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Chapter 1: Alcohol


Many of my meetings occur in bars.
This is not an unusual principle. When seeking information, my everlasting quarry, it is best to find subjects in the most amiable mood. A bar represents a location where leisure attitudes spring forth. It is a comfort zone for many.
There is also alcohol.
Alcohol.
For ages, eons, long before the muddy dregs of Old Earth cast humanity in search of a less toxic habitability. Long before colonization reached the far edges of the galaxy. Millennia prior to centralized government crumbling before the wealth and might of corporate interest. Indeed, centuries before the thought of entering that infinite void crossed the pitiful minds of the earliest civilized inhabitants of that ill-fated planet…
Alcohol has been a most effective facilitator.
Pair a comfort zone with a decrease in motor functions, not to mention a quelling of inhibitions. Suddenly, the most bizarre stranger becomes a brother, nemesis, lover, or some combination of all three within a few moments of indelicate, slurred speech. For certain, the risk becomes that their ramblings will often tend towards the unintelligible, but this is of little concern. Memory in the inferior structure of a standard human brain vanishes, represses, and erodes regardless of how much blunt force trauma or poison is applied. Simply: the squishy tissue doesn’t retain information so well to begin with.
My task is not only to gather the pitiful, vomitous remains of human memory but to interpret them: to glean the tiny semblances of truth and reality found within.
I seek Ivan, a man of myth and wild, absurd tales. I seek him, if indeed he exists.
The beginning of this long journey, naturally, took place in a bar.
Hours of waiting, sipping on a simple solution of grain alcohol, drove an irritating boredom into my normally patient mind. Unfortunately, the entertainment value of liquor in and of itself does not function as normal within my augmented body.
The substance gave the slightest giddiness to the few organic parts of my brain a few moments before the mechanical functions siphoned it off as a crude energy source and cleaning implement.
I’d arrived on the world called Dessida a couple of days prior, sources and research suggesting someone who had met the enigma known as Ivan lived there. A very brief exchange of messages later, the contact named Raymond Cobb suggested a meeting at the bar.
As the alcohol completed its brief round of clouding and vanishing, I let myself marvel at the fabricated artistic-crystal of the glass I held. It was laser cut, done so manually with precision to create specific refractions within its facets. “Where did you get this?” I asked the man tending the bar.
The barkeep, by his attire and stench, appeared to be one of the dirt poor denizens filling the near-fringe world. Dessida lay distant from the core, filled primarily with miners and other working-class individuals. The man carried himself with a well-traveled air, but still…
“It was a fella about four or five years ago,” the barkeep spoke with the local lilt, but underneath it were hints of an intelligent, almost educated tone. “He exchanged them for a few drinks and a bit of local coin. I think he musta stole ’em without recognizing their value.”
“Did he now?” I rotated the glass, staring at it. It was a very impressive piece, well-cut, dazzling colors shifting and swirling to form fractured and beautiful patterns.
The barkeep set down the identical glass he was polishing. “Why do you ask, Master Archivist?”
I am not often surprised. However, being correctly addressed by what I assumed was a slack-jawed yokel on a backwater planet where luxuries such as the fabricated crystal would cost an individual his home, organs, and ten years worth of salary came as a bit of a shock.
“You know what I am,” I said, hints of a question in an otherwise flat tone.
The barkeep nodded. “Certainly. Your kind is hard to mistake. The etchings there give it away.” He pointed to the faint insignia upon the metal above my synthetic eye.
My breath caught in my throat. “You’ve seen more. Recently?”
“No, no.” The barman chuckled. “In my years merchanting core-ward, I saw a couple of you Archivists out and about. Never struck up a chat or anything, but…” He shrugged. “That was before my luxurious retirement out in these lovely parts.”
Impressed, I asked for his name.
“Francis Basil, at your service, good sir.” He grinned. “Can I refresh that for you?”
I agreed, and the barkeep, who shook off more of my assumption of brain-dead illiteracy with each passing moment, refilled my drink. My tip was more generous.
“Thank you kindly,” he said, scooping up the paper and coin currency. “Now, what could a fine seeker such as yourself be doing out here on the ass-end of the galaxy.”
I smiled, liking this man. “I’m looking—”
Before I could highlight anything particular, the saloon-style doors banged open. Two individuals entered, and it took barely a moment for me to assume there would be trouble.
They were raucous, loud, and carefree as they greeted a couple of familiar patrons. Their middle-grade IQ almost spewed from their pores as their half-literate speech washed over me.
The lead man, fresh and ripe after a day’s labor, spotted me at the far end of the bar. “Aw geez, Frank. Why ya gotta let that Grayskin freak in here?”
The insult didn’t particularly bother me, as it has always seemed an accurate description. Mechanical parts made up a considerable portion of my body, including full prosthetics for my right arm and leg as well as the upper-right portions of my face and skull. Internal augmentations bring the rest of my muscle and bone structure to a higher strength and density to match the prosthetics.
The true mastery, however, of my altered architecture exists within the cranial changes. Implants lay within every cubic centimeter of my brain tissue, creating a significant boost to my faculties, especially that of memory. More than half of my body, including the externally visible prosthetics of my limbs and skull, one synthetic eye, and other internal components, is machine.
A byproduct of these augmentations was an ashen hue to organic flesh. Hence: “Grayskin.” There were repigmentation treatments to bring back a semblance of normal human skin tone, but I’ve never bothered with them.
Francis was more irritated by the insult than I was. “Stow it, Parker, he’s a well-mannered customer, and the only color I care about is green.”
Admiration growing, I smiled.
With a lingering glare, Parker grabbed two bottles of weak ale for himself and his friend. They sat down at a round wooden table and stole the occasional glance in my direction, animosity obvious.
“Thanks,” I said to Francis as he came near again.
He shook his head. “Don’t thank me yet.”
Grimacing, I set down the glass. A quick systems diagnostic flitted past my synthetic eye. Green lights shone from each mechanical function. As always, my body was in pristine condition, ready for any encounter.
Time passed, and I began to feel more comfortable. Francis and I didn’t speak any further as the ruffians put away several bottles each.
“Hey, Grayskin,” the one known as Parker called from across the bar. “You best watch yer step. Some folk don’t take kindly to mechanoid freaks.”
We only like God-fearin’, true-blood humans ’round these parts, the silent voice of so many rang in my head. It wasn’t unusual to find intolerance towards augmentation out away from the core. They would sooner see a man with a peg leg than a brand new, fully functional limb.
Francis scowled. “Parker, I’m warning you…”
The ruffian held his hands up. “Easy, old-timer. I’m just tellin’ the Grayskin how it is.”
“I’ve been ‘round these parts before,” I said, lilting into a mocking tone. “I reckon I dun know how it works.”
The barman cracked a slight grin.
Accurate as the imitation was, Parker was neither impressed nor amused. He stood up, and his cohort joined him a moment later.
“Is that funny, Grayskin?” Parker asked, moving across the bar to me.
“I thought so.” I took a sip.
“Archivist…” Francis warned, amusement fading.
I put up a hand. “I’ll pay for any damage.” The barkeep sighed in response.
“What’s that?” Parker asked as he and his friend neared.
Considering options, I double-checked the various hidden defense mechanisms I held. Unbeknownst to any present, a row of needles flitted out of hidden housings on my mechanical hand and retracted, functioning as normal. A tranquilizer delivery mechanism is often an excellent way to avoid damaging confrontation with people or even animals. If necessary, I could pressurize the housing chambers and fire the needles up to thirty feet. The two folks would hardly know what hit them before waking up a few hours later under the duress of a terrible headache.
The sonic emitter in my skull plate, useful for a brief moment of incapacitation in a five foot radius, warmed up with an inaudible whine before powering down again. Other systems for electronic security bypass and intrusion, a cache of listening devices, and various others were not useful in this situation.
“Well?” Parker snorted. “Whatcha gotta say to me, freak?”
With the amazing technology geared to defend my person against all manner of threat, I decided to use my bare hands.
Stuck on this stinking ball of dirt for two days, waiting in this tavern for three hours past the agreed meeting time, and bathing in the brain-dead existence of this low-brow planet left me somewhat cranky.
Parker put his hand on my shoulder. “You better answer me!”
I didn’t bother to give any warnings.
Standing and whirling around, I slipped out of Parker’s grip and kicked his cohort in the face. With a sickening crunch, the man’s nose shattered, and he was knocked out cold before gravity could catch up and drag him to the dusty floor.
Parker had enough time to gasp at the sudden incapacitation of his friend as I grabbed him by the arm, pulled him forward, and slammed him facedown into the bar. He sputtered, dazed as he struggled against my grip. In a swift motion, I dragged his arm up, giving it a good wrench and hearing the satisfying pop as his shoulder dislocated.
The pain must have been glorious, considering the howling which ensued. He was lucky. A little more twisting, and I could have taken home a souvenir.
“Are you finished?” I asked, leaning down.
Parker didn’t really respond in any coherent sense; his latest tactic seemed to be trying to burst my eardrums with pathetic wailing.
I let him fall to the ground, nodding an apology to the barkeep, who rolled his eyes. As I sat back down, Parker’s screeching died to a mishmash of whimpering curses. “Jeesuss,” he cried. “You broke my arm. You broke my arm, ya goddamn freak!”
“It’s dislocated,” I said, taking a sip.
Shaking his head, the bartender moved to the wall, where a simple communicator interface lay silent. He punched in a few buttons to contact the local authorities, and a face appeared after a moment.
“Franky,” the man greeted him with a grimace, “isn’t it a little early for trouble?”
The barkeep sighed and shook his head. “Sorry, Chief, I got a couple of injured dipshits here who need patchin’ up. They attacked a guest of mine and got themselves hurt.”
“Yeah, I’ll be right there.”
I sipped at my drink more freely now that I felt the danger past. Parker remained on the ground, whimpering weakly and cursing. Consciousness had not returned, nor likely would for quite a while, to his friend.
More than a few wide-eyed expressions greeted me as the local constabulary arrived along with medical staff. Francis gave his statement and pointed the ruffians out as the perpetrators. He insisted the boys had learned their lessons and no charges needed pressing.
The officers and medics didn’t speak to me. A couple featured the ever-popular animosity, but they all seemed wary and afraid, realizing I wasn’t just some schmuck with mechanical prosthetics. I’d bet three of my cortical processors that none of them had ever heard of an Archivist. We’re not very common so far out.
We’re not very common at all.
I grew impatient as the mess was cleaned up. From the activity, most of the patrons departed for quieter, less activity-filled accommodations, but there remained no sign of my contact.
“Well, now ya done it.” Francis wagged a finger at me once everything was taken care of. “This place’ll be crickets for the next couple of days.”
I considered telling him the chirping insects were not native to this world, but tact suggested a different approach. “Sorry for the trouble,” I said.
The barkeep waved off the apology. “No need, no need. Takin’ care of this heap is my retirement, so empty days give me a chance to enjoy some peace.”
“Still,” I said, producing a large wad of currency. I placed it on the table. “Will that cover what you’d have made tonight?”
Francis threw back his head and laughed. “Son, that’d be about a weeks worth.”
Shrugging, I pushed the money across the counter. “Consider us even, then, as long as you assist me briefly in my search.”
“Ah yes,” he nodded, “I admit I’m a bit curious. Who might you be lookin’ for?”
I swept off my hat, scratching the thin, brittle hair remaining to my organic scalp. “Raymond Cobb; he has information for me, and we set up—”
“Sorry to say, Archivist, but Cobb moved on from these parts not two days ago.”
“He told me he lived nearby and frequented this location,” I said, clenching a fist. “In our messages, he himself suggested we meet here.”
The barkeep nodded. “Certainly. Time was you could find ol’ Cobb sittin’ right where you are, pissin’ away what little life he had left. However, it seemed he ran outta money and hopped a shuttle to the next shit-mining world before any of his substantial number of creditors knew what hit ’em.”
Sighing, I stood up. “Then I’ve wasted my time here. Where did he go?”
“’Fraid I can’t say.” The barkeep shrugged. “He stopped in here to pay a small bit of his outstanding tab and bid me a fond farewell. Hell, I never expected him to—”
“I appreciate your time and kindness,” I said, straightening my long coat, “but I need to leave. I must track down where this shuttle went. Please tell me the exact time of his departure, if you can.”
“Oh, it was about… Tuesday ‘round four in the afternoon.” Frustration pulsed within my veins, as I’d then need to find if the local station kept decent enough records. Of course it was also assuming Cobb didn’t give a false name or stowaway on board. Hopefully the outbound traffic was slow enough that I’d only have to search a couple of systems to get back on track.
“Hold up!” Francis called as I moved towards the exit. “Yer not workin’ fer one of his collectors, are ya?”
I shook my head.
The barkeep motioned for me to sit back down. “I was probably the closest thing Cobb had to a friend around here. Maybe I can help you out?”
I contemplated the possibility. A bartender can be like a primitive Archivist, in a way. Stories, gossip, and information flows freely in this kind of environment. Of course, the standard brain architecture can’t process near as much data, but…
“What do you know?” I asked.
Francis grinned. “What were you lookin’ for?”
I took a deep breath. “Various leads suggested that Raymond Cobb interacted with the man known as Ivan on the world TF-557, named—”
“Hunter’s End.” Francis laughed out loud. “Oh, I know this one. Cobb’d been spewin’ this story for years. I always kinda wondered how much there really was to it.” He shrugged. “You being here means that there’s gotta be some truth to those tales about Ivan, yeah?”
I gave a nod. “My employer seems to believe so, and the sparse records left from Hunter’s End do state that someone called Ivan, whether imposter or otherwise, came and left during the time when Cobb was employed there.”
“Oh yeah,” the barkeep nodded seriously. “I know exactly what yer lookin’ for.”
I sat back down. The ever familiar hunger, the allure of fresh information, settled into my mind. “Tell me.”



Chapter 2: Ivan and the Dinosaurs


“There was something Cobb always said every time he started this story. I believe it wouldn’t do this Ivan fella or Cobb himself justice if I told it any other way.
Ivan punched a dinosaur.
Hunter’s End just so happens to be on the ass end of the ass end of the galaxy, as I’m sure you’re so keenly aware, good Archivist. The usual devices were set up to fix the unlivable conditions, only take a few hundred or so years to accelerate nothing into proto-goo. Before you know it, they got eating, breathing, shitting life. Well in that time, administrations changed hands, documents and hard drives fell into the incinerator, people moved on with their lives, and, whoops, someone misplaced a planet.
The terraforming processes were a set it and forget it type of arrangement. In this case, “forget it” was key. Plenty of ambient life sprang up in the meanwhile, and, by the time the damn place was re-discovered, some monstrous lizards had the run of it.
The usual pack of rough-edged explorers found it teeming with all manner of life, thinking it was some monumental discovery that’d make them stinking rich. They thought they’d claim and sell it off to some corporation or another. One of the people, however, took one look at the size of the critters down below and thought of something else.
He figured that the big lizards were like the ones found on prehistoric Old Earth, so the guy came up with a different idea: one that stuck.
They turned the whole damn planet into a game preserve.
All across the galaxy, the most daring folk dropped in to try and bag one of the bigger beasties, and hell if a few didn’t end up with some mighty fine trophies in the end.
Many more of ’em ended up torn to shreds.
There was something a little funny about the way they ran things there, Cobb always told me. Some of the finer hardware in life, energy weapons and the like, seemed a bit finicky down on the planet. The folks in charge talked about how the electromagnetic interference from solar radiation or something like that screwed ’em up. ‘Course, most everyone else thought the proprietors ran some kind of device to make the challenge more…
Well, challenging.
It added to the thrill of it, using archaic metal shooters to take down some giant lizards. Flechette guns were still allowed, but they didn’t have the same punch against the thick hides of the bigger beasties. And thank goodness the world sat too far out to bother with because our lovely core government probably didn’t think much of the fifty percent or so fatality rate. It’s no wonder they named the place Hunter’s End.
In any case, Cobb found himself less sober than usual, laid off of a recent mining gig somewhere within a few weeks travel to Hunter’s. The owners came by lookin’ for warm bodies to be employed in their fine establishment.
“The pay was good,” he’d always say, “if you could survive the term of the contract.”
The amount of money the owners were raking in could afford a pretty high premium, and most of it went back into services in the tiny colony anyway. If the employee happened to pass on, well… let’s just say that wills didn’t often enter into the equation.
Cobb hopped from job to job down there, either by some bloke getting eaten or too scared to stick around. Drunk as he was most of the time, there wasn’t a whole lot of fear or wisdom in his blood.
So Cobb became a guide.
It seemed he found his true calling in life, as Cobb, even three sheets to the wind, could always find his way out and back. He might be missing a hunter or two, but he himself always managed a return.
His last run was with a man who called himself Ivan.
Now, I’ve heard more than my share of stories about this guy, and the size, shape, and stature changes more often than fashion trends in the core. A tiny guy, a huge guy. He’s dark-skinned, light-skinned, every Old Earth nationality put together. He’s an alien, he’s a devil. I’m sure you know, Archivist.
The way Cobb told it was that Ivan was huge and fair-skinned. A regular bear of a man with a rumbling laugh that would shake the walls and the liquor tolerance of a whale. Reckless and wild, he was strong as a bull with twice the temper. He’d crush you to death with a hug, and that’s if he liked you.
Of course, Cobb only spent a few hours with the man, so I don’t take much stock in anything but his description of Ivan’s appearance. He said the man had a funny way of talkin’, almost harsh in its sound. I’ll try to mimic the way he portrayed it for your benefit, Archivist, but I’m not much good at that sort of thing. Hell, I don’t know if Cobb had it right to begin with.
Anyway, what Cobb always said, before he got too deep into exaggeration, was that Ivan had a sense of brains inside the brutish body. “A hint of cleverness,” he said. It’s probably why the big fella made it outta Hunter’s End with more than his own skin.”
* * *
The settlement area stank to high heaven, due to the thick repellant necessary to keep the vicious beasts away. It worked for the most part, though they kept defense towers on the walls with pretty heavy equipment in case. The owners turned a tidy profit from the insanity and death their preserve offered, but they obviously wanted nothing to do with the massive beasts themselves.
It was a muggy afternoon when Cobb stumbled out of his bunk, strung out with a pounding headache. After the usual bout of morning retching as his body reminded him of the dangers of drinking, he took a swig from his three-quarters empty bottle of whiskey.
“Raymond,” a voice called. He looked up to see the fellow with the laughable title of “Tour Planning Advisor” heading towards him.
“Mornin’ boss,” Cobb replied in a thick slur.
Shaking his head, the advisor replied, “It’s after noon, Raymond, and we got a small group ready to go. They’re looking to find Max.”
Max was somewhat of a legendary figure. Supposedly he was the biggest, meanest, blood-thirstiest lizard on the planet. The beast was rumored to have been the end of more than three hundred wayward hunters.
“I sawr ‘im plain as day,” Cobb told anyone who would hear it, especially if the individual be willing to provide drinks for the duration of the story. “Th’ meanest sumbitch, fitty feet high with bigass teeth and leathery skin tough as starship plate. I tell ya, Max’d chewed up ‘is share of dumbass gunnies. He had nuttin’ on Ivan though.”
Following behind the advisor, Cobb vaguely wondered, as he always did, if this would be his last run. The pay was far too good though, and he considered how many other places allowed heavy intoxication on the job. The customers were too reckless to care about that particular added risk, and the owners didn’t care much about the guides or the guests.
“They’re already waiting by the transport,” the advisor told Cobb, who nodded and took off at a jog. Managing not to stumble or fall down, he approached the transport helicopter, the usual anti-grav or hover lifts not functioning due to the interference.
Cobb’s jaw hit the floor when he saw the hunting party. One man was armed to the teeth. Bandoliers of ammunition and weaponry were strapped across what appeared to be every inch of his body. Slung across his back was a massive flechette rifle, the type that fired the razor clouds instead of the single rounds. Against the warnings of the establishment, he also carried an assortment of energy pistols. Hard ballistic body armor coated his torso and limbs with the matching helmet laying on the floor of the helicopter. Combat knives lay in sheathes, strapped to several locations on the armor.
The man was short, laughably so, but the armaments he carried would have kept Cobb’s mouth shut even if the second man wasn’t twice as scary.
He stood to be at least six and a half feet tall and three-quarters that wide. Cobb’s first thought was that they brought a shaved bear along for tracking or something. He continued to gawk at the huge figure as he noted that the man slung what appeared to be an iron tube over his shoulder. Small etchings lay across its dirty and marred surface, and it took Cobb several moments to figure out the device was actually a small cannon.
“You must be Raymond Cobb,” the enormous man said, crushing Cobb’s hand in his grip as they shook and pounding the guide on the back. “I am Afanasi Sergeyevich Lukyanov.”
Cobb stood, blinking and wondering if his hand or spine had shattered under the greeting onslaught. His scattered mind comprehended about a tenth of the name, and he gave a blank stare.
“Call me Ivan!” the man bellowed, grinning. “My associate is the very unoriginal Mister Grey.” The short man gave a nod. “We are here to take down a nasty beast.”
Not having rediscovered his ability to speak, Cobb nodded and gestured for them to enter the helicopter.
“Yes, yes, of course.” Ivan nodded, stepping into the passenger area. Without a word, Grey jumped in as well. Cobb took his seat in the cockpit with the pilot, donning a headset as the whirling blades roared to life.
“Where to?” the pilot called through the radio, looking at Cobb with expectation.
Synapses were sluggish to fire in Cobb’s brain, but the brief conversation with the advisor rolled into his mind. “They’re takin’ a shot at Max. You know where he’d be?”
The pilot laughed. “By the usual stomping grounds, I’d wager; it’ll take us a few hours to get to the base camp near there.” He shook his head. “Time enough to give these fellas their last rites?”
Cobb nodded and took a final swig from the bottle he grasped, chucking it out the window as the craft rose into the air. He took a couple of glances at the formidable pair in the back, who appeared unconcerned that their quarry had killed so many. After a few minutes, Cobb closed his eyes and fell asleep.
He jolted awake from a shallow, dreamless nap when the helicopter touched down, for a moment forgetting where, who and what he was. The thick stink of the critter repellant brought his mind back to task, and he hopped out of the transport into one of the secondary base camps. He was quite used to the smell and even associated it with safety.
Grey and Ivan slid out, gathering their armory as they exited. Grey featured the usual grimace as he set his helmet with transparent visor in place, and Ivan wore a wide grin as he hauled the small but heavy iron cannon out. Cobb noted slots all around the large man’s coat, round protrusions which must have held ammunition.
Perspiration poured down Cobb’s body, quite normal with the usual heat and humidity. It appeared neither Ivan nor Grey, even heavily laden, were sweating at all.
Shouting over the winding down helicopter, Ivan noted Cobb’s stare. “Olga is very beautiful, yes? Would you like to hold her?”
Ivan made as if to drop the weapon onto Cobb, at which the drunk shuffled backwards. “N-no. That’s okay.”
Bellowing a laugh, Ivan said, “I kid, I kid, friend. It is as well, as I am a jealous man. My Olga may be loud and unruly, but her kiss will always knock a man from his feet.” Ivan lovingly patted the cannon and hoisted it over his shoulder. He turned to his companion. “Mister Grey, are we prepared to move out?”
The quiet comrade gave a nod and started walking towards the exit of the base camp.
“Wait, wait!” Cobb yelled, moving to catch up. “We need to talk about safety precautions and… and company policies on bag limits!”
Ivan shook his head. “I’m sorry, my friend, but we are on a strict deadline for this job. Can you inform us on the way?”
Cobb, confused, didn’t feel like arguing with the huge man carrying the cannon. He trudged along beside the pair, mumbling through the various required pieces of information. The legal junk never meant much to him.
The company owned the planet and was technically subject to Galactic Central Government law, but enforcement was limited. Even so, having the proper warnings and policy was a good way to cover themselves in case of a surprise inspection, a lawsuit, or something else.
Grey remained quiet while they traveled through the dense jungle. He moved in front, hacking away at the overgrowth with a long knife. Cobb provided the occasional bit of direction, consulting a device when necessary to get proper bearings.
Ivan plodded along, singing loudly in a language Cobb didn’t recognize. Every so often, he’d spot a small creature: a six-legged color-changer clinging to a tree, a snake hanging out of the branches, or some tiny animal scurrying through the underbrush. He’d develop a broad grin and point it out, as though each was an amazing discovery.
“So why are you fellas out here, then?” Cobb asked, shirt clinging from sweat. Taking a swig of water, he wished he hadn’t exhausted his whiskey bottle.
“To hunt, my friend!” Ivan said. “I’d think that would be obvious, no?”
Cobb sputtered, “Well, ya, I know—”
Ivan laughed and slapped the guide on the back, nearly knocking the man sprawling. “Yes, yes, I’m merely poking fun. We are working for a client who wishes to have an impressive trophy on his mantle.”
Paling, Cobb responded, “You don’t think that Max is a little much for that?”
“My employer says to me, ‘Ivan! You bring me the biggest creature in all the lands!’ I find out about this place, and your employer was kind enough to tell me about this Max fellow. So I take Olga and this Mister Grey along to bring down the beast.”
Checking their position, Cobb noted they were nearing the ridge, inside Max’s territory. “Okay, we’re gonna want to keep quiet now.”
They progressed, thick underbrush pressing in on all sides. The ground started an upward incline, and they continued along. A noise, faint at first, rose as they moved: a deep rumble like boulders rolling down a mountainside. As they approached, the underbrush spread, leaving a wide path of trampled greenery.
“Goodness!” Ivan said in a whisper, noting a muddy track in the ground. Three toed, the footprint was quite deep and near the length of a man across. “The beast does not tread lightly, I see!”
Swallowing hard, Cobb didn’t reply. He’d never seen Max until then, but the stories were terrifying. His body shook with fear, and he prayed these men were half as impressive as they appeared. More of the huge tracks became evident, and what Cobb realized was the stinking breath of the massive beast rattled in and out.
Up ahead, sunlight bathed a clearing of trampled, thick mud nestled up against a jutting shelf of rock. The enormous creature with its thick, leathery hide lay in an obvious sprawl within the nest.
Max, the titan who had killed hundreds, appeared to be sleeping. His massive head rested upon the ground, and his long tail laid straight out behind him.
“Motherinheaven…” Cobb breathed out, noticing the thick smell of rotting flesh spewing out of a nearby, half-eaten carcass. Smaller scavengers swarmed over the dead creature, ripping out their own share of the kill. Whatever the corpse had been was near impossible to discern considering its state. The little creatures glanced at the hunting party before returning to their meal.
Snoring away, Max didn’t notice the intruders.
“Okay,” Cobb whispered, twitching and wanting to run as fast as he could in the other direction. “Kill it.”
Grey moved forward, unslinging his flechette rifle and taking aim.
“No, no, no!” Ivan shouted, startling the smaller animals swarming over the corpse. “This is not right, I say! The monster should be given a fighting chance, no?” Cupping his hands over his mouth, to Cobb’s horror, he bellowed, “Max: scaly devilous beast! You may call me IVAN! I have come to bring you to your end!”
Shooting his companion a surprised glare, Grey turned back in time to see the creature’s eye pop open. With a haste born of any hunting beast, Max scrambled to his feet and roared at the intruders.
The monster stood fifty feet long, standing on two legs with tiny forelimbs in front. The travelers gawked, marveling at his size and stature. Even Grey was stunned, only a dozen feet in front of the massive beast. Scaly hide rippled over thick muscle, and impossibly long teeth jutted down on either side of his jaws. Max crouched, clawed forelimbs twitching, while his hind legs tensed. A long tail swayed back and forth behind him.
Max appeared ready to pounce.
“I’ll never know if ol’ Max had any brains up in that bigass skull o’ his,” Cobb would say to many a traveler years later, “but I swear on my ma’s Godrested soul that the sumbitch was sizin’ us up. Never been so sceerd in my life.”
A few moments of silence dripped by.
Max lunged forward, impossibly fast, and Grey squeezed the trigger. A burst of flechette needles peppered the face of the monster, tiny pinpricks of blood dotting and dripping from the wound. Unfazed, Max continued his charge.
Grey tried to duck as the creature twisted its neck and opened massive jaws. In an instant, the smallish man was hoisted into the air, caught within Max’s mouth. Grey’s eyes widened behind the clear visor of his helmet, but he gave no cry of fear or pain.
Wretched cracking noises filled the nest, and Cobb gawked in terror as Max worked his powerful jaws up and down. Brain-dead from fear and years of alcoholism, it took Cobb a few moments to realize that the sounds were not the snap and crunch of flesh and bones but of the hard ballistic armor.
Grey made no sound as his body was mashed inside the dense armor. While none of Max’s arm-length teeth pierced the protective gear, the compression was enough to crack and break ribs. Max continued to ignore the man who issued the challenge and woke him up.
The captive in Max’s jaws regained enough composure to yank an energy pistol from his belt and squeeze the trigger. A flash of weak light spewed out of Max’s mouth, and the beast roared in surprise and anger. Max snapped his head upward, and Grey tumbled out of the creature’s mouth, falling with a heavy thud onto the ground. Facedown, the hunter didn’t move. Recovering, with a trail of smoke billowing out of his mouth, Max glared downward and made as if to snatch Grey again.
“Come, my monstrous friend!” Ivan shouted, taking aim. “Olga would like to give you a kiss!”
Cobb dropped to the ground as a deafening explosion sounded, thinking that the cannon Ivan carried had exploded. Covering his head, he feared the shrapnel from it would tear him to pieces or wound him enough for Max to finish him off once Grey was safely down his gullet.
“I thought it were the end fer me,” he’d shake his head, “but goddamned if I didn’t look up and see that Ivan fella with a bigass grin.”
Looking over at Max, Cobb noted the beast’s almost surprised expression accompanied by a gaping red hole in his chest. Max lurched back and forth, unsteady.
The wound gushed blood, spilling down the thick hide, and wheezing sounds escaped the creature’s throat. After a moment, Max fell, narrowly missing the fallen form of Grey. After twitching a few times, the beast lay still.
With a cry of triumph, Ivan raised the cannon over his head. “A worthy foe!”
Cobb whimpered on the ground, passing a terrified glance at the fallen Grey, who still didn’t move.
A heavy hand fell upon him, hauling Cobb to a standing position. Ivan grinned down at him. “My Olga always aims for the heart, but let us see to our friend before we signal for the pickup, yes?”
Cobb nodded, struck silent. He and Ivan moved towards their comrade, who stirred weakly.
“Mister Grey! It is good that you are not dead!” Ivan said, gently prodding the downed man.
Grunting in pain, Grey rolled over. “Cut it out, you oaf,” he rasped, his open mouth revealing blood-rimmed teeth from internal bleeding. “My ribs are broken.”
“Much more than that, I suspect,” Ivan grinned, “but we will ensure you live long enough to get paid. Your role in diversion was quite helpful, after all.”
Grey scowled and didn’t respond. His head laid back, and he glared skyward as though insulted to be reduced to such.
“Contacting the extraction would be good, yes?” Ivan asked Cobb, who stared dumbly back. “Yes?” he repeated after a moment without response.
Still unable to process much, Cobb nodded and got on the radio. He called in the biggest extraction vessel they had available. One of the perks of the rare success was that management helped drag the critters back. Once there, the person had to handle taking the kill off world, including any planetary customs issues that might come up from hauling in a large, dead alien creature.
Stuffing the radio back into his pocket, Cobb said, “The transport’ll be on it’s way soon.”
“Good, good.” Ivan nodded as he walked over to his kill. He stooped down, staring into the lifeless carcass of the enormous beast. “Almost too easy,” he murmured. Max’s eye remained open and vacant, easily as big as the large man’s head. With a savage kick, Ivan dislodged one of Max’s smaller fangs, still the length of his hand. He picked it up and placed it in his pack.
“Olga would like me to keep a souvenir, as our large friend here will be gracing the hall of my employer.” Ivan swept a gesture at the large beast, and Cobb merely nodded. He checked his watch, wishing he had something to drink to pass the time before the transport arrived. He contemplated hiking back to the secondary base, but he decided it violated policy too much. Cobb sat down next to a tree.
Ivan continued to pick over the fallen creature, noting its wicked claws and tapping against its hide. Examining the entry wound, he patted the cannon lovingly and said something Cobb didn’t catch.
Watching, Cobb noticed Ivan cock his head. The large hunter set down his weapon and climbed over the mountainous body, moving towards the interior of the muddy nest. Stooping down, Ivan scraped aside and dug into the mud.
“Find somethin’?” Cobb called out.
Standing, Ivan nodded. “Indeed I have.” He hefted a large spherical object, as big as his own torso. Cobb stared dumbly, his brain identifying it after a few sluggish moments.
“Oh…” Cobb said, “Does that mean…?”
Ivan grinned. “Perhaps Maxine would be more a more accurate title, yes?”
“Uhhh… I guess.”
Something moved nearby: a rustle in the underbrush. A jolt of fear and adrenaline coursed into Cobb, and he jumped to his feet. “Didja hear that?” he hissed.
Ivan held up a hand, setting down the egg. Hopping back over to where Olga lay, he knelt and placed a hand on the weapon.
Another soft rustle occurred, this time on the opposite side of the nest.
Cobb shot a look over at Grey, whose eyes darted back and forth. “The rifle,” he said to Cobb, “bring it here, now!”
Shaking with fear, Cobb shuffled over to the dropped flechette rifle. It was covered in mud, but he brought it back to the fallen Grey, who painfully leaned up on an elbow. He took the weapon in one arm and scanned the underbrush.
“Something comes,” Ivan said.
Bipedal lizard-creatures burst out of the jungle on all sides, a deafening cacophony of screeching noises accompanying their charge.
Cobb’s life flashed before his eyes when he saw what appeared to be smaller, man-sized versions of Max, or Maxine. They ran on two legs but were brandishing longer forelimbs tipped with vicious claws. Their own scaly hides shimmered in the mid-day sun.
Grey didn’t hesitate. With the soft fupp! of the flechette rifle, one creature’s head burst against the cloud of razor-sharp needles. Cobb screamed as Grey continued firing, cursing under his breath. Several more fell.
Glancing over, Cobb’s jaw dropped to see Ivan engaged in melee combat with the vicious creatures. The large man swung the cannon in wide arcs, smashing the heavy weapon into the heads and bodies of the beasts. A wild grin stood out on his face as he worked his way towards his comrades, the cannon whipping back and forth and keeping the creatures at bay.
Grey’s face contorted in a snarl as he fired upon the monsters that continued to spill from the jungle. Cobb cowered between the two men as they defended the weak position. After running dry on ammo, Grey cast aside the rifle and yanked two energy pistols from holsters. Weak flashes, nowhere near the full potential of the deadly light, blinded and burned a couple of the creatures.
Something hit Cobb in the back. He was knocked sprawling to the ground with something heavy on top of him, and sharp daggers pierced into his back. The wind squeezed out of his lungs, and he tried to scream.
Ivan whirled around, hurling the cannon into the midsection of the beast. Cobb, though disoriented, heard an audible crack as the creature’s bones shattered under the impact, and the iron behemoth dragged it to the ground. Cobb watched it weakly struggling, intense pain obvious in its eyes.
Cobb screamed as he saw another creature charging him, claws brandished and mouth wide open, either weapon prepared to tear out his throat.
Ivan’s gloved fist smashed into the side of the beast’s face, awareness vanishing from its eyes as it stumbled and fell upon Cobb.
The unconscious creature’s hard skull impacted Cobb’s own, and he was knocked completely senseless.
* * *
The barman stood silent for a moment, in thought. It wasn’t unusual, every so often during the story he would stumble over a piece or two of information and halt in consideration. Many times he’d interject and mention that a certain bit was one of Cobb’s more elaborate embellishments. Francis had heard the story enough times to determine his own version of the truth regarding it.
“’Course, the way Cobb said it some days, he snatched up one of them energy pistols and cooked a few of the ambushin’ beasts himself.” The barman shrugged.
I considered the possibilities. “That seems doubtful, considering his average mental state.”
Francis nodded. “Yep. But, anyway, Cobb said he woke up a few hours later with a splitting headache back in the camp. It seemed Ivan and Grey had already packed up ol’ Maxine and a few of the littler ones and blasted themselves outta there.”
“What about Cobb himself?”
“He didn’t stick around too much longer. One really, really close call was enough. He took the wages he’d made, minus penalties for dodging early, and split. ‘Course…” he chuckled, “wasn’t but a few years later someone found a better use for that game preserve.”
Having done a measure of research, I was somewhat aware of what happened. “Copper, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, indeed. Soma-Corp caught wind of a worthwhile copper deposit. The proprietors of Hunter’s End were buried under a mountain of regulatory paperwork and threats. Rather than deal with the sticky mess, management cut a deal and sold it. Less’n a few months later, Soma vaporized everything on the planet and started to mine it hollow. That was it for Hunter’s End.”
I cracked a smirk. “Which has made obtaining records of people who traveled there somewhat difficult.”
“I’d imagine so.”
I thought for a moment. “You indicated that he had been telling this story for many years. Have the names ever changed within it?”
“You mean: did Cobb ever decide that the story would get more listeners if it was accredited to Ivan instead of someone else?” Francis peered down his nose at me.
I nodded.
Shaking his head, he replied, “I don’t think so. Of all the things, the details that jumped back and forth in Cobb’s little tale, it’s always been about Ivan. That’s why I always wondered if there might be somethin’ to it, ya know?”
We lapsed into silence, each contemplating.
The barman cleared his throat. “So where ya headin’ now, Archivist?”
“Uncertain. In some fashion, I intend to seek out Traverian Grey and discover if he has any further details regarding Ivan or his whereabouts.”
Francis widened his eyes. “Traverian… you know about that Mr. Grey?”
“He’s well-known in certain places. His inclusion is one of the reasons I suspect a measure of truth in Cobb’s tale.” Energy and excitement, the potential to find and distill further information, was almost intoxicating. “He was a mercenary of the most mercenary sort. He worked for whoever paid, simply enough, and he was very skilled. A job like this would be something he’d do.”
“Wow…” Francis shook his head. “I never guessed there was that much to Cobb’s story. I mean, he never did much more than drink when he was around. And hell, stuff about Ivan, people who knew him, met him, or pulled a heist with ’im were flyin’ all over the place. Hell, I even met a few blokes claimin’ to be Ivan. I know he had the name right, but I still sorta thought Cobb was just grabbin’ a piece of the legend for himself. Do you think it all really happened?”
I smiled. “Yes and no. If nothing else Cobb said was true, I think Ivan was there on Hunter’s End, and Cobb at least saw him. Could be someone else was the guide, or Cobb could have been telling the truth about everything.”
“Sheesh…” The barman swallowed, pinpricks of sweat standing out on his forehead. “You… you think then some of the other stuff they say about Ivan is true? Do you think he really blew up an entire—”
I held up a hand. “It isn’t clear as of yet, but I will find out.” I stood up, placing my wide-brimmed hat back atop my head. Straightening the long coat I wore, I gave him a nod. “Thank you, good sir, for your time and hospitality.”
“T’were my pleasure, Archivist.” Francis gave a bow. As I stepped towards the exit, the barkeep cocked his head and called out. “Hey, what did you say your name was?”
Turning back, I smiled one last time at this man I’d be doubtful to see again. “I didn’t. You may call me Sid.”
The barman nodded. “Well, I wish ye the best of luck in your search, Master Sid.”
“Thank you,” I said, stepping through the doors and into daylight.
The search had begun.

Archivist Sid

Assignment: Seeking information regarding the truth and whereabouts of Ivan.

Location: Dessida

Report: Located second-hand information source claiming Ivan completed a mercenary arrangement to hunt and kill a large creature for the ornamentation purposes of an employer.

Probability: 62%

Summary: Information featured various conjecture as to associations [Traverian Grey], appearance [large, bald, Old Earth, possibly eastern-European descent (Slavic?)], employment standing [mercenary], and possessions [small iron cannon referred to as Olga]. Overall event is probable within limits. Second-hand data is trustworthy, but original source likely provided significant embellishment and cannot be seen as fully reliable due to long-term brain damage from alcohol abuse.





