                If you put it off,
                you miss out on life.
                                Lucius Annaeus Seneca
 
1. In the basement
Will Morgan was on his way to the office in an elegant armored limousine with bulletproof windows, staring impatiently out the side window from the back seat, thinking. He adjusted his monocle, which didn't seem to fit properly today. An unlit cigarette hung from the right corner of his mouth. Smoking was forbidden in service vehicles, and he abided by the rule, even though in his position he could have easily afforded to ignore it. He just felt better with the cigarette already in his mouth. Traffic was as heavy as ever, and two accidents on the route had already caused a half-hour delay. Since his promotion to Chief of Police for all of Elysium, Morgan had been entitled to all sorts of privileges that still took some getting used to for him - a thoroughly pragmatic public servant. In this car, he felt more like a politician or a celebrity than a civil servant, and he wasn't sure he really liked the attention it brought. But there was no alternative to the security measures. As head of the homicide squad, he was used to operating in the background and had even managed to avoid giving a single television interview in all those years, even though the requests for them had been piling up. This would be different in the future, there was no escape for him. He would have to show his face to the camera. His predecessor had often jumped from one talk show to the next, loved to make big speeches and present himself. He had allowed himself to be celebrated as an expert by the often state-subsidized private channels, but his expertise and performance were sorely lacking. This so-called expert was partly responsible for the fact that police units hardly dared to enter entire districts. The northern part of the city was largely anarchic, and the Wild West was in the hands of numerous gangs who had carved up the area after brutal confrontations. The crime rate in the industrial area in the south had risen steadily since the crawler crisis, and the police were losing more and more ground there. At least the situation in the subway stations had calmed down a bit. Will Morgan was determined to turn things around. The situation didn't look rosy, but there was still hope. He would not allow Elysium to suffer the same fate as Brightland. In this city on the planet's second largest continent, which was also dominated by American culture, the government had been deposed almost 15 years ago by a gangster boss who had been financed in the background by a large IT company. From then on, he called himself *the Commandante*, and if you wanted to negotiate with the city, you couldn't get past this criminal. In Brightland there was no government, no elections, no rights or justice, no democracy... What was American about a place that had completely lost the idea of freedom and self-determination? Morgan was aware that Elysium had its problems, but compared to Brightland, it was a haven of law and order. He had to make sure that law and order were restored throughout the city. Unfortunately, he had comparatively limited resources at his disposal.
 
Rick, his new driver, was in an extremely good mood today, humming to himself and grinning broadly despite the hellish traffic on the streets. It must have something to do with his new acquaintance, the girl Rick had recently met in a downtown nightclub. Suddenly a bell rang from Morgan's briefcase. He opened it, took out the large cell phone, pulled out the antenna and answered the call.
"Morgan," he answered curtly.
"Chief, this is McCullen. There's been a major incident tonight on the edge of the industrial park. The press is already here, of course. Either we've got a mole in the police department or the vultures have found another way to listen in on our radio," he said over a bad connection.
"Incident? What kind of incident? And where exactly?" Morgan asked with a grimace. He had developed an allergy to the word *incident* because it never meant anything good.
"The production facility of Safecorp, the company that makes the bulletproof vests for the police and various security companies. Right next to the subway station Down Under. We've already been able to analyze the surveillance footage. At about two in the morning, a man shot the night watchmen at the main entrance and then entered the compound. He ripped off the barrier chain with his bare hands and then shot any other guards who got in his way. We have recovered a total of twelve bodies so far, and the number is growing. He then destroyed the production machinery with incendiary devices. The fire department is still working on that. We don't know what kind of explosives he used in the attack, but the stuff just won't stop burning," McCullen explained excitedly. Morgan was stunned. What had he just heard? 
"One man did this? How is that possible?" he interrupted his colleague.
"It's completely inexplicable to us. He had a fully automatic machine gun and two handguns. He was also wearing a mask, so we don't have a face for the perpetrator. What we do know is that he was enormously tall, more than a head taller than all the guards. And... Well, this may sound pretty crazy, but if I hadn't seen it on the footage myself..." McCullen hesitated.
"Yeah? Spit it out, I want all the information!" Morgan urged. He hated this kind of report before the first coffee. The cigarette bobbed nervously in his mouth.
"The guards fired at the man, but it didn't stop him. The intruder didn't shed a drop of blood. They tried to stop him with all their might, but he just flinched a little with each hit and then marched on. He must have been wearing some kind of armor under his clothes that we've never seen before," McCullen continued. Morgan thought about it and then answered in an emphatic tone.
"The press must not get their hands on the camera footage, are we clear on that? I would like a detailed report with all the facts of the incident in my office as soon as possible. Is there anything else I need to know?"
"The man was wearing a black uniform with no insignia. So far we have no information as to where he might have come from," McCullen concluded. 
"Thanks, I'll see you later," Morgan ended the call.
"Trouble?" Rick asked with interest. He had only caught bits and pieces of the conversation because he had to concentrate on the traffic. The driver had just turned into the underground garage of the police headquarters and was now heading for the reserved parking lot.
"Yes, and a lot of it," Morgan sighed.
 
A beautiful sunny day was followed by a warm summer night. Three days had passed since Abigail had removed the encryption of Yanny's fighting abilities, which she herself had installed in a deeper layer of her subconscious during her creation. Since then, the cyborg had felt bad. She had usually used her nights to read books and magazines, improve her medical skills, watch TV, do housework, or make minor repairs to the house or technical equipment. Not having to sleep had its advantages. Now, however, it felt like a curse. She could pretend to be asleep, but she couldn't fool herself. The original purpose for which she had been created prevented her from completely shutting down her bodily functions, at least for a while, and from shutting off her thoughts unless she was seriously damaged. And when danger was imminent, as it was now, even a temporary state of stand-by was impossible. She was condemned to be awake, and she was afraid. Afraid of what was to come, but also afraid of herself. With the unraveling of her fighting abilities, she had become much more of what she should have been. She could live with that, but she didn't like it. It was still the only option she had, there was no other way out.
 
With these thoughts in her mind, she loaded the heavy silver revolver with the large caliber. Five cartridges lay before her: open the cylinder, insert the cartridges, close the cylinder, remove the safety. The time for this operation: 3.5 seconds. The fully automatic firing range in the basement of the villa began its training program. The cardboard dummies moved quickly and in jerky, unpredictable movements at the highest difficulty level. The distance was 15 meters and 2.2 centimeters - she hadn't missed the measurement error made when the house was built. Her reactivated targeting device gave her all the data on the moving targets in real time. She took aim. A man of average training would not have been able to hold this massive weapon with its overlong barrel for long with one outstretched arm. Even Yuri used his second hand as a support when shooting with this gun, because the recoil was enormous. Yanny did not tremble. She had no heartbeat, no breathing and no muscle contractions to interfere with this movement. She could feel the weight, but it was too small to have a negative effect. Her virtual crosshairs were locked on the target. She pulled the trigger and a thunderous shot rang out. 99.99 percent of the recoil was absorbed. The head of the middle cardboard figure was completely shredded by the force of the cross-shaped bullet's impact. The damage analysis showed 99.985 percent destruction at the target. A tiny piece of the head remained on the figure's neck. The following four shots to the heads of the other targets increased the average of the total damage achieved to 99.992 percent. She lowered her weapon and shook her head, barely noticing. How vast and complicated the field of medicine was. How much energy, dedication and knowledge it took to heal someone. In contrast, how easy it was to hurt or kill someone. How little effort it took to destroy.
 
"I'm sorry Abigail, I hope I didn't wake you with the noise? I thought the room was soundproofed enough that nothing could get through to the bedrooms upstairs?" Yanny said without turning around. The computer specialist, who had snuck in from behind and peered through the still open gap in the door, was startled at first. Then she quickly remembered that Yanny had told her that removing the encryption would have far-reaching effects on her senses. Her sensors now consumed many times more power and processor capacity due to a permanent alarm state. Capacity she would lack for further development of human behavior. She had clearly detected Abigail's approach, despite the noise of the gunfire, by analyzing the pattern of approaching footsteps, heartbeat and breathing. She could no longer keep her promise not to scan the bodily functions of her family, the other TRAP agents. Thin white smoke was still steaming from the barrel of the revolver pointed at the floor, and it was still swirling around Yanny's hand. Abigail opened the door wider, slipped into the room, and pulled it shut behind her.
"That... that was incredible! And no, you didn't wake me. I couldn't sleep anyway. I was getting a glass of milk and walking around the house when I saw the light down here," Abigail explained. Yanny nodded and tried to smile, but she couldn't quite manage it. There was something absolutely audacious about the black, belly-baring tank top with the neon pink TRAP agency print and the short black skirt combined with the oversized smoking gun in her hand. Abigail chewed her lower lip and thought about it, but then tore her gaze away and looked back at the destroyed cardboard cutouts. 
"I don't think you have much to worry about anymore. You are functioning perfectly. Your *brother* may be physically superior to you, but you'll have him incapacitated before he can even get near you." Yanny placed the gun on the table beside her, then hesitated for a moment before answering, looking down.
"Yes," she replied simply. An awkward silence followed, and Abigail cleared her throat as the cyborg stood motionless, showing no further expression.
"Yanny?" Abigail asked. 
"Uh... Yes?" she replied. Abigail didn't consider herself very good at interpersonal relationships, but she could clearly tell that Yanny didn't mean what she said - that reluctant yes.
"Can you give me an honest assessment?" she asked.
"I am an assassin unit. I was built to blend in, to be fast, to overcome obstacles, to perform stealth missions, and to take out human targets. I was not built to fight heavy war machines on the front lines."
"So what exactly are the chances that you will be able to take out this Lazarus smoothly? Artyom Gromov was his real name, wasn't it? Why don't you give me a number?" asked Abigail. Yanny hesitated a little longer. 
"My brother was designed for missions like this battle of the northern city troops on the Japanese front in the northeast..." she continued, not meeting Abigail's eyes.
"Yanny!" she then became much louder.
"Yes?" came a whispered reply.
"What are the chances of you defeating him without taking too much damage?" Yanny appeared to be thinking.
"By the way, we should definitely go shopping again tomorrow. There were some interesting coupons in the paper and an ad for..."
"Yanny!!!" Abigail's voice cracked. She was torn between impatience and concern. Something was very wrong. She tried to calm down again, kneading her hands nervously. 
"What are your chances of survival?" Every word was over-emphasized, as if teaching a child to speak. The cyborg looked up at her with wide, sad eyes. 
"My chances of survival in a direct hand-to-hand combat are about 2.3 percent." Abigail started to answer, but her mouth stopped for a moment. She had to collect herself and digest this information.
"You're not saying we went through all this to give you a 2.3 percent chance of defeating Artjom?"
"We have already discussed all of this. You saw the report on the news this morning about the attack in the industrial district. That was just his first test, nothing more. He's just warming up for the big targets in town. It has begun. More people will die if I don't fight. A lot of people. Maybe even you. I can't help it, I have to take this chance, no matter how small it may be. The computer specialist suddenly felt helpless and powerless. A cold grip had tightened around her heart. She had grown fond of Yanny and didn't want to imagine what it would be like if something happened to her. From the moment they had rescued the girl from the lab, it had been clear that they would never have agreed to hand her over to their employer. For Abigail, Yanny was now like the sister she never had.
"It's suicide," she croaked in a hoarse voice.
"Aby, you can't tell the others. Especially not Harry. You can't mention how slim my chances are," the cyborg whispered.
"Because otherwise they won't let you go."
"Yes."
"And why do you think I'll let you go?" Yanny looked her straight in the eye.
"Because you know I'm right." Her voice trembled at the words. Abigail, on the other hand, just shook her head. She didn't want to accept all of this, there had to be something they could do. A desperate determination washed over her. She took a step closer to Yanny, leaning in so she could look her directly in the eyes at eye level. Then she slowly stroked Yanny's head with her right hand, letting it rest on her cheek.
"Do you really think I will just stand by and watch you get slaughtered by that killer? What do you think I should do in the meantime? Knit some socks and hope for the 2.3 percent? Do you think the others will just sit here quietly and wait for us to pick up your parts somewhere?"
"Aby, again: please don't tell the others, it's dangerous and... much more dangerous than anything you've ever done..." Yanny started to answer.
"No, forget it, young lady! What can we do? There has to be something that can help, right? Something we can do to help you fight. Talk!" Yanny's eyes became moist. Those damned eyes, even now she couldn't control them. 
"Well... Um..." she replied, stuttering and slowly backing away as Abigail, with a determined look and a cold smile, pushed her into the corner of the room and gently poked her in the stomach with outstretched forefingers.
 
2. You are not alone
Without comment, Yanny placed the stuffed llama Abigail had given her a few weeks ago on the large table in the meeting room. The assembled group looked at her questioningly. Given the seriousness of the situation, no one had expected her to bring the stuffed animal to the meeting. 
"Does it still need to be walked?" asked Ralph with a broad grin. Yanny smiled, but didn't answer, just snapped her fingers.
"Llama, right!" she ordered her stuffed animal. Much to the surprise of the others, the little legs began to move and the llama actually turned to the right. Yuri, who had just finished his Coke, slowly closed his mouth and put the cup down in front of him.
"Llama, left!" she ordered, the llama followed without hesitation and turned left.
"Llama, jump." The llama jumped forward a little, but the movement looked awkward. The artificial animal staggered as it landed, but managed to regain its balance and avoid falling over.
"Fascinating," Harry said, genuinely impressed. Everyone stared at the stuffed animal; no one had expected such an introduction.
"I only wish Anton were so obedient," Yuri said, looking reproachfully over at his dog, curled up in an armchair under the window, snoring softly. He had put on a little weight lately. Anton had been living in the villa like a little dog king since the agents had freed him from his cage in the subway shafts, escaping certain death from radioactive contamination.
"That's not all," Yanny giggled, seeming to have forgotten all her worries for the moment, and patted the llama's head, which seemed to be waiting attentively for her next instructions.
"What's next?" Ralph groaned, then shoved a few peanuts into his mouth from the plastic bowl that was always well-filled on the table at every meeting.
"Llama, dance!" Yanny commanded, and the llama began to dance, twirling its short little legs and wiggling its butt, while its facial expression maintained the stoic seriousness with the slight silver look. Everyone laughed - including Abigail - wondering if Yanny hadn't wasted too much time on these little *extras* in the program. Still, it was a welcome break before they got to the unpleasant part. She took a good swig from her whiskey glass to calm herself down, a tried and true home remedy she had learned from Ralph.
"Llama, sing!" came the next command. The stuffed animal continued to dance in rhythmic samba movements and suddenly began to moo loudly and clearly like a cow. Abigail laughed so hard that the sip of whiskey she still had in her mouth shot out of her nose. 
"Yanny, damn it... Llamas don't moo!" she giggled helplessly as she fished a handkerchief from the desk drawer and blew her stinging nose.
"They do!" Yanny said with a slightly offended undertone and gave her an uncertain look. "Or... Don't they?"
"No, they don't," Abigail confirmed, blowing her nose. Yanny rubbed her chin and thought; there was no information about them in her databases. "But what sounds do they make?" 
"I ate one once, but I never heard one," Ralph explained, smacking his lips and shoving another handful of nuts into his mouth.
"You what?" Harry asked.
"That creature escaped from Elysium Zoo and got lost in the northern part of the city, old story... I'll tell it some other time. Anyway, it was a bit chewy," Ralph said with a laugh. 
"The... well, llamas just kind of hum... and whinny. But not like horses..." Abigail tried to explain. Confused looks were directed at her.
"Humming? Whinnying?" Abigail blushed slightly as she tried to rub her pant legs dry with a second handkerchief. "Why are you looking at me like that? It's really hard to describe. They just hum like... like llamas."
"And mine is mooing!" Yanny affirmed firmly, crossing her arms over her chest to add weight to her statement. "I upgraded it with all kinds of technology I got from a thrift store downtown. By the way, for some reason I don't understand, there was a second unused motherboard with a relatively powerful processor hidden in the Sea Lord's computer, which I installed in Lama's stomach and which now provides the little one with computing power. These processors are perfectly adequate for his needs," Yanny explained. Abigail rubbed the bridge of her nose and sighed. What the cyborg here describes as *adequate* might be worth about $100,000.00 on the black market. "Lama's skeleton and the rest of the hardware are made of the same material as my reconstructed hand. Two miniature cameras are built into its eyes to give it three-dimensional vision. I've wired the ears with two microphones." She pulled out a wide wristband that looked a lot like her own. A small mini-screen was built into it. "This bracelet is connected to Llama. It will follow me during the battle with Lazarus and give you status reports. There is not enough power to transmit images and sound, but it will certainly provide interim information. My own status will also be displayed on this screen. 
"A drone, then," Harry said.
"Exactly," Yanny confirmed with a smile. She activated the wristband, and next to the square text message field appeared a menu with a stick figure whose individual body parts lit up in green 100 percent lettering. "This is an extremely simplified representation of me," she explained proudly, and the llama mooed softly in confirmation.
"Okay, and what can we do, what is our role in this?" asked Harry. He was eager to find out what they could do to help Yanny in her upcoming battle. It would certainly be another daring action, he guessed. Whether in a factory hall, in a steel cage on a luxury yacht, in a subway shaft or in a virtual reality meta-dream... it made no difference to him where the next mission would take him. As long as the girl could avert the imminent danger and they could hopefully look forward to calmer times afterwards. He sighed at the thought and took a bite of the cereal bar he had just unwrapped. At least it was once again a just cause, once again for the entire city and its inhabitants, a not inconsiderable portion of whom he considered quite mad and not sane. But was that really his motivation? If he was honest with himself, he could only answer in the negative. No, it wasn't. Whatever was asked of him now, he would do it for her alone, for Yanny, of that he was sure. He had never been fit to be a *hero*, and until the founding of this agency, there had been nothing and no one he could have lost. No one who had meant anything to him. All that had changed.
 
