Chapter Seventeen: Pains

Three Weeks Later

Walking to work, Alex Paige kept his hands in his pockets and his gaze low to the ground as he passed through the crowded walkway. God forbid that even on Ammon-höta a man make eye contact with another man and not expect to have the crap beaten out of him… just bumping into someone was suicide. These days life was getting brutal, more brutal than it had ever been. Alex had been all over the Federation during his career as an interrogator, flying from Quadrant to Quadrant on a regular basis, but nothing had ever been as bad as it was right now in the Central Planets. The death of Rai-dal had been the beginning of the birth pains, but no one could have imagined how bad things would get.   


Mehrites had started getting longer looks than before because of the senator’s demise, but it wasn’t that big of a deal. Other races had had treatment no better and no worse than the Mehrites were starting to get and according to the ESS, an assassination was fair ground for increased suspicion and inspection. Security had been improved and no one would argue that that wasn’t for the best, especially in times such as these. And if that had been all, Rai-dal’s death would have passed into the annals of history as a side note, the act of a lone killer whose motivations might never be truly known. Instead, the Rape of Gibeah had occurred. An entire village slaughtered and razed to the ground under dubious circumstances was something relatively common in other places, but unheard of within the Central Planets, much less Ammon-Shönta. Unfortunately, it hadn’t been just any village. Gibeah had been the home of the ancient Mehrite temple of Ghandarror Kelith and the origin of Rhastamloh, the sole religion of over twelve billion Mehrites. In recent years, the Mehrites had become a highly secular society but the cultural significance of the place hadn’t wavered. To the Mehrites, the site was still the holiest of holies. Then three weeks ago, twelve Federation soldiers in powered suits had annihilated the village and killed almost everyone in it. Men, women, children, priests and elders, even the pack animals had been murdered without remorse. At least that’s what the handful of survivors were saying. Some of them hadn’t lasted longer than a few days before their wounds had finally claimed their lives but that had made their testimonies all the more compelling. The Federation had initially denied the reports of the survivors saying that there were no Infantry or Policemen in that area on any such mission, but after the corpse of a human in a Federation powered suit was found at the scene, it seemed to prove the survivors’ stories’ veracity. The Galactic Federation was made to look like a group of lying fools and rushed to save their pride. Following a short investigation, the Federation had supposedly discovered evidence of a group of militant Mehrite dissidents working out of Gibeah, giving the soldiers fair cause to open fire. The Galactic Federation pointed to the same corpse saying that if there were nothing but priests and harmless civilians at the holy village, how would the man in the powered suit have been killed in the first place? An E2 class energy weapon or higher was required to punch such a large hole in a Federation armor, something only the military or terrorists would be able to get a hold of. The Mehrites, however, saw this as an admission of guilt from the Federation, that it was just trying to make excuses for what had happened.


The Mehrite reaction had been instantaneous. Riots had sprung up and continued to spring up wherever the news was heard and peaceful neighborhoods became mobs overnight. There were two seemingly opposite stories being told and everyone was picking sides, mainly on the basis of race. Random fights, looting, murder, rape. The serenity was shattered in an instant and it could never be put back together as it was before. Humans and Mehrites were fighting, but other races were getting involved as well. Zebesians – of the domesticated variety- were killing Mehrites on sight, feeling that the Mehrite rebellion was “un-patriotic.” At the same time, the Dåi-ori were suddenly looking on their Mehrite overseers in the North Quadrant more favorably as many Mehrite peacekeepers left their positions in protest. The Mehrites were finding themselves agreeing with the Dåi-ori terrorists and alliances were beginning to be formed. Chaos increasing at an exponential rate.

To prevent worse racial conflict, special temporary districts within each city had quickly been marked off as “human,” Mehrite,” and “other.” Segregation was a temporary solution that wasn’t solving anything. The Federation had also attempted to seal off the news of the incident to prevent it from leaking elsewhere but the damage had already been done. Trying to stop it from getting out made the situation look like a cover-up and things had actually gotten worse. More riots, more killing. The little order that had been restored now was temporary and everyone knew it. A larger, more destructive rebellion was brewing and ready to explode at any moment. Everyone was getting ready for the inevitable in their own way. Meanwhile it appeared there were other organizations working within the Central Planets to cause further schisms. A crowd, almost totally made up of humans, was gathered around a lone man, also human, speaking so loudly he was almost screaming. Alex stopped for a moment to listen.


“People…” the man said as he stood up on a make-shift platform. “Wake up! The time of our liberation is upon us! The Federation can no longer keep its foot on our throats and rape us of our possessions and self-respect without retribution. While they have built up an image of strength and prosperity, it is all lies! It is all a sham! They stand on feet of baked clay and all it requires is a mere pebble to bring them crashing down. We have had enough; it is our time to take back it is rightfully ours!


“They don’t care about you. They don’t care about me. They don’t care about the colonists or the Space Pirates or-or their own damn soldiers. They don’t care about lives, or morality or their citizens! All they care about is protecting their shipping lanes so their precious flow of goods can come and come uninterrupted. They care about their own interests! They sit up there are their fat asses and don’t give a sh—until they feel it in their pocketbooks. Senators get paid f---ing ridiculous sums of money to take bribes and raise their own wages, while the rest of the galaxy wallows in poverty and destruction. They get paid to make everyone else’s lives as horrible as possible. No more! We are here to say, ‘ No f---ing more!’  


“We are the citizens that make up this great nation but while we are given the illusion of democracy and choice, the true power lies in the hands of a few powerful individuals who exploit everyone around and beneath them for their own personal gain. Bullsh--. We are not pawns, we are the power that fuels this Federation and it is about damn time we started acting like it.


“Why do you think the Central Planets attempt to regulate weapon ownership so heavily? Is it to protect you? Certainly not. The same people who cause you harm always seem to have the very weapons that are most illegal, do they not? No, it is because the politicians are afraid for themselves. They know it is much easier to push around helpless peasants than true, armed citizens. A person cannot truly have rights unless he has the ability to exercise them and protect himself. But they have all of the soldiers and so called ‘peace-keepers’ thinking in terms of race or state so that they don’t notice that they are serving the rich elite at the expense of their own class. Soldiers are not the enemy, but they are aiding the enemy and thus they too must be held accountable. The Federation Military growls and snarls like a dog on a chain but as our allies in the North Quadrant have proven, their bark is much worse than their bite.”


“The Dåi-ori? We’re supposed to consider trolls our allies but betray other humans?” someone from the crowd interrupted, “That’s gotta’ be the biggest load of crap I ever heard.”


“Yes, and it’s the Federation has made you think this way. Your mind is so clouded that you can’t think rationally or objectively. How can you betray someone who’s already driven a knife into your back? How can you not be allies with someone who is fighting for the very same things you are?”


“But why can’t we just settle this peaceably?” another asked, “In a few months elections are coming up again and we can put honest men in office who will try to help us.”


“Honest politicians?” he asked with a tone that made everyone gathered around him laugh. The man let the laughter persist for a few seconds before cutting them off and continuing in a serious manner once again. “Yes, it’s true that the system was set up so that the very thing you have suggested might be possible however the system has been so poisoned by these individuals that it is not possible to solve the problems by elections. Every facet of the government is corrupt! It is controlled by the super-elite who by their very nature do not wish to give up their positions of authority. They not only control who is allowed to run for office, but they control what votes are counted, how many votes are counted, and where the so-called ‘results’ are displayed. With all of this power at their fingertips, can anyone here tell me with a clear conscience that they believe that any meaningful change can come swiftly? No? Then that is why I say we must take action now. We simply cannot afford to wait any longer.” 


“So what can we do?” came a new voice from the crowd.


“The Qaletaqa organization needs every man, woman, and child that is committed to this cause. Much must be done to prepare for the coming revolution. We need men to carry guns, however we also need help in producing and procuring those weapons. We need pilots, machinists, engineers, everything. If you can do anything, you can help the cause. We will be meeting in the basement of the Lexi-Sarkis warehouse tomorrow at seven. I hope to see you all there.” 

As the man climbed down, Alex waited for the crowd to disperse so he could get a word with him. The man was obviously very smart, or at least he was working with some very good material. In all of the speaking he had done and all of the dissention he had sown, not once had he mentioned the Mehrites or their rebellion. He had focused all of his rhetoric and anger at the Federation, rather than something more obvious and simple such as DNA and skin composition. Likewise, he had dealt with the people in the crowd well when questions had come up, if they weren’t plants in the first place. Throughout all of it, he’d made some very valid points and more people than Alex would have expected had seemed genuinely interested.


The man still had several people around him, but they appeared to be helping him load up the equipment that had been used for the speech. Hmm, organized. Alex made a mental note of that as he walked up toward them.


As he got within a few feet, one of them looked up and tried to pull his weapon on Alex. Before the other man could get his gun ready, Alex pulled his own and pointed it at the man’s head. Everyone loading the equipment suddenly had their own weapons drawn on Alex. Obviously, they hadn’t bothered to read the laws of the planet, Alex thought to himself with a smirk. He wondered why the reaction had been so sudden before he remembered he was wearing his Federation employee uniform. Stupid of him. The man who’d been speaking realized what was about to happen and told his people to lower their weapons. Slowly, Alex did the same.


“Forgive us, sir,” the man said, “We’ve had some problems with Federation men in the past, you understand. These are hard times. Weapons are for protection only, of course. What can we do for you?”


“I just wanted to have a word or two with you, if you could spare the time.”


“Not a problem,” he answered as the others grudgingly went back to their work, moving far more quickly than it seemed was necessary. “What would you like to talk about?”


“I just want to know why you’re doing this,” Alex said.


“Doing what? Spreading the truth?” he said, spreading his arms as if they were a representation of the very truth.


“No, spreading your truth and doing so in a way that undermines the Federation. This isn’t the time for that, and you know it. If the Federation is as weak as you say, and it may very well be, then it is vulnerable. If that’s true, this is a time for bringing people together, if not to stop the Mehrites from getting out of control, then to stay strong enough to protect ourselves from the Space Pirates and worse. Can’t you see that?”


“All I see is greed and pointless death. All I know is that it must be stopped.”



“You’re not stopping the killing. You’re making it worse, with intentions that I’m sure are anything but pure. People will be killing each other for a different reason, but it will still be pointless, in the end.”


“It won’t be pointless. We’re liberating these people.” 

“So that wasn’t all just empty rhetoric? You’re sincere about this, then,” Alex asked.


“Mr. Gilmour, we’ve got to get out of here,” one of the loaders interrupted, “They’ve sent a convoy to pick us up.”


“I’ll be there in a second,” the man answered, annoyed.


