AUGMENTED

CHAPTER 04: PARTICLES


'Activating particle emitter, do you have my trace?' Kaflan was feverishly trying to activate his compact particle accelerator  while flying his ship, two things difficult enough by themselves.

'Confirmed, we have a strong sensor lock on you Kaflan,' came the reply from the Thermopylae, which Kaflan's class 9 was circling.


'Particle emitter online, emission of heavy particle cloud in five, four, three, two,' He flicked a switch on the emitter control panel. 'Outputting now.'
The marine monitoring the sensors blinked hard. Kaflan's ship phased out, back in for a second, and then disappeared completely. He activated the penetrating scan beams, but still got nothing. 'Kaflan, come in. Repeat, Kaflan, come in, we've lost your trace completely.'

An unintended side effect of the partice cloud was to block all communications. Kaflan didn't recieve the marine's message, nor could he send any signals outward. He deactivated the particle emitter. 'Kaflan to Thermopylae, come in.'


'We recieve you, Kaflan. It worked, you just vanished from the sensor grid. We tried a penetrating scan too, but you still didn't appear to exist. We've got to get that technology fitted to the whole fleet.' The marine could barely wrap his head around what had just happened.

'Yeah, but it also blocks communications. That'd best be fixed before I go attaching particle accelerators to every ship around, and you'd need a big accelerator to cloak a large battleship. Returning to dock.'
Samus and Captain Staal were waiting for him when he returned to the docking bay of the Thermopylae.


'Very impressive, Doctor Kaflan.' The captain was smiling broadly. 'An amazing development, should help us considerably.'


'Yes, yes, but as I told the sensor op, it blocks communications and would be impractical to fit to a large ship in its current form.' Kaflan seemed to be thinking hard. 'We need to get moving, find the Pirate research base before they perfect those things and can send them against us.'

'I take it then that one of you has a plan.' The captain turned to Samus and then back to Kaflan.


'Well, I might have. I usually kind of make things up as I go.' Kaflan smiled sheepishly. 'First, we should have a look at that transponder, get all the info we can before doing anything mad. Then, you take the Thermopylae as close as possible to the Pirate base as you feel you can, captain. We'll then fly in on a smaller ship which can be cloaked with a particle cloud.'

'So the plan is to fly in and hope that we're not detected?' Samus didn't seem convinced.


'Yeah, essentially, but I'm sure they won't be expecting someone to use their own sensor blocking tech against them. It'll probably be better to use my ship, firstly the particle emitter is already fitted, and secondly it holds four: us two and two marines, if you can spare them.' He turned to the captain.

'You will have my two finest men, Doctor, we cannot allow the Pirates to use human beings to create hellish hybrid... monsters.' Staal seemed disgusted at the mere thought.


'But my ship is armed to the teeth, and faster. Furthermore I have experience of infiltrating Space Pirate bases. I work better alone anyway.'


'OK, so you do the flying, and we can split up when we get there if it's that important to you. As for my ship not being armed, watch this.' Kaflan pulled a small metal disc from his pocket, along with a small pad. He pressed a few buttons and then threw the disc into the air across the bow of his ship. A pinkish laser blast from a concealed cannon on the nose obliterated the disc in a millisecond. 'There are three more on the underside. They can be set to fire on anything, with the ship's computer taking care of automatic tracking and target discrimination.'

'Wow.' Samus was surprised. 'So it can defend us on the ground as well. I have to get the designs for those things. Maybe that old thing does have some life in it.'


'Moving on,' Kaflan said quickly, 'the transponder, shall we take a look?'

'Yes, good idea.' Samus was already marching over to the elevator.


'I'll set course for the Keilos system, and then make my selection.' Staal walked over to the elevator that went directly to the bridge and disappeared. Kaflan ran over to the main elevator and he and Samus were back in the research lab within seconds.


'Ah, the data's downloaded. I'll bring it up.' He tapped a few buttons on the control panel and the display filled with transmission logs.

'There's a lot of crap data here, can you show where most of the transmissions were going between?'

A few more commands later, and the display showed the statistics from the transponder.



"OUTPUT STATISTICS:

KEILOS II – 6784Qd
RELAY TRANSPONDER (.0488, -3.56, 01.345) – 6755Qd"


'That relay unit could send the transmission on to anywhere. Without going and collecting it, we'll never be able to trace the route.' Kaflan punched the control panel softly in annoyance.


'At least we can be more confident that Keilos is where their operation is. Those are spatial coordinates, can you bring up where they refer to?' Samus asked.


'Er, yeah. Hang on.' He tapped a few commands into the system and a galactic map filled the display. 'Kalandor Region,' the display zoomed in to show a section of space. 'Subsection A3, Norion system,' the display showed a system consisting of three planets. 'A region towards the edge of the system, I can't be more specific than that.'