Yuri grimaced slightly as he watched Harry eat the cereal bar. He preferred a completely different diet and would only have eaten these things if absolutely necessary. Next to him on the table were three empty burger boxes from Fabio Burger, four empty bags of chips and three empty cups of coke. The mayor himself had opened his first fast-food restaurant on North Beach two weeks ago, and Yuri had been eager to try out his delivery service. His muscular body demanded snacks to keep his strength up. 
"Harry's right, what we do?" he grumbled.
 
Abigail, now back at the large whiteboard with a thick marker, began to explain, writing down key points and making schematic drawings. 
"Yanny was able to decipher some more important information over the net. There are also some old technology computers connected to the teletext Internet that have a connection technology that, as far as we know, cannot be reproduced anywhere on 86. This function probably dates back to the time when everything was installed on the settler ships and permanent communication between the individual units was completely normal. We were lucky that the Party Future Northlands operates a central computer with old technology, which enabled us to find out even more about Project Lazarus. With the help of our interface, Yanny was able to find out that the PFN has built its own underwater base about 30 kilometers off the coast of Elysium. It is a secret military project in which Utopia and Neo Yakutsk have participated. The reason why this base was built now seems clear: the party wanted to create an outpost in the south. What we now know for sure is that this Lazarus receives orders from there and is to some extent controlled from there. As we have already discovered, despite the implanted human brain and chip, it needs additional control to stay on course during its missions. In the documents and message histories, everything about the underwater outpost refers to something called *Base 2*. That's why we suspect that Base 1 is located in Neo Yakutsk - the place where the super soldier was created - and its radio link doesn't reach far enough to Elysium," Abigail explained in detail. Yuri wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and thought about it. Yes, it sounded very much like the PFN's strategic approach. He hadn't left Utopia for nothing, hadn't risked his life to escape military service for no reason. He had not wanted to be part of these great power fantasies. Until now, however, he had thought it unlikely that the northern cities would actually launch an act of war against the south, albeit a covert one, so quickly. Could it be that his past was catching up with him? 
"And now you want to go to the base?" asked Ralph with raised eyebrows.
"Exactly. We'll infiltrate the base and manipulate the controls. That way we can at least destabilize Lazarus from there long enough for Yanny to destroy him. We can destabilize him by, for example, feeding him illogical commands while he fights her, which is why the whole thing has to happen at the same time. Yanny must fight him while we are at the controls. For example, if we command him to surrender, it will take some time for his self-preservation mechanism to kick in. Yanny can then use this window of opportunity to destroy him by force. If we create the moment of confusion too early or too late and they can't use the window of opportunity, Lazarus may become even more dangerous and unpredictable than before because he won't take orders for a while and may run amok," Abigail explained, trying to sound as calm as possible.
"Sounds... easy," Harry said with a sarcastic undertone in his voice, flicking the empty package of his bar onto the table. Yuri pursed his lips. 
"Let me guess, we take little submarine we stole from Sea-Lord and take it to underwater base?" Abigail nodded, glancing briefly at Yanny, who was sitting quietly in the chair with Lama on her lap, who had crawled there on its own. 
"Exactly. But there's a problem here, too. The submarine is only meant for short emergency trips to the coast. It has a range of 35 kilometers. So it would be a total of 60 kilometers to the base and back to the coast. We would make it to Base 2, of course, but not back.
"This is bad," grumbled the giant.
"Yes, but I've already thought of something. It... You might like it, Yuri..." Abigail interjected, smiling softly. He looked at her curiously. 
"Gift for Yuri?"
"We only need to get within about five kilometers of the base to make it back completely on our own. And we know someone who has a ship that can do that easily. Carla Brandon could do us this favor, she promised us one back then anyway. Since we got Dennis Dexter out of the way, she's one of the most powerful people in Elysium and the Sea Lord belongs to her and is at her free disposal.
"We're going on another trip on Sea Lord?" Yuri asked, his features brightening.
"You can think about getting *her* something? She'll definitely still be working there," Abigail grinned, alluding to the stewardess named Lisa Muller with whom Yuri had tried in vain to flirt when he was drunk. He had mentioned Lisa again and again in the meantime, pretending it didn't bother him that he would probably never see her again. Lisa had mistaken Abigail for his wife the second time they had met on the ship and had left with a sour remark. 
"By the way, the only way to get in without setting off the alarm is through the drainpipe at the bottom of the base," Yanny said in a somewhat muffled voice, and Abigail shook in disgust as she explained this particular detail. It would take a lot of effort for the computer specialist to enter through the sewer system of all places. At least she would be wearing an impermeable suit, that was her only consolation. "There must be a hole somewhere in the pipe, through which you can get into the interior of the base. Unfortunately, I haven't found an exact floor plan."
"Okay, so we take the ship out to sea, take our submarine the last part of the way, get into the base through the toilet drain, manipulate the controls for Lazarus while Yanny fights him, and while she's still destroying him, we're already on the run with the submarine back to land," Harry recapitulated, rubbing the bridge of his nose.
"Almost boring," Yuri remarked dryly.
"Well, when this is all over, we'll find a quieter job, folks. Maybe just driving trucks around with loads of nitroglycerin, or scrubbing the remaining radioactive caverns under Kelly Malcom's nuclear power plant..." Ralph grunted. Abigail cleared her throat at the mention of the contractor's name and began biting her fingernails. 
"Whatever," she said quickly.   
 
3. The bait is set
Sunday, 05:30 a.m.
Carla Brandon had followed through on their phone agreement, and the majestic giant yacht Sea Lord was waiting at the agreed upon rendezvous point on the north beach. The widow of Dennis Dexter had not been surprised to hear from the TRAP agency again after all this time, but of course she had wanted to know the reason for their request. The explanation had convinced her at once, and she had immediately agreed to take the mini-sub far enough out to sea. The prospect of a possible destabilization of the entire city and the danger of an invasion by the PFN would be extremely damaging to her business and had to be avoided at all costs. The crawler crisis had not affected drug consumption in Elysium, which was her main source of income. However, the threat of a Russian-style military dictatorship being established on her territory was of a different order, and she had no interest in the consequences.
 
Over the past three days, Yanny had given Abigail a basic introduction to the controls of the mini-submarine, and with the help of a data cable connection from the onboard controls to her brain, the crash course had been enough for her to steer the vehicle to its destination. This newly implanted socket in the back of her head was already paying dividends in other areas. The process of docking into the lock beneath the anchored luxury yacht had made her sweat. Fortunately, the area was protected by hard rubber pontoons that completely prevented the boat from hitting anything and causing any damage. When the submarine was finally back in place and Harry, Yuri and Abigail had climbed out the hatch, they were greeted by Carla and two of her bodyguards. The most powerful woman in the underworld of Elysium was, as always, perfectly styled in an elaborate blue dress and looked like she was on her way to a gala dinner.
"Oh, what an exciting visit! It's a shame we have to meet again under such adverse circumstances. You did a fantastic job back then, and unfortunately we didn't even get a chance to celebrate your victory properly," she called out to the agents who were moving in her direction across a narrow, swaying bridge. When she spotted Yuri, who had been the last to disembark, her features lit up even more. "Oh, there's Mr. Yuri Sokolov too..."
"You even remember my last name?" Yuri asked, genuinely surprised. Carla looked at him with sparkling eyes and a smile on her lips.
"Of course, you don't meet men as handsome as you very often, so it's easy to remember such a great name," she replied, purring slightly, before asking the group: "Do you have to stay completely sober, or shall we toast our reunion with a little glass of champagne? It will take us a good two hours to reach the coordinates where you will disembark from the submarine."
"Completely sober, unfortunately," Harry nodded curtly.
"Pity, hmmm... where have you left your charming colleague? The young doctor who helped you in the ring," Carla asked Harry, motioning for the three of them to follow her. The engine noise down here was beginning to interfere with the conversation and she wanted to offer her guests at least some comfort - if only for the short time they were staying. The three gladly complied and accompanied Carla and her bodyguard up the stairs.
"I'm afraid our doctor is indisposed," Harry replied again, his face serious and his expression tense and distracted. Abigail, who was walking right behind him, looked at him worriedly. Of course, they were all worried about Yanny, but she sincerely hoped that Harry wouldn't let his worries affect the upcoming action. They needed a good dose of luck and a cool head more than anything else. They needed him at his best, this time more than ever.
"That's a real shame. Well, when this is all over, would it be nice if you could all come to one of my next receptions together? We could drink a toast together. Would you like something else instead, something non-alcoholic? My bartender Dave mixes excellent cocktails with juice and soda, so you'll get a good dose of vitamins," Carla continued in a friendly manner.
"I must see Ms. Muller urgent," she was abruptly interrupted by Yuri, who delivered his sentence in the most innocuous way possible.
"Ms. Muller's?" Carla replied, then laughed and looked at him with wide, questioning eyes. They had now reached the top floor and were standing at kitchen level. The millionaire had not expected the agent to want to talk to one of her stewardesses before such an important mission. 
"Yes," Yuri nodded, kneading his hands.
"Is this also a covert operation? Ms. Muller never gave me the impression that she could be involved in anything. But still waters run deep, as we all know," she took refuge in a platitude and pursed her lips.
"Yes, top secret," the giant confirmed with a poker face and pricked up his ears. At least Lisa was still working here on the ship, so he would at least have the opportunity to talk to her. Hopefully.
"Yes, well, you'll let me know soon enough if Ms. Muller is involved in anything that should interest me as her employer? The lady should be somewhere on this floor, feel free to look for her. In the meantime, I'll take your colleagues up to the bar if you'd like to join me. Dave must be itching to mix some drinks, they don't call him *the hottest shaker in North Beach* for nothing," she explained.
"Of course, and thank you," Yuri grumbled amiably and stomped off, the small group clearly aware that the Sea Lord was picking up speed at that moment. The giant heard the muffled sound of Carla's chatter as she pushed his companions upstairs while he opened door after door in the corridor to find the stewardess. Since there were no guests on the yacht except the crew, even the doors to the various rooms normally reserved for the staff were unlocked. Fortunately, it didn't take him long to find Lisa Muller in a group with two other ladies who were busy tidying up the pantry in the kitchen. He recognized her immediately. Her pretty face with the snub nose and blue eyes, the long brunette ponytail, and the bright voice that had fallen into a busy sing-song. How many times had he thought of her in the past few months? He had lain awake countless times remembering the two brief encounters he had had with her. Why had this woman made such a lasting impression on him that even the brief adventure with Dr. Kelly Malcom's secretary couldn't erase it? There was something about Lisa that magically attracted him. He just had to try, he had to put all his eggs in one basket.
"Rebecca, what do you say we put the flour packets more to the le-?" Lisa said to her colleague when she suddenly saw Yuri coming and didn't finish her sentence. She seemed to be thinking about where she had seen this imposing man before.
"Ms. Muller, please forgive interrupting, I... um... my name is Yuri Sokolov, I can speak to you perhaps..." Yuri stammered, noticing how his American seemed to slip away completely in a wave of rising nervousness. He no longer knew himself at that moment. Lisa and her two colleagues in their smart white uniforms looked at him with interest and giggled. Yuri wore a black combat suit with a tight top that hugged his muscular arms. If he hadn't moved, he could have been mistaken for a classical depiction of an ancient deity, and yet at that moment he looked as helpless and shy as a little boy. 
"You want to talk to me?" asked Lisa, who was completely stunned by Yuri's question and stood rooted to the spot. Moments later, she felt Rebecca's hands on her back, slowly pushing her toward the tall stranger.
"Don't just stand there, the guy's totally hot, do something, quick!" Rebecca hissed in her ear. The woman with the blond bob, who had grown up in the Wild West, didn't care that Lisa was actually her superior and had long been of the opinion that her own job would be a little more relaxed if her deck officer finally started looking around for a boyfriend.
"Just a minute to talk to you, if possible, maybe," Yuri said.
"A minute is no problem," Rebecca giggled. "We'll be done here in no time anyway." Lisa grimaced as she was pushed further forward, but then nodded to Yuri and walked with him back down the hallway toward the stairs to get out of sight of her colleagues, their necks growing longer and longer with curiosity.
"I think I remember you," Lisa said slowly to Yuri as they turned the next corner together. "The night of the big martial arts tournament a few months ago. You were completely drunk and... and with your wife on board," Lisa recapitulated thoughtfully. Yuri just shook his head.
"Abigail, she not my wife, she is work partner. It was all cover," he explained. With each passing moment, he became a little calmer. After all, he had prepared well. Then he reached into his pocket, pulled out a folded piece of paper and handed it to her. "Please read, I know I would be very nervous, so I write down all I want to say. Another friend who speaks good Russian helped me translate my thoughts. This here on paper is what I want to say, everything." It was true, Yanny's knowledge of Russian was now so good that she had been able to translate Yuri's letter directly into American. They had written this letter together yesterday, in case he really did see Lisa again. She hesitantly took the paper, unfolded it, and began to read in a hushed voice:
 
"I apologize for approaching you like this, but I couldn't help myself. A few months ago, we saw each other only twice very briefly, and the first time I was quite drunk. I may never be able to make up for the bad first impression I made on you, though I would like nothing more. But maybe you would give me a chance to get to know you? I know nothing about you. I don't know if you have a boyfriend and will reject me as soon as you finish reading these lines. I don't know what you like to eat, I don't know your favorite music, your goals or your dreams. All I know is that I can't get you out of my head and I would love to know all these things about you. 
 
Right now I'm on my way to a mission that I don't know if I'm going to survive. Again, because this is my job. My life is defined by danger, so I'm not the kind of man a woman would want. Would you still like to go out with me sometime?"
 
Lisa lowered the letter and looked at Yuri thoughtfully for a while. He had gentle eyes, she thought. Eyes that didn't really seem to match his martial appearance. He stood quietly, waiting for her reply. It was a strange situation, something like this had never happened to her before and as a servant here on the yacht she had experienced many men and their advances. It had often happened that gentlemen with a lot of money had tried to buy her directly and without further ado, and she had heard enough of the same clumsy pick-up lines in the last few years. She had never accepted any of them. She earned her own money and didn't want to become a toy or a trophy, a showpiece for a millionaire. An object to be discarded when one lost interest in it. Now she was faced with this man who had asked someone else to help him write a letter because he was so nervous that he was afraid he wouldn't be able to find the right words in her language. And all because he had met her briefly months ago. In fact, he gave her the impression that he was a man who made the ladies nervous. She smiled at him as she thought this, and he smiled back, openly and warmly. She thought it was really sweet that he hadn't forgotten her and had made the effort. She didn't feel pressured, on the contrary, she was really flattered by his letter. She really liked him and he seemed very nice. Certainly not an ordinary man. With a slow movement, she took a pen from the breast pocket of her blouse and wrote her phone number on the letter, holding it out to Yuri again. 
"Here's my number. I'll be on shore leave next week. We can do something together," she said in a quiet voice. Yuri's whole face lit up.
"Thank you, I look forward to it," he nodded. Then he pulled a business card for the agency out of his pocket and handed it to her. "Just in case, I give you my number too." He had learned from Abigail's mistake when she had lost Viktor Konakov's phone number to the salty seawater during her escape from the Sea Lord. 
"Thank you," Lisa replied as she took the card. She paused for a moment as she read the inscription. "TRAP Agency - The Agency for Special Cases? That sounds exciting. I can't wait to hear what you have to say," she smiled. Neither of them had noticed that Cassy and Rebecca, Lisa's colleagues, were standing around the corner listening with pricked up ears, then nodded to each other with a grin and scurried back to the pantry.
 
Sunday, 09:30 a.m.
Ralph turned the agency car into the street of the waste recycling plant in the industrial district. Unlike usual, they had barely exchanged a word during the drive. When they usually ran errands or visited clients together, they always had a lot to talk about, joking and laughing. Ralph had experienced a lot of crazy things and was a never-ending source of exciting and strange stories. Today was different, the mood was tense and gloomy. Yanny sat in the back seat, meticulously checking her equipment and weapons, adding a drop of oil from a tiny bottle here and there and tightening the buckles on her bulletproof vest and reinforced gloves. She had chosen two of the heavy silver Colts in the largest caliber available, with modified cartridges, which she now carried in holsters on her thighs. She also carried a fully automatic machine gun and two hand grenades of disproportionately high explosive power in her trouser pockets. Two full cartridge belts hung from her torso. The little stuffed llama, on the other hand, sat next to her in the back seat and watched as she checked her equipment again. Yanny knew that all she had to do was keep Lazarus at bay until she had the opportunity to strike, but she could not engage in hand-to-hand combat. She would have to keep moving, not stand still or allow herself to be backed into a corner. It would work, it had to. With the weapons she had on her body, she would not be able to destroy her opponent, who carried the brain and the heart of Artyom Gromov, on her own. It would take more, a machine with enough pressure and a place from which her opponent would not move as long as he saw the chance to destroy her. That was why they had come here, to the waste recycling plant. The lines were idle on Sunday, no one was working there, and the neighborhood was less busy that day anyway, with most of the workers in the western part of the city. Lazarus' first attack on Safecorp had also taken place in this part of town. The security company was not far from their current location. He was probably still nearby. Yanny would gain access to the hall, turn on the giant garbage shredder, and use a simple cable and teletext Internet connection to contact Lazarus. If the others were able to destabilize him remotely, all she had to do was get him into the hopper of the shredder and escape. The energy generators in his torso worried her the most, as they would undoubtedly explode under the pressure of the rollers, and there was no telling how strong the pressure wave would be. 
 