“Someone is going to get rich off of this war,” Alex said angrily, “Someone is going to come out ahead or at least try. People are going to die and nothing will get better for it. There is a war going on and we are going to lose it if things keep going the way they are. What you’re doing is wrong, you know it’s wrong, but I’m not going to stop you now.”


“You couldn’t even if you wanted to. Even after I’m gone, someone else will take my place. The voice of the Truth speaks, I’m just the mouthpiece. I’m part of something bigger.”


“And I’m sure it makes you feel quite nice to feel that way... You’re pitting people against one another because of an agenda, that’s plain enough. What the agenda is, I haven’t quite figured out yet. Revenge is it?”


“Justice. Retribution for all of the suffering they’ve caused. We’re not pitting people against one another, we’re pitting them against a corrupt oligarchy. The easiest way to motivate people is to put them in the mindset of Us and Them. The Federation has been using it for years. If I can make “Them” the Federation ruling class, the citizens can join together and become stronger. I’m sorry that you’re with the Federation but you know in your heart that what we’re doing is right. Perhaps one day you’ll see the light.”


“There’s going to come a day when your movement will become openly violent, any fool can see that. When that day comes, I hope we don’t meet one another but I can assure you I won’t be as forgiving as I’m being now.”


“When the movement becomes violent, you’ll already be dead.”


“David!” one of the loaders yelled. “We’ve got to go. Now. They’ll be here in forty five seconds.”


Alex and the man looked at one another in silence for a moment before they nodded grimly at one another and went off in opposite directions. 

* * *

One Week Later


Sitting at his home in his study, Alex Paige was as exhausted as he’d ever been in his life, mentally as well as physically. Piecing together one of the biggest disasters in Federation history was not a job that fell solely on his shoulders by any means, but it felt as though he bore the heaviest weight of anyone. The Geoform 1224, other wise known as Clychun the Chorizo, had been murdered (although in the state it had been in, euthanasia would probably be a more appropriate term). From what Alex had learned, the Geoform had been put under severe physical stress to determine the limits of its species. Clychun had been subjected to dislocations, extreme heat and cold, constant blood and cell samples, and even broken bones.  When he wasn’t being tested, he was under heavy sedation to lower chances of an escape. Though the report hadn’t stated it, Alex guessed they were whipping up all kinds of biologic weapons specifically targeting Chorizo DNA. Whether they’d tested that or not, Alex had no idea. The point was, the Chorizo had been in a much weakened condition and after an overdose of sedatives and several high-class energy blasts to the skull, Clychun had died easier than he might have before. The Geoform had been the key to all that the Federation understood and might hope to understand about Chorizo. All of that possible biologic data, gone. Though many of those in the Galactic Federation’s military regarded an invasion by the Chorizo to be unlikely, others had taken the threats very seriously. The Geoform had been placed under tight security only a few non-scientist personnel had had access to it. Clychun’s last visit had been from a man using the security clearance information of a Mehrite named Prion Asante. The crime had not been discovered for some time due to some sabotage to the surveillance system, allowing the murderer time to escape. The prime suspect had of course been the person whose card had been used to gain access to the Chorizo: Prion. Alex had been aware that his friend had been selected to follow the Chorizo back from Zeta Platform to the Central Planets to act as a guard, but after the Rape of Gibeah, the two of them had disagreed about the situation and hadn’t talked to one another since. Prion had never been a very devout member of Rhastamloh, but he had taken the slaughter as personally as any priest might. Still, Alex had had a gut feeling that Prion would never betray the Federation in such a way.  


Four days ago, Alex’s gut had been proven right. The Federation had finally tracked Prion down to a cheap motel infamous for its connection to prostitution. The room had been paid for in advance for six days and the investigators had felt they had a good chance of finally catching up to Mr. Asante. They had, but what they’d found hadn’t been much help. 


The clues weren’t good, weren’t good at all. A cheap motel room paid six days advance. A woman, half-dead, chained up to a bedpost. A bloated corpse in the corner with a gunshot wound and a recorded message on the bed. Alex had seen much more gruesome a sight before but it had never hurt this much. The woman was a whore, nothing new about that, but the corpse had been that of Prion Asante. There was difference between looking at the body of a friend in a coffin at a funeral, cleaned up and made up, and seeing the rotting remains of a friend on a dirty floor. Seeing him partly eaten by rodents and insects, limbs stiff and hard. Seeing the organs positions shifted ruptured and all of the blood drained to the underside of the body leaving the top side pale white, and the bottom sickening in its color. Alex had seen many crime scenes before but looking down at Prion’s body, he didn’t see someone he knew, he saw a ghastly representation of a memory and it hurt him in a place he’d thought had hardened long ago. He supposed that there were certain things no one could harden themselves to, no matter what else happened.


The only good thing about finding Prion dead was that it cleared him off the list of suspected persons. He’d been dead for over a day and a half by the time the person using his security card had checked in. The species of the perpetrator had also been narrowed down by common sense as well as an eyewitness report. Only another Mehrite could have impersonated Prion and that was validated by the little testimony they’d been able to get out of the prostitute. With a little body modification and the tendency of races to homogenize others, almost any Mehrite could pass for another among humans. But why would he need the whore? A lure? Hmmm. Alex was would have to try her again the next day to get a clearer picture of what had happened. 

That left one more piece of evidence: the message. To some, the message answered all questions, but to Alex it raised even more. In the message, the bounty Hunter Samus Aran claimed responsibility not only for the death of Clychun, but for the assassination of Rai-dal as well. The message had said that he was going to liberate the people from the tyranny of the Galactic Federation once and for all, and that he would no longer allow any species would be persecuted, even unknown species. There was no verification that it was Samus (the voice was using the bounty hunter’s trademark modifier) but no evidence that it wasn’t. All Alex had was his gut and that told him that something was wrong with the whole picture. He supposed that it was more than possible that the same people who had killed Rai-dal had killed Clychun, but neither of the assassinations were Samus Aran’s modus operandi at all. Had they been, neither Rai-dal’s palace nor anyone in it would have been left alive. Likewise, half of the facility monitoring Clychun and most of the staff would have been killed instead of just the Geoform itself and the onsite data. Apparently, a great deal of the offsite data had been destroyed in the following days during similar terroristic operations. This wasn’t like Samus Aran. This was precise, like a surgeon cutting out a tumor, a part of a larger operation just as precise. Samus worked alone and destroyed anything in his path. Meanwhile, the anti-Federation propaganda he had stated was a total shift from his usual neutral demeanor. Samus Aran was well known to work for any person or organization without bias, assuming they had enough money. He didn’t pick favorites and he would kill any target without hesitation. There was a popular story of when Samus had accepted the contract on an entire middle school because one of the students was the son of a prominent candidate for Senate. He’d been paid generously for it, as well. But now he was protecting the rights of the downtrodden? It didn’t add up. Either Samus Aran had finally found a conscience or someone was using his name for another purpose… but what?     

“Honey?” his wife, Elena, called out sleepily from the other side of their apartment. Alex glanced at the clock. It was almost morning and he hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep. Damn it.

“Yeah baby, I’m awake,” he answered, “sorry if I woke you up.”

She came into his room dressed in a short white negligee, rubbing her eyes. They’d married young and both were now in their forties but the passion still hadn’t left their relationship. The truth was, their marriage was more about love and commitment than passion these days, but at least it was still there. It made sense for him to feel it. She’d aged well, even without the treatments some of the upper class women could afford to use so regularly. She could be mistaken to be in late twenties, just as drop dead gorgeous as ever. Alex on the other hand… well at least he’d managed to keep his belly off for the most part. He often joked to her that he was a lucky man to find such a beautiful woman with such poor taste.

“You can’t put yourself through this, Alex,” she said as she walked over to him and began rubbing his shoulders, “It’s not healthy. I know you and Prion were close, but there’s only so much you can do before you have to let go and accept that it’s out of your hands. All you can do is get as much out of the witnesses and suspects as possible. It’s not your job to solve the case.” 

“I know, I know. But it’s just… something hasn’t felt right about this whole mess since the start. Even back at Zeta Platform… too many things just didn’t make sense.”

“Listen, you’re working yourself to death. I hardly get to spend any time with you as it is with you off galloping about the galaxy for months at a time. It’d be nice to at least sleep in the same bed as you while you’re here. What you’re going to do is sleep for the rest of the night and tomorrow you’ll try your best again.”     


She kissed him and started walking back to bed. He sighed and followed quickly behind her.

* * *

The Next Day


Alex’s job as an interrogator was made easier with the technology of the day, but at least he wasn’t obsolete just yet. The Visual Memory Display System – VMDS - was able to tap into the mind of any species in the Federation database but it still required special personnel to draw out the memories themselves and discern how much was fact and how much was slanted bias. It worked especially well on those unwilling or unable to speak to investigators. He hadn’t been able to determine which one the prostitute was just yet. 

 
As they brought her into the room and started set up the VMDS, Alex saw that she was still unresponsive. According to what he had in front of him, no one had put her on any medication during her stay thus far. Something had happened to her, trauma obviously, but what exactly remained to be seen.


“Hello there, Brenda,” Alex began. 

“…”

“I’m going to be talking to you about what happened a few days ago and I don’t want you to answer, just think about it. Is that okay with you?” He waited a few second but heard no protest, thus assumed it was.


“Six days ago what did you eat for breakfast?”


Looking down at his display screen, Alex saw a fuzzy picture of hands rummaging through a bag of bread. Most were covered in colors of green, blue, and gray however the hands suddenly found one that met its fancy and brought it up to a mouth which first ate around the colors, then ended up devouring that as well. Okay, the VMDS was working fine.


“That’s very good. Now some of your… associates informed us that that day you were picked up by a Mehrite and asked to come to a motel with him. What did you talk about while you were there?”


On his screen a grainy image of a Mehrite stared back at him with a toothy grin that revealed canines almost vampiric in their length. Somehow his smile made his face look even more unpleasant, rather than less. Hmm, how much was perception and how much was truth? Alex was able to recognize that the scene she was remembering was the motel room but it appeared her memory had jumped right into the middle of the conversation, rather than the beginning.


“Bring him back here. Can you do that?” the Mehrite in the image asked.


“I already told you, I can do whatever the hell you want if you pay me enough,” said a woman who could only be the prostitute.


“I’ve got 1000 federation credits for you if you can do this for me. Two hundred fifty now, the other 750 after.”


“I want half now, half later.”


“No. If you don’t want a thousand credits just to do some walking back and forth, then just get the f--- out right now. I’m asking you to stretch your legs, not spread them and even then you’d jump at this much cash without a second thought, as would a few hundred thousand other women on this planet. There’s not a shortage of whores anywhere in this galaxy, in case you haven’t noticed.”


“Fine, fine. I’ll do it. You must really want this guy bad, huh?”