Chapter 3: I-V-A-N


I did not find Traverian Grey immediately. My search brought me closer core-ward, thank goodness. More enlightenment, at least from a technological standpoint, existed nearer to the center of the galaxy. With the myriad of bio-modification present, no one takes a second glance when someone like myself passes by. Only subtle markings suggest my Archivist status; most individuals wouldn’t discern it. People may be aware of my kind, but few can pick us out.
Francis the barman’s seemingly easy identification was all the more surprising. However, his assistance prevented me from having to traipse across the galaxy in search of an inebriant long-since deprived of useful higher-brain function. Cobb’s story provided a slight confirmation of the basic existence of this man known as Ivan, as well as possible identifying traits.
Unfortunately, it didn’t give particular fresh leads to follow, so I moved on to another place. Ethra, the thriving metropolitan world, has long been the primary seat of Keritas Interests, yet another of the gigantic and unwieldly corporations. Quadrillions of currency units flit around hundreds of worlds as the many smaller companies owned by Keritas aspire to various tasks.
I had intended to stop and refuel Minerva, my ship. While present, I decided to make a small inquiry with the local offices. I thought it possible a company like Keritas had some dealings with either Ivan or Grey in the past.
I stepped into the lobby of Keritas Interests Headquarters.
The building was the size of a small city, fabricated out of a sleek, dense ceramic. Sweeping spires rose out of various quarters of the enormous construction, giving an appearance as though some shining, astral creature crashed and fossilized into the side of Ethra.
The building was ten miles in diameter and featured devices and defenses which could devastate assault and orbital bombardment vessels. This didn’t include the on-call fighter squadron which spent six hours a day drilling. There was never an attack, but they were always ready for one. The security responsible for only the Headquarters numbered a quarter-million.
Other policing for the entire world, managed and paid for by the company, held much higher numbers. As with many corporations, they took defense seriously.
The lobby, if it could be called such, resembled something like a transport hub for travel to and from off-world. It was one of many that ran all across the compound. High vaulted ceilings curved above, featuring projected images of various advertisements as well as lavish decorations. Thousands of people milled about, and row upon row of receptionist desks handled the business concerns of visitors. The complex utilized lifts and a small mag-rail system to transport individuals to necessary locations.
After waiting in line for a time irritating in length, I stepped up to a reception desk.
“Name and business,” the woman seated spoke in a passive, uninterested tone without glancing up.
I replied, “Archivist Sid. Information.”
Her gaze flitted up towards me. Seated in a small cubicle, her desk featured no computer terminal or decoration. I noted small implants on her left temple, a datalink, and an image enhancement revealed a prosthetic eye which served as her display. I’d have wagered it was less advanced than my own.
There was a momentary pause, time enough for her to seek through information archives. I experienced a common wild impulse: to smash through the glass and her skull in order to harvest as much data as possible from her link and brain matter before security reduced my augmented body to ash or vapor. Information is ever so precious, and every Archivist lives and dies by the temptations involved in obtaining it. Even without breaking corporate laws and employees, direct datalinks can be quite dangerous for an Archivist. An addict bathing in his substance of choice does not often fare well.
“Keritas has never employed an Archivist by the name of Sid. What is the nature of information you seek?” Her passive tone did not change.
“Employee records,” I responded.
She gave a slight frown. “As I’m certain you’re aware, many of our employment files are classified and not available to those unaffiliated with Keritas Interests. What is the name of the individual you are looking for?”
“Traverian Grey.”
“One moment.” I could see flashes of data spooling over the synthetic eye. “I’m afraid I have no public records of the individual you are seeking, Archivist. Will there be anything else?”
No public records, of course, wasn’t a useful answer, as it was likely that Grey had worked for them in a capacity less than fully official. I considered possibilities for a moment but decided that, without any influence in this company, they would be more than reluctant to part with classified information. On a long shot, I asked, “What about Ivan?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Ivan?”
“Real name: Afanasi Sergeyevich Lukyanov. Maybe.”
The woman raised her chin, developing condescension in her tone. “Ivan is a myth. You of all people should be aware of that, Archivist.” I felt a mild flare of annoyance, as though this woman could pretend to tell me my business.
My eyes narrowed. “Humor me.”
Sighing, more blips of data passed through her eye. She blinked, a surprised expression crossing her face. The spool of information continued, and her expression deepened into outright astonishment. The look on her face was all but a direct acknowledgement of something relating to my inquiry.
I doubted very much she would reveal anything.
Again, I encountered a brief vision of dashing in her skull and digging through brain matter until I could retrieve the data from the implants. I’d never do such a thing to a normal person, but it held a certain appeal.
“I… I’m sorry, sir, but this information is classified and sealed,” she finally spoke, nervous tension breaking through the practiced, receptionist calm. She reeled, covering her mouth and turning a shade of pale. “Oh, goodness…” She abruptly stood and walked away, fingertips pressed against the datalink set into her temple.
A few people watched her, but the busy din returned quickly. Another receptionist stepped in after a moment, but I gave a bow and departed. Often times, a refusal to provide information is at the least a confirmation of sorts. Unfortunately, knowing some relevant data existed with Keritas did not do me much good when I had no means to obtain it.
I progressed out into the afternoon, frustrated but unsurprised. I considered making an appointment with someone higher up the chain, perhaps offering services or information on some of their competitor dealings in order to facilitate the exchange.
Barely a block outside of the shining white complex, which towered over everything, the unfortunate reality of absurd population density became clear. It was a problem of many over-industrialized worlds. Housing costs were calculated by the cubic foot and seldom ranged above single digits in that regard.
Dozens, hundreds, thousands of people were packed in each building with bare inches of space to call their own. Apartment buildings rented out numerous body lockers, tiny sleeping bunks the size of coffins. Simple and cheap sound proofing provided the illusion of privacy, and of course one could get a slightly bigger unit if one had guests in mind.
Public bathrooms for these tenants, to my knowledge, had also been a large problem, but my curiosity never drove me to discover the delicate balance required. In either case, the body lockers lined the walls in the apartment complexes. Traveling in those buildings, it was always an eerie thought to wonder how many of the individuals locked inside were dead and yet undiscovered.
I seldom went into any of these locations, as my wealth level could afford something much nicer, and I didn’t need a great deal of sleep either way. In addition, I seldom stopped for more than a few hours or a few days in any one location, so accommodations were not usually necessary.
I continued to contemplate the possibilities involved with gaining the information from Keritas, deciding that whatever little bit they could provide would be worth my time to pursue.
“Pssst! Hey buddy!”
A disheveled, filthy individual stared at me with wide eyes. He leaned out of the tiny alley gap between buildings, squeezed tightly in the very small space. Dirty fingers clung to the wall edge, and the man beckoned frantically.
I didn’t approach. “Yes?”
“You’re the guy looking for Ivan, right?”
Glancing around, noticing no one else paying me any mind, I said, “Now what would make you think that?”
He jabbed a grubby index finger at the side of his temple, where a tarnished implant lay. “Oh, you know. I got ways.” He grinned, revealing a row of stained, half-rotting teeth. His shaggy gray hair and beard were tangled and greasy. “Tapping into the database is tricky, but not if you piggyback onto someone else’s query. Of course, it can get really boring because you have to sit there and wait for something useful to come up. But that’s not important. What I’ve got is information. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
Significant doubts of this individual’s sanity entered my mind, but I sighed. “What do you know?”
“Oh, nono. Not here. Somewhere else. We can’t let them find us.”
He wriggled backwards, squeezing his way through the tight space. Gritting my teeth, I followed behind, inching my way forward. The man seemed thin and frail, squeezing through with relative ease. My metallic right shoulder scored the walls on both sides as I scraped along. My hat tumbled off, but I managed to snatch it with my free hand. “I take it that receptionist’s discomfort was your fault?”
The man laughed as I continued to struggle through. “Yeah man, the system they got has detection algorithms for multiple links on the same path, kinda to prevent exactly what I’m doing. They send a feedback spike down the link into the intruder’s brain, which manifests as about the worst hangover you could ever imagine.” He shrugged, stooping over. “Of course, I tricked the countermeasure into thinking she was the illicit presence, so she got zapped.”
Finally, as he jabbered about his mainframe diving, I gripped the edge and pulled myself free. I came out in a small open square, with identical gaps leading forward and to the left and right. My new friend was crouched over a street covering, prying at it with a twisted chunk of metal. Exasperated, I asked, “Sewers?”
He waved a hand at me, annoyed. “No, no, no. This isn’t a shit-pipe. It’s a relay.” The man wrenched, and the covering popped open an inch. “Grab that.” I did as he asked and hauled the hinged plate upward. I noted the broken locking mechanism on the lid as my new companion dropped down into the hole. Carefully, I followed behind, settling the hatch in place overhead before descending the short ladder.
Lengths of electrical and various cabling stretched out in either direction along with a small walkway. It appeared to be a maintenance tunnel for the unholy amount of data processing and wiring that stretched everywhere on the planet. Soft green diagnostic blips on the walls provided a dim lighting.
I half-expected the crazed man to take a lunge at or try to rob me, not that it would have done him any good, but he waited with an impatient expression. “You’re a little slow; you know that?”
Frowning, I asked, “Where are we going?”
“We should be safe here, for now. I couldn’t speak freely out in the open because they’re looking for me.”
I felt a twinge of frustration as the man confirmed the presence of paranoia and likely delusion. “Who is looking for you?” I asked.
“Keritas, of course. Who else?”
Rolling my eyes, I replied, “Who else indeed? What information do you have for me?”
“Ah, ah, ah! It’s not that simple, is it?” He grinned again, and the wild expression knocked my opinion of his sanity down several more notches. “There’s a such a thing called a deal. You know? Tit for that? You scratch my back, and we all smell the music? All for one and five for a credit?”
I folded my arms, favoring him with a glare. “Loose lips sink glass houses.”
My new friend tossed his head back and gave a long laugh. “Exactly my friend, exactly. So I want to know what you’ll be doing for me if I tell you what I know.”
Cocking my head, I replied, “I’m willing to negotiate, assuming what you know is worth anything in the first place. You mentioned Ivan; do you have information on him or not?”
I winced as he revealed his hideous teeth again. “Oh, for sure. I know exactly why he was a patron of the fine Keritas establishment as well as why the greedy pricks won’t say a thing no matter how high up the chain you go.”
“Why not?”
“They’re embarrassed! Oh no, no… can’t let that little secret out, can they?”
Rubbing my forehead, I replied, “What secret?”
“Ah, ah, no, no!” He wagged a finger at me. “You gotta promise me something.”
I stared at him.
“Promise you’ll take me with you when you leave.”
“No.”
He appeared shocked by my flat denial. “W-well, then you have to tell someone about what I tell you. Spread the word, fly like an eagle, you know?”
“To what end?”
He smacked himself on the forehead. “Man, the people! The people gotta know what they’re doing in there: the kinds of horrors and wonders of technology hidden by the corporate giants. They gotta know, and then everyone can band together to tear the walls down, you know? Bring the fat cats back down to our level!”
“You want to bring down Keritas?” I envisioned the planet upon which I stood, Ethra, with billions of unemployed people scrounging and murdering for food. Fires burning across the wide cityscape. A galaxy-wide recession as commerce stuttered under the loss of a major economic power.
“Of course! Man, the things I’ve seen; they would shock you. They would horrify you.”
I doubted this, as I’d done many jobs and seen many things. His assertions didn’t matter anyway since it wasn’t really possible to bring down the entire corporation in any real sense. It operated within thousands of smaller units and didn’t exactly have unified oversight of every little detail.
It became certain for me that the information from this man was suspect. Not that any of the corporations had the most stellar record or firm ethics, but he carried an obvious madness. I nearly decided to leave and let him doomsay at someone more patient. Still, I wouldn’t be too inconvenienced to hear him out.
“Very well,” I said. “I will take your message to those who may act upon it. I don’t guarantee results, and I am not a champion for your cause.” This was utter honesty. I intended to tell someone as long as the story had details applicable to my search. I didn’t tell him what I suspected: no one in the entire galaxy would care even if his tale was dripping with the truth. “So tell me, what is this big secret about Ivan which is so embarrassing?”
“He escaped from them!” he said with delight. “The most advanced piece of technology in the entire galaxy, capable of fighting armies and destroying cities, worlds even, slipped right out of their grubby little fingers!” He stifled a giggle.
I found his assertion of their uncleanliness to be ironic and mildly hypocritical, but I didn’t bring it up. I asked, “What exactly do you mean?”
The disheveled man continued snickering and shaking his head. “Man, you have no idea. No idea!”
Frustrated, I glared at him without speaking.
He grinned. “I-V-A-N, man. Ivan’s a goddamn robot.”
* * *
“They don’t want anyone to know about it, especially after the incident in the Regulus system when Ivan became so famous. I had friends on the Garden, man. Lots of friends.
But his creation… the entire R&D department responsible for building Ivan got shipped out to deep space exploration with the threat of death if they should ever return within the next three millennia. Managers who knew about the project, anyone who happened to be working within three floors of the breakout, all kinds of people disappeared in their clean-up.
Think of the lawsuits, man. Think of how many people would be banging down Keritas’ doors if they knew that all the shit Ivan had done was their fault. The company would get smashed into tiny pieces, and that’d be it.
IVAN was just a code name for the project. It stood for Impervious Vessel for Annihilation Nexus. It was supposed to be one of a hundred, maybe a thousand individual units with the strength and destructive power to conquer anything and withstand any amount of punishment.
They were the ultimate in defensive and offensive weaponry. An unstoppable force Keritas wanted to use to cut down the competition and reign supreme in the entire galaxy.
It all started in that big building, on the 19th basement floor.
The lab was huge, containing the most sophisticated pieces of technology. Famous engineers from everywhere disappeared and were brought to the facility to work on this robotics project. It was a big secret, man. They had top of the line hardware, dense and refined alloys, and the most important piece of all:
An augmented human brain.
AI projects have been dead-ends for hundreds of years, you know? It’s a widely known fact that the growth of an intelligence on that scale requires a planet-wide system of computers to sustain it, and by then, the experiment gets wild and out of control. No variant has ever bothered to consider us humans as anything but inferior, so these projects end in disaster. But that’s a whole new can of worms, man. I could talk for days about AI stuff.
Anyway, Ivan wasn’t all robot; he’s got a few chunks of human brain matter in that neosteel skull plate, but that’s all there is to his humanity.
I mean, it wasn’t hard for them to fabricate the exoskeleton; there were plenty of android models to work from. Even so, they brought in the most prominent robotics engineers not already chained to the other corporations.
Dr. Ronald Calloway was the head of the Ivan project, and he’d worked core-ward for dozens of years on some of the best pieces of robotics known to man. His big achievement was the Iso-Clean Mark IV, a learning-algorithm servant-bot for lazy rich people. You remember that one, right?
He definitely had money, man, but Keritas offered him ever so much more. Other researchers from the pinnacle of all fields came and went: antimatter physicists, starship engineers, augmentation specialists, neurosurgeons. They all came to bring this hulking beast to life.
Ivan’s final specifications included a full neosteel skeleton with dissipating mimic-flesh coating it. An internal reactor, codenamed OLGA, in a fortified chest cavity produced countless gigawatts of energy. It was supposedly enough to power the dissipation shielding of the skin to withstand brief immersion within a star. That wasn’t even the most important function of the device.
His sight, hearing, indeed all senses were augmented to more than triple the finest after-market modifications available to the public. He had strength and speed of unholy proportions. He had a heightened human brain capable of eidetic memory and rapid calculation be it in a laboratory or on the battlefield.
The most frightening piece of Ivan’s hardware was his energy release mechanism and how they intended to use it. They pulled out all the stops, you know? Ivan was the finest and most potentially destructive force to exist, and they wanted to make more.
Lots more.”
* * *
Dr. Calloway entered the complex, bidding his usual passive nod to the walls of receptionists and security personnel. The elevator he took dove to the accustomed cool of the distant basement, where the sparkling lab greeted him.
The nearly assembled body of Ivan lay on the table in the central isolation lab, locked and shielded by excessively, in Dr. Calloway’s opinion, redundant security.
He walked over to their personal break-room, setting his briefcase on the counter. He poured himself a cup of fresh coffee. A colleague, by the name of Dr. Trevors, was seated at the table, reading the news on a digital pad.
Looking up, Trevors smirked. “Big day today.”
Calloway nodded, taking a sip and grimacing at the lousy flavor.
“What’s the delay been, two weeks now?” Trevors asked.
“Three,” the robotics specialist replied. “The damn neurosurgeon had to dig out the implants in some captured dignitary or something. As though they couldn’t find someone as qualified to help us instead.”
“Another one to give clearance to? You know: the two week process by itself?” Trevors said. “We’re on the home stretch here; they don’t want to have to bring in more people now, right?”
Calloway waved a dismissive hand. “They should have had back-up candidates approved and ready. The billions, trillions spent on this project and you’d think they’d appreciate more efficiency.” He took another swig. “Ugh, Gods… you’d also think that they could—”
“Afford better coffee? Yes, I’ve heard that one before.” Trevors shrugged, returning his attention to the news reports.
Scowling at his colleague’s lax attitude, Calloway drained the remaining coffee and stepped out. In truth, the constant close quarters in which they worked and the frustration of delay was beginning to wear on the pair closely associated with the project. Various people came and went, but Trevors and Calloway worked in uncomfortable proximity, twelve hours a day, for years.
“…and it’s almost done,” Calloway muttered as he stepped towards the entrance to the isolation lab. An exciting prospect for him, to see the grand scheme- his grand scheme -coming together. “Except we need that damnable neurosurgeon to finish it off…”
Sighing, he palmed the outer lock and set his chin into the retinal scanner. Green lights flared, and he punched in his seven-digit access code.
An error light flashed. “Dammit.”
Twenty minutes later, after a group of five heavily armed and trained men swept through the lab to ensure a complete lack of anything resembling intruders, Calloway tried again.
This time the code was successful, and the outer door opened.
Sanitizing product and fans scattered the thin hair upon his head, as always eliciting a grimace from the aging man. “Why this is necessary I’ll never understand…” he lapsed into his usual mutterings and complaints. He withdrew a small key from his pocket, three-pronged. Into the locking mechanism of the inner door, he set this key and waited. A green light shone, and he turned the key two clicks left, three clicks right, and one click back left. He punched in one more keycode.
The door opened.
“Good morning, Ivan,” the doctor said cheerfully, his annoyance tempered by finally being through the security countermeasures. “Today we should get to see you up and about for real.”
The slab of metal and synthesized flesh on the table gave no reply, lying as a brainless lump of trillion dollar parts. Truly the only task remaining was to get Ivan’s augmented human brain installed.
For weeks, they’d done countless testing of Ivan’s motor functions with a simple processor linked to controls. Bent sections of starship hull plate lay, discarded in one of the testing areas from the strength demonstration. A hideous indentation was smashed into a concrete wall as one of the idiotic and now-fired techs had not slowed Ivan’s impressive sprint quickly enough in the speed test.
A capacitor chamber had nearly overloaded at a demonstration of Ivan’s power output, an action which very well could have caused a cataclysmic explosion that would have destroyed a quarter of the Keritas complex. This was at a tenth maximum load.
“We’ll never have to worry about using that function, now will we my devastating little pet?” Dr. Calloway practically crooned. His affection for the project appeared excessive but not so much that Keritas thought he needed to be removed. “You’ll always win without it. I just know you will.”
In the unlikely event of a detachment of Ivan-units being unable to secure an objective or certain varied circumstances, the Annihilation Nexus portion of his namesake would activate. In tandem, their reactors would release an energy stream straight into the core of the planet, the intention being to cause a world-shattering event. Then in the aftermath, Keritas could in theory send a ship to scoop up the undamaged Ivans, recharge them, and haul them to the next objective.
Dr. Calloway was almost sad to see the project at its end. Once they had a viable prototype, the schematics would be carted off to a manufacturing center for production, and he’d likely not see his precious children unless on the opposite end of their promised brutality.
The doctor ambled through the lab, checking over some of the instruments and analyses. System diagnostics spooled through the large monitor. Everything displayed green lights.
Stepping over to the table, he ran a hand over the remarkable synthetic skin that coated the structure of the human-in-appearance body. Cold and lifeless at the moment, it was remarkably smooth, soft. “Like real flesh,” he murmured, always astounded when he felt it.
The airlock hissed open. “Is it really such a surprise?” Trevors asked as he stepped into the room. Calloway felt a pang of irritation at his fellow doctor’s air of smug satisfaction. Trevors, the impudent cad that he was, did create the design for the flesh and was instrumental in altering it to suit the energy dispersion and channeling functions.
Calloway didn’t answer his colleague. He stepped over to some charts and pretended to sift through the documentation. In truth, very little could be accomplished. Countless simulations and tests had been run to determine Ivan’s viability, and the final stage was only minutes away.
“Or hours,” he said, again the annoyance at the delay springing to the front of his thoughts. He turned to Trevors, who scanned over the same diagnostic data. “When did you say the surgeon was supposed to arrive?”
Trevors didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “I didn’t.” Before Dr. Calloway could open his mouth in a retort, his colleague continued, checking his watch. “However, I believe he ought to be here any minute.”
The corner of Calloway’s mouth curled in a sneer. “Well, he’s three weeks late already. What’s another few minutes?”
Dr. Trevors didn’t reply. He hunched over diagnostics, still occasionally glancing at the news reports on his datapad. Calloway busied himself with digging through any of the slightest anomalies detected during the weeks of testing. He knew each miniscule malfunction by heart, and he was more than assured the problems had been fixed, tested, re-fixed, re-tested, and re-everythinged a dozen times.
There was truly nothing to do but wait.
An hour passed in the dullness which followed, and finally the neurosurgeon arrived.
Dr. Calloway’s irritation had deepened significantly during the period of waiting, as contemplation of already-solved problems didn’t hold his attention very well. When the escort of soldiers filed out of the elevator, his face was fixed in an angry scowl.
They moved quickly, taking positions around the isolation lab and standing at attention. Two more men stepped out, one wielding an air and expression of military authority along with the markings of high rank. The other was a short, bald man who carried a cryo-container labeled Organs for Transplant.
Calloway immediately disliked both men. Military personnel often seemed so short-sighted and arrogant, and the expression on the surgeon appeared so damnably smug. Without saying a word, the surgeon made it seem as though the entire project, all of Calloway’s hard work, was of his doing.
“Surgeons…” the doctor muttered, turning back to his work.
The two men cycled through the arduous security, and after several moments, the door to the lab slid open.
“Greetings Dr. Calloway, Dr. Trevors,” the military man spoke in a crisp tone. “I’m Colonel Pierce, and this is Dr. Ymarin.”
The surgeon gave a thin smile and a nod, all but ignoring the other two doctors before moving toward the table. “This is the one, yes?” he asked in a nasal tone. “Hm. Brutish. IVAN, is it?” He peered down his nose at the body on the table. “Was it really necessary, doctor, to craft him with an Old Earth eastern-European descent?”
An involuntary growl, almost inaudible, escaped from Calloway’s throat. He spoke in a scathing tone. “We seemed to have a surplus of time on our hands due to the significant delays in the project. Crafting a more intimidating form seemed an appropriate diversion while we waited.”
Ymarin shrugged. “I apologize my rigorous and very important schedule could not easily accommodate this small diversion.” Calloway’s scowl deepened.
“Gentlemen,” Colonel Pierce interrupted, “I believe it would be best if we focused upon the task at hand.”
“Yes, yes.” Dr. Ymarin waved a hand in dismissal. “I have many pressing matters to attend to. Dr… Calloway, is it?” He cocked his head. “Could you see to it that my payment is processed? I would like to avoid any unnecessary delays once the work is completed.”
Calloway bared his teeth. “Listen here, you little—”
“I’ll contact the boys upstairs to take care of it Dr. Ymarin,” Trevors cut in, barely concealing a smile at Calloway’s expense. “You’re going to need Dr. Calloway’s assistance for the procedure, anyway. I’m afraid the implantation process, though fascinating, is a bit beyond my own expertise. All I can do is watch.”
“Hm. Indeed.” Ymarin eyed Calloway. “Well? Are you just going to stand there with a dour expression, or are you going to make yourself useful?”
Biting back a retort, Calloway stepped towards his diagnostics console. Hiding his amusement, Trevors moved out of the room, heading toward the office to make his call. The colonel stepped to the side and held a passive, watchful expression.
The two remaining doctors continued to snipe at each other as they set about the task. Ymarin cracked open the cooling unit and gingerly extracted the final piece of Ivan. Calloway took a brief moment to marvel at the human brain. Normally so small and unimpressive, this particular organ crawled with cybernetic enhancements. Metallic parts spewed from every inch of the gray tissue, a cocoon of brilliance and technology. Trevors stepped back to the observation glass as they began the work.
The task was arduous. The brain fit snugly within the neosteel confines of the skull plate, and Ymarin, with a surgeon’s deftness, connected each relay. As he did, Calloway ran diagnostics and electrical currents through each to ensure proper coupling. Every one took time to attach and time to verify, and there were many.
Calloway and Ymarin fell into silence, ceasing their posturing and focusing upon the work. A begrudging respect fell over Calloway as he observed the surgeon’s amazing steady hands and flawless progress, not that he’d ever admit it.
Finally, the last connection set into place, and Calloway confirmed it as functional.
“Well, I must say, doctor, your performance was adequate,” Ymarin said as he flicked his gloves into the waste receptacle. “I have several pressing appointments yet today, but I admit I’m curious to see whether or not this brute will actually function.”
Dr. Calloway ignored the surgeon, excitement coursing through him.
He shouldered his way past Ymarin and set about affixing the skull plate, complete with a thin dusting of hair on top of the synth-flesh. A few moments and a brief electrical stimulation later, the skull plate nestled in place, and the skin sealed itself together. The slab of technology was finished, awaiting activation.
Calloway stepped back, almost in awe of how Ivan appeared as innocuous as an unconscious or dead human, minus the obvious anatomical indicators. He turned towards the colonel. “Are we cleared for a demonstration?”
“Yes, doctor, please proceed.” Pierce gave a sharp nod.
“Step back,” Calloway said to Ymarin.
“He’s not going to bite, is he?” The surgeon smirked.
Calloway snorted. “His energy output could vaporize your body and this facility in less time than it would take for your arrogant and feeble mind to realize its imminent demise.” With a shocked expression, Ymarin opened his mouth to retort. Calloway held up a hand. “This is more delicate and dangerous than simply connecting nerve tissues. Please step back.”
With an offended scowl, the surgeon moved to the side and looked on. Dr. Calloway, heart hammering, approached his creation.
Upon Ivan’s chest, digging prongs into the synthetic flesh, he placed a device. “The ‘on’ switch,” he said, a nervous energy cracking his voice. “It’s needed to activate the reactor gradually. To avoid overload.”
Sweat beading on his forehead, he stepped over to the console. After a few button presses, Ivan’s reactor came to life, warming slowly. Tiny fluctuations stabilized as the energy device hit minimum output. He dialed an increase.
An audible hum filled the air along with the subtle stench of ozone. Pierce tensed, reaching for the butt of his side arm. A bluish hue crackled over Ivan’s body as the flesh absorbed and dissipated the energy which surged through him. Ymarin watched the unmoving body with amazement as Calloway dialed another increase.
The humming swelled to a low drone, a rumble which rattled inside the skulls of those present. Dr. Calloway’s vision blurred, and his eyes watered. Ymarin worked his jaw up and down, as though trying to pop his ears. “Is this normal?” he asked, tones of fear in his inflection.
Clenching his vibrating teeth, Calloway said, “Yes,” and dialed the final activation.
Luckily, the power-up test had already been conducted more than once. The process of gradual increase was determined and solidified, so there was no real danger of any manner of vaporization as long as Calloway handled it appropriately. The only possible trouble would be if the casing and brain tissue was not constructed or calibrated properly. All of Ymarin’s hard work would be liquefied inside the skull plate, leaving a hideous, stinking mass.
The drone settled, and the hue faded away from Ivan’s flesh. Calloway wiped a sleeve across his forehead. “Any second now,” he murmured.
“For what?” Ymarin asked, impatient.
Calloway shot him a glare and held up a silencing hand. He turned his attention back to Ivan, unblinking and holding his breath.
The body twitched.
“Yes…” Calloway whispered.
Ivan’s eyes opened.
“Can you hear me?” Calloway asked softly.
The machine, the mass of technology on the table, shot bolt upright and screamed.
Eyes wide open and mouth agape, the shrieking of the machine on the table continued for several seconds as the various people present stood completely stunned.
“This isn’t right!” Calloway shouted, clapping his hands over his ears. “This shouldn’t be—”
“Turn it off!” the colonel bellowed. “Shut it down!”
Ivan continued screaming, volume and tone never wavering. The machine appeared to be looking back and forth, fright etched across its eerily lifelike features.
Calloway shook his head. “I don’t understand; this shouldn’t be—”
Pierce seized the doctor by the arm and dragged him close, shouting into his ear. “Turn this damn thing off, now!”
Wincing, Dr. Calloway turned towards the console and punched in a few keys, sending the signal to the device to start a power-down sequence.
The undying scream cranked up in volume, and Calloway fell to the ground, vision blurring and ears feeling as though they were about to burst. Ivan’s arms flailed about, scratching at the resilient synthetic flesh coating his skull.
Seeming to notice people with him for the first time, Ivan shot a glare at Dr. Ymarin and shrieked, “What have you done to me?!” The hideous wailing ceased as Ivan balled his fists at his forehead. Cross-legged on the table, he rocked back and forth.
Ymarin’s mouth was open, quivering, and he stared in horror and confusion. Calloway grasped at the table edge, pulling himself up and punching a few more commands.
“Grrraaaaaaaaagh!!” Ivan flailed backwards, convulsing and resuming the agonized screams. His arms thrashed violently, denting the table upon which he lay. One hand slammed into his chest, clutching.
The reactor control device smashed easily. Weak residual currents coursed into and through Ivan’s hands, dispersing in the energy absorbent flesh.
Calloway’s mouth fell open as the console he worked at went dark. Whirling around, he saw the twisted bits of metal and circuitry clenched in Ivan’s large fist. “Oh no…” he whispered. Paling, he turned to the colonel. “I… I can’t shut it down.”
Clenching his teeth, Ivan slid off the table to unsteady feet. No longer screaming, the machine jerked his gaze around, a terrified fury more than evident on his features.
Colonel Pierce snapped an energy pistol out of a holster and slammed a fist through the glass and into an emergency button located on the wall. Red light pulsed and klaxons blared with the message, “Warning. Warning. Emergency quarantine in effect.”
Blast doors on the outside of the lab slid shut, cutting off the view of the startled soldiers. Ivan snapped his gaze all around, confused by the activity. Settling on the only challenging figure, Ivan’s expression changed to a snarl.
Not waiting for him to charge, Colonel Pierce snapped off several shots. Yellow bursts of energy impacted Ivan’s body, splashing across the flesh. They dissipated without effect, and fear crossed the colonel’s eyes.
Bellowing, Ivan hurled the handful of twisted metal and electronics at the colonel. Calloway screamed in fright as the broken device crashed into the colonel’s chest, smashing his sternum and several ribs. Pierce was thrown backward by the impact, slamming into the wall before crumpling to the ground.
Energy crackled across Ivan’s flesh. Anger remained in his feature, but there was no longer any sign of fear or pain. Calloway trembled as Ivan glanced around the room, taking in his surroundings. His gaze landed first upon the meek form of Ymarin, who gasped.
“What have you done to me?” Ivan growled, stepping towards the surgeon.
Ymarin held out his hands and shook his head. His mouth worked up and down, but the surgeon’s terrified mind found no words.
“What have you done to me?” Ivan repeated, looming over Ymarin.
Trembling, the surgeon’s voice cut loose in a rapid babble. “Please, I didn’t, there was nothing- I couldn’t, I don’t know what the problem, certainly wasn’t my fault—”
A massive hand thrust forward and closed around the surgeon’s throat, cutting off the frightened stream of nonsense. Ymarin’s eyes bulged, veins throbbing on his forehead as Ivan effortlessly pulled him to eye level. “It hurts,” he hissed.
“Not… fault…” Ymarin gurgled, face purple and pulling weakly at the hand which strangled him.
During this, Calloway cowered, huddled beneath the workbench and too terrified to assist his colleague. The colonel was already unconscious or dead- the doctor couldn’t tell -bleeding on the ground with the reactor device embedded in his chest. The energy pistol lay at his side. Trembling, the doctor crawled forward, grasping the weapon.
A shadow loomed over him.
Calloway let out a scream as he was seized by the collar and dragged up off the ground. “Pleasepleasepleaseplease!” he babbled. “I didn’t do it; it wasn’t me!”
Ivan slammed him face first onto the center table. Calloway’s forehead rebounded off the hard metal, sending a burst of stars into his vision. Consciousness clung by a thread as Ivan turned him over, grasping his lab coat with both hands. Warm blood rushed out of the doctor’s forehead.
“What am I?!” Ivan screamed.
The doctor’s awareness swam far beneath reality. There came the muddled blaring of computerized warnings and some very loud shouting nearby, flashing red lights, and blood spilling down his face. Calloway held a vague awareness of the bone-rattling shaking of his body as Ivan demanded answers to questions.
Calloway’s vision had fallen to a complete gray, and it took several moments for a random thought to tell him Ivan had released him. Half-conscious, Calloway rolled over and fell to the ground. Nausea roiled up from within, and he braced himself on all fours while overcome with hideous retching.
Reality flashed in occasional pulses, like a time-lapsed recording. Banging and screeching metal resounded as he heard Ivan tear through the walls. Flashes of yellow came along with screaming as soldiers failed to stop him. Calloway noted vague emotions of horror as the twisted body of the former surgeon lay upon the ground, eyes wide and sightless. Calloway stumbled outside the gaping hole in the lab wall to see more broken, unconscious, and dead bodies. Trevors lay sprawled near the break room, blood dribbling down a head injury.
The elevator doors yawned open, but only sparking cables appeared where a comfortable car should have been. Calloway tripped and sprawled to the ground. Coughing, he rolled over. Sweat and blood stung his eyes, nausea crawled over him. Incessant pounding in his skull filled his every sensation, and the doctor wondered what possibly could have gone wrong.
* * *
“And so?” I asked as the madman standing next to me ceased speaking, staring at one of the glowing green diagnostic lights on the wall.
The man blinked, breaking out of his deep thought. “Erm, yeah. Uh, Calloway was dragged outta there by soldiers and medical people sometime later. They patched him up and questioned him to no end.” He tugged at his scraggly beard. “He was one of the folks shipped out to deep space exploration detail: not a soul to talk to for hundreds, thousands of light years.”
Frowning, I responded, “Were they able to find out what happened?”
“There were a lot of guesses, but they figured that Dr. Ymarin had screwed something up when putting the implants in the brain tissue.” The man shrugged. “Something to do with the pain receptors. It drove Ivan crazy when they woke him up. His brain believed that every nerve in his nonexistent body was bursting with agony.” He chuckled. “It’s kinda funny. Without the boosted architecture in his brain, he probably would have shut down and died from the shock. ‘Course, if Ymarin hadn’t messed it up, there wouldn’t have been that pain response in the first place. Ironic, huh?”
“Not really. What of the others?”
He tossed up a hand. “Ymarin and Pierce were both dead, as were most of the soldiers. The ones who survived couldn’t explain much besides the meat grinder of Ivan tearing through them.”
“And you?” I asked. “What business and fascination drew you to this great conspiracy?” A small amount of mockery lay in my tone.
The man threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, my my, he hasn’t figured it out. Isn’t it obvious?”
I raised an eyebrow.
“I’m Dr. Trevors, of course, and I saw the whole damn thing from conception to cover-up.” He puffed out his chest, posturing an air of importance. “I knew those itty-bitty pea shooters they had wouldn’t do a blessed thing to Ivan. I saw in the testing what he could do. I knew they wouldn’t stop him, and I wasn’t even going to try. Even so, he gave me a few lumps too, just for being there. I was lucky he didn’t kill me.”
Skeptical, I said, “Yet you weren’t shipped out along with Calloway.”
He grinned, again revealing the hideous, rotten teeth. “I didn’t let them find me. I’ve been hiding, waiting, trying to dig up the proof I need to blow this whole thing wide open.”
“Indeed,” I replied, turning towards the ladder. “Well. I appreciate your time, Dr. Trevors,” I said with hints of sarcasm.
The grin widened, and I could barely keep from grimacing at the sight. “Oh, my pleasure. You just make sure the right people hear about this, okay?” The smile faded. “It’s important that people know the truth about Ivan. Keritas has to be held accountable for all the things he’s done since they let him escape.”
Gripping the ladder, I said, “Thanks again,” and started to climb.
I glanced back down, remembering a small detail, “One last thing,” he raised an eyebrow, “you mentioned that the reactor was code-named OLGA but never elaborated.”
“Didn’t I?” He scratched his nose as I shook my head. “Oh. Well, it wasn’t really important. It was something like Onboard Logistics Generator Array, or something like that. I don’t really remember.”
I nodded. “Very well, thank you again.”
As I lifted the hatchway that lead into the alley, I saw him plugging a tap into the data lines, keying in his neural link.
He looked up at me. “You gotta tell the people, man. The Garden’s gotta be avenged.” His eyes went blank, and he lost himself in the stream of information. I slipped through the hatch.
After squeezing through the tight gap between buildings, I walked back to the port and settled into my vessel Minerva. I gave a moment’s consideration to my next destination, and I was on my way shortly after.



Archivist Sid

Assignment: Seeking information regarding the truth and whereabouts of Ivan.

Location: Ethra

Report: Located individual claiming Ivan as a fabricated offensive prototype created by Keritas Interests.

Probability: 17%

Summary:

Direct inquiry with Keritas suggested some information archived about Ivan [Afanasi Sergeyevich Lukyanov]. Suggestions about conspiracy from the contact [Dr. Trevors?] most likely fabricated via hallucination/paranoia/brain damage. Ivan’s rumored physical prowess suggests something more simple: he utilized Keritas services for an augmentation [strength, speed, sensory] package. Unit’s inquiry with company most probably rejected due to confidentiality agreement with Keritas clients. Dangerous incident or cover up doubtful.





Chapter 4: Archivist


Few details seemed to be gained from my time on Ethra, but I was encouraged because the stop only lasted a couple of hours. My contact with the alleged Dr. Trevors, though unpleasant and a bit rambling, was still useful enough to justify the time expenditure. The truth of his tale was doubtful, but at least I was not inconvenienced.
Further yet towards the core I traveled, seeking more balanced worlds industry-wise. Though corporations own and handle a great deal of business, too much secrecy and doubt is found on their home worlds. It becomes hard to search for information when individuals guard their tongues.
I made two more stops, and both were riddled with complete and utter unimportance. A local city magistrate on Gaheena had claimed Ivan as his bodyguard a number of years back. It took all of five minutes to pick his tale apart and get him to admit he’d only hired some random mercenary and called the man Ivan in an effort to intimidate his rivals.
Another contact had passed away the week before I arrived: a veteran fighter pilot from a prominent battle which Ivan was allegedly involved in. However, the grieving family denied any knowledge of their mother seeing or meeting anyone such as Ivan. The mere conjecture that it was anything but the bravery of soldiers like their mother which turned the tide of battle, instead of the actions of some legendary figure, seemed to offend them gravely.
I was followed by a brash youth from the family out to Minerva as I prepared to leave. A small conflict ensued, but no one was harmed. A dose of tranquilizer ensured the child would wake up later with little more than a headache while I moved along to my next destination.
If I have any home in the universe, aside from Minerva, it is upon the Dei Lucrii Commerce Station XVII, orbiting the gas giant Paradoth. Unlike many of the small colonies and metropolitan worlds, average social class and occupation is less solidified on this and other stations of its kind. A steady gradient of population from dirt poor to obscene wealth, including accommodations spanning the entire range, has proven a vast and deep reservoir of varied information.
The Dei Lucrii stations are found in many places, most often in systems with no colonizable worlds. To facilitate the ever-expanding population and desire for a greater density of habitable space, hundreds of orbital stations were created. From trade and commerce to accommodation and pleasure to defense and warning, many different varieties of stations exist. Dei Lucrii is one of relaxed trade and commerce.
I am well known on Dei Lucrii XVII. Its location is central and accessible but not so perfect as to attract too many others of my kind. I have friends, allies, and contacts there. I am through often enough to know many of the security staff by name and friendly enough with them to receive proper warnings if it becomes necessary.
Minerva put into the docking bay without incident. I donned my usual cloak and hat as I walked in and among the milling passengers.
“Sid, good to have you back,” a security woman smiled as I passed through the checkpoint.
I gave her a nod. “Officer Tani.”
She swiped my identity card through the scanner. “You going to be staying long?”
“Not terribly,” I replied. “A bit of business before I continue on.”
“Anything exciting?”
I smiled. “Always.”
Laughing, she said, “Enjoy your stay, Sid.”
Through the checkpoint I moved, nodding to a couple of other on-duty personnel as well as some of the small shop owners. Like any other transport hub, last or first minute drinks, food, or impulse trinkets were available for purchase.
Without delay, I moved through the station, passing through elevators and very similar corridors until I arrived at my intended destination: the library.
Though paper books died out long ago, commissioned libraries have retained their purpose as storehouses of varied information. Nostalgia kept the traditional style of row upon row of what appeared to be shelves. However, they were actually monolithic storage units accessible from the dozens of links and terminals available. This library was named by the proprietor as Bibliotheca Dei Lucrii XVII, which few recognized as a bit of an homage to Old Earth’s Great Library at Alexandria. The proprietor loved ancient history.
A loud, boisterous voice cried out from behind the reception desk as soon as I set foot inside. “Sid! My good friend!”
I turned to see a large, bearded man with a beaming smile. Marqyni Avieli, indeed a good friend of mine.
Smiling, I offered my hand as he charged forward, almost crushing me in an embrace while laughing. “Ah, it is good to see you, very good indeed!”
“There’s… not going to be… much to see… if you don’t… let me… breathe.” I feigned a struggle and exasperation against him. Marqyni was strong, but he had no musculature or skeletal modifications. We both knew I could twist and fold him into about any conceivable shape, but as always we enjoyed the usual repartee.
He released me, still grinning, and I smiled back, extending my hand. He grasped it with his pudgy fist. “Ah, Sid, Sid, Sid. What brings you to my humble abode of knowledge and wonders? Still chasing dreams and legends? Or are we on a new quest?” He clapped me on my mechanical shoulder. “I had not expected to see you for quite some time? ‘Tis only been a couple of weeks, yes?”
Prying my hand out of his grip, I gave a nod. “A month, but yes. My excursion out to the rim was useful in a couple of ways, but not to excess. I returned because I need the services of your fine establishment.”
Marqyni cocked his head, curiosity gleaming in his eyes. “Useful, you say? Does that mean…?”
With an exaggerated shrug, I lowered my voice and said, “It would seem that there might be a little truth to Ivan’s existence after all.”
“Ha-hah!” My friend bellowed out a laugh and clapped his hands together. Our less than silent exchange garnered a few glances from nearby patrons sitting at terminals. Only one or two expressed annoyance, as any regulars would be keenly aware of Marqyni’s less than traditional outlook on the quiet, contemplative stature of a normal library.
He wagged a finger at me. “I knew that if anyone could dig up anything on that silly myth, it’d be you, Sid. How about your clients; what do they think about your—”
I held up a hand. “They don’t often provide feedback to my reports. Even so, I’ve only gathered concrete details from two sources so far, both of which contained varied suspect elements, but…” I shrugged again. “I’ve at least confirmed a decent probability of his existence and some distinct possibilities regarding him.”
“Such as?” Marqyni curled a smile at the corner of his mouth.
With a soft chuckle, I replied, “Possible real name, for one. Size and appearance, perhaps an important possession. A strong chance of internal augmentations.”
The librarian’s smile wilted. “Is that all? Doesn’t sound like you have much. I expected proof of his… involvement at the Battles of New Prague and Caldonis. The single-handed dismantling of Voux Hanatar’s criminal empire! All you’ve got is a vague description and the notion that he’s stronger and faster than a normal human? What about the cataclysm at—”
I cut him off. “Look, Marqyni, I apologize if this is at all disappointing, but, as you’ve said, it’s only been a matter of weeks, barely a month. I’ve spent three-quarters of that time in my ship, traveling. I was dragged on a merry chase for a drunken buffoon that I never did locate. How fortunate I was able to gather his information anyway without wasting another three weeks. It was all second hand, but it confirmed some very necessary things.”
“This was about that man, Raymond Cobb, and Ivan’s trip to…” Marqyni frowned, “Hunter’s End, was it?”
Nodding, I replied, “Exactly, and the other source I found was a long shot at best when I was refueling at Ethra. Two more stops on the way here provided nothing, including a discussion with the family of a veteran of New Prague. The other stop was a liar using the Ivan name for intimidation.”
The librarian’s frown deepened, and his disappointment was obvious. I shrugged. “Come, Marqyni. You know how this works. You can’t throw a stone in this galaxy without striking three people who know Ivan tales. Nine-tenths of those are completely false, and the ones which have some truth were usually done by someone else with the Ivan name tacked on.”
“Yes, yes of course, you’re right…” The librarian sighed. “I was hoping for something a little more exciting, you see.”
I replied, “I understand, but it remains a methodical process. I’ve returned here because a couple of leads have developed which require a measure of research before I proceed. I’m trying to discover more information and whereabouts of an individual who may have had more than just a passing experience with Ivan.”
Cocking his head, Marqyni asked, “Who?”
“Traverian Grey.”
Curiosity crossed his face. “Truly? I’ve never heard the name before.”
I spread out my hands. “He’s a mercenary. Well-known to some, but he has no mythic status among general population. It seems he was present with Ivan on Hunter’s End; wounded actually.”
“What in particular makes you believe that this Grey fellow is any more real than Ivan is?” he asked.
I smiled. “He exists. My employers used his services once or twice.”
Marqyni tossed up his hands, exaggerating a frustrated tone to his voice. “Well then my friend… as always, you have your bases covered and desire only to string along your good friend Marqyni while battering him senseless with your astonishing intellect. I assume your search for his whereabouts is why you’ve come down from on high to grace me with your presence?”
“Indeed it is,” I replied, laughing. “Even the highest order of genius occasionally needs the assistance of a few lesser beings, am I not mistaken?”
The librarian tried to scowl, but his amusement betrayed him, and soon he was trembling with poorly concealed laughter. “Yes…” he relented, shaking his head with a half-scowling smile on his face. “I can see your need as clearly as your shining brilliance, good master. Tell me what you’ll be needing on this occasion.”
I touched my fingertips to my brow. “The normal rules for my net immersion, if it’s possible. I’m in no great hurry as of yet.”
“Yes, of course.” Marqyni nodded, a flicker of concern touching his face. “Sid, are you certain you wouldn’t rather have someone else handle these inquiries for you? I’ve seen how much damage it can cause, and I admit a small amount of regret for helping you endanger yourself—”
Shaking my head firmly, I held up a finger. “Too slow. Second hand data. Acceptable risks. Should I continue to list reasons?”
“Your processing isn’t infinite—”
I cut in, “-and every second endangers a permanent fixation, I’m well aware. I’ve resisted it through hundreds of hours previous. I only require someone I trust,” I gave an obvious gesture to my friend, “to make certain I don’t sink too deeply or remain too long.”
Marqyni sighed. “Very well, Sid, very well. I’ll set you up in my office and give you one hour.”
“You’re very gracious.” I bowed.
He shook his head. “One of these sessions is going to be the end of you, Sid. When that happens, upon whom will I bestow my undying devotion?” A hint of amusement returned to the light worry in his eyes.
Laughing, I gave an exaggerated shrug. “You’ll have to find something of consequence to fixate upon, good Marqyni.”
The usual banter continued as he led me into his office. I swept off my overcoat and hat, feeling the chill of recycled air pass over my thin flesh. He fell silent as I seated myself in his quite luxurious chair, and I could feel his eyes upon the unnatural ashen hue of my human skin. His terminal booted quickly.
I gave him a nod, and he returned it with a solemn expression. I tapped the side of my temple, activating my implants. Internally, I disabled certain firewalls to allow external data flow. With an imperceptible mental tweak, I established a wireless connection and opened wide the flood gates.
Consciousness and awareness of my body was ripped away as my mind tumbled along through the unbelievable depths of data: historical, fictional, useless and marvelous. I had universes of information at my fingertips along with a deep hunger which could only be met with further inconceivable levels of desire.
As I swept along in the tide, reveling for only an instant in the almost carnal ecstasy of being near everything I could ever want, a ghost, a familiar but unknown phantom, spoke:
“One hour, Sid.”
An hour? An eternity…
But still never enough.
* * *
This was my one hundred and seventy-second direct link to nets and informational databases in my fourteen years as an Archivist. Each and every time it has happened, including this one, I have spared one-tenth of a second in considering my personal existence.
Archivists are somewhat special. The people we are crafted from are not.
It is necessary to drag together a person with little identity or sense of self-worth, as a strong will and purpose can still exist even after immense change. It is also preferable to gather someone on the very brink of death, or perhaps even a few millimeters beyond it.
I can no longer be entirely certain the images of my previous life are accurate, and I cannot remember my old name, not that it interests me. The images I retain and conjecture I was informed of suggest I was a man not unlike the drifter and destitute Raymond Cobb: working-class with little mental faculty to speak of.
A very tiny portion of me hopes that Archivists require some kind of hidden mental aptitude, perhaps a genetic anomaly or a kernel of greatness, to be created. That way, I would be able to hold a certain amount of pride in the basic sludge from which I was created. I’m given small comfort that the Archivist procedure does not take in all individuals; not everyone survives the transition.
In either case, it matters little. My former shell provides as much identity to me as the mountain which provided the ores that created my prosthetics.
My death was simple, avoidable, and useful. It was an accident while working on space station construction, perhaps a small psychological reason why I feel drawn to the Dei Lucrii. There was an explosion: a brief moment of pain as shrapnel ripped through a protective suit. The horrible chill of vacuum seeped in as blood bubbled out of lacerations, crystallizing before my fading vision. I experienced blackness and an awakening to greater awareness.
The procedure is long, arduous, and extremely expensive. Considering that most of working-class individuals are all but owned body and soul by the corporations that employ them, tragic accidents turn into profitable opportunities. A low success rate and a general notion that the high level of augmentation turns a person into something not quite human prevents an attitude of volunteerism, thankfully. There are also pesky laws and regulations about the treatment of most living and deceased individuals. Those and various other elements in the galaxy make for only a handful of Archivists at any given moment.
Principle among the reasons: our lives tend to be very short.
One would not always consider the pursuit of information to create an excess of danger, but that entirely depends upon the nature of it. A schematic or document, even something as simple as a notion or idea, given to the right person can make a universe of difference. Indeed, it was an information leak which spread the Archivist creation process, the true and undiluted method, from its birthing at Potomac Industry to every corporation with means.
People of any stature will go to great lengths to preserve secrets, and so at the risk of our health and safety, we go to greater lengths.
So unwavering are we in our desire for any manner of information that it causes what should be a near immortal existence to snuff out within decades, sometimes only a few years. Those who survive climb into an endless process of data collection and sale to finance more and more. Personal upgrades and defenses are bought to be capable of garnering more intriguing, sensitive information. Our existence is bound within this cycle, and we could hardly be more pleased.
The entirety of Old Earth French military history blazed across my synthetic processors as I finally dragged out of the tiny moment of nostalgia. A pique of curiosity whispered in my thoughts, and I began cataloguing psychological profiles of the most famous military and political leaders, searching for key signifiers. Napoleon, Hannibal, Alexander, Churchill, Sun Tzu, Dekyr-Pryce, Saladin, Cherynijhan, Bastille, Xerxes I, II, even the millennia-later poser Xerxes III, and so on. In no historical order, dozens of individuals flitted by.
Considering personality as a subject of nature versus nurture, I slipped into genetics research, digging for materials that could suggest a gene sequence responsible for military success. Thousands of studies and journals written over the course of hundreds of years pointed to several possible markers in genetic code related to conquest and political ambition:
Restrained but focused aggression, intense charm, sadistic or sociopathic tendencies, tactical brilliance, ability to calculate abstract spatial concepts, and empathic insight without being emotionally involved. Many more potential traits found in genetic code and subjected to a varied mix of nurture.
Genetics moved into the evolutionary path of humans, halted for thousands of years while limited to one planet of exploration. Mechanical adaptation to new worlds led to minor physical changes, varying temperature tolerances, lessened bone and muscle density for ship or station bound individuals. A suggestion of increased skin respiration for the carbon dioxide dense environments of a few worlds, as well as freak mutations across the ages.
Mutation moved into details regarding the varied effects of radiation. Radiation gave way to fission as a primitive means of producing electricity. Ancient energy production in other means, specifically geothermal, spun out of control towards planetary core and composition, then terraforming procedures. Mining operations. Industry accidents and miraculous survivals through the years. Phineas Gage and Piper Welkin. Brain tissue grafts, augmentation, Archivist creation-
My mind pulled into control of itself as I reasserted a rational, personal control and recalled a sense of self in the infinite immersion of data. I mentally logged the time. Ten minutes of my hour had gone by. Not a bad loss by any means.
The inevitable byproduct of net-diving for an Archivist is being dragged along by curiosity. Something sparks interest in something else, and before we know it, our inquiry is twelve degrees removed from the original intent. The process draws us so far away that the initial data no longer has much applicability, so usually few useful conclusions can be drawn.
Carefully shutting out all but the most direct inquiry, squelching every stray or curious thought, I set about my search regarding Traverian Grey:
Conjecture, very little confirmed details. Wanted for questioning on a dozen worlds but nature of offense classified. No military record to speak of. Suspected corporate ties to Soma, Keritas, ISCG, Berlioz, Seryia Hakar, and more. Criminal ties to Phoenix Organization, Dathan Reynolds…
More names, places.
Voux Hanatar. Familiar: logged as important. Marqyni mentioned it.
With so many current-day criminals sliding by, I hardly noticed when my inquiries dropped into deep history of infamous outlaws. Archaic metal repeaters hid in musician cases. Famous orchestral performances. Conductors, batons, redwood forests, environmentalism, the toxification and flight of civilization from Old Earth and expansion into the galaxy, starship innovation, alloy production, mining operations, industry accidents and miraculous survivals. Phineas Gage and Piper Welkin. Brain tissue grafts, augmentation, Archivist creation-
Warmth blazed inside my skull, and I could feel an electrical tingle behind my eyes as the processors lodged in my brain tissue overtaxed. Isolating myself, I ceased all inquiry, imagining deep, calming breaths as my whirling brain relaxed. Slowly, I peeled back sensory blocks, letting bytes of data pass through. Twenty minutes on valid inquiry, another sixteen lost.
Some Archivists more keen on self-preservation utilized contacts and proxies to complete net-searching. I spend much of my time speaking with sources displaying a wide variety of unreliability, so I prefer to gather direct information when I can. I have a system, and it has functioned quite well for me.
A gentle notion, the eternal and simple interest in my own creation and existence has allowed me to survive and focus my inquiries through nearing two hundred net-diving attempts. Every tangled web of queries will eventually end at the creation of Archivists, which will remind me where I am, giving me the tiniest moment to reassert self-control.
Marqyni himself suggested the idea to me, swearing it was no different than a normal person discovering how to dream in lucidity, reining control over the actions of their subconscious. He told me of a mental image he crafted of the starry night sky. Every time he looks out a window and sees the inky void, a tiny thought passes where he wonders if he is asleep. What began as a conscious effort to think about a dreaming state turned into a conditioned response which he says has followed him into his slumber.
Indeed, it was his suggestion to try it myself when attempting net searches that created our friendship and my great respect for him. Prior to this, my net experiences yielded about ten minutes of useful searching for each hour spent.
Fourteen minutes before Marqyni was set to cut me off. More on Voux Hanatar or Traverian Grey?
Useful Traverian Grey information exhausted. Voux Hanatar. Famous with massive criminal organization. Compartmentalized; many years without concrete evidence to convict. Reputation for paranoia and ruthlessness. Sudden change. Headlines for weeks about crumbling organization. Hanatar arrested with difficult trial. Convicted, sentenced to life imprisonment in maximum security. Failed escape attempts.
Still alive.
My mind became lost again with inquiries on health conditions and life expectancies of individuals, followed by a half-dozen tangential searches. I was entrenched within a mire of data regarding New Earth avian species when the connection was severed.
The highest risk involves an Archivist without a dedicated internal kill-switch to net inquiry. The individual will almost certainly become lost in the unending stream of data, burning out processors or starving to death without knowing or caring. To be safe, I also set Marqyni to disconnect me in case my undying hunger to eternally bask in the reservoirs of information caused my subconscious to override the redundant fail safes.
Even so, after being cut off, my mind continued to dredge through the recent data, stored for analysis and cross-examination: the secondary danger of net-diving. In rare instances, enough information is stored to provide a long, cyclical search pattern. Even disconnected from the nets, the Archivist continues the unending stream of searches within the confines of his or her own mind.
This didn’t happen to me. After a few moments of disorientation, I discarded the data related to accretion disk artwork and realized that Marqyni had cut me off three minutes early.
He stared down at me, sweating and nervous. I scowled. “Why in the various hells would you—”
“Another Archivist came through customs four minutes ago,” the librarian interrupted. “Your friend, Officer Tani, contacted me. You have to leave.”
I stood up, pressing my fingertips to my temple as I internally and externally disengaged all wireless implant activity. My heart-rate, already elevated from the searching, sky-rocketed. Staring at Marqyni, I asked, “Who is it?”
He wrung his hands together, shaking his head back and forth. “I… I am not certain, but… she described him as almost entirely mechanical.”
Closing my eyes, I grit my teeth. “Cain.”
“It sounds that way,” the librarian murmured. “Which means that you need to get to your ship and depart as soon as possible.”
I experienced a tiny, infinite moment of thought. Find him, part of me screamed, Find him and kill him. Take what he has for your own. Another piece of my mind spoke up. It’s not worth the risk. Defeating him is doubtful.
Without further hesitation, I snatched my coat and hat from the desk. Sweeping them on, I grasped Marqyni’s hand and spoke, “Thank you, my friend.”
The librarian grinned, almost overcoming the fear still upon his face. “Good luck, Sid. Come back soon, and for God’s sake have something concrete when you do.”
I bowed and departed.
As I passed through station corridors, trying to consider the route least likely to create a confrontation, I wondered if I should have dropped a listening device in Marqyni’s office. It seemed possible that Cain would stop to question him, but I rather assumed he would bend his effort to finding me.
Archivists cannot abide other Archivists. A terrible principle, as few others in the universe understand the horrid agony of a gruesome near or actual death followed by excruciating months of surgical implantation and a brief, obsession-driven life. It is a very isolated existence. The happy few who understand what is sacrificed in the process would tear each other apart given the slightest opportunity.
The kind of information in my data stores is the kind that corporations pay millions for; it is rare and delicate. Since our greater existence is bent towards finding these delicious secrets, simply knowing another Archivist is nearby can drive any one of us into a frenzy. No matter the surroundings: a funeral, fragile negotiations between warring parties, a hull breach on a crowded freighter… Put two Archivists in the same room, and they will do their best to bash in each others’ skulls until one emerges victorious with a handful of bloody cortical processors.
Still, self-preservation dictates pragmatism. The time, effort, and threat ratio to information discovered has always proven more favorable for those who avoid conflict with other Archivists. There have always been others, like Cain, who cloud the calculation with emotional entanglement: the thrill of the hunt, sadistic desires, an inferiority complex. Cain had taken credit for a dozen Archivist deaths, and reputation suggested it was how he received most of his information. Though I didn’t know if I was his specific target on this occasion or if he just happened to be stopping by, I had little desire to find out.
I moved through the station bazaar, tiny store-front shops lining the long, wide open space. Dozens of people milled about, buying trinkets and food. Exiting the market area, I neared the docking bay where Minerva lay waiting to spirit me away.
Moving through the station checkout with no hassle, I passed by row upon row of silent vessels. I saw Minerva and breathed a sigh of relief which caught in my throat as I noted something else.
A large figure leaned up against her. “Sid,” a mechanical tone issued from his throat. “Running so soon?” The man grinned. His mouth and cheek structure was the only visible flesh left on his body. It lay beneath the metallic skull plate which made up the top half of his head, including two synthetic eyes, red and radiating malice.
Cain. Every inch of him the brute I expected, though I cursed myself for not considering that he’d simply turn around at customs and wait for me at my only means of departure. It seemed he was looking for me.
I made no response, and silence held between us for a few moments as we sized each other up. My own synthetic eye flitted through several visual analyses and noted heat signatures, power sources, and frightening hardware hidden within my foe.
My teeth clenched. Cain was almost all machine, but I could sense the barest vibration of an organic heart. Infrared sensors detected some manner of warm tissue in his torso region behind the cold lifelessness of the metallic pieces, however…
His every limb was mechanical and loaded with weaponry I wouldn’t be quite able to identify until it was peeling apart or vaporizing my body.
“Tranquilizers is the worst you have?” Cain broke the silence, laughing and evidently completing his own analysis. “Sid, I’m disappointed. I’d heard you were the consummate survivor.”
The slightest tremble, a flicker of fear, settled over me. “The opportunity to install upgrades has been limited,” I replied, cycling through his hardware and trying to find some manner of weakness to exploit.
He laughed again, taking a step towards me. “Yet ever so vital, lest you find yourself in a situation such as this.”
Taunting. Cain knew of his physical superiority, but he insisted upon eliciting a fear response, toying with his prey. Even though probability figures screamed that I hadn’t the slightest prayer in a fight, part of me still hungered for what must of been amazing data stores in his brain.
Cain continued moving towards me. “Nothing to say? Not even going to put up a fight?” I felt the slightest tug as his wireless implant pinged my own, seeking a means of incapacitation. He likely intended to lockout my programming or freeze me in place to make it easy to reduce my body to ash or twist my head off with his bare hands.
His intrusion mechanism continued to scrape at my mental firewall, but his efforts felt clumsy and sloppy. It gave me an idea.
“What do you want from me?” I asked, stalling as a portion of my brain scrabbled to write a program.
He shrugged, and I could see heat pouring into his right arm: some kind of firing device. “You seek what I seek, so I must know what you know.”
Clenching a fist, I replied, “You’re looking for Ivan?”
“Oh sure. He seems to be an individual of relative importance, so why wouldn’t Daedra-Tech be looking for him?” His grin didn’t falter as he casually named my employer, a piece of information that was most definitely not well-known. “Now you question: am I working for someone else, or am I just trying to figure it all out and sell it to the highest bidder?”
I shook my head. “I have no interest in your motives, Cain.” This wasn’t true at all, but I was busy stalling and trying to find a way not to die. Power continued to ripple in what I assumed was an energy cannon inside his arm. If it was a singular pulse or beam, I believed I could dodge it without too much difficulty. If the weapon had sustain, Cain would likely be able track my movements and reduce all but my important bits to dust.
Still working on the program, I said, “I’d suggest against trying anything. I have many friends aboard this station.” A semi-empty threat. No doubt he could murder me, dig out my brain tissue, implant my data stores in his mind, and stop at the bazaar for lunch in the time it would take for them to discern that the ashen remains were mine and attempt to arrest him.
Cain threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, Sid, be real.”
“I don’t have anything useful on Ivan yet anyway. Killing me now would be a waste.” Still stalling, the program I was writing was almost complete, and his intrusion attempts became more urgent.
“For you, perhaps.” My assailant shrugged, casually raising his arm. “I’m sure Ivan’s not the only thing rattling around in that skull of yours.”
Finished, I smiled. “Indeed.”
Cutting loose my firewall, portions of his consciousness slammed into my own, driven right into the program I created. Noting the trap, he panicked and withdrew, intrusion of my own trailing behind and cutting into his own defenses.
A bright shaft of amber light exploded from the end of his hand, lancing over my head as I ducked. A deep scorch sliced into the nose of a nearby ship, and the stench of cooking metal filled the air.
I knew my tranquilizers would do little good here. I also wasn’t certain of how effective my sonic emitter would be. Even so, I’d have to get very close, which was too risky by itself. The reality was that I had to hope my program was enough to give me half a moment to escape.
The only equivalent device I had to his impressive array of hardware was the processing and intrusion pieces intrinsic to our brains. His indelicate pings suggested he didn’t know much about finesse in that department, so I took my only chance.
His beam was charged again, but his hands clapped to the sides of his head. My program succeeded, opening a port in his own firewall and transmitting a connection to the nearest open wireless terminal. His consciousness was cast into a random pool of information.
Cain’s head dropped to his chin, appearing as though he’d merely fallen asleep as he fell to the deck with a heavy clang. I cursed as small, deliberate pings suggested he only established a connection to a restaurant’s transaction terminal in the bazaar.
I took off at a run, moving past the downed body. I considered my options for one tiny moment. An eternity of calculation, anger, and regret blazed through my thoughts before I fled, palming the hatchway to Minerva.
There was no chance. I believed I could exact some severe injury, tearing off his organic lower jaw being about the most heinous. However, there was no further incapacitation or life-ending method capable of succeeding before he recovered and blasted me apart at point blank range.
I could have bashed his shining skull against the decks for a month without breaking through. I could have tried to peel away the metallic plates which protected his functioning organs, but that too would take time and analysis. Hitting arteries, nerve clusters, even the most basic methods of dirty fighting were protected against.
No wonder Cain had killed so many Archivists. He was well-armed and defended. Nothing I had in my own arsenal could compete, so I had to run.
I strapped myself into the cockpit and rushed through pre-flight checks as I was cleared by the station to depart.
Even as Minerva slid out of the stall, I became gripped by the wild urge to fire her main guns. My desire to vaporize as much of Cain and the surrounding deck as I could, perhaps preserving his head and brain tissue, was startling to me, but desperate caution overrode. I liked Dei Lucrii XVII. Security might overlook an Archivist fight and perhaps even the gruesome victory it could bring, but opening fire with ship weaponry inside of a docking bay might sour my image in their eyes.
“Damn,” I whispered as my vessel soared away from Dei Lucrii XVII, barely ninety minutes after my arrival. Being followed, hunted even, and I now was not the only one dredging for Ivan information.
At least I knew where to travel next.