Ralph parked the car a short distance across the street from the recycling plant. He knew what he had to do, it was the same procedure as any other major mission. He would wait in the car and escape with Yanny as soon as Lazarus was defeated. If necessary, he would secure the retreat, a loaded pump shotgun was already on the passenger seat for that purpose. It wouldn't have helped if he had accompanied Yanny on her way. Her opponent had an almost perfect aiming system; he would be no different from the guards at Safecorp. As a human, he was too slow. For Lazarus, he would have been an easy target, nothing more. A few more moments of silence passed as he turned off the engine.
"I'll be on my way then," she said quietly from the back seat, her hand going to the door handle after a moment of fixing her ponytail. She reached for the llama and picked it up on her left arm, which the stuffed animal commented on with a moo.
"Just a minute," Ralph said, and Yanny stopped.
"Yes?"
"What aren't you telling me?" he asked in a calm voice, taking his index fingers off the wheel. She started to answer, but then stopped. He nodded slowly. "I'm not stupid, madame: the situation is much worse than you made it out to be, isn't it? This Russian fighting machine has blown away a small private army all by itself, and now a handful of us are coming to take it on. That's about the craziest thing we could do." She pursed her lips and lowered her eyes to her rifle.
"Yes," she whispered. Ralph sighed deeply, pulled a cigarillo from his jacket pocket and lit it, then got out of the car, walked around it and opened the door for her. She got out and they stood facing each other.
"It's none of my business, but did Harry ever tell you?" he finally asked, chewing on the cigarillo.
"What?" Yanny tilted her head and looked at him curiously.
"Well, that he loves you? What else?" Ralph grinned briefly.
"H-how? What do you mean? N-no, how do you know that? Did he ever mention anything to you?" she asked uncertainly.
"He doesn't have to say anything, a blind man can see that. Or do you think an old fool like me wouldn't notice? He lights up like a bedside lamp when he's near you," he winked at her. "Do you like him too?" She nodded at the question so quickly that her ponytail bobbed and a smile played across her lips.
"But you didn't tell him?" he asked, closing one eye skeptically.
"No, never really directly. But we held hands twice," she whispered. Ralph sighed deeper, shook his head and rubbed his eyes. Then he took a deep breath and blew the blue haze in another direction.
"Oh dear... Madame. This isn't going to work. Why are you two dragging your feet when everything is so clear?"
"I'm not a normal woman... He..." she replied hesitantly.
"Could you imagine our Harry with a *normal* woman? Some kind of housewife, perhaps?" Ralph fended her off with a grin. "If you really like someone, you have to tell them. Otherwise, it might be too late, and you'll regret it, and you won't get another chance. But you'll get your chance, I know you will. You're going to kick Lazarus' ass, no matter how strong he is and no matter how shitty everything looks. And then we're gonna get out of here. I believe in you, I did from the first moment. Yanny closed her eyes and they hugged each other for a long time.
"Thank you," she said in a slightly shaky voice.
"I'll wait for you here. Don't worry," he nodded with a smile. Then they parted, and Yanny marched toward the large gray enclosure without looking back. The little llama pressed close to her.
 
4. Come and get me
Sunday, 08:37 a.m.
It was completely silent here in the transition to the twilight zone of the ocean at a depth of about 200 meters, where the sunlight could hardly penetrate. A good level to stay hidden and establish a base that could be easily supplied by inconspicuous ships. Beneath the surface of the azure blue water stretched a seemingly endless rugged mountain range, formed millions of years ago by shifting continental plates and volcanic eruptions. Silent witnesses to the birth of Planet 86 at the edge of the known universe and largely unexplored by its inhabitants. The depth of the peaks and valleys varied from a few hundred to 11,000 meters, depending on the location, and the prevailing pressure varied accordingly. 
 
Slowly, with the engine off, the mini-sub floated a short distance diagonally downward on its own momentum, landing with a gentle jerk on one of the gray, mud-covered plateau peaks of one of these mountains. The carpet of muddy vegetation was the only plant life left here. It was not far to the PFN underwater base, which was still out of sight. All functions went into standby except the hatch activator with the small airlock, which would only allow them in and out one at a time. Abigail unplugged the data cable from the back of her head, rose from her seat and checked the control panel again with a quick glance. Then she looked at the mini-screen on the armband that displayed Yanny's vital signs. As expected, all readings were at 100 percent. She nodded in satisfaction.
"Let's get on with it," she said quietly to her companions. When she turned around, Harry was already holding out her small oxygen tank and mask without saying a word. The men had taken the time to get their own scuba gear ready. The fact that they had to cover the last part of the journey without a vehicle brought an additional disadvantage: as far as weapons were concerned, they were limited to the bare essentials. Yuri had opted for a sturdy hammer from the mansion's toolbox and a pistol, which he carried in a waterproof pouch on his belt along with two extra magazines, as did Abigail with her silver Colt. Harry, on the other hand, had two brass knuckles for his fists and a wakizashi, a short Japanese sword with a blade length of only 30 centimeters. The diving suits they wore were the strongest they could find on the market, but they wouldn't be able to stop bullets. Three weakly armed people would have to be enough to take over the PFN base. 
"If they're keeping an eye on their radar surveillance, they should have located us by now anyway," Harry said as he helped Abigail attach the oxygen tank to her back.
"Unlikely," Yuri said, already climbing the ladder to the airlock. "Don't expect underwater enemies, nobody knows the location of base. They only have radar up to detect normal ships." Harry raised his eyebrows. His comrade might be right. Besides, he was the one who could best judge the mindset of their opponents.
"Are you sure about that?" Harry asked hopefully.
"Not at all," Yuri grunted and disappeared into the airlock, the sliding door closing beneath him. 
"Great," Harry grumbled, gritting his teeth, then nodded to Abigail as he made sure her oxygen tank was in place and properly adjusted. The programmer tried to smile encouragingly and tapped her colleague's chest with her index finger.
"Even if they're expecting us, they're not expecting us through the drain..." Harry smiled at the joke she had made at her own expense. He knew how difficult it would be for her to go through that entrance. A few minutes later, they all floated silently side by side towards their destination, leaving the submarine behind as a yawning chasm of silent blackness opened beneath them, no human life possible at the bottom.
 
Sunday, 09:40 a.m.
Yanny approached one of the smaller windows of the waste recycling facility. A quick scan revealed no electromagnetic waves in the area. It was as she had suspected anyway: the hall had no alarm system. There was no reason for it. There was nothing of value in there except the machines, and no one could have stolen the huge equipment. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was completely unobserved, then set the llama down on the floor. It waited like a little dog to see what its mistress would do next. From Yanny's current position, she could no longer see the agency car with Ralph. She had to be quick. She calculated a spot on the window frame just below the shutter on the inside, which her systems identified as the physically weakest. Then she gathered her strength and kicked at that spot with all her might. It cracked and crunched loudly, and the window pane vibrated so strongly that you would have thought the glass would shatter into a thousand pieces at any moment. When it calmed down, she pressed her hand against the frame and the window opened, parts of the lock falling to the floor inside with a jingling sound. With a quick movement, Yanny slipped inside and was now in the hall. A few seconds later, the fluffy llama jumped in after her and followed at her heels. She scanned the area once more. Nothing, no result, she couldn't make out any heartbeats. Everything was going according to plan. With quiet steps she continued on her way to the control room. On the side she had entered, there was a collection of empty containers ready for pickup. Further back was the conveyor belt that led directly to a huge hopper. Beneath the hopper was the massive shredding plant, where all of the city's waste was shredded into tiny particles and then pressed into cubes. She had only recently learned from the news that the waste would be taken to a reprocessing plant outside Elysium. The site had been in the news because the new repository for nuclear waste from the POWERS power plant was now nearby. However, the true background to the opening of the dump had been hidden. It was a miracle that the contamination, the real reason for the crawler crisis, had not yet reached the general public. But it probably wouldn't have made any difference, as most people were busy enough with their own everyday problems. The subway was once again usable as the main means of public transportation, and passengers were no longer being eaten at the stations. This meant that the problem was largely over for the population. 
 
Yanny took a good look at the shredder. This was her chance to completely destroy Lazarus. She had to activate the system before connecting to the teletext internet. She would use the network to call him to her, to reveal her coordinates. For a moment she thought about activating the conveyor belt as well, but decided against it. If her opponent really was temporarily incapacitated, she was strong enough to carry him up the conveyor to the hopper and throw him in. If the conveyor moved and something went wrong, the risk of falling into the funnel herself was too high. Then she looked around. The control room was on a higher level, accessed by a lattice staircase. From there, a ledge ran along the walls around the entire hall. If possible, she would use this ledge to her advantage. From up there, she could open fire on Lazarus, and if she was fast enough, he might not hit her too often with his own weapons. However, there was little cover on the ledge and the railing would offer no protection. If it got too dangerous, she would have to jump down and keep him busy from there until she had a chance to strike. 
 
Yanny climbed the stairs and reached the control room, the llama obediently hopping step by step behind her. A simple locked door with a frosted glass panel separated her from her destination. She reached out and hit the knob with the heel of her hand, the locking mechanism could not withstand the force, it shattered and the door swung open. Normally, she would have proceeded more elegantly, using a lockpick and leaving no trace. Under the circumstances, however, a broken lock would be just one of the minor damages here in the complex. 
 
The control room resembled the control center of the POWERS nuclear power plant. A large computer took up most of the room, running in idle mode. Only a few of the countless control lights were on, and the six monitoring screens were turned off. There were also two worn office chairs in the room; in normal operation, two engineers controlled the entire process. Yanny searched the control panels for a data cable input and quickly found it. She pushed one of the chairs to where the outlet was, sat down, and plugged in her own cable, which she pulled from her pants pocket. Like the building she was in, the controls for the machines and access to the teletext Internet had no protection to speak of. It took little effort to decrypt the password and give her access to all functions. The screens and indicator lights activated as if by magic; Yanny didn't even have to press the main switch by hand. She checked the time. It was impossible to estimate exactly how long it would take Lazarus to reach her location. But in her plan, his arrival was only one of several unknown variables. She decided to wait another hour before making her call and started a timer in her head. To a human, the time would have seemed infinite, but she didn't mind the wait in the first phase. She used the first 45 minutes to check the functionality of her own systems down to the smallest detail, optimizing the power of her generator by another two percent. As soon as she finished the check and let her mind wander, the worries returned. They weren't worries about herself, but about her comrades, whose faces she could now see in her mind's eye and whose voices she could hear. All the beautiful moments they had shared together, memories more valuable than money, more valuable than fame and possessions. They were moments that made her understand that there was a drastic difference between mere existence and a real life, which had only begun for her through her family. She had lived, lived in spite of her fate. A small smile played on her lips at that thought. 2.3 percent... She closed her eyes and began to search the net for the presence of her brother, Artyom Gromov, whom they called only Lazarus. She found him, it was the signatures of the PFN and the settler ship they had both once belonged to. More than 400 years ago. The time had come for a reunion, the former control unit of the weapons systems against the central computer. Yanny was ready and sent a pulse with her coordinates to the receiver.
"You are looking for me, here I am. I'm waiting for you. Come and get me." Seconds later, the rollers of the shredder in the hall began to spin.
 
5. Seafloor
Abigail was startled as the huge, gleaming white sphere slowly emerged from the twilight, bolted to four thick steel masts on the nearest plateau peak. The spherical shape might have caused some complications with the interior, but it was perfect for distributing pressure throughout the structure. Its surface consisted of hundreds of hexagonal plates arranged in a row, which had to be covered with a special dirt-repellent coating. Despite all the mental preparation for this moment, the sight of a man-made structure in the depths of the ocean was not something one could really prepare for. It looked like a futuristic temple of a long lost civilization. The programmer looked left and right at her comrades, who were swimming unperturbed toward the base, and then increased her speed to catch up. The distance to the submarine was calculated so that the agents could cover the distance to their destination in about ten minutes without much effort. The oxygen tank, optimized for great depths, allowed a total dive time of 40 minutes to give them enough buffer. Forcing herself to calm down, Abigail again focused solely on the monotonous paddling movements of her legs, bringing her closer to the bottom as the air bubbles trickled upward from her mouthpiece. It was almost over, they would soon reach the plateau. Faint headlights were visible on the left side of the base. According to Yanny's information, this must be the docking point for the PFN submarines that regularly resupplied the base. Most likely, external cameras were also installed here, so they should stay away from this side and head straight for the underside of the sphere. 
 
As Abigail did the same as the other two, slowly descending further and turning slightly to the right, she looked down briefly into the seemingly endless black abyss, into which not a single ray of light had fallen since the seas began to exist. For a moment, she felt as if she had seen something there, as if something had moved. As if something had passed far below her at great speed. Something gray, as big as a man, maybe bigger. She suddenly became strangely calm. That wasn't possible, was it? She hadn't really seen it. Her eyes were playing tricks on her, and that wasn't surprising. She didn't have much experience in diving, but the whole situation and the unaccustomed pressure on her body down here could well lead to hallucinations. Had the other two seen it too? She glanced back at Harry and Yuri. No, neither of them seemed to have noticed anything. Then a cold shiver ran down her spine as she noticed another movement out of the corner of her eye. All right, maybe there were fish at this depth that hadn't been discovered yet? A small whale that had swum too deep in pursuit of an octopus? Just don't think about it anymore. 
 
Her feet sank onto the plateau and directly into a layer of dead algae and decaying excrement that was slowly being carried in all directions by the weak current. The base's excrement had been there for some time. As the dark green cloud of swirling particles rose to her waist, Abigail was so disgusted that she forgot about the movements she had just seen in the valley. Yuri pushed off and swam to the circular opening of the base, which was exactly as described on its underside. When he reached the entrance, he activated his lamp to light his way. He crawled up, carefully pressing his arms and knees against the inside of the narrow tube, one hand-width at a time. When Yuri was out of sight, Harry motioned for Abigail to climb in as well. She gave a thumbs up and pushed herself off the plateau, hovering after Yuri and following him into the sewer. When she was close behind him, she could hear a low, monotonous humming. This was obviously the level of the engine room. Unlike the outer shell of the sphere, the inside of the tube was certainly covered in residue, the origin of which she preferred not to think about. Still, she could clearly feel the slimy layers through her gloves and shivered. Unfortunately, the tube was too narrow to swim in. So there was no other option, they had to crawl their way up. When Abigail had crawled far enough, Harry followed underneath her. They went up a few more meters until Yuri finally stopped. He had obviously reached the outlet. It took him a few moments to get into a suitable position and then to push the flap above him upwards. It bubbled heavily over Abigail, who knew how much the giant was struggling up there. All that effort without being able to breathe properly. There was a crack, then something shattered. A sound like a tracked vehicle driving over a glass bottle, then another crack. Metal particles trickled down on Abigail, followed by a brown cloud of diluted excrement. Her body was petrified and she wished she could have just screamed. It wasn't until Harry tapped her ankle from below that her shock eased. She looked up. Yuri was nowhere to be seen, but the cone of light from his lamp kept reappearing in the tube. Once again he seemed to be breaking something up there. Abigail pushed herself further up and landed in a clear plastic tank that was only half full of water. You could easily stand in it. It was filled with excrement from all the toilets in the base. When they had liquefied enough in the tank, which was always kept at a certain level of seawater for this purpose, they were flushed out into the ocean. While Abigail briefly helped Harry climb up, Yuri was already pounding the wall of the tank with powerful hammer blows, splintering off a few larger pieces. He still had his goggles and mouthpiece on, and for good reason. Although the water in the tank was no longer too dirty due to the unscheduled flush, he didn't want to inhale the stench of this container. After Yuri made a good hole with his hammer, he used his hands to break out a few more pieces. Then he wiggled through and climbed up, now standing on top of the tank. His hand appeared in the opening and he pulled his comrades towards him one by one. Only now did they remove their diving gear as quickly as possible. From now on they would walk barefoot and only in their skin-tight wetsuits. 
"I'm sorry about sewage on your head," Yuri said, smiling and nodding to Abigail, who still hadn't said a word and was stoically performing one maneuver after another on her pneumatic cylinder.  
"It's okay... I knew what was coming," she replied ruefully. "Besides, we'll probably have to leave the base the same way. Hopefully it will be less disgusting. Fortunately, most of this stuff is already out. Oh God, I wish I could take a shower now..." Yuri squeezed the water out of his beard and patted her shoulder.
"Don't worry about it. With a dear colleague like you, I'm happy to be flushed through any toilet," he replied, trying to sound encouraging. Abigail grunted in annoyance and pulled her gun from her waterproof bag. He obviously hadn't found the right words. 
"Come on now!" Harry hissed. "We've got a lot of work to do before we can flush the toilet." Then he marched straight to the only door, opened it a crack and peered through. He hadn't expected it to be locked. Who would seriously expect to get in through the drain in the middle of the ocean? The other two followed. Harry looked down a brightly lit, curved corridor and had to blink a few times to adjust to the light. The twilight had been ideal for his light sensitive red eyes. Now he had to adapt quickly. The spherical design of the outer shell continued inside. No one could be heard, so he opened the door wide enough to walk through and proceeded without a second thought. They had no floor plan of the base and no idea where the control unit for Lazarus was located. One direction was as good as another. With a quick glance, Abigail checked the screen on her arm. Yanny still showed no injuries, which was a good sign. The next door appeared on their left, with a sign above it in Cyrillic letters. Harry marched towards it without slowing down, even though he couldn't read what it said.
"Briefing room," Yuri called to him, who until now had kept his attention to the rear in case of any unwanted surprises. Once again, they had taken Abigail with them as they moved forward; it was the same tactic they had used in the subway tunnels.
"Good," Harry confirmed curtly, pulling the door open and hurrying inside. Abigail took a sharp breath and bit her lower lip. She had never seen Harry act so recklessly. If she hadn't known better, she would have thought he was out to get himself killed as quickly as possible. The room Harry stormed into was surprisingly large. In the middle was a C-shaped table with about ten chairs, next to an overhead projector in front of a white screen. The first thing he noticed was a woman in a blue jumpsuit with military insignia. She was sorting through a stack of printed transparencies next to the projector in preparation for a presentation. She stopped for a moment and looked toward the entrance, then said something in Russian. Her expression quickly changed from perplexed to panicked. Harry was about to run towards her to cover her mouth and prevent her from alerting others when a soldier suddenly appeared to his left, also wearing one of those uniforms. When he saw Harry, his hand immediately went to the pistol in the holster on his right thigh. Harry, however, had drawn his wakizashi much faster and sliced through the soldier's neck with a lightning fast, fluid upward motion. As the soldier staggered backwards, his eyes widening in horror as he clasped his hands to his bleeding throat, Harry jumped onto the table, made another leap towards the woman, and with a third leap landed directly on top of her. Abigail and Yuri, who had just entered the room, saw Harry lunge at her and pull her with him, landing them both on the floor next to the projector. A muffled squeak was heard. Yuri stomped over to the gurgling soldier, who was still trying desperately to keep his neck wound closed and was now staggering around in the middle of the curved table. Harry's cut would be fatal in the long run, but due to the short distance it had probably been made with too little force and therefore was not very deep. The giant lashed out, striking the soldier in the face, knocking him off his feet and sending him crashing into the table, where he collapsed and lay motionless. Abigail quickly averted her eyes and closed the door behind them to leak as little noise as possible out into the hallway. Her cheeks glowed with excitement and adrenaline as she drew her Colt, ready in case this room was stormed. 
 