“He owes me a great deal of money and a thousand credits is just a drop in the bucket compared to how much. The point is, I need to see him and he has a thing for human women, even in times such as these. Just think of yourself as very live, very sexy bait. Can you remember his name?”


“Yeah, yeah. Prion Asente.”


“Asante”


“Whatever.”


“No, not ‘whatever.’ Say it right.”


“Prion Asaaaante.”


“That will suffice. What will you tell him?”


“A friend of his wants to give him a present.”


“And if he asks any more than that?”


“I tell him that I don’t know any more and ask him why he cares where a good time comes from.”


“Very good. Here are your 250 credits. Now scurry away and remember, you have 750 more where that came from once you get back.”


The image stopped once again.


Yes, so she was a lure. Prion, you damn fool. You just couldn’t resist her, could you?


“Brenda, you’ve done good so far but I just have one more thing I want you to remember, okay? We know you picked Prion up and brought him back to the room, but what happened once the two of you got back?”


As Alex looked on, the image remained static. After waiting a few moments, he glanced up to see tears welling up in the woman’s eyes. Her body began to shake slightly.


“Brenda,” he repeated calmly, “ I know this is difficult for you but please think back to that moment. Nothing can hurt you now. You’re safe here.”


The grainy image leapt back to life and Alex saw Prion. He looked drunk, something which the tox screen had verified. Prion and the woman stumbled their way to the door together and the woman looked down to use the key. As the door swung open, the Mehrite from before stood with a gun in his hand. Almost imperceptible, the sounds of a silenced gunshot could be heard and Prion fell to the ground, dead. The image skipped ahead and suddenly the woman’s hands were behind her head and she was struggling to get free but she couldn’t. Out of the corner of her eyes were the feet of Prion’s corpse lying on the floor. The living Mehrite squatted down in front of her and smiled. His face was ugly, twisted and frightening. Flames seemed to leap from his eyes as he spoke to her.


“Listen to me very closely. There is a revolution coming and very soon all of the excesses and hypocrisies of the Galactic Federation will come raining down on their own heads like holy brimstone. All will be called into accounting and wrath will be poured out. This is not the end, but I can assure you, the end is very near.”


He stood up and walked away. As the woman strained to get the Mehrite into view, there was another figure that could be seen in the room.


“I don’t care what you do to her Roger, but make sure she’s in good enough condition to survive the next three or four days. She has quite a story to tell after all. Make sure to get yourself out of here in five hours. Got it?”


“No problem, Mr. Aran. I guess we should praise your good fortune so far, eh?


“Oh I do, every chance I get.”


The Mehrite left the room and the other man walked over to the woman slowly. What race he truly was was indiscernible. He was wearing a mask and the woman’s perception of him made him look like a cross between a dragon and a Dåi-ori. He held a clothes hanger in one hand and short knife in the other. For the next four and a half hours, Alex learned why she saw him as that monster. The lacerations on her back and thighs, the mild concussion, multiple fractures and vaginal bruising could only be the work of a monster. Some had previously argued over how much was the result of her line of work rather and how much was directly related to the case. Those people had just been dead proven wrong. Alex Paige watched as a woman was dragged back and forth across coals hell and watched as a sadist grew increasingly satisfied. Most of the other people watching left after the first twenty minutes and only three ventured back to watch any more but Alex forced himself to stay and witness it all. Her mind jumped back and forth in time, sped up and slowed down until finally it was all over. Not even prostitutes deserved treatment like this. No one did.


Eventually the image stopped and after it was done the woman was taken away. Alex gathered his notes and left as well. He was closer to discovering what had happened but he was still no closer to discovering who had done it. He’d record everything he’d discovered, file it, and move on. There was nothing else he could do now. That was someone else’s job.

* * *

Chapter Eighteen: Grotesque Angels

Chozo Starship Shalashmir (Winged Goddess)   

Orbiting Un-named Planet WX-902,330,15 


The beauty of Chozo design is not something to be taken lightly, nor is it something that can be taken in at a mere glance. All facets of Chozo workmanship exemplify this, however their starships are the perhaps best examples. The ships are flying grace, exquisite in their perfection. The elegant ebony crafts are the products of years of remarkable effort and precision. They act almost as an extension of the pilot as they glide through space or atmosphere. Even when stationary, they seem to draw in the light around them, rather than reflect it. One can barely take his eye off such things and it steals the breath from the lungs inspiring wonder and awe. However, most certainly their appearance belies their true nature. Indeed, their true purpose is to act as mobile fortresses capable of destruction on an almost unimaginable scale and while the Chozo would assuredly swear upon their eternal souls that they would never use their creations for such a purpose, potential devastation always seems to bear fruit of its own kind. 


But then, many things that are quite lovely are also quite dangerous, are they not?

-General Öthen Sy'thyren,

A Discourse on the Influence of Pre-Interstellar Era 

Species: Empires and Cultures prior to the History of the Cosmos 
Behold the sublime desolation. Behold the wondrous carnage. Behold them in their magnificence, grotesque angels, all.









-Aung Whu, Lygian Poet 

Year 1068 of the History of the Cosmos


A dazzling woman with blonde hair opened her eyes slowly, revealing the bright emerald gems they shielded. She yawned groggily, feigning her lack of awareness when in reality she was already fully awake, a trait which had saved her life on more than one occasion, and cost the lives of several overzealous thieves in the process. Luckily, she was in no danger here. Hmm. She wasn’t in any immediate danger, she corrected herself. Among the Chozo, danger was ever present, but never clear; active, but always delayed. The situation was constantly tense and unpleasant, however, they “smiled” at her, and she smiled back and all pretenses of kindness, joy, and civility had been maintained thus far. She hated them, and they knew that, but she wasn’t going to let her personal feelings get in the way of business, and they knew that as well. It was as good a relationship as she could hope for in a situation such as this.


She began to get out of bed but found for some reason she couldn’t. Perplexed, she sat up to see what the problem was and told her legs to swing over the edge but they didn’t budge. Again she tried but received no movement from her lower body at all. Her breath caught in her throat and her heart began to beat wildly in her chest despite her best efforts to stay calm. Is this the day, the thought burst upon her mind, is this the day my body and spine finally fail me? As her legs finally responded to her brain’s commands, her answer came. No, not today, but who knows what tomorrow might hold?


She shook off her feelings of doubt and apprehension as she limped her way over to her table. The fear didn’t come every morning, but the numbness did, sometimes lasting for seconds, other times half an hour. Today had been one of her better. Her legs now had feeling, but with them came almost unbearable pain. The Chozo kept their ships at a constant gravity of about 1.17 by the Federation standard. Her back had difficulty handling even 1.0, but she’d never ask the Chozo to lower it just for her. She’d never allow herself to be such a burden to them or anyone, no, never that. The training she’d been going through had been making the pain worse and put more stress on her back, but the damage that had been done had been done and if she couldn’t use her back, what good was it?  Thankfully, the Chozo had given her the painkillers she’d demanded but she had also specified that they be put in liquid form so that they could be applied with hypodermic needles. Antiquated? Yes, however they still did the job that was required of them and for some reason it gave her a masochistic satisfaction to stick herself with a two-inch needle every other morning. Of course she had better things to do than psychoanalyze herself so she didn’t dwell on such thoughts long. As she gave herself a shot in the lower back, she glanced at the empty bottles of alcohol sitting next to her used needles. It had only taken five bottles to get her to drunk last night before she had fallen asleep. Whatever their failings, the Chozo could actually make a strong drink, probably a side effect of their superior blood. She smiled. That same blood flowed through her veins as well and had dissipated much of the hangover she knew she should’ve had. Someday she’d realize she drank too much for her own good. Heh, what was that saying the Dåi-ori loved to quote? Ah yes, “those who too often drink to their health won’t have a health to drink to much longer.”


She gave herself the shot in her right arm. It was almost totally healed by now but she didn’t want it bothering her throughout the day. As she pushed the medicine into her bloodstream, she turned her head toward her bathroom. It had been built and designed specifically for her even though she hated owing the Chozo for something as trivial as that. She supposed she could always think of it as more compensation and discovered that that eased her pride somewhat. Walking over to the sink, she pondered whether she should shower this morning. Short of washing the grime off her face, she hadn’t showered in four – or was it five days now? It didn’t really matter. She splashed some water on her face and smoothed back her hair, running her fingers through the middle, working out a few of the tangles. At one time, she had entertained the idea of shaving her head for the purposes of practicality but had decided that that would probably draw too much unwanted attention when she traveled out of her suit, in addition to pushing her masculinity past the acceptable limit, both for herself and for society. However long it had been since she’d last washed, she smelled quite bad and was able to freely admit that to herself. She dried her face off with the towel and looked at her face in the mirror. On the other hand, by the end of the day she’d smell just as bad so there was no point to getting clean now. Hmm. She glanced down at her clothes, covered with dry sweat stains. She raised an eyebrow inadvertently. She’d been wearing the same pants for the past week at least, the white tank top for three, maybe four days. That could be contributing a great deal to the stench. What to do, what to do… Changing seemed as good a compromise as any. She peeled off her shirt and tossed it. Before it hit the ground, a small robot was there to pick it up and take it away. Even as a child such devices had been annoying. Her opinion of them hadn’t improved since then. She kicked it, sending it flying across the room until it smacked against the wall and scampered away to its destination. A smile began to creep its way up the sides of her face. She found it was still an excellent stress reliever, though.  


She walked over to her closet, grabbed a shirt (another white tank top), and put it on. Her pants would do fine for today, though tomorrow she’d probably change them and shower. Then again, that’s what she’d told herself yesterday.


She turned and took the full body jumpsuit out of her other closet, slipping into it easily without a second thought. It was just another layer of skin to her after all of these years. Her powered suit was like another part of her body, as well, but the Chozo were still tinkering with that around the clock when she wasn’t out using it. They had other projects, of course, but this was the one to which they gave most of their attention. The improvements in all areas had been easily noticeable but difficult to adjust to, one of the reasons she’d been forced to go out every day and test out her suit. It was worth it considering what she was getting in return, of course. 


She turned to leave but stalled, one of her feet frozen in mid-step. There was still one bottle left from last night that was half full. She’d forgotten about that. A drink for the road? Or perhaps just a drink for good luck? She walked back the over the bottle, picked it up, and chugged what was left. As she did, a sharp twinge of pain in her lower back made it through her painkillers. She frowned. That wouldn’t do at all. She gave herself another dosage of painkillers, albeit a smaller one, and finally left her room, whistling. Today they were testing out the big gun; she couldn’t very well be feeling any pain. After all, she had to be at her best.