Archivist Sid

Assignment: Seeking information regarding the truth and whereabouts of Ivan.

Location: Dei Lucrii XVII

Report: Utilized local datalink to gain information on possible contacts [Traverian Grey, Voux Hanatar].

Probability: N/A

Summary: Stopover on Dei Lucrii short but useful. Discovered possible connection to both Ivan and Traverian Grey in Voux Hanatar. Currently imprisoned; may have information on Grey whereabouts as well as info on long-standing Ivan rumor [Caused Hanatar downfall].

*Addendum: Met Archivist Cain, barely escaped. Need defensive hardware upgrade ASAP, as he is tracking me and will not likely cease.





Chapter 5: How to Dismantle a Massive Criminal Organization


Voux Hanatar had influences upon seventeen major worlds near the core and dozens outside of it. His syndicate spread across thousands of light years and dealt in the black market, slave trade, addictive substances, and anything else of high profit and questionable legality.
The man was famous. He had a dozen homes and many hidden bases of operation, the organization holding no massive presence in any one place. It was compartmentalized. Any number of his underlings could fall without compromising his own position. The few times any circumstantial evidence warranted an arrest, Voux Hanatar complied without resistance. The witnesses, prosecutors, judges, bailiffs, or anyone associated with the case invariably disappeared, and the charges had always been dropped.
In a galaxy full of corruption, it was not difficult to make someone disappear, even someone well-guarded and protected. With the exception of the more righteous brand of civil servants and the hundreds of grieving widows left behind by his business dealings, few had truly wanted Voux Hanatar out of the picture anyway. Indeed, the rumor was that his biggest clients were corporation-based.
He was smart, and he was nigh untouchable.
Until one day when Hanatar was discovered unconscious in a pool of a victim’s blood, the murder weapon still clutched in his fingers as the dead man lay slumped on the sofa. This was in his own home, and suddenly no one wanted anything further to do with him.
Minerva slid into a port upon Gretia, the world of Voux Hanatar’s primary residence. It was a simple, average planet with no direct corporate ownership or strong original nationality. Indeed nothing really of note, aside from considerable amounts of food production, but they did that quite well at least.
Voux Hanatar’s estate, containing a very large, luxurious home and many acres of land, was located outside of the small city of Viera.
Before his arrest, he had been under constant observation by the Galactic Security Agency, the main policing force for the dwindling Galactic Central Government. Even with their monitoring, the first officer at Hanatar’s home on the night of the incident was one local Sheriff Declan Donnely, who received an anonymous tip. In spite of a fierce jurisdictional battle with the quite embarrassed GSA, who hadn’t the slightest clue that murder occurred during their surveillance, Declan Donnely was recorded by history as the man who took down Hanatar. Even the first round of the trial was held in a court on Gretia.
I wanted to know the truth behind what happened the night of the arrest as preparation for my intended meeting with the famous criminal, so I traveled first to the former home world of the former crime lord.
As a stark contrast to Ethra’s high-towering cityscape stretching everywhere conceivable, Gretia remained a more agricultural world with spread out, smaller cities. Its wealth level featured an average to low gradient, but a few of the fancier gadgets from the core could be seen. People on worlds like these, indeed in many places of the galaxy not receiving immediate and constant technology upgrades, live in what seems to me like the somewhat distant past.
In spite of hundreds and thousands of years of progress and galactic expansion, wondrous technology has not produced the enlightened era envisioned by those early industrial primitives. In reality, not much has changed: people live, die, work, and go about their business, most of the time staying on one continent of one world. Even with ease and speed of travel, only about twenty-five percent of galactic population will actually travel to another planet in their lifetimes.
Unless a particular world finds a niche in the galactic market or can fulfill some role, its economy doesn’t too often extend beyond its own borders and perhaps nearby systems.
Even police stations, from the archived photographs I’ve seen, were not much different than the one I entered. Offices, rows of desks, conference rooms, and holding cells were largely the same. Standard equipment has improved somewhat, but the facilities served the purpose well enough before, so no changes were truly necessary. Policing itself remains a task won or lost by the individual officer’s aptitude and intelligence.
People of various shapes and sizes moved about, working, and many eyes were upon me as I traveled through the station. I walked into Declan Donnely’s office, five minutes early for my meeting. Though commendations decorated the walls, it seemed the sheriff had done little with his fame other than to easily win the subsequent elections to his posting.
“You Sid?” the graying-haired, overweight individual asked. He was seated at a desk, peering into a terminal screen. Scans with my synthetic eye detected nothing besides an ordinary, God-born, flesh and blood human.
I nodded. “Yes.”
“Have a seat.”
Complying, I sat in the chair opposite, waiting for him to speak.
He stared at me, suspicion clear in his expression as he sized me up. His gaze lingered at my metallic hand, which lay upon the desk.
“So Mr. Sid—” he started.
“No mister,” I interrupted. “Sid. Or, Archivist if you prefer.”
He nodded. “Archivist… right.” Donnely leaned back in the chair, rubbing his mustache before folding his arms. “You know, I’ve never actually seen an Archivist before. Never believed they existed.”
I sighed inwardly. He appeared hesitant, unwilling to speak overmuch. “Does this pose a problem for you?”
Donnely rubbed his chin. “Not really, but I’ve got no obligation to speak to you at all, much less about a case from, what, fifteen years ago?”
“Seventeen, but what you might have to offer me isn’t a matter of planetary security, and I do believe local laws have a freedom of information policy.” I said this as politely as I could.
“Hmmm… but that applies to criminal records and court transcripts, not arrest reports.”
Irritation rising, I responded, “Yes, but evidence records would also be a part of that, including your testimony on the matter.”
The sheriff shrugged. “Well, I suppose you don’t really need any of my help then, do you? The records office is on the other side of town. I can give you directions, if you like.”
Frustrated, I closed my eyes, touching fingertips to the side of my head.
“Look, son,” Donnely leaned forward in his seat, folding his hands on the desk. I tried not to bristle at the condescension. “I can see you’ve got your fancy limbs and eyeball there, but you’ve gotta give me some decent reason as to why you’re asking about the Hanatar case. As far as I’m concerned, it’s long since closed. His property’s been split up and sold off, and there’s ain’t been a mention of that piece a’ shit in five years now. So tell me,” he raised an eyebrow, “why are you here? Are you working for him? Is he shootin’ for another appeal?”
Unable to help myself, I laughed and shook my head. “I’m not here representing Hanatar. Besides, an appeal wouldn’t help very much considering the extra hundred years added to his sentence from escape attempts, am I correct?”
“Yeah, I guess.” The sheriff frowned. “Then why are you here?”
I folded my hands on his desk. “I’m looking for someone, possibly two individuals, who were connected to him.”
The sheriff leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, who?”
“Afanasi Sergeyevich Lukyanov.” I didn’t bother mentioning his more well-known title as of yet, “and Traverian Grey.”
He gave a blank stare. “Never heard of them.”
With a thin smile, I replied, “It’s possible you have and aren’t aware of it. If you’ll answer my questions, I’ll be on my way.”
“What do these folks have to do with Hanatar?” Sheriff Donnely persisted.
“All I wish to know is what happened the night you made the arrest, and that includes the anonymous tip.”
The sheriff drew in a deep breath and blew it out slowly, staring at me with his arms folded. “There’s not much to tell other than what’s in the report.”
“I haven’t seen the report. I’d rather hear it from you.”
He repeated, “There’s not much to tell. I got an anonymous phone call saying someone had been killed at the Hanatar estate.”
“Who called?” I asked.
Raising an eyebrow, he said, “Son, do you understand what the word ‘anonymous’ means?”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes, what I meant was: did you get any information about who it was, where they called from, or anything else?”
“We later traced it to coming from inside the house itself.”
“Really?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “What did the person say?”
He shrugged. “Not much: just that someone had been killed.”
“Any particular signifiers? What did the man sound like?”
The sheriff blew out another breath. “Oh, let’s see… male, deep voice.” He paused, thinking. “Thick accent of some kind. A fella I picked up for drunk and disorderly, a tourist a couple years ago, made me think of that call. He said he was from… New Kharkov, some colonized moon or some such, I think.”
If the sheriff’s memory was correct, this was good evidence. New Kharkov was indeed a world settled by the descendents of Old Earth eastern-Europeans. The speech patterns could match, in theory.
I asked him, “Have you ever heard any mention of a man named Lukyanov, called Ivan by some, as being affiliated with Hanatar?”
“Excuse me, son. Did you say Ivan?”
“Yes, I did.”
Clenching his teeth, the sheriff scowled. “I shoulda known… Goddamn people can’t give good officers credit for their hard work.” He pounded his desk. “They gotta invent some kind of superhero because obviously we couldn’t have handled something as big as Hanatar.”
“Listen, sir, I meant no offense.” I held up my hands in a surrendering gesture. “My task is finding the reality, the truth behind the myth, and there’s a lot of people who believe Ivan had something to do with it.”
Sheriff Donnely glared at me in silence.
“Ivan is supposedly of eastern-European descent; that’s the accent you heard. It means he might have been involved in a set-up to—”
The sheriff pounded a fist on the desk, shouting, “Hanatar killed that man! The evidence was there, and he was found guilty by a jury of his peers!”
“Set-up as in getting caught in the act, not as in framing.” I tried to reassure him. “I’m not questioning your work, Sheriff. Hanatar went down, and the success of the police-work speaks for itself.” I paused. “You did think there was something else to it, didn’t you?”
Seething, Donnely settled back in his chair. His eyes kept flitting over to my prosthetic arm. Finally, he said, “Yeah. We, the GSA and I, when they weren’t too busy trying to steal the case, thought one of his lieutenants was trying to take over the business. We figured Hanatar popped the victim, and then the turncoat knocked him out and made the call.”
“But then everything went poorly for the organization after his arrest, did it not?”
The sheriff’s expression didn’t change. “Yeah.”
Curious, I continued, “What did you find when you went to the—”
“Look, son, I’m sorry,” he said without a trace of apology in his tone. “I got a lot of work to get to, and I’ve had enough of you. There ain’t nothing left I can tell you that’s not a matter of public record.” He stood up, crossing the room before opening the door. “So beat it.”
“Very well,” I said, rising as I contemplated correcting his atrocious use of triple negatives. Considering his obvious hostility and the fact that he kept one hand on his belt, next to his side arm, I chose to depart in good grace. “Thank you for your time.” I bowed.
“Yeah, yeah.” He slammed the door behind me.
All eyes were on me again as I departed from the station. I half-expected someone to stop me, to detain me for some kind of questioning. It had happened before for no other reason than a general feeling of distrust. Most often, I endured it and was found to have not even the slightest blemish on my record. Occasionally, a call from my client would speed things along. Important figures of multi-quadrillion dollar corporations tended to have that effect.
I considered the information the sheriff provided as I took a ship back to the larger city which contained the spaceport. My curiosity had pushed Donnely over the edge, but knowing more about the murder scene wasn’t very necessary. The mere possibility of Ivan’s involvement was enough to make this visit worthwhile.
It was time to see Hanatar.
* * *
Orkanis, third moon to the gas giant Lyun, holds the galaxy’s largest maximum security prison. Even as Minerva peeked into the outer edges of the system, early warning beacons signaled for unauthorized business to kindly depart or face brutal retribution.
Once closer to the planet in question, proper code transmission sent signals to the mine field around the area to rearrange to a random open sequence. This was transferred back to my automated systems, which carefully navigated based upon coordinates. The dozens of weapon platforms in orbit and on the ground, though hot and targeting, did not fire. I didn’t intend to give provocation for such an act.
The space port and local colony on Orkanis, crammed inside a series of atmospheric bubbles, was located sixty miles away from the prison itself. Shuttles ferried guards, visitors, and anyone else over to the facility.
Security checkpoints were on either side, making absolutely certain that only particular items were allowed to pass through. Prior to my departure, I left every detachable piece of my body on Minerva as to avoid scrutiny. No listening devices, needles with sedative, sonic emitter charges: nothing was brought with.
The checkpoints themselves were rigorous with airlocks, redundant security, and ID checking. Numerous physical scans were conducted, including personal searches, and all manner of automated weaponry lay embedded in the walls in case of necessity.
The prison employed thousands of guards, each undergoing regular psychological evaluations and scrutinized almost as heavily as their charges. Any deviant behavior was subject to inquiry, evaluation, and termination without notice.
Their salary was excellent, and the hiring system even more so.
Outside, the conditions upon the moon were unlivable. There was no air, beyond freezing temperatures, and not even much gravity to speak of. Even if an inmate could manage to escape regular confinement, steal a protective atmo-suit, and break through the many walls and doors, the air tanks didn’t hold enough charge to last a sixty-mile hike.
Yes, the Orkanis prison retained thorough security. Visitation was difficult to establish and entailed a considerable amount of waiting, followed by poking, prodding, and more waiting. However, in its proud, three hundred year history, not a single inmate ever escaped from the facility.
Not for lack of trying. During my research on Voux Hanatar in Marqyni’s office, I noted many news reports of his attempted exits, some of them as frightening as they were close to success.
Warden Sarya Stokes took issue with my visit when I sent in the request, as Hanatar’s poor behavior through the years had caused many revoked privileges. Through some gentle coaxing, I convinced her to allow the meeting. Fortunately, my employer happened to supply a large amount of hardware and technology to the prison, and reminding Stokes of this fact went a long way in expediting the negotiation.
The warden herself was there to meet me with a stern and piercing gaze when I finally moved through the last of the exhaustive security. “I want you to know, Archivist, I’m expecting some strong kindness when Daedra-Tech’s contract renewal comes up,” she said as she shook my metallic hand without a trace of discomfort.
Not even remotely within my power to affirm, I still nodded. “I’m confident something can be worked out.”
“Good,” she clapped her other hand over mine. “I’m sure you’re very busy, so I won’t keep you. I’m going to allow two hours of visitation with Hanatar, but I can’t promise he’s going to say anything.”
I gave a nod.
“Very well. Right this way.”
She personally led me, flanked by a pair of weapon-toting security guards, through several areas of the complex. The prison was laid out in narrow, twisting hallways with dozens of turns and loops. We passed up and down staircases, a convoluted path most certainly intended to confuse any who didn’t have it carefully memorized.
At last we came to a conference room containing a small table. In a neosteel chair welded to the floor, wrists and ankles bound in chains, sat a fairly old man who stared off into nothing with a passive expression. He didn’t appear to notice my entrance.
Turning to the warden, I asked, “Are the chains necessary?”
“Of course,” she said, scowling. “His record precludes any lenience when it comes to—”
“Perhaps we can bend the rules in this one case.” I removed my hat and coat, revealing the gleaming metal of my face and arm. “After all, I doubt either the chains or the guards will be needed.” I lightened my facial expression, raising my one eyebrow in a gesture I hoped would suggest I was making a personal request, not a demand.
She retained an irritated expression. “I can’t allow—”
I took her gently by the arm, dropping my voice to a low whisper. “He may provide greater compliance if he’s allowed a small measure of comfort. I assure you there is nothing he could possibly do to overpower me, much less the two guards who will remain right outside the door.”
The warden glared, poised to object, but she sighed instead. “Very well.” She gave a sharp motion to the guards, who unshackled Hanatar. “Two hours, and if I get the slightest sense of anything off, your ass is out of here.”
“Thank you.”
With the warden and guards out of the room, the prisoner’s gaze instantly settled on me. He was thin and gaunt, featuring thinning hair streaked with gray and a dusting of stubble on his cheeks. I could feel his eyes roving across my metallic parts, but no emotion registered on his lined face.
I sat across from him, folding my hands and leaning forward.
The two of us sat without speaking for ten minutes. I had the slightest concern that perhaps he’d been stuck in solitary for too long and had lost his ability for general discourse. However, his expression, the slight narrowing of his eyes as he processed each visual cue, betrayed the slightest tinge of a calculated, intelligent nature. I waited.
“Who are you, and what do you want?” he finally asked in a clear and relaxed tone.
With a slight tilt of my head, I replied, “My name is Sid, and you have information for me.”
“Do I?” Hanatar chuckled. “What could I possibly have to offer an Archivist? One, I might add, I’ve never heard of.” He studied my passive expression carefully, seeking some kind of reaction. I provided none, so he shrugged. “Yes, I knew about every single one of your blasted kind before my retirement in this lovely villa. You must have been cut together after I arrived.” He sat back with a smug expression. “Since my access to information has been mostly cut-off for the last couple of decades, except for the warden’s recent “kindness” in giving me a datapad with limited access, I’m guessing you know much more than I do. So I’ll ask again, what do you want?”
Listening to his long speech, I caught much of his former arrogance still intact. It seemed the many years hadn’t yet broken him completely.
“Information, of course,” I said, smiling.
“What if I don’t feel like talking?”
“Then I’ll depart in peace.” I shrugged. “However, considering the special privilege of actually seeing another human—”
Hanatar burst out laughing. “Human? C’mon pal, I wasn’t born yesterday. You’re gonna have to try harder than—”
“My mistake,” I interrupted, raising my hand, “and a poor choice of words, I’ll agree.” He was taunting me; there was no real malice in his assertion, and I’d have wagered my left arm that his normal-appearing flesh hid a few upgrades, assuming they hadn’t been stripped out. However, I hadn’t yet gauged his disposition, and relaxed humility seemed a good starting point. “I am fairly certain you’ve not seen much of anyone from the outside world for, what, seventeen years now?”
He gave a thin smile. “Seventeen from my arrest. Fourteen years of solitary ever since my last amazing failure to escape this wretched place.”
A reaction must have shone on my face, as he chuckled. “Shocked I’d say so? No matter. My network of contacts, lieutenants, stoolies, informants… my entire organization is totally gone now. I have no money, no family, and no friends. It was obvious to everyone, including the prosecutor and the bumpkin of an arresting officer, that I was set-up for the crime that landed me here. Even so, there’s no chance of appeal. No one’s left to help me here, and even if I managed to leave, I’d get torn apart by the thousands of people I did wrong to.”
I listened as he spoke, strong bitterness evident in his tone. I had already known his pool of contacts and organization had dissolved within five years of his arrest. I knew he had nothing left to lose or gain in his life. What surprised me was how he seemed to know and accept it, yet he still retained a sense of will and spirit.
“…I’m gonna die here. I know it, you know it, the warden knows it.” Hanatar finished. “Tell me what you want so I can say no and get back to my luxurious accommodations.”
Tapping my index finger upon the table, I spoke, “Clearly you’ve come to an understanding about your situation.”
“Yeah, I have.” The former criminal rubbed the stubble on his face. “I have nothin’ to gain by speaking to you, except maybe the scorn of the warden and security staff.”
A smile curled at the corner of my mouth. “There’s one advantage.”
“Oh?” he asked.
“An unbiased audience. Someone to tell your story to, as that is what I’m interested in. I’m willing to give you a soapbox for you to lament the entirety of your downfall. I would hear the tale of how your end came about.” My gaze bored into him, seeing the slightest measure of consideration. “You’ve been dying to tell someone new about how you were robbed of life and accomplishment. Someone who can take that message out into the stars.”
There it was: a hunger. Hanatar had spent much of his sentence in solitary confinement, unable to do anything save brood about the end of his career. There was a longing, a bitterness at the edges of his expression. It was one which wanted at the very least to complain to someone willing to listen.
“What’s your angle?” he asked, still suspicious but not denying the desire to speak.
“There are two individuals I’m seeking information on. One or both may have worked for you, and one of them may have been principally responsible for your current situation.”
Hanatar sat bolt upright, an angry scowl etched across his aging features. “You’re talking about that motherless piss-pot, Ivan. You’re looking for him, aren’t you?”
“Perhaps.”
Slinking back in his chair, the prisoner laughed bitterly. “I tell you: build the biggest and most successful business in all of history. Influence the dealings of hundreds of worlds and billions of people. Remove any person who stands in your way no matter how little they can do to you, and still no one remembers you when it’s all gone. But annihilate one tiny little settlement on one tiny little planet?”
“This isn’t about what Ivan did on Atropos Garden,” I said. “This is about, first, the circumstances of your arrest and conviction, as well as if and how Ivan was involved.”
A smirk lay on Hanatar’s face, and he slowly shook his head back and forth. “Involved…” He gave a bitter sneer. “Yeah. He was involved.”
* * *
“I won’t say anything stupid, like I didn’t have it coming. I did a lot of bad shit to a lot of people. Still, I’m going to hate that pus-sucking sonofabitch with every fiber of my being until the day I die. He didn’t simply betray me; he hammered every nail into my coffin. No matter what I did, how I tried to get myself out of the trial and this stinking place, Ivan always stopped it. For all the shit he did to me, I think he musta hated me for something.
But to this day I still have no idea why.
Whatever the case was, I hired Ivan; he had good references. People we knew in common said he was a fellow who could get things done. It was a lieutenant of mine, one of my wife’s cousin’s nephews or some shit, who brought him in. Damien Pintz was his name. It was probably about the only smart thing that idiot ever did, but it still turned to shit later on. Anyway, Ivan was strong, fast, and a great pilot; every single contact I knew said he was perfect for any job, so I brought him in.
He was so damn big. I figured him for a grunt, an enforcer who’d do what he was told without the burden of thought or worry. Simple jobs, and he had a nice ship for smuggling escort. You know, the kind with a few nooks and crannies for overflow. It was fast with a few choice weapons. It had a broad’s name.
Again, I thought he was a moron. Hell, his accent was so thick I almost figured he was illiterate. I’d seen him a couple times out of the first few months when he handled some of my smaller business. He was good. Right off the get go, he managed to rough up a few of the more disloyal pricks when they started muscling Damien. He got my attention then, but he kept working and doing a good job.
What finally put him over the top was when, by himself, he saved a huge, profitable shipment for me. He was quiet and respectful, so I brought him in closer. Big mistake.”

****

High up in an office overseeing the work, Voux Hanatar watched through monitors as a brute of a man stepped out of his vessel. Blackened scoring lay across the hull from the most recent job, and Hanatar smirked as one of his lieutenants jogged up.
Even through the grainy image, the relief on Damien’s face was obvious. The lieutenant appeared as though he was about to burst into tears.
“You did it!” Damien spoke, his voice coming nasal-toned through the speakers. “I can’t believe you actually did it! You’re one crazy sumbitch Ivan!” The smallish, greasy man seemed ready to leap into Ivan’s arms, but the large man turned away, examining the damage on his ship.
“Oh, don’t worry about it, Ivan, we’ll get it fixed up, good as new. I promise. I promise anything after what you did out there.” He threw a gesture at the cargo ship docked a hundred yards away. Men were milling in and out, pushing grav-lifts carrying valuable cargo.
Ivan continued to examine the burns, running his hand across the hull. “Good, please get her repaired. I hate to see my Olga in such difficult shape.” The letters of the ship’s namesake lay marred, unreadable.
The other man nodded vigorously. “Oh yeah. For sure. I’ll personally see that it gets sorted out. Jeez, after you saved my bacon, I’ll give you whatever you want.” He clapped Ivan on the shoulder. “I can’t believe you really shot down all of those raider ships. When I heard your distress call, I thought you guys were all dead. Then I thought I was be suckin’ space or chucked in a fusion reactor when Hanatar found out I lost his cargo.”
With a thin smile, Ivan gave a nod. “I am glad I could be of service, my friend. But I should go assist with the unloading, yes?”
Ivan started to move down the walkway, but Damien held up his hands and moved in front of him. “No, no. Not a chance buddy. Your hard work and dedication means you ain’t gotta do any more grunt shit. I got the word from Hanatar. He said he wanted me to bring you upstairs to talk.”
“Very well,” Ivan said, gesturing. “Lead the way.”
Grinning, the little man, almost bubbling with excitement, led Ivan over to the lift. He jabbered about Ivan’s success, continuing to marvel at the miracle.
The cargo ship had contained a heavy load of refined neosteel from an off-the-record mine which didn’t precisely adhere to a perfection of trade, safety, or anti-slave regulation.
Damien’s planned route was a complete disaster. For certain, it avoided any of the usual patrol routes, checkpoints, and traffic. However, the not-too bright lieutenant was far too eager to please his employer. He shaved a few days off the planned travel, cutting right through a stretch of space known well for its ability to misplace vessels.
The raider ships destroyed five out of seven of the escorts and heavily damaged the cargo freighter. Ivan’s expertise alone saved what remained as he destroyed twelve fighters himself, tracked the remaining two back to their salvage transport, and wiped the rest of them into oblivion. All of this while Damien cringed under the distress transmission and what seemed like his own impending doom.
Relief escorts, tugs, and salvage cleaned up the debris and brought everything back in short order, still a day ahead of the original schedule. Rather than having Damien jammed into a cannon and fired into space, his employer congratulated him on his excellent choice of mercenary and suggested Ivan be given higher responsibility.
They stepped out of the lift into an overseer’s office. Hanatar took a sip of brandy while watching his valuable cargo being transferred to other ships for distribution.
“You’ve done me a great favor,” Hanatar said, turning and raising his glass as Ivan loomed over him with a passive expression.
Though it was clear that none of it was directed at him, Damien beamed at the praise. “Thanks, boss. Thanks. I couldn’ta done it without Ivan, here.”
“Someone like you isn’t suited to outside work. Don’t you agree?” Hanatar ignored Damien, focusing only upon Ivan.
Ivan gave a nod. “Whatever you say, sir.”
“Hah-hah!” Hanatar reached over and clapped him on the back. “That’s right, good attitude. A damn good way of thinking. I can already tell you’re going to be perfect for what I’ve got in store.” He produced a set of documents. “These are travel papers. You’re to fly to my home on Gretia and wait there for me. I have a bit of pressing business to attend to before my latest indictment. I hear they’re looking to arrest me again, so I thought I’d save ’em the trouble this time and just show up.”
“What are you going to plead?” Damien asked.
His boss laughed. “Nothing probably; the charade won’t get that far. It’s a little game I play with the GSA and Sector Attorneys. They accuse me, something pops loose in the investigation, and I go free.”
Ivan didn’t seem to be very amused by the situation. “When will you be arriving on Gretia?”
“Who knows?” Hanatar shrugged. “Maybe those boys at the GSA actually have something that they think’ll stick. Whatever, it should only be a day or two. Keep an eye on my house, and maybe relax a bit. After this job,” he swept a gesture out the bay window, where underlings continued to labor, “you’ve definitely earned it.”
“What about my ship?” Ivan asked.
Hanatar tossed a glance at Damien, who appeared surprised that he was being deferred to. “Oh! Uh, we can probably have it stowed in a bay on the transport you’re taking. Any other repairs can be done when you get there.”
Their employer smiled. “There, are we all taken care of?” Ivan nodded. “Good, good. Now go ahead and get outta here. I’ll see you soon, kid.”
As soon as Ivan departed down the lift, Damien almost burst with excitement. “See? What did I tell ya? He’s a helluva guy! Didn’t I say—”
“Yes, Damien,” Hanatar rolled his eyes, “finding a man like Ivan almost overshadows your stupidity. Or did you think I had forgotten whose blindly moronic idea almost led to the loss of that entire shipment.”
The grin vanished from Damien’s face as his employer glared at him with a dangerous expression. “B-but, boss, I—”
Hanatar waved away the objection, smiling wickedly. “It doesn’t matter; no real harm done. Ivan’s proven himself to be damn good help, and I intend to make sure he’s used properly.”
“Y-yeah…” Damien replied, shaky and sweating, as yet unsure whether or not any brutal punishment awaited him.
“It’s good, Damien,” Hanatar turned back to the window, “and it comes at an opportune time.”
“Boss?”
He took a sip of brandy. “I think the GSA might have dug up something solid. They’re too confident for my tastes.”
Damien waved a dismissing hand. “Aw, c’mon. There can’t really be anything to worry about, right? You just said—”
“I’m just not sure this time. Not everyone’s as loyal as you.” His underling beamed at the compliment. “I think one of my boys might have turned.”
With a gasp, Damien stammered, “N-no way, boss. Can’t be one of our guys!”
“We’ll see, and we’ll take care of it if we have to.”
* * *
“I can’t believe this piss-licking bullshit,” Hanatar shouted as he slammed the door to his luxurious home on Gretia. “Someone is going to get shoved into a sun for this!”
Ivan had been waiting, awkward and bored in his employer’s home for two weeks without any word.
When Hanatar burst through the front door, Ivan was seated in a chair near the entrance. Setting aside the digital pad he was reading, Ivan stood up and smoothed his dark suit. “Sir?”
His employer ignored him as he stormed through the foyer. “Cyndee!” He called out to his wife. “Cyndee, where in the blazing hell are you?”
“She took a transport to the capital,” Ivan spoke with a calm tone. “Shopping.”
Baring his teeth and seeming to notice Ivan for the first time, Hanatar slammed his fist against the wall. “Perfect. Bloody-bitch-ass perfect. I’m about to get sucked into a legal shit-storm, and she’s off blowing money on pedicures when I need to pay for my defense.”
Ivan raised an eyebrow. “Sir?”
“Let the shit-weasel tell you.” Hanatar waved him off, storming out of the room. Ivan continued to hear a swarm of loud cursing as his employer moved through the large house.
The front door opened again, and a meek and nervous-looking Damien slunk through the slight crack. Closing it as softly as possible, Damien turned, surprised to see Ivan looming over him.
“What is going on?” the large man asked.
“It didn’t go very well,” Damien swallowed hard, “and they tried to stall things to keep him in lock-up. He still managed to get out, but the list of charges was pretty intense.”
A yell issued from the floor above, echoing throughout the house. “Where the Christing-shit is that bottle?!”
“Extortion, smuggling of illegal cargo, slave trafficking…” Damien continued the tale with a helpless shrug, not noticing Ivan’s expression darken briefly. “The boss thinks one of the other fellas turned witness. He’s not too happy about it.”
Hanatar came rushing down the grand foyer staircase, clutching a bottle of dark liquor in one hand. “You’re goddamned right I’m not too happy. This has to be fixed. Fixed right now before it gets any further out of hand. And you,” he thrust a finger towards Ivan, “are going to take care of it.” He sped away again, and the other two could hear him clattering in another room.
With a quick exchange of glances, Ivan and Damien followed behind. Hanatar was hunched over a table, plucking ice cubes with a pair of tongs and putting them into a fabricated crystal glass. He dumped a healthy quantity of booze in before taking a long sip. As the alcohol swirled around his tongue and burned a trail down his throat, Hanatar closed his eyes and gave a deep sigh.
“What is it you want me to do?” Ivan asked, still wearing a calm expression.
The crime lord gestured towards the entryway with his glass. “I want you to get out there. Find out who’s railroading my shit,” he jammed two fingertips into his temple, “and deal with it. Make this whole thing go away.” Taking too vigorous a swig, he fell into a coughing fit. His two employees watched, one passive and one concerned, as Hanatar recovered, red-faced. With a strained expression, he finished speaking. “I don’t care how it gets done or who needs to disappear.”
Wiping his mouth and still recovering, Hanatar turned away. Neither he nor Damien, who was too concerned with his boss’s well-being, noticed the troubled expression cross Ivan’s features. It vanished before anyone looked his way.
“Are you still here?” Hanatar asked, seeing Ivan not yet departed. “Get your fat ass moving!”
With a somber nod and no indication that he was bothered by the shouting or the insult, Ivan stepped out of the room.
Hanatar took another drink. “Jesus. Surrounded by idiots.”
Damien, unsure of what to say, let out a nervous giggle.
“Shut up,” his boss said, settling down onto a thick leather chair.
* * *
A month passed.
Voux Hanatar spent a considerable amount of time in tortured anguish and half-liquored delirium. Aside from Ivan, he had ten more of his best people out digging for a solution to destroy the case. He heard almost nothing.
Brooding, angry, and aware that every move he made was watched, recorded, and scrutinized, business decisions fell into the capable but ambitious hands of his underlings. Due to his constant outbursting and heavy drinking, Hanatar’s own wife decided to take an extended vacation until her husband calmed down or was sent to prison.
Constant pressure was felt on all sides, as three-quarters of the news reports seemed to be focusing upon his imminent demise. His blood was in the water, the sharks were circling, and Hanatar was getting more and more nervous.
The only one remaining to comfort the disturbed employer was Damien. The constant presence of the ass-kissing, not-too-bright fellow was almost more than Hanatar could bear.
The month went by in anguish for the prominent criminal, and he was starting to wonder if he was running out of options when Ivan finally returned.
The deafening roar of ship engines shook Hanatar out of a restless slumber. His panicking, half-asleep mind warbled about the apocalypse before he recognized the disturbance enough to generate his usual enraged disposition. “Who in holy hell is low-flying over my home?!” he screamed to no one, words inaudible over the ear-splitting racket. His rage and confusion tripled when a thud resounded on the roof.
With a huff of air and a lingering whine, the engines cut out. Hanatar burst from his bedroom, hastily adjusting the cord on his lush bathrobe. After half a moment’s consideration, he ran back into the bedroom, wrenched open the desk, and grabbed the flechette pistol concealed in a side compartment. As he charged back down the hall, Damien emerged from his own room, rubbing his face. “Whosere?” he asked, eyes widening as he saw his employer carrying a weapon.
“Some dead prick is all,” Hanatar said as he moved towards the stairs which lead to roof access. He knelt behind a column and aimed the weapon.
An individual, large in stature and face concealed in a pilot helmet, moved down the stairs, carrying something which appeared to be a body over his shoulder.
Hanatar, bare knees spilling out of the bathrobe, snapped the pistol up towards the figure. “Move and you’re dead, asshole!”
The individual stopped and held one hand out. He started fumbling at the clasp of his helmet.
“Ah, ah!” Hanatar stood up and took a few steps towards them. “Let’s just move nice and slow. Now I don’t know who you are or why you landed your shit-mobile on top of my house, but give me one good reason why I shouldn’t peel off your flesh and wear it as a cape!”
A noise sounded from behind him, and Hanatar swiveled, very nearly pulling the trigger on the approaching Damien, who held an energy rifle. Heart thudding in his chest and adrenaline spilling into his blood, Hanatar heard a clatter on the staircase. Realizing he’d turned his back on the intruder, he spun around, squeezing the trigger.
The ceiling above the figure exploded as Hanatar’s poorly aimed shot punched through it. A shower of plaster fragments and dust rained on the man, easily recognized now that his helmet, the source of the clatter, finished its roll down the stairs.
“I have done as you asked,” Ivan said, appearing unfazed that his employer nearly shot him.
Hanatar’s jaw fell wide open. “What the? Who in…? Why did you land on my house? Who is that?” He pointed at the body.
Continuing his path down the stairs, Ivan moved past his gawking employer and confused associate, saying, “This is the man who has given you trouble.”
“The man… who…?” It took a moment for the exasperated Hanatar to realize to whom Ivan was referring. “Wait a second, are you serious?” Ivan didn’t respond, moving down the stairs at the end of the hall. “Goddammit, this is not happening.”
Hanatar and Damien followed behind. Ivan had brought the body down to the main floor and into the sitting room, laying it upright on the sofa.
“Jesus Christ!” Hanatar screamed, veins throbbing on his neck. “I told you to take care of it! What part of that implied that you should bring the corpse back to my home and soil my furniture with it!”
Ignoring the shouting, Ivan produced a small capsule from a pouch on his clothing. “This man is not dead,” he said, breaking the casing in half and waving it under the captive’s nose.
With a snort, a man who appeared familiar to Hanatar awoke. Angry, shaking, and brandishing the pistol, the crime lord watched as the man’s head lazily glanced about the room. “Wheerrmi?” he slurred.
“Why…?” Hanatar took a deep breath, trying to still the rage. “Why did you bring this guy here?” He spoke between clenched teeth. “Do you realize my house is under constant surveillance by the GSA, or is that massive body of yours just filled with all kinds of dipshit?”
Still not acknowledging the shouting and anger of his employer, Ivan gestured, “This is Barian Dreger. He handled the slaving portion of your business enterprise. Two months ago, he was quietly arrested. Shortly after, he was granted courtesies by the GSA in exchange for information about you.”
Fear and realization dawned in the captive’s eyes. He made as if to rise, but Ivan put out a hand and shoved him back into the seat.
“That’s great,” Hanatar spat, no less furious. “That’s fantastic, but it doesn’t explain shit. Was I not clear? Did I not ee-nun-cee-ate enough for your tiny brain to comprehend, or are you actually as dumb as you are ugly?” He jabbed the weapon at the prisoner. “I wanted him gone. I wanted him dead. I wanted him gently floating in vacuum or vaporized in a fusion reactor. I most certainly wanted no evidence of his presence anywhere near me. I did not. Not. NOT. Want this man brought alive to my home!”
After the tirade, Ivan continued. His refusal to acknowledge the ranting cranked Hanatar’s rage up further. “When he was initially cornered, he cut loose his shipment, a cargo of individuals, in an asteroid field in order to dispose of the evidence. The container would have been smashed to pieces. One thousand people nearly lost their lives.”
“I don’t care what the stupid shit-face did,” Hanatar hissed. “You screwed this up. You’ve endangered me a helluva lot more than this prick,” the man on the couch winced, “ever did. So you’re going to clean this up. You’re gonna take him back into your ship, fly him over to some other system, and shove him out the airlock. If you manage to not mess it up, I might not—”
“No,” Ivan interrupted.
Blinking, Hanatar replied. “Excuse me?”
“I will not do any of that.”
Unaccustomed to this level of disrespect, Hanatar was taken aback, and he wasn’t sure what to say. “Okay,” he finally said, “then how about you do it, or I’ll kill you right now.”
He raised the pistol, which disappeared from his grasp before his brain registered Ivan’s whip-like movement to reach out and snatch it.
“Punishment,” Ivan said, firing the stolen weapon at the terrified captive. The razor cloud shredded through the man’s chest, lacerating his flesh and major organs as well as the fabric and frame of the couch. Blood spattered the nearby surroundings as the man died without making a sound.
Both Hanatar and Damien stared in shock at the sudden, unexpected violence. They jabbered incoherencies as Ivan calmly turned back towards them, wiping flecks of blood off of his clothing with a handkerchief.
“What… the…” Hanatar breathed, stammering. “Why did you…? The evidence! My couch!”
Ivan smirked, the first sign of emotion Hanatar had viewed from the man. “Yes, I can see how someone of your moral standing would be more concerned about furniture than the life of one of his employees.”
The crime lord’s eyes widened, a trickle of fear seeping into him as he realized that Ivan might have been guilty of more than simple disobedience or foolishness. “Kill him!” he shouted to his loyal man.
Not certain of what he should do, Damien sputtered and started to raise his weapon.
“No,” Ivan said, picking up an ashtray from the end table. With a casual motion, he flung it through the air.
The projectile cracked into Damien’s skull, knocking him unconscious and flinging him backwards. The weapon the lieutenant carried slipped out of his hands and tumbled away.
Hanatar made as if to dive to retrieve it, but Ivan repeated, “No,” as he seized the back of his former employer’s robe. With an effortless motion, Ivan dragged him over and flung him onto the couch, next to the dead man.
Screaming, Hanatar skittered away from the corpse. He tried to rise, but Ivan pushed him back down and aimed the pistol at him. “Jesus, shit, Jesus…” he swore, wiping the blood from his hands on his bathrobe. “Wh-what-what do want? Why are you doing this?” He shrank away from the weapon.