Yuri ran past the table to Harry, who had pinned the woman to the ground. With one hand, the street samurai covered her mouth to keep her from screaming, while with the other, he pressed the blade of his short sword against her throat. She whimpered, her eyes wide open and sweating in agony, not daring to move a single centimeter. Yuri stomped closer and stood directly over her head. A closer look at her uniform told him that they were not part of a special unit. They were regular Marines, trained as submarine crews to be exact. This was their chance. Regular soldiers were usually not brainwashed in the same way as the special forces of the PFN. It would have been impossible to get any information from them, because they were ready to die if necessary, just to avoid giving away any secrets. Yuri smiled softly, drew his tool hammer from his belt, and addressed her in Russian.
"Now listen carefully, Ensign: we are here to get to the control unit of Project Lazarus. On the way there, we will kill anyone who opposes us. No matter who, no matter how many. If necessary, we will kill everyone on this base. Do you understand? We will not let any of you live. We know what you're up to, we know what your prototype is supposed to be doing in Elysium, and we know what the goal of this operation is. So there's no point in denying anything. If my colleague takes his hand off your mouth right now, the first and only thing you will say is which way we have to go to get to the control unit. If I hear anything else, you will be the next to ascend into eternity. Do I make myself clear?" Yuri turned the hammer in his hand to add a particularly cruel note to his calmly spoken words. The woman whimpered in fear and nodded as much as she could under Harry's pressure.  
"What now? What did you tell her?" he asked.
"Just truth. Now take hand off mouth, lady gives us directions," Yuri replied calmly. Harry slowly removed his hand from her mouth and she immediately began to speak at a low volume, stuttering uncontrollably due to the intimidation. All color had drained from her face.
"You need to follow the corridor outside until you come to a staircase and then up to the top floor. As far as I know, you have to go straight across the bridge to get to this control unit. There is no other access for security reasons," she said, shaking with fear.
"Security measures?" Yuri asked.
"There... there aren't that many soldiers here since they brought the Meteor Drinker to our base. They said it would be enough to protect us..." she hurried to answer, sweating even more as she realized how absurd this explanation must sound.
"The... what?" Yuri asked, raising his eyebrows. He felt sorry for her, but if he hesitated or showed weakness for even a moment now, it could jeopardize the entire mission.
"Please... I don't know what this is all about. They brought the man to the base a few weeks ago and then straight to the lab, kept him there for a long time. A muscular blond wearing a black uniform. I don't know, he seems completely normal and eats with us in the cafeteria. But he always has appointments in the lab and sometimes stays there for days without us seeing him. Once we heard the name *Meteor Drinker* in passing from the scientists. He only introduced himself as Tichon. I really don't know anything more, please believe me. I don't know why he would be so dangerous and replace twenty guards all by himself," she whimpered. Yuri nodded slowly. 
"You can let her go," he said to Harry, who immediately complied. The woman lay there, not daring to move. Something was wrong here. Another unknown quantity in this mission that was already more than risky. 
"What happens now, what did she say?" Harry urged.
"I'll tell you on the way. This time big shit not coming, but already here on base," growled Yuri. 
 
6. Welcome to hell
The four teenagers were startled as the giant in the black uniform appeared around the corner of the next house and then headed straight for them. Jerry squinted to get a better look at the man in the glare of the midday sun. 
"Is that a cop?" asked Odie, who also looked in the same direction, then put his hand over his eyes to keep from being blinded.
"Nah, doesn't look like one. Maybe a parking attendant?" Jordan thought and spat on the ground. The four of them had gathered around Odie's new red sports car, talking about various modifications they planned to make to the engine in the near future and smoking a few cigarettes to relax. The industrial area was ideal for a Sunday drive, and there were several large corporate parking lots where they could practice daring turns undisturbed. The police were usually tied up near the coast on weekends and wouldn't bother them.
"Nonsense... If he wants to make trouble, we'll give him a good beating. After all, he's outnumbered, even if the guy is two meters tall," Jerry grinned.
"Dude, he's got a gun strapped to his back!" Odie gasped, and now the others saw it too. Then Jerry quickly pulled a pistol out of the inside pocket of his jacket.
"Where did you get that thing?" Craig gasped and inevitably took a step back.
"I bought it from two punks on the north side of town. They hang around a subway stop selling illegal stuff. What's the name of the stop..." Jerry replied and was abruptly interrupted as the giant in the uniform reached them. Jerry raised his gun and pointed it at the man's chest. The teens stared in amazement at the newcomer standing before them. He seemed to have pulled a rubber Halloween mask over his head, which was quite well made. From a distance, one couldn't tell that it was obviously some kind of disguise. Only his eyes moved eerily, jerkily, cold and emotionless, almost dead. Was this a robbery and he didn't want to be recognized? 
"What do you want?" Jerry growled belligerently, arrogance in his voice. All the advantages were on his side, he had already drawn his gun. One shot would be enough to kill the stranger, who paused for a moment, his gaze fixed on the boys.
"Car. Keys. Now," he finally spoke. His voice was deep and sounded choppy, slightly distorted, as if it had been artificially generated. A voice synthesizer, Odie thought. Of course it was! The stranger didn't want his real voice to be heard, so he couldn't be identified after the robbery. A perfect disguise. There was no way he was going to give up his car, and his friend already had a gun. Odie pulled his switchblade from his pocket and jerked the blade forward by pressing a small metal button on the handle with his thumb.
"Just fuck off and we'll forget the whole thing," Jerry told the stranger. To emphasize his words, he waved his gun in the direction Lazarus had just come from. He seemed to be thinking again. These people were no threat to him, he didn't need to waste ammunition. He began to move, taking a step toward Jerry, then another, and had almost reached him. The teenager, on the other hand, had not expected the stranger to come at him head on. The car was behind him, his friends beside him. What the hell was he supposed to do? With no choice, he pulled the trigger and a shot came out of his gun, piercing the stranger's uniform and penetrating his chest. He realized with horror that this hit had no effect whatsoever. The stranger hadn't even flinched. Instead, Lazarus' giant hand leapt forward and grabbed the gun and Jerry's hand together, then squeezed like a vice. Jerry screamed like a banshee as his bones snapped and the gun shattered. He howled hysterically and tried to break free, writhing in pain that nearly made him pass out. Out of the corner of his eye he saw two of his friends running like the devil himself was after them.
"Car. Keys. Now," the stranger repeated his demand, not releasing his unyielding grip. Odie, who had been staring at the scene in disbelief, dropped his switchblade. His whole body was shaking with fear, and in his state of shock he would not have been able to escape if his life depended on it. Then he pulled the car keys out of his other pocket and held them out to Lazarus. Finally, he let go of Jerry's crushed hand, which was now unrecognizable. The teenager immediately collapsed with an even louder scream, rolling on the ground in pain. Lazarus took the car keys and briefly considered eliminating them, but decided against it. They would make useful slaves for the Party once the city was taken. Wordlessly, he circled the sports car, opened the driver's door, sat inside and scanned the dashboard, the gearshift and the steering wheel. The vehicle did not differ from the models produced in the northern cities. He put the key in the ignition, turned it and started the engine, turned the steering wheel and stepped on the gas. The teenager who had just given him the key was still paralyzed and couldn't jump out of the way fast enough. The car hit Odie at the height of the right headlight and the impact threw him a few feet to the side. Lazarus thought again as he steered the sports car onto the road and accelerated even more. Even though his artificial neurons in combination with Artyom Gromov's transplanted brain were firing at maximum power, he was still comparatively slow to comprehend. He finally came to the conclusion that he definitely needed more driving experience.
 
The car went faster and faster, passing a few other vehicles and even veering into the oncoming lane, forcing oncoming traffic to slow down and swerve. The tires squeaked and smoked loudly as Lazarus steered the car around a curve and stepped on the gas again. He would soon reach his destination. The needle on the tachometer bent to the right as he turned onto the last long straight and took off again. The engine roared and the car accelerated, faster and faster, heading straight for the big gate of the waste recycling plant and smashing through it at full speed. The two wings of the gate were ripped open, one of them breaking completely from its anchor. The impact had absorbed most of the car's momentum. It skidded across the slippery ground, turned sideways, and slammed into the nearest wall. The body buckled so badly that the hood burst open, and white smoke escaped from tubes that had burst from the overpressure. Lazarus first hit the steering wheel with full force, and as the car turned, his head hit the driver's side window, shattering it. His rubber skin was torn over his left ear and over his eye, hanging down a bit. The resulting gap revealed the skull hidden beneath, made of polished metal like the rest of his skeleton. He had reached his destination; the American-Japanese cyborg had sent its coordinates from here. This unit had to be eliminated at all costs, as it could be dangerous to the Party's plans. Lazarus tried to get out of the car, but the door was so bent that it would not open in the normal way. He leaned over to the right side and kicked it open with his left leg. He used so much force that the hinge broke and the door slammed to the ground. Stepping out of the car, he immediately unlocked his machine gun and scanned the area. The first thing he saw was a huge machine he recognized as a garbage shredder, which was turned on. While he was still distracted by the sight of the machine, a rifle volley fired from a higher position hit him in the chest and shoulder. Parts of his uniform and skin were torn off, but the bullets bounced off his skeleton, leaving no damage other than a few scratches. He looked up and saw a woman with a gun, and next to her on the floor what looked like a small dog, but which itself gave off no body heat. He knew this woman, he had seen her in cyberspace. She was the target of his mission. He immediately raised his rifle, activated his eye-sights, and opened fire. The woman jumped to the right and rolled away, the bullets slamming into the wall behind her. Lazarus hadn't expected her to be so fast and readjusted his sight to account for her speed. While this thought process occupied him, the next bullets from her rifle hit his chest. He took note of these hits, but there was no need for him to seek cover. He knew she would not be able to hurt him with this weapon. It was only a matter of time before he destroyed her. 
"We need to practice aiming, you tin can!" the woman yelled at him, and he was hit by more bullets, some of them right in the face. She was provoking him, taunting him. Something stirred in him, something he knew, hidden under a thick veil of fog from his past. His human brain, capable of only basic functions, received the stimulus, processed it, and reacted, awakening an emotion that now rebelled against the command he had been given. Hatred. Pure hatred. Yes, he would destroy her, but he would destroy her *his* way. No one would dare challenge him. He was powerful, unstoppable, and he would drag the remains of this cyborg all over the city. Lazarus started to move and opened fire again, emptying his magazine, reloading, firing again and hitting the bouncing woman in the right thigh for the first time. Her blood spurted with the hits, causing a dopamine rush in his brain as he saw it. Very good. Her human tissue made her even more vulnerable. When this was over, he would keep her head as a trophy.
 
The TRAP agents hurried further down the hallway, past several locked doors. Finally, they could see the stairwell the female soldier had described earlier. For lack of alternatives, they had simply bound and gagged the woman with the other soldier's uniform; he no longer needed it anyway. Sure, it had been a risk to leave her alive, but just one more of many.  
"Meteor drinker? What does that mean?" Abigail asked in a hushed voice.
"No idea," replied Yuri, who was now leading the way in Harry's place, gun drawn. Just as they reached the stairs, two more soldiers rounded the corner. Yuri reacted instantly and opened fire, hitting the first in the head and the second in the chest. The shots echoed down the corridor and both men collapsed before they could scream.
"Very inconspicuous," Abigail huffed. "If they find these two in the middle of the corridor, the whole base will be looking for us!"
"No problem," Yuri shrugged and turned toward the stairs. "Woman said most guards gone since weird guy got here. So can't be that bad. Besides, not enough time to hide bodies."
"It's not like you can't see the bloodstains from a distance... oh man, whenever we infiltrate a building, sooner or later we set off the alarm. Have you ever noticed that?" the programmer hissed back, having to hurry to keep up with Yuri, who was taking three steps at a time.
"We do better next time," he grumbled back, reloading his weapon as he went. Harry followed them without saying a word, concentrating only on the goal of this mission. When Yuri reached the top floor, he looked left and right to check the situation. There were footsteps coming from the right, at least three people, probably more. They had to be moving fast, they couldn't stop here. Directly in front of him was a door, the sign above it said *Gym Bioexperimental - access level 4 only*. What did that mean? He didn't have time to think about it, gestured for his companions to follow him quickly, made a dash for the door, opened it and hurried into the room. When the other two had caught up with him, he quickly pulled the door shut again. Just in time, they had not been discovered. Abigail had her Colt ready and looked around. The room was about the same size as her living room downtown, the old TRAP headquarters. With the addition of a few weight benches, a climbing wall, a punching bag, a treadmill, and a few other exercise machines, this room almost looked like a small gym. But there was one difference: on the wall across from the front door was an elaborately constructed metal chair in which a man with short, white-blond hair was sitting. His muscular torso, covered with numerous tattoos, was naked. He wore red sweatpants and white sneakers. Hanging from the ceiling above him was a large clear plastic bag containing a dark blue, elongated crystal with a crack in the center. A glowing liquid was dripping from the damaged part of the crystal into an infusion device. Obviously, most of the liquid had already leaked out of the stone. The tube from the device led to an IV needle in the man's left forearm, and the glowing liquid gradually entered his body. The woman's cryptic explanations fit this person perfectly, Yuri thought. What an excellent coincidence, the most dangerous man on the base had fallen into their hands without a fight.
"The meteor drinker..." he said, raising his pistol. Abigail aimed at him as well. When the man, whose real name was Tichon, finally realized what was happening, he ripped the IV needle from his arm and jumped out of his chair. At that moment, Yuri and Abigail opened fire on him simultaneously, three bullets piercing his chest and exiting his back due to the relatively short distance. The force of the shots was as strong as a horse's kick, and Tichon was thrown back into the chair and collapsed in his seat, blood seeping from the bullet holes and his mouth into his lap. Abigail and Yuri lowered their smoking weapons and Harry approached the strange structure, examining the oversized IV bag.
"Better not ask what it is," he muttered, tucking his short sword into his belt to keep his hands free. "Whatever it is, we'd better not touch it and get out of here as soon as possible. The command bridge can't be far away." The others nodded in agreement and started for the door as the screen on Abigail's arm buzzed briefly. She confirmed the send button and received a status report on the llama. Abigail shivered slightly. She had known this moment would come, and now it was here.
"Yanny's taken a few hits," she reported to the others. "They're probably already fighting, we don't have much time."
"Then move, now!" Harry ordered and was about to start running when he saw out of the corner of his eye that the Meteor Drinker was standing up on the chair again. His torso was still covered in blood, but the three bullet holes were no longer visible. They had closed by themselves. He looked at Harry with a sinister grin and wiped the blood from his mouth. They were all startled and took a few seconds to realize what was happening. Yuri was the first to raise his gun again and was about to pull the trigger when Harry's scream stopped him.
"Save your ammo and run! I'll take care of him and catch up with you later!" Meanwhile, the street samurai drew his short sword and took a fighting stance in front of Tichon. Yuri closed his eyes for a moment and gritted his teeth. Then he grabbed Abigail, who was still confused by the sight, slammed the door open and simply pulled her with him.
"He's right, we have to keep going!" he ordered her. Everything in Yuri was against letting Harry fight this stranger alone, but he knew that they would lose too much time if all three of them stayed. And Abigail was the only one who could manipulate the controls for Lazarus. The programmer understood and followed Yuri after one last look around the room. Why did this moment feel so much like farewell? Dazed, she ran after the giant through the corridor and suddenly he opened fire again. As the first bullets flew in her direction and ricocheted off the walls, she had the presence of mind to throw herself to the ground and roll away. The whole operation began to escalate completely.
 