* * *


In the large hanger that held Samus Aran’s powered suit, a relatively short Chozo (perhaps a head shorter than most) stood inputting commands into one of the computer terminals and directing miniature robots that moved back and forth all over the suit, completing various tasks. The Chozo monitored the data she was receiving carefully but everything was in order. She began checking the progress of some of the suits for other species, most notably the ones in the shape of large dragons. As she did, the Chozo heard someone approaching and turned to welcome whomever it was. The ship’s only resident human sauntered down toward her, creating unpleasing musical notes by forcing air out between her lips. 


“Yul’ana, Samus Aran,” the Chozo technician greeted her with a complex hand gesture that was executed both swiftly and effortlessly.


“Good day to you as well, Onyuu,” she returned lethargically before watching her hand move back and forth in front of her face for a few moments with a look of amazement on her face. She realized what she was doing and looked back up at the Chozo. “I understand we are finally ready to begin testing with the final beam; is that correct?”


“You know it to be so. Why do you bother asking?”


“Perhaps I enjoy making you feel more important that you truly are,” Samus mused.


“And perhaps that is not so difficult a thing to do,” Onyuu replied, “No matter. Yes, we are ready to begin testing your Seissuta beam on the planet below us.”


“And we could not just test this beam on one of the larger asteroids of Zebes because…?”


“You will see for yourself, I assure you.”


“I can scarcely wait.” 


“Proceed and enter your suit. Your ship is waiting for you and the coordinates to your destination are already set. Once you reach the surface, we will establish contact with you and we can begin testing in earnest.”


Samus grinned, but said nothing as she walked over to the suit and pressed the panel on the outside of it, causing it open. She climbed in and put on her headgear which in addition to helping to prevent concussions when her head bounced around in the inside of her suit, kept the hair out of her face, bothersome always, but the difference between life and death on more than one occasion. She began to move and the small robots scuttled away, off to work on other projects. She took a step and almost hit her head on the ceiling of the room. Out of reflex she had forgotten how much more pressure sensitive the suit was now. Moving in the suit was much more akin to moving out of it, but after almost a decade of getting used to mashing bodily commands, it was difficult to account for every time. She soon got the hang of it once again and moved smoothly toward her ship.


Watching, Onyuu couldn’t help but think that entrusting so much in so little a person was a mistake. It was not a matter of superiority. Onyuu knew that she wouldn’t trust herself with so much, or any other Chozo or mortal for that matter. Unfortunately, Onyuu had known Samus growing up and though she knew Samus to no longer be a Hatchling, she also knew that people could never truly change what they were. She had been unstable and dangerous then, and it looked as though she was much the same now. Perhaps she was wrong though. Onyuu knew she was by no means infallible and had been wrong many times before. She just hoped that this was another of those times.     


“Yul’ana, Onyuu,” she heard someone behind her say. She turned to see Salünd standing behind her. He cocked his head to the side, showing he was pleased to see her. She lowered her own, a sign of embarrassment. He took her chin in his hand and raised it until her eyes met his own. 


“I have missed you greatly, as of late,” he said in a tone of great sadness.


“In times such as these, any free time I have is possessed by my work.”


“In times such as these we need one another just as much as we need work to be done.”


“Perhaps, Salünd, but your work is learning from the past and making decisions on the council. They are surely very important however my own is done in the physical realm thus my results and failings can be clearly seen. I am the sole overseer of many projects and modifications must be made constantly.” He said nothing in response and the harshness of her words hung in the air. She softened them. “That said, I have missed your company much as well and if there is some time when I can do nothing else productive with my work, I would find it very pleasant to be with you and warm my soul.”


He nodded and cocked his head to the side. 


“My room is welcome to you at any time.” He began to leave but stopped himself. “I have heard that you lost Dâpæl’s clutch of eggs this past week. If this is true, my deepest sorrows go to you.”


“Yes, it is true but do not bother yourself with sadness on my account. They are gone and nothing more can be done about it so what cause is there for me to mourn? No one can do anything about it now so it would serve no purpose. I can only hope that their souls have found mercy in the arms of the Mother.”


 “I am sure they did, Onyuu, as all pure souls do,” he said as he finally left.

 
She watched a craft speed toward the planet and heard the woman inside cackle, probably at some dark, private joke. It gave Onyuu the sense that they would all be in the Mother’s arms someday very soon. 

Two Hours Later


On the surface of the second closest planet to its star, Samus stood alone overlooking a barren, empty landscape. The dry, red earth was cracked and broken however no other distinguishing features marked the land for several kilometers in every direction. The almost non-existent atmosphere meant that the sun was sending its energy directly to the planet with nothing to diminish it. Without the shaded visor activated, the light was unbearable to human eyes. The heat would have been unbearable, too, but her armor upgrades protected her flesh from being cooked alive. That didn’t mean she was comfortable, though, even with cooling systems blowing full blast. The heat could never be entirely dispelled once a certain temperature was reached, something which made her think not so fondly of her two previous missions to Zebes. Her lip curled in irritation as a reflex action.


“I would like to start testing this weapon some time in the near future, that is assuming you have nothing better to do at the moment,” she snapped at the Chozos still in orbit who were to be instructing her. 


“We are ready if you are,” one responded.


“Good. Explain the workings of this device in terms an unscientific mind like my own can understand it.”


“Very well. As you surely know, every living thing has energy within it. Each cell contains enormous potential energy that can be released at a moments notice. The mystics of many religions speak of channeling this energy and controlling it, and there is indeed some scientific backing for this belief. Often ignored, however, is how much energy non-living objects have in them as well. Stones, minerals, vapors, even the very air is abuzz with energy. Molecules and atoms are the building blocks of everything and within them the subatomic particles travel at tremendous velocities, though they do not really have a velocity at all… Never mind. That is quite complicated and certainly not your concern. The more energy these atoms have, the higher the ‘temperature.’ Temperature is nothing more than the measure of energy of the surrounding particles, which is why space is neither cold nor hot. Regardless, the point of all of this is that there is a tremendous amount of energy to be found from atoms internal energy. I stress the word ‘tremendous.’ This device siphons off that energy and concentrates it into something that can be controlled by your beam cannon. As a side effect, the temperature surrounding the beam becomes something infinitely approaching absolute zero and the sphere of energy itself is exceedingly hot. This beam has far more power than any other beam you have used, and any beam anyone else might use. It is as far above anything you have ever witnessed, as the plasma cannon is to the bow and arrow.”


“With all of this talk, I feel as though I will be disappointed when I actually see it in use.”


“See for yourself, Samus. Charge your weapon for thirty seconds, then aim your blaster at that mountain and fire.”


“Which mountain?” she asked bewildered, “The closest one my topography maps are able to locate is fourteen miles away.”


“That will suffice,” the Chozo said, almost as if resisting a chuckle.


Samus frowned but decided to trust them on this. As she began charging up the weapon, the effect it had on the environment was immediate. The external temperature dropped from a boiling 127°C to –53°C in ten seconds. By twenty, it was – 264°C. She watched everything turn strangely cold and dim, as wisps of smoke seemed to pour out of the ground and float up before they too were pulled into the bright sphere in front of her. Even with the shaded lens down, the energy gathering before her was painfully bright and she had to avert her eyes and look down at her equipment. Amazing. All of her sensors were maxed out in every category. Just before she prepared to fire the weapon, she looked up and noticed that the world around her seemed strangely dark, something she hadn’t noticed before. Whether she just hadn’t gotten used to the shaded visor again or whether the beam pulled in light as well, she didn’t know. Something to remember to ask the Chozo about.


As she fired the weapon, she was immediately thrown on her back. She would later remember banging her head inside her suit and cursing as she struggled to get back on her feet. She would remember getting to one knee before she saw a second sun rise on the horizon and thinking to herself that the star charts hadn’t shown two suns for the solar system. She would remember seeing the smaller sun grow in size until it appeared to swallow up the larger sun and devour it, all in total silence. As she continued watching, she would later remember the second sun begin to expand further, racing away from its center in every direction, covering kilometers in mere seconds. She would remember wondering why this sun was trying to engulf the planet. But for the time being, Samus Aran could only feel fear grip her heart. She saw the light ripping up the earth as it approached and in a panic unbecoming of her personality, she attempted to shield her body with her arms. Before the light could come over her, some invisible force struck her and knocked her unconscious. 


She woke up lying on her back, near the outer edge of a great crater. Checking her internal clock, she saw she’d only been unconscious for a few minutes. Sitting up, she found her suit to undamaged save for a few singes on the outer shell.


“You are awake now, I trust?” she heard a voice in her helmet speak.


“Yes,” she answered, still somewhat shaken.


“Then I must ask: are you disappointed?” 


“Very humorous,” Samus responded in a tone which suggested anything but. She got up to survey more of the damage. Dust was everywhere, blotting out all direct light and allowing only faint illumination. She felt almost overcome by the utter silence and nothingness that existed. “What-what is the extent of the damage done to the terrain?”


“The crater is 16.7 kilometers at its widest, 8.2 kilometers at its deepest. Shockwaves traveled across the entire surface of the planet before they cancelled themselves out however they were only dangerous for approximately 50 kilometers.”


“Why did you not grant me a weapon such as this long ago? With technology this powerful, why do you need me at all, for that matter? Attached to a spaceship it could easily destroy any fortified position or craft the enemy might possess.”


“You could not imagine how much effort it required to convince our people to give you what we did.” She recognized the new voice that answered her as that of her father. “Giving you a weapon of this magnitude was not only impossible, it was also unnecessary for your purposes.  Unfortunately the Seissuta beam is also not as useful as one might think. On the contrary, it is difficult to find a situation where it can be utilized,” he explained. “There is no energy from which a starship could draw from in the vacuum of space save that of the ship itself. While on a planet, it is usually overkill and unless the person firing the beam is a significant distance away, he will be harmed or killed as well. In addition the suit cannot hold the Seissuta beam outside of itself for a prolonged amount of time without damaging itself.”


She overlooked the great crater once more before finding her ship and returning to the Shalashmir. Buckled in, she closed her eyes and relaxed for the ride. 


“I am sure I will find a situation this will come in handy,” she muttered.

* * *

Chapter Nineteen: Dreaming of the Void

 Five days later

En Route to Planetoid Cluster formerly known as Zebes

Samus sat on her bed, drying her hair off with a towel. She’d finally given in to her nose’s pleas and taken a shower. She’d taken several since they’d left that godforsaken planet, in fact. It was just as well. They were done with WX-902,330,15 and that meant they were done with the most stressful testing. Her suit had been pushed as far as it would go for the time being. She was still amazed at how much better it was, though the fact that the Chozo had withheld so much technology when they’d first given it to her was somewhat aggravating. The important thing was that she had it now. In one hand, she held a bottle of Chozo alcohol and in the other a physical copy of a history book. She’d requested the latter to pass time, yes, but also to compare it to the one given by Arthur Leah. She should have read the Chozo’s version long ago when she had lived with them, but then she’d never been much a student of history, had she? As she saw it, life was to be lived in the present, not the past, after all.  