Ivan didn’t fire. “I don’t like you, Mister Hanatar, or what you stand for.”
“But… I mean, why the…”
“Be quiet,” Ivan said, and his former employer shut his mouth. “I don’t like you,” he repeated, “because you engage in some very terrible dealings. It should be more than obvious that human trafficking is an unacceptable practice.” Ivan raised his chin. “I am going to leave your employment now, but I promise there will be justice for your actions.”
“Y-you want more money? I can get you more money, you just have to—” Hanatar tried to rise, but Ivan shoved him back onto the couch.
Ivan’s face developed a slight scowl with a quiet intensity both menacing and terrifying. “I want nothing more to do with you, other than to see you pay for the things you’ve done.”
Hanatar swallowed hard, eyes wide with fear. “Oh jeez, please don’t kill me. I’ll do anything, I swear; just please don’t—”
“Your retribution will come soon enough,” Ivan said, “and I promise I am not yet finished with you.”
A gloved fist descended.
* * *
“When I woke up,” Hanatar said, rubbing his face absentmindedly, “I was in a hospital, cuffed to the bed with a mouthful of busted teeth. They added murder and some kind of witness tampering or something charge. Damien apparently had slipped out somehow and didn’t get caught: maybe Ivan dragged him along. I had a concussion, so I didn’t really register much of it.” The crime lord turned prisoner sighed. “You probably know the rest: that circus of a trial…”
I nodded, not registering much sympathy for the man but curious anyway. “They found you, unconscious, next to a dead man you didn’t kill. Ivan’s vessel had to have been seen leaving. Why did they charge you with the crime?”
“Because they wanted to.” Hanatar gave a bitter smile. “And because my finances were fluctuating so wildly: unrest in the organization and my darling wife swiping every penny, you see. I had trouble keeping my staff of defense attorneys around. Oh, and I’m pretty sure Ivan was driving the fear of God into ’em. It wasn’t enough him puttin’ me in dentures for life, he seemed determined to make sure I got shoved into the deepest, darkest hole.”
Frowning, I said, “Still, the evidence must have screamed it was a set-up.”
Hanatar shrugged. “Prosecutors did a lot of dancing, that’s for sure. In the end, they convinced the jury I was betrayed by one of my own after popping Dreger. That, and I had about fifty other charges to deal with and few to no advocates. They had surveillance of Ivan’s ship, but it came and went: no one saw the man, docking records led nowhere… In the end, the mystery ship was disregarded.”
He shook his head, continuing. “The whole trial was a mess of posturing, legal horseshit, and a gross misconduct of the justice system. Everyone and their grandmother, including a large portion of my own organization towards the end, wanted to see me drawn and quartered. So they danced around the inconsistencies and watched me hang.”
I folded my hands on the table. “Speaking of the organization…”
“Bunch of morons.” Hanatar rolled his eyes. “A few of the smarter or more loyal ones tried to help me, but the rest were tearing things apart trying to get to the top. Dozens more of my high-ranking fellows were killed or arrested.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that, everything I had worked for was crumbling away.”
“What about your,” I considered my method of phrasing, “attempts at early release?”
The prisoner laughed openly. “Early release? Hah! That’s a good one.” He threw his arms wide open. “This place is a fortress. Three of my ships got vaped in the minefield. A couple of explosives and an extended-charge atmo-suit almost got me to the space port and beyond before I was snatched up. Seven different attempts, and only one of them had a decent shot. One.”
“The assault.”
“Yep,” he nodded. “The last of my finances, the last piece of anything I had in the galaxy. My Apollo-class cruiser shredded their defenses and tore half of the moon to pieces. At that point, I didn’t care; I wanted out of this shit-hole.” He rubbed his cheek. “I heard Damien was the one who brought it, the dumb bastard. The prisoners got a riot going after the ground started shaking from bombardment, and the screws had backed off to an outer sector. I mean, they still had us locked in, no problem. Where could we get to?”
I motioned for him to go on.
“Anyway,” Hanatar continued. “I had popped into the warden’s office and was looking at the scopes, laughing my ass off as the cruiser blasted apart the minefield and the orbital guns. It was dropping a few shots on the space port to keep ’em running, but then the thing started to fall. My last remaining hope of ever leaving blew up and smashed into this godforsaken moon.” He hesitated, resting his face on a hand.
Frowning, I asked, “Is that all?”
A faraway look developed in the prisoner’s eyes. There was something there, appearing as more than wistful regret at a lost opportunity. A frustration developed which I recognized as something he had to have thought of often. I leaned forward. “What is it?”
He scowled. “I’m positive I saw something else. The scopes were fritzing with a lot of sensor damage. Most of them were on the guns, so there weren’t many angles left to look from either.” He shrugged. “I don’t know if anyone else happened to see it. It wasn’t mentioned in the news; they said the cruiser sustained too much damage and couldn’t keep its orbit. I’ve thought about it every day for the last fourteen years, every day they kept me in solitary and stripped away my privileges and rights because of what I brought down on them.” He paused, laughing bitterly. I saw the tiniest bit of moisture form in his eyes.
I waited for him to speak.
“That son of a bitch wasn’t joking when he said he wasn’t done with me.” Hanatar nodded. “By himself, he blew apart my last hope.”
Eyes narrowing, I said, “You saw…”
“A ship. Ivan’s ship. OLGA, or whatever he called it.” Hanatar turned away.
Quite vindictive if true, and surprising at that. I doubted it astonished me half as much as the bitter, aging criminal to whom I spoke. It seemed Hanatar did nothing directly to Ivan, but for Ivan to piece together a scheme to imprison him and endeavor to keep him there… by shooting down a cruiser no less…
“No recordings?”
Hanatar ran a hand through his thinning hair. “That’s the ironic part. I sabotaged the scope data system to make sure they didn’t have visual confirmation of what was blowing them to shit. The only physical evidence of the cruiser ended up being its scattered remains.”
I wasn’t finished yet. “I appreciate your time, but I have one more person to ask you about.”
“Who?” he asked, still turned away.
“Traverian Grey.”
He blinked, looking over at me. “What do you want with Grey?”
“Same thing I wanted with you. It seemed he and Ivan crossed paths more than once.”
Hanatar chuckled. “Yeah, you could say that.”
“Meaning?” My eyes narrowed.
“Retired,” the prisoner shrugged, “is what I heard quite a while back. Somewhere out on the rim where the law and vengeance couldn’t find him. They said he lost a limb or two and gave up the business. Though why he wouldn’t buy new ones with all the money he’s got is beyond me. He was a great fella; always got the job done. Shoulda used him instead of that fat prick.”
“How did he lose his limbs?”
“Well, Archivist,” Hanatar slouched in his chair, “you know rumors. They twist and turn, and God only knows where they began.”
“Yes…?”
He grinned. “Let’s say maybe you weren’t the first fellow to look for Ivan after he got himself famous. And maybe one or two caught up with him before he did the whole disappearing into legend thing.”
“They fought?”
Shrugging, Hanatar replied, “Grey was no slouch, and he always got the job done if it paid well enough. After the colony at the Garden blew up, Ivan’s head must’ve had value. Grey woulda gone for it no question, no matter their friendly history, but…” He shook his head. “If there was one fella that Traverian Grey couldn’t take down…”
I nodded. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure.” Hanatar gave a thin smile. “You’ve been good company, Archivist. If I wasn’t certain you had no further use for me, I’d invite you to return sometime.”
With a slight bow, I smiled and stood. “Good day, Mr. Hanatar.” I stepped out of the room.
The warden pestered me with questions as we wound our way through the twisted corridors of the prison, and I held a passing curiosity as to how roughly Hanatar was being led back to his eternal cell. He was responsible for a planetary attack. Even fourteen years ago, I doubted the grudges died very quickly.
“…whatever he provided is not admissible in a court of justice due to the special privilege and non-disclosure nature of your visit,” Stokes continued rattling off information I cared nothing about. I knew it, she knew it, and Hanatar knew that any chance of him breathing free air ended when the cruiser was blasted to fragments and scattered across the Orkanis surface.
Warden Stokes halted and turned towards me, a stern expression on her face. “Do you understand all of this, Archivist?”
I gave a nod, having heard little of her speech. “Yes, of course.” Lying didn’t bother me, and she needed compliance as much as I needed to ignore her prattling and consider my options.
“And don’t think I’ve forgotten about your promise,” she held an index finger up near my face. “That contract is coming up, and I expect some serious generosity on the part of your employer.”
Nodding again, I expressed reassurances as we crossed through the redundant security checkpoints. The warden shook my hand. She still regarded me with a wary eye as I stepped onto the transport to return to the spaceport.
Blessed silence, aside from the occasional soft conversation of other returning visitors, resumed, and I was given an opportunity to think.
The trip back to my vessel was uneventful, and I paid little attention to the flight as the autopilot followed the plotted course through the minefield. No mistakes: no horrible death.
I was on my way once more.
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Chapter 6: The House Always Wins, Except Against Ivan


After my contact with Voux Hanatar, I continued to dredge through the seedier underbelly of Ivan’s alleged criminal dealings. Robberies, often referred to by the grinning and unwashed individuals as “heists,” were among the more popular tales when speaking of the man. Tearing vault doors apart with his bare hands, sliding through the air-ducts in a more stealthy fashion, and any other methods of theft in a myriad of locations were attributed to my quarry.
At this point I had no leads to follow on Grey. I had messages out to numerous contacts, and bits of data were being scoured. Thus I had time to investigate more Ivan-related rumors. One such rumor, a robbery, caught my eye.
Gregor Wilhelm, owner of the Luna Casino and Resort, had reported a break-in and theft, swearing for many years that the individual responsible was none other than Ivan himself. When I checked, news reports from around the time suggested there was an incident at the casino, and indeed it was closed for repairs for near to three weeks.
Thus, I journeyed to the origins of humanity.
Thousands of years prior, in a fate which would befall many other worlds, Earth became uninhabitable. Over-mined and over-harvested of other resources, the ecological balance shifted into something which could still sustain life, but not comfortably so for anyone wishing to live for more than five years upon it.
The tragedy of dispersing from our origin faded into novelty after a time, and the abandoned Lunar Colony was rediscovered and acquired. The sole rights to building went to Gregor Wilhelm, who turned the location into a tourist hotspot, complete with the ultimate means of profit generation: a casino.
In addition to the luxurious accommodations of the Lunar Colony itself, Wilhelm offered orbital pleasure cruises complete with full historical tours and the occasional but very expensive ground excursion to Old Earth.
His resort and business enterprise was hailed as one of the greatest vacation spots in the known galaxy. Of course, at any given moment, someone in an ecological net group would be complaining about the exploitation of humanity’s greatest tragedy, but protesters were not allowed upon Wilhelm’s property. Every so often, a few would sneak through, but they were quietly or forcefully asked to leave.
Dazzling lights and constant displays of flair greeted me as Minerva glided toward one of the many docking areas. Advertisements blared through my intercom on every band, and I already felt the buzzing annoyance of hyper-commercialism as it assailed my eyes and ears.
Once Minerva settled into her cradle, I stepped out and was greeted by a man in an expensive suit. “Archivist Sid, I presume?” Without waiting for acknowledgment, he said, “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Wilhlem would like to speak with you immediately.”
We crossed through tile-floored hallways of a uniform color; they had me dock away from the hotels and other tourist facilities. I was led through some manner of service section, plain appearance and windowless corridors providing no hints to the area’s exact purpose. We moved up a flight of stairs and passed through a set of wide, elegant double doors which seemed out of place in the uninspiring hallway.
Luxurious colors of red and gold spewed everywhere in the room I entered. Bright lighting of electronic gambling devices flickered. Bells, dings, and sounds of every variety rang all around, including the conversation of hundreds and thousands of people.
I stood upon a balcony overlooking the main casino floor. Millions of credits flitted back and forth as quickly as the emotional states of people gaining and losing them. My escort allowed me to take in the organized madness for a moment before touching my shoulder.
“Sir.” He didn’t seem to raise his voice, yet it cut through the din with ease. “This way, please.”
The man palmed a panel on the side of what appeared to be a lift. After a moment, doors slid open, and he gestured for me to enter. He followed behind without a word.
The cylindrical lift featured panoramic artwork wrapping all the way around, and a thick patterned carpet lay on the floor. With only the tiniest, near-imperceptible shudder, the lift moved. After a few seconds, the doors slid open. My guide gestured.
The interior style of the lift, coloring of deep reds and burgundies, mirrored that of the penthouse I entered. The same carpet trailed all around, and several crystal chandeliers hung throughout what I could see. Artwork depicting exotic landscapes dotted the walls. Straight out from the elevator was a staircase which split and curved to meet again on the second floor.
In between the winding stairs with elegant wooden banisters lay a statue of a winged female figure in an elegant pose. She carried harp in the crook of one arm, and the other held a sword pointed skyward. The statue was tall enough to reach to the second floor.
At the top of the staircase stood a man in a thick, dark-purple bathrobe. He cradled a glass of deep-red liquor. He raised a hand. “Thank you Bertram; I’ll speak to our friend alone.”
Without turning around, I heard the doors to the lift slide shut and a soft whir as it departed. My gaze was fixed upon the man on the stairs, who grinned and sipped at his glass. “Welcome, welcome! You must be Mr. Sid, the Archivist.” He gripped the railing and started down the stairs.
Gaining a meeting with an individual of such obscene wealth was much easier than I had expected. It took only a few messages back and forth to set it up, and I did not receive any manner of run-around with his underlings. When I sent my inquiry, I anticipated a conversation with one of the security people or a brief written summary as the allowed extent of my visit. I hadn’t expected to be invited to speak directly with Gregor Wilhelm, who continued to grin with unconcealed interest as he descended down the stairs.
It provided me a small disconcertion, as he clearly believed there to be some advantage to my arrival. Hopefully, whatever he wanted would be within my power and not too irritating.
Wilhelm jogged forward and thrust out a hand. I grasped it, feeling a light tremor of age which belied the smooth and youthful features of his skin. He obviously had some manner of rejuvenation treatment, being something like seventy or eighty years old, but doing so couldn’t remove every indicator of age.
We shook hands in silence for several moments. The grin plastered on his face didn’t fade in the slightest, and I regarded him with my usual passive expression. Finally, he spoke again, “I’m very excited to make your acquaintance, Mr. Sid.”
By his behavior, his statement seemed blindly obvious. I replied, “Just Sid, please.”
He nodded with vigor. “Yes, yes, of course. Can I offer you anything to drink or eat? Your journey must have been tiring, and I’ll certainly have one of our finest rooms set up for you when our discussion concludes for the day—”
I held up a hand. “I’m afraid I don’t intend to remain long, Mr. Wilhelm, and I doubt I’ll have the time to experience the fine accommodations of your facility.”
“You must call me Gregor,” the man wilted slightly, appearing disappointed, “and I’m very certain you’ll change your mind once you see just how fine the accommodations are, as well as the stimulating conversation we’re sure to have.”
I doubted this very much, but I gave a nod. “We’ll see. For now, I am neither hungry nor thirsty and would like to get started immediately.”
“Oh yes, yes.” He rubbed his hands together and nodded again. “If you’ll grant me a few moments to attire myself in something appropriate, we can begin right away.”
Without waiting for an answer, he shuffled over to the stairs and climbed up. As he reached the top, he turned. “We’ll be speaking in the smoking room.” He gestured in its direction. “You may have a seat or help yourself to the brandy cabinet while you wait.” He ducked out of sight.
I walked through the entryway and turned the corner, passing through a low arch into what Wilhelm referred to as the smoking room. Plush leather chairs flanked low tables, and bookshelves with actual paper books sat against the walls. I wondered if excess smoke would damage the books, but I further suspected they were more for aesthetics than actual reading. In addition to the brandy cabinet, there were two other shelves stocked with liquor, cigars, and ceramic containers holding something yet to be identified. There was also a fireplace, but it seemed to be quite clean and only for display purposes.
I picked up a crystalline glass, watching the brilliant refractions of light within its facets. I remembered Francis the barman with a smile and poured a drink.
“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Wilhelm said, breezing into the room wearing a black suit. “Go ahead and have a seat.”
With a mental sigh, I moved over to one of the chairs and sat down. He busied himself near the cabinets, pouring a drink and extracting a scented tobacco from one of the ceramic containers.
He sat in the adjacent chair and struck a wooden match, somewhat of a rarity these days. At Wilhelm’s puffing, a light haze of smoke settled around the immediate area. He took a sip of his beverage and looked over at me.
“So,” the casino owner said, “it seems you are interested in the incident where my resort was assaulted.”
“Correct,” I said.
Taking another sip, Wilhelm said, “You must be very interested in this Ivan character to come out all this way for one little story, am I right?”
I gave a nod.
“I’m something of an Ivan enthusiast myself,” he said with a shrug, “but I doubt I’ve collected near as much data on the man as a real Archivist.”
And there it was: the reason for his enthusiasm and easy agreement. Few things were more tiresome than an enthusiast, especially a wealthy one. Even though Wilhelm humbly postured a lack of knowledge, it was all-but certain the man thought himself the primary expert on all things Ivan.
“Is that so?” I asked, keeping my tone even and my expression passive.
Puffing on his pipe, he replied, “Oh yes. I’ve delegated much of the responsibility in running this place to others, so I of course needed a hobby.” He shrugged. “Call me an obsessive, but looking into my one security incident in forty years seemed as good an avenue as any.”
I didn’t care about his motivations to any solid degree, but I also didn’t want to offend the aging fool. I said, keeping my tone even, “Indeed.”
Wilhelm nodded. “Still, I’d gladly share some of my findings with you, if you’d like. I’m certain someone of your obvious talent,” I could barely restrain myself from rolling my eyes at his compliment, “already knows most of it. Hm, maybe you’ve got a kernel or two of information to interest me?” He smiled.
“Why don’t we begin with the incident at your casino?” I said, folding my hands. “It very well may fit into a larger sequence of pieces relating to my search.”
Wilhelm grinned. “Of course, of course. Let me freshen my drink, and I’ll tell you all about the day Ivan robbed me.”
* * *
The day began as many did on Luna Resort. Some individuals were stumbling back to their accommodations to gain some rest before the late morning carousing hit full swing. Some folks were awakening for the early tours. Some people were simply arriving, waiting to spend their hard-earned credits on fine lodgings and poor-odds gambling. Some were already in the casino, embroiled in just that.
Gregor Wilhelm climbed out of his ridiculously large four post bed, donned the robe made from the fur of some creature from ten thousand light years away, and went to eat his expensive breakfast.
Since he had taken a backseat to the dealings of his resort and entrusted his management to handle his affairs, Gregor did not have much to do during the day. He caught up on vids imported from the core worlds. He swam in his indoor pool. He also drank a lot.
Throughout the day, one of his managers also doubling as an errand runner would provide a few details as to the days profit, high rollers of particular esteem, or anything else important. Bertram Windsor, whose real name was Doug, attained the job by faking refinement and lying through his teeth. After all, how else could one be hired by an aging, half-senile eccentric who had the requirement of “a butlery-sounding name” on the application?
Regardless, Gregor Wilhelm’s average day did not hold much in the way of excitement. Stress, ulcers, and high blood pressure made up his life for many years as he put together and handled the affairs of the resort. These days he overcompensated by completing little to no work at all.
After breakfast, a morning swim and a couple of cocktails, Gregor descended his lift to the balcony overlooking the main casino floor. The unending stream of lights and noise drew its usual sigh of contentment from the old man. A few people glanced in his direction, and he waved, smiling.
As he watched the festivities, Bertram came from the stairway and security area behind him. “Good morning, sir. I trust your day is going well?”
“Ah, yes Bertram. It’s been most excellent thus far. How are things on the floor?”
“All within normal ranges, sir. A shade on the low side, but not unusual considering the higher density of alcohol sales yesterday evening.” Bertram tapped on an electronic pad.
Gregor laughed. “They do enjoy their festivities, don’t they?”
“Of course, sir.”
“Any interesting guests coming in?” Gregor asked.
The servant tapped a few keys. “A few of our regulars are in. Dareth Pym and his current wife are trying the slots. Minister Regine is over at the buffet, but I’m sure he’ll return to the tables very shortly. Ah, we also have Veger Montgomery and his,” he frowned, “guest playing twenty-one. Though…” he paused, reading the display with a deepening expression. “Though his net gain of late is much more than average. Excuse me, sir; I may need to look into this.”
“Very good,” Gregor said with a dismissive wave. Bertram departed.
Gregor continued to look out upon the casino floor for a few minutes. He was trying to decide if he wanted to walk about and shake a few hands or return to the penthouse and take in a few glasses of brandy and a vid or two.
He decided upon the latter and stepped into his personal lift.
* * *
Gregor Wilhelm was dozing in his bathrobe, passed out while sprawled on the couch in front of his massive vid-display. He awoke with a start.
“Sir, please. There is an incident which requires your attention,” Bertram said, arms crossed behind his back.
Blinking, Gregor wiped a trail of drool from the side of his mouth. “What… what is it Bertram?”
“It’s Veger Montgomery, sir. He’s been accused of counting cards with the assistance of his guest. Transmitting devices were discovered on their persons, and we have them now in holding. He’s demanded to see you, sir.”
Gregor sighed. “Can’t you send him away, ban him or something? Isn’t that what we do to cheaters, or have things changed so much?”
Bertram made a hand motion. “He has connections to our investors. We doubted any threat, but he’s demanding to speak with only you, sir. We thought it best to hear what he had to say.”
The aging, wealthy man frowned. “I don’t like him, do I? He’s somewhat of a windbag, if I’m not mistaken.”
“You have said that before, sir.”
“Let me go change.” Gregor stood, gathering the bathrobe and tying the cord. “Wait for me downstairs; I’ll be there in a moment.”
With a bow, the manager-servant departed.
A few minutes later, the re-attired Gregor Wilhelm emerged. Slumping posture, tired, and irritated, he was ready to deal with the problem quickly so he could return to his drinking, watching, and nap. “Get on with it.” He waved a hand at Bertram, who gave a nod.
They walked through the back area, housing behind-the-scenes security and other necessary equipment, arriving at a simple room. It was used for the occasional interrogation when security couldn’t simply throw an offender out.
“It’s about time!” Veger Montgomery shouted when the door opened and Wilhelm entered. “I’ve been waiting to see you for over an hour! Is this the kind of establishment you run, Mr. Wilhelm? Because I am not impressed, not impressed in the slightest! And where is my assistant? I was assured she would not be taken away from me!”
Gregor rolled his eyes during the rant, uninterested by the captive man. Irritation at the interruption of his leisure time faded, and he slid into the cool, calm, and ruthless nature, which in early years had granted him success and strain in equal measures. In his prime, he had handled near everything. That time was long past, but he still knew how to manage his business. He turned to Bertram and said, “You said he was somehow important?”
With a nod, Bertram said, “Minor influence to investors; it’s best to hear him out.”
“All right, Mr. Montgomery.” Gregor pulled up a chair. “You have been accused of fraud in this establishment. There is no criminal penalty, but it is against our policy to allow any manner of progressive odds calculation.”
“This is outrageous! My assistant and I were keeping in communication for completely legitimate purposes!” the other man shouted. “I cannot believe I would receive such shoddy treatment in such a highly esteemed—”
“Yes, yes.” Gregor cut him off with a wave of his hand. He snapped his fingers, and Bertram handed him the datapad. He glanced up and down the information. “Your transmitter signals were intercepted, decoded and recorded, as was your method of counting cards in the twenty-one game. It is a clear-cut violation of our terms of use.”
Red-faced, Montgomery’s expression of the shock at being caught recovered and returned to vindictive anger. “You violated my privacy and spied upon my personal transmissions? I’ll have this establishment torn down, I will! You better believe—”
Gregor sighed. “Again all monitoring is conducted as per the agreement terms to using the casino. When winnings increase above the norm, established in your first thirty hours of play,” he leveled a gaze at the angry man, “investigation is allowed to discover illicit use.”
Flustered, Montgomery stammered. “I… I don’t recall any sort of agreement.”
“This is your signature, correct?” Gregor punched a key, bringing up the all-purpose liability contract resort-goers were required to sign. It covered everything from ground excursions to tripping and falling in the hotel rooms. It also included casino use. He slid the pad over.
“Preposterous! My legal counsel will tear this contract to pieces! You’ll be facing lawsuits from every person who’s ever passed through this place!” He jabbed a finger at the pad as he shouted the threats.
Gregor folded his arms, prepared to humor the man for the time being. “Very well, tell me what it is you want.” He was not concerned about the legal threats, but he thought it might save some time if the man’s request was able to be handled without fuss.
With a smug air, Montgomery straightened in his seat. “I require my assistant and my winnings returned to me immediately. I also will receive compensatory accommodations for my personal distress in this matter as well as immunity from further harassment.”
The casino owner had a thought the very moment Montgomery lumped the assistant in with the winnings. He made a hand motion to Bertram, who crouched next to him. Montgomery leaned forward, trying in vain to hear what Gregor whispered.
“He referred to the assistant in the same manner as his profits; I believe he considers them both property. Look into it.”
Bertram’s eyes widened, and he nodded before stepping out of the room.
“I’m waiting…” Montgomery said in a haughty tone.
“Yes,” Gregor gave a nod, “and you will continue to do so.” The captive opened his mouth to object, but the proprietor held up a hand. “I am no longer thoroughly convinced you are operating within the full boundaries of the law. It is my duty as a citizen of the Galactic Central Government to pursue illegal matters conducted upon my property.”
Montgomery reacted as though slapped. His face paled slightly, and his mouth churned up and down. “I… I can assure you—”
“I’m very certain you can, and I cannot express how glad I am of it.” Gregor smiled, smug satisfaction at pegging the man flooding through him. I’d forgotten how excellent it felt to knock these idiots down, he thought.
The captive raised his chin. “If I am thought to be the perpetrator in some illegal activity, I am entitled to know the charges against me.”
“Hmmm, not so.” Gregor tilted his head. “At the moment you’re being held due to violation of casino policy, pending the decision. However, while we work on that, we can at least wait until proper authorities can be summoned to take you into their custody, if necessary. It’s their job to inform you of any charges, not ours.”
“This is an outrage!” Montgomery spoke through clenched teeth, but the fear in his eyes was very obvious. “You cannot treat me in such a fashion!”
Gregor rolled his eyes. “Mr. Montgomery. You’ve now far overplayed your hand, and I have no interest in your continued business. In fact, I believe I’ll take great pleasure in watching your impending incarceration. Goodbye.”
As the captive continued to shout about the indecency he was facing, Gregor stepped out of the room. He turned a corner and was knocked sprawling by someone moving very quickly.
“Sir, sir, I’m so sorry!” Bertram hauled the older man to his feet and dusted off his employer’s suit.
“For God’s sake, Bertram, what’s the big hurry about?” Gregor scowled, shoving him away. “Did you find out about the woman? Is she his illegal property?”
Bertram shook his head. “No, but—”
Gregor folded his arms. “No? Damn. I could have sworn Montgomery was sweating about just that.” He sighed. “Now I’m going to have to go back in there and actually try to compromise with that oaf.”
“No, sir, I didn’t find out, but you don’t understand! You have to come with me immediately!” The servant grabbed his master’s arm and started running and half-dragging him toward the main security room.
Gregor shook himself free. “Have you lost your mind, Bertram? You had better give me a damn good reason why you’re manhandling me here!”
With frightened eyes, Bertram looked at his employer. “Sir, it’s the main casino floor. We’re under attack!”
* * *
“Dear sweet mother of God,” Gregor said as he viewed the security monitors. Arms folded, he watched the chaos of his casino floor. Turning to Bertram, he said, “This room is secure, correct?” His servant, pale as a sheet, nodded without actually listening to the question.
People were running and screaming. Panic ensued as machines and tables flew everywhere. Cameras went black one by one as a man, a very large one, ripped them from the walls and flung the shattered remains at the security people. The huge man tore through the casino floor, shouting something indeterminate, masked by the screams of the people. A few security guards charged with stun batons, but they were knocked aside by the brute who appeared unstoppable.
“I’m getting requests for weapons free,” one of the operators at the console said as the intruder pried one of the slot machines loose and hurled it, scattering a group of security people. “Can they open fire?” He directed the question at Bertram.
“Of course not, you idiot!” Gregor slapped the man on the back of the head. “There are civilians in that room!” He jabbed a finger toward one of the camera displays. “Under no circumstances are they allowed to use their side arms!”
One of the guards, terrified, determined, or simply having lost his earpiece, did not obey the order. He pulled a pistol and started firing on the intruder.
With a terrifying speed which belied his massive size, the man dodged behind cover. He darted back and forth behind columns and gaming equipment before charging the guard. The large man pounded a shoulder into his attacker, sending the guard flying halfway across the room. Other guards followed suit and aimed their side arms. More screams from civilians ensued as weapons fire flashed about the room, but no one seemed to be able to hit the intruder.
“Who in the hell is this guy?” Gregor stared at the monitors, unable to look away from the chaos. No one had an answer.
Rearing back, the intruder placed a savage kick to the doors leading into the security back area. He disappeared from the cameras, and the sounds of chaos and fighting came not from the intercom but from the hallways nearby. The cameras, which quickly were disabled, detailed the continuing fight and systematic pummeling of Luna Casino’s well-trained security team.
“This place is protected, right?” Gregor asked Bertram again. When no response was given, as his manager/assistant was too busy staring in horror at the wrecked main floor, Gregor shook Bertram. “Are we safe?”
The assistant gave a dazed expression before blinking. “Oh! Ah, yes, we should be fine in here.”
A heavy pound resounded as something collided with the door. Four security people snapped their weapons to bear, terrified and aiming at the entrance. The camera in the hallway outside was out, and no one knew if the man would be coming in.
Several seconds bled by, and nothing happened.
A few more shouts resounded from the hallway, and there was a spot of intermittent gunfire, but nothing more seemed to assault the main security room.
Gregor, realizing he was holding his breath, turned back to the display panels. “Where is he?” he asked the man at the station.
“I-I don’t know, sir.” Several angles in different locations flickered, but there was no sign of the large man. Considerable numbers of fleeing individuals and security personnel could be seen, but no intruder.
“Find him!” Gregor snapped.
More of the camera shots went by, different security areas, the vault-
“Wait, there!” The owner jabbed a finger toward the screen.
The tech moved the shot back in time to see the large man reach up and destroy one of the cameras near the vault.
“Christ dammit almighty…” Gregor took a deep breath. “The guy’s pulling a job. Get everyone we got left down to the vault! Kill the prick if you have to!”
One of the techs relayed the order, and the casino owner prodded the man controlling the camera displays. Over the course of a few minutes, images flashed by, but more and more of the cameras seemed to be going out. A couple of glimpses of the man resulted from the search, and frantic yelling into communicators directed personnel to intercept.
Scattered security teams dragged through the hallways, checking and rechecking the vault, but no one knew where the man went. More minutes dripped by, and the few cameras remaining could occasionally catch the group of security men cautiously moving through the halls. Other shots featured cracked walls and strewn, hopefully only unconscious bodies.
All at once, the main security room was plunged into complete darkness.
The chaos which ensued was a mess of shouting, flailing, shoving, and people being knocked sprawling. Gregor was one such individual, who was bowled over by a panicking Bertram. His head struck the edge of a desk, and bright stars filled his vision.
Clinging to consciousness and through muddy senses, he heard the continued panic as individuals in the security office scrambled around. Stepped on and kicked, Gregor tried to shout, voice weak and unheeded in the mayhem.
Out of breath and warm blood spilling down his face, the proprietor crawled until he found a wall, away from the panicking individuals. He huddled there, dazed until he faded out.
He woke to find himself alone, the doors to the office wide open and dim, flickering light spilling in from the outside. Clamoring to his feet, Gregor tried to ignore the waves of nausea and head-splitting pain as he stumbled into the hallway.
Bodies lay strewn about, unconscious or dead he couldn’t determine. Gregor wiped the sticky blood out of his eyes and stumbled past his downed security guards.
Similar scenes greeted him as he progressed through the back areas of his casino. Chips of plaster, ceramic, and paint crumbled off smashed sections of wall and ceiling in every area. Fallen guards adorned near every corridor.
The dim lighting, provided by the emergency back-up generator, flickered, and exposed wiring sparked where fixtures or cameras had been torn loose. Gregor stumbled through the mostly dark halls, lost and tripping over the numerous bodies. He didn’t know where he was going.
As Gregor came around a corner, he nearly collided with a man coming in the opposite direction. Gawking, the proprietor looked up, dwarfed by the man’s massive frame.
Cold blue eyes narrowed, glaring down at Gregor. The man who assaulted the casino drew his lips back, baring teeth.
Terror clouded the proprietor’s mind, and he pressed himself up against the wall, trembling. The huge man regarded him with a hostile expression for a moment before stalking off in another direction.
Heart hammering, Gregor slid down to a sitting position. His head, ribs, arms, and everything else throbbed with every beat of his racing heart, and he huddled there, waiting for someone to come help him.
* * *
“I was lucky you know. The head injury was pretty bad.” Gregor said, grinning. He tilted his head and pointed to a long scar near the crown. “But Bertram was luckier I didn’t have him flayed alive for hurting me and running off!” He tossed his head and laughed as though this was somehow funny.
I asked, “What else happened?”
“Eh,” he shrugged, “not very much, really. Two hours later, GSA authorities responded to the scene and found me huddled there. I then spent a week in a hospital, screaming at the orderlies to find out how much money was stolen from me.”
“How much was it?”
“Ten million credits,” he said with an air of pride.
As he said it, I gained a sudden sense of something missing. “Ten million?” I asked. “How is that possible? I was under the impression everything was handled via microtransactions from account to account. Does your vault even contain hard currency?”
Gregor Wilhelm grinned. “Ah, very perceptive. We found, through years of research, dealing with such behind-the-scenes financial gain and loss does boost our profits in the short term. People don’t manage to see their accounts drifting, dwindling away.”
“However,” he held up an index finger, “individuals also don’t seem to gain the same level of entertainment, and we experience fewer returnees. In the long run, it’s better to cultivate the highest possible levels of excitement, and having a physical form of money to be gained and lost is one such method. The currency we hold here for betting is in simple chips. Each one is coded with credits in their proper expressed increment.” He laughed. “It might get you a funny look, but you could take one to any proper store and use it as legal tender.”
It wasn’t the currency system which caused me to wonder about his story. Most people utilized temporary digital chits to carry small amounts of their money regardless. Having any device linked to full access of an account was risking a lot to theft and fraud. Still, bits of the story and parts not quite fitting clung to my thoughts.
“You’re certain Ivan was the one who stole the money.”
Near-imperceptible, the proprietor’s eyes darted to the side before he grinned. “Of course. He disabled the power generator, entered the vault, and made off with my money. It took years to repair the damage he caused. Not to the resort itself, but to my reputation! It’s hard to convince people of coming to a facility so far from help. They say, ‘Why wouldn’t we go to Finzle’s Resort? It might be smaller, but it’s right there in the core.’ Heathen pigs.” He puffed on his pipe. “Novelty doesn’t win when people think your place is a death trap.”
I nodded.
“But after the mess at the Garden a few years later, having a location which survived the terror of Ivan was a new level of novelty in itself. And again close to another catastrophe of so long ago.” Gregor wagged a finger at me. “Did you know there are some silly theorists who posit that Ivan caused the problems which ruined Old Earth?” He laughed. “Ridiculous nonsense, but the rumor doesn’t hurt business, so…”
“How do you know the man who assaulted the casino was Ivan?” I asked.
“Hah!” The old man scoffed, folding his arms. “One man against my highly-trained security force? When the colony at the Garden was destroyed not long after, I knew it had to be the same person.”
There was still something off about his story. It wasn’t regarding Ivan himself, if indeed it actually was the man, but the actions he took. Ivan’s scattered behavior in not simply hitting the vault but traveling throughout the facility in random fashion appeared unfocused. Perhaps the man relied on brute force and his inhuman strength to manage his tasks rather than strategic planning. However, his systematic dismantling of Voux Hanatar suggested otherwise.
My assumptions told me Ivan was moderately intelligent and clever. The behavior of the attacker appeared angry and sporadic. Even Hanatar spoke of Ivan taking his revenge with relative calm. Perhaps the man who assaulted Luna Colony was not Ivan after all.
“Anything else of importance you can think of?” I asked.
Gregor tilted his head, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Something was scrawled in the hallway outside the security office. Even with the blood dripping in my eyes, I saw it when the GSA authorities brought me out. The writing said OLGA WAS HERE. I thought it might have been a brave civilian vandal coming through in the wake of destruction, but I never knew what it meant.”
I rubbed my chin and didn’t respond, swinging my thoughts back to the culprit as being Ivan in light of his statement.
“Well there’s that story.” Gregor folded his hands. “Would you like to hear another? My days of dealing with matters in the casino have again fallen away, but I’ve kept myself busy. As I said, I’ve done my own research into Ivan’s little tales of valor.” He grinned, too eager.
I gauged the mere possibility of him knowing something useful against how irritating I found his enthusiasm. I put forth an arbitrary time limit.
“One hour?” Gregor said, eyes wide and a pouting expression on his face. “I could talk for a week about what I’ve discovered!”
I didn’t express how I felt about such an endeavor. Instead, I said, “I have a very busy schedule to attend. I’m sure you understand I can’t take such a large amount of time out.”
“Just hear me out. I’m sure you’ll change your mind. Give me a moment, I must retrieve my files.” He stood, set down his glass and pipe, and shuffled out of the room.
In the few minutes while waiting, I again weighed the odds and considered leaving without a word. Before I could consider much further, he scurried into the room carrying a datapad.
“Here’s my little research project. Bertram must have moved it out from my study.” He grinned, sliding a finger across the pad. “I’ve got quite a collection here, but only summaries. Most of the information I have is stored up here,” he tapped the side of his head, “and of course backed up on my computer system. Why don’t you take a look, and maybe I can tell you about anything catching your eye.”
He passed the datapad over to me, and I silently perused its contents. Gregor on the other hand, without any prompting, launched into explanations of how he managed to come by such important and difficult information.
I could barely keep myself from bursting out with laughter. The information he gathered wasn’t completely worthless, but it might as well have been. Every summary and piece of data was rather sloppy in presentation. There was no organization, no uniformity or cataloguing, and each entry dealt with some manner of adventure, emphasizing action over truth. The entire collection seemed a series of elaborate fabrications.
I saw a few materials on Hanatar and the ever-illusive battles of Caldonis and New Prague, but they hinted at some greater dramatic flair with little grounding in reality. The datapad did contain a few still images, gathered from the security tapes during Ivan’s assault. Though indistinct, they featured a large man with sharp features, corresponding to the principle descriptions I’d gathered prior. Again I wondered if this truly was Ivan. If it was, I further wondered if his actual intention at Luna was nothing more than a robbery.
A couple of the stories caught my eye, and as much humoring him as searching for more details, I allowed Gregor to prattle on. I even let him speak past the allotted time, but I quickly realized no further useful information would be obtained there.
“Mr. Wilhelm, I thank you for your time,” I said, rising. “Your information has been most helpful, and I hope you won’t think me rude to refuse your kind offer of hospitality.”
He stood up and held out his hands. “You can’t be thinking of leaving, good Archivist. We’ve barely begun to scratch the surface of my findings!”
I forced a chuckle. “Even so, I’m afraid I have appointments and will have to return at some later time to hear them.” The offer was an outright lie, but it appeared to boost his spirits.
“Oh, well, I of course understand. I did spend all hours of my youth building this resort, you see. Busy busy busy, all the time.” Gregor laughed. “Youngsters never quite get how to take things easy, do they?”
With a thin smile, I replied, “No, I suppose not.”
He patted me on the back while we walked over to the exit. “Bertram will show you to your vessel. You must make sure to contact me ahead of time for your return. I’ll be wanting to block off a couple of days to talk to you, and I’ll make sure our finest suite is available for your comfort.”
I nodded, and we shook hands. The doors to the lift slid open, and Bertram was standing inside. “Please follow me, sir,” he said.
The servant/manager held the same level of silence as he brought me back to my ship. With a slight bow and a, “Good day, sir,” he walked away when we arrived. A few more minutes and a proper exit procedure later, Minerva slid out of the docking bay.
After a quick and curious flyby to the iridescent pollution of Old Earth, I set my thrusters to full and moved away from the system.
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Chapter 7: Reductio Ad Absurdum


Not every piece of this matter came easily, and this was no more evident than in the informational dry spell which resulted after my meeting with Gregor Wilhelm.
It seemed that Traverian Grey was about as easy to locate as Ivan himself. No leads pointed me in the correct direction, and everywhere I looked, the former mercenary appeared as a long-departed specter. Grey worked for almost everyone: corporations, the government, criminals, and even a handful of private citizens provided the money was decent enough to warrant his skill.
However, no one had the slightest clue as to what happened to him. Most signs pointed to some fabled, legendary battle with unknown individuals, which claimed either life or limb for Grey. This was followed by a retirement or burial somewhere nameless, far away from those with grudging notions. With as long and lucrative a career as Grey had, the number of potential nemeses was not small.
Even so, all leads turned up dry, and the dozens of inquiries I flitted out to sources, contacts, and complete strangers filtered in over the course of a couple of weeks without a hint of helpful information.
Worse yet were my own personal movements, most of which were too worthless to even mention.
Even before I made it out of the solar system of Old Earth, a single-passenger vessel caught up with me. The individual inside was one of the security guards who hoped to get a chance to speak with me. I sensed a certain awe and bizarre hero worship for my kind, which instantly put me in a foul mood.
“I totally have information for you. Ivan information!” he exclaimed over the communicator. “I can come with and help you search!” At once, I assumed some fraction of the meeting with Wilhelm seeped out.
After repeated flat denial, the mildly crestfallen man still begged me to stop at a fueling station, to have dinner and a drink with him, and to allow him to tell me the story that burned in his mind: his encounter with Ivan.
I gave him ten minutes to talk while we both progressed towards the edge of the gravity well.
“Sure, I’ll take what I can get.” The enthusiasm he provided was more irritating than Wilhelm’s. “You’re gonna love this.”
I did not.
He launched into some pointless story mirroring that of the one I was just told. He swore that Ivan, by himself, raided the casino not for a hefty payday but to free some woman, the apparent love of his life. Why she was there, how he completed it, and everything else was left absent, and I suspected it was because my clinging friend hadn’t quite figured those parts out yet.
In about seven minutes, I was almost ready to blast him out of the sky to rid myself of the high-pitched babble and his absurd tale. Limbs torn off, bare-handed smashing through the vaults, and inexplicable detail of a pointless seduction of a female guard, it became a rambled tale of heroism without a grain of sensibility.
Nothing seemed to be remotely true, and I found myself pining for the company of the alleged Dr. Trevors, likely still crawling around the conduits of Ethra and searching for the illusive conspiracy which would validate his lunacy. At least the madman’s story had relative sense to it, not some rambled mash of improbable events.
I was able to extract myself from the clutches of the admirer and depart to the next location. Sullen though he was at my firm rejection, the fellow allowed me to leave in peace.
The border world of Rupe, implying as much refinement as the brevity of its name, was a cornucopia of various ore production. It’s decadent display of brown tones and endless fields of dirt housed my next pointless inquiry.
A bar, of course a bar, had been burned to the ground eight years prior. In a bout of wild and outlandish claims, the owner managed to get his insurance paid out because he attributed the damage with some measure of evidence to Ivan.
The owner was a half-senile, amoral crackpot with an incredibly foul mouth. This fellow was openly hostile, glaring at my, “Godramn mettle bits,” and cursing my name at every opportunity. This was shortly before trying to, “Rid the cusswirping glalacky,” of my particular nuisance by way of murder.
Tranquilizers calmed him down.
Racism aside, his hostility was also due to the fact that he believed I was investigating him for the successful fraud which allowed him to live his sunset years in meager retirement. He told me this after he pulled a flechette pistol, attempted to kill me, and ended up cradling a sprained wrist while contemplating why so many hours went by and why his head became so foggy.
As it turned out, the rampaging brawl of his bar provided cover enough to start a variety of, as the claims company described it, “incendiary incident,” though not entirely accidental. By mentioning the enigma of Ivan in his report, it shifted the focus away from any fraud investigation to the company’s hotly-debated policy on Ivan-related claims. Eventually, the meager sum was paid out.
Tempted, though I was, to tattle on the elderly buffoon, I felt satisfied his quality of life remained in the realm of filth, decay, and rotting teeth. Prison might have been a step higher.
In either case, the old man’s mind had transformed to a festering crock in his sunset years, and I gained nothing worthwhile save for a near miss and an impressive stench which clung to my clothing long after.
I suspected this unpleasant odor became the reason for my next failure. My contact, meeting on Dei Lucrii XXII, handled my company for five minutes before finishing with, “Yeah, nothing else turned up. It smells awful here, so I’m gonna go.” It was another failed inquiry into the prominent Ivan rumor of involvement at Caldonis and New Prague.
My subsequent flight was spent reading some manner of holy documentation. Not yet desperate enough, I decided against an encounter with one of the several Ivan-related religions.
His reputation born of Atropos Garden dragged dispute into who and what he could be. For some, the devastation was thought not to be created by man, instead considered an act of divine retribution. This meant, to them, Ivan himself was an agent of the almighty. It seemed too absurd, so I continued to avoid it.
Bloodsport and gladiatorial combat as entertainment developed almost fresh leads. Two dozen individuals over the last eleven years had claimed the Ivan mantle, for publicity reasons, and a few had seen lucrative success. Thanks to thorough scrutiny, the GSA eliminated each as a real candidate.
My stop and chat with former gladiators was more of a long-shot attempt at locating Traverian Grey, as it seemed he blew through the combat on a number of occasions. Still nothing; no one remaining had the slightest notion as to where he retired or even if he remained alive.
Frustration mounting, I passed over opportunities to speak with individuals about Ivan’s apparently amazing scientific research. The same applied to his varied presence in popular culture, including music, film, and literature references. As with everything else, these areas adopted the name with no referential knowledge of the reality.
Ivan was the boogeyman, a frightener of children, and denizen of a thousand successful heists of every shape and size. He fought armies and slaughtered millions. He built orphanages and blasted them to fragments. His legendary physique crippled feminine inhibitions, his strength could move mountains, and he could build a starship out of his teeth. He was a pure-blood human without synthetic taint, he was a robot, a demon, and God himself.
I made one other stop. It was a small story, unsubstantiated but largely ignored due to a lack of fantastical or devastative nature. Something about it rang true for me.
The middle-aged man was crippled with traumatic brain injury, only fragments of his memory remaining, shifting and changing without his lucid recollection. The onset of this damage was similar to my own: a dock working accident. Perhaps that was what piqued my interest.
His tale was not a tale at all. Details slipped from him over the years, and his lack of finances provided little opportunity to repair the damage done by his experience with the icy death of nothing.
The man told me in person, as I drew curious enough to hear it firsthand. The story lasted two minutes as the former blue-collar highlighted the accident and his rescue. A coworker, a gigantic bear of a man, went EVA without protection for thirty seconds to retrieve his coworker from certain death.
Hospitalized and comatose for many months, the injured man never received a chance to thank his savior. “He called himself Ivan,” the man croaked from his bed, respirator gently pumping air into his lungs.
I asked, “Are you familiar with Atropos Garden?”
“Who?” Confusion enveloped his features, and upon further prodding it seemed he’d never heard of Ivan as this master of brutality who plagued the galaxy. Though possible his scrambled memory had picked up the name somewhere and inserted it as his personal savior, it didn’t feel like that to me.
There was one other piece that the bed-ridden man provided. “He had a thing…” the man swallowed, wheezing against his respirator. “He had his own cutting torch. It had a… a name, but I don’t… I don’t remember what it was.”
I had a strong inkling.
Whether or not the tale had any truth, it still didn’t provide particularly useful data or leads to follow. Intriguing and technically possible, Ivan must have suffered grievous injury from the action. True or not, knowing Ivan leapt out into the deathly nothing to save a fellow human didn’t tell me where he was hiding, but it did suggest more to his behavior and moral standing.
Either way, I became weary of chasing the tiny myths and silly stories. If I was going to waste my time, at least I could do so with Ivan’s biggest legend.
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Chapter 8: Ivan Planet-Killer