'There's a Federation base on Norion, quite a large one too, those trace scrambler devices must be bloody powerful to block the kind of sensors they have there.'


'Well, those things are very small compared to a spacecraft, they might not have the resolution to pick them up anyway.'


'Doctor Kaflan and Ms. Aran to the main docking bay immediately.' The grating announcement interrupted their thoughts.


'We're evidently as close as they're gonna get us.' Samus strode to the elevator, followed as quickly as possible by Kaflan. She pressed a button and the research lab vanished upwards.

The captain was waiting for them along with two Marines, each with an "aerial operations pack", which was essentially a small jetpack strapped to the back of their armor, and stabilisation systems on their legs. They hovered a couple of feet in the air, their thick plating seemingly offering no problem. One was holding what appeared to be a thick metal waistcoat.

'Ms. Aran, Doctor, this is Group Commander Stet, GPS43, and this is Technical Specialist Esran, TKE11, who holds the equivalent standard rank. They're the best.' The pair landed deftly and saluted. 'We're as close to the Keilos system as I think I can safely go. You're cleared for launch whenever you're ready.'

'Technical Specialist? I had no idea they existed.' Kaflan seemed intrigued.


'Few people do,' replied one of the faceless Marines, evidently said specialist. 'We're not exactly front-line troops, nor is the Tech Corps a glamorous section of the GFMC. However, if we're going to get into the Keilos facility and cripple it effectively while getting any relevant data on the Pirate operations, we'll need to get through myriad security systems without arousing too much attention.'

'If it weren't for the "arousing attention" part, I find that blasting the door works well when I can't get in." Samus activated the missile launcher on her arm cannon, causing the outer sections to part and glow a dim blue. She retracted them and continued, 'you've evidently thought this one through though, so I'll do my best to forgo simply blowing the place up.'


'Good, because there's something decidedly fishy about all this, and I will not be able to sleep until I can get to the bottom of it. To do that we'll need to collect any and all data we can find. You never know, we might find a way of crippling more than just this one facility.' Kaflan said with determination.

'Let's hope so,' said the other Marine, Stet.

'Captain Staal to the bridge immediately,' came yet another announcement.


'Excuse me,'  Staal walked briskly to the direct bridge elevator and activated it.


'We'd better get going too,' said Samus. 'The Pirates may discover us if they send any ships this way.'


'True,' replied Esran, the Tech. Specialist Marine. 'Doctor Kaflan, please put this on.' He handed over the metal jacket. Kaflan did as instructed, albeit with some trepidation.


'What exactly is this,' asked Kaflan. 'Some sort of shielding unit?'


'Better than that,' replied Esran, and he pushed a button on the front of the strange garment. 'Hold out your arms and starjump, please.'


Kaflan wondered whether this was some sort of joke, but did what the Marine said anyway. When he landed, he realised that in a split-second, the unit had expanded and covered his entire body in the same armor as the two Marines in front of him.


'Adaptive armor, incorporating an aerial operations subunit. Much easier than putting on the plating piece-by-piece. The helmet activates when you push this button.' Esran indicated a small, round control on Kaflan's neck plate, and pushed it. Instantly, a helmet covered Kaflan's head, and a heads-up display showed information on his surroundings, including comms links with the two Marines.

'I can integrate the comms system with the Power Suit,' Esran turned to Samus, who looked extremely impressed by the expanding armor, 'if you give me your ACD code.'

'Er, 34SRI8E,' she replied. 'I think.'


He flipped open a panel on his left arm, revealing a small screen and keyboard, and tapped in Samus' code. 'Well, the system's taken it, so it must have been the right one.'


'Right, now the technical preparations are done with, we can get down to the actual mission.' Group Commander Stet seemed impatient. He pulled a portable holographic projector from a compartment on his armor and tossed it to the floor. An image of Keilos II filled the space between the group. 'Here's the plan. Ms. Aran will fly Doctor Kaflan's class 9 from our current position on the edge of the system to the target planet, Keilos II. During this voyage the sensor scrambler device should be active and on full power, do you think that's possible, Doctor?'

'The ship's generators can provide more than enough power, assuming my jury-rigged system holds out we should be fine.' Samus sensed a tinge of uneasiness in Kaflan's voice.


'Excellent,' replied Stet. 'The atmosphere of Keilos II is breathable in terms of gas makeup, but not exactly good for you. Zoom to Pirate facility.' The holographic image zoomed to show an expansive structure with three "arms". 'This Pirate facility pumps out about 300 cubic feet of crap every day, filling the air with nasty toxins. It's probably best to stay fully suited up and environment-isolated at all times. This facility is also the one we're interested in. It shows the highest communications output of any on the planet.'


'Just what you'd expect if they were conducting new research,' Kaflan interjected.