There were key differences between the two texts, as was to be expected. This history was much kinder to the peaceful, “non-meddlesome” Chozo than Arthur had been, and yet more damning of the violent, “murderous” Chorizo. It had not been written until after the settling of Zebes which would explain the author(s)’ biases. The book had some information that she’d never heard of before, apparently referencing some other lost sources for the facts and dates. Still, there were other things that didn’t quite make sense. After being baffled by enough of them, she decided to swallow her contempt and go see her father about them. He was a scholar first and foremost, and therefore lived in the past as much, if not more than, the present. Yet another thing they didn’t agree on. She threw her towel on the bed and took the book and bottle with her as she headed toward her father’s room. 


She read passages and took swigs, making her way to her destination. Chozo walking down the same hallways stepped out of her way, something she’d grown used to. It gave her a perverse satisfaction to be feared and detested by what used to be her own people just as much as she was everywhere else in the galaxy. As she neared the entrance to her father’s room, the door opened and a female Chozo stepped out, rearranging her robe.


“Greetings Samus,” the Chozo said calmly as she turned to see the bounty hunter.


“Onyuu,” Samus replied, more than a slightly surprised. “I fear I may have made a mistake. Is this room in my father’s possession or your own?”


“It is mine,” her father answered as he came to the entrance, wearing no robes or undergarments. “And Onyuu, should you wish to warm your soul again, it would be my pleasure to assist you.”


“The pleasure was mine, Salünd, I can assure,” Onyuu answered in a tone Samus thought held far more underlying meaning than was necessary, “Though the physical euphoria is not as imperative as the growing closer of the spirit, it is not something I shall ever complain about. We must do this again sometime soon.”


They traded formal gestures and Onyuu left while Salünd watched after her until she was gone around a corner. Samus stood gaping at the sight before a snort of amusement broke through. Soon she was holding her sides and struggling to stand up as the laughter poured out and would not stop.


“What is the matter, Hatchling?” he father asked, puzzled.


“Ha ha ha – Father- ha ha- Salünd -ha ha – whichever you wish to be called. ‘Share your soul’? What a - ha ha ha -delightful Chozo euphemism for intercourse. Somehow, it,” she broke off into another fit of chuckles before regaining control of herself again, “manages to be even more deceptive than the Federation standard term of ‘making love’ and Schi’inju phrase ‘unification of flesh and essence.’ I must say, the blunt directness of ‘f---ing’ has always held a special place in my heart, though now ‘growing closer of the spirit’ defeats that one soundly, its true implication veiled as it is.”


“Did you come here with a specific purpose, or was your plan to ridicule matters beyond your understanding?”


“Oh Father, I understand perfectly. You are the one who continues to dress up your base desires in pretty language and fictitious motives. No, I actually came here to get some questions answered, however, before I even ask them, you need to re-dress yourself.”


“Nudity is a human taboo, Samus, not a Chozo one,” he said even as he walked back into his room and put on his robe.


“Yes,” she said following him in, “and though human I may be, after what was just occurring in this room I think that it would be best for both of us if you were dressed and so that that image can be put of my mind. I fear it has been burned into the folds of my brain such that I will never get it out again. Imagining fathers, even substitute ones, engaged in such acts is not something any substitute daughter wishes.”


Perhaps he had something more to say on the matter but he said nothing else about it and moved on.


“Now what are these questions you so desperately need answered?”

“There are many things I do not understand but there is one thing that troubles me greatly.  Long ago, the Chozo gave up their warring ways and in the process stopped the Torizo who would have surely continued killing other species, correct? But if the Chorizo decided to become a peaceful race once they defeated all of the Torizo, then why do the warlike Chorizo we are facing now still exist? From everything I have read, it seems that the Torizo were totally destroyed or captured in this struggle. If this is true, who are these Chorizo, and where did they come from?”


“Yes, the Torizo’s threat was contained on Zebes, however these Chorizo are not the descendents of the Torizo,” he said, sighing deeply as he began to explain something that seemed to cause him great anguish, “You see, during the time that our forefathers were conquering and… exterminating species throughout the galaxy, there were some that thought they were moving too slowly. Now you must understand that the ancient Chorizo process of destruction and colonization was a deliberate one, sometimes taking several generations to accomplish before moving on once again. It was thorough, but unhurried. Frustrated, this faction broke away from the core group and continued destroying planets however they went on at an accelerated pace until they were well beyond the rest of the Chorizo. They were a bloodthirsty sect with a devotion to the Great Destroyer bordering on that of fanatical. Our own ancestors continued to track their progress for some time but with no fear for not only were these rebels much smaller in number than the rest of the Chorizo, they had no intention of harming their former race. Luckily for the rest of the galaxy, many of the greatest technological advancements occurred during this rebel faction’s absence thus the Chorizo, and through them we Chozo, remained scientifically and militarily superior to them and had nothing to fear in the unlikely event that they might attack us. However, a short time ago, we lost track of the rebel Chorizo; we had more… pressing concerns at the time.”


 “I am sure. Exactly how long ago is ‘a short time’?”


“1,227 Federation years.”


“That is a large amount of time to have someone missing.”


“To a species that can trace its history back several million years, I can assure you it is not.” 


“Fair enough,” she allowed, “This brings up the question though: just how much stronger have they become in this period of blindness?”


“That we do not know, however we will know very soon.”


“And what do you mean by ‘soon’ in this particular instance?”


“The main Chorizo force has temporarily fragmented into many smaller units and the first of them should reach the outlying colonies of the East Quadrant in approximately five Galactic Federation Standard days. Whether they will decide that these colonies are worth the effort of an actual ground force or merely orbital bombardment, we do not know, but both will give us some indication of their possible strength and weapons.”


“So we leave those people out as guinea pigs just to see how they will bleed when the Chorizo stick them?” she asked. “This will not do.”


“Most of the Eastern settlements are military outposts and reformatories. There are very few civilians at risk and those that are, are a loss we must accept. Furthermore, there is no other option. We cannot move any forces across the galaxy in that amount of time and even if we could, that force would be useless against even a fraction of the Chorizo’s military. Wasting resources in that way is not something we can afford to do, not when we teeter so near to the brink of defeat.”


“It will not be wasting them. The Chorizo have come to destroy everything in their path however if we can have a strong showing one of their auxiliary forces, perhaps we can cause them to pause and reconsider their strategy of indiscriminate devastation. If we can gain their respect, we might be able to negotiate with them and save some of the non-combatants from becoming involved in the process. From what I have read, the Chorizo seem to prefer to face their enemies on the open battlefield, rather than using impersonal machines and commands. Correct? With my suit as dangerous as it is, I could take a few hundred thousand of the genetically modified creatures, perhaps seventy-five thousand Space Pirate ‘volunteers,’ and one or two Kraids to a planet in their path and draw them out. Keep the Metroids with you on Zebes; I will have nothing to do with them. But should we do this, not only would we get a measure of their power, we could get a measure of our own, which I believe is already sufficient. I could win a decisive victory with relative ease.”


“No, you could not. Moreover, soon you must go to the Federation and appeal to them for their assistance. There seems to be internal turmoil occurring now which will make your task more difficult.”


“What is this ‘internal turmoil’? Forgive me for not keeping up with the political maneuverings and situations of the Federation.”


“A revolutionary group has recently appeared inside of the Galactic Federation. Already they have struck several important politicians and sabotaged the military installation housing the Chorizo you battled on Zeta platform. While still relatively small now, the information we have gathered tells us the organization is growing quickly. Far too quickly. Problems in the Mehrite-human relations have greatly swelled their numbers to dangerous levels.”


“How does this make my job more difficult? Threatened from within, the Federation will jump at the chance to suppress this rebellion and protect themselves from the external invaders.”


Her father said nothing for a several moments then spoke in a tone of quiet force.


“The leader is calling himself ‘Samus Aran.’”


“I see…” she said slowly. She thought for a few seconds before continuing. “This merely reinforces my decision not to go to them. I will do what it is I do best and win some time for you and the others, and I will send Rone to the Federation in my stead. I trust he has healed fully in my absence? The last I saw of him he was still losing his food out of both ends,” she chuckled.


“How dare you suggest that that abomination serve any role of importance in this.”


“That ‘abomination’ is a Policeman, and they will trust his word over mine, especially under these circumstances. After I return, I can then speak to them but if it is as you say, I may have to kill most of them to get them to listen to me. While that is a perfectly acceptable consequence to me, I doubt that it is acceptable to you.”    


“The entire reason we needed you-”


“He will go with full authority on my behalf and whatever weight that carries with it. I am also your military leader, and Rone is not yet ready to lead or even serve in an army. His body will have to be at full strength before he can use his suit to its potential. Which reminds me, you never answered my question about Rone’s health.”


“He is acceptable. Though the hemorrhaging is still rather frequent and from time to time and he constantly massages his head as if alleviating a pain, his primary wounds are completely healed, and his replacements are functioning well. But this changes nothing-”


“I did not come here for an argument, merely an explanation,” she said firmly, “I am supreme military commander, all decisions of mine are final.”


“No, such a choice crucial as this requires the convening of a council,” Salünd disagreed with equal stubbornness.


“Going back on your word as usual, I see. It is rather easy to bend backward when you have no spines, is it not? A council. Ah, the decision-making procedures the Chozo go through. How I have longed to be among them and contribute to the process. Let us call a council; we will call this question to vote, and put it to rest.”

* * *


A short time later, Samus and twenty-seven Chozo stepped into a long, well-ornamented hall. A large, slender table filled the center of the room and the Chozo in attendance took their seats on the sides. For her part, Samus seated herself at the head of the table. For a few moments there was some muttered conversation ranging from questions about what the meeting was about to how much longer it would be until they reached Zebes. Salünd called the session to order with a short screech and bow, silencing all side talk. Samus stood up and addressed them, ignoring most of the regulations and customs usually performed.


“Let there be no discussion for I will tell you exactly what I plan to do and you can make a decision directly based on my words,” she said frankly, “I wish to lead a Pirate force against the Chorizo in the East while the Galactic Policeman Rone Leah will be part of a joint Chozo/Pirate envoy sent to meet with the Federation to convince them of an alliance. Does anyone have a problem with this?”


Twenty-seven Chozo signaled that they did, without hesitation.


“Then it is decided,” she said with a sigh and slumping shoulders. “Twenty-seven ‘no’s’ and one ‘aye.’” She smiled, coldly. “Well, it appears the ‘ayes’ have it. I will leave for the East as soon as possible. I appreciate your input, as always.” 