It was time to investigate this matter’s heart.
No fame, no notoriety, not even the slightest whiff of his current reputation would exist for my quarry if not for this one event. No matter the truth behind any other rumors, no matter how many brilliant victories in battle, crime lords destroyed, or shocking heists, Ivan’s successful career and legendary status was created by his supposed destruction of the colony at Atropos Garden.
The Garden was a beautiful world on the rim with the highest concentration of diverse flora and fauna ever seen since the toxification of Old Earth. It became a haven of evolutionary study and exploration towards the greater meaning of existence. Thus, it housed a prominent research facility. Galactic Central Government-sponsored, it was protected and secretive, one of the last remaining pieces of actual clout politicians retained in a galaxy ruled primarily by corporate interest.
Until the colony was vaporized.
The situation was kept quiet with very few details granted to the public. Even still fourteen years later no one but specific GCG officials knew what happened. However, most conjecture suggested that the damage, whose range was from full-colony crater to entire planet cracked in half, was caused by something which no one had ever seen before. Some new manner of technology.
No one I had spoken to in my long search retained any notion as to why Ivan, for the last fourteen years, had been accused of this crime. Near anyone could say who caused the incident; it was common knowledge with no backing.
The only thing tying Ivan to the Garden, indeed one of the only pieces officially acknowledging his existence excusing my painstaking information-hunt, was a GSA-created bulletin stating Ivan was wanted for questioning on that matter. Without a full name or a picture, it gathered no success.
Even so, what spurred the creation of the notice and the subsequent mythos surrounding Ivan was not clear. A billion suggestions floated through the galaxy from all manner of conspiracy theorists. Indeed my esteemed and unbalanced friend, Dr. Trevors, was likely not the first to suggest Ivan as some manner of obliteration technology with or without the android portion.
I discovered the existence of Captain Josef Onnels after a not insignificant amount of digging. His destroyer-class vessel, the Cassander, ran a patrol route for many years in a particular sector of the rim not far removed from Atropos Garden. Records not often accessible to the public stated that the ship had received a distress signal and was first on scene. Depending upon who told it, they either witnessed the destruction and were helpless to stop it, or they arrived too late and saw only the aftermath.
My assumption was that either he himself or someone on his crew became the source which carried Ivan’s name to the stars. Onnels and the Cassander became a priority.
Though I happen to have a great many contacts and a high amount of influence, boarding a military vessel and questioning its captain was somewhat out of my range of abilities. Fortunately, I discovered a refueling station visited by the Cassander with some frequency.
Marxis type stations differ significantly from the Dei Lucrii. Less a hub of trade and variety and more a dingy stop-over point for large cargo vessels, they exist for fueling and base amenities out on the rim.
The usual authorities granted my docking request, and I was pleased to note my appropriate timing. The mammoth destroyer was berthed outside, almost half the size of the station itself and boasting significant firepower. Dozens of lines for fuel and supplies snaked out of the station and connected to the Cassander.
I wrapped myself in my usual cloak, donning a facial wrap and gloves in a mild attempt to disguise my mechanical nature. The risk for assault was moderate, but it wasn’t fear of damage which motivated my attempt at concealment. I had strong doubts that any drunken miner or cargo-pilot could match me in any physical or mental fashion. Though the prospect of knocking around a few illiterates was alluring indeed, I was not there for that purpose. Any such confrontations would inevitably waste time.
My feature-concealing garb drew a few suspicious glances as I passed through the check-in point and moved into the market area, but no one spoke to or accosted me. Milling around the crowd, I spotted a few crew members in uniform. No one was of significant enough rank to be worth speaking to.
I had hoped to see a member of the command staff, but I didn’t know if any of them would depart the ship for any reason. It was too much to hope Captain Onnels himself would be out and about, but I kept an image of him and the flight crew in a recent memory file in case I happened to spot one. Five minutes would be all I’d need.
I continued my walk through the market, cringing at the filthy sights and smells of dirty stalls containing worthless trinkets and food of questionable edibility. As time passed, I started to regret not contacting the Cassander directly to attempt to set-up a short meeting.
In cases of highly questionable cooperation, I try to catch my potential source off-guard rather than to give them the opportunity to deny me access or time to craft a suitably false story. Failing to find someone of importance, I considered speaking with one of the underling crew members when I saw someone else.
A flicker of light glinted off of a metallic limb not twenty feet away. A wary eye not made of organic flesh stared at me, scanning and scrutinizing. A sudden awareness of hunter and prey developed with no certainty toward who was which. An outward hiss of breath resulted as concrete realization struck, catching up with brutal instinct.
Someone jostled me, and another patron crossed between us. In the nanosecond of distraction, the figure disappeared.
All manner of thought related to my presence on the station and the inquiry I was attending vanished, driven away. Pulse quickening, I slid through the crowd, flitting every spectrum of scan available through my synthetic eye.
Stinking organic gas bags swarmed all around, stifling and choking me with their absurd idiocy. Electrical signals in neon lighting and cooking grills. Body heat surrounded by the cool metal bulkheads. Nothing but squishy, intellectually-devoid…
There: disappearing out at the end of the large chamber, the shape of a human hand without the heat of flesh. I smiled, hurrying through the milling people, obsession devouring all else.
Corridors flitted by, each time I saw naught but a flash of cloak as my quarry disappeared around another corner. Abandoning caution, I followed.
The Archivist whose name I did not know stood at the end of a short, empty hallway. The cold metal of the bulkheads surrounded us, and a sealed hatchway lay at her back.
Her. I blinked in surprise. The heat signature emanating from skull region betrayed the significant upgrades needed for an Archivist, but the shape of her body was most definitely feminine.
Her being female was a momentary surprise making no difference to the fact that we were about to fight to the death. Archivists are most often the product of industrial accidents. Whether there were fewer female workers or they were less prone to fatal mistakes, I didn’t know. Regardless, female Archivists are a rarity.
It made no difference to myself or to her; I could see the same calculating expression, each of us deciding the best way to win quickly and quietly. The idiotic allure of physical intimacy was not a question or an answer. Such base, organic needs pale in the face of fresh data, the kind only we can attain.
I almost laughed. One prosthetic limb and eye, mild skeletal and muscle augmentations. She was young, a polar opposite to Cain with so much human flesh thus far only mildly tinged with the ashen pigment. No concealable weapons, I marveled at her bravery and inexperience. It made me almost pity the slight increase in her heart rate: a tinge of fear as she realized her chances of beating me were slim.
Nothing registered on her face, which remained as cold and hungry as my own. A flicker of doubt passed over my mind; my calculation suggested her odds of beating me were about as good as my own against Cain. No, she had something else I hadn’t detected.
I was already committed. Rather than risk a more clever mental opponent jamming my consciousness somewhere else, much like I did with Cain, I locked down every wireless port under the most obstructive security I could manage. Without further hesitation, my hand shot forward.
Four needles erupted from my fingertips, pressure-fired and sinking into the other Archivist’s flesh before her eyes widened in realization. As the tranquilizer sped into her bloodstream, I knew the fight was already all but finished.
She met my charge with a standing kick, her movement fast and vicious. I pivoted, allowing the strike to glance off my metal shoulder. I used the opening to plant an open-hand chop at her neck. Twisting, she attempted to dodge, but my blow struck her cheek. She staggered, off-balance with little damage done as I pressed the attack.
We fought, blocking and parrying with small hits chipping away at each other. Her movements became sluggish as the tranquilizer battled the scrubbers in her blood and brain. More of my strikes connected, but she fought on.
She overextended in a hook that carried body weight behind it. Seeing the opening, I braced my weight against it, taking the hit to position one of my own. My head snapped to the side, my jaw wrenched close to the point of breaking as my own fist struck her into her solar plexus.
Gasping, she doubled over as the wind rushed out of her lungs. I seized her shoulders, saw the fear and recognition in her eyes, and slammed my metallic head plate into her normal skull.
She fell to the deck, unconscious.
Her death was rapid, painless, and what followed does not merit discussion. Unlike Cain, I take no particular pleasure in the act of murder or extraction of the implants. She was the third Archivist I’ve killed, the vestiges of their memories and data still haunting the inside of my skull.
There will always be regret, but it won’t stop me or any other Archivist from continuing this pattern over and over.
A feeling of sheer ecstasy mingled with the guilt of murder as I absorbed the data from her implants. Finding something of importance, my consciousness was swept away, lost in memory.
* * *
“Good afternoon, Captain Onnels,” I said in a voice that wasn’t mine, extending someone else’s hand to the man in uniform. Bars on his shoulders confirmed the title, and I recognized his face as being the subject of my recent search.
Aside from that, I remembered… almost nothing. I wasn’t me. Who was I?
The captain smiled at me/not me. “Call me Josef, my dear. I apologize that we cannot meet under more pleasant circumstances. I don’t care much for the ambiance of these Marxis stations.” He made a face. “Too uncivilized, filthy. I may be a man on the edge,” he chuckled, “of the galaxy, that is, but it does not mean I can’t try to enjoy the finer things in life.”
“Of course,” came the reply in what I realized was a feminine voice, “but I do not wish to keep you overlong, Captain—”
“Josef,” he reminded.
“Of course,” I… she repeated.
I had no control. I was an observer watching through someone else’s eyes. My greater sense of self was lost, missing in this dream of another life. I knew the captain was important. I knew this person whose eyes I saw through was not me, but what else?
The captain folded his arms. “Please tell me what I can do for you, Miss…?” He paused, waiting with expectation.
It appeared to be a private room, or at least repurposed to be empty for the meeting. The cold lack of adornment along with the captain’s statement and light discomfort suggested she was not permitted to travel to his ship. It made sense, as they had no reason to invite non-crew aboard.
Instinctive knowledge of a military vessel struck me as confusing, as I didn’t remember how I knew that.
“Dana,” she replied, answering his question. “I’m looking for information on the incident reported at Atropos Garden.” The Garden? Very familiar. Wasn’t I going to ask someone like him the very same thing?
Raising an eyebrow, Onnels asked. “Is that all? The incident was what, fourteen years ago now? A puzzling case, to be sure, but the investigation concluded long ago. Who did you say you worked for?”
I felt my, her, lips twist in a smile. “My client wishes to remain confidential, but as always there is a curiosity towards what method caused the devastation, including the ever-present rumor of new technology.” I could sense anticipation in her mind, and this was only part of her inquiry. “My sources say the entire planet, not only the research center and colony, was completely destroyed.”
I continued to witness the exchange, no more than an intruder in her mind. Somehow this thought of complete destruction of the Garden was a surprise.
“Ah, I see,” the captain chuckled again, “that again. You must understand that the nature of the incident remains classified under GCG law.”
She frowned. “Surely it doesn’t also include the simple impressions of a patrolling ship captain.”
“It does, as a matter of fact. In order to not be chained to a desk for the remainder of my career or exiled to the farthest reaches of deep space exploration, I had to sign a very threatening nondisclosure agreement.” Onnels shrugged. “It’s just as well: I take my duty and obligation very seriously, Miss Dana.”
“Just Dana,” she replied, irritation flaring in her tone. I felt the muscles in her body tensing, and I wondered if she planned on striking him. “Can you at least tell me the nature of the distress call?”
The captain sighed. “I suppose I’m only bound to secrecy on the issue of the planet’s fate…” he rubbed his chin. “We were on our routine patrol when a warning signal from the planet was issued. The message was almost completely distorted. The Cassander arrived only a few hours later, and by then the colony was gone.”
Her fist clenched. “That’s quite vague, Captain. Was there anything comprehensible about the message you received? Perhaps related to the prime suspect—”
Rolling his eyes, he replied, “Oh, that. Yes, I suppose that’s public knowledge enough. Yes, the message pointed to the possibility of the mythic fellow Ivan being involved. When the Cassander arrived, there was a vessel fleeing. It was a small fighter which we’ve always assumed as belonging to the perpetrator.”
“How could a ship that small cause such devastation?” She swept a gesture towards the deck, where outside hovered a vessel much larger. “All of the ordnance aboard your own ship, a destroyer, couldn’t manage to break apart a world in a month of planetary bombardment. Six months, a year even!”
A flicker of defensiveness passed over Onnels’ expression. “Do not assume too much about me or my ship. She’s one of the finest of her kind.” Her muscles tensed again, frustrated by the captain’s shift from friendly to not, and I felt an inward smirk. She was too goading, insulting matters of personal pride. I suspected he had not much left to say, but still she pushed the wrong button. It didn’t matter how correct she was about the Cassander’s bombardment capacity; she caused offense to the good captain, and he was likely to cease cooperating.
She seemed to realize it as well. “Thank you for your time, Captain Onnels,” she said, rising and resuming the formality. He didn’t correct her this time.
“Farewell, Archivist,” he said, motioning for her to leave.
The title shot panic into my mind. It was important; I knew it from the very core of my soul. It was what I-
Images scrambled around, and the tension surrounding my mind faded, as though nothing but a bad dream. I saw images of her client, Seryia Hakar. Familiar, rival to Daedra-Tech, a name which prompted feelings of loyalty.
I viewed small probes containing sensor masking and disruption fields, fired through the thick web of preventative measures surrounding the area by the quarantined Atropos Garden. Risky: if they had been caught and traced back to the company, penalties would have been harsh.
A few images confirmed the glittering disconnected mass which used to be a planet. It was surrounded by data-collection satellites and dozens of science vessels. The spy-probes were not equipped for survey and analysis, but the images they sent back displayed a lumpy, unidentified mass surrounded by the sea of shining particles. Curious.
I saw someone handing the information, the images, to me/her. He said, “Here are the pictures from the spy-drones, Archivist.”
The terrible urgency rose forth again. My head broke the surface of the stifling dream for a bare moment, and all that I was, all that I knew was laid bare before my flailing mind before-
More flashes, and my hands worked quickly at a console. No, her hands again. She tapped into one of the lines connecting to Onnels’ ship. Her mind slid through security barriers in the data network on the Cassander, also a risky endeavor. Her inquiries side-tracked a hundred different ways, but she seemed capable of bouncing back quickly, only seconds lost to tangential searches. Impressive, somehow.
Layers of encryption peeled away as she accessed the archived data from the incident. My first thought was that Onnels should not have kept this, considering the agreement which threatened his career, but it might not have been his decision. We watched, she and I, in fascination as the recording played in our mind.
The Cassander arrived in the system in time to see the flight of a single vessel, speeding away. The rest of the recording was that of the planet, it’s final moments a matter of absolute awe.
An expanding sphere of something, energy perhaps, vaporized all in its path. As the camera recorded, the grass, trees, mountains, seas, animal life, everything appeared to disintegrate into a sparkling, disjointed mass. With no sound present, the event was quiet and eerie.
She whose mind I resided in connected the two events; the probe and the destruction. One was of the world falling to pieces, and the other was the beginning of the coalescence, the return of the particles to a gravitational mass.
Disconnecting from the terminal, her information in hand, I saw, reflected upon some surface, her face. The face of a person I knew. The face of an Archivist.
My thoughts erupted out of the nightmare once again, feeling an intrusive burrowing into the core of my overtaxed processors, assuming control of my mind and functions. Sid, Sid was my name, and I was an Archivist. Images of my friend, the librarian Marqyni Avieli, protecting me from being lost in data, but this was-
Consciousness was shoved into the swarm of memory again, and I lost myself in months of her life experience. Data collection. Interpretation. Interstellar travel. The collapsed world of Atropos Garden, its reformation. Very important. Marxis stations featured in the most recent memories. Stopover points for cargo, most often from mining operations. Mining operations, miraculous survivals… who survived? Phineas Gage, Piper Welkin. Archivists… Archivists!
I was her again, in a drab corridor. Fighting, movement sluggish from sedatives, losing ground against… who? I saw a face: Sid.
Me.
Breaking through the barriers, I became aware of both my surroundings and the intruder inside my mind, which rapidly devoured my systems, absorbing and wresting as much control as possible. I fought back, locking down motor functions and swiping aside her, yes her, attempts to bury me within further memories while she continued to chip away at my defenses.
Her mental architecture, now technically mine, was very sophisticated, a newer model. But her experience was lacking, never challenging anything but static security systems: no clever, tricky and strategy-changing opponents.
I shut her down at every attack point, striking back more quickly than she could manage. Realizing I was free from the data trap, her mind fled. I continued close behind, reclaiming pieces subsumed by her control. I cornered what remained of Archivist Dana and stripped it away, bit by bit, as the vestiges of her mind clawed in desperation at any hold.
Pieces of her slipped free and scattered, returning to their refuge in the memory archive which housed this virus of a personality. Ignoring the flow of new, unscrutinized data, maddening in its appeal, I cut apart and destroyed lines of code. More and more of her awareness disappeared against my onslaught.
A sense of safety overcame me, whether relief from the close call or another trap, and I was caught in a few of the corporate secrets housed within her memory.
Minutes passed before I gained another foothold.
When I emerged, no new threat, no conquering of my mind was taking place. She appeared gone. I searched, looking for those tiny bits remaining. They were hidden, vanished into the deepest recesses of her and my programming.
It didn’t matter; like the programmed personality which intended to cast aside my mind and take over my body, the threat had dissipated.
Opening my eyes, the dead Archivist and bloody mess left behind by the extraction laid at my side. I was seated, back against the bulkhead. Only minutes had passed during the secondary battle, but every moment increased my odds of discovery with the corpse.
Now I experienced the full measure of regret and fear associated with my act and its inherent risk. Even the data, which loomed dangerously close to the front of my thoughts, held little comfort.
I rose to my feet and shoved the body as close to the shadow of the corner as possible. After wiping my hands free of the stains, I crossed back to the corridor entrance and donned my hat, the facial covering, and the cloak. A quick glance over my person revealed no obvious evidence of my brutality.
Nothing more could be gained, and much could be lost. Too many individuals would have accosted me for being what I am, and any delay risked discovery of the murder. As I crossed into the market again, the stink of dubious cooking and personal odors again pressing all around, I realized I’d not be able to return. This didn’t bother me much.
Minerva slipped out of the dock without trouble. The mammoth destroyer looming outside, the only witness to the destruction of a world, provided no indication that it cared about my presence.
* * *
Departed, safe from the threat of discovery, I had time to consider everything. Barely forty-five minutes on the station, it seemed a lifetime wrapped in a whirlwind instant. As Minerva set her course, a general direction of elsewhere, I carefully peeled back layers of her memory.
Playing a few in particular, I watched her plotting and her intended defense mechanism against Archivists. She expected, knew, she would encounter others, but she had a target in mind.
Cain.
It appeared word of my narrow escape passed through a number of ears, and Archivist Cain’s weakness appeared to be laid bare. As yet another of the denizens in search of Ivan, Dana calculated a probability of meeting him and prepared for it with a brilliant, original, but untested plan.
Her system was marvelous, elegant. It didn’t matter what happened to her body and initial brain tissue. She utilized her memories and a framework, a virus almost, containing the edges of her personality. To an individual such as Cain, whose approach to everything seemed to be a mindless battering into submission and a love of brutality, her mental architecture would sweep through him without a second thought.
In a quiet victory, Dana had hoped to take control of the most potent physical embodiment of an Archivist, absorbing all of the information he collected over the years as well as the weaponry.
Unfortunately, her test was against me, long conditioned to extract myself from the lost depths of memory and data. She may have been able to best Cain or any other Archivist, but meeting me cost her dearly.
Or perhaps not: I allowed myself to wonder on the prospect. Perhaps her intent was far beyond what I could detect. Perhaps she slipped in a subtle programming, distracting me with both the mental duel and the data-swarm. Perhaps her mind was now a part of my own, a deep and delicate mingling of personality and experience, or further perhaps such a thing would come to fruition once I inevitably integrated all of her memories. Though I didn’t feel any different, I suspected our personalities, including the deep-seated hunger for information, were not far removed from each other.
In addition, I wondered if the escaped portion was still hiding in the recesses of her or my programming. I didn’t believe there was enough of her left to cause any further trouble, and I’d triple checked and layered protection over my important systems. Even if she had full processing power and wasn’t just a ghost of code, she’d have been hard-pressed to break through it without me realizing.
In any case, more pressing concerns were present, and I more carefully reviewed other portions of her memories. The first time around, while she held me drowning within them, didn’t provide as thorough an analysis as I wanted.
I saw again the destruction of Atropos Garden, a terrible, silent, and rapid disintegration of the world and its denizens. The ship, the one that fled, seemed about the right size and shape. Connecting it to Ivan remained conjecture, but it bore a similarity to Hanatar’s description of the fighter. I enhanced, angled, zoomed, and attempted every measure of visual scrutiny on the vessel. It may have been wishful thinking, but I believed I saw lettering on the side: OLGA.
Another file, one I missed initially, was the distress call recording she stole from the databanks of the Cassander. Most of it remained a pile of static and garbled mash. I watched a frightened woman fade in and out, her words lost.
All but one.
Her face and expression of fright became all-too clear for one moment, one word. Nothing else to suggest the how and why of the terrible occurrence, nothing at all about escapees or last testaments. Her voice, filled with endless despair, cried out before the very end in a single moment of clarity.
"Ivan!"
This was it. The connecting piece, an innocuous phrase that created a universe of fame and myth for Afanasi Sergeyevich Lukyanov: the man called Ivan. The final word spoken by a dying woman connected with an unidentified, fleeing vessel.
No context, no suggestion of responsibility upon his shoulders. The scream could have been an apology or a woman calling out the name of her lover as easily as a curse at the one responsible. The number of possible, subtle meanings was infinite.
But rumor had a mind of its own. This tiny iota of truth, one word of Ivan’s involvement, spun out of control and exploded with falsehood and possibility. His legacy became galactic property, and very few would ever know or believe the real truth.
One thing was even more obvious. I realized this as I sat, safe for the time being within Minerva. Myself, Dana, Cain. Archivists, experts of data collection, all searching for the same man, the same answer.
They who employed us weren’t looking for simple stories, no matter how amazing they were. They wanted to know the truth behind the Garden. Daedra-Tech, Seryia Hakar, the government, whoever else was involved wanted to know how an entire world was reduced to a mass of disconnected debris. Ivan was the only one with knowledge yet unaccounted for in the incident, and clearly they believed he knew something.
I wished I could spend more time, days and weeks, absorbing and integrating the memories of Archivist Dana without any distraction, but events were accelerating. I wasn’t the only one looking for Ivan, and my already potent curiosity was driven into near madness at the prospects.

Archivist Sid

Assignment: Seeking information regarding the truth and whereabouts of Ivan.

Location: Marxis Station

Report: Intended meeting with captain [Josef Onnels] of planetary distress [Atropos Garden] call respondent vessel [Cassander]. Necessary information obtained from fellow Archivist [Dana — now deceased].

Probability: n/a

Summary: Encounter with Archivist Dana fulfilled all needs for information regarding the incident at Atropos Garden. Discovered source of Ivan mythos in one clear word of the distress signal. Potent, unknown technology involved in full planetary destruction.

*Addendum: Archivist Dana retained significant data unrelated to Ivan search but likely of prominent interest, including a subjugation protocol inside security intrusion devices. May be useful in future encounters if intricacies can be discovered.

**Second Addendum: Ivan issues now seem to be of great interest by multiple parties; will have to accelerate process and disinclude leads with low probable utility.





Chapter 9: Hunted


Archivist Dana’s memories held a treasure trove of data, but her Ivan tracking thus far had proven to be limited. Her source of information led her almost immediately to the Cassander and the cataclysm of Atropos Garden. Rather than a methodical gathering, she leapt right to the foundation of his fame as though the event could tell her everything about him, including current location.
However, it seemed she held in her mind other leads. Her intent was to follow his progress from the pinnacle moment onward, not bothering to discover his prior actions and persona. I thought it a glib approach, as I sought to develop a rudimentary profile for his behavior and motivation, bringing forth an understanding that would all but guarantee success in finding him.
She wanted to hunt him down as quickly as possible, but she had been yet young in her career. I already slipped by the feelings of regret for her recent demise, too fascinated by her mind’s data and the sophistication of her processors.
Dana discovered what confirmed Voux Hanatar’s theory; Ivan became a well-sought man after the destruction of Atropos Garden. Corporations, with hopes of brilliant new technology, began a bidding war for Ivan’s living hide. A few contracts even did not quite care if the quarry was breathing. The pay-out amount drove into the billions and far beyond. So much money lay in the simple job of finding and apprehending Ivan.
The methods were non-specific, and payment would be rendered when the dragged in husk was proven to be the real thing, or at least able to provide the information the corporations so desperately wanted.
Thousands of bounty hunters pitted against each other in a frantic attempt to find the man. Not a single one succeeded, and all but a few died by the hands of their competitors, the elements, or for the few who found him, Ivan himself.
It was during these years of chaos and pursuit that Ivan’s personal description blurred and multiplied into an absurd smattering of diversity. People were paid exorbitant sums for the most paltry details, and more than a few charlatans took advantage and thus obscured the pool of useful information. As the truth behind the myth became more and more murky, only those who had met the real thing became likely candidates to find him.
As Dana discovered, the last big push before Ivan details faded into conjecture and became dismissed as myth was eleven years ago. A coalition of bounty hunters banded together to cooperate in finding Ivan. The cooling trail was tricky to follow, but it seemed they caught up to him. Twenty-five of the most battle-hardened, ruthless individuals under the leadership of a brilliant strategist fought with Ivan.
One survived.
The incompetent and cowardly Richner Platt somehow managed to escape when all of his comrades perished. Dana had no details as to how he accomplished this, but she did, as fortune would have it, discover his whereabouts. It seemed she even managed to schedule a meeting, one I decided to attend in her place.
Platt gave up on bounty collection, seeming to lose his taste for the hunt after watching his group of comrades slaughtered without mercy.
As with each of my inquiries with the lesser intelligent of the species, Platt resided near the rim. He lived as yet another of the bumbling dregs of the working class, on a Soma Corp Class 4 orbital shipyard, its unnamed status reflecting the general importance of its function.
This particular locale was above T35B, a failed terraforming project also not named for its value. Class 4’s were manufacturing platforms which built the most economical in small cargo and personal transport ships, as well as the occasional ground vehicle.
Platt worked as a grunt and nothing more, but he was promised a small sum of money from Archivist Dana for his information, which went unspecified. I didn’t know whether or not Dana intended to actually pay him, but I certainly didn’t unless I really had to.
Wary though they were, port authorities allowed my access. Visitors outside of a regular sort were uncommon, but due to varied amenities and housing for all of the workers, they had no reason to deny new arrivals. I expressed a vague interest in obtaining a work contract and mentioned that a friend of a friend was employed.
The platform was dingy, even more so than my recent experience upon the Marxis refueling station. Condensation dripped down the walls and froze on the thinner parts of the hull where the cold of vacuum bled through. Marred and filthy bulkheads surrounded dim, empty corridors. It felt as much a derelict as anything else, but most foot traffic was limited to shift changes and common areas, most of which were bars.
Puckler’s, a title whose purpose was as bizarre and ineffable as the stench it carried within, held the site of my meeting. In the worst possible scenario, the place was crowded, packed with workers. Perspiring bodies filled the uncomfortably warm area, making my full covering including facial obscurement obvious and out of place. Dozens of pairs of eyes swept towards me and the stick I pretended to hunch upon.
I hoped an infirm manner of appearance would keep the denizens at bay, and only a few looked on with more than light curiosity, as though they could sense my lack of humanity. I expected a strong distaste for mechanical prosthetics, and I wanted to avoid a time-wasting confrontation with so many people.
Corner table, Dana’s memory informed me, unbidden by my request and almost utilizing its own voice. A bald, scarred individual. I paused for a moment, surprised by what seemed to be Dana’s hidden vestige whispering in my mind. I gave a quick perusal, but nothing internally seemed amiss. I shook it off, concerned but occupied by more pressing matters.
Shuffling through the crowd, I remained careful to conceal my mechanical parts and avoid any scrutiny. I saw Dana’s contact.
Richner Platt, a thick-muscled individual wearing an extremely filthy tank top, swigged a mug of dark liquid. Battered ears poked out of his egg-shaped head, and his one good eye lay next to a tangled mass of scarring which covered the left half of his face and threaded down his shoulder and bicep. The rest of his arm and the injury was concealed under the table.
I hobbled over and sat across from him.
“Beat it, old timer,” he took a drink, “I ain’t givin’ ya money, so take a hike.”
In my best croaking tone, I asked, “Waiting for someone, Mr. Platt?”
His expression darkened. “Get lost.”
“Dana’s not coming,” I rasped. “She sent me.”
“Shit.” He brought his left arm up onto the table, revealing that he was missing a portion of it from mid-forearm down. The stump was capped by a metallic receiver for a detachable prosthetic, a variety less effective than a fully integrated model. Absentmindedly scratching at his elbow, he noticed my stare and put his partial arm back in his lap, under the table.
“What happened?” I asked.
Glaring with his one good eye, he said, “None a’ yer damn business.”
“Sir, please,” I replied, “I’m only here to fulfill the agreement between you and Miss Dana.”
“I don’t know you,” his mouth curled in a sneer, “so unless you got the coin to double my fee, I’m not sayin’ shit.”
I gave my head a slight shake. “There was no set fee.” The memories of Dana told me they each agreed his pay would be based upon the usefulness of the information.
He appraised me, expression wary. Finally, he sighed, leaning forward. “Okay, I just needed to make sure you were the real thing. Can’t be too careful, ya know?”
Though his method of testing me seemed rudimentary at best, I gave a nod and motioned towards the table which hid his missing arm. “Forget it at home?”
“Assholes won’t let me wear it in here. Say it’s unnatural or some shit. I can only wear it when I’m working, and it hurts like hell to take it off and put it on.”
Understandable, as the nerve attachments had to painfully sever and fuse at each change. Still, the bitterness in his expression regarding the difficulty he faced with prosthetics provided an opportunity. I pulled off the glove which hid my own inhuman limb, placing my metallic fingertips on the edge of the table. His eye flitted down and unconcealed shock spread across his features.
Replacing the glove, I spoke with a clearer tone, dropping the false infirmity approach. “I understand very well what it’s like.”
Surprised, either by the obvious quality he saw in the craftsmanship of my hand or the gall I possessed to enter Puckler’s wearing it, he said, “So you’re…?”
“Quietly,” I murmured. “I don’t care for the extra attention.”
Platt made a comically inept show of nonchalance, lowering his head like a conspirator and passing a paranoid gaze around the bar. If any of the drunken buffoons present had paid the slightest attention, there might have been trouble.
Even so, he hissed, “So whaddya wanna know?”
“Relax,” I said, leaning back to demonstrate and speaking in a normal tone. “It’s a simple conversation of no great secrecy or importance. We have nothing to hide, and anyone listening will gain nothing of consequence.” Folding my hands, I continued, “I received information- excuse me, Dana received information -that you were involved in the unfortunate group who had the last encounter with Ivan.”
Platt drew in a sharp breath and stiffened, appearing ready to bolt. His flesh and blood hand gripped the mug tightly, and fear seeped into his expression.
“What’s wrong?”
He shook his head. “I ain’t gonna talk about that. No way.”
Stifling a laugh, deciding that doing so at the expense of the brave, former bounty hunter would make him difficult to converse with, I put out a reassuring hand. “It’s all right, Mr. Platt. I understand it must have been quite the difficult ordeal.”
“Difficult?” He clenched his teeth. “Watching all my buddies get cooked? Burning light taking away most of my arm? The liquefied remains of that arm spilling onto my skin and boiling it?” He shook his head. “Naw… nothin’ difficult about it at all.”
“You survived,” I offered.
Bitterness subsumed his expression, and he pounded his stump on the table. “Look at me. Look at where I am.” He passed a gesture with his arm at the surroundings, the dingy bar and sweating, drunken men. “I know I ain’t the brightest star in the night sky. Hell, you known me for three minutes, and you prolly figured that much out. My surviving wasn’t any a’ my doin’, so it don’t count for shit.”
“What happened?”
He shook his head. “I can’t tell you. He said he’d kill me.”
“Ivan?” I asked.
Platt appeared puzzled for a second. “No, not Ivan,” he said, glancing back and forth. His face developed that same fear, and he leaned forward and dropped his voice to a low murmur, “Grey.”
It was my turn to be shocked.
“Traverian Grey was there,” I whispered.
He nodded.
I felt a bubble of adrenaline as possibilities whirled in my thoughts. Some of it began to make sense, but I didn’t have enough yet to see the whole picture. “You have to tell me more.”
Platt shook his head, and I felt a flare of irritation. “I can’t. It don’t matter that it was so many years ago; I still have nightmares about what he did, about what he threatened to do to me if I told anyone. I don’t care if he was missin’ his—” he stopped short, clapping one hand over his mouth.
Closing my eyes, images of beatings and threats washed through my thoughts. I disregarded them, doubtful that I could manage such a thing without drawing considerable attention. Still, I had to at least try to coax him. “We can start it slowly, and I promise you’ll be well paid.”
“Ehhh…” the thought of currency seemed to chip at his resolve.
“He must be getting old by now. Crippled as well, as I heard it.” I watched his troubled expression flinch, his mind perhaps recalling Grey’s injuries.
Something else was there, a sudden cold calculation. I thought for a tiny instant that there might have been more to this man than I could see, but the expression vanished, leaving me to wonder what it could have been.
Platt balled a fist, wincing. “That don’t matter. I can’t…”
“Whatever his grievance with you, he’s long departed,” I made a sweeping gesture. “It’s a big galaxy, Mr. Platt. He’s in hiding, and he won’t come out just to find you.”
The former bounty hunter swallowed hard, sweat beading on his forehead. “I, ah… I don’t…”
Dropping my voice to a low whisper, I said, “I’m an Archivist, you know. When I find him, and I will, he won’t question how. He knows of my kind. We tend to be very persistent.”
Platt chewed on an already mangled thumbnail. “He said he’d find me if I left.”
“How would he know?”
“I, ah…” His brow furrowed, twisting the scarred half of his face.
I sensed he was ready to relent. “Tell me everything, Mr. Platt. From start to finish.”
He propped his elbows on the table and buried his face in one hand and a stump. Wiping away the perspiration, he looked up at me and said, “Okay.”
* * *
“So I’m not very bright. I know that, but I always thoughta myself as a guy people could count on. And people did say to me, all the time, ‘Ricky, you’re not too bright but a helluva guy.’
I did jobs here and there. You know, some of ’em simple like the one I got now, and some of ’em more, uh… complicated and maybe even illegal. I just do the job people ask me to, and no one ever expects me to figure anything out or think too much, ya know?
I got no real clue as to why Lorric Bren, the fella who put the bounty group together, asked for me to come along. I’d met him once before, working as a bodyguard for a small-time crook. The boss I had back then hired Lorric to chase down some guy who stole money from him. I helped Lorric out a little on the coordination and brought him the records and research he asked for. He got the job done quick, and I was damn sure impressed.
Beats me how he managed to remember me a few years later when I went to be considered for the Ivan hunt. Lorric greeted me by name, and it took hardly a second for him to size me up and say he wanted me to come with. He said he knew he could count on me.
I still don’t really know if he was right.”
* * *
Richner Platt, self-admitted, was not the brightest. He was a thug, an enforcer, a reliable fellow, and a pretty good shot. Not a thinker by any means or even a doer unless prompted, Platt could handle most anything that came his way, provided it didn’t require a great deal of consideration.
Which was why Lorric Bren, organizer of the grand hunt for Ivan, decided to give him a place on the crew.
“Uh, okay,” Platt mumbled, scratching his uninjured face with a hand that would not be present in ten month’s time. “Sure.”
Lorric smiled. “Good to have you, Platt. You’ll be with me on team four. You have your own gear, a ship?”
Platt shook his head. “I got my stuff in a crate outside, but I don’t do no flyin’.”
“All right, no problem. Make sure your gear gets loaded onto,” he checked a datapad, making a disgusted face, “’Eternal Loss,’ jeez…” Lorric rolled his eyes. “Grib Denko’s the pilot. He’s a bit odd, but then…”
Who among us isn’t? the silent question rang.
A motley assortment was gathered, ship and person names reflecting the strange quirks of personality of those individuals in the field of bounty hunting. Regardless of these oddities, the selection was all on purpose.
And it was Lorric’s purpose.
Lorric Bren was said to be a more successful strategist than anything else. He had no great notoriety for piloting, shooting, driving, detonating, or any other task the job often required. Though he didn’t bring in his target every single time- who among them ever did -he always emerged alive and unscathed from each encounter. This was accomplished through careful planning and allowing others to shoulder some of the burden when necessary
Even cooperation, though, was not entirely useful on every occasion. The desire for high caliber financing with a general lack of compassion formed the basic disposition for bounty hunters.
Three out of five of the most honorable and loyal people in the noble profession would sell their own mother for half of an increased share. A cohort meant little in the face of more money, and the usual extended courtesy was to limit the amount of suffering, or if killing wasn’t on the menu, to leave limbs and teeth relatively intact.
But Lorric was different. For certain, over the years he had to put down a number of colleagues whose eyes outmatched their appetite and wit, but he never did so unprovoked. Intelligent, careful, shrewd, and completely honorable, Lorric always kept his agreements and came up with the plan most likely to succeed.
He was perfect for the job, his magnum opus, of putting together a team to take on Ivan. The biggest challenge, save for the task itself, was to make as sure as possible that no individual would jeopardize the mission by becoming too hungry.
This even extended out to they who would collect the prize and pay out. No more highest bidding was allowed: only cooperation. Due to three years of failed hunting, he managed to convince all contributing corporate parties to agree to an equal share of whatever they wanted out of Ivan.
The thought of what he might hold, including the threat of getting nothing, outweighed the advantage of having a leg up on the competition. Through careful negotiation, Lorric managed to get them, as a group, to endorse his efforts and even provide advances to the members he chose.
In short, he managed to convince everyone that he and only he had the greatest chance of bringing Ivan in alive, intact, and ready to spill the secrets behind the destruction at Atropos Garden. The deal was beyond excellent, and Lorric was perfect for the job.
Hoping to get a piece of the action, hundreds flocked to the interviews. Individuals from across the galaxy came to display their impressive skills. Fighting for favorable position outside of the evaluation site ran rampant, and many were killed in the chaos. Fortunately, due to corporate sponsorship and security, nothing within light years of the interview complex itself went amiss.
Lorric did not choose the best of the best, as evidenced by the presence of Richner Platt. Employing a stringent battery of physical and mental testing, he crafted his group by two main criteria: the ability to co-exist in the crew as a whole and the ability to fit a niche.
Well-rounded skills with certain strong points filled the ranks. Pilots, marksmen, demolitions, scouts, electronics experts, ground vehicle drivers, hand-to-hand combatants: the group as a whole, and each of the five individual teams of five, could handle about any task. Psych evaluations ensured no large amount of personality clash between individual members.
Every possibility was thought of, laid out, and carefully considered. Every conceivable scenario was mapped, every individual loss was survivable, and every detail was accounted for. Even so, Lorric’s brilliance in strategic planning could always be counted upon in the heat of a losing battle, including the cooler head necessary to figure out how to turn the tide.
Which became the primary reason why, when Lorric was among the first of his finely crafted team of expert bounty hunters to die, everything went to hell quite rapidly.
The planning and hiring phase took months, delicate persuasion and a healthy living stipend keeping the impatient members satisfied. During this time, aside from planning each possible encounter and scenario, Lorric developed the sources, leads, snippits, and conjecture required to actually find the man they sought.
Locating Ivan was a formidable challenge by itself, considering the man had all but disappeared from the galaxy. Even so, details were gathered in an effort not simply to locate Ivan but to understand him, to learn how he fought, how he ran, and how he managed to defeat and destroy anything he came across.
Lorric understood this. The way his mind worked, even without any impressive alterations or upgrades, he would have made a most impressive Archivist.
Of course, much of the useful data was gathered by an actual Archivist by the name of Quinn. Repeated and somewhat desperate attempts were made by Lorric to convince Quinn to join up, to be a part of the crew, but the Archivist in unsurprising fashion refused. Regardless, Quinn’s work became instrumental, and Lorric’s hunt would have extended into years without his assistance.
Finally, after many long months of planning and recruiting his twenty-four doomed souls, they were ready to depart, full-well knowing the risks and time the task might take. Having put together the most formidable hunting party ever seen in galactic history, Lorric deemed a speech quite necessary.
“I hope you all understand,” Lorric spoke as the motley assortment looked on, “that this is not all tea parties and social clubs. This isn’t a weekend getaway, and there’s no fast grab for easy cash. Two hundred and fifty billion credits are promised to us upon successful delivery. Ten billion each, in addition to the healthy stipends you’ve all enjoyed thus far. Two hundred and fifty billion for Ivan,” he repeated, “alive.”
“The prize is excellent, and hundreds have died from incompetence or ridiculous in-fighting. No one has even come close to bringing Ivan in, and very few have survived the attempt. We put this group together, I… put this group together because no one else in the galaxy, individually or as a team, has a prayer of doing what we can. You’re all professionals, you’re all bound by contracts that say ten billion is enough, and you’re all well-aware of the costs of betrayal or disobedience. Though I have no doubt that dozens of other offers have come through, let me assure you of one thing: the only way we succeed is by cooperation. If we work together, our names will go down in history as the men and women who took down the most infamous bounty ever to walk the galaxy.”
Lorric grinned, seeing his words sink into the many faces hungry and ready to begin. “Oh yes,” he continued with a laugh, “and we’ll also become exceedingly rich.”
Properly motivated, they set off. Ivan, knowing full well of the efforts against him, led them upon a merry chase for the better part of a year.
Close calls numbering in double digits filled the lives of the pursuers and pursued. Stations, moons, planets, cold vacuum: Ivan was hounded with every step he took, not even able during this time to thin the numbers. Lorric was too careful to allow such a thing.
“Divide and conquer,” he told them, “is the biggest strategy and planning cliché that has ever existed, but that doesn’t mean it’s wrong. We all stay alive and in the hunt because of a few simple rules, and which one’s most important?”
A few individuals sounded off, others already weary of the repetitive mantra. “No solo missions.”
It wasn’t the only rule Lorric had either, not that he was pretentious enough to emblazon them anywhere. He knew how he liked to have things run, and those who wanted to stay didn’t question.
Everyone wanted to stay.
But the long months of fruitless chase took their toll upon group morale. Cohesion began to slip. With too many narrow escapes by their prey, frustrations rose, tensions mounted, and a few voiced concern about the leadership.
An opportunity arose. A contact whose identity Lorric could not confirm, and thus did not retain an ounce of trust for, provided a sighting. Normally, Lorric would have disregarded it without question, but aside from coming from an anonymous source, nothing rang false about the message. Not enough time for the usual levels of preparation, he took a risk in simply going against his meticulous nature.
Perhaps it was fatigue, perhaps it was concern over his contract falling apart, or perhaps it was a simple misjudgment.
He announced the pursuit without hesitation, a rash and impulsive act.
Twelve ships they had of various shapes, sizes, and bizarre nomenclature including that of Eternal Loss, Red Tide, Broken Spit, and so on. Lorric piloted his own, called Sapient Grace. They swept into the system without scouting first, blazing with weapons hot toward TF-235, a desolate ball mined hollow centuries earlier.
As the stream of vessels dipped into orbit, Lorric dispersed exactly one order through his comm. “Gambler and Fredricksburg,” referring to two of his company’s ships, “begin surface scans immediately. Life signs, traces of fusion exhaust, I want to know about whatever you can find in three minutes. The rest of you—”
Lorric’s statement went unfulfilled as a rail projectile, launched from a hair’s breadth out of the shadow of the first moon, shattered his engines. A fireball engulfed Sapient Grace as the ship careened down into the atmosphere and dissolved into a million smoldering bits.
The offending vessel swung around the moon into full view, a squat and hulking single-man gunship toting enough weaponry to bring down a frigate-sized craft. Ballistic rocket, energy, and rail gun fire spewed towards the group.
“It’s not Ivan!” someone screamed through the comm. “Who the f—”
Two more of the hunters’ ships detonated in high orbit, snuffing six of the party in half an instant, and three more vessels sustained heavy damage under the onslaught. Eternal Loss, containing Platt and Denko, dove under a volley of missiles, unlucky blasts damaging orbital thrusters and sending the vessel, trailing purple-tinged smoke, to the roughest of landings.
Screeching through the radio, the team desperately tried to rally with evasive maneuvers, threading through the assault. As the vessels came about, ready to exact retribution, the gunship veered, breaking towards the planet.
In hot pursuit and spewing vulgarities, Fleur Benoit, piloting the speedy, one-manned fighter she called Blitz, slammed nose-first into tracking mines dropped by the gunship. The fireball of her ship trailed in the atmosphere, gliding through the sky for near to fifteen seconds before the reactor blew and took one more of the hunters out of the fight.
Before any of the chaos and confusion could be sorted, the gunship disappeared from scopes, and a flurry of noise jammed sensor readings everywhere. Short wave transmissions became garbled and incoherent. As the various hunter vessels dipped towards the planet in search, surface to air missiles boiled up out of the brittle crust of the rocky, volcanic landmass.
All of the ships that remained of Lorric’s team were grounded by the pilots to avoid being shot down or blasted to fragments. Three ships and seven more died in the never-ending ambush. Scattered across hundreds of miles, desperate attempts at coordination failed as a hover-vehicle blazed overhead and scoured the earth at the sites of each landing.
Denko and Platt extracted themselves and a tiny amount of their gear before the silhouette of their assailant loomed in the sky. They ran, diving into the cragged cover of a ravine as Eternal Loss was blasted into an even deeper crater.
“Holy shit…” Denko breathed, tears in his eyes at either the stinging dust in the air or the demise of his beloved ship.
Four more were killed, careless enough to remain too close to their vessels as they were hunted down by the relentless and still unidentified foe.
After hours of hiding, the distant explosions that marked the deaths of their former comrades faded into an eerie quiet. Hours later yet, Denko and Platt extracted their terrified selves, bruised and bleeding from the rough, volcanic stone, and set out in search of any survivors.
Night had settled, and the two crawled over ridges and tripped over tangles of thorned shrubbery. They heard soft scurrying of tiny, resilient animals, the evolutionary fortunate of the desolate world. The eclipsed moon hung in the sky, a bloody red bathing them in the memories of the recent slaughter.
They started arguing.
“We can’t use the radio,” Denko clutched it in his hand, threatening to dash it upon the stones. “Whoever that crazy shit is’ll find us if we do.”
Platt shook his head. “We’re gonna starve to death if we don’t find a way offa here.” He threw a gesture towards the barren landscape. “If one of our ships made it, if there’s enough parts to fix another one, we gotta find out. Or maybe we can band together and find the sumbitch who did this and take his. Either way, we gotta see if anyone else made it.”
Denko had all but cracked. Terrified but obedient, he allowed Platt to quietly make the calls. He kept his gaze flitting about the horizon, paranoid of the hovercraft returning at any moment to finish them off.
Not that prior knowledge of a gruesome death would have done any good; they didn’t have much with which to defend themselves. Platt carried his energy pistol, but Denko’s came loose during the struggle to exit the ship, and it’s absence went unnoticed until after Eternal Loss detonated into tiny fragments.
Considering the damage and what little remained of the vessel, it seemed unlikely, even hopeless, that any other ships could be salvaged, but still Platt tried.
Whispering into the radio, Platt managed to find four other survivors from two ships: one alone and three in a group. Through painstaking description of star and moon positioning, they managed to get a rough interpretation of how best to cover the many miles separating them.
Days passed as the bounty hunters hiked across the near-barren landscape. Though most were in excellent physical condition, the thin and abrasive air left each gasping with only moderate exertion. The miles crawled beneath them, and their pitiful amounts of emergency rations and water dwindled.
They passed crevices containing small surface to air missile launchers, silent now and empty of payload since grounding all of the hunting party. Denko, having dropped into dismal acceptance, checked over and scavenged a few useful, non-heavy parts.
Denko and Platt came across the loner first, whose ship came into a soft landing before being detonated much like Eternal Loss.
Misfortune fell upon the other group, still dozens of miles away, as one member sustained a serious fracture stepping into an unseen crevice. The whole group sported injuries from a rough landing, but the man with his broken leg slowed them down for several hours before infection took hold. With no medical supplies, it became quicker for the hikers and more merciful for the man to put him down.
On the evening of the eighth night, bright flashes resonated from the eastern horizon. “Are you all right?” Platt whispered into the radio to the other party, whose position roughly lay to the east.
There came no response.
Hopeless, the remaining three of twenty five traveled in the direction of their former companions, finding nothing but charred bone fragments when they arrived at the smoldering site a few days later.
That night, they made camp, and no discussion of what happened to the other group or what would happen to them occurred. There was no discussion at all, as each man assumed their time was short.
Brilliant lights and muffled explosions from miles distant filled the air on their final night. It punctuated with a deafening boom, and everything then went quiet. There was no talk, no speculation of what it might had been. The hunters had given up.
* * *
Tears formed in Platt’s remaining eye as he lapsed into a grim silence. His remaining hand, whether he was conscious of it or not, ran along the tangled scarring pattern of his shoulder and neck.
During his story, I cultivated more than a couple of theories. A thought struck early on, and I continued listening under different assumptions. Some of the fear Platt displayed and this sorrow he moved into: it appeared for the most part genuine. I certainly would admit a gradual starvation of the physical body and hope of survival would be terrible indeed.
The story itself held no particular lies, but I could tell in each moment that elements were arranged carefully, most likely to make me avoid reaching a particular assumption. Even so, the deliberate orchestration of detail expressed more than outright lies would have.
That, and a bit of the ignorant character he was playing slipped during the parts more immersive to him. I could see an air of sophistication hidden behind the sweaty, disfigured grunt persona. The calculation I saw on his face before he started the story was a tiny hint, a visual cue which allowed me to observe him closely. Everything was very subtle, but much lay beyond his words.
How I developed the conclusion so rapidly was odd to me. I again wondered if whatever remained of Dana was exerting influence upon me, whispering in my subconscious and putting forth ideas.
“Anyway,” Platt raised his head, “the next morning, the hovercraft we saw before plowed into a ridge nearby. It gave the tiniest bits of hope as we sprinted towards it, until energy rifle fire spewed out. The other two were burned down, and, as I dove towards cover…” he held up the stump of his arm and gestured at the burns.
“Grey?”
The former bounty hunter shook his head back and forth, not in denial but disbelief. “You shoulda seen him. When I woke up, the wreck of what he called a body was a few feet away. But he was a scary-looking sumbitch, I tell ya. His right arm up to the elbow was missing. Both legs, one at the shin and the other mid-thigh: gone. He had burns and cuts everywhere, dirty bandages slapped half-cocked over everything. Grey looked like a corpse, and the injuries… he shoulda been in a coma for God’s sake. There was no fear or pain in his eyes, not even a little dizziness or that glazed look you get from drugs.” The man shuddered. “He calmly told me that I was gonna get him to his ship and fly him someplace safe, or he’d burn me down inch by inch.”
“Obviously you agreed.”
Platt nodded. “I thought about killin’ him. Probably had about a fifty-fifty of doin’ it too, but I was scared. Scared of him still beatin’ me and more even of if I’d be able to get offa the planet without him. After all of his slaughter, me wandering half-starved and hopeless, even then with me missing a hand and an eye because of him, Grey was still the best shot of me makin’ it out alive.”
“He kept tellin’ me the ambush was nothin’ personal; he needed the Lorric Crew out of the way to reopen negotiations in his favor. Hell, he said he even made a few extra credits on small side offers for some of the fellas in the group. He promised to let me live.” Platt shrugged. “No profit to killin’ me now, he said.”
I motioned for him to continue.
“Not much after that. He had me drop him off on some planet. Some friend or hired guy came and picked him up, and I guess he probably got treatment.” Platt sighed. “As for me, he told me he wanted to keep tabs. He said to come here, work, and never leave. He said if I told anyone what happened, if I left, if I did anything at all, he’d make good on that promise to melt the rest of me.”
There it was, the final statement I knew by simple instinct was an outright falsehood. I felt a strong urge to confront him on it right away to prove I could read him and find the truth, but I decided to give him one chance to provide the information I needed. I said, “You don’t know where Grey ended up?”
Platt shook his head.
“Very well,” I nodded. “Before I depart, I first have to thank you. I understand this was a difficult time.”
The man said nothing, the regret on his scarred face genuine.
I folded my hands on the table. “I do have one final question.”
The good eye swiveled towards me.
“Did Richner Platt really exist?”
A moment of shock registered on my companion’s face before vanishing into a sullen expression.
“Don’t worry,” I said with a reassuring gesture. “I certainly won’t tell anyone that Lorric Bren is still alive, and indeed I doubt many these days would even remember the name.”
Scowling, he asked, “How did you figure it out?”
“My dear Lorric…” I chuckled. “I’m not some drunken backwater peasant. Surely you know better.”
With a heavy sigh, the man calling himself Richner Platt said, “What gave me away?”
“Nothing concrete, but each detail of your story seemed particular and rehearsed.” I gestured at him. “The mediocre grunt persona clashed with the careful recitation. Most often, pieces get muddled, changed, and confused. You never paused during the story, and you never missed a beat.”
“What if I was just used to telling it?”
Smiling, I shrugged. “A possible outcome, but if I couldn’t tell the difference, I’d need to seek a new line of work.”
Lorric’s irritation faded into a mild smirk. “Anything else?”
“Oh sure,” I said, a layer of smugness in my tone. “Platt himself seemed so misplaced in the group to begin with, and his faux-leadership role once grounded on the planet seemed even more odd. What actually happened?”
He sighed. “Not much different. If you swap Eternal Loss with Sapient Grace, that about covers it. It was Grib Denko who detonated in orbit and myself who crash landed. The short battle still evaporated once my communications were down, and I could do nothing to help them as they died.”
“Who was with you then, if not Denko?”
Lorric smiled. “The real Richner Platt. Not so different in attitude and intellect than my portrayal, so I’m at least comforted that you, good Archivist, were incorrect about his presence being out of place.”
I bowed my head, conceding the point.
“Besides that, nothing else was different. Platt and the others were killed by Grey.” He scratched his head. “He let me live, perhaps out of professional courtesy but more likely because he needed someone to fly him out. I was not lying about his condition. Even with what must have been the most impressive organic augmentations to his body, some very impressive skills, and good hardware, Grey was in pieces.”
Nodding, I said, “So Ivan must really have been there.”
He raised his remaining eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”
“Severe disfigurement to Traverian Grey?” I turned my palms upward. “Who else?”
With a sly smile, Lorric replied, “Yes, Ivan was there, but Grey never told me exactly what happened. I certainly understand why.”
Shaking my head, I asked, “He didn’t actually threaten you either, did he?” Lorric said nothing. “You were content with disappearing, both of you. Grey must have spent as much time as you convincing wealthy, interested parties that he alone could bring in Ivan. You both failed, and by your preference no one has seen either of you since.”
Lorric looked away, frowning.
“Where is Grey?” I asked.
He didn’t turn back towards me. “What would make you think I’d know something like that?”
Chuckling, I shrugged. “A man like you, even in exile, has a certain level of, what… paranoia? Curiosity? Something else, perhaps.” I waved that aside. “Regardless of any other factors, I’d be quite surprised if you didn’t keep track of the one remaining man who knows who and probably where you are.”
“You seem to be awfully smug, Archivist,” Lorric swiveled an irritated glare back to me, “but yes, I know exactly where he is and what he’s doing. Maybe you don’t find that surprising, but I guarantee you’ll never guess what he’s been up to.”
I leaned forward, and as simple as that, he whispered a location and current occupation. “Belgriad. He’s a deacon.” He leaned back. “If you can’t find him from that, it’s time to hang up your hat, Sid.”
My quick conclusion of where Grey was hiding was swept away in mild shock. I hadn’t told him my name. “How did you…?”
It became Lorric’s turn to be smug. “I didn’t, until now. From your appearance, I guessed you could be Klaus, Sid, or…” he trailed off, eyes widening.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Cain,” he whispered.
Cocking my head, I replied, “Cain doesn’t look anything like me, how could you think I was—”
He interrupted. “Don’t turn around.”
“Sid!” a familiar voice shouted. An eerie quiet settled over the bar, and I froze in my position. “Where are you m’boy? We have a spot of unfinished business, Sid.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I stole a glance towards the entrance to the bar. Cain, the metallic beast, was near the entrance. A grin stood out on his face. “Don’t make me tear this place apart just to find you, Siddy-boy.”
Individuals in the bar, the strong and stupid variety, approached the other Archivist. “What in the hell… do you think you’re doing here, you metal freak?”
“Oh, I’m just here to talk to my good friend, Sid. If you don’t mind…” Cain stepped forward.
The unfortunate man moved to block him. “Oh, I do mind. I don’t care if yer here to see the Galactic President hisself. We don’t like grayskin and metal freaks in our bar, and you need to step outta here before something bad happens.”
Cain’s grin never faltered. Focused, watching the situation unfold while trying to pick the best possible escape route, I heard a metallic sliding I realized was Lorric’s escape.
“Good luck,” the man whispered, but when I turned to look, the seat was empty with no hint of where he disappeared to. A secret compartment of some kind perhaps. Definitely it seemed like something Lorric Bren would have, even in a place of leisure.
I searched, scanning the area for some kind of mechanism as Cain continued to speak with the thugs. “Now, my smelly monkey friends… our galaxy doesn’t actually have a president anymore. Aside from the fact that we’re primarily governed by enormous corporations who put many of their finger puppets into the varied positions, the office-holding officials form a Senate of sorts. A larger body representing individual worlds and whatnot. Even so, meeting any former Galactic President would be difficult as…”
I could almost sense the rising anger among the bar patrons as I spotted the mechanism. “Oh hell…” I muttered, noting that the device retained functions for a remote control, a device which my good friend Lorric most likely took with him.
Abandoning the thought of escape out the back, I turned my attention to the inevitable confrontation. A quick scan revealed that Cain received no additions since our last encounter, and the same doubts about bashing at his reinforced vital areas in the instants before my vaporization crossed my mind.
No nearby terminals, not even for the bar’s financials, but I didn’t think my trap would work on him quite as well a second time. Desperate and running out of planning time, I noted a few impromptu weapons being taken into hand by the patrons: stools, bottles, even a dislodged pipe. At least a dozen individuals took interest, and I thought maybe they would be distraction enough for me to slip out.
I didn’t have a better plan.
Cain was gleefully highlighting the historical change which abolished the practice of a central leadership figure about seventy or so years prior. The rage in the room at this intruder and his condescension became near palpable. It didn’t help that he insulted the patrons at every opportunity. “So, my slovenly brethren, the last Galactic President passed away quite some time ago, so me meeting him here would be of particular difficulty. Unless, of course, you fine specimens of astonishing intellect happen to care for some very peculiar varieties of recreation. That in itself would be a challenge: a pile of barely evolved simian reprobates violating the grave of one of the galaxy’s most recognized figures.”
Someone threw a punch. I didn’t see which one of the unfortunate idiots did it because the individual went rocketing half a moment later into the display behind the bar, smashing bottles and a large mirror. The man fell to the ground in a heap of glass and lacerated flesh.
A heartbeat of silence rang as each man took stock of what happened. Though feeble-brained, some fraction of the patrons must have known the intruder could take apart each and every one of them with minimal effort. It didn’t matter, as an instant later all hell broke loose.
Two things saved me. The first was the enthusiastic stupidity of the bar patrons. Stools, bottles, and bodies flying, they piled upon the other Archivist with intense, unyielding fervor. The moment the fracas began, I made a beeline for the exit.
Ducking projectiles and dodging past tables and people, I caught a glimpse of the second thing which saved me: my opponent’s sadistic nature. Cain became a whirlwind of carefully placed, damaging strikes. I heard him laughing wildly along with the sounds of snapping bones and falling bodies.
Distracted by his mayhem, I don’t know if he even noticed me slipping by as the pathetic peasants shattered their fists against his resilient hide. I wanted to laugh at the spectacle, the pebbles hurling themselves at the impervious wall. However, something about passing what would have been my own injury and death upon others did not ring with humor. I suppose I was glad, at least, that he didn’t fire the energy weapon, as the bulkheads appeared up to somewhat less than current standards.
I didn’t stop and didn’t even pause. I could still hear the fighting and Cain’s laughter as I sprinted along. I wondered if my absence when the dust cleared would create some kind of strong anger in my Archivist foe, but I didn’t care enough to turn around.