7. Sacrifice
Yanny squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as the bullets pierced her thigh and tore through her human tissue. She had already lowered her pain threshold to 50 percent before the fight, but now she decided to lower it to the minimum she could manage, just 10 percent. There was a simple reason why she had hesitated for so long: her body simply felt numb as a result of the reduction in sensation. It showed her, quite openly and bluntly, what she was really made of: machine parts covered by an artificial organism grown from human DNA. That numbness, that dulled sensibility, was something that frightened her more than the prospect of pain. But by now she had no choice, as she noticed another bullet hit her leg and shoot out the other side, taking pieces of her flesh with it. She jumped forward again, deftly dodging the next volley. Lazarus had emptied another clip and had to reload. That gave her a chance to retaliate. The Russian cyborg stomped in her direction, but avoided the stairs that would have led him up to her ledge. She knew that he didn't have the same processing power as her, and his only partially intact organic brain was another bottleneck when it came to making quick decisions. However, she would have expected him to at least try to compensate for the difference in height between them. It had been known since the early history of warfare that a higher position gave an advantage in battle, and this Artyom Gromov had been a soldier in his previous life. He had to know. Instead, he just stayed down and reloaded, unimpressed. So there was hope that she could hold him off long enough for her comrades to reach his controls at the base. A glimmer of hope that all would be well. She jumped up and landed both feet directly on the railing of the ledge. Her balance sensor compensated for the momentum and kept her upright without any effort. If she had tumbled forward now, she would have fallen a good ten meters. As it was, she held her position and aimed her rifle. She had to make an impact shot, right now! It was useless to just shoot at his insensitive skeleton. Her crosshairs targeted his left upper jawbone. 
"Let's see if you are that well armored everywhere," she whispered and pulled the trigger. The volley thundered out of her weapon with a mighty muzzle flash, and with her enormous physical strength, she didn't allow a millimeter of deviation despite the heavy recoil. The bullets found their targets and almost all of them hit the same spot. The jaw joint could not withstand the impact and shattered, tearing nearly a third of the rubber skin from her opponent's head, leaving the lower jaw attached only on the right side. The jaw hung at an angle and Lazarus was unable to close it. If he had looked frightening enough before, the damage to his face made him look like something out of a cabinet of horrors. 
 
It took him a few moments to realize what had just happened, after the visual disturbance in his eyes caused by the hit had returned to normal. He took aim and fired, striking back immediately. His opponent had once again anticipated this and jumped to the side, again to the right. It wasn't working, he had to think of something to slow her down. While still firing, he didn't pay attention to Yanny this time, but scanned the ledge she was standing on. It was made of simple iron bars, but they were no longer in the best condition. The waste recycling facility was a state-owned enterprise and not well funded; parts of the complex were in need of maintenance. He discovered several weaknesses in the construction, recognizable by the fact that the individual slabs were no longer level with each other. Lazarus fired, pushing his opponent further to the right, then removed the magazine from his rifle, dropped it demonstratively to the ground, and pulled another from his belt to reload. She would not change her tactics as long as she was convinced they would lead to success. It happened just as she expected. She opened fire on him again and the bullets rained down on his body. But this time, unlike before, he had closed the distance to her. Instead of finishing reloading the rifle, he raised his right arm in a flash, opening his bare palm and pointing it toward the iron bars Yanny was standing on. There was a dull crack as a projectile shot out of his palm, pulling a thin steel cable behind it. It unwound forward from his forearm like bait on a fishing line. These grappling hooks had been built into his arms so that he could extricate himself from dangerous situations if necessary, if there was no other way out. Although the steel cable was very thin, it had an enormous breaking strength. It was currently the best of its kind on this planet, developed in a research laboratory in the northern cities. But now was not the time to use it to pull himself out of some pit, now Lazarus used the grappling hook directly as a weapon. The projectile smashed through the iron grate Yanny was standing on, bursting open and breaking off three barbs that wedged directly into the holes as it retracted. Lazarus yanked on the grappling hook with all his might, and the grate broke at one point. Yanny lost her balance and fell, her right foot caught in the opening. She had too much weight on it, and her leg slid further down into the gap before she could support herself with her hands. She tried desperately to pull herself up, but the grappling hook was already retracted and whizzed back into Lazaru's hand. The iron bar snapped back into its original position, crushing her thigh. As if that wasn't bad enough, she felt a sharp pain in her knee a moment later. Lazarus had fired a second grappling hook from his other hand while still retracting the first, now cutting through her knee and spreading three barbs. She screamed as he began to tear at her leg from below with the steel cable, the barbs digging deep into her flesh. Her control panel reported that the knee joint had been destroyed, her blood dripping in a trickle down her pant leg. She clawed at the floor with her fingers, desperately trying to hold on, but the pull from below was getting stronger. She watched as her rifle, which had slipped from her hands during the fall, dropped out of reach. Yanny had to get rid of that rope, somehow, quickly! Meanwhile, Lazarus had fully retracted the first grappling hook and switched to his assault rifle with his right hand while holding his struggling opponent between the wedged floor bars with his left. This time she couldn't dodge, so he pulled the trigger and fired the entire magazine at her. Some of the bullets were deflected by the bars, but most of them hit her, piercing her like a helpless dummy used for target practice. Then he dropped the gun, no longer able to reload with one hand. Instead, he increased the tug on the steel cable until the first loud snap was heard. It was the rest of the knee joint that broke. Now he had her right where he wanted her. 
 
Yanny's control panel was constantly reporting back, trying to analyze the damage as accurately as possible. Pain everywhere. The little finger on her previously repaired hand was missing; it must have been shot off in the last volley. She didn't want to think about what it must have felt like if her body hadn't been numb. That damn rope, she had to get it off her knee. Or rather, from what had once been her knee. She drew one of the two large caliber colts, stuck the barrel through one of the holes in the bars and took aim. Aimed at her own knee, squeezed the trigger. More pain, but it was done. The powerful bullet had severed the steel cable, it snapped, and the pull subsided instantly. Lightning flashed repeatedly across her field of vision. Her body was approaching overload. She pushed herself up with all her strength to free her leg from the gap, tearing her tissue even more against the jammed metal. She had to be brave now, stay brave. For the others, for the whole city, she couldn't give up. When she had pulled her leg back up to almost her ankle, there was a loud crack and the other connecting pieces of the grate she was standing on snapped off. A moment later, the grate fell with her, the whole ten meters. During the fall, her sense of balance went crazy and caused a malfunction, which in turn meant that she had no chance to control her fall in any way. She hit the ground feet first, her destroyed right knee giving way completely and breaking off on impact. From the joint down, the rest of her was held up only by human tissue, the lower leg sticking out at a grotesque angle as she slumped and lay face down, a pool of blood slowly forming around her body. Her metal skeleton naturally made her much heavier than a human, which had caused her tissues to tear in many places. Her body's monitoring system spoke again. System check:
"Central processing unit overload, permanent chip damage imminent, emergency shutdown initiated."
"Stop!" Yanny replied. "No... no emergency shutdown. I can't sleep now, I can't sleep, I have to stay awake..."
"Please repeat the input. Chance of permanent damage is 89%. Cancel emergency shutdown yes/no"
"Yes" It was a single input that prevented her body from going into standby mode. Her head had also been damaged in the fall. She could feel the generator in her chest continuing to malfunction, extremely strong energy discharges running through the chip in her head. Her body twitched uncontrollably.
"I have to stay awake...be brave..." she whispered, and began to crawl forward across the floor, unable to stand, as Lazarus' heavy footsteps grew louder behind her.
 
The Meteor Drinker leapt forward and threw a right hook. Harry ducked, turned and used the momentum of the turn to counter with a kick to the head. The Russian fighter had been too focused on Harry's sword to anticipate the kick, which hit him squarely in the unprotected face. He staggered back, but had the presence of mind to block the next kick with his left forearm. A moment later, Harry's blade whizzed towards him and the Russian dodged, taking a step back, then another. Harry continued, catching his opponent in the upper left arm, leaving a gaping gash. The blow had no real effect, however, and the torn flesh began to heal a moment later. Harry increased the speed of his attacks, driving Tichon in front of him, hitting his target again and again, covering the meteor-drinker's torso with cuts and stabs that were almost invisible a short time later. Blood splattered on the walls and floor, dripping from the blade of his sword. The agent was breathing heavily, the rapid attacks sapping his strength. The course of this battle caused him to have his first doubts. Never before had he fought someone whose wounds healed instantly. Of course, he had no idea how that was possible. Three shots to the chest had not been able to kill this man. Was this man the only one of his kind? It had to have something to do with the crystal and its glowing liquid, but he suspected that he would never get an explanation for this *magic*. How would he be able to stop his opponent in the long run, the one who never seemed to tire? As the Russian noticed Harry slowly running out of breath, he grinned broadly and then stepped forward in his turn. The street samurai immediately struck again with his sword, but this time Tichon was quicker, catching the blade with his bare right hand and holding it firmly. His physical strength seemed to grow as well. He laughed out loud when Harry tugged at the hilt and tried to free the weapon. He did not succeed. Tichon held the blade in front of his chest. Harry knew he had to risk it all. Once again, he pulled on the hilt as hard as he could and Tichon held against him. When Harry felt the counterattack, he jumped forward with his whole body and threw himself against the hilt of his weapon. It worked, he took advantage of the counterattack and the blade penetrated Tichon's chest to the hilt and pierced his heart. Harry had to release his grip as his opponent staggered backwards, gasping for breath. Blood spurted from his mouth and he gasped for air, his knees going weak as he stumbled and hit the wall, desperately trying to stay on his feet. Harry took a moment to catch his breath, took a few steps back and leaned against the treadmill. The gym looked more like a slaughterhouse now. Had it been enough to pierce his opponent's heart? Tichon sank to his knees and was on the verge of collapsing for good when something held him upright, as if some alien force had taken possession of him. Harry watched in horror as the Russian's eyes slowly began to glow blue. Tichon's right hand went to the hilt of the short sword and pulled it from his chest. When he had pulled it out completely, he looked at the bloody weapon for a moment before dropping it to the ground. Finally, he straightened up and fixed Harry with a look that seemed out of this world.
"You can't beat me," he spoke slowly in American, with a heavy accent. Harry just nodded, pulled the two brass knuckles from his diving belt and slipped them over his fists. Yes, it was probably true, he would not be able to defeat this man. So now it was just a matter of buying his comrades enough time to complete this mission successfully. He hoped that Yuri and Abigail would be able to escape afterwards. 
"I know nothing about overcoming others. I only know how to overcome myself," Harry said calmly, clenching his brass knuckles. Then the two of them marched towards each other.
 
8. Downfall
A grazing bullet burned Yuri's left upper arm, then another bullet tore the skin off his right hip. As he felt the wounds, he knew he was more lucky than good at that moment. This rush might cost them their lives, but what choice did they have? They had to reach the control center as soon as possible. The longer they took, the greater the chance that more personnel from the base would show up. Would his bullets be enough? He rolled across the floor and fired three times, hitting one of the Marines coming towards them in the chest, while another took cover in a doorway on the left side of the corridor. Yuri kept firing, hitting him in the lower leg. The soldier screamed and fell forward to the ground. The giant ran toward him, unaware that his own blood was already running down his wetsuit. Abigail, who had picked herself up by now, ran after him, gun pointed down. The hallway wasn't wide enough. There was no way she could have opened fire herself without putting Yuri in danger. When he reached the wounded soldier, he knocked him unconscious without thinking twice and took his gun. At the same moment, an automatic double door opened to his left, where the soldier had previously taken cover. Yuri jerked both pistols forward and aimed into the opening. He could see three men, two of them in uniform and armed. 
"Hey, what's going on?" one of them shouted in Russian. The TRAP agent didn't hesitate and opened fire. Thunderous shots rang out from his pistols as he practically sifted through the men in front of him. The one behind him already had a submachine gun at the ready. As the deadly shots hit him, his hand tightened around the weapon and the trigger. Gurgling, he emptied the entire magazine as he fell backwards, most of the bullets smashing through the glass of the computer terminal next to him on the wall. Lightning flashed from the damaged circuit boards and severed cables, and the ceiling light began to flicker. The automatic door, on the other hand, was in the process of closing again, but then it got stuck and stopped moving. The gap was just wide enough for Yuri to squeeze his massive body through. He looked up. The sign above the door said *Command Bridge*. He motioned to Abigail, who was now standing behind him again.
"In here, this is right place," he panted, already squeezing through the gap.
"Yuri, you're bleeding!" the programmer shouted, but he no longer heeded the warning. No sooner had he squeezed through to the other side than another searing pain shot through his left thigh. He looked down at himself. The handle of a screwdriver was sticking out of his leg. A woman in a mechanic's outfit had lurked behind the door and, lacking a weapon, had simply rammed the nearest tool at hand into Yuri's body. Gritting his teeth, the giant aimed both pistols at the woman and pulled the triggers. This sequence of movements had been pure automatism. Nothing happened, both guns just clicked. He had fired all his ammunition at the men before. The woman stood before him, white as a sheet, her eyes wide open and trembling with shock. 
"Fucking bitch!" he heard Abigail yell behind him. Then a shot rang out and the mechanic was knocked off his feet. Abigail had shot her in the thigh at close range. She immediately pointed her silver Colt around the room. It was large and had a panoramic window made of a meter thick bulletproof glass. Spotlights built into the outer wall shone into the darkness of the deep sea, giving the view an almost ghostly atmosphere. Three other men, who had been sitting at various control stations scattered around the room, had jumped out of their chairs at the commotion. A senior officer had just run out of another door onto the bridge to get to the bottom of the noise. 
"Get down on the ground and put your hands on your head, now! This is my only warning! Anyone who does not surrender will be shot immediately!" Yuri shouted in Russian as he pulled the screwdriver out of his thigh and threw it away. Colored dots flashed in front of his eyes, and he couldn't stop himself from groaning in pain. He could barely concentrate. As he crouched down to quickly pick up one of the pistols of the previously killed soldiers, he wanted to scream out loud. While the men at the control panels had complied with his request, throwing themselves to the ground and covering their heads with their hands for protection, the officer who had just arrived went on the attack. He drew his gun from its holster. Abigail immediately opened fire on him, hitting him four times before he finally dropped dead. 
"If the description is correct, this should be the room with the control unit for Lazarus!" Abigail shouted to Yuri, who limped over to her and pointed to the door from which the officer had just emerged. 
"Forward," Yuri gasped, and immediately headed in that direction.
"Harry... hurry... and don't let that meteor drinker kill you..." Abigail growled, glancing back down the corridor they had come from. Her companion would catch up to them, find them. He simply had to. He had to! After all, the blood splatter and the bodies were impossible to miss. At that moment, the small screen on her arm vibrated and reported that Yanny was badly damaged. She swallowed a large lump in her throat and then ran forward, weapon at the ready, overtaking the limping Yuri. 
"Careful!" Yuri shouted at her.
"Ah shit, quick!" she just shouted back and stormed into the next room as if stung by a tarantula. 
 
Harry attacked with a rapid succession of punches, breaking the Meteor Drinker's guard again and again. His brass knuckled hands struck hard, leaving deep red marks on his opponent's body. Then he swung at Tichon's jaw, causing his head to crack and crunch. Undeterred, he countered and Harry ducked and dodged. When he finally had no choice but to block one of the Russian's blows, he nearly lost his breath. The power was superhuman. It was as if he was trying to hold back a wild ox with his hands. Tichon threw a frontal kick that Harry barely dodged. He jumped to the nearby wall to his right, kicked off with his foot and used the momentum to deliver another side kick to his opponent's face from the spinning motion in flight. The Russian had not expected such an attack. His jaw broke and blood spurted from his mouth. Any normal person would have been knocked unconscious. Tichon, however, only had to collect himself for a moment and slowly drove Harry into the corner of the room with more blows. The street samurai tried again to dodge the blows and then escaped to the left. He knew that once his opponent caught him, he would have no chance. However, he had not reckoned with the wide leap that the Russian now made from a standing position and jumped straight at him. Tichon's fist flew in and hit Harry's body, knocking the air out of his lungs. A right hook followed immediately. Harry just managed to get his forearm in front of his still bruised ribs to keep them from breaking again. The blow nearly knocked him off his feet. He staggered, disoriented, when suddenly another frontal kick caught him in the chest, sending him backwards against the wall. The thud literally tore through him. Harry coughed up blood and tried desperately to catch his breath, feeling as if his heart had stopped completely for a moment. Meanwhile, Tichon pushed his jaw back into place with a cracking sound and then immediately marched towards Harry, who was desperately trying not to lose his balance and had to brace himself against the wall. The Russian swung and hit. Harry ducked. His opponent's fist smashed through the wall, leaving a hole. Another punch followed and again Harry ducked, staggering. Tichon punched a second hole in the wall. Harry tried to run forward and past his opponent, but his circulation got in the way. He was too slow and uncoordinated, and the Meteor Drinker caught him by the belt. He pulled Harry towards him as if he had no weight, then rammed him three times with his back against the wall. Then he reached out and threw the street samurai halfway across the room. Harry's flight was stopped by the sandbag hanging from the ceiling and he crashed to the floor next to the weight rack. The TRAP agent knew he was badly injured, even though the adrenaline was still suppressing the worst of the pain for the moment. He was just trying to stay conscious somehow, to get back on his feet. There was no way he was going to stay on the ground. In a blur he saw the meteor drinker slowly approaching. 
 