With that, she turned, gave them a gesture of her own, and walked away.

* * *

Meanwhile

Planetoid Cluster formerly known as Zebes

“We’re all killers at heart, Rone. It’s your job to do it, but every other mortal being is the same and plagued by the same vices. We’re butchers in waiting, murderers biding our time. Under the right circumstances, anyone can snap. Anyone can lose their moral center and let loose the monster that’s waiting inside.”


“That’s not true. I may kill Pirates, or rebels but I’d never kill a woman or child in cold blood. I just can’t do that. It’s not in me.”


“Let’s take a ‘what if’ then. What if a woman was a carrier for a bio-engineered disease? She’s totally innocent, you understand, but like a walking bomb anyway. What if the lives of your fellow Policemen rested in your ability to shoot down a woman in cold blood? Would you?”


“Damn you and your questions, mutt. Yeah, I probably would. In that situation, yes I would. But that’s not ‘snapping,’ that’s making a tough choice and taking the best of several bad choices. I definitely wouldn’t enjoy doing it, though. So what’s your point?”


“The point is, if you’re willing to do it then, while your morals are still intact, what do you think would happen if you lost them altogether? Do you have any idea what the mortal soul is capable of when it loses its way? We have but two things that keep us from becoming devils. We have our morals and we have our conscience and that’s just about it. Unfortunately, both of these are as fragile as glass…”
“Lord Leah.” That irritating voice. That despicably, irritating voice. Like a needle driven into his eye, the sound forced its way into his ears. Like a - “Wake up, Lord Leah.” 

Rone breathed in deep and exhaled sharply, forcing out some of the pain and negative energy that coursed through his body. Learning meditation techniques had helped him greatly but alleviating pain and getting rid of it completely were two different things. What he wouldn’t give for some drugs…

“Lord Leah?”

He left his eyes closed but motioned for the messenger to come close to him.

“F--- off or die, pirate scum,” he whispered vehemently, “I’m awake. I’ve been awake. I’ll be awake for the next forty hours or so. But if you keep checking on me and bothering me, you’ll find yourself in that eternal slumber I’ve recently woken up from myself.”

“There’s no need to get snippy,” the messenger mumbled as he quickly backed away. “The Chozo wish to see you, Lord.”

“Well that’s a first,” Rone said as he swiftly rose from his reinforced bed. He’d taken to sleeping in his suit because it was too much effort to take it on and off, but the weight was too much for a normal bed to handle. He moved his hair, now starting to get long and shaggy, out of the way, as he picked up his helmet and put it on. It locked into the rest of the suit and the tight fluid layer enveloped his head, briefly suffocating him. Like a new birth, the layer drew back and allowed him breath. Of course, this time no doctor needed to smack him on his backside to make him take that breath. “The Chozo actually want to talk to me? Most of the time they can’t even stand to hear my name, from what I’ve been told. Why the sudden change?” he asked.

“Why do you think I know anything?” the messenger inquired.

“You’re an Alqu’or. You’re supposed to be up on this kind of stuff. The other three before you were, at least.”

“Yes, and the three before me managed to get themselves killed before their cycles were over. Maybe I’m not trying to follow in their footsteps.”  

“Maybe you think too much,” Rone said coldly as he walked past messenger, toward the exit. “Maybe you’ll die before your cycle no matter what you do. Maybe it’s not in your hands at all.” The messenger gulped. “Tell the Chozo I’ll see them in a little bit,” Rone continued, “I’ve got something I need to take care of first.”

“They won’t like that, Lord.”

“Yeah, well they can go screw themselves until I get there to pass the time. Be sure to tell them that. They already don’t like me, so I might as well tell them how I feel. It’s refreshing, really.”

* * *

After leaving his chambers and dome, he had to travel through outer space to get to his destination. Eventually, the Policeman reached an airlock and entered without asking for permission. As if he would lower himself to that. He already owed the Pirates his life, but he wouldn’t allow himself to use their ships, for whatever sense that made. His suit had outer space capabilities, and his flesh could now withstand a vacuum for a short period, should anything go wrong. His jetpack allowed him to get around well enough, so he made due with his suit, and nothing else. Better to owe Daken than a pirate. 

As he walked through the corridors of the installation, he ignored the throbbing pain in his temples. Every step felt like a sledgehammer smacking into the side of his head but he just gritted his teeth and kept moving. By now he’d gotten used to it, but the constant pain made him irritable and the Space Pirates who knew anything, knew to stay out of his way. Those that didn’t… well to them he was just another force of natural selection.


The inside of his nose felt wet and as an reflex, he brought his hand up to it to catch what was falling out. He pulled the glove back and found only clear snot. No blood today. Three in a row. A new record. He wiped his gauntlet off and kept moving. When in a stable environment, he left the lower half of his mask was unhinged so that he wouldn’t cough or sneeze blood into the inside of his mask. The smell was bad enough as things were without adding something like that. He looked rather frightening when the blood dried on his stubbled beard. Of course these days, he looked rather frightening, anyway.


  He was inside an Êytero controlled dome, but pirates of all breeds were scrambling around him, going to and fro. He cursed them for not coming close enough for him to grab. He especially enjoyed snapping the necks of Gl’ourns. Their double vertebrae’s broke twice as loud as any other pirate’s did, something he had tested extensively. Whether he was so valuable that they couldn’t retaliate or whether they were just afraid he hadn’t quite figured out yet. Maybe one day he would.

As he approached his destination, he found the temperature increasing dramatically. Even though his skin was more resistant to heat than before, he was more comfortable fully wrapped in his suit of armor and he closed up everything he was wearing. Being sealed off from the rest of the world had a poetic draw to him now for some reason.


He walked into the large room and saw Êytero Ridley sitting on his haunches, staring directly at the Policeman. There was debris and broken equipment scattered about, monitors everywhere, more disabled than active. Before he could get a good look at anything on the active ones, they were shut off. Rone looked around and noticed hundreds of glowing eyes staring back at him from the shadows. They were hiding from him. Heh, a wise response.  


“Lord Leah. What a pleasant surprise,” the Dragon said in a tone that managed to sound seductive, sarcastic, and malevolent at the same time. Rone found himself resisting the urge throttle the beast. “And to what might I owe this great bliss?”


“I have a story I need you to listen to,” the Policeman announced. 



“And why should I bother to waste my time to hear your story, human?”


“Because with Samus gone, I can do whatever I damn well please and if you don’t listen to what I have to say, I’ll f---ing blow your brains out of your head and right onto the wall behind you. That’s why.”


The dragon started chuckling.


“My how persuasive you can be. You’ve learned your manners from your esteemed Lady, I see. Go ahead and tell me what you will so that you can get out of here and out of my business as quickly as possible.”


“Tell your underlings to leave,” Rone commanded, “If you’re using something to record us, turn it off. If I find out you lied to me later, I rip you in two.”


The Dragon bowed low and did as was asked of him. The other creatures fled in stampede and soon only the two of them were left alone. But somehow, even when Êytero Ridley was following orders, he seemed to be in control of the situation. Damn him, how was he doing it?


“It is as you requested, so kindly, Lord Leah,” the silky voice announced.

Rone snorted and sat down on some of the debris as he began to relate his tale.

“I… I had a dream last night but now I can’t stop thinking about it. It should be forgotten, but instead it’s so vivid. It’s like a video that loops over and over in my head and won’t stop. It runs in front of my eyes no matter whether they’re opened or closed and I can’t do anything but watch. The more I see it, the closer it gets to feeling like a reality.”


“And what is it about this dream that disturbs you so much, Lord Leah?”


“I was killing… people.”


“So? It’s your job to kill, something you were paid to do for most of your adult life, something I expect you have wanted to do for all of it. You have killed many beings since you were reawakened, and as far as anyone can tell, you’ll kill many more in the future. That you see these things should come as no surprise to you.”


“I’m not killing Space Pirate sh--heads like you, I’m killing innocent women. Dozens of them. I was just running and chasing them down around this cold, gray complex, nondescript in every way. Down stairs, around corners, through long corridors, it didn’t matter. I was just ripping them to pieces as fast as I could.”


“Ah. And who were these women, Lord Leah?”


“I don’t know who they were. They were nobody. Gorgeous nobodies. But they don’t have faces or names, they’re just healthy young women in white dresses running away from me. Just blank identities with fully formed, beautiful bodies trying to get away. But they aren’t fast enough. None of them are. They turn corners and run up stairs but they’re no match for me. I bound after them and my hands crush them. I rip open their flesh, this bloody wax that’s still difficult to describe. Just one after another without any pause. One after another… But they don’t even seem afraid of me. I don’t know how I knew, but it seemed like they were just playing a game with me. Near the end of my dream, I corner a woman and jump on top of her. Then bend down and… and I start to eat her calf. Blood is just running down my face but I see another woman and I pull off the leg and stick it in mouth. Then I chase her, too. Then it’s over and starts again.”


The Dragon began to chuckle.


“You like the dream do you not, Lord Leah?” he said in his enticingly wicked tone.


“Of course not. I can’t stand it. It’s repulsive.”


“Yet even now your breath is heavy and your heart beats madly as you describe it to me. It excites you to hunt and take life, even in fantasy.”


“No. That’s not true.”


“It excites you to do these terrible things,” the dragon went on, disregarding his protests, “and you can lie to me about it as much as you want, but you know you can’t lie to yourself. Imagine how much more intense these feelings would be in real life. Imagine how much more rewarding that might be. Realize how much you would enjoy acting them out. But these dreams are not an illusion by any means, they are a window into your deepest desires, as so many dreams are. You shouldn’t feel guilty for what you are, because you cannot change it.”


“I don’t feel guilty because it’s not my fault. I can’t control what I dream about.”


“Ah, but you can control your waking thoughts or are you impotent in that way as well?” the Ridley let the words hang for a moment before going on, “You are a monster, Rone, according to what pitiful moral beliefs you still appear to hold to. You wish to kill and the devour the flesh of your own species, in a way that may or may not be related to sexual desire. A cannibal of the most awful sort. But there are many things worse than what you are, and many things worse you could be, given enough time and motivation. We dragons do not struggle with such moral dilemmas and you can be certain it makes our roles in this life much easier. There are many things I have thought of and dreamed of that are worse than this dream of yours, some that excite me just as much, some that excite me more. Given the opportunity, perhaps I will fulfill my dreams, perhaps not. My desires guide me, but never compel because I understand them and have no fear of their results. If I should like to ‘gobble up’ ten thousand virgin princess from ten thousand worlds, I will. If I decide to feast on the flesh of infants and hatchlings, eat them right out of their pregnant mothers, I will. If I decide to change my mind, I will, but it is of no consequence to me. I know who and what I am; I am a beast and I live only to maim and kill. Once you realize that you are no different and have never been different from any other beast, these dreams will subside and you will cease to see them except on occasion. You cannot struggle against yourself and have any hope of victory.”    