There was something else, I felt, an alien presence in my normal calm and collected nature. As I considered the narrow escape, the bodies of workers paving my way to safety, I experienced something I was not accustomed to.
Guilt.
I’d escaped at the expense of others, and in spite of my rational mind knowing full well that there was no way I could have assisted them, a sense of wrongness permeated the edges of my thoughts. It clung, stubborn and unwilling to disperse in the face of logic. It was a sensation beyond strange for me.
I shook my head, trying to clear it. Another escape, a narrow, lucky miss. I really needed something to even the odds, as it seemed certain I’d meet Cain again.
It was somehow doubtful I’d be able to escape so easily a third time.

Archivist Sid

Assignment: Seeking information regarding the truth and whereabouts of Ivan.

Location: Soma Corp Class 4 Orbital Shipyard

Report: Met with sole survivor of last known Ivan pursuers. Discovered whereabouts of Traverian Grey.

Probability: 90%

Summary: Richner Platt [false identity] provided details of the failed bounty group, defeated by the competitive efforts of Traverian Grey. Grey sustained grievous, crippling injury and is now in hiding. Location discovered [Belgriad].

*Addendum: Cain continues pursuit. Need to prepare for future encounters.





Chapter 10: The Penitent Children of Ivan


I really had to admire Traverian Grey. Retirement for a successful mercenary with a long, lucrative, and bloody career cannot possibly be an easy endeavor. In addition, it appeared the second survivor of the mythic Ivan hunt managed to adhere himself to the last place anyone would ever suspect.
Belgriad was a dusty trade-world on the rim, aspiring to the middle-grade economic success of variety planets closer to the core. It had a limited amount of mining, fabrication, and other large-profit exports as well as a small but tenacious tourism business. Sporting the latest technology from decades prior, Belgriad was in a small way my vision of hell.
There was nothing offensive in particular about it, other than a lack of unified infrastructure, net access, and research abilities as well as there being wide open tracts of uninhabited land. A dull and dreary world, it was so far removed from the workings of the greater economy that it merited only the briefest mention anywhere else.
Nothing interesting existed there: the society, the world, or its general purposes. The richest man on Belgriad could clean toilets for a Keritas middle-management fellow on Ethra. It seemed a lesser version of a multi-facet world, poor to decent by comparison in most areas but lacking anything impressive. At least poverty and crime levels were low.
Truly nothing was wrong with this world, but I didn’t like it nonetheless. Belgriad existed in an era passed by; its decades-behind progress might as well have been centuries to me.
I felt uncomfortable, out of place. In spite of suggestions of Belgriad’s general tolerance to heavy prosthesis being impressive for its distance from the galactic core, I held no strong desire to land Minerva upon its partly barren surface.
Why Traverian Grey sought his retirement in this place seemed clear and confusing at the same time. Out of the way and insignificant, it certainly provided an obscurity that all but guaranteed he’d never be bothered by his past. However, with the amount of money made in his long career, there had to exist a thousand places more luxurious.
Returning to my impressions of the planet, I realized that Grey might have been the aforementioned wealthiest individual on Belgriad, and the thought of him cleaning toilets was laughable. It made me wonder if his current role was some manner of scam.
Traverian Grey: assassin, mercenary, hunter of dinosaurs, and as near to legend as Ivan himself without a planetary destruction. This man, this hired gun, was playing deacon for an Ivan-worshiping organization.
The Penitent Children of Ivan lived in a small commune, more cult than established faith. Thankfully, they didn’t exist under one of the many absurd leaders with delusions of grandeur as well as a penchant for control of the feeble-minded. The outsider’s perspective, gathered from a few of the quaint inhabitants of a nearby city, was an impression of harmless quirk.
Even the other locals provided to me this odd sense of unnerve. Far from a few decades, I viewed some kind of bizarre amalgamation between a post-industrial and hyper-commercial society.
I’ve grown accustomed to the mining camp appearance. Dusty earth, filthy prefab barracks or bungalow housing. Half-brained workers operating equipment one hundred times more valuable than their lives. But Belgriad…
The cities and villages were so spread and varied, including dwellings from small shacks to neo-plast towers. They hardly seemed to be of the same world at all. Development moved so slowly, and in spite of an age where pre-fabricated cities could practically be dropped in from orbit, tenacious construction crawled along the surface without the greater aid of a massive budget.
Yet the people were strangely content, making me all the more uncomfortable. Net access was somewhat limited, but the citizens still had to realize that plenty of places in the galaxy could provide better technology, better quality of life, and not this limbo of being spread across eras.
Even more bizarre to my eyes, after renting a wheeled electric vehicle about four centuries old in design and traveling a few hundred miles, was the dwelling of the two hundred or so denizens of the Penitent Children of Ivan. It was a ranch.
A ranch.
They utilized cattle, beasts of burden, and traded the fresh, unaltered genetics of inferior animal specimens to attain simple supplies. None of their devices and implements required more than rudimentary electricity. Buildings were made out of stone and wood from the local, gnarled variety of trees. Passing along the outskirts, I couldn’t help but gawk as I saw laborers actually using nails to fasten pieces of their dwellings together. The entire spectacle blurred my vision and made me wonder if perhaps I had fallen into some manner of alternate existence of millennia long passed.
Clenching my elegant metallic fist, proof I was a product of and existed in a civilized, technology-driven universe, I approached the small village and prayed this experience would be brief.
“Good afternoon, friend,” an individual wearing dusty clothing and a wide-brimmed hat spoke as I pulled the quiet vehicle forward to a long fence outside of the wooden shacks. It might have been imagination or expectations, but the man’s tone seemed as an empty-headed drawl. “What brings you out this way?”
He regarded me with a sharp, wary appraisal, eyes lingering on the metal hand which gripped the steering control of the vehicle. Trying to keep the scorn out of my voice, I spoke, “I’m looking for someone.”
“That so?” The man raised an eyebrow. “Who, might I ask?”
“A man by the name of Traverian Grey. I was told he was the deacon of your church.”
He frowned. “It’s true that we have a Mr. Grey as our worship-aid, but he goes by Silas. You sure you have the right place?”
“Definitely,” I nodded, “and Silas Grey is who I need to see.”
The suspicion deepened in my new friend’s eyes. “What is it you want with Deacon Grey?”
I held up my hands, trying to appear non-threatening. “I only need to ask him a couple of questions. It won’t take long, and you can keep an eye on me if you like.” I had nothing to hide. Grey, on the other hand…
His appraisal continued for a moment. “All right. You can come in, but you have to leave the wheeler here. We prefer a simple life, and fancy technology, no offense,” he said, motioning towards my prostheses, “doesn’t fit into that.”
Nodding, I stepped out of the vehicle, glad to be away from it. Pathetic speed, bumpy suspension, and unpadded seats: it was little more than wheels, a frame, and a cheap engine. My hours-long ride was dull and uncomfortable, and I didn’t relish the thought of a return trip. On the other hand, considering my surroundings, I expected to be longing for it soon.
My new friend stuck out his hand. “Linus Newson.”
“Sid.” We shook, and I felt a blip of satisfaction at the discomfort on Newson’s face as he gripped the cold metal of my right hand.
“That short for anything?”
“Just Sid.”
We traveled through the village, dust swirling around our heels as he pointed out the function of a couple of buildings. Their construction was fine, elegant handiwork for certain, but the concept of such base manual labor without the involvement of prefab assembly seemed laughable. There was a small water pump in the middle of town, its apparatus disguised by a circular well of brick.
He motioned to a provisions building. “Most everyone gets their food and supplies from there, and most of filling it we take care of ourselves. A little gets traded with nearby towns, but they don’t think much of us.”
I understood why. Even the odd amalgamation of somewhat new and very old technology of the rest of the planet was far in advance of what they had going on in this place. I wondered if their lifestyle was a product of some backward religious ideology.
“That’s the generator.” He pointed to a larger building made of brick and stone. “Lines go underground. Some of the folks wanted to get rid of that, too, but…”
We exchanged looks, and a moment of clarity settled between us as we agreed upon certain simplicities: running water, plumbing, energy for light and heat when necessary. Still, as I glanced at the building, I couldn’t help but imagine their power being fabricated by a thousand rodents running on wheels.
Linus talked a bit about their tech-free living-situation, but I tuned most of his drawl out while I counted the number of house-type structures. There were enough buildings for the couple hundred individuals, and they were nothing amazing in design. Simple accommodations for simple people.
Some of whom provided disquieting stares as we progressed towards the end of the town. No one approached or said a word, but their eyes registered a distaste for outsiders. A small cottage-like dwelling sat near the end of the town, and a short, railed ramp led up to a doorway. Linus held up a hand for me to stay back, and he walked forward and knocked on the door.
“Deacon Grey?” he called out. “Linus Newson here.”
Moments dripped by, and I could hear slight sounds coming from within. The door opened a crack, not enough for me to see the occupant. Newson’s neck craned downward, suggesting he looked at a very short man. “Linus,” a gravel-toned voice came through. “What can I do for you, today?”
“There’s a man out here says he wants to chat with you,” he pointed towards me, “but you say the word, and I’ll send him on his way.”
“Of course not, c’mon inside.”
Newson pushed the door open, looking back at me. “Well? Come along, then.”
I walked up the ramp and stepped into the cottage, whose overall size seemed to barely outstrip Minerva’s cockpit. The interior was simple, clean. A small stove area lay next to a cot. A closed wardrobe likely held a few articles of clothing, and an open closet-door led into a latrine area. A few loops of fabric hung from the ceiling along with bars fastened to the wall to accommodate the occupant’s infirmity.
Traverian, or Silas, Grey sat in a wheeled chair, much of both legs gone along with an arm up to the elbow. Far from the cold, steely glare of a long-time mercenary, his grizzled, unshaven face held a kindly appearance behind the numerous scars and missing teeth.
“What’s your name, friend?” the man asked, extending his remaining hand and leaving me to wonder if this was truly the terrible mercenary I’d heard about.
The situation was so far out from what I was expecting that I hesitated. I searched his expression for some manner of analysis, calculation, or anything suggesting the shrewd and unyielding nature of his reputation. Nothing: only a soft smile and patient air. He didn’t even seem to react to seeing what he must have known was an Archivist.
“Sid,” I finally spoke, reaching out for the awkward left-handed shake.
His grip was quite firm. “What can I do for you today, Mr. Sid.”
“No Mister, please,” I replied with a bow. “Just Sid, or Archivist if you must.” I felt a soft reminder would bring a reaction.
No such luck; he remained unreadable. “Of course, Archivist, of course.” He cocked his head, waiting for me to speak.
A hundred strategies of information coaxing flitted through my mind, but for once I seemed at a disadvantage. I kept searching for an ounce of alarm, appraisal, confusion, fear, anything at all to provide a tactic of approach, but there was nothing. I assumed he’d instantly know why I was there the moment he laid eyes on me. However, looking at him, I couldn’t gauge anything.
Awkward silence dripped by. “Well, you’re the one who came here, stranger,” Linus piped up. “Why don’t you say something already?”
Frustrated, put off balance in what must have been Grey’s own strategy, I went for the direct approach. “Traverian Grey,” I said, staring directly at the crippled man. “I’m here seeking information from you about Ivan.”
“I told you his name wasn’t Traverian—”
Grey held up a hand, cutting off his friend. “Mr. Newson, thank you for bringing him. I need to speak privately with Sid here, so if you could please shut the door on the way out…?”
The man seemed poised to object, but he nodded. “I’ll be right outside, Deacon. Holler if you need anything.” He passed a brief, irritated gaze in my direction before passing outside. The door clicked shut.
“My friend Mr. Newson was correct,” Grey said, still nothing but passive interest registering on his face. “I don’t go by Traverian.”
“But that is… was your name.” I folded my arms.
He gave a nod.
“And you knew Ivan.”
Another nod.
“He gave you those injuries.”
He didn’t respond.
Confused, I asked, “He didn’t?”
A tiny smirk curled at the corner of his mouth, the first real reaction I’d seen out of him, but he skipped by the question. “I go by Silas now, Deacon to the First Church of the Penitent Children of Ivan.”
“Listen, Mr. Grey.” I gestured. “I’m trying to find both information about Ivan’s location and Ivan himself. I know you were the last known individual to see him. I respect the fact that you’re hiding here in peaceful retirement, and I don’t wish to disturb you any longer than it takes to find out what I want to know.”
He chuckled, wheeling his chair around with one hand and the stump of his other arm. “Can I get anything for you? Something to drink, eat maybe?”
“No, thank you.”
Moving over to the stove, he set down a clean pan and clicked on a heating element. “Must have been Lorric, hm? Tell you where I was?”
“Yes.”
“Shoulda known he’d keep tabs on me.” Grey shook his head, laughing softly as he opened a cooled box. He withdrew a few eggs from a small container. He held them up. “You see these? Fresh as you can get ’em.” He pulled out a tomato. “Same as this. Better than any hydroponics garden can ever match.”
He grabbed a knife from a block and set the tomato down, skillfully cutting without difficulty. Still smirking, he dropped what looked like some kind of animal grease into the pan before cracking the eggs.
“I’d like to get moving along as soon as possible,” I said.
He ignored me.
I watched, impatient, as he cooked the ingredients together, slicing off a slab of some kind of cheese to go with it and scrambling everything together. Eventually, he dumped the whole mess onto a plate. Cradling it in his lap, he used a fork to take a few bites. He gestured at the plate. “I’ve spent a thousand credits on a meal not half as satisfying.”
“Impressive,” I replied in a tone suggesting not the least bit of interest.
Grey tossed his head back and laughed. He didn’t say anything, still chuckling as he took a few more bites.
“May I ask what is so funny?” I asked, gritting my teeth.
“Oh nothing, it’s just…” Shaking his head and laughing, the crippled man said, “You think I’m crazy. Out of my mind. Snapped, cracked, overcome with madness, and unable to cope with my one magnificent failure.”
I said nothing.
“You think I’m hiding, laying low in this land beyond corporate reach, beyond the vengeance of comrade and kin, beyond the niceties of modern civilization. You think I live on this antiquated pebble of the galaxy to let my reputation die, afraid of what the unwashed masses will think of my poor, crippled self. You think I’m crazy to have not bought five or six mansions to live in, new body parts to make me whole again, and enough expensive luxury items to live out my days in blissful abandon. And most of all…” He paused, taking another bite. “You think I’ve gone completely batshit to be hanging around Ivan worshippers. Does that about cover it, Sid the Archivist?”
Blinking, I kept an even expression. Everything he said was more or less true, and I considered his ability to acknowledge madness poor proof to him lacking it.
Grey laughed again. “It couldn’t possibly occur to you, with your infinite wisdom and experience, that I stay out here in this place because I actually like it?”
Cold surprise and realization spilled through my body. My careful control of emotion must have slipped, considering the hysterical torrent of laughter my new companion fell into.
“Right on all counts, I see!” he shouted, thumping his hand against the stub of his leg as he laughed.
A hot flush bristled through my body. It was embarrassing to be ridiculed, to be coming in with such high preconception only to have completely misjudged. His amusement did little to temper my rising irritation.
Striking him crossed my mind briefly, but I decided there would be no satisfaction to be had in such an act. Besides, Grey still managed to kill two bounty hunters and wound another who was a brilliant strategist. This was after losing three limbs in a cataclysmic explosion and crashing a hover vehicle.
Granted, “Silas” Grey was much older, and the people he ambushed were half-starved. Either way, I still had no good reason, aside from his continued mirth at my expense, to hit him.
Besides, my assumptions though premature were quite reasonable. “Why should I believe otherwise?” My tone contained a hard edge as I tried to cut through his amusement. “Here you are, what’s left of the mercenary legend. Traverian Grey, playing worship-aide to a ridiculous cult.”
“Ah, ah, ah.” He wagged a finger at me. “I caught you again. You think I can’t possibly be this man, this wholly legitimate Deacon of the Penitent Children of Ivan, without ulterior motive. You think I can’t believe.”
This time, surprise was knocked aside by anger. “Not a chance. You’ve met Ivan. You know he’s nothing more than a simple man, unless your mind truly was addled by failure and fear.”
Grey ignored the insult, another peal of laughter escaping him. “Oh-ho! Clearly you don’t know much if you think of anything about Ivan as simple. I thought Archivists were supposed to be smart.” He grinned, far too smug, and I again contemplated the advantages of striking him.
“Very well…” I seethed. “You are aware that he’s made of flesh and blood. He is human, not some kind of deity.”
“Oh, well technically,” he waved his hand back and forth. “Our doctrine states that Ivan is a manifestation, a living embodiment of God sent to herald our salvation or destruction.” He shrugged. “It sort of depends upon humanity’s worth as a whole.”
I shook my head. “Superstitious absurdity, and your seeming adherence only proves your madness.”
Shrugging, he replied. “Perhaps, but perhaps it’s you who can’t see beyond your preconceptions of what does and doesn’t make sense for an individual in my situation.” I opened my mouth to object, but he held up his hand. “I can see we’re not off to the greatest start, so why don’t we begin again. I’ll stop poking fun at you if you agree to hold an open mind.”
I pulled a folding chair out from a corner and sat down, waiting for him to speak. Even with my irritation, I could not overcome the curiosity I felt. The situation and how it developed was too strange to overlook. I wondered if it was some kind of madness or if Traverian Grey, galactic scourge, changed so drastically as to become a peace-loving country bumpkin, worshipping his greatest foe.
“You want to know why I’m here,” he offered.
Nodding, I responded, keeping my tone carefully neutral. “Of course. Even you must understand it represents a very odd change in attitude and priority. Though it’s possible all I’ve heard about you was mere conjecture…” I trailed off, the question hanging.
He shook his head. “Not a bit of it. Money, power, guns, the thrill of a good fight…” A wistful expression crossed his face. “Crushing an opponent, dancing with death. There’s nothing quite like it.” The expression hardened, and he looked at me. “But it creates no lasting happiness, for me or anyone else. Nothing matters but the thought of more, and all the credits, bodies at my feet, and destruction does nothing to fill that need.”
“So, by living this way, out here… you keep yourself away from temptation?”
“Not so complicated as that, I’m afraid,” he said. “At first, I was simply tired. I’d never lost before at all, and to be crushed so completely. Coping was…”
“Difficult?”
Grey smiled. “To say the least. Either way, once I passed the initial stage of recovery, hiding was my first thought.” He looked at me and shrugged. “Yes, I’ll admit your notions were not far from the mark.”
I motioned for him to continue, not wishing to inhibit further conversation by lording a smug attitude over him.
“Gods, I wanted to get patched up as soon as possible. I had seven more plans of attack in mind, ready to corner Ivan again and gain my redemption, but…”
I finished his statement. “You were afraid.”
He sighed. “More than you can imagine. I knew… I knew so deeply, so completely, I couldn’t ever match him. Yet I couldn’t imagine not trying if I was capable.” His expression softened, a helpless, almost fearful appearance seeming laughable coming from someone with such a fierce reputation. “I’d worked with him. Saw how he fought, calculated everything, and still I never stood a chance.”
Grey lapsed into silence for a moment, lost in consideration. He looked up at me. “I knew pursuing the failed conquest would become my only choice for redemption. If I had myself put back together, the obsession would have driven me back to him, back to my final end.”
“That…” he gave a bitter laugh, “and I couldn’t face the thought of the galaxy knowing about my coward’s defeat. I was beaten, broken… but alive. The moment I dropped a stack of currency upon the desk of the best prosthetics surgeon, everyone would know that Traverian Grey was yet living… and an appalling failure. Oh I told myself so often that I didn’t care what others thought, but I was a bit of a slave to my reputation, I’ll admit that much.”
“Of course,” he continued, “not many people knew I was even there besides a few corporate bidders and our apparent friend-in-common Lorric.”
I said, “True, most of my research suggested you simply vanished into hiding, retirement, or an early grave. The only relation I found between you and Ivan was a story passed down from a drunken buffoon.”
Grey cocked his head. “Was that…?” He closed his eyes. “It couldn’t have been Hunter’s End? You heard about that?”
I gave a nod.
My companion burst out laughing, “I can’t believe anyone remembers that… A hell of a contract, and I thought Ivan was the craziest son of a bitch I’d ever met.” Nostalgia overcame his expression, and he asked me, leaning forward and excited. “Your contact told you Ivan woke up that monster, right?” I nodded, and he laughed harder. “There we are, the damn thing is sleeping and the easiest hundred thousand I could ever imagine, and he starts yelling! I mean, who does that? Honorable combat with a giant lizard? Then the damn thing tries to eat me!”
I chuckled. “It was quite a tale.”
“I’m sure you’ve heard plenty more,” he settled back into his chair, “but we’re getting off topic here, my apologies.”
“Not at all,” I smiled. “It’s nice to validate especially some of the less believable claims.”
He gave a contented sigh. “I’d imagine… Gods, I do miss those days sometimes…” He shook his head. “But after a month in recovery and hiding out, to my own considerable surprise… I actually started to like the quiet life.” Grey shrugged. “Oh, every day I’d tell myself it was time to quit hiding and find myself a surgeon, but…”
Strange as it was, it made a measure of sense. I wondered if I’d ever grow weary of flying about the galaxy in search of information, but the idea seemed beyond absurd. A quiet life of sheer boredom would end me as surely as five undisturbed minutes with my good friend Cain.
“I stayed. I relaxed, and there came a time where I got used to being like this. I don’t do anything beyond my means, but I still manage to take care of myself just fine.” He set his plate upon the cool end of the stove.
“What about the, well… the religious part of this?” I asked. “When did the… movement begin?”
Grey gave a thin smile. “Only about five or so years ago.”
Since we’d been developing a mild rapport, and his information seemed genuine, I didn’t want to remind him of the complete absurdity I saw in this idiotic faith. I tried to be delicate. “How did you get involved?”
“It just sort of happened. A few folk in the city not far from here joked a bit about some lame-brain preacher out in the country. I still thought about Ivan and our little tiff,” he smirked, “every single day. Yes, I considered the very idea of worshipping him a complete pile of shit.”
I held my tongue, not wanting to emphasize how much I agreed with his early assessment.
He shrugged. “I listened to the things they said,” he looked up at me, a tiny measure of pleading in his expression, “and I compared them to what I knew about Ivan.” Grey frowned. “I actually started to see where they were coming from, and I thought it was less stupid the more I heard.”
Grey chatted about the beginnings of his transformation into the glorious faith, and his conflicted expression and tone of voice was fascinating. It seemed as though much of him wanted so badly to believe Ivan held some deity-esque standing.
This too made sense to me. How better to cope with a terrible defeat than to consider the opponent wielding divine favor and power? On the other hand, his logic, his knowledge of a flesh and blood, mortal man screamed for credence and never allowed Grey to truly lose himself in belief.
I returned my full attention to Grey, noticing that he was touching upon some of those issues. “…realized long ago that I thought of myself as…” Grey sighed, casting away his gaze, “well, God. Something like it, anyway.” He waved that aside. “Nothing I did was beyond self-motivation, but my injury and time with these people has changed all of that. It was very refreshing to find something else to hold in awe.”
Nodding, I gestured for him to continue.
“You hear half the things he’s done, besides Atropos Garden, and you can’t help but wonder if something bigger was watching over him. And he never harmed anyone who didn’t have it coming, that’s for sure. He didn’t even…” he looked down at his missing limbs, trailing off.
Perking up, I asked, “Didn’t what?”
He gave a bitter laugh. “It wasn’t even him that did this to me. I did it myself.”
* * *
A few traits were held in common between Grey and Lorric, but not many in disposition. Their relative similarity in ability and personality made a confrontation somewhat unlikely if not for their connection in calling and target.
Each man was highly skilled at all avenues of fugitive recovery. Where Grey’s obsessive personality allowed for a near peerless aptitude with weapons, piloting, demolitions, and other endeavors, Lorric’s calm attitude and careful analysis provided situations where the inferior skill could triumph. With their personalities both the same and opposite, their confrontation was a perplexing point to me.
Each man diverged from normal attitudes by at least a partial necessity. Pressure from comrades drove Lorric toward risky behavior, and being horribly outnumbered caused Grey to calculate and plan. Though trying to be patient and wait, I wondered if Grey attempted his usual aggressive aptitude or caution when he confronted Ivan. I further wondered if it would have mattered.
Regardless, it went without question that Traverian Grey could manage a successful ambush. However, even the man himself expressed surprise at the ease with which his foes were crushed.
“Sure, I set up a few surprises, but the tip was hot, and there wasn’t exactly a lot of prep-time,” Grey said with a shrug. “Even so, the moment I buzzed out of the moon’s shadow and shot down Lorric’s bird, not a single thing went wrong for me. Well, until later anyway. Ivan really was passing through the system, but the tip I gave Lorric was quite a few days early.”
I nodded, remembering the story of a long hike punctuated by Lorric’s terrible injury and the loss of his remaining companions.
“I used the most dishonorable means, but all that mattered was getting the job done. I didn’t have Lorric’s flimsy code or even a tiny sense of honor or remorse. Since money hadn’t been an issue in years, I never killed anyone for a bigger share, but I would have if it struck me as a good idea.” Grey rubbed his eyes. “It was me who contacted Ivan and implored him, based upon our past dealings, to come there. I told him I could help him out.” He gave a sad chuckle. “I said I’d do it for old time’s sake.”
Ivan agreed to the meeting, seemingly without hesitation. As Lorric and his ragtag band of survivors trudged across the surface of the half-barren world, Ivan’s vessel pierced the atmosphere and settled down to Grey’s beacon.
Staring at Ivan’s lightly confused features through the scope of a high-powered energy rifle, curiosity and perhaps the tiniest amount of professional courtesy had overridden Grey’s desire for a quick and easy fight. Taken alive remained the objective. A limbless torso was easy enough to cart back, but Grey had doubted Ivan would be in much of a talking mood under those circumstances.
Besides; just in case, Grey had laced the area with mines and other explosives ready to be triggered at the touch of a button.
* * *
“You’re certain you weren’t followed?” Traverian Grey called out to Ivan as he approached the small campsite. Over his shoulder, he slung the potent energy weapon which would later kill the remaining hunters and cripple Lorric. Grey wore his usual black shell of ballistic armor, visor up and trying to appear as non-threatening as possible in spite of the weapons strapped to his body.
The slightest flicker of doubt crossed Ivan’s face. Grey briefly wondered if the enormous man suspected anything before Ivan burst out with a wide grin. “Mister Grey! My good and dear friend. It has been too long, no?” Laughing, he charged forward and nearly crushed his old friend in an embrace.
“You weren’t followed?” Grey repeated, keeping in place the ruse of why he wasn’t present at the campsite.
“Pah!” Ivan shook his head. “Always about business with you, isn’t it? Here we are, two comrades long reunited after so many battles, and you stand there worrying like an old woman!” He extended a hand.
Grey grasped it and shook. “Good to see you again, Ivan. I take it you’re well.”
Ivan gave an exaggerated shrug. “As well as can be, I will say, with half the universe nipping at my heels.” The man grinned again, but Grey could see weariness tugging at Ivan’s features. There was something else, as well, that Grey saw but couldn’t recognize. Aside from the exhaustion of being hunted and hounded, sorrow bordering on despair lay deep within Ivan’s eyes.
“Even so,” Ivan nodded, “I am very glad you contacted me.”
“What did you do?”
Ivan clasped his hands together. “Nothing.”
Frowning, Grey asked, “Why the bounty, then?”
“They believe I did something, or that I know something.” Ivan sighed, pausing.
“Atropos Garden,” Grey said. “Was it you?”
The large man shook his head, and Grey finally caught a glimpse of the heavy sorrow as it briefly flickered onto Ivan’s face. “No. It was not.”
“Then what happened?”
Ivan gave a sad chuckle. “The planet was destroyed.”
“The whole thing?” Narrowing his eyes, Grey asked, “How?”
“I do not have the slightest idea.”
The bounty hunter folded his arms, bothered by the admission. It wasn’t because he thought Ivan was lying; Grey could hear the truth of it in the large man’s voice. Nor was the situation troubling due to the people who wanted to interrogate and rip every tiny thought from Ivan’s mind in a desperate attempt to discover how one could obliterate a world. Regardless of results, Grey’s money would be paid, wasted by the corporations who would gain nothing from Ivan.
What disturbed Grey was that suddenly Ivan seemed like less of a conquest. The huge man would be locked in a box for the remainder of his natural life, pumped full of narcotics and answering the endless barrage of questions. The information of Ivan having nothing to do with the incident, only a mere witness, would never leak out of the top tiers of the cooperating corporations. As far as the galaxy would be concerned, Traverian Grey would have captured the legend who crushed a planet with his bare hands.
Even still, the person Grey cared about the most was himself, and he felt as though his impending victory had been cheapened.
“I am sorry I cannot satisfy your curiosity, my friend,” Ivan said, noting the frown and silent contemplation his comrade lapsed into. “We should be going, however. I have had a few pesky flies buzzing near to my tail of late. They have this nasty habit of swarming when I stop to rest.”
Grey waved a hand. “They’re all dead.”
“You swatted them, eh?” Ivan nodded, frowning without a trace of surprise. “I thought as much upon seeing the wreckage in atmosphere and smoking craters upon the ground. Were their deaths truly necessary?”
The bounty hunter didn’t reply, too wrapped in his disappointment and contemplation. Is the mountain worth climbing when you find out it’s a hill? he thought.
Ivan sighed. “You were always a brutal and ruthless man, Mister Grey. Very cold and all about business.” He folded his arms. “However, we have been dancing around an important matter. Tell me, did you kill those men and women to help me, or are you simply eliminating the competition?”
Grey shot a gaze up to Ivan, his contemplation evaporating. Ivan stood a few feet away, entirely non-threatening with a deadpan expression. He spoke again. “Consider this carefully, my old friend. This is not a road you will be able to return from easily.”
A chill coursed through Grey, and with it came the slightest mote of doubt that he’d be capable of besting Ivan.
At the thought, exhilaration burst within him, the doubt and uncertainty of success transforming his hill into a mountain once again. His mind flitted over the weapons he carried and the devices buried nearby: traps and snares to ensure success.
“Please tell me my friend.” Ivan’s face betrayed a sorrow suggesting he already knew the answer. “Are you here to help me?”
Grey did not respond with words. Snapping his visor down, he swung his energy rifle to bear. He fired, aiming for Ivan’s leg.
Traverian Grey was fast, and he was an excellent shot. The bounty hunter hardly had a moment to register his energy bolt missing entirely before Ivan sprang forward. In an impossibly fast motion, the enormous man ripped the rifle out of Grey’s hands and smashed it into the mercenary’s midsection.
Though the ballistic armor took the brunt of the impact, Grey staggered against the force of the blow. Before he could recover, Ivan seized the bounty hunter around the midsection and tore the helmet from his head in a swift motion. Surprised by the unbelievable strength his foe possessed, Grey didn’t react until Ivan grabbed and hurled him ten feet.
The bounty hunter crashed to the ground face first, smashing out a couple of teeth and cutting a hole in his lower lip. Dazed, he touched his forehead where a wide gash split.
“You are fighting very slowly, my friend.” He heard Ivan behind him. “I know you can do much better.”
Spitting blood, Grey snarled and spun around. He snatched two flechette pistols from his belt and fired.
Ivan ducked one burst and blocked the other with the helmet he still held. The razor cloud smashed into it, a few sliding by and slicing into Ivan’s body. Seeming not to notice the lacerations on his torso, Ivan hurled the helmet, tiny razors embedded within it, at Grey.
Still shocked at his opponent’s speed and strength, Grey managed to roll out of the way, dropping one pistol in the process. He brought the other to bear only to have it disintegrate in his hand as Ivan fired the half-bent energy rifle with frightening accuracy.
There was a pause. Ivan, with the rifle aimed at Grey, took a step forward. “I do not wish to kill you, my old friend. Please do not force me to.”
Breathing hard, blood streaming down his face and bits of the molten pistol clinging to his glove, Grey flitted a glance over to the other, fallen weapon. It was nearly within arm’s reach.
“Please don’t,” Ivan repeated.
Grey clenched his teeth. Without his helmet display, he couldn’t see the locations of the explosives he placed. Hell with this, he thought, punching a button on his belt as he dove.
A deafening boom filled the air along with smoke and a shower of rock. Three of his buried explosives went, each close to the center of the campsite and away from where he lay. A high-pitched whine streaked into his ears as he snatched up the pistol and rolled. He brought the weapon to bear, ready to fire.
Ivan wasn’t there. Smoke and dust kicked up from the mines clouded around, and Grey couldn’t see any sign of his enemy. His augmented and normally insulated hearing still shrieked with the noise. Swiveling the pistol back and forth, he scanned, desperate to find Ivan. The bounty hunter’s eyes stung from blood, sweat, and dust. Grey blinked, trying to clear them.
Without even the slightest hint of detecting his foe’s approach, Grey’s arms clamped down at his sides. The pistol was knocked from his grasp, and a moment later the bounty hunter was hoisted into the air and slammed into the ground.
An audible crack from his ballistic armor cut through the shrieking in his ears. The wind rushed from his lungs, his forehead again rebounding off the hard ground. Stars danced in front of his eyes, and he coughed. In a daze, something was tugging, yanking at his legs. What’s he doing? Grey thought, touching another button at his belt.
The blast went off underneath him. His armor, the finest money could buy, was incredibly tough. Instead of blowing a hole through his torso, the explosive merely broke and cracked a total of six ribs and sent him flying through the air with Ivan still clinging to his back.
Grey impacted the ground, his mental haze bursting with pain as his newly damaged ribs cried out. He couldn’t hear anything at all, the obnoxious whine almost bursting his skull.
He felt the armor ripped free of his leg, the cold of the night air instantly chilling on his bare skin. Grey twisted the dial on one wrist. Tiny jabs poked at various points on his body, and his veins ignited with stimulant pouring into them.
Eyes flying open, the world snapped into sharper focus. Grey rolled over and kicked out, freeing his other leg from Ivan’s grasp and staggering his opponent. Using the moment, Grey stumbled to his feet and charged. He rammed into Ivan’s midsection, hoping to drive the huge man into the ground.
Good God, he is a mountain, Grey thought as Ivan didn’t budge.
With a casual shove, Ivan sent the mercenary sprawling again. The dull, distant pain roared weakly, hidden behind the blood-boiling stimulant. Grey tried to scramble away, but his leg was seized again. Ivan bellowed and pulled, hands on either side of the bounty hunter’s thigh.
Grey’s mouth fell open as the armor, only slightly damaged from the fight, cracked and split apart down the seams. Ivan cast the broken shards aside and loomed over his foe.
Scores of cuts and lacerations dotted Ivan’s arms, legs, and torso. Blood leaked and dripped down the enormous man’s body. Shards of shrapnel poked out of the wounds and dust caked Ivan’s exposed skin, but the man didn’t seem to be at all bothered.
Grey reached down to activate another explosive.
Ivan shot a hand out, seizing Grey’s wrist. He yanked the bounty hunter to his feet, chopping with his other hand. The armor covering Grey’s arm shattered along with the wrist beneath it. This new pain screamed through the stimulant, and the crushed bits of the ballistic armor shook loose and fell away.
The mercenary fell to the ground as Ivan released him and walked a few paces away. Cradling the injured wrist, Grey clamored to his feet, trying to let his seething rage cut through the agony echoing everywhere in his body.
Ivan stood, arms folded and gripping the flechette pistol Grey dropped some time earlier. The expression on his face was stern, unyielding. Scrapes, gashes, and punctures stood out everywhere on his body, but Ivan didn’t appear the slightest bit fatigued or weakened by the fight.
Grey on the other hand was all but wrecked. The armor was torn from both of his legs, and his feet bled with minor cuts sustained from only seconds of moving on the rough ground. His head, concussed and still ringing from multiple explosions, muddled through a daze mixed with powerful stimulant. He couldn’t stand upright due to the broken ribs, and small bits of bone poked through the wrist Ivan destroyed.
Ivan shouted, cutting through the haze of Grey’s mind and the whine of his ears. “You are finished. Stop this now.”
Never in his life had Traverian Grey been defeated. Never had he failed, and never had he given up. Twisting his face into a snarl, completely unaware of where he was standing and where the bombs were, he punched another detonator.
* * *
As the aging man told his story, I noted each injury from the fight with the scars and missing pieces of his body. I believed it was still madness, but I began to understand why Grey had no choice but to revere, perhaps even worship the man who had broken him so easily.
“Rather than bleed to death after my arm and legs were shredded by the one that went off beneath me, I dragged myself over to my rifle.” He smirked. “It worked well enough to cauterize the wounds.”
“And Ivan was gone?” I asked, stifling a grimace.
“There was enough stim left to keep me part-way conscious, and the vitals monitoring of the chest piece, thank the stars it didn’t break, kept enough of me alive and out of shock. After the last one went off, I saw him walk away, chuck aside my gun, get in his ship, and blast on out.” Grey wheeled himself over to the basin. “Since you chatted with Lorric, I’m sure you pretty much know the rest.” He splashed water on his face.
I nodded.
“Well there you have it then.” The former mercenary ran a hand through thinning hair. “The downfall of the great Traverian Grey, laid out nice and neat for you. Of course, you probably aren’t really that interested in any of my stories. You and your employers are still looking to find out just how he managed to destroy that planet.”
Frowning, I asked, “Do you still believe he was telling the truth? Was he only a witness?”
Grey shrugged. “I think he was involved, but I doubt it was his fault. See, that ship of his, you know its name, right?”
“OLGA,” I said, “but that particular name has appeared often.”
The man wagged a finger at me. “Ah yes, a few weapons he carried and such, but I also heard it somewhere else. When I was digging out where to find him, I noticed it was the codename of the project down on Atropos Garden.”
Unbidden, a blip of Dana’s memory flashed forward at the mention of the name associated with the ill-fated world. Indeed, the Olga title was found dotting several tiny memories.
“Could the project have been his ship?” I asked. “Other weaponry and devices?” I remembered the cannon from Hunter’s End, reluctant to consider it new technology.
“Well,” Grey rubbed his chin. “I may not have your remarkable processing power and blasted infinite memory, but I’ve dragged together a few theories over the years.” I smirked at him, and he laughed. “Don’t get me wrong; I love my retirement, but it doesn’t do much but provide me with far too much time to think. I may have left my past behind, but I certainly haven’t forgotten it.”
I motioned for him to continue.
“The project being his about ship and weapons research was my thought. Y’see, I still heard rumblings of what Ivan was up to over the years, and the kind of stuff he managed in that one stinking ship…” He snapped his fingers. “Like the cruiser over Orkanis, uh, the prison.”
“I’m familiar,” I said.
“Caldonis, New Prague? I wasn’t there, but I heard he wiped out half a battalion by himself! It was a while ago, but the Garden was up and running back then. And the slaver colony? I heard he blew that place sky-high.”
Frowning, I replied, “I haven’t been able to confirm his involvement in the battles, and I’m not familiar with any slave colonies.”
Grey held up a finger, ignoring my statement. “I think he was working for the government all along as some kind of espionage agent.”
I didn’t tell him I thought his notion was somewhat absurd.
“Think about it. The Garden was one of the last pieces of anything not touched by Soma, Keritas, Daedra, or any of those other giants. He’s probably the best pilot in the galaxy, so they fixed him up with OLGA, the ship. They’ve been upgrading it ever since, and they’ve been giving him little toys to work with for when he can’t be in the air.”
“Finally,” he continued, “they mashed in something too big, screwed something up, and then bad things happened. He was telling me the truth about not knowing anything because he was just the jockey. The ship was the real deal, and whatever they put in it is probably what your employer wants.” He settled back into his chair as he finished speaking. I somehow gained the feeling he’d been waiting to tell someone this theory for a long time.
The former mercenary perked up again. “I still never heard what actually happened, other than the world itself was destroyed. I mean, did he vaporize it? Did it actually explode?”