'Exactly,' Stet continued. 'Basically we go in, find out all we can and do our best to shut down their operation.'

Kaflan pulled out the datapad control for his ship and pressed a button. The boarding hatch opened and the ramp deployed. 'Let's go, then.'
+++
It was quite cramped in the cockpit of Kaflan's ship. Although designed to carry four people, four people in combat armor made things rather tight. Samus barely fitted into the pilot's seat in her full Power Suit. However, apart from the lack of breathing space, the flight from the Thermopylae to the space around Keilos II had been relatively uneventful. A couple of Pirate frigates had passed close by, but neither had paid any attention to Kaflan's ship, proving that the trace scrambler did work against Pirate sensors, or that if it didn't they did not appear to care about a strange ship flying close to one of their facilities.

'Keilos II coming up about... now,' said Samus, as the acid-green globe that was Keilos II filled the cockpit's viewport. 'Eurgh, nice looking place...'


'Remember what I said about the air quality?' Stet replied, 'I wasn't joking around, you really don't want to breathe that stuff. Kaflan, you'll need this.' He handed him a large weapon, some sort of particle beam rifle.

'No joke. Entering atmosphere now.' Samus activated the ship's front booster engines to slow descent. 'Kaflan how do you fly this thing? If you don't keep an eye on everything, it goes haywire. I thought you said this thing had a good computer system?'

'It does.' He replied. 'An ESS 6.7.7.9 to be precise; latest model.'


'Then why does this thing fly like a dead fish?' Samus struggled to stop the ship from rolling as they passed into the lower atmosphere.


'Er... because the flight hardware is incompatible with the computer. It's quite old, and there aren't any interfaces for 6.7.7 systems. The computer is restricted to weapons control, navigation, comms and general processing.'


'Then get the hardware upgraded!' Samus was becoming extremely annoyed with the ship's handling. She sighed as she spotted a landing pad. 'At last. There are several Pirates down there,' she said, peering out of the viewport as the ship circled the pad. 'Think you can deal with them?'


'Already on it,' Kaflan mumbled, tapping at his datapad. 'There.' He ran the command, and before the Pirates had even noticed the ship, a flurry of laser blasts had vapourised them all, leaving Samus clear to land the craft.

Upon exiting the ship, the group was met with a thick green fog which reduced visibility to about three feet.

'Samus, got any tricks in that suit of yours that might help?' Esran said over the comm.


'Hang on,' she replied while activating her X-ray visor, allowing her to see through the green gas. 'There's a door that way.' She uploaded the location to the HUD in each of her companions' suits, making it appear as a glowing red dot. 'Walk towards the light,' she laughed.
Inside, there was no fog, but visibility wasn't much better owing to the lack of light in the corridor.

'There's another door at the end of the corridor, just keep walking, and stay quiet, they might not know we're inside.' Samus began walking slowly down the corridor, followed by the other three. The room beyond the door was much brighter, but also full of Space Pirate researchers and militia. The researchers were unarmed, but still rushed toward the group in a vain attempt at an attack. They each went down with one blast.


'Bloody powerful, these things!' Kaflan shouted as he blasted another Pirate.

Samus concentrated on the militia, seeing as they were the biggest "threat". From her point of view, they were simple cannon fodder, unarmored and weakly armed they were sent in as scouts and distractions, with no intention of them returning. Despite this, to someone unaccustomed to confronting Space Pirates, they were still quite intimidating. Once all the Pirates had been dispatched,  Kaflan walked over to one of the consoles, and had a look at what was on the screen.

'We'll need to download this and translate it, I know some of the Pirate script but not nearly enough to understand this,' he said. Federation computers automatically translated alien languages, a luxury that can easily be taken for granted.


'I'll do it, my suit automatically translates.' Samus activated her Scan Visor and pointed it at the console. 'Done. I'll scan the rest as well, we need all the data we can get on this operation.' Within a minute, she had done just that. 'One of the terminals contained a map of this facility, I'll upload it to you.' The four were in the middle of the northmost "arm", a few rooms away from a huge, cavernous room connecting all three sections.


'I'll bet they're developing those... things in that large room.' Esran said after looking over the map. 'We need to get there.'


'Remember that if that's where their experiments are, then that's where the highest concentration of troops will be too.' Kaflan shot back. 'I don't feel like getting evaporated today. What do you think, Samus?' She didn't seem to respond. 'Samus? You there?'


'Er, right, sorry. I think we should press on, we need to shut this operation down, and we're not going to do that by creeping around the extremities of this place.' She had a faint tinge of unease in her voice.


'You alright? You seem... on edge,' Kaflan said.