“Shut up, you bastard.”


“So witty, you are, and so clever. Articulation flows forth from you like a mighty river, my astute Lord. Just tell me, in scientific or rational terms, what problems there are with murder or cannibalism. What is wrong with killing an intelligent being as opposed to an unintelligent one? What is acceptable about eating cattle, but not another human? Try your best to leave out silly notions of God or ethics for your justification. I wouldn’t want you to look anymore foolish than necessary.” The dragon waited. “No? Nothing? Surely you must have some rationale behind these oppositions or do you just recite the words and reasoning of men long dead and the commandments of imaginary friends without letting your brain do any of the work?”


“A wise man once told me that morality and truth are not subjective and whether we realize it or not, they exist just as a solidly as any wall or floor.”


“Hmph. Still relying on someone else to do your thinking for you. No wonder you didn’t want anyone else to hear this conversation. You must have known how stupid you would sound. I do wonder, what would Samus have said in your place? At least she can use her own brain for thought.”

Rone stood, saying nothing in return, but shrugged and began to turn away. Suddenly he turned back around and fired a salvo of missiles at the Space Dragon. The dragon leapt up, taking to the air, and dodged them, deftly. The Ridley swept down and released a gelatinous liquid all over Rone’s suit, but did no other damage. Rone continued firing projectiles and beams at the dragon, some connecting, other not, all the while getting sprayed by the mysterious substance. Finally, following another pass, the Policeman managed to grab the Ridley’s tail, and send him crashing down into the floor. Almost immediately, the dragon recovered himself, and struck with his fearsome claws, knocking the human back. Forced to release his grip on the tail, Rone regained his balance and the two began to grapple and strain against one another, technology against muscle and sinew.  

“Do you see?” the creature inquired as it began to spew its deadly poison, “There is nothing in this existence, no good, no evil. There is only selflessness and selfishness, both equal in their worth. To devote oneself to the purity of essence, to realize contentment and pleasure, that is the only good. To find oneself in that middle state, muddled in misery and chaos, the only evil. I’m sure there is some species out there capable of perfect altruism (I’ve yet to find it), but as for my race, and certainly the race of humanity, flawless self-indulgence is the only option. One can only have control over his own self. Why not strive for pleasure? While you try for a goal you can never attain, you weaken and torture yourself. Do you realize how weak you are in mind and nature at this very moment? Though your body gets stronger everyday, you remain a pathetic excuse for a creature.”

“Yeah, well I’m obviously strong enough to kick your ass.”

“Is that so?” the Ridley asked.

The dragon made a noise that sounded like a deep laugh, but instead of an expression of amusement, came a stream of fire, igniting at the back of his throat and surging toward the Policeman’s suit. The gelatinous liquid suddenly caught fire and exploded all over the Policeman’s suit. In surprise, he released Êytero Ridley, and the dragon flew off. The flames were too high and intense for him to see anything, but he could hear his opponent all around him.


“What do you want, Rone? What do you need?” Ridley whispered, softly and he passed close by. “What would give you pleasure? What will set you free?” He stopped and laughed, the noise echoing briefly before he came and slammed into Rone on another pass. “It is her, isn’t it? It’s so obvious. She keeps you bound by these limitations even though she has surpassed them herself. She’s here, you know. Arrived just a short time before you came to me. Perhaps that is what the Chozo wanted to see you about. Shall I call her down to meet us? She could join in in our fun,” the dragon said as he punctuated his last word with another strike. Rone was forced to sink to his knees and cover himself to be protected from the attacks. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to rip her out of that suit and make her mine. To see her exposed and unhidden, to know her in every way and break her of all that she is… that would be the greatest pleasure I can imagine at this moment. My claws ripping flesh as they raked across her back and my tongue wrapped around her oh so delicious thighs savoring the taste… Her screams for mercy and cries of pain would be a symphony of delight to both of our ears. Perhaps you could feast on her meat until you had gorged yourself or perhaps you could finally satiate yourself of that lust you’ve been harboring for so long, shoving it away from sight and pretending it doesn’t exist. Perhaps then you could be free of her shadow and free of yourself as well. Go on; let go of all that weakens you, Lord Leah. Let go of your vulnerabilitiessss…”he commanded, the last word trailing off into a hiss. 


Inside his suit, Rone smiled.


 “Let go?” he said as his suit stood up, the flames still licking the air all over him, enveloping him in their hateful embrace. The room flickered with light and cast an awful shadow on the Policeman and his suit. There was a ghastly quality about him that was almost surreal, Ridley found himself thinking. The Policeman seemed as at home in the flames as any demon might be. A true monster indeed. 


“Yes, my Lord. Find your liberty. Let go of everything else, for that is freedom.”

“No, I’m afraid not, snake. You see, true freedom is holding on to something though every force in the universe turns against you. True freedom is being prepared to die for what you believe in. Daken was willing to do it and I’m willing to do it, as well. The question is, are you willing to do it?”


Debris and pieces of the floor were suddenly lifted off the ground and condensed into a small area at the end of one of the Policeman’s gauntleted hands.

 “Don’t be an idiot,” Ridley said smugly, “Your suit can’t stand up to the density beam, not at this range.”


“Neither can your skin.”


“What are you trying to prove?”


“Just how far you’re willing to go, snake.”


“Resorting to suicide so soon? Why, I should think that you would attempt some sort of final attack before resigning yourself to death.”


“You can cut the façade. Apparently, I am a beast because I can smell your fear from all the way in this suit. You shouldn’t be so worried. I’ve died once, it’s not so bad once you get used to it,” he said as a deep laugh emanated from his throat. “Are you willing to die for what you believe in, snake? You should be. Life is just an illusion once we’re gone, something that occurs far too soon for us all. It’s all the same once we no longer exist, so consider this your chance to prove to me that nothing matters. Die with me now, and I will admit defeat.”


The beam began to sound off that it was in its final stages. The dragon was now hovering close behind his opponent, halted in indecision. As he saw the Policeman turn and release the beam in his direction, the indecision left him. There was nothing worth dying for in this world, especially not over something as stupid as philosophy. Ridley dodged it, and began to fly away when the Policeman boosted his jets, crossing the distance between them, and grabbing hold of the base of the dragon’s tail.


“Nihilism has an answer for everything, doesn’t it? But when the chips are down the truth is no one can believe in ‘nothing’ with all of their heart. No one can give his life for a philosophy that offers and means nothing. People die and fight wars over stupid things all the time, but when was the last time a war was fought because life meant nothing? A man can give his life for loyalty, for love, but not for nothing.”


 For five breathless seconds Êytero Ridley had waited for the explosion to come and kill them both. Then a sixth second had come. Then a seventh. And an eighth. The dragon had almost ignored the human’s speech but now he felt confusion and disbelief.


“How did you… what just…”


“The wave beam,” Rone explained, “can combine with many other weapons. The density beam is no different. However, a strange thing happened during testing when it did. The hybrid beam phased out of this plane of physical reality, just passing through everything it came in contact with. As you saw, it stays in the spectrum of visible light, but the matter can occupy the same space as other matter, like any wave, without causing any displacement. The effect might wear off eventually, but not for a while, I don’t expect. We’re still tinkering with it until it has the best properties of both worlds. You really should keep up on technology better, Ridley. I myself quite enjoy hybrids, in case you hadn’t figured that out yet.”


“It was obvious you were bluffing,” Ridley said, still breathing somewhat heavily. 


“Ha ha,” the Policeman laughed, “now who is trying to lie to who? You may loathe dead men and their words, but you’d better thank one very special dead weapons smith for your life.”  


The Space Dragon sat quietly, not bothering to even blink.


“Is there anything else you wish to discuss, Lord Leah?” the Ridley said in a tone that no longer held the hint of beauty, only contempt.


“No, no, you did quite well. I think I have a better understanding that before and you’ve certainly pointed out my weaknesses. It may be ‘selfish’ of me, but I’d love to converse with you again.”


“Oh yes,” Êytero Ridley hissed, “let’s.”


Rone began to leave the room when he heard the sound of a woman’s voice in his head,.


“Rone Leah. If you are there, answer me. This is Samus.”


He stopped in his tracks and a frown crossed his face. At the same time, the Ridley’s head picked up slightly, intrigued. He tried to ignore the sound but finally gave in and responded.


“Yeah, I’m here. What do you want?”


“I have returned and wish to see you in the my dome. Much has changed since we last talked. I will be expecting you soon.”

 
“Yeah… I’ll be there,” he said in a resigned voice as Samus stopped sending messages.


“Of course you will,” Ridley taunted from behind him as he walked away briskly, “of course you will.”

* * *

Chapter 20: The Widening Gap

Dome of the Hunter


With forced leisure, Rone Leah strode through winding hallways of the Hunter’s dome. Damn it, he’d obviously been around the pirates too long. Samus Aran’s dome had the obvious characteristics of Chozo design; gleaming metallic pillars and pipes were everywhere, though many were in a state of disrepair, probably the victims of one of the Hun- one of Samus Aran’s drinking binges. He hadn’t remembered her ever getting unreasonably destructive during their time together, nor had he witnessed any since his reawakening, but from what he’d heard, they could get insanely violent and dangerous to those nearby. 

Perhaps that was why this dome, unlike many of the others, was devoid of any movement, save that of the owner herself and her invited guest. Privacy. If nothing else, Rone supposed he could still respect that, even if he hardly ever got any of it himself. He sniffed the air. Even through his filter, the stench of rot and decay was unmistakable. Soon enough, the sources of the odor began to appear. Blood on that wall, a limb and organ on this floor, singe marks disguising mounds of flesh. Yes, he could definitely respect this kind of privacy. Same old Samus.   

He rounded the final corner and entered the large main chamber. With a bottle in one of her hands, book in the other, he found himself looking at the most beautiful woman in all the universe sitting on a couch in nothing more than a tanktop and loose fitting pair of pants. Apparently, she wasn’t wearing her suit in her spare time anymore… unless she was giving him special treatment. Interesting either way.

“Rone,” the striking woman said without bothering to pull herself away from her precious book and look him in the eye. “How good of you to finally make it. Why, I only had to wait a few hours. Had I realized how pre-occupied you were these days, I would have given you a week’s notice instead of simply expecting you to be punctual.”


He grunted, not appreciating the dry sarcasm of her voice in the slightest.


“I had to take care of something,” he answered tersely, “ and let’s just leave it at that.” She arched a questioning eyebrow but he didn’t expand on his explanation and she didn’t press him further.