Tichon stomped towards Harry. He would put an end to him. Right now. This fight had gone on far too long anyway. Right next to him he suddenly saw her again, that mysterious figure of transparent blue light. It had been with him since the day the doctors had injected him with the crystal liquid. The crystal that had been inside a meteor that had fallen in the middle of nowhere in the icy desert of the north. Of course, he had told the doctors about it, but they hadn't believed him. They had said that it was just a reaction of his subconscious, making him believe in confusing images, and that it would all go away if he complied with the medical measures imposed on him. But it wasn't true, he didn't stop seeing it. The figure had never spoken to him in all that time, often hovering around him for hours, watching him. Like a ghost, a figment of his imagination, a shadow from another world. Sometimes she drove him crazy, but he couldn't grab her, send her away, or threaten her. Her glow faded a little, and so did the blue glow in his eyes. He felt the energy boost the figure had given him fade away. He was already familiar with this state from his training. The superhuman strength this figure gave him when his body was under extreme strain would only last for a few minutes at a time. However, the rapid healing of his body did not depend on these temporary bursts of energy, it always worked. He shook out the hand that had punched the two holes in the wall. It didn't matter anymore, he didn't need any more energy boosts in this fight to deal the death blow to the unknown Japanese. The guy was finished. Let the damned doctors later find out from his remains how this agent had managed to penetrate the base and where he had come from. 
 
Harry pulled himself up onto the shelf. If his time had come, he at least wanted to die standing up. Tichon was quite surprised when he regained his fighting stance and raised his bloody fists. Of course, the Meteor Drinker noticed how difficult it was for Harry to stay on his feet. He immediately swayed heavily as he took his hands off the rack. The Russian took his measure and feinted with his right, but then turned in a flash and delivered a high left kick to Harry's head. The TRAP agent was no stranger to this technique though; he liked to use it himself from time to time and could tell by the movement of his opponent's shoulders. Harry ducked down and blocked his opponent's leg with his bent left forearm, holding it up at the same time, and with the last of his left strength threw a right hook from below with his brass knuckled fist directly into the Russian's genitals. It was a blunt blow from nowhere, and in this disadvantageous position for the Meteor Drinker, it could not be countered. He let out a high, shrill scream that turned into a whimper. Tichon slumped to the ground, both hands between his legs, his body hunched over. Harry, on the other hand, coughed heavily after this action. Since the last attack, there was no doubt that the blows against the wall before had injured his spine. He could feel it clearly now, but he couldn't say exactly what it was. He could still feel his legs, but his hands were tingling. Then he imperceptibly shook his head. Don't give up, it's not over yet. Another high-pitched scream escaped Tichon, who was simply unable to get up and continue fighting. Harry limped over to the shelf, shakily took out a 25-kilogram weight plate, and then shuffled over to the Meteor Drinker. 
"I guess it's better if we don't find out how long it takes your balls to grow back together..." he said calmly, then pinned his opponent's neck with his right foot so he could aim the plate directly at his head from above.
 
9. Annihilation
He was almost there, just a few more meters. It was his last clip. Lazarus reloaded his assault rifle, raised the weapon with one hand, and began to fire. The bullets all hit Yanny's back as she tried desperately to crawl across the floor and away from her opponent. The bullets pierced her human flesh and tore horrible wounds, but did little damage to her skeleton. Lazarus watched her with satisfaction. She was defenseless. With her knee shattered, she could not escape him. The fun was just beginning. Deep down he loved killing, it gave him pleasure, he was in his element. It was the remnants of the human in him that had already taken control. The range of this human species, which could evolve to the highest heights and degenerate to the lowest depths, was incomprehensible to any normal thinking being. Had he been a mere machine, he would have simply carried out his mission. But now, now he wanted to see his opponent suffer. The Northern Cities had sent more than a soldier, more than a cyborg. They had underestimated his nature. He was a killer. But more than that, he felt like a god.
 
Yanny crawled on, with only one thought driving her forward: she had to buy some time. The little llama stayed on the ledge, watching the scene with its camera eyes. It couldn't help her, of course, only transmit status reports to the other TRAP agents. Lazarus looked left and right, then stomped over to the wall and grabbed a long, arm-thick iron pipe, a good meter long, which he yanked from its anchor with a mighty jerk. Hot steam hissed from the now exposed ends, melting the rubber skin of his hands over his skeleton. He didn't care, he didn't feel it. He had exactly what he needed. 
 
He marched toward his victim with long strides, Yanny had already left a wide trail of blood across the floor. Then he reached out, aimed for her left shoulder and struck. One, two, three, four times. The iron pipe bent and the shoulder snapped. Damage reports raced through her mind. She could not move her arm, would not be able to continue crawling away. Lazarus took a little more time for his fifth blow and took another swing. Yanny reacted and turned onto her back as fast as she could, drawing the second colt from her holster with her right hand and taking aim. Aiming directly at Lazarus' face, she began firing, emptying all the ammunition. The large caliber bullets crashed into his skull, leaving dents and gouges, knocking out some of his teeth, tearing the remaining rubber skin from his head, and now completely exposing his skeletal skull. The last bullet, however, had the greatest impact. It struck directly into the lens of his left eye, which could not withstand the force of the impact and shattered into tiny pieces, rupturing the eyeball. Lazarus staggered back a few steps as lightning and sparks shot from his now empty eye socket. His control panel ran another damage analysis, confirming the destruction of his eye. At least he still had a second one, it would have to do until he could be repaired. He admitted to himself that he had probably underestimated his opponent. It would not happen again. 
 
He looked around again. He needed a way to annihilate her completely, he would not settle for half measures. The scan reminded him that a large device had been activated in the hall. The shredder, of course. This solution seemed ideal. He checked to see if it was possible to get her up to the hopper and then drop her in. The system's conveyor belt was at a standstill, but that shouldn't be a problem. This cyborg was not difficult to carry. He just had to make sure she wouldn't struggle on the way up.
 
Lazarus came closer again. Yanny wanted to reload and tried to move her left arm to the cartridges on her belt. It didn't work, the arm didn't obey her anymore, all nerve connections were torn and the ball joint inside was broken. It hung uselessly from her torso. With her leg still intact, she tried to push herself away, but it was too late. The Russian cyborg lashed out with the iron pipe and struck her head in a semi-circular motion, tearing her human face apart and destroying her right eye. Her right hand, which had been holding the colt, dropped powerlessly, letting go of the weapon. Her body now jerked uncontrollably in a series of malfunctions. The blow had been powerful, generating hundreds of kilograms of pressure and breaking the end of the thick iron bar. The top of her skull had suffered a narrow crack that affected the entire mechanism. System control:
"Central processing unit overload occurred, chip permanently damaged, emergency shutdown initiated." The counter was activated and counted down ten seconds. Yanny took a moment to understand what was happening, barely able to process what this message meant.
"No," she replied firmly. 
"If the shutdown is rejected now, it could result in the permanent destruction of the entire system."
"I know. I know."
 
Lazarus leaned down and grabbed her by the neck, dragging her motionless body with him effortlessly. He stepped onto the conveyor belt, its drive wheels creaking and buckling under his heavy weight, dragging Yanny behind him like an animal that had just been killed. She was no longer fully aware of it, as if a terrible movie was playing in which she could not intervene. She could not even reconstruct why she could no longer see with her right eye. Yanny turned off the endless loop of warnings in her head. It was over. She had failed. In this state, she could no longer stop Lazarus, let alone escape. It was over. Then she realized what he was going to do. The trap she had set would be her own undoing. This was probably what they called an irony of fate. The constant noise of the rollers grew louder the higher they went. Finally, Lazarus reached the end of the conveyor and looked down. Directly below them opened the yawning maw of the funnel into which all the city's garbage was gradually dumped. So this was where they had arrived. Lazarus grabbed Yanny by the neck and lifted her over the funnel with his outstretched left arm. The rollers, weighing tons, creaked and grated incessantly beneath her. Ralph was right, she thought. She should have told Harry what she felt for him while there was still time. If it were purely logical, it wouldn't make any difference, because what would follow would have the same result: her end. But her emotional side only now realized how big the real difference was. So there were words you had to say while you had the chance. Being human was so multilayered, so complex and beautiful, and she regretted that she had experienced so little of it. How precious time was when it ended. What would she give for one more day? In the last moments she had left, she only wanted to think of her family. She hoped they wouldn't forget her when she was gone. She could only see Lazarus blurry with her remaining eye, barely able to focus the lens. It was nothing to regret, for the sight of him was that of a human machine, born of an unnatural experiment.
 
Lazarus hesitated a bit. He had won, all he had to do was let go and she would fall into the hopper, the mill would leave nothing of her. Her destruction would be the beginning of the fall of this city. No one could stop him, no one. But that was not enough. He reached out with his right hand, spreading his fingers and aiming his bare palm at her already broken shoulder. The projectile, which was also a grappling hook, shot out of his palm, piercing Yanny's left shoulder and eating into it with its barbs. Lazarus let the steel cable attached to the projectile unwind completely from his own forearm, releasing the anchor. The bare end of the cable fell down into the funnel and caught directly on one of the rollers. Within seconds it was tangled there, and the incessant twisting motion acted like a winch, exerting a relentless pull. The grappling hook ripped off Yanny's left arm, which fell into the funnel and was immediately shredded. Sparks flickered from her shoulder, where only a few torn cables hung. Better, Lazarus thought, much better.
  
"Hands up! Surrender!" Abigail yelled, her voice cracking. She had simply run into the control center at gunpoint. In addition to several server cabinets, there was a computer complex with screens and keyboards lined up side by side. Countless lights flashed in different colors, analog needles displayed values she couldn't read because of the Cyrillic script. There were three men and two women. Two of the men wore black uniforms that looked exactly like the clothes Lazarus had been wearing in the news footage. Fortunately, none of them were armed; they were probably all scientists and engineers, judging by the insignia on their arms. Reluctantly, one by one, they all knelt on the ground and put their hands behind their heads. These soldiers could not understand what Abigail had just shouted, but her intent was clear. Then Yuri limped into the room after her, gun at the ready.
"I take over and keep guys in check, you can crack controls," he puffed. Then he stood next to her, trying to translate the terms on the screens into English as best he could. The system was relatively simple, and it was an advantage that the controller was already connected to Lazarus. A few inputs and attempts later, however, the programmer ran into an obstacle. The cyborg's emergency shutdown was protected by its own password. Even down here, deep in the ocean, it was necessary to enter this password so that only authorized persons could shut down this merciless war machine. Abigail cursed and hacked at the keypad, all to no avail. Just then, Harry entered the room. He was badly battered and looked like he was going to keel over at any moment. His short sword dangled from his right hand. Abigail gasped when she saw him. He had made it, he had survived! Yuri's face also showed that a heavy weight had been lifted from his heart for that moment. But his expression immediately darkened again. 
"Password! What is the password for the emergency shutdown?" he shouted at the soldiers in Russian, firing a warning shot into the ceiling. One of the two men in black shouted back:
"We're not saying anything, you dirty traitor!" Then he spat contemptuously at Yuri.
"What's going on?" asked Harry, breathing heavily, not understanding the dialog. 
"We need a password for the emergency shutdown of Lazarus now! That's the last safety barrier, we..." Abigail was cut off mid-sentence by a vibrating screen on her arm. Sheer horror played across her face as she looked at the display. "Yanny's as good as dead... She's missing an arm... a leg... Her body is no longer responding!" she screamed. Harry's eyes went cold at the same moment and he staggered over to the soldier kneeling closest to him.
"I'll just cut out the password," he hissed, but Yuri held him back, stood in front of him and looked into his eyes, seeing his hatred and pain.
"These are my people, old friend, I'll do it, I have to take care of this..." With these words he turned and stalked towards the soldiers. Harry reluctantly followed the request and stopped. "Last chance to reveal the password, I'm going to count to five," Yuri spoke loudly and firmly in Russian. Then, without hesitation, he raised his pistol and shot one of the men directly in the head, causing him to fall motionless, a pool of blood forming beneath him. The two women began to scream in terror. "One," Yuri counted calmly.
"Keep it up, you traitor, you'll hear nothing from us," roared the man in the black uniform who had spat in Yuri's direction earlier. Yuri swung his gun around to face him, took aim, and pulled the trigger again, shooting him right between the eyes. The man fell backwards, dead.
"Two," he continued counting with a strange calm in his voice. Abigail whimpered quietly and was on the verge of vomiting. 
"1 9 0 8 1 7!" one of the two women shouted loudly and then again: "1 9 0 8 1 7!" Yuri nodded and translated the sequence of numbers into English. Abigail immediately typed it into the number pad of the keyboard with trembling fingers.
 
Lazarus glared at his opponent. She made a pathetic figure, he thought to himself. She had given him a hard time, but she hadn't been more than a minor obstacle. It was time to end this game. The control panel suddenly sent a command to his nerve center:
"Immediate emergency shutdown." His head jerked, the energy from the generators in his chest dropping rapidly. 
"Rejected!" his human brain gave the impulse.
"Immediate emergency shutdown, initiated by base, rejection denied."
"Rejected!!!" His body vibrated briefly and staggered on the slope. Only with great effort could Lazarus prevent himself from losing his balance due to the external impulse. He still held the lifeless Yanny in his hand, dangling over the funnel.
"Immediate emergency shutdown."
"Rejected!"
"Immediate emergency shutdown."
"Rejected!" Desperately, his organic part tried to resist the base's command, caught in a loop of command and refusal. 
 
Music. She heard music. A familiar melody reached Yanny's still functioning ears. It was the theme from her favorite series *Heroes of Ulthrard*. Lama's little mouth had opened and the song played from the mini-speaker she had installed there. The mechanically upgraded stuffed animal was still standing on the ledge, now acting as a fanfare. It was a signal that was only triggered when Abigail sent a signal back to her arm via the small screen. The sign that they had succeeded in manipulating Lazarus' control unit. Only now did she realize that her opponent no longer seemed to be functioning properly. Yes, there was something else, one last trump card. The Russian cyborg had missed all along. Yanny forced her remaining eye to focus and aimed at her opponent's mouth, still half open from the shot to the jaw. With her right hand, which had only four fingers left from the previous blows, she reached into her pocket and pulled out one of the two grenades with the oversized explosive power. Lazarus' head was still twitching, swaying, and his artificial vocal cords were making disgusting noises. Then she pulled the small safety ring from the grenade, clenched it tightly in her fist, and struck with all the force and momentum she could muster. She slammed her fist with the explosive device into Lazarus' half-opened mouth as far as it would go. Her fist lodged in it.
"Gotcha... Again..." she whispered.
 
The first explosion was powerful. Yanny's remains were thrown far away by the shock wave, right over the edge of the funnel, landing with a terrible crash several meters away from the shredder. Lazarus' body, its head shattered into tiny pieces by the detonation, was much heavier than hers. The decapitated cyborg tumbled forward into the shredder. As the rollers then shredded the generators in its chest, a second, even more powerful explosion was triggered. The fighting machine's power generation acted like a bomb. An inferno was unleashed. The windows of the waste recycling plant shattered simultaneously, sending shards of glass, flames, and black smoke into the surrounding buildings. White-hot pieces of the mighty machine flew around the hall, destroying all the other machines inside.
 