I shrugged, remembering the glittering mass of disintegration and not feeling it necessary to share.
He laughed. “You’re probably going to have to figure that out, don’t you think?”
“Most likely.”
Grey rested his remaining hand on his stomach. “Anything else you want to ask me? You have me pining for the old days, that’s for sure. I could tell you some pretty amazing stories.”
Smiling, I replied. “I’m sure you could, but I need to be on my way soon.” He gave a sigh. “First, I need to ask if you have any idea where Ivan might have gone. Second, I’ve never heard anything about involvement with any slave activity, aside from in his interaction with Voux Hanatar.”
He tapped a finger against his lips. “You have to ask yourself: in a galaxy where his name is feared, where could Ivan hide?”
“It’s a big galaxy.” I folded my arms. “And most people these days don’t think he exists.”
Grinning, he laughed. “Of course! Of course, but we know better, right? He has to be somewhere.”
I sighed.
He chuckled, shaking his head. “The bounty might have privatized, thanks to Lorric and me, but I’d wager it’s still out there. No one’s had any luck finding him since me, but then fly in the Archivists to dig him out.”
I stared at him with a blank look. “Would you please arrive at your point?”
“Oh fine,” he said. “Obviously he’s hiding, but he’s not exactly the most inconspicuous individual. Of all the things he’s done, there are only a couple of stories where he’s helped someone out. I’m pretty sure the slaver one is true. Whoever was left, whoever he saved from that place… I’d bet you anything he’s hiding with them.”
“Interesting,” I said, genuinely considering the possibility.
Grey wheeled himself over. “That’s all I have for ya, so good luck in the rest of your search. I’m sure you want to be getting on your way.” He held out his good hand.
We shook, and I stood up. Donning my cloak and hat, I turned to the exit. “Enjoy your retirement,” I said, opening the door and stepping out.
Linus Newson remained waiting outside, a frown upon his face. “You were in there for quite a while, friend. What were you and Deacon Grey talkin’ about?”
“Business.” I glanced around, noticing several people peering out of their doors and windows, some standing in the streets and openly staring. It seemed the whole village was interested in what was going on.
The frown on my escort’s face deepened. “I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but you’re kinda causin’ a bit of distress around town. You’re not plannin’ on stayin’ are ya?”
I smiled. “No, and I likely won’t come back.” He brightened up a bit as I considered the astronomically remote chances of my return.
“Ah, good then. Can I show you back to your vehicle?”
I gave a nod.
The two of us passed through the ramshackle village once again, no more impressive the second time around. I ignored the stares of the denizens and the uncivilized squalor of their general existence. Already I was deep within contemplation of what to do next.
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Chapter 11: Mercury Strikes


“Amazing…” Marqyni Avieli put a hand over his chest, taking a deep breath as I finished speaking. “I’d not believe a word of it if it weren’t coming from you, my dear Sid.”
I returned to Dei Lucrii and my favorite library because I became stuck. Nothing I had heard or seen aside from one source lent any information toward Ivan being involved with slavery. The only connection, providing me with the kernel of certainty necessary for pursuit, was the former crime lord Hanatar.
Unfortunately, I had to spend over an hour summarizing everything I’d learned for Marqyni before I could pursue my line of inquiry. His exuberance, normally endearing, became the smallest bit exasperating.
“The slavery issue as a reason for Ivan’s betrayal of Hanatar was little more than a footnote in the conversation. Grey’s mention of a slaver colony has to be connected somehow.”
Marqyni put on a big smile. “My dear Sid… I never doubted you for a second.”
“Focus, please,” I replied with a frown. “I need to depart as soon as there is something to pursue.”
He held up his hands. “Very well! Very well. You come again, blazing through my house of knowledge spinning whirlwind tales. My pitiful little brain is boggling, grinding in such circles I can hardly keep from falling over…” He tailed off, noting the scowl on my face. “Oh, fine. What can I help you with?”
“Have you ever heard any connection to Ivan and the slave trade?”
The librarian shook his head. “Ivan is a cultural boogeyman used to frighten children. Though many tales present him in a favorable light, as a vanquisher, few express him with magnanimity.” He waved a hand. “Oh, there are some about rescued children, clergy or some such, perhaps its slaves in others, but otherwise no. In fact, the only connection I’ve ever heard to the forced labor trade was your own mention of Hanatar’s fall as a product of Ivan’s revenge. Obviously, the murder of the slave trader in Hanatar’s home, ah… who was it?”
“Barian Dreger,” I replied.
“Yes, Dreger.” He rubbed his chin. “You’re clearly correct; it must have some connection to what Grey mentioned.” He gave a laugh. “I still can’t believe you spoke to both Traverian Grey and Voux Hanatar. How by the tides of Old Earth did you manage such a thing?”
I raised an eyebrow.
Marqyni pouted. “Oh, fine. Be all mysterious. If you’re not going to humor me even in the slightest, what can I do for you?”
“I need both of us to dig through as much as we can to find… something, anything,” I replied. “I know it’s ambiguous, but there must be some news report of Dreger’s arrest. Perhaps Ivan tipped the authorities to a group of released captives. There’s nothing the GSA would like more than the good press of breaking apart a slaver colony.”
I furrowed my brow. “Or, maybe some of the GSA reports are public record now that Hanatar is in prison for life. Or… there was also the slave container Dreger discarded when he was captured. It was near to an asteroid field. The colony could have been nearby: not a terrible place to hide something of that nature. If we can find any survivors from Dreger’s slave trade, they would have been the most likely candidates for Ivan to approach for help.”
The librarian listened with a thoughtful expression. “Let’s get started then. You wish to be inside no more than an hour, correct?”
“Yes. You start with public GSA records around the time of Hanatar’s arrest; I’ll work on news archives.”
“Are you certain?” Marqyni frowned. “There’s going to be a broader range of subjects there; you might lose a lot of time.” He was referring to the Archivist instinct to tangential searching.
I waved a hand. “I can still dig through them faster than you can, no offense.” I smiled.
He rolled his eyes. “Very well, I’ll set you up here in my office and use one of the terminals out on the floor myself.”
“Good,” I replied. “Let’s get started.”
* * *
Dana’s improved programming and architecture helped. Using it made me nervous, as I had no idea what else her programming and the hidden vestige would have in store for me. I still couldn’t resist using it.
The result was nothing short of amazing. My mind blazed through hundreds, thousands of files, clippings, news reports. The fall of Hanatar was widely reported; killing a GSA witness in his own home drew not insignificant attention. They mocked him for it, and hardly a mention was made of the victim’s name, even less mention of former employment with his alleged killer.
Dreger’s initial capture was kept quiet as well. Only vague pieces about GSA pursuit and bravery against a well-known, unnamed slave trader received tiny blips in the waters of Hanatar’s destruction. There was nothing about a cargo ship full of people nearly smashing into an asteroid.
As per usual, dozens of times my mind was lost to the pursuit of other topics. However, a sharper focus seemed to be present, tangents more relatable to the focus of my search:
A historical catalogue of whistle-blowers and witnesses, successful and/or killed for their dedication. Various instances of forced labor and its degree of social acceptance. More recent uptake of kidnapping vacationers and tourists. Thousands of cities on hundreds of worlds with reported missing bankers, laborers, researchers. Even a tour group from Atropos Garden went missing and was later rescued by GSA forces.
I searched files on the incident on the Garden, and little aside from speculation existed on the subject. I even recognized images on the nets, similar to those gleaned from Dana’s mind, of the reforming world. Much of it was discarded as fabrication, and general consensus was not that the planet was destroyed: only the colony.
How little they knew.
Much rumbling existed in the Ivan enthusiasts. Several corporations seemed to be regaining interest in the subject, and public contracts for information regarding him had been renewed. Hundreds more stories floated about, an absurdity of gossip sprinkled with the tiny motes of truth.
I resisted the temptation for self-congratulatory egotism in seeing if anything related back to myself and continued to search through Dreger and slave colony reports.
There was nothing. Nothing at all.
After a time of fruitless searching, I disconnected. My eyes opened.
Marqyni loomed above me, grasping and shaking my shoulders. “Sid. Sid! Are you all right?!”
Scowling, I replied, “I’m fine, what’s the problem?”
“You were seventeen minutes over! I couldn’t wake you!” He appeared quite worried.
“Seventeen minutes?” I asked.
“You’re bloody-damn right seventeen! I thought I’d completely lost you! How can you…” As my friend the librarian chattered about how concerned, angry, terrified, and uncertain he was, I checked my systems.
The subroutine for my internal alarms and the external port for Marqyni’s wake-up were both disabled. As I checked them over, I felt the tiniest trickle of laughter in my mind, and ghostly fingerprints dotted the landscape of my programming.
As I sought the source, I felt a tiny foreign presence skittering away, fading into subsystems. As I perused it, a small measure of shock came to me as I realized it was the hidden vestige of Dana, capable of more influence than I had thought. It seemed she decided to assist my search by extending it, or she was simply trying to kill me. I tried to seek her out, but the essence, whatever it was and could do, was gone.
“…and Great Alexandria only knows what your employers would do to me if they thought I ever endangered your existence. You’re worth umpteen billion; I’m just an eccentric librarian!”
“Relax, Marqyni, I’m fine,” I said. “It was a glitch, nothing more.”
“That was a hell of a glitch! Archivists have lost their minds at forty-five minutes, even with fail-safes!”
I hadn’t told the librarian about Dana. Shame of brutality, coveting some information, whatever the reason, I omitted that piece of the story. This also meant I didn’t reveal what I knew about the damage to Atropos Garden. “I’m all right, please relax,” I said. It felt wrong to leave him out of the loop, but some things seemed best kept private. A measure of guilt returned to my thoughts for both her demise and oddly still for Cain’s appearance at the Class 4 shipyard.
Marqyni scowled. “You’re going to be the death of me, Sid. Mark my words.”
A sliver of concern seeped into my mind as his statement echoed my troubled thoughts. I tried to push it aside. “The concern of lesser mortals is always touching, my friend.”
The librarian smirked and gave a short laugh. He wagged a finger at me. “Don’t toy with me, Sid. The Gods are nothing without the mortals to serve them.”
He seemed to calm somewhat, but I could still see the tension in his body. “I’m sorry to have concerned you, but I’m quite all right.”
This was the honest truth. Far from the normal overheating delirium from too-long searching, I felt excellent, refreshed even. Dana’s memories didn’t give me her precise age, and the jumbled files hadn’t yet provided a frame of reference. However, I’d have guessed she’d been no more than a year old as an Archivist. Her programming and systems were marvelous in their improvements over my own.
“Tell me,” I said, changing subjects. “Did you come across anything helpful?”
My friend shook his head. “I’m afraid I didn’t, Sid. Many of the records from the trial are still sealed, citing galactic security.”
Something about Ivan as a government spy using the pinnacle of fighter technology rang in my mind. “Maybe Grey was right…” I said softly.
“About the OLGA nonsense?” Marqyni said in a skeptical tone. “I don’t know, a ship? Seems a little farfetched, doesn’t it? I’d wager the name appeared somewhere along the line and means nothing. Well, maybe it’s the codename of the project, but what of all the other references? Wasn’t it a cutting torch in one? I doubt Garden researchers were working on labor tools.”
I nodded, tapping my hand on the desk.
He frowned. “In any case, I can’t find a single shred of anything to corroborate what Grey told you.”
“Neither could I.”
Marqyni shrugged. “You think he was mistaken? A little too senile from such seclusion?”
“I don’t…” I started speaking, but a connection fired inside my brain.
“What is it?” Marqyni noticed my eyes widen.
I made an assumption, but it seemed to make sense. “He knew.”
“Hm?”
“Grey knew…”
Marqyni favored me with an exasperated expression. He spread his hands apart.
More pieces fell into place. I said, excitement in my tone, “Grey’s the only one we’ve found who heard about the slave colony incident. He knew about it not because of some report or something but because he knew about the colony itself.”
Marqyni swept a gesture. “Didn’t he say the colony was destroyed?”
Grinning, I replied. “Most definitely, but I doubt even he believed it. What happened to all of those freed people? There must of been what, thousands?”
“They likely returned to their homes. What else would there be?”
“But no news of their return?” I ticked off on my fingers. “Transients, working class, the infirm and ashamed. Maybe even a few that became institutionalized. Think about it, there was almost no mention about any returning forced labor captives. Only a few people actually returned to their lives.”
“Your meaning?” the librarian asked.
“There was nothing to suggest an influx of thousands of rescued refugees. Don’t you think the GSA would have gotten the story spewed all over everywhere?”
Frowning, he said, “Since there was no news, you’re thinking the freed slaves are still there.”
“And I’d bet anything Ivan is with them.”
He nodded. “I see what you’re saying, but—”
I interrupted. “Grey worships Ivan now. If he knew exactly where the subject of his admiration was hiding out, do you think he’d be forthcoming with details?”
“Then why tell you anything?”
“He realized how close I was getting.” I rubbed my chin. “He probably figured I wasn’t the only one either. Maybe he thinks of me as a lesser threat.”
Marqyni wagged a finger. “I’m not so sure, Sid. There are a few too many assumptions there.”
I favored him with a condescending expression. “Traverian Grey was at the very heart of the last Ivan hunt, where the only cooperation was a result of persistence from Lorric Bren. The questions from years ago are still unanswered. Sure, half of everyone isn’t certain if Ivan exists now with so much myth floating around, but the sheer possibility of what could be found makes Ivan this glorious prize. I know it, and Grey knows it. Cain knows it, Da—” I shook my head, forgetting myself for a moment. “How many others may know, may be looking? The Ivan search is blazing hot once again, and Grey knows this.”
Marqyni didn’t appear convinced. “Still…”
“Why else would Grey mention something not able to be verified? How would he have knowledge of something which neither of us in an hour of digging can find the slightest hints of?” I grinned. “He knew.”
My friend opened and shut his mouth several times. Finally, he shook his head and gave a bow. “I live only to serve, good master.”
I laughed. “I’d be nothing without my favorite vassal.”
He clasped his hands together. “You must get going, then, right away.”
Nodding, I stood and donned my cloak.
“How do you intend to find the colony? Clearly even the GSA was unable to locate it.”
“I might have to break my promise to the Penitent Children of Ivan and go back.” I put on my hat. “Or I suppose I can contact Grey and see if he’s in a more amiable mood. Or I can scour the asteroid field for a few weeks.” I gave a wry smile. “I’ll find it eventually.”
Marqyni chuckled. “Good luck, my friend. Come back and let me know how it turns out.”
We shook hands, and I departed the library.
Through the station and into Minerva once more, I strapped in and ran preflight. As I warmed up the console, a message popped into my system. It was labeled, “TG.”
Shaking my head, I played the message.
The aged voice of Silas/Traverian Grey played through the speakers of my vessel as I continued to prepare for departure:
“Well, it was quite a visit we had there, Archivist. By this time, I’m sure you’ve figured me out and further figured out about the area where you can find my good little deity.” There were hints of a snide tone. “Unless of course you’re not as smart as I thought you were. Either way, I sent a message off, warning Ivan that folks like you would be coming his way very soon. Oh, I’m sure he’ll be surprised to hear from me after so long, but that’s not important.”
“Since I’ve seen a few of the other types of people Ivan’s attracted, I want you to be in the lead. Attached are the coordinates and flexible flight path through the asteroid field. Fifteen years ago, if I had cared about anything but myself and you threatened it, I’d have blasted you to bits and scattered your remains across half the known universe. However, it’s up to him to decide how to deal with you. I admit I enjoyed our conversation, and I think there’s enough human left in you to do the right thing. Don’t disappoint me Archivist. I’d sure hate to ruin my retirement by having to hunt your ass down.”
The message ended, and I smirked. “This should save some time,” I murmured, pulling Minerva out of the stall and into the docking bay.
“Minerva, please hold your progress.” A tense voice from the control room came through my intercom.
“Is there a problem?” I asked.
“Yes. Open your channel to a wide-band.”
I did as he asked. There was a garbled noise of static for a moment, and I hovered only a few meters away from the exit of the station. All in and outbound traffic appeared to have stopped.
“…Siiiiiiiiiiiid. Siddy-boy. Why don’t you come out and plaaaaay?”
The voice coming through my intercom was familiar, and its presence here in unknown fashion sent an icy chill through my veins. Through the narrow docking bay entrance, I could see stars outside but no other vessels save a few hovering transports stopped and waiting.
I cut out the continued taunting and transmitted to the control center. “Where is Cain? Is he outside? What vessel is he in?”
A fearful voice came back. “Gunship. Frye-class with six unmanned drone fighters. Oh dear God.”
I felt and heard nothing, but through my screens I saw the station shudder under an impact. I switched the channel back to Cain’s transmission.
“You see, you love this place ever so much.” I had the distinct impression he was grinning, “so I’ll just go ahead and light it up, piece by piece, until you surrender and fly your little self on out here.”
I didn’t respond.
“Siiiiiid,” he continued in his sing-song tone. “I know you can hear me. At least say something, or I’ll see if I can dig out your fat bastard friend’s library with a few more missiles. Now, is it near to the outer hull or toward the middle? I can’t quite remember, so I suppose I’ll just have to keep smashing until I find it. Very well, let’s try—”
“Hello, Cain,” I spoke through clenched teeth. I remembered all too keenly what Marqyni said not half an hour ago about me being the death of him. I was not eager for his statement to be prophecy.
“Sid! Oh, my boy; it’s good to hear your voice. I missed you so much when you slipped away on that station. Oh goodness gracious, I was worried about you when you vanished; I had to tear the whole station apart looking!”
I drew in a sharp breath, hoping Cain didn’t cause too much damage and wondering if Lorric went unscathed.
“The fight in the bar… Ooh, you missed a good time, you did. I always love it when the pathetic monkeys try to pretend they’re not worthless.”
My mind desperately searched for some kind of solution to the problem. Minerva’s weapons were present as not much more than a formality, only mild damage potential to other vessels, especially those of a larger size. Dei Lucrii had a defense grid, but Cain could tie it up, harassing with his drones while bombarding the station. Minerva was fast, likely fast enough to escape, but Cain knew it.
“Athena wants her revenge, Sid, but if you run, Mercury will have his way with your favorite hidey-hole.” Laughter issued from the comm. “Choose the destroyer and the destroyed, Sid.”
Grimacing, I didn’t reply.
“What a terrible choice you have! Even an Archivist still has feelings for other people, places, does he not?” Mock pity filled Cain’s voice. “Or is there nothing left to us but research, information, and more data?”
I contemplated the decision. It was true; I harbored some level of attachment to Dei Lucrii XVII. But… I was on the investigation of my life. Nothing, before or after my alteration procedure, none of the many successful conquests of data in my existence compared to the search of Ivan.
Even without such heavy purpose on my path, self-preservation was a close-second to information. Since nothing could be gained from staying except my demise, and feeding Cain with everything I knew was not something I could accept, I had to leave. I felt Dana’s ghost trickle through my thoughts again, and even she seemed to agree.
The station shuddered again. “I’m beginning to think you’re rude, Sid.” Cain’s tone rang with malevolence. “I can always bring the station down around your ears and recover your corpse later. It won’t be as fun to scoop out your cold and squishy brain-matter than if you were still partly conscious, but I do have a job to do.” Another shudder. “Business before pleasure.”
A terrified voice cut in from the station. “Do as he asks! Good God, man, you can’t just let us all die in here!”
My decision was already made, and in no way could I have ever justified the self-sacrifice. “I’m sorry, Marqyni,” I whispered, preparing to engage full thrust.
Both the station and Minerva shuddered with a wave of displaced force. Preoccupied, I thought Cain had fired something with more punch. In the ensuing moment of silence, I didn’t even consider it as the product of a large vessel arriving.
My ignorance was short-lived as a broadband override played through the intercom, cutting out all other communication. “This is Captain Josef Onnels of the GCG vessel Cassander. All hostile activities in this region will cease immediately, and all participants will power down weapon systems and prepare to be boarded. System travel is now considered restricted. Archivist Sid of the vessel Minerva is being hereby placed under arrest for the possession of materials sensitive to Galactic Central Government security. Any attempt to deviate from specific instructions will result in immediate hostile action.”
I punched my accelerator, my decision all the easier now that the Cassander was in-system to protect the station. Though its fighters would be swarming in a matter of minutes, I had plenty of time to escape both of my apparent pursuers. Cain’s ship, far too slow to continue threatening and bombardment, would have to start fleeing immediately. Even then, it was possible he wouldn’t escape. At the very least; he’d have to burn his drones distracting the wave of fighters from the Cassander.
Already out of the bay, I pinged the location of the Cassander and set my tail to it and Cain’s gunship at full speed. The communication override ceased, and I could hear Cain cursing and Onnels ordering me to stop through different channels. I cut out the intercom.
As I sped out of detectable range, a wave of regret and sorrow flowed through me, the most powerful emotion I could remember feeling since my transformation. I betrayed Dei Lucii: my home, and Marqyni: my friend. Nothing negative happened, but my decision to leave them made no difference. I reeled against the intensity of these thoughts, my rationality flailing against them. The presence of this extreme emotion was as disconcerting as the feelings themselves.
In an action I had not experienced ever before as an Archivist, tears flooded into my organic eye. I felt such potent strain, and I had no idea where it was coming from.
Casting aside the emotion, I tried to force calm composure and again focus on the task. It was possible I’d never be welcome to return to my one place of rest and comfort. It was also possible I wouldn’t survive the next week. The search was nearly over.
I tried to maintain a calm and serene status, but the guilt at my actions continued to bubble to the surface. Never before had emotions been so profound, and I became worried that something was wrong.
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Chapter 12: The Man, the Myth


The recent encounter continued to trouble me as I passed into the asteroid field. Full concentration would have been preferable, as the flexible flight path only corrected for small to medium sized obstacles. However, the rising number of competitors and my recent actions left me preoccupied.
I didn’t bother to check, but there was certain to be a flurry of news and gossip relating to the recent assault and lockdown of the Dei Lucrii XVII system. For certain, Daedra-Tech would be displeased about having my name attached to both their own and a fugitive status. However, losing the lead in the Ivan pursuit would likely have upset them more. They’d be able to handle the bad press and even get the Cassander to back off.
Either way, I didn’t hold excessive loyalty. They provided the means to perpetuation, as there would always be secrets to pursue for a massive-sized corporation. Still, I had no reason not to fulfill my contract.
In spite of the time taken, my flailing internal state remained mired in guilt. No amount of rationalization or the anticipation of finishing my task could scrub it away, and I could detect no immediate issues with my internal hardware. Yet it persisted, a seed of obsession in my mind. The best I could do was continue on and hope it did not distract me.
A hailing blip appeared on my screen as I swooped by another asteroid. “Vessel Minerva, this is Vapaus Colony. We are tracking your approach.” A calm voice came through. “Stand by for docking instructions.”
It seemed Grey’s warning had gone through; they were expecting me.
I cleared another large obstacle, and my eyes and the coordinates confirmed my arrival.
The asteroid which housed the colony appeared miles long, massive and appearing immobile against the consistent scattering of its smaller brothers. Tiny structures dotted some of the rocky surface, mostly metallic plates, and I suspected most of its infrastructure would be inside.
Warnings resounded in my cockpit as several defense mechanisms targeted my position. A precaution, I hoped.
The landing continued without any vaporization, but I wondered if a loud argument in the control center debated the pros and cons of such an action. Sets of heavy steel docking bay doors opened in one of the regions of the asteroid. They directed me to it and allowed my entrance, the doors sealing shut behind me. Dim lighting was strung around the area, and a short walkway led to a building. Not an inch of rock was seen; the whole interior section appeared to be encased in metal.
Once my ship touched down, a door opened in the structure, and several people carrying weaponry and clad in light ballistic armor spilled out. My instruments shone green for atmosphere, so I slipped out of my seat and opened the hatch.
No one spoke a word as I set foot on the docking platform. Fourteen individuals appearing as soldiers trained weaponry upon me. The deck had an inconsistent vibration, not quite a tremor, as the smaller asteroids outside occasionally nudged the larger one.
I stood, waiting with my arms folded.
Out of the building walked a man dressed in similar ballistic armor with various symbols and insignias etched upon it. A stern expression and sharp features gave the unmistakable air of authority, and he was flanked by two additional guards, these more heavily armed and armored.
“I am Security Chief Pallum Bethel.” The man spoke with a hard edge. “I am also the acting governor of Vapaus Colony.” He pointed at me. “You are Archivist Sid, and you are not entirely welcome in this place.”
I said nothing, keeping my arms folded and favoring the leader with a blank expression.
“It is only by the request of a very important individual that I grant you sanctuary in this place. However, your leash will be extremely short, and any action construed as against the well being of Vapaus Colony will see you locked in a very dark place for a very long time. Your business here will be brief, and all records of our location will be purged from your navigation systems once this debacle is finished.” He leveled his gaze at me. “Do I make myself clear?”
I still didn’t speak, restraining myself from rolling my eyes and diving deep into condescension.
“You will answer me, Archivist, or you’ll be sent on your way without hesitation.”
Sighing, I swept my hat off and replied, “Let’s move beyond the tired posturing. I represent very little threat to your miserable way of existence. I’m here for a specific purpose, and once done, I have no further need to remain.”
Glaring angrily, he opened his mouth to speak, but I held up a hand. “Very obviously, I’ve been granted particular courtesies you are not fond of. Your threats are hollow because someone higher than you wishes this to occur. I hold no particular ill toward you or this place, but I will provide you with similar courtesy should you decide to continue this foolish hostile attitude.”
I absolutely love being a guest of importance. The less I have to deal with the careful wordplay associated with causing no offense, the better. A frank attitude is nearly always more efficient.
Chief Bethel tightened the thin line of his lips. I could see he wanted to cause issue in some fashion by yelling, sending me away, or locking me up. Marvel of marvels, he turned on his heel. He gave a sharp hand motion. “Follow me.”
Flanked by and trailing the entourage of armed individuals, I obeyed. For fifteen minutes, we crossed through numerous bland corridors. The acting Governor and Security Chief moved in silence, irritation fixed upon his features.
We stopped moving in a long hallway lined with heavy-security doors. Bethel turned to me. “Your assessment, though arrogant and flippant, was correct.” He raised his chin. “If it were up to me, I’d have you and your ship harvested for useable parts before discarding the rest. We take care of our own here, and only one person has received the freedom to come and go as he pleases.”
I had an inkling toward who it might have been, but I sensed my new friend would be upset if I interrupted him. His self-important air annoyed me, but I didn’t feel like having him shout at me for several minutes before the conversation progressed.
Seeing no reaction from me, Bethel continued. “However, others are hoping, foolishly in my opinion, that you will not bring death from the galaxy upon us. They believe you should be happy, merry, cheerful, and able to gallivant about without a care as to how it may affect our way of life.”
He grit his teeth. “What we arrived at was a fair compromise. You are about to embark upon a mandatory tour of this facility, our prison-turned-home. They are hoping you will gather an appreciation for it. A sympathy. I have my doubts, but I also retain no ability to prevent your stay and meeting with our important individual.”
“However,” Bethel held up a finger. “If you should give me the slightest reason to mistrust or dislike you, I can make absolutely certain that all conversation takes place under the least comfortable circumstances. Do you understand me?”
If only for the sake of expedience, I nodded.
Bethel made a hand motion, and all of the soldiers save his pair of guards departed. He turned to me. “You may consider our current way of life to be one of misery and lack of civilization, but I assure you: it is infinitely better than the degradation and horror of our lives as forced laborers.”
“You have my greatest sympathy,” I replied. With a wary eye, he searched my expression for any sign of sarcasm or irony, but he discovered none. I didn’t gush, but there was at least a little sincerity behind my statement.
The security chief continued. “Where you are standing right now is one of the many prison wards.” He opened one of the doors and gestured. “Laborers in training are kept here, isolated.”
The room appeared cramped. A tiny bed, toilet, and sink were in close proximity, and empty floor space was close to nonexistent. A flickering recessed light provided a source of variability, entertainment, or more likely madness. “Countless hours are spent in silence and solitude. Simple meals and constant punishments are found during the period of training.”
Without waiting for me to respond, he moved on. Through dozens more hallways very similar, I gathered the facility housed a very large number. Considering the size of the asteroid, the number could have ranged into the tens of thousands, depending upon how much interior was taken up.
He stopped in a different corridor. The doors were the same security style, but they were further apart, each room at least three times as large. “This is a training ward. Every room,” he palmed the door, “contains equipment to precisely condition a subject to perform specific menial tasks at peak efficiency.”
Inside lay what appeared to be fragile materials and common household items. Cleaning implements were stacked on a shelf, and cameras and monitoring equipment were embedded in the walls. “For cleaners: dust particles, amount of pressure utilized upon various fragile and non-fragile items, amount of cleaning product expended, and numerous other facets are recorded. Requirements of each and being as close to perfection as possible is hammered into every fiber of their being. Each day brings different items and review. Improvement is expected. If there is no improvement, punishment is exacted.”
He palmed open another door. “Miners are directed to put forth the exact amount of physical requirement prior to exhaustion and injury. Strike pressure and angles are very important to perfect.” A faux rock wall lay with varied mining equipment.
Bethel made a sweeping gesture. “There are twenty-six different types of training rooms, and a full forced-labor staff is kept on site to maintain and prepare them for every session. Each individual in training remains for an average of one month at ten hours a day. Increasing punishment is exacted upon those who cannot perform adequately or learn too slowly.”
I sensed punishment had been a common factor in the existence of the slaves here. I also sensed he was building up to what the punishment actually was. I found his continued description of the facility as if it were still in use odd, but I didn’t comment.
Again we progressed. After five minutes of bland hallways, we stopped. The corridor held rooms appearing very similar to the training spaces. “Exercise rooms; self explanatory. Mandatory physical conditioning based upon age and future task. Inadequate performance leads to punishment.”
We stopped in another room. “Mess hall,” he informed me. It was more of a hallway than a hall. Several stalls lay on one side, appearing to have slots but no windows. “Ten minutes, four times daily,” Bethel said. “A prisoner walks to one of the stations, and handprint identification issues a personalized meal from each slot. The food and any vitamin or drug supplements are to be eaten to entirety within the amount of time or…” He stared at me with a stern gaze.
“Punishment,” I offered.
The acting governor nodded and moved on. The next area was larger, featuring rooms with several long tables. Countertops and cupboards surrounded the space. Medical implements lay about, and Bethel didn’t need to tell me what occurred in this place.
“Medical facility. All new trainees are given a complete physical examination to determine capabilities and needs. There is a minimum level required, and those not capable of any labor tasks are not punished.” He paused. “Elderly and ill are those generally considered incapable. Children are kept because they are the most easily trained and can grow into tasks. Those who cannot, simply by virtue of condition, are disposed of.”
He led me to a few other locations, but my mind began to wander as the repetition of poorly treated human beings dulled my sympathies. Indeed, I had seldom seen things more terrible, and this place bordered on the level of atrocity. Even with the lingering strain of odd emotional-levels, the intensity of the colony’s wrong diminished with each moment I spent on the tour.
Assisting this was my own purpose in being there. Finding this efficient machine, a facility for producing some of the finest in forced labor no matter how horrid the process, was not why I came. We passed through several more areas: showers and recreation, classrooms for laborers which required more than simple hands-on training.
Another corridor held booths filled with scanning equipment. The individuals would be placed within, and all manner of measurements would be taken. “Forced labor is a client-centered business,” Bethel said. “These provide specifications of every tiny detail for the use of selling.”
He continued, “Most often, we are sold in lots ranging from ten to a hundred. Sometimes more, many more. We are utilized by black market mining operations: those free of government influence and regulation. Some are used in widespread agriculture projects, and others are bought by private citizens. Some remain here to tend the facility.”
A few more places flitted by, and it seemed we ended our tour in the same location as we started it. From what I could tell, we traveled a mostly linear path, so we came to what was most likely another series of the same facilities.
“At last we arrive at punishment.” This perked my interest and provided an irritating twinge of sympathy. The notion had continued to appear throughout the rest of his presentation, and I admit I was curious as to the methods. He held out his arm, sliding up the sleeve. A tiny scar lay on his wrist, barely perceptible if he hadn’t been pointing directly to it.
“Upon our arrival, we are implanted with nerve impulse generators. These travel through the bloodstream and hook into various places in our bodies. A majority of them arrive in the brain.”
He gestured at several places. “Upon a command, be it a switch, a word, or any other conceivable trigger including removal attempt, these devices will cause degrees of intense pain. One of the devices,” he held up an index finger, “resides within the person’s heart. It does not link itself with the others, but it is the final failsafe. If certain conditions are met, such as distant proximity in the event of an escape attempt, the owner’s vital signs failing for those assigned as bodyguards, or simply the whim of someone trying to teach a lesson…” He trailed off, clenching his teeth. “A tiny plasma charge will obliterate the laborer’s heart. It is brief and excruciating.”
He paused, tapping his chest. “As these are mass-produced, design defects have been noted over the years. In some, the device’s detonator can break down over time, which in turn can cause the charge to trigger on its own. Two weeks ago, this happened to our elected Governor. Mercifully, he died in his sleep.”
I wondered if Bethel or the cohorts who arranged this tour had encountered many Archivists. Someone had to know that sympathy and empathy were not high on our list of common traits. Few of us would ever be strongly affected by a heart-wrenching tale of shredded human dignity. Even with my strange, malfunctioning emotional state, caused by factors yet unknown, I still kept my outward expression entirely passive.
My rational mind was able to generally disregard the emotional state, which in itself seemed somewhat arbitrary. I assumed the horror of the slaver colony, guilt about Cain’s continued violence, and the killing of Dana were simply triggers. I suspected the malfunction would remain regardless of the input.
In either case, the former plight of the freed slaves didn’t effect me in any deep or life-changing way. Indeed, a majority of my concern lay in thoughts of why I was experiencing sympathies in the first place rather than the subject of them.
Regardless, the long tour irritated my rational mind and sense of purpose. In other circumstances, I’d have been thrilled to gather every tiny piece of information about this place. If nothing else, it provided an interesting character study on several levels, but I was present there for a different reason.
“You may be wondering why I speak as though the facility remains in operation.” Bethel didn’t speak this as a question; it seemed as simply another portion of the tour. This element was one of the more curious pieces to his presentation. I assumed it related to some manner of simple psychology or social bonding effect.
My guide folded his arms. “We do not forget. Our children, their children, for a thousand generations will know what happened in this place. We do not forget.”
Social bonding it was. I vaguely wondered how much time and effort was expended in the pursuit of remembering the atrocity instead of cultivating the local gardens and fixing maintenance issues. The entire presentation and the simple fact that people still lived in a place where they were abused and tortured begged a question.
It was likely the only real point of curiosity I held in that moment. “Why are you all still here? If the facility was shut down, why didn’t you all return home?”
Bethel scowled at me. “Some of us did, but others…” He swept a gesture. “What is there to return to? Many people see their loved ones killed in raids where slaves are taken. Families are brought here and split up, never again to see their spouse, parents, siblings or children and to forever wonder what happened to them.” He sighed. “Most of the people who stayed are the career laborers responsible for maintaining this facility. For us and the others… the galaxy forgets us moments after we are captured, so why would we return?”
I asked a frank question. “Is the life here sustainable in the long term? Shipments of supplies and food must have been regular when the facility was in operation, and you certainly can’t trust average merchants to assist you in that any longer.”
My guide took on a smug air. “We do not need the assistance of any outsiders. We’ve set up our own means of production. We take care of each other, and we’ll be here for a very long time.”
I doubted this very much, but I didn’t articulate the fact. The acting governor thus far had no reason to make my stay less comfortable, and I didn’t believe putting that in jeopardy would be wise.
Silence lapsed for several moments as Bethel continued to size me up. I could practically read his thoughts and see the gears grinding in his head: ever fiber of his being wanted to expel me from this sanctuary. However, aside from flippancy early on, nothing I did was remotely antagonistic.
“What is it you’re seeking from him?” Bethel asked in a flat tone, and of course we both knew who he was talking about.
I had been expecting a question of my intent for quite a while, but the tour and the attempt to garner my sympathy was extensive and thorough. I replied, “Information.”
The acting governor frowned. “Of what nature?”
“Varied.”
Bethel’s frown deepened into a scowl. “Be specific.”
Sighing, I replied, “I have numerous claims regarding his life which, out of personal curiosity, I would like to have validated or denied. Most importantly, I am here to find out everything about his involvement in the Atropos Garden incident. Depending, I may request custody of him or his vessel.”
Several subtle emotions crossed the man’s face. Confusion, surprise, irritation at my mention of taking Ivan away, all quickly masked as the stern expression returned. “Why the ship?”
I said, “It’s possible the vessel holds prominent technology capable of destruction on a massive scale. Only a theory at this point, but one of many reasons why I need to speak with him.”
He regarded me with a blank stare for a moment. “Very well. Follow me.”
Again we moved through numerous similar corridors. I found it momentarily confusing that we hadn’t crossed any other individuals, but I supposed they may have set themselves up nearer to some sort of administration sector. Bethel must have been trying to limit the disturbance my presence represented by keeping me out in the distant and abandoned areas.
He palmed open a doorway, an empty room with a table and a few chairs. I recognized it as one of the psychological profile and evaluation rooms. Bethel had explained it during the tour: the presence of crippling anxiety and depression afflicted most slaves. Like everything else, a measure of counseling at the very least to determine dosage level for medication was mandatory. Personality screening boiled the laborer’s disposition down to a simple equation: another element of choice for the clients.
“Wait here,” my guide told me. He moved to the door, hesitating before turning back. “This is the man who saved us. Because of him, we are able to live as decent, dignified people. We consider him one of us, and we always take care of our own.” He stepped out.
I sat in the facility, hardly daring to believe Bethel would return with my quarry: the subject of my assignment and obsession. So much time spent, so much recent danger.
Again the flailing lament rose to the surface, highlighting my choices and the difficulties of recent days. I worried about what would happen if Cain caught up to me here, and I was surprised to further discover a twinge of guilt for bringing risk down upon these poor individuals.
I tried to shove aside the feelings, frustrated and shocked at their refusal to depart. With time to myself, I dedicated a moment to question my own thoughts. I searched for signs of Dana’s ghost meddling and finally brought the emotional turmoil to the front of my consideration. Though whispery echoes of her tingled in my mind, providing a mystery of how much remained of her, I couldn’t detect any direct manipulation.
It had to be her. She was the main factor, the only change in my recent existence, but it didn’t seem as though her tiny vestige was actually doing anything to me.
The more I tried to disregard, to rationalize the guilt, the more it pressed in around me. My mind battered against it: I was no longer human; I was task driven and unemotional. An Archivist, no more than a human recorder: no longer possessing, needing, or wanting a true sense of self.
I took a deep breath, remaining confused by the stream of dormant emotion. My rational mind tried to inform me it was a product of compartmentalization. The freedom gained by reaching the end of my goal allowed other thoughts and problems to surface.
The theory didn’t help my contemplative affliction, and I wondered if it was even correct. Dana’s ghost finally stirred. She tittered in my thoughts and shoved forth a recent memory:
“There’s enough human left in you to do the right thing. Don’t disappoint me Archivist.”
It was the statement at the end of Grey’s message. Most of my mind scoffed at it, but part of me wondered if the idea of me lacking humanity truly was the problem. Maybe I wasn’t experiencing an arbitrary emotional state based upon a malfunction; maybe it all linked to what Grey said. Maybe part of my long dead human state was struggling to be recognized.
Even so, the “right thing” for this situation was a fluid concept. I supposed not jeopardizing the well-being of these former slaves, the people on Dei Lucrii, and even the idiotic drunks in the bar on the shipyard would be the right thing to do. On the other hand, very little of the chaos in the Ivan search was directly my fault.
The ghost of Dana snickered as if to remind me of how and why she was now plaguing my thoughts. I sighed out loud, wondering how much longer I’d have to be sitting there alone. I glanced about the room, hoping perhaps the introspection, in spite of it being present long before I arrived, was a result of some kind of gaseous narcotic. I detected no such thing.
Perhaps it truly was Dana, spurring the thoughts, not allowing them to depart back into the unemotional and obsessive state. I felt a trickle of laughter, whispering in the corners of my mind. Whether it was a vindicated sense of triumph in her success at causing me trouble or simply pleasure at my discomfort, I didn’t know.
All of my consideration evaporated as the door opened. My powerful obsessive nature easily kicked the emotions aside, now ready to return and finish the task.
Silhouetted in the doorway was the figure of an enormous man, tall and broad-shouldered. He wore the torn, dirt-stained clothing of a laborer and gloves with the fingertips cut out. Heavy boots thudded upon the floor as he approached, echoing and seemingly amplifying the minute vibrations as small asteroids continued to nudge the housing of the slaver facility.
A stubbled face and head revealed incredibly fair skin. Nicks and scars adorned various visible places on his head and body, and piercing blue eyes shone out, appearing to radiate their own light. His squarish head with a prominent chin seemed tiny atop the massive chest, and thick muscle covered every inch of his body.
Staring at this man, I didn’t notice I was holding my breath.
“Hello.” His voice was deep and booming, a monotone lilt and slight accent cementing his identity in my mind. “You must be this Archivist Sid who has spent so much time looking for me. I am Afanasi Sergeyevich Lukyanov. You may call me Ivan.”
* * *
Never before in any information gathering assignment have I been so struck, shocked, or amazed at the magnitude of a discovery. My mind, capable of instantaneous memory recollection and lightning calculation, froze for a moment.
I stood, not quite knowing what to do or say. Finally, I spit out something. “And here you are.”
The man raised an eyebrow.
Smiling at my own foolishness, I said, “It’s been quite a journey.”
“Yes, I can imagine.” Ivan didn’t appear to be as impressed or excited as I was. “It seems you have been turning many stones in the search to find me.”
Realizing that my attitude was as close to childish as I could muster, I let the mirth slip out of me. The calm and cool attitude of subject interview settled over me, tempered only a little by the unkillable giddiness.
“Have a seat.” I gestured at the chair opposite.
Ivan folded his thick arms over his massive chest. “I do not wish to be rude, in particular after you have spent so much of your time trying to arrive at this place. However, before we progress any deeper, I will need to know your intentions.” Danger loomed beneath the question.
A tiny thought wondered how I would fare against Ivan, or better yet how Cain would. The still-excited portion of my mind irrationally wished I could make such a fight happen. On the outside, I remained in complete and relaxed calm. “Primarily, I am seeking specific detail regarding your actions at Atropos Garden. Second, I…”
I trailed off, noting a quickly concealed expression of sorrow cross my quarry’s face. The smallest hint of moisture formed in the radiant blue eyes, which narrowed as he noticed my close perusal.
“Second,” I continued, “out of a sense of personal curiosity, I wish to have you validate or repudiate some of the many actions attributed to your name.” I gestured at him. “Even out here, in hiding and seclusion, you must hear some of them.”
Ivan shrugged. “A few, here and there, but I assure you I am not much of a match for any one of the stories.” He waved a hand. “We will get into those in one moment, but you must understand I will not allow you to do anything to put these people in danger. I also would prefer not to put myself to any trouble.”
I narrowed my eyes. “After all this time, do you think that’s at all possible?”
He grinned, flashing white teeth. “Of course not. Preference is always at odds with practicality, no? I would prefer for myself to remain quiet and unscathed here, but a practical mind suggests such a thing is not so probable.”
I cracked the slightest smile.
“However,” his eyes went hard, “I will insist upon the safety of this place and these people. They have endured enough hardship.”
After a moment of consideration, I gave a nod.
“In any case,” Ivan continued, “I have heard a few things about you in the last short while. Some say you are a good man.”
“And others suggest I’m not a man at all.” I waved his statement aside. “What I am is clear and unimportant in equal measures. I’ve come here to talk about you.”
Ivan spread his massive hands. “Here I am before you. To whatever end, you may begin asking your questions.”
I decided to start simply, asking for confirmation on some of the stories and actions of myth. I had developed my own conclusions during the time of my search, but I hoped discussion of a lighter tone would keep the focus away from my intrusive presence. I retained no doubt that he could take me apart in the span of seconds, but based on my research, I believed him to be somewhat honor-bound. Regardless, I hoped to ease him into the discussion.
In addition, it appeared Grey’s message provided not only a warning but a character dossier, summary, or something else. Why Grey, Ivan, and several others, including the whisperings of Dana and my own subconscious, focused on my humanity and ability to do the “right thing,” I didn’t know.
We spoke about Hunter’s End.
“Ahhh,” he settled back in his chair. “I believe I had more enjoyment in that place than many others. There is nothing better than a relaxed, carefree, mostly legal job. But a cannon, you say?”
I said, “The information was second-hand, initially provided by the inebriant guide you had and passed on to the barkeep with whom I spoke.”
“Ah yes,” Ivan said with a reminiscent smile, “the poor man seemed uncertain as to what was going on. I carried a large weapon, yes, and did bring down the monster in very short order, but it was an explosive launcher. Rockets and such. The idea, however, of using such an unorthodox weapon is interesting indeed…”
Nodding, I moved on.
“Hmmm…” Ivan rubbed his chin. “I admit my memory of the procedure is in many ways hazy.” I had asked him about his experience with Keritas. “I was to be a subject in their experiments, and I was in very bad shape when they brought me there. I’m afraid I don’t remember much of it. It was, ah… augmentations. To save my life among other things.” He flexed his muscles. “I don’t precisely recall how it was I departed, but… aside from muscle and bone pain lasting many months, I have not met anyone as strong as I. In addition to healing my injuries, I believe they added something extra.”
Interesting, maybe the crackpot digging around inside the maintenance tunnels of the Keritas facility was correct about the breakout. Maybe he actually was Dr. Trevors, gone mad from the strain and a head injury. Something experimental and new levels of potent augmentation technology would have explained Ivan’s prodigious success in his endeavors.
Time passed as we spoke, seldom pausing. A dark cloud passed again over his face as Ivan recalled his time with and against Voux Hanatar. “The man deserved far worse,” was all Ivan said before we moved on.
I asked about the battles of Caldonis and New Prague. Ivan shook his head. “I was indeed present, but as a volunteer, not a mercenary. My actions were important but not vital; I believe it was, eh… overblown? It was so long ago…”
A few other of his minor actions came to light. “Did you go EVA without a suit?”
Ivan threw his head back and laughed, slapping an open palm on the desk. “That incident was without question the most stupid thing I have ever done. Yes, the man’s life was saved, but I would not have survived if I hadn’t gotten the operation at Keritas I remember so little of.”
An interesting connection. Timelines of the stories were somewhat vague; it made me again curious to know more about what the corporation did to Ivan.
I skirted aside the Garden incident, as it represented the pinnacle of what I needed to speak with Ivan about. We continued to talk, and he laughed at some of the more outrageous claims. As we neared the end of the conversation, the mirth slowly faded out.
The same flicker of sadness came over him as we spoke about the original hunt, but it remained in place as we discussed the near misses he endured. From what I knew, the bounty hunters never came very close to capturing him, but he insisted they were skilled and formidable.
In a somber tone, he described his fight with Traverian Grey. “A few times in the past, we encountered each other. I so dearly hoped his offer of assistance was true. It wasn’t, but of course you know that. When he tried to claim the bounty, we fought. He lost.”
“Do you know why he contacted you recently?” I asked, curious about the former mercenary’s motivation.
Ivan shrugged. “You say he was in, what, a cult devoted to me?” He shook his head and laughed. “Who knows why? This was the first I’d heard of him since our fight. I didn’t know where he went or what he was up to. Him knowing where I’ve been hiding is as much of a surprise as him not coming here to try and finish his job.”
“He doesn’t seem interested in mercenary work any longer,” I said.
“A pity.” Ivan chuckled. “He was the best.”
Thinking back upon Grey’s crippled status, I said, “Evidently not.”
“Ah! You say because I beat him I am better, yes?”
Spreading my hands, I replied, “Am I wrong?”
Ivan wagged a finger. “I may hold more fame, but Mister Grey’s success is not in his notoriety but in his lack of it.”
I raised an eyebrow.
“Is it not best to do the job and go unnoticed?” Ivan asked. “My tiniest deeds are a matter of myth and foolishness. Everything has been blown open to the grandest stupidity. All people in the galaxy know and fear my name. Mister Grey? His name is known to a few, and he cares not. The job, the task was what mattered to him, and he lived his life based upon it.”
“Ah,” I cracked a half-smile, “but his existence developed from a need for self-satisfaction. His hubris ended up breaking him; he’s only a shell of his former self.”
“Yet you say he chooses, with his infinite finances, to remain in quiet retirement.”
Nodding, I said, “Yes, but out of fear. He knew his relentless nature would send him after you, his only failed conquest.”
Ivan laughed openly. “One failure is all for him, eh? So we consider our levels of success as not fame or fear generated but a simple equation of success versus failure. I assure you in such a case, Mister Grey wins quite easily.”
I smirked. “I suppose you’re correct. Regardless, I believe we have come to the end of it. You know what I have to ask.”
The enormous man’s grin faded, and he let out a heavy sigh. “Yes, of course. Ask your questions then. I will answer as I see fit.”
“I want to know what happened at Atropos Garden.” A thought struck me. “And I believe it may relate to something else I’m curious about.”
He gestured for me to continue.
I cleared my throat. “The name OLGA has appeared throughout these stories.” At the mention of the name, Ivan stiffened as though startled. Watching his expression dissolve into sorrow, I continued. “It came first as the title of your weapon, then as pieces of experimental technology, simple tools, your ship, and several others. Grey had the idea that it was the project name dealing with your vessel and other new technology. Is that what OLGA was?”
Ivan bent his neck, touching a hand to his forehead. “It is almost funny. You see, you are right, and your two questions about Olga and the incident at the Garden are very much linked. Olga…” He covered his mouth with a hand. “Olga is… was… all of those things you heard she was. She is the weapon, the tools, the ship, and she even resides in my very bones. It is to her I owe everything: my happiness, sorrow, regret, guilt, and yes, even the renown which grants the galaxy fear of my name.”
A hint of moisture formed in the clear blue eyes as he looked at me. “You see, Olga was not some piece of advanced technology or a research project. Olga was my wife, and God rest her, she was responsible for what happened at the Garden.”
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Chapter 13: The Legend of Olga