Instead, she welcomed him into her large, spacious room from her couch (though apparently he wasn’t worth standing up for), and tossed him a bottle of what she was drinking. Whereas his own room was strikingly white and enclosed, the clear dome of hers gave the illusion of being right in the midst of the stars. He felt the faint touches of jealousy rising in his heart, matching the resentment that was already there.


“What you have in your hand there is very good quality and very high potency so do not drink too much,” she advised. “If I find it difficult to handle, I can only imagine what it must be like to you.”


“I’ll manage,” he responded as he opened the bottle, unhooked the lower part of his mask, and took a deep swig, as if proving he was more than capable. He could handle whatever she could and more, no matter what she thought. It burned his throat on the way down like starship fuel, but once it hit his stomach, he thought no more of it. Faintly, he perceived that she was watching him out of the corner of her eye.


“I see you have decided to stop shaving, though perhaps it would be a good idea for you to get into the habit of cleaning it every once in a while,” she suggested before continuing in a different tone. “That is, of course, unless you are trying to feel more rugged to match that rotting hide you have on you, in which case bravo.”


“First of all, it wouldn’t do me any good to clean it because as soon as I did, I’d just cough up more blood. Second,” he protested before he was interrupted by a snicker. 

“Ah, it is still so very easy to get you infuriated about the most ridiculous of things. How nice to know that has not changed. It is good to see you Rone,” she said as she picked up another bottle and laid her book aside. “It is nice so see a familiar face, even if most of is covered up by that helmet. Trying to pass yourself off as a woman these days in that suit?”

“You noticed? And I was afraid that the shoulders made me look too butch,” he said in good humor, though he realized he’d almost let her bait him again. “I started wearing it for protection around the pirates, the Chozo, and, well, everyone. Since then, it’s one of the only things that feels like home around here.”

“Do not try to write off your obsession in such a way. Even on Zeta Platform you wore that suit around as if it was your new toy. Just because it has been dressed up differently does not mean your motivations have changed.”

He became suddenly angry at her presumptions, but she seemed to notice and continued in a gentler tone.

“But then much has changed since that time, so perhaps your motivations have as well. I have not had an opportunity to converse with you for many months. The last time I was here we did not meet; you were in no condition to speak.” She brushed her hair out of her face flippantly and smiled, apparently finding the memories of his worst moments bent over throwing up until his floor reeked of vomit and all he could do was dry heave, feeling pressure like his head was going to explode, waking up screaming to find half his body covered in blood, finding those moments amusing. Sadistic bitch.


“Well, I suppose the lack of medicine and painkillers didn’t help that, did it?” he remarked, as he attempted to hide his contempt and failed.


She nodded.


“Yes, the Space Pirates said it was crucial to your recovery not to have any more artificial enhancements or drugs put into your body.”

Liar. Too afraid to take responsibility for your own callousness at my expense.

 “I apologize for not pressing them to give you the medicines you required,” she continued, his mental accusations not hindering her. “I know little of anatomy and health, and the Chozo would have nothing to do with you, even to offer advice. I had to trust the pirates to do what was best, and it seems that was a mistake from the beginning, as always is.”

“Of course you have to admit, they have little reason to trust you, either,” he pointed out.

“Rone, everyone here has little reason to trust anyone else. The Chozo do not trust the pirates, the pirates do not trust the Chozo, and the pirates do not even trust one another. For my part, I trust none of the parties involved, save one. Which brings me to why I wanted to see you here today.

“I will be gone for some time to take care of business in the East Quadrant. I plan to leave in the very near future, a week at the most but I hope to get off within the next three standard days. Regardless of when I depart, I will not be present for a significant amount of time. The journey alone may take months. While I am absent, surely, all of these powers will be stabbing one another in the back, even more so than they do while I am present. I need someone I can trust to keep an eye on them and remind them of my authority. That person is of course none other than you, Mr. Policeman.”

“Me?” he exclaimed, caught more than a little off-guard. Such a statement was unexpected, to say the least. There had to be something else to it, something devious.

“Is there anyone else in this room I am unaware of?” she said, looking around, “Yes, you. By this time, I would like to think we have traded enough favors that we can lean on one another when the time calls for it. Though I have been your protector as of late, when I turn my back, you are my eyes and when I need someone to act, my right hand.”

He took another swig and squinted at her, trying to read between the lines of what she was saying. Most of it was obviously bullsh--.

“You’re just flattering me.”

“True,” she answered wryly, “but I assumed this would be the best course of action. After all, you have not yet heard what else I need of you.”

Knew it.

“So that’s how it is.”

“Indeed, that is how it is,” she replied, “For you see, during part of the time I will be gone, you will be trying to persuade the Galactic Federation to join with our own, already dysfunctional, family. You will be taking with you as many leaders and representatives of the Chozo and Pirates as you can manage to convince. With any luck this will prevent gratuitous betrayals. I would also advise taking t least a few Ridleys with you. As much as I despise them, they are undoubtedly wise and some of them may even offer good council, the dilemma being of course that just as many may not. ” 

He frowned. She was just dumping her responsibilities off on him. So she’d gotten lazy, too.

 “So what you’re saying is that you’re sending me to the Federation to convince them of something I was forced into, and something I’m still not sure I even believe in?”

“No, no,” she said as she shook her head, “I am sending you to represent me. If you wish, that is all the responsibility you have. Remind the Space Pirates and Chozo who is actually in charge, remind the Federation that their favorite bounty and personal savior is behind this project one hundred percent. That is a lie, but a necessary one if this is to have any chance of success. Keep the infighting to a minimum and if you wish, use your profession as a character witness. Let the Chozo do most of the talking. They know what needs to be said and they love the sounds of their own voices, believe me.  

“Your job is easy, but crucial, if that makes sense,” she continued, “You should be able to go there and back within a few standard days, assuming you use Chozo ships, but though I have no crystal ball, I cannot foresee any problems that should come up. Regardless, you will be perfectly fine, probably bored.”

Yeah and you’ve always had a keen sense of the welfare of others, haven’t you? Ever since Tüm you’ve cared about the lives of your comrades. Now that I think about it, you said something to us about being bored because you’d be doing all the work. You cared about the rest of the Policemen enough to leave them for dead.. Cared about Daken too. Cared about him so much he died for you…

Rone had been drinking throughout most of her talking and found himself beginning to notice its effects, though who knew how long she’d been feeling it. So that was her plan. Trying to get him liquored up so he’d agree with anything she said, unable to think clearly or argue. Apparently, there were no tactics too underhanded for her.

“Wait, wait, waiiit,” he said, sensing a slight distortion in his words as he stumbled farther into the room. “You want me to run all over the whole damned galaxy running errands while you do what? Hop around in your little suit some more?” He demonstrated a jumping motion with the fingers of his free, gauntleted hand.

Samus laughed. 

“No, actually I am sending you running errands over the ‘whole damned galaxy’ while I attempt to halt a military force that has never once been delayed, much less defeated in battle. Yes, I have been checking and slanted history or no, the Chorizo appear to have excelled as warriors, for whatever other failings they might have had. According to the text I was reading, they never suffered a setback at any point. We will test the validity of this claim soon, but I cannot be two places at once and thus you come in. I have explained what this job entails long enough so I will just come out and say it. Do you want the job? You are more than qualified for it as you always have been in all ways. ”

“More flattery?” he asked as he suddenly standing over her, looking down, “that will get you everywhere.” 

She looked up and smiled, her perfectly white teeth somehow glowing in faint light. She pursed her ruby red lips and drew her hands up over her heaving chest. Heaving. That meant something. It sounded all of clichéd romance and forced eroticism. Was she trying to seduce him?

“Yes, Rone. I want you. I need you so badly, take me, take me,” she pleaded with him, “Right here on this couch. Right now,” she said as she laid back and placed her hands above her head and waited for him. In that moment she was all curves and seduction, just the slut he always knew she had hidden deep down inside her. She needed him.

He grinned and lowered himself onto of her, still in his suit. He dwarfed her, and the feeling of massiveness was almost as pleasing as his other sensations. He brushed her hair to the side and began to explore her body with his gauntleted hands, even as his weight bore down on her oh so frail body. He licked his lips and tasted of dried blood. It was almost delicious; it would have been in fact, had he let himself realize it. But of course there was something tastier just below him, something a titan such as himself could do wish as he wished. 

He heard something snap beneath him.

“Ow,” he heard a smothered voice say, “You’re crushing me, Rone. You’re-”

* * *

“Rone!”

He heard his name and blinked. 

“I asked you if you wanted the job,” Samus said, somehow sitting back on the couch and he standing a few meters away. Somehow, he was no longer looking at a voluptuous seductress, but once again an irritated, heartless bitch. “It is not a difficult decision to make. I have already been forced to wait because of your tardiness getting here; I do not have any more time to waste while your brain rolls over and defecates upon itself. Either you want the job or you do not. If you do not, I can only persuade for so long before I begin to command. You are a friend, thus I attempted to ask you kindly, but we are not equals in this. I am still master here and though I will not revel in it, I am not opposed to ordering you to do what is needed.”

He was still disoriented in a maze of confusion, but his bitterness could still find its way out. As if she had any right telling him what to do.

“Free to choose except when I choose incorrectly?” he spat.

“If you prefer to think of it that way, then yes.”

“Then as you command, Milady. I live only to serve.”

 He saluted mockingly, hatefully, and began to walk out when he noticed she had finally gotten up and was coming toward him. He turned back toward her, feeling the urge to rip her apart and destroy her utterly like they’d both done to so many pirates.

“Rone Leah, you are a Policeman,” she said in a tone that could not have been more condescending had she tried, “You swore an oath that said you would protect the lives of the weak; it is your livelihood but more importantly it is your purpose. For whatever resentment you may think you have, you know that you wish to protect the lives of Federation citizens. You must also know that you are the only one available to us that the Galactic Federation government will trust. They need someone they can relate to and believe in.”

He tried to argue with her, but her words battered him into submission like so many clubs coming down on a mongrel dog. Soon, he found her towering above him, despite the supposed advantage his suit gave him and he began to shrink back from her.

“For all of the persuasive talents that our Ridleys have, the silver-tongued devils can never convince those who have been so harmed by Pirates as you, I, or the Federation has been. Only a fool would listen to someone who represents what has caused so much pain. I myself find it difficult when pirates are in my presence to resist killing them, and almost impossible with Ridleys. Surely you have felt some of these impulses considering what they did to your father. Only a fool could be taken in by creatures who have cause so much pain, and though they may act foolishly now and again, the Federation is simply not run by fools.”  

A contradiction had tried to express itself, but it died on his lips and escaped only as an imperceptible groan. In the end, he simply nodded in agreement. 

“We are set on this then, correct?” she asked, “If you have any problems you