Ralph jumped when he heard the explosion. Now, he wasn't exactly what you'd call the jumpy type. But he knew immediately that something had gone wrong. He could feel it. She wasn't there, hadn't come back. Why wasn't she here? He walked away from the car and looked around. She was nowhere to be seen, hadn't come running as they had agreed. He saw flames and black smoke in the distance.  
"No," he whispered to himself. "No!" He turned and ran to the car and jumped in. Then he opened the glove compartment and pulled out a scarf, quickly wrapped it over his mouth and nose, started the car and drove toward the facility. The engine howled as he accelerated in first gear, driving the old car recklessly. He had to at least try. If he didn't, he would blame himself forever. Ralph walked down the street and around the bend and saw that the gate to the hall had already been forced open. Sporadic flames were still visible, although there was little flammable material in the hall. He only had a chance to see anything at all because the thick smoke had now accumulated on the high ceiling of the hall. Ralph stopped the car, got out, ripped open the trunk, grabbed the tow rope and ran into the hall. He ran back and forth between the fires and the glowing metal debris, coughing heavily despite the scarf around his mouth and nose. The heat was unbearable, his eyes watering and his heart racing. He was no longer the youngest, he had never felt that undeniable fact more than at this moment. His lungs burned. Ralph ran deeper into the hall. For a moment he thought it wouldn't be long before the roof collapsed on him. Then he spotted something between two twisted metal plates. He ran towards it and when he recognized Yanny's remains, he screamed. Screamed in horror and despair. A torso with a head, a piece of her right arm, a piece of her left leg, that was all that was left of her. The clothes were burned, the last remnants of human tissue covering the body only in places. The remains were smoking, still hot from the detonation. What should he do...? He hastily wrapped the rope around her neck and knotted it; he had no choice. If he touched her directly, he would burn his palms. Then he pulled on the rope and began to march, dragging her along the ground behind him through the hell of flames. The rope cut deep into his shoulder. One step at a time was all he could concentrate on. Just get out of here, reach the exit, that was all he wanted. Out of here, just out of here! When the opening in front of him became visible, an unbearable pain shot through his neck. He was burning, his leather jacket was on fire, he hadn't noticed. Ralph dropped the rope, tore the jacket from his body in a panic and threw it off, throwing himself to the ground and rolling back and forth to smother the flames on his head and neck. He screamed again, this time in pain, coughing and panting. The scarf fell from his face. No, it couldn't end like this! Get up, you old bastard! He pushed himself to his feet, trying to ignore the terrible pain in his neck. His fists grabbed the rope again. He pulled on it, dragging Yanny's body the last few meters out of the hall. In the distance, the sirens of fire trucks and police cars could be heard approaching the recycling plant. The first onlookers gathered in the area, jeering. 
"Shit, I'm going crazy here! Here they come, the assholes!" Ralph shouted angrily to himself. If the police found him here in the destroyed hall with the remains of a cyborg in tow, they would detain him and ask him questions. Many unpleasant questions. In a situation that was already difficult to explain, his extensive criminal record didn't help. Gritting his teeth, he pulled on the rope again, dragging the smoking body toward the open trunk of his car.
 
10. Silence
It had been quiet at the North Beach villa for the past five months. It was only when Ralph, Yuri and, much later, Harry were released from Central Hospital that life began to return to TRAP's headquarters. Abigail and her comrades had managed to escape the underwater base and dive back to their submarine after a wild panic broke out over the killing of the soldiers. The programmer had barely managed to dissuade Yuri from destroying life-support systems such as the oxygen filter, thereby dooming the rest of the base's crew, and had convinced him to use his last ounce of strength to escape to safety. The base was no longer a threat to Elysium, as the PFN knew from the agents' infiltration that this hideout and their plan had been exposed. 
 
It was fortunate for the escape that the base was at a depth where no sharks were hunting, as the TRAP agents were unable to prevent their blood from entering the seawater due to their injuries. Harry was hit the hardest, with two broken thoracic vertebrae and more broken ribs, leaving him in a cast for weeks and requiring rehabilitation. Abigail, the only one unharmed, had visited her comrades every day, trying to find words of comfort, though she grieved as much as the others. Together, they had managed to stop Lazarus, and the PFN's covert advance had been halted for the time being. But the price had been high, very high.
Once Ralph had managed to heave Yanny's remains into the trunk of the car, he had simply driven away. He knew he needed to get medical attention as soon as possible, but he had returned to the mansion instead, still in shock. He had carried the body, no longer steaming with heat, from the garage to the basement, to the large freezer where they kept their food supplies. After hastily emptying the freezer, he had placed Yanny's body inside and closed the heavy glass lid. It had been the only thing that had occurred to him at that moment, and it had been the most obvious thing to do. There was still some human tissue on top of the mechanical skeleton, and he had a clear idea of what would happen if he didn't freeze the remains. Only then had he made his way to the hospital and finally collapsed in the emergency room while a night nurse filled out his personal information on a form.
 
Things had changed. When Harry was released from the rehab clinic, the doctors had warned him never to get into a physical fight again. He was more than lucky that after all the injuries he had suffered, no major restrictions would remain. However, his time as an agent was definitely over. He had taken it all in stride. There was no emotion on his face, his eyes seemed to stare into the void. Ralph had found him one night in the basement. He had been sitting on a stool, slumped over, staring at the freezer, its glass lid covered from the inside with thick flowers of ice, evidence of the last warmth from Yanny's body after it was destroyed. He had sat here every night since his return from the hospital without saying a word. Ralph had taken him upstairs to the living room and made him drink whiskey with him. They had talked for a long time, until sunrise. They had talked about everything that had happened, listened to each other. It would take time, a lot of time. They came to the conclusion that at some point they would have to bury Yanny in order to come to terms with everything. The really hard part was yet to come. But they didn't have the strength yet. A little more time had to pass.
 
Unlike Harry, Yuri had made a full recovery and the flesh wounds he had suffered had been well treated and completely healed. Only a few scars remained, of which he already had so many on his body. Of course, he was as depressed and grief-stricken as his comrades, but he tried his best to help the group get back to normal. Finally, he accompanied Abigail to an appointment with the police chief, Will Morgan, whose phone number the agency still had from the Crawler mission. Abigail had urged them to explain the destruction of the waste recycling facility to him. Ever since the events in the subway shafts, Morgan had trusted TRAP, and she knew they could make his job a lot easier with a detailed report and solid evidence. And she was right to trust him, handing over a hard drive with all the important information for analysis. Morgan quickly realized the magnitude of the situation and knew how to present the facts to the mayor so he could properly assess the situation. 
 
A week later, a telegram arrived with a letter of condolence from the city and a special order for a large sum of money that would keep the group financially secure for at least another four years. In addition to the savings they had already set aside, there was no shortage of funds. After a long phone call with Carla Brandon, a letter of condolence from her arrived shortly thereafter. Those were the last days of the TRAP agency, finally Abigail had their joint ad removed from the Yellow Pages. They wouldn't be able to take on any more jobs, it was over. When it became clear that there was nothing more to do professionally, Yuri decided to visit the stewardess Lisa again on the Sea Lord, and this decision seemed to change his life profoundly. Just two weeks later, the two of them, along with Yuri's dog Anton and a well-equipped camper van, set off on a long journey to see the vast land around Elysium together. It was an open-ended trip, and Carla Brandon agreed to put her employee on indefinite leave. She knew what the agency had prevented and wanted to show her appreciation. The villa became even emptier.
 
It was deep winter when the phone rang one night. When Harry answered, he expected to hear Yuri's voice, who usually called every week or two late at night to keep his friends up to date. Harry already knew that Lisa and Yuri were planning to get married in a small, quiet village near the metropolis of Sundale and spend the rest of the winter there before continuing their journey as a married couple. But it wasn't Yuri's voice at the other end of the line. It was a lady. Harry was surprised to hear who it was. When he put Abigail on the line and told her that Dr. Kelly Malcom, the head of the POWERS power plant, wanted to talk to her, she was just as surprised. Malcom was unsure about the conversation and stuttered several times at first, but slowly the conversation got going and lasted for half an hour before the CEO finally worked up the courage to ask Abigail if she would like to meet for a *business dinner*. The young woman had no objections and was looking forward to it. A distraction from the daily grind. It had been a long time since she'd had a chance to wear the fancy dress she'd bought for the mission on the Sea Lord.
 
So it came to a business dinner in one of the finest sushi restaurants downtown Elysium had to offer. A dinner where there was absolutely nothing business-related to discuss, and where both women had agreed on the pretended reason without saying it outright. Instead, they talked about many other things. Their eyes met again and again, and Abigail hid her hands, dry and chapped from too much disinfectant, under the table, kneading them nervously. The time since the last mission, the stress and grief over Yanny had rekindled her obsession with cleaning and hygiene and left clear traces. Her counterpart seemed to have been just as nervous since the beginning of the evening. At first, Kelly talked a lot about her company, the changes since the death of her proxy, and the cleaning of the Aon-I's underground city. At some point, however, she turned the conversation back to the TRAP agency, and Abigail, who had been evasive at first, finally began to talk after drinking three small cups of sake. She told everything, the whole story, from the founding of the agency, to the many small and large missions, to her last mission at the underwater base. She knew that she should not have talked about it, but deep in her heart, she felt that she could confide in this woman. When she finally told the story of how her comrade's remains were still in the freezer in the basement of the villa, she didn't realize that her tears were already falling onto the tablecloth. Kelly was completely shocked by the story. The CEO of the power company had met Yanny in her office, and Abigail had briefly explained who and *what* she really was. After the cyborg had effortlessly disabled the power plant's security systems, it had been obvious that the young woman could not be a normal person. As the restaurant finally closed and the last patrons filed out, Kelly offered Abigail a ride home in her limousine, and the programmer gratefully accepted. During the drive, however, they changed their minds and went straight to North Beach to continue their conversation and end the evening. 
 
Due to the temperature, the North Beach boardwalk was much less crowded in the winter than in the summer, but the bars and nightclubs were still busy even at this late hour. Compared to the north of 86, winters here in the south were mild and there was very little snow. But enough to turn the beach into a romantic scene bathed in moonlight. Shimmering snowflakes fell sporadically on the two women as they walked slowly across the cold sand, wrapped in their warm coats. 
"I don't want to give you false hope with what I'm about to say," Kelly resumed after a minute of silence. Abigail paused and looked at her questioningly from the side. 
"What do you mean?" she replied uncertainly.
"POWERS employs two scientists, two developers. He has a Ph.D. in electrical engineering and she has a Ph.D. in mechanical engineering. They're both a little eccentric, to say the least, but absolutely brilliant in their fields. I know you said you wanted to bury Yanny in the next few days... But maybe, just maybe, we could take her remains to the Nuclear Power Plant Development Department first, so they can take a look at the body? If anyone has any idea if it can be repaired, it would be these two. I promise you it won't be a matter of scavenging the parts of old technology. You have my word." Kelly cleared her throat sheepishly. She couldn't gauge how Abigail would react to this suggestion, didn't know if she had struck the right note. She wanted to help, maybe there really was a glimmer of hope? If anyone could perform such a miracle, it was these two scientists who had solved all sorts of obscure technical problems together. Abigail swallowed and thought before answering. 
"You would really do this for us?" she whispered.
"Yes," Kelly nodded and smiled at her, standing in front of Abigail and lightly rubbing her hands, which were in soft gloves. "The chances of success in such an endeavor are probably slim. Yanny was at a much higher level of development than my entire company. But shouldn't we at least try?" 
"That..." Abigail began, her voice shaking, "...we... I don't know what to say. Of course I want you to try! You're right, if there's even the slightest chance, it would be fantastic if you gave us that chance." Abigail knew exactly how much it would cost to try to fix old technology, and Kelly was offering her the chance without even thinking of asking for anything in return. Abigail sniffed slightly. Kelly couldn't help herself, so she took a step closer and hugged Abigail. The programmer returned the hug, tightly and fervently. It lasted until the two women slowly pulled away and looked into each other's eyes again. It was as if a knot had been untied, creating a deep intimacy that they both felt. 
"You smell of lemongrass," Abigail whispered, sending a shiver down Kelly's spine. The sentence was completely unexpected and touched her in a very strange way. 
"Yes, this is, uh..." she began to explain.
"I like it, the scent goes well with your blonde hair," Abigail interrupted, smiling at her. Kelly stopped and was so embarrassed that she didn't know what to say back. This time it was Abigail who took a step closer, standing on tiptoe to make up for the difference in height and planting a soft kiss on Kelly's lips. It happened in the moment, it was unplanned, unpredictable and wonderful. Kelly's heart skipped a beat and yet she was thunderstruck. "Thank you for a wonderful evening," Abigail added.
"What...?" Kelly croaked, still confused. 
"Huh, what? I kiss on the first date," Abigail explained with feigned seriousness, shrugging her shoulders.
 
11. Dawn
First month
Coffee consumption: 22 liters
Pizzas ordered: 8
Burgers ordered: 2
 
"The package has arrived!" Dr. Jennifer Summer's entire face lit up as she entered the R&D lab to share the good news with her colleague. Dr. Craig Davidson turned his office chair in her direction, rubbed his tired red eyes, and grinned broadly. Then he rolled up the magazine he had just been leafing through. His break was obviously over. With his angular features, three-day beard, and fashionable haircut, he looked more like a daredevil surf instructor than an electrical engineer.
"I'd rather not ask how Malcom got it," he replied in a slightly smoky voice, standing up so as not to miss the moment when his colleague would open the box.
"Yeah, better not," Summer agreed. The tall, slender woman with the tightly pulled ponytail placed the package on a side table. "I'll tell you anyway. Apparently, she hired someone to buy it from a guy on the north side of town known in the underworld as *the Octopus*. Must have cost an arm and a leg, hah! Quick, open it! Open it!" With that, she pulled a box cutter out of her pants pocket, slammed it down on the table, and shoved it in Davidson's direction. He just laughed and smacked her on the butt with the rolled-up magazine. 
"Open it yourself, you lazy piece of work!" he replied, puffing up in front of her.
"Hey, no way! I hate knives, and if someone's going to accidentally cut themselves, better you than me," she replied indignantly, grabbing an eraser from the table and throwing it at her colleague, hitting him in the face.
"All right, stop it, I'm cutting!" he declared, rubbing his right eye, which had turned red from the blow. Then Davidson deftly wielded a box cutter and opened the package.
"Fascinating, just fascinating," he murmured as he unwrapped the contents from the thick bubble wrap. It was a mechanical hand, made of a metal that was definitely not common. It was heavier than its size would suggest. "No doubt about it. Size, weight, material, it's all right!" He handed Summer the hand, which his colleague looked at enthusiastically from all sides. The hand had been severed from its original body just below the wrist by a high-powered laser, as could be seen by the burnt residue on the metal.
"That definitely takes us a step further," Summer nodded contentedly, putting her hand down on the table in the bubble wrap.
"Yes, it does. At least a little bit." Davidson turned to the examination table where Yanny's remains lay. "Now I remember why I didn't want to go to medical school back then. Still, now it seems I ended up in pathology anyway," he sighed, walking back to his desk and taking a sip from his coffee mug. The drink was ice-cold now and tasted disgusting; it had been here since yesterday. Davidson grimaced. Summer grinned as she saw him sipping the stale brew, lost in thought.
"We just do what we always do: take everything apart, collect data, rebuild destroyed parts, mirror missing parts. At least we're lucky to have half an arm and a leg. And now we have this hand as well. Practically nothing can go wrong now," she whispered encouragingly. Davidson grunted in agreement, but then closed one eye skeptically. 
"The chip. Don't forget the chip."
"Yes, the chip. We'd better go in through the spinal entrance before we drill directly into the skull. I don't know how deep it is inside the head. We can't shoot X-rays through metal," Summer waved. Davidson took another sip of his foul-smelling coffee. 
"You know it turns me on when you talk like that?" He winked at her as the brown liquid dripped from the corner of his mouth. He just couldn't manage to swallow the broth.
"Take a number, you freak," Summer replied dryly, giving him the middle finger. 
"Will the draftsmen be in the office tomorrow? Have you heard from them?" Davidson ignored her reply.
"Three of them," she nodded. "And the one with glasses is pretty hot, if you must know."
"Perfect," he replied, spitting the coffee back into the cup.
 
Second month
Coffee consumption: 28 liters
Pizzas ordered: 12
Burgers ordered: 4
 
"Weld a little more there. Right there, a little higher, yeah, right there," Summer ordered in a stern voice.
"Like that?" Davidson continued to work with the welder on the joint his colleague was pointing to, sparks flying against the shield in front of his face. Why did she insist that he improve his skills with this tool he disliked so much, especially when it came to such intricate detail work?
"You can't be too careful with the knees. Better to re-weld them if you're not sure," she nodded. Davidson scratched his head and looked at her through the small viewing slit protected by darkened glass. 
"How many knees have you worked on? Since when does someone like you know so much about knees?" Summer crossed her arms and made a sour face.
"If you really want to know: This is my third! Or why do you think my grandma can run like a weasel again?" Davidson sighed. He had sighed a lot since they had been assigned to this job.
 
 
Third month
Coffee consumption: 36 liters
Pizzas ordered: 16
Burgers ordered: 6
 
"That looks pretty good. The boss will be pleased." Davidson patted the arm of Yanny's polished skeleton with a satisfied smile.
"I'm going in today," Summer declared, blowing a strand of hair from her sweaty face. She pointed her thumb at Yanny's head, which lay on the table behind her, hooked up to various devices.
"Today?!" Davidson asked in surprise.
"Workaholic," she replied, pointing her thumb at herself.
"Coffee?" he followed.
"Yes," she nodded in agreement.
"Want to marry me?" he added casually. "There's nothing more exciting to me than a woman who thinks only of her work."
"No," she shook her head as she prepared her tools. Davidson sighed and shuffled over to the thermos.
 