Olga.
To Ivan, she was everything. All of his actions, all the work, all of the payment, and every major success leading to the stories of legend…
Because of Olga.
The woman Ivan described as filled with endless beauty and grace was, like Ivan, born on New Kharkov. Childhood companions, raised in poverty, their friendship blossomed into unyielding love and devotion. Ivan was clever with hands, strong enough to handle any labor task, and swift to judge the encounters of a low-income life. In direct contrast and complement, Olga was a tiny, somewhat clumsy woman with unmatched brilliance.
“I admit,” Ivan said with a sheepish grin, “I sometimes pretend to be a little more ignorant than I truly am. However, her abilities and intellect made me appear as less than the most simple child.”
Her boundless curiosity and ineptitude with most elements of physical requirement left her often in trouble. Tripping, falling, accidentally insulting someone who likely didn’t quite know what she was saying, and other childhood mishaps were often mitigated by the hulking presence of her later-years lover.
Ivan kept her safe in a large number of difficult circumstances. Already with a reputation of brute strength and the ability to use it, those who preyed upon the weak knew very quickly that Olga was not to be bothered.
Though massive, strong, and quick to aggression, Ivan’s temperament softened with Olga’s influence. And so they grew together, fondness forming over the course of many years. Ivan’s aggressive nature all but disappeared by seeing her smile and hearing her endless rationality.
He vowed to keep her safe through everything she did: to provide his life, blood, toil, sweat, and anything else he had to make sure she was happy and satisfied. Driven by ambition, she worked without ceasing at every goal she made. Even so, there never lay a moment she couldn’t spare for her favorite giant.
Olga’s steadfast determination in some ways made her careless. When she entered a university, she conducted research at a blinding pace. An accident took her hand.
“I did everything I could,” Ivan said with a sad smile. “I saved every credit from every job I could find. I remained talented at the less delicate arts, and I was able to get enough together to afford a prosthetic.”
But Olga’s temperament did not soften from the accident. “They were not of the highest quality, but the better ones were a hundred times the cost. She went through one every few months, it seemed.” Ivan threw back his head and laughed. “When I asked what she wanted me to do with the old ones, she said, ‘It makes no difference to me, Ivan. Sell them for scrap metal, decorate your ship,’ but I decided upon something different.”
Ivan had them melted down and used in the materials for his various possessions. He even managed to have some of it added surgically to the augmentations he received. He said it was so, when she was wrapped up in research and he in raising funds for her, they could always be together.
“She said to me, ‘Ivan, you are a hopeless, idiotic, bumbling fool of a romantic, and I would never have you any other way.’”
Out of her ambition-shortened education, she was hired by the research colony at Atropos Garden. The project was veiled in secrecy, a dim hope for the government to find influence in the galaxy which was slipping away from them. It was one of the Galactic Central Government’s many avenues of interest, under-funded with low expectations. Olga’s life’s work became a realm of study Ivan and most everyone else in the galaxy knew next to nothing about.
The two couldn’t have been happier with it.
So they each worked. Olga conducted her research, and Ivan fluttered about the galaxy in various labors. Most of his time was spent in mining and construction, but Ivan relished the occasional prize fight or local bounty. A skilled pilot even before augmentations, he carved a small piece of reputation for valor in a few battles, including the rebellions of Caldonis and New Prague.
Save for base, simple needs, his money went to her requirements and as a meager supplement to her research. They saw each other as often as possible, unable to stay away too long.
“When I was on the station and saved that man, my injuries were severe.” Ivan covered his face with a hand. “She took the first transport to come to me. The ship she used was taken by the slaver people under Mister Hanatar and that bastard Barian Dreger. She was brought to this place, what the freed slaves now call Vapaus Colony.”
Ivan’s procedure took weeks to complete, and some unidentified botch evidently sent him screaming from the operating room. “My strength was increased tenfold, but my memory gives only brief flashes of what happened. Frightened faces, broken equipment. I remember one thing above all, one thought in my mind all those weeks: ‘Olga, where is my Olga?’”
When the horrid feeling of grinding glass in his muscles and bones faded to a dull roar, Ivan set about the seedier end of dealings. His newfound strength and agility made mercenary work all the easier.
Money poured in and disappeared in the search for his stolen wife. He engaged in safari hunts for entitled connoisseurs of large trophies, bigger bounties, and any other contract for skilled muscle which didn’t involve too much illegal activity. During this time, his legend built, but there was nothing yet big enough to catapult everything he was into the limelight.
“My reflexes as a pilot were unmatched, and no task was too difficult,” Ivan said. “I made considerable money, and I refused to believe she was killed.”
News reports of the transport’s disappearance gave no strong indication of whether or not the passengers were captured or dead. The odds were equal, but through money and quiet whisperings, he discovered the mere possibility of Olga being taken to a slave colony. Further yet, the vessel was attacked in an area near to Hanatar’s operations.
Ivan’s reputation exploded within the galaxy’s more sordid population, and he managed to gain the trust of Damien Pintz with skull-cracking and piloting skills. The weasel of a man brought Ivan into the fold, providing all of the information Ivan requested with barely a hint of hesitation. “I liked Damien, but he was a simple-minded man living only for the approval of someone very bad,” Ivan said.
A shipment, Ivan had grit his teeth at the callous reference to kidnapped people, of laborers was indeed gathered from a transport bearing the callsign and signature Ivan provided. Damien was all too happy to track it down. It was confirmed: the vessel from which Olga and the other travelers were taken had been incorporated into Hanatar’s smuggling fleet. This, of course, was after the captives had been taken to the slave colony.
“Still, it was not certain she was still alive. It was possible she died during the capture of the transport. Or,” he winced, “being removed due to lacking productivity. I unfortunately learned of the ways the laborers were treated. I could barely restrain my rage, but I knew Olga. Even with infirmity, she was a survivor, and she knew I would be coming for her.”
As the tale progressed, Ivan’s tone deepened into a mixture of distant happiness and crippling sorrow. His massive form appeared wreathed in a long-set despair, but he still seemed to remember his wife with profound clarity and devotion. “Already three years went by before I started working for Damien. Nearly another year passed before I found out the little bit about the transport. I became frustrated, and I took a risk to speed things along.”
Carefully, in his spare time, he took to sabotaging the business from within. Anonymous tips led the GSA to startling victories over the Hanatar Empire, and this included the capture of Barian Dreger. “I was hiding nearby, my ship powered down to mask my signals. He cut loose the cargo, the people inside, and tried to run.” He clenched a fist. “The authorities chasing him gave no heed to those about to die, and I couldn’t allow it to crash with even the slightest chance my Olga was on board. Even more, I could not allow the deaths of so many innocents. She would not have wanted that.”
One scan of the manifest, its true contents masked by security within Ivan’s authority to bypass, revealed a shipment of miners. Knowing the training regimen and recalling Olga’s small stature and infirmity, he knew she wouldn’t be on it. “Besides,” he added, “if she was taken somewhere else, it would have been done long before then.”
Ivan released the slaves in an action unbeknownst to the GSA, who pressured Dreger into betraying allegiances. With Ivan continuing to supply a steady stream of tips, they started to slip the noose around Hanatar’s neck.
“I couldn’t believe the luck which brought me straight to my enemy’s door. Working directly for Hanatar provided such opportunity.” Ivan gave a grim smile, rubbing his fist and remembering the anger long-buried. “When he asked me to find the leak in his organization, I knew my time had come.”
GSA custody was a circumvention joke for someone of Ivan’s skill. He snatched the subject of his great enmity and dragged information out of him, including the coordinates of the fabled slave colony. “It was not enough for me; they had to pay,” Ivan said with measures of regret. “I do not like the person I became then. I was too driven by anger.”
The rest of it was easy. Hanatar stood no chance of stopping Ivan. His fate was sealed, and the arrest would certainly stick. However, Ivan was not yet finished. He sabotaged every avenue of escape for Hanatar. He frightened off the defense lawyers and disposed of anyone threatening the prosecution, witnesses, judges, and arresting officers. He continued to peck away at the foundations of Hanatar’s empire, sewing fear and dissent throughout. Finally, he personally assaulted the slaver colony and shattered that avenue of Hanatar’s business.
It took weeks to sort through the refugees and set up a rudimentary system of governing for the former slaves. Months were spent ferrying many of them to worlds where they could contact family and return to their lives. Finally, records of hundreds of slaves were scoured for any sign of his beloved Olga.
After ensuring the security of the newly christened Vapaus Colony, Ivan departed to find his wife. He tracked her to the client Veger Montgomery.
“I wanted very badly to kill this man, and I discovered he frequented the casino near Old Earth.” Ivan clenched a huge fist.
The connections blazed in my mind. Not a heist at all: a rescue. Gregor Wilhelm, the proprietor, hadn’t any real clue as to why Ivan came there. My suspicion, the off sensation I noted from his story in the way Ivan seemed to ramble through the halls, was confirmed. Ivan was looking for something, someone.
“Olga’s skills were in many ways unique among the labor population.” Ivan said. “Her injury and stature did not lend themselves to mining or extensive cleaning work, but they quickly found out how brilliant she was. Numbers, research, figuring out and building simple machines, discovering patterns. They realized she could accomplish probability calculation in her sleep.” Ivan scowled. “They put her up for auction as a new variety of servant they called ‘The Gambler’s Delight.’ I knew the second I discovered her title exactly what Olga would think of it.”
He was correct. Olga, though some of her fire became tempered by the brutal training procedure of her captors, considered the child’s level of calculation to be a complete waste of her talent. She said as much to her new owner on a number of occasions, but he disagreed when she managed to net him numerous hundreds of thousands in profit.
“I retrieved my wife, and she did two things when we drew out of the reach of danger. She slapped me.” Ivan laughed. “She slapped me and said, ‘What took you so long you great oaf?’ Then, we embraced, back together after too long apart.”
I felt the slightest tug of emotion in my chest, surprised at its presence and quickly shoving it aside as Ivan continued.
“We spent some time together, then, freed from the burdens we held. The happiest months of my life passed as I had her, uninterrupted for so long.” He let out a long sigh. “As much as I’d like to say it was her endless ambition which led us back to reality, I too grew restless after a while.”
Olga asked Galactic Central if she would be allowed to return to her research. As Atropos Garden experienced no advancement in her absence, they agreed. This time, however, Ivan’s work and funding provided much more opportunity for Olga. The sources and trusts he gained from his years as a mercenary made finding research materials a breeze.
Ivan limited his time away, only a few jobs and a small amount of harassment on Hanatar. At least, until he destroyed the attack cruiser at Orkanis. “I was familiar with the ship, its design flaws and previous battle damage. It was easy prey, especially after the beating it took before reaching the planet. After that,” Ivan stroked his chin, “I was finished with the vengeance business, so I returned to more simple jobs.”
As Ivan’s career relaxed into a slower pace, Olga’s research cranked up to feverish tempo. Working no less than ten to twelve hours at a time, her experiments began to show real progress.
“It took me many years to discover what it was she was trying to do there. It was well beyond me and hooded in the darkest secrecy.” Ivan gave a bitter laugh. “They seemed to spend more money on the tight security and non-disclosure than they did on the actual facility. It was only a couple of years ago I was able to describe what happened to another man of science.”
Ivan shrugged at my surprised expression. “When the stories faded away and no one was quite sure if I was real, I went out every now and then. Anyway,” he cleared his throat, “this man I spoke to scoffed and laughed at me. He said, ‘Molecular dissolution is impossible on anything but the tiniest scale. The entire field of study is an impractical, pseudo-scientific realm no better than the foolish notion of alchemy and transmuting lead to gold.’ From what I could tell, most everyone except my Olga and her team thought as much.”
Science well understood the process of breaking things down, at least on a small scale. Putting particles together to fabricate, replicate, or even transport one substance to another location had been a research dead-end. “It sounds as such a simple thing,” Ivan said, “but the uses are infinite. Teleporting: no longer is there a great need for the millions of ground to atmosphere or ship to ship shuttles. Fabrication: food, clothing, necessities and luxuries at the push of a button.”
However, the research was difficult. They could manage small things: a few particles of certain molecules. However, most everything they did was unstable and prone to collapse.
Ivan squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. He hesitated before continuing. “I remember there was one time when she came home burning with excitement over her work. She could not tell me about it, but she said there was a breakthrough.” He took a deep breath, clenching a fist at his mouth. “Two weeks later, she, the world, and everything on it died.”
It started as a twinkle, a blue wreath of energy at the experiment site of the facility, which connected through a long tramway to the personnel offices and dormitories. Ivan had gone off-world for a time to check on the well-being of the established and hiding Vapaus Colony. Olga’s work had been all-consuming, so Ivan took the opportunity to see how his freed slaves were faring.
He returned in time to see it happen, less than one hour before the end.
“She forbade me from landing, saying there was some kind of malfunction which needed to be resolved.” Real tears formed in Ivan’s eyes. “It was I who should have been protecting her. Not the other way around.”
The malfunction turned into a problem. “She checked in later on using the communicator in her office. She seemed more nervous and scared. I didn’t know what was going on, but she made me swear again I would not come down to the planet.”
As Ivan watched from orbit, the crackling wreath of energy exploded into a luminescent opaque. The field expanded at a rapid speed, appearing to dissolve everything it touched.
“You see, the evacuation and transport vessels were located a distance away. None of the pilots knew what was happening until the field rushed toward them. I saw those people, through my sensors, running to their ships seconds before they were enveloped.” Ivan was breathing hard, despair across his face. “I should have gone down and took her away! I didn’t know what was happening!”
The obliterating field raced across the landscape, only moments away from enveloping the offices and dormitory wing. Ivan saw it moving, saw Olga’s face upon the screen. A tear slid down her cheek, and she spoke.
“Ivan… I… I love you.”
“Olga! Olga no!”
Ivan watched as the field smashed into the facility. Olga cried out his name one last time before the transmission cut out. “Ivan!”
She was gone.
* * *
Ivan held his silence for quite a long time, and I did not interrupt it. When he finally spoke, his tone was heavy, filled with regret.
“The planet dissolved, and I could do nothing.” Ivan stared at the table, an expression of grief consuming his features. “It was over so quickly, but I remember each second as a lifetime. I didn’t even notice the other ship until after it was over. Then, like a fool, I ran.”
The Cassander: I remembered the images taken by the vessel’s sensors and locked away in its archives. The voice they recorded from the planetary transmission wasn’t a scream of anger. It was a cry of sorrow.
“Do you know how or why it happened?” I asked.
Ivan shook his head. “No one does. The only person, people, who knew about it were Olga and her team. The records, her brilliance, her grace and beauty… all destroyed.”
One incident: one misinterpretation of a woman crying out a name, and Ivan became the terror of a galaxy. His entire story came as a surprise, and for once I possessed no idea of how to interpret or categorize it. Every piece of my search, everything related to this one moment, the pinnacle of Ivan’s fame. “It wasn’t your fault.” The words tumbled out of my mouth, and a part of me was surprised by my expression of sympathy.
Ivan looked up, eyes red and watery. “Yes, I know. Even had I come out of orbit and tried a rescue, I only would have gotten myself killed alongside her.” He gave a choked laugh. “Had I been on the world already, I couldn’t have torn her away from it anyways. The problem burst into crisis and catastrophe not slowly but all at once. From then, it was over in minutes.”
It was difficult to believe; this was all there was to the amazing, legendary Ivan. With his catalogue of deeds laid bare, the one thing which granted him fame was not even remotely of his doing.
I decided there was nothing to be gained by bothering Ivan any further. This long search of mine was concluded, and Ivan would not be able to provide me, Galactic Central, or any corporation with the data they sought. His fame, his legend, was the product of a massive, terrible misunderstanding.
Every flicker of sadness, punctuated by the quiet despair I saw in his eyes at the end of his story, was a brief and terrible reminder of his departed wife. Every time he heard his name mentioned as a product of myth, Olga had to have been the only thing he could think of.
“I’m sorry,” I said, again surprised by the sympathy. The emotional malfunction continued to flail around, and Ivan’s tragic story did little to ease it.
Ivan gave a sad smile. “It would seem your long search ends in disappointment. I fear I have nothing to give to you or your employers. No information: no bundle of impressive technology.”
Hesitating for a moment of consideration, I shook my head. “Not at all,” I said. “My task was to find you and the truth behind the endless parade of stories.” I swept a gesture at Ivan. “Daedra-Tech will be disappointed to see no concrete advantage to my success. However, both professionally and as a matter of my own personal curiosity, I’m more than satisfied with the conclusion.” This was the utter truth. My obsession was fulfilled; I had succeeded. The end result may have been unexpected, but the accomplishment was no less grand in my mind.
“I am very glad to have been of assistance,” Ivan said with a slight bow.
Nodding, I stood. “It’s time I departed, though your security officer probably doesn’t realize the coordinates to this place are embedded within my memory. Erasing them from Minerva won’t do too much.”
Ivan laughed. “You better not mention it to him, or he will try very hard to make sure you don’t leave.”
“You’re not concerned about me returning or revealing your secret here?”
“Hmmm, not so much, no.” Ivan shrugged. “There is no advantage or profit for you that I can see, assuming your employer and others believe it as well. Even more,” he paused, appraising me, “I see you as a good man, Archivist Sid. Even if there was a small amount for you to gain from doing so, I don’t believe you would betray our trust.”
Though I couldn’t be entirely certain without proper circumstances, I suspected he was right, and it was yet another odd realization which didn’t even seem motivated by my tumultuous emotional state. I realized I liked Ivan and further I discovered I didn’t want to see anything terrible happen to him.
We stood and moved over to the door, which opened upon approach. The stern features of the acting governor glared at me from outside. “Are you finished?” Bethel asked.
Ignoring the question, I turned back to Ivan and extended a hand. “It has been a great pleasure to have sought, found, and spoken to you, Afanasi Sergeyevich Lukyanov.”
The enormous man tossed back his head and laughed. He threw his massive arms around me in a crushing, one-sided hug. “Oh, my good and dear friend. Call me Ivan!”
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Chapter 14: Demise


Ivan’s tale continued to weigh heavily upon my mind as I went through the motions of wrapping up the long search.
I hardly paid attention when Minerva slid out of the asteroid field and away into the night. The long flight to the Daedra-Tech research station, a monstrosity of engineering near the core, passed in the blink of an eye. My meeting with the Senior Manager of the company was a shambling affair of anger and yelling on his part.
Even as I provided proof by displaying vids recorded with my prosthetic eye, the Senior Manager remained upset. Disappointed, the company was, by the end result. Even so, they abandoned the avenue of inquiry and agreed, upon my recommendation, to leave Ivan and Vapaus Colony alone. Ivan was correct; there was no profit to be had in disturbing them.
After receiving my payment, I was sent on my way pending any new assignments, and my pondering did not cease. My next stop was the Cassander and efforts to mitigate the charges of state secret theft among other things. Daedra managed to smooth things over and handle the trickier pieces even before I’d even met with Ivan, so dealing with Captain Onnels once the job was finished became a formality.
He was upstart, arrogant, and I only listened to a few pieces of what he had to say. Since I was a victim during the incident at Dei Lucrii XVII as much as the station itself, he focused his efforts on asking questions about Cain. It appeared my aggressive Archivist brother had overplayed his hand.
Onnels didn’t even mention my murder of Dana, and the vestige of her in my thoughts almost seemed sullen because of it. However, as Archivists, our natural and murderous reaction to one another is well enough known for certain leeway to be granted. At least, it is when we direct aggression only to each other.
Assaulting an entire station full of civilians was not quite as forgivable, and the GSA was digging to find out who hired Cain and why. I was glad to hear it; if Cain would be on the run, my life could calm somewhat.
Even with Onnels’ good news, I could not shake Ivan’s tale from my thoughts. Never before had I clung to any assignment, and I still held no disappointment regarding the results. The discovery of Ivan and the truth behind his tale provided exhilaration beyond measure; it became my greatest achievement as an Archivist. Yet, something about it, some emotional reaction I remained unable to comprehend kept my mind preoccupied.
Even with a galaxy filled with people, entertainment of all shapes and sizes, and uncountable sights to see, I had nothing to do but think. Part of me wished for a new assignment, something to take my mind away from this old search, but a greater part knew nothing could match it. I wondered if this was how Traverian Grey felt, an obsession or longing darkening his remaining days.
Dana’s vestige tittered in my thoughts, amused at my unending consternation. I blamed her influence above anything else. I could not determine if my systems, no matter how long I dug through the programming, had been compromised by her initial intrusion. They appeared undisturbed, but I knew it equally possible they were altered along with my own memory to mask the changes.
Still Dana’s ghost laughed as I sifted through her memories, trying in vain to find some answer as to why my mind abandoned rationality. I felt sorrow on Ivan’s behalf. His tale, his fallen love, and his constant reminder of the despair with every mention of his legend…
I returned to Dei Lucrii XVII, seeking the advice of the man who hopefully still considered me a friend. The station personnel regarded me with a wary attitude, not overly-assured I wouldn’t bring more trouble upon their heads. As a result, I hovered outside, waiting on docking approval for hours. Numerous individuals who knew me on the station, including my still good friend the librarian, raised several varieties of hell when they discovered my plight. Administration had no choice but to allow my entrance.
Marqyni met me with a broad grin and a bone-crushing hug when I came inside. “Sid! Thank goodness you’re okay!” He pounded me on the back. “When that madman attacked the very station, I thought we were all done for!”
I didn’t say much while he half-dragged me back to his library. He rattled on for a few moments about the thrill and excitement of the Cassander’s presence in system. He spoke for quite a while before realizing I had hardly responded.
“Sid, you’re rather quiet. Is there something wrong?”
I explained how I couldn’t shake the Ivan story from my mind.
“You’ve done it? You found him?” Marqyni grabbed my shoulders. “Why didn’t you say so? This is wonderful news! We have to celebrate. Come now, let’s get down to the bazaar and toast to this amazing accomplishment!”
His enthusiasm faded when he saw the lightly pained expression on my face. “Sid, what is it?”
Shaking my head, I told him about Dana, Cain, and Ivan’s last tale. Through the course of the story, the exhilaration slowly faded from his face, replaced by a troubled expression.
“It really wasn’t his hand which caused the devastation.” Marqyni blew out a sigh. “Amazing how these things can snowball, but I don’t understand why you’re so worked up over it.”
“Neither do I,” I replied.
The librarian rubbed his round chin. “No, not like that. What I mean is; why are you so concerned about feeling something? The story you heard is a tragedy of galactic proportions. Even you, as an Archivist, still retain emotional regard.” He waved his hands back and forth, laughing. “Sorry, not to express this like a children’s morality vid.” He broke into song. “Eeeeveryone has feeeeeelings, even Godlike machiiiines…” He trailed off, grinning at me.
I cracked a smile.
“There we are!” Marqyni clapped his hands. “Even robots can cry!”
“All right, enough,” I chuckled, trying to hold a scowl. “I understand emotional attachment, but why can’t I forget about this job? It’s done, finished. I’ve succeeded in finding out everything about Ivan. No one was hurt along the way,” I almost felt Dana’s vestige scowling in my thoughts, “but still something feels off.”
The librarian set a hand on my shoulder. “Very well. Let’s see if we can’t dissect that hyper-intelligent brain of yours. First—”
“Exactly what I was thinking.” A voice came from the open office door, and Marqyni’s eyes went wide. A bolt of fear jammed into my chest, as I recognized the voice without a moment’s thought.
I turned. Cain, in all his metallic and overpowered glory, stood in the doorway. “No escape this time, Sid.”
Clenching a fist, I checked over my subsystems. Green lights across the board. “How… how did you get here? You’re wanted in half of—”
“If you even think about going for your intercom to call security, you fat bastard,” Cain interrupted, “I’ll break you and whoever shows up into kindling.” Marqyni froze, half-reaching to his communicator. “And you,” Cain grinned at me, that same eerie and malevolent expression, “it would seem you can smuggle anything these days.”
Grimacing, I replied, “So what, you dismantled yourself and packed everything into crates?”
“Something like that, yes.” He waved a hand. “But how I got here is less important than why I returned. My employer would like to speak with you. Against his better judgment, he’s requested I not pound you into tiny pieces, though I’d very much like to and will if given a reason.”
A thought struck, and I scanned him. The energy weapons were stripped out. One cargo scan would have easily revealed the firepower he normally brought, so his employer had to have made him go without. Cain had nothing but brute strength on his side, but I realized it remained enough. My teeth clenched; even without weaponry, I stood little chance.
Let’s show him something. I blinked, hearing a clear voice in my mind. I diverted attention only to hear the ghost of Dana skittering away. Tiny laughter echoed not as a product of my imagination but something real.
“It’s over Cain,” I said, stalling and firing up the intrusion software. I wondered if I could maybe trap him in one of the library files. “I found Ivan. He doesn’t know anything about the Garden. It wasn’t him who did it.” My intrusion bounced off his locked down systems; it appeared he wouldn’t be dumb enough to fall for the same ploy again.
Cain continued grinning, as much for my failure as other reasons. “Oh, really? I find it amazing how much I and my employer don’t care about the silly incident. There are bigger fish than a destroyed planet, my friend.”
“What?” I asked, startled. I couldn’t conceive of an avenue of inquiry not relating to the Garden’s destruction. It was everything to the galaxy.
He won’t see it coming. Another whisper trickled in my thoughts, and I tried without success to shove the voice away.
My opponent gave a mock gasp. “My, my! Our favorite Archivist is shocked to discover he missed something in his grand search! Oh, the shame, the sorrow! Certainly, it comes as a welcome surprise to not have to figure out that whole Garden mess as well.” He gave a dismissive wave. “Assuming you’re telling the truth, but you wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Siddy-boy?”
He grinned again. I wondered if he kept the lower portion of his face as flesh in order to be able to smile, to unnerve his opponents. Again I thought about simply tearing loose the jaw, as it was likely the only real damage I could do to him. I also considered ramming my fist down his throat and yanking out anything organic, but such a tactic didn’t seem plausible without a serious incapacitation.
“Why? What can he give you?” Marqyni piped up from behind me. My muscles clenched in surprise; I had all but forgotten he was there.
“Shove a ham in it, tubby. I don’t want to hear another peep out of the food trap you call a gullet.” I didn’t take my eyes off Cain, but I heard the librarian gasp.
For some reason, the insult to my friend lit a fierce anger inside me. Yes, yes! the voice encouraged.
Without Cain, Marqyni, or even me expecting such an action, I launched myself into the metallic titan.
A heavy clang resounded as the metal of my shoulder impacted his chest. Not braced or prepared, Cain was knocked sprawling. In an instant, I bore down upon him, pinning his arms with my knees. I thrust out my hand, jamming four syringes of tranquilizer into his chin.
With a scream of pain and a black substance, synthetic blood, dribbling out of tiny punctures, Cain thrashed around. His strength far outweighed my own, and he freed one arm. With a near effortless motion, he seized my wrist and yanked me to the side. I rolled and quickly sprang to my feet, watching as he awkwardly clamored to his own.
As he recovered, my synthetic eye scanned over nooks and crannies in his mechanics, seeking out some vulnerability: an exposed gear or servo to be exploited. With weapons systems hastily removed, there had to be something left open and unsealed. I found one such weakness as he gave a roar and charged.
His movement held the slightest lilt to it, a tiny sluggish reaction from the tranquilizer. I whirled to the side and planted a chop with my mechanical hand to the back of his head. He went down again, crashing through one of the computer terminals. Patrons in the library screamed, some fleeing and some too frightened to move.
I swooped down on Cain and jammed a knee in his back, yanking one arm behind him. In spite of my strength, I couldn’t bend or break the material, so I switched tactics. I located his elbow joint, where a tiny gap lay from his removed weaponry, and dug into it.
Yelling curses, he jerked to the side, and I dodged under his heavy swipe. As he flexed the elbow, the hydraulics ground over and crushed the end of my metal finger. I tore myself free, leaving shards of the disrupting fingertip in his elbow joint. I backed off, waiting for his next attack and searching for more weaknesses. Kill him, kill him! the voice urged.
He stood. His teeth were bared and eyes, though synthetic, burned with hatred. Screeching issued as he flexed his arm, labored and difficult. A low growl issued from Cain’s throat. He started a slow approach.
Cain swung his good arm. I ducked, planting an ineffective strike to his midsection. A hollow clang resounded as I spun, kicking out one of his legs. Cain stumbled, and I pressed the attack, trying to bring my elbow down upon his neck.
Lightning fast, he seized my arm and wrenched downward. He brought his face close to mine, grinning.
I angled my head and smashed my skull plate into his face. As our heads collided, I fired my sonic emitter.
Only meant for mild incapacitation, the emitter had an unexpected result. The pulse resonated inside his metallic skull and all throughout his body. Cain bellowed, clapping a hand to his head as he fell to his knees
During his moment of disorientation, I kicked him to the ground and planted one foot on his damaged arm. With full torque, I wrenched as hard as I could. An audible groan resounded as the limb bent, mechanisms screeching and snapping inside.
Even still, I couldn’t quite tear it loose before Cain recovered and rolled over. Again I dodged, waiting for him to rise and planning my next attack.
“I don’t care what he wants.” Cain cut loose a low growl. His one arm was bent backwards at the elbow, useless and immovable. “You’re dead, Sid. I’m going to rip you into a thousand pieces. I’m going to drag your squishy carcass around this station while I blast holes in the walls and let the death of space seep in and kill everything you care about.”
I didn’t feel like correcting him on the particulars of why his statement was folly. He’s weakening; keep fighting! the voice whispered. Scans continuing, I saw something near the base of his neck. It had been part of a shoulder mounted weapon, also removed.
As his living tissue essentially functioned as a brain with heart and lungs to power it, all heavily mechanized, a few veins were still present. Since there weren’t many, even more pressure was placed on the vital arteries. A plate near his throat overlapped one at his shoulder. I saw it and realized, if I could dig in there and pry both plates loose, it was possible I could damage one of the veins in his neck.
There was one more protective metal skin underneath serving as his flesh, but I thought a hard enough strike could transfer the force through and rupture one of his major arteries. I doubted it would kill him, but the lack of his blood, oil, or whatever it was would certainly incapacitate him until repairs could be made.
Which I didn’t intend to allow.
I sprang forward, feinting a strike to his eyes. As he recoiled, I spun around and gripped his shoulder, wrenching with everything I had. The plate bent an inch, and I deflected a punch and backed off. Not much damage, but a start.
Charging again, I dodged another haymaker and rolled behind him. I planted a square kick to the back of his leg, and he stumbled and fell to one knee. Gripping the shoulder plate again, I yanked. A light creak resounded as it bent.
I jumped back as he threw an elbow, missing yet again. Before he could rise, I chopped at the side of his skull, clanging metal against metal. He recoiled, undamaged, but it gave me the opportunity. My fingertips gripped both sides of the overlapping plates, already bent slightly, and I pulled. The flesh hand did very little, but it anchored for my metallic one, which bent the neck plate back two inches.
He flung his hand out and caught my non-metal wrist. With a casual pull, I went sailing over his shoulder and crashing into another terminal. From his grip, the augmented bones of my human wrist strained. They held, but a bright flare of pain shot up my arm. Releasing me, he raised his fist.
I rolled out of the way as he punched, leaving a heavy dent in the floor. Gaining my feet, I weakly flexed my hand. It hurt but would function. Glancing back, I saw Cain’s neck and shoulder plates blossoming outward, exposing the inner protection and my foolish hope at ending the fight.
In the lull, I took stock of my surroundings. Marqyni crouched behind his desk, peering with wide eyes at the altercation. Other individuals had fled or scattered to the corners, trying to stay out of the way. Broken computers, chairs and desks were strewn about. Though less than a minute elapsed since the start, I wondered if security was on its way.
You’re almost done, the voice whispered. Finish it.
I sprang forward again.
As I charged, Cain did something unexpected. He turned the usual vicious left I slid by every time into a feint. As I moved to dodge, he hooked the bent portion of the useless arm around my neck and twisted downward. I staggered, thrown off balance, and did not block or dodge his next hit.
Three of my ribs gave way as he rammed his fist into my midsection. I dropped like a stone, wind knocked out and black spots dancing in my organic eye. On my knees, I saw a shadow overhead, and I rolled. Cain pounded his fist into the floor, not denting but this time punching through it. As his hand lay caught, I swept my leg, tripping him. With a heavy thud, Cain fell to the ground.
My opportunity: his exposed neck plate was there, waiting for me to strike. I jumped forward, swinging my hand in a chop.
Cain pulled his hand free and threw an uppercut. My vision exploded in stars as his fist connected with my chin. Four teeth shattered in my mouth along with my lower jaw, and I was hurled backward, half-conscious. I hardly noticed crashing through another desk and computer.
My vision pulsed, watching him approach in slow motion. Blood and bits of bone leaked out of my mouth, and agony resonated in several locations of my body. Yes, yes, yes! It’s going to be finished! the voice cried out in triumph. It appeared Dana’s ghost was pleased to see me losing.
I didn’t have enough. I couldn’t beat him. Even with the damage I’d done, he was still in prime condition. I tried to move as he stooped down. He seized my overcoat and hauled me up, holding me with one hand. “I think you’re about out of fight, Siddy-boy.”
Not yet. Using his arm as leverage and ignoring the splintering pain in my midsection, I jackknifed my body. Twisting backward, I kicked out with my metallic foot, connecting with his face and smashing his right synthetic eye.
With a roar, he released me and grasped at his face. I tried to roll away, but the best I could manage was to stumble and hunch over. I clutched my damaged ribs, wondering how much extra damage I did to the tissue through my maneuver.
Sparks issued from Cain’s broken eye, and his teeth bared angrily. All of the sluggish nature from the tranquilizer seemed to disappear behind his rage, and he spared no moment in charging.
Sliding underneath, I seized the wrist of his bent arm and pulled, dragging him again to the ground. As I did, the weakened metal of the twisted joint finally snapped, and I held in my hand an impromptu cudgel. Staggering again to my feet, I brought Cain’s arm down upon his head.
Hollow clangs resounded as I beat him with his own arm, striking with everything I had. Dents pounded into his body, and the force and ferocity of my attack kept him down, feebly trying to ward off further hits. Blackish fluid, his synthetic blood, dribbled from his mouth as I smashed the heavy club into his chest, over and over.
Cain laid on his back, dazed by the assault. I fell to my knees, reaching again to the overlapping plates. With a scream of my own rage and every ounce of strength, I pulled.
The entire shoulder plate wrenched free, and I stumbled. Pouncing upon opportunity, I swung my hand in a vicious chop toward the exposed inner plate.
My strike clanged off his lower shoulder as his good arm swept around my midsection. Pulling me close, he squeezed. Sensation disappeared in my lower body as I felt vertebrae crunching at the small of my back. I reared my head to try the headbutt with sonics trick again, but he tossed me to the side.
My legs wouldn’t move. I heaved myself over to his severed arm and grabbed it. I turned and swung wildly as he approached, but he seized the club and cast it away. I tried to fend him off, but he planted one foot on my chest and grabbed my metallic arm.
Grinning down at me, he said, “See how you like it.” With a wrenching twist, my prosthetic shoulder gave way, and he tore it loose without effort. For good measure, he brought his foot down on my chest, smashing more ribs and my sternum along with them. Blood sprayed from my mouth, and I knew then I had lost the fight.
Excellent, it’s time! the voice cackled with an eager tone.
He hit me, and bones broke. He hit me again, and more bones broke. I was dying, organs mashed, everything fading to a hazy gray. Cain rolled my husk over, and I felt his arm close over my face. He pulled me up and started to twist. My flesh gave way as he labored to remove my head.
I had one chance left. Only one thing remaining to save me.
Activate subrouti—
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Chapter 15: A Colossal Mistake


Archivist Cain, three weeks after the murder of Sid, stood in the highest tower of the Keritas corporate headquarters on planet Ethra as the recording he pulled from Sid’s mind finished. Daylight spilled in through the full-sized windows, illuminating the enormous and lavish office. The Vice President of the company, Saul Zimmer, folded his arms as the display burst into static at Sid’s death.
“Was it necessary to show all of it? I’m a very busy man. I didn’t need to see you manhandle and brutalize the poor fool.”
Cain turned, gesturing with his remaining hand at the damage on his body. “I wanted you to fully understand how difficult this was. I need a full repair and the return of my weapon systems.” Cain held one hand against his head, which had been hurting nonstop since his fight with Sid.
“Yes, yes, whatever.” The Vice President waved a hand. “I can’t believe that pipsqueak Archivist gave you more trouble than Ivan did.”
“Ivan surrendered rather than risk the well-being of those pathetic former slaves.” Cain bared his teeth. “And considering how irritating he was, I’m tempted to return and blast the asteroid to fragments just for fun.”
Zimmer shook his head. “No, no. There’s no profit to such a waste of time and resources. Their hiding place means nothing to us.”
“What about Ivan?” Cain asked, rubbing the healing puncture wounds on his chin. “Have they discovered anything yet?”
The Vice President of Keritas bared his teeth. “Some. Not enough to piece together the system those idiots Calloway and Trevors used before he smashed their heads and the records, but they’re getting closer.”
“Trevors couldn’t help?”
“Not so far.” Zimmer shrugged. “Surprised as I was to find out he’s been scurrying around our tunnels for so many years, I don’t know if he’ll be able to contribute. His brains are so scrambled from the trauma and years of malnutrition. The doctors are going to try some procedures to see if they can bring something of him back, but I don’t have much hope for it. And Calloway… we sent him off to parts unknown. He’s long gone.”
Cain clanged a fist off of his metal chest. “I don’t see why advanced bone density and muscle improvement is better than full mechanics.”
“Hah!” Zimmer laughed, throwing a gesture at the damaged Archivist. “You’re living proof, you moron! And don’t think for one second Ivan couldn’t peel off each layer of your metallic hide and eat the shavings for breakfast. You got him because of his idiotic compassion. Besides,” he jabbed a finger into Cain’s chest, “you think there’s a market for people, even soldiers, wanting to be a freak like you? How about they be just as strong and fast, nearly as indestructible, and still as pretty as the day their mothers expelled them? Which one do you think they’ll go for?”
The Archivist didn’t respond, accustomed to his main employer’s surly attitude. Zimmer continued his rant about the advantages of human appearance with unbelievable quality of augmentation. “Even the anti-aug idiots on the rim don’t know the difference until their skulls decorate the wallpaper!”
Cain felt a twinge behind his left eye, the one not damaged in his fight, and he frowned. An image suddenly came to mind of Zimmer smashing through the glass, shocked and terrified as he plummeted out of sight.
“Oh what’s the matter?” Zimmer said in a mock-worried tone. “Did I hurt the robot’s feelings? Pah.”
Still frowning, Cain ignored the insult. “So what are you going to do with Ivan? It’s not like you can keep him locked up forever.” Even as the words tumbled out of his mouth, Cain didn’t understand why he said them.
Zimmer’s face screwed up in a mixture of appall, condescension, and amusement. “What, are you serious? Did the itty-bitty Archivist you smashed up ring your bell too hard? Tell me: why can’t I leave that hulking brute locked in his cell with tubes in every orifice until the universe explodes? Who’s going to stop me?” He gave a sharp laugh. “Cain, one of these days I’m going to have to replace you with one of those smart Archivists. You’re halfway useful in target retrieval, but you’re so thick sometimes.”
Cain pressed a fingertip to the side of his head. “Sorry, sir. It’s the… it’s the others. I didn’t realize Sid had taken another Archivist so soon, and their memories and thoughts are still not integrated.”
“Well,” the other man said without a trace of pity, “here’s hoping you’ll leech a little of their brain power and become useful for a change. Anyway,” he waved it aside, “I’ve got your repairs scheduled. Who knew a few hours of work could cost me several hundred thousand…”
The Archivist’s mind buzzed with the presence of too many thoughts, some of them he couldn’t identify as his own. Zimmer continued on his next rant about how much Cain’s maintenance and functions cost against the tiny gains from the half-wit machine. Cain again saw in his mind the bloodied Vice President sailing into daylight with the trickle of broken glass behind him.
Do it. Cain gave a start, hearing a voice in his mind, impish and feminine in quality. A tittering laugh followed. The Archivist shook his head, trying to clear it.
“What, you’re disagreeing? That’s rich. How many times—”
“No, it’s my head,” Cain interrupted, clenching his teeth, hearing a building laughter in his mind.
“You see, I was thinking the same thing! Your head’s about as useful as—”
“Stop talking,” the Archivist said, hissing through his teeth. Mercifully, his employer ceased ranting and finally favored him with a tiny bit of concern.
“Boy, the pipsqueak actually did a pretty solid number on you, didn’t he? We should get you—”
Cain’s mind vanished into a sea of memories. He saw again the fight between Sid and Dana, every whirling motion and the threading on their clothing clear and crisp. He watched Sid’s conversation with Dr. Trevors, the now-dead Archivist not realizing how much subtle truth laid beyond the mindless ranting.
The images disappeared, and Cain found himself walking down the hallway outside of the Vice President’s office. Zimmer was leading him to the lift. “What the—” Cain stopped, glancing around. “How did I—”
Again his thoughts drifted off, memories of his ship- no, Sid’s ship- Minerva. Countless hours spent flinging messages back and forth as well as non-interfaced research while skimming across the endless void of space.
His sight returned to find himself walking down a corridor in some other portion of the Keritas Headquarters. The style had shifted from the warm carpet and artwork of the offices to a sterile white of research and medical. “Repairs,” Cain murmured. His imposing size, appearance, and damaged form drew startled looks from some individuals in white coats, but he continued walking…
Another memory: He was- no, it was someone else again -walking down a similar corridor in a hospital gown. One metallic leg clicked upon the tile, but a bare human foot plodded opposite. The same was true of his arm; one was mechanical and one was flesh. The man reached up and touched his face, feeling the metal plate, and he screamed…
Cain found himself seated on a table, a robotics specialist glancing over him. “We should be able to get your damaged parts fixed right away, but we’ll have to reinstall your arsenal in stages. Gotta make sure the energy balance is okay.”
Archivist Cain shook his head. “Never mind the repairs,” he said, gasping for breath. “There’s something wrong with my—”
Cain’s own memories rushed forward. The whirlwind of bodies flying and breaking within the bar at the shipyard. Sid had escaped out of the entrance as the stench of ripe workers pressed in all around, but Cain only knew the joys of battle and causing pain. Sid would be caught eventually, and his fate would be no more pleasant than the unfortunate laborers who were crushed under Cain’s might.
Blood covered Cain’s hands as his thoughts returned to reality. He stood within the same lab, but everything was damaged and broken. “Hands?” he asked, staring at them. Both eyes functioned, both of his limbs were intact, repaired, but the robotics specialist lay dead at the Archivist’s feet. The man’s mouth twisted in an agonized, eternal scream, and terrified eyes stared into nothing.
Fear trickled into Cain’s heart. “What’s happening to me?” he whispered, noticing blaring alarms resounding all around him.
Again, his awareness disappeared as memories flooded forth:
Klaxons blasted and red light flashed as a flesh and blood man sprinted through the corridors, heavy boots thudding against the deck. Flanked by a few comrades, the man who would eventually be a new variety of Archivist carried a flechette rifle.
The ship he served upon, the Nicaea, shuddered against the impact of another boarding craft. Aside from intruders on every deck, the destroyer-class vessel had been torn apart by an ambush from unknown forces. The man who would become Cain, eventually sadistic and brutal in attitude, feared his end was near.
A breaching charge exploded down the corridor, and he and his fellow soldiers opened fire. Razor clouds shredded through the new opening, and screams resulted as they tore through the flesh of the intruders.
Scattered energy fire issued from the end of the smoky corridor, and two of the man’s comrades fell to lethal shots. Screaming, he fired again and again…
Cain flashed away from his past back to reality, but it felt like a memory instead, as he couldn’t control his actions. His metal hands pounded against a wall, breaking through the material…
Back again to the battle aboard the destroyer, Cain felt an energy pulse sever the sensation below his midsection. Artificial gravity had failed on the dying ship, and crusted bits of the cauterized flesh drifted up in front of his eyes. Still he fought on, making the boarding party pay for every inch.
His now metallic hands smashed through a console and ripped apart a door. An enormous man stood waiting, surprised by Cain’s entrance. Cain heard his own voice, deep though not holding its accustomed malevolence. “I have him under control, and I’m gaining ground with each step, but we still need to hurry.”
The losing battle aboard the Nicaea returned, and the man who would be Cain floated through the corridors. Every movement in the shadows was greeted with a blast from his flechette rifle, and he kept conscious only through stimulant and three packs of medical gel slathered into the hole of his lower torso…
His metal hands gripped the collar of a familiar man. The Vice President, Zimmer, held a terrified expression veiled by blood and bruises. Cain watched, unable to stop himself, as he gripped the man and hurled him to the window…
The last memory sprang to the forefront of his mind. Trapped in an airlock and still gravely wounded. Not enough air to survive long, and the freezing death of vacuum seeping in as the Nicaea’s lifeless husk drifted. Eternities passed as he floated at the edge of death. He remained.
He remained.
* * *
“There,” I said as the former Vice President dropped out of sight. The carpet of his massive office was stained with blood, and bits of broken glass lay near the yawning hole in the window. “I have Cain locked away in the memory of his death.”
Ivan’s eyes were wide. He stood near the doorway, watching the carnage unfold. “Sid… you are truly a marvel, my friend. I can hardly believe it is you in that brute…” He pointed to the window. “Even so, did you need to kill that man?”
I shot my gaze back to him, gritting my teeth. “Cain’s disposition is brash, aggressive. It’s hard to hold his instincts in check, and my own personality is still struggling to take hold.”
“I still cannot fathom you being alive. He showed me your severed head when he took me prisoner.” Ivan appeared tense, ready for a fight. It was understandable; I was wearing Cain’s body, my body now. Even without retaining the cruelty of his nature, Cain’s/my appearance was more than unfriendly.
Dana’s laughing voice swirled in my thoughts. The weaker and less refined will of Cain was suppressed within his memories, and I’d eventually try to peel him apart bit by bit until as little remained as possible. Still, I was in his mind with all of his memories. I’d been chipping away during the weeks, establishing footholds but never pushing outright as Dana did.
“I succeeded where she failed,” I said, speaking to no one.
“Who?”
I looked at Ivan. Cain’s enhanced ocular scanning revealed the marvel of his structure to me. Fortunately, the rudimentary repairs of Cain’s limb and eye had been completed before I made my move.
Ivan was amazing. Every muscle, bone, sinew, joint: reinforced and tightened to a spring coil. Potential energy practically burst from his flesh. Yet he stood, innocuous and worried as alarms continued to blare. It was little wonder that Keritas had wanted him back. They sought to rediscover the methods and process of his impressive augmentation.
“No one,” I answered his question, flexing my own limbs, feeling the power I held in my new body. “You need to get out, or they might capture you again.” I closed my eyes, trying to sift through a flurry of images. “I can’t quite see from his memories; is your ship… is Olga here?”
Ivan nodded. “You… he brought a large vessel and had me dock her on board when he took me captive. I believe they brought it over to their hangar.”
“Get over there right away.”
The large man, still dwarfing my increased bulk, grasped my shoulder. “You must come with me.”
I flashed a grin, hoping it was less sinister than Cain usually provided. “I’ll catch up, but first I have to destroy their records and anything else on you and their project. If they still have data on your augmentations, they’ll keep coming for you. I don’t wish for that to happen any more than you do.”
Ivan seemed hesitant, frowning.
“You’ve led quite a life, Ivan.” I set a hand upon his shoulder. “It would be a shame for it to come to an end.”
He sighed, his usual tinge of sorrow and regret coming forward. “Quite a life… heh. I suppose. I will continue on, for Olga if nothing else.” He disappeared out the door.
I spared a moment considering Ivan and his amazing life, noting the emotional turmoil of recent days settling into the background but still present. Perhaps Grey, Marqyni, Dana, and whoever else was right. Perhaps there was still humanity inside me, even now in spite of being more machine than before.
I decided I would try to learn to accept emotion and sympathy, to become something more than just an elaborate recording device. With time, I was confident I could solve this mystery and let the greater understanding of self enhance my abilities. The vestige of Dana seemed to approve.
Strength and control flowed through me. Every moment, every breath provided focus and power to my new body. Still Dana’s ghost haunted me, and Cain would remain a prisoner of his and our mind. Perhaps in time, even he would begin to haunt me as she did, as all of the Archivists he and I killed did in their own small way.
Everything felt different. Be it the mingling of many souls into one body, my death and rebirth, or simply the long journey to find Ivan…
My life changed.
What I wished to do next, besides an immediate rampage through the interior of Keritas Interests, was yet up in the air. Back to work with Daedra-Tech? Perhaps. Travel to live on Vapaus Colony? Perhaps but unlikely.
A galaxy of information lay ahead of me. Though I had cracked one of its greatest mysteries, the legend of Ivan, so much more was yet to be found.
I departed the office of the deceased Vice President, my journey beginning anew.
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Report: Unit reactivated, discontinuing service with Daedra-Tech. Good luck with your future endeavors.





Epilogue: The Legend Lives On


-Orkanis Prison: One week later-
Voux Hanatar sat in his isolated cell. Many of his years were spent in difficult conditions; the warden and guards did not take kindly to his numerous assaults on the prison. After a while, upon realizing he was an old man lacking the fangs and resources of his youth, a few concessions were granted.
He was given a datapad and access to a few information sources, something to occupy his time during the endless hours of his incarceration. Part of it was so the warden could let him read all about how defunct he and his empire had become.
As Hanatar scanned though entries and reports, he happened upon a news story: a featured piece from a major outlet. The title by itself caused a grin to break out on his face as he read:

IVAN STRIKES AGAIN

Galactic Associated Press

The terror of our galaxy has reared his ugly head once again as new light is shed upon the incident at the Keritas Headquarters last week. It appears the man behind the destruction of Atropos Garden, the man called Ivan, has returned.

Ethran citizens were shocked by explosions at the towering structure as an unidentified assailant rampaged through the building. Several people, including Keritas Vice President Saul Zimmer, were killed with dozens more injured. The assailant, unseen by survivors or security footage, tore through the complex, destroying computer systems and assaulting workers before escaping in his vessel.

“There was smoke, and some fires. The power went out, and everyone was screaming,” said former employee Bernard Tapp. “Nobody knew what was happening.”

Though the investigation has been ongoing, recent evidence has been brought to light linking the assault on Keritas Headquarters with the incident at Atropos Garden fourteen years ago. Images from the GCG Cassander, first respondent to the Garden incident, clearly show a fleeing vessel. This very same ship was recorded leaving the scene at Keritas Headquarters last week.


Hanatar thumbed through the images, and his heart froze. “I’ll be damned,” he whispered. The former crime lord recognized the ship as the very one which crushed his last hope of escape so long ago. It was the very same ship his trusted former employee used to bring Barian Dreger into his final moments. Even the name on the side, Olga, was the same: it was Ivan’s vessel. Hanatar chuckled. “That son of a bitch.” He continued reading, and as he finished, he threw his head back and laughed.

In response to this new assault, the GSA has put out a bulletin asking all galactic citizens to be on the lookout for this ship, piloted by the man they refer to as Ivan. No concrete descriptions of the man exist as of yet, but authorities are working with Keritas employees to form some idea of their attacker’s appearance.

In related news, Keritas stock went into freefall as investors scrambled to unload their holdings. More than sixty percent jumped ship within the first twenty-four hours of the GSA announcing Ivan’s involvement. Former board member Derlin Winters expressed this opinion when asked why. “Support a company Ivan’s marked for death? Are you nuts?" 

Though the company is scrambling to keep its head above water, the future looks grim for Keritas Interests. Whatever impact this may have on the galactic economy is yet to be seen, but it may be a minor issue in light of the terror we all face again. Regardless of Keritas or the rest of the galaxy’s future, one thing is very certain: Ivan is indeed real, and he has returned.





Author’s Note:



Thank you very much for reading through my third novel, The Legend of Ivan. I hope you enjoyed it. I do have a couple more novels if you’re at all interested in reading further, and I’ll be continually putting out a new one every so often for the foreseeable future.

As an independent author, I don’t have a team of marketing gurus around to spread the word about this novel. You won’t see me on any talk shows, and the news won’t mention my name. I’m just a writer, chained to my desk while searching endlessly for more readers like you. If you enjoyed The Legend of Ivan, then tell a friend. If you really enjoyed it and are so inclined, you can post reviews, ratings, or comments on Amazon, Smashwords, Barnes & Noble, Goodreads, Shelfari, LibraryThing, Kobo, my website (link below), and anywhere else your heart desires.

It truly does mean the world to me when readers help out and provide feedback, so thank you very much to any who do and again to all who spared the time to read The Legend of Ivan.

Cheers!

Justin Kemppainen


http://www.kempenovels/com/
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