'Bad memories. I have come to associate big rooms with very bad things,' she replied. 'On Tallon IV, the Pirates had an operation mining Phazon out of the crust. On the lowest level of the mines there was a room similar to what that one looks like. Inside was something... horrid. A twenty-foot tall Phazon-enfused Space Pirate.' Everyone gulped. No-one wanted to face anything like that, least of all Samus, who had witnessed its power first hand. Nevertheless, she shot the door, causing it to open, and the group moved onwards.

The next few rooms were almost identical to the first, containing terminals brimming with data on the augmentation project, with a very light complement of Pirate troops. Eventually the group reached the final room and the door to the central room.


'Shall we draw straws?' laughed Esran nervously.


'No,' replied Samus in a flat tone as she shot the door. On the other side was a circular walkway about ten feet above the floor. Both were completely empty except for some computer terminals.


'Maybe they evacuated this section,' mused Stet, looking around.


'Not really Pirate style,' said Kaflan. 'Then again none of this is really their style, so you could be right. Anyway, let's get the data from these terminals. Samus, ready to do your thing?'

'Already on it,' she replied while scanning a terminal. 'Strange that there's nothing here. Hopefully in one of these computers there's the control for the power plant. If we can knock that offline, or better overload it, the Federation will have an easier time when they move in and blast this place.' She moved to the next terminal and started scanning. 'Weird, there's just control code here...' She quickly deactivated the Scan Visor and looked around.


'What's the matter?' asked Kaflan.


'I think I have just been rather stupid. That terminal contained control code, when I scanned it it ran. Be alert, the Pirates are fond of these little traps.' There was a "whoosh-clunk" noise from below, and everyone looked over the balcony nervously. Part of the wall had slid away revealing an abnormally large Space Pirate within a stasis tank connected to various life support systems. It had tentacles attached to its lower arms and black plating covered its body. The three doors branching off from the room sealed, and the walkway began to lower toward the floor.

'Ah, bugger,' exclaimed Kaflan running around to the opposite side to the Pirate. 'Everyone to this side, it's likely to be confused when it awakes from stasis, we should be able to keep it where it is with suppressing fire.' The two Marines looked at Samus.


'Well I haven't got a better plan, let's try it,' she said, morphing into a ball and rolling to join Kaflan, gun arm raised. 'Actually, that's quite a good plan, you've obviously done this sort of thing before.'


'Long story,' he replied as the walkway reached the ground and the stasis tank  lifted away from the creature into the ceiling of the alcove. 'Now, begin firing.' All hell broke loose as the four began blasting away at the Pirate. Every one of their shots was absorbed by or bounced off the black, glassy plating. Samus fired a volley of Seeker Ice Missiles at its head, which also had virtually no effect. The Pirate dashed forward and flicked one of its tentacles at Esran, who rolled out of the way just in time.

'Spread out, move around, surround it,' shouted Samus over the noise of battle. She rolled into a ball and shot behind the creature. Unmorphing she missiled its back, where the Metroid-like sacs were. They froze instantly and the Pirate roared, whether in pain or anger no-one was really sure. 'That's it, the sacs are the vulnerable point. Try to get behind it.' She charged her Plasma Beam and released the shot straight into the frozen sacs. Again the Pirate roared, and this time turned to face her. It lashed out with a tentacle, which grabbed her around the waist. She felt her suit being drained of energy, in much the same way as a Metroid does. Morphing into a ball caused the Pirate to lose grip and she rolled around and joined the other three who had been firing at the sacs as instructed.


'It doesn't work, you need to freeze them first!' screamed Stet.

Of course, those are Metroid sacs, vulnerable only to cryogenic weapons; Samus realised, and missiled them again before the Pirate turned around.


'We'll distract it, you attack from behind,' said Esran, pulling a plasma grenade from a compartment on his suit and throwing it at the creature. It detonated, confusing, but not injuring, its target. Samus morphed and boosted behind the Pirate, unmorphed and launched three missiles into its back. Three of the sacs ruptured and the creature screamed in pain. It lashed out with a tentacle , which connected with Stet, and began to wrap around him. He felt the same energy drain as Samus, but without a powered suit to protect him, he was dead within seconds. The creature flicked his body away and stood still. The sacs on its back began to glow purple, and effortlessly deflected the next few projectiles Samus aimed at them.

'What the hell is it doing?' she said, scanning it. The readout said "unknown Space Pirate bioform is routing absorbed energy to appendages, and is invulnerable while doing so". 'Clear as mud,' she muttered to herself, but then realised just what it was doing. 'Esran, Kaflan, move! Now!' she shouted, and the pair did as instructed, sprinting around the edge of the room. The creature followed Kaflan for a second or so before discharging a white beam from its tentacles straight at him. He wasn't quick enough. The beam struck him in the torso, blasting him against the wall. The last sounds he was aware of was that of Missiles being fired and detonating what seemed like a hundred times, then an ear-piercing shriek, and finally a dull thud.