Fourth month
Coffee consumption: 42 liters
Pizzas ordered: 8
Burgers ordered: 16
 
"I can't stand those pizzas from the place around the corner anymore," growled Davidson. "Mayor Fabio has a new fast-food place. Maybe we should order there for a change?" Summer pursed her lips and her eyes narrowed to slits. 
"I didn't vote for him, I don't eat his burgers," Summer replied curtly. Davidson rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Then he carefully carried Yanny's chip to the custom-built electron microscope. The construction of this device had slowed down the entire project, but it was desperately needed, as their existing equipment did not have sufficient magnification capabilities. The chip was simply too complex. Its design was beyond anything they had ever seen before. Half an hour later, the microscope was perfectly adjusted and the chip was finally ready for closer examination. Davidson hesitated to answer. Summer was growing impatient. Finally, he looked up from the microscope.
"So?" she asked, biting her nails. 
"I think I need a cigarette," was all he said.
"Is it what we suspected?" she asked. Davidson took a big sip from his coffee cup. Totally cold again. No matter. He walked over to the sofa bed they had delivered to the lab and plopped down on the soft cushions.
"I would say yes. Yes, it's what we suspected. This thing was never created on our planet, simply not possible. We have no chance of reproducing this technology. Look at its structures. They're so tiny, they're in the nano range. This thing is... call me crazy, but you get the impression that it's not man-made. When I look at this thing and compare it to what we have here... I feel like a Neanderthal." Summer's face remained blank. Her mind was racing.
"Did you notice any damage to the chip?" she asked.
"Yeah, there's a hairline crack through it, and some of these... hmm... what do you call them? Some of the conductors are completely charred. You can't tell if they're destroyed or just encrusted. Oxidation has started in places too," he explained. Summer groaned and rubbed her temples. 
"That doesn't sound good." She knew she was just stating the obvious, but she was tired and this news made her seriously doubt the successful completion of the project.
"No, it doesn't sound good," Davidson nodded dejectedly.
"Shall we continue or tell the Malcom there's nothing more we can do?" She looked at him questioningly.
"We continue," he confirmed, scratching his ear. She thought about it a bit.
"Wait, can we even fix the chip?"
"Not that I know of," he admitted frankly. She suddenly grinned in spite of the hopeless situation. It was simply absurd that he wanted to continue working on it. They were burning through huge sums of money here and the head of the power company would skin them both for it. It was so absurd that she found it funny at that moment.
"If we pull this off, I'll marry you," she winked at him in an exaggeratedly playful way. Davidson, whose bags under his eyes had grown to considerable proportions, just sighed deeply. 
"I'm calling Fabio's Fitness Burger."
 
5th month
Coffee consumption: 45 liters
Pizzas ordered: 10
Burgers ordered: 8
Fabio's fitness burgers ordered: 6
Stomach pills ordered: 12
 
"She's beautiful, I must say..." Davidson gazed dreamily at Yanny as she lay naked on the examination table. Many parts of her body were still wired, but otherwise she looked as if she had been reborn. In fact, reconstructing her human tissue had been one of the minor problems. Samples of the remaining tissue had been sent to a genetic lab. Malcolm had hired a whole department there to help with the reconstruction. The exact measurements and appearance of Yanny had again been taken from detailed records in cyberspace, still stored on the red computer from the old technology. In addition, they had found a woman with a very similar physique who had been photographed with a 3D scanner so that the computer could create a coherent overall picture. It had worked, the tissue had quickly grown into the correct shape over the metal skeleton based on the data from the controlled impulses. Summer's eyes darkened at her colleague's comment and she punched Davidson roughly in the ribs, causing him to buckle and let out a sharp gasp.
"Don't look so closely, you horrible lecher! How dare you!" she scolded him.
"But I have to look, how else can I work on her?" he defended himself innocently.
"Yes, you can look, but not like *that*!" she admonished him loudly. Surprised by her strong reaction, Davidson smiled mischievously. 
"Too bad I wasn't there when they scanned Mrs. Jones," he goaded her further.
"It was a bit of a mix between a medical exam and a photo shoot for a sex magazine," she explained matter-of-factly.
"Damn, I missed something!" Davidson laughed.
"I suppose you only read *Beach Boobies* for the interesting interviews?" she grunted.
"No, I just buy the magazine for the naked women. And why are you reading the *Cover Boys* I saw peeking out of your backpack the other day?" Davidson replied. Summer turned and left the room with quick steps.
"It's my turn to make coffee!" he heard her call from outside. Then the engineer looked back thoughtfully at the motionless Yanny.
"The skeleton and the tissue are one thing, these other companies have obviously managed that as well. The most important thing is the chip, without it she's just a shell," he muttered to himself, searching his jacket for his pack of cigarettes.
 
Sixth month
Coffee consumption: 20 liters
Black tea consumption: 60 liters
Pizzas ordered: 12
Burgers ordered: 12
Fabio's fitness burgers ordered: 12
Stomach pills ordered: 18
 
"18th test." Davidson put his hand to his mouth and yawned heartily. Had it really been such a good idea to squeeze the hairline crack in the chip with a custom-made metal clamp? He had lost about two liters of sweat. A little too much pressure and the chip would break during the operation. The clamp held, and as far as he could see under the microscope, the contacts were sitting on top of each other. Basically, it was their only option, their last option. What should he have done? Apply superglue? Use a soldering iron? There was no tool in the entire city that could have repaired the conductors that were invisible to the human eye. Fire residue could be removed completely, but a crack was another matter if you didn't have the technology to seal it again. He could only hope that the contacts would snap back into place under the pressure of the clamp. The slot in Yanny's head for the chip had to be modified to accommodate the extra mass of the metal clip. The chip had just been connected to the lab's computer, and the two scientists were frantically trying to establish a connection with it. They had used the slot in the head as an adapter. Perhaps they could somehow manage to read its data?
"We don't have to worry about engraving our wedding rings anymore," Summer said in a neutral tone. Davidson yawned louder. Then he shook his head and took his eye drops from his breast pocket, moistening his eyeballs one by one.
"You wish, you nasty noodle... One more... we'll do one more test!" he said firmly.
"All right, 19th test," Summer grunted. A new pulse was sent. Suddenly the screen of the lab computer went black. "Oh crap, we broke it!" she gasped and typed nervously on the keyboard.
"No, wait!" Davidson shouted excitedly. The cursor appeared on the black screen. It moved to the middle of the line and wrote an x. Then it moved to the next line and wrote again, this time three xxx.
"What the hell is going on?" asked Summer.
"That's not writing, it means something else," he guessed. They both stared at the screen, spellbound. After fifteen minutes, the message appeared in all its glory.
"This is the weirdest job I've ever done," Davidson grinned. "But it's definitely awesome." The printer rattled and ejected the image the chip had generated. He tore the page from the fanfold paper of the dot-matrix printer and tapped it enthusiastically with his index finger.
"What is this?" asked Summer. She saw the string of characters that had made a whole picture out of many little x's. "Does that mean anything to you?"
"Well, this is called *ASCII art*. That's what you call a style of art when you create an image using only letters, special characters, and numbers," laughed Davidson, looking completely liberated. "If you look closely, it's kind of a group picture. There are two women. One with short hair and one with long hair, and three men, one of whom is unusually tall and broad."
"But what's so special about it? There must be countless images and memories stored on the chip. That's another small step forward, of course, but it doesn't tell us if the thing works or if we've just tapped into its memory function. Maybe it's nothing more than an oversized floppy disk in its current state?" she said skeptically. Davidson shook his head and pointed at his screen again.
"If I read this log correctly, it wasn't our computer that made the connection to the chip, it was the other way around: the chip made the connection itself. It even took over a small part of the system, interacting with the connected peripherals after a short period of familiarization. I don't know. Looking at it, I'd say she's alive," he explained, his tired eyes shining almost feverishly.
"Are you sure?" she asked quietly.
"Yes. And we're going to find out what this group picture is all about. By the way, I ordered a wedding dress catalog two weeks ago that you could look at if you get a chance..." This time it was Summer who sighed deeply and resignedly. 
"Damn... All right."
 
The next day, 08:12 a.m.
"Every story comes to an end," Davidson said, leaning back in his office chair, putting a cigarette in his mouth and lighting it with relish. Summer gave him a quizzical look.
"Where did that come from?"
"I don't know, either. It just came to me," the engineer replied. From his seat he could see Yanny on the examination table. "When exactly did you sew her up?"
"Her scalp?" asked Summer, looking at her watch. "About nine hours ago." Davidson nodded and gestured to the cyborg.
"It's closed," he said curtly. The scientist walked over to Yanny and examined the place where she had inserted the chip. 
"It's closed," she confirmed in amazement. 
"Man, I wish I could do that! That would save a lot on health insurance," he said, sucking demonstratively on his cigarette. Summer laughed.
"Yes, it's true. This genetic engineering company has exactly followed the tissue recipe from the recordings. Maybe we should try some experiments on you? But honestly... There is more going on here than the sum of all parts. We haven't even activated her organism from the outside. The regeneration shouldn't be working yet," she said, continuing to look at Yanny indecisively. Davidson scratched the back of his head and took another drag on his cigarette. 
"Maybe it's the chip?" he mused. Summer shrugged. 
"What's Malcom going to do to us if she doesn't boot up in the end? I've been looking at the expense reports for the last few months because I know that nervous guy in Accounting. You know, the one with the sweat stains under his arms." Davidson hesitated and rubbed his chin. 
"Better add two bulletproof vests to the next order list."
 
Supermarket, 08:48 a.m.
Harry trudged listlessly through the aisles of the supermarket, stopping from time to time to throw this or that item into his shopping cart. He absentmindedly twisted his car key on a metal ring around the index finger of his left hand and rubbed his itchy eye under his sunglasses. Yes, he had used all his free time to get his driver's license in Elysium. It also relieved Ralph as the only driver so far, who still suffered from severe pain from time to time due to the burns. Good old Ralph... He owed him so much. Without him, he would probably have fallen into a complete depression these past few months. And Abigail just didn't want to learn to drive, she would have cleaned the paint off the steering wheel with disinfectant after a week. So he was the only one left. Yanny could no longer drive. She was gone. He tossed a box of cereal into the cart. Ralph had risked his life for her, running into the burning hall to retrieve her remains, putting himself in grave danger. But now she was gone. He threw another box of cereal into the cart, this time with more force, ripping the lid open. Their villa had never been as empty as it had been in the last few months. The battles in the underwater base had left their mark on all of them, and not just physically. The fight against the Meteor Drinker had made him lose faith in victory deep inside. Sure, they had *won* in the end, if you could call it that. They had carried out their plan, but they had not been able to prevent Yanny from being destroyed. Another box of cereal landed angrily in the cart, thrown so hard that it bounced out the other side. And another. The sight of her charred remains had kept him awake for a long time, and he still woke up in a cold sweat at night, plagued by nightmares. They hadn't heard from her since her body had been taken to one of the labs in the nuclear complex. Six months had passed. Dr. Malcom hadn't given them much hope to begin with. If only they had all fled this damned city together when they still had the chance! They should have just sold the villa and started a new life in one of the other metropolises. But if Elysium had fallen, wouldn't the totalitarian ideology of the Northern City Party have just spread further and further? Due to its geographical location, Elysium was an important hub for the south of the entire continent. And wasn't it Yanny's own unconditional desire to stand up to the killing machine and stop more people from dying?
"Fuck!" he shouted loudly, swinging his right fist and smashing through the bar of the thick wooden shelf that held the cereal boxes. The wood cracked under the force of the blow and there was a terrible crash. One by one the boxes fell to the floor. Harry felt a little relieved, although his back hurt so much from the movement that he had to breathe carefully. 
"Mommy, mommy, I want those cereals too, then I'll be as strong as this man!" a very chubby little boy exclaimed enthusiastically, pointing his chubby sausage fingers alternately at Harry and at the boxes of cereal in his shopping cart.
"Clyde-Loris! Get over here right now and stay away from that horrible punk!" a woman yelled from further back, who had apparently been sleeping face down in a makeup case. Why exactly had they saved this city? Harry no longer knew. Suddenly, his cell phone rang. He reached into his trench coat and pulled out his new short sword.
"Oh crap, wrong side of the coat..." 
"Oh my God, Mommy, so cool, look, the man has a sword!" the fat boy exclaimed ecstatically, jumping up and down. 
"Clyde-Loris, I'm telling you for the last time!" the woman behind him shouted with a slightly hysterical undertone.
Harry put away his sword and fished the phone out of his other pocket.
"Yes?" he answered curtly. Then he listened in amazement to what the excited voice on the other end of the line had to say. His hands began to shake. "Yes... Yes, of course. I'll be right there." He put the phone away. Then he picked up one of the cereal boxes and threw it to the boy, who caught it with some difficulty.
"Three. I ate three boxes of this stuff a day for years to get this strong. Besides, it helps me see in the dark." He lifted his sunglasses and stared at the boy with stern red eyes. The old color had never returned since the injection on the ship.
"Mommy!!! So cool!!!" the boy shouted down the corridor in a high-pitched voice. Then he tore open the package in his hands and immediately began greedily munching on the dry contents. "Excellent, keep it up," Harry nodded, turned and left the supermarket, heading for the now refurbished agency car.
 
Laboratory, 09:31 a.m.
The body monitor started beeping again. Its sensors were beeping erratically, reporting activity.
"It started about an hour ago," Dr. Summer told Harry. Kelly Malcom had his cell phone number on file with the other TRAP agents as a possible contact in their development department. The others had also been informed and were already on their way here in the stolen police car, but were still stuck in traffic. It was too risky to turn on the sirens in this car. Harry had driven as fast as he could to the nuclear power plant. He would deal with the tickets later. A friendly gentleman at the reception desk had escorted him to the lab, which was sealed off from the outside by several security barriers. Harry took off his sunglasses and stared in disbelief at Yanny, who had been placed on a pristine white bed before his arrival. Sensors were attached to her left arm and temple, transmitting data to the large machine behind the bed. She looked exactly as he remembered her. Just as vulnerable, just as beautiful, as if reborn. He had never expected to see her like this again. Dr. Davidson cleared his throat to get Harry's attention.
"We had her hooked up to a starter. She was supposed to be started in two stages for a test run, first body, then head or chip. But not for another two weeks or so. In our opinion, now is too soon. Her tissue is too fresh and we would have at least 14 more checks..." he continued with a technical explanation. Summer interrupted her fiancé. 
"What the pointy-head is actually trying to explain is that her organism has obviously started to slowly boot up after the chip was inserted. And that's not really possible without an external starter, believe us. If anyone can judge that, it's us. We rebuilt her almost from scratch. Now there is nothing we can do from the outside. So in short, we unplugged her and put her in this bed. Looks like she'll be fine on her own from here." Summer smiled encouragingly at Harry and she couldn't help but notice how much this affected him. It was clear from his reaction that he must feel very strongly about this cyborg. Harry's mouth was dry. He looked at the two scientists and then back at Yanny. 
"But how...?" he croaked.
"We don't know, like I said." Summer blew a strand of hair out of her face, which slipped back into her field of vision seconds later. "You see, I believe in science. In facts. I don't believe in miracles. But if someone ever asks me if I've seen a miracle, I could tell them about this one."
"Better not," Davidson waved.
"Right," she nodded. "It must be the chip, it's the only explanation. Or..."
"Or?" Harry wondered.
"My fiancée has a theory," Davidson explained before Summer continued. "Well, I think the chip probably wasn't made by humans. Not only was I able to determine its almost incomprehensible complexity with a microscope built especially for this project, but it also appears to be ancient, and by that I mean much older than the colonization period of '86. The old technology has a certain quality in the materials that is very recognizable. But this chip is even older than the oldest surviving pieces in Elysium. As far as we know, it developed to its full potential in a humanoid body. Although the combination was more or less accidental..."
"You could say her creation was fate or a higher purpose, wouldn't you?" Summer summarized, blushing slightly. As a woman of facts and science, that still sounded absurd to her ears, and she quickly tried to elaborate. "The chip has traveled through the universe, has been lost for hundreds of years, so to speak, and then finds its way into a humanoid body of all things. A consciousness emerges, and as far as we know, it has adopted a pacifist stance with this consciousness, contrary to its intended purpose, which it in turn abandoned in order to confront an overpowering opponent, protect human lives, and avert danger to the entire city. Isn't that a little too much of a coincidence?"  Harry thought about it, Summer might be right. Thinking back to his time with Yanny, she had been the most peaceful person he had ever met in this crazy world. Maybe this theory of a higher purpose wasn't so far-fetched after all. 
 
The machine suddenly beeped faster, more regularly. Yanny's fingers began to twitch. Summer simply removed the sensors and turned the machine off. Then she walked over to her future husband, who put his arm around her shoulders and took a deep breath. Together they watched as Harry sat on the edge of the bed and placed his hand on Yanny's twitching hand. All three of them held their breath in anticipation. A jolt went through the cyborg's body. Then she opened her eyes. A few more seconds passed before the chip in her head took complete control of all bodily functions and the optical data from her new eyes could be processed.
"Harry...?" she finally asked quietly. The street samurai had a large lump in his throat. 
"Yes," he replied. "Yes, it's me." Yanny smiled when she heard his voice. 
"Are the others okay?"
"Yes, we all survived." Their hands held each other tighter. He could feel the warmth returning to her body.
"Llama not, I still saw that. But if you're all safe and sound, I'm happy, very happy," she replied, her whole face beaming. Then she slowly began to support herself on the bed and move into a sitting position. Harry leaned over and helped her. The two scientists watched her nervously, as if they expected Yanny to fall apart at any moment. When she finally sat up and Harry was kneeling in front of her on the bed, she tilted her head and looked at him with her big eyes.
"Harry?"
"Yes?"
"I think I need to tell you something," she said quietly.
"I have something to tell you too, something I should have told you a long time ago," he replied, smiling softly.
"Come closer, I'll whisper it in your ear..."
 
The series will (possibly) be continued with the title:
                (The Curse of the Oni)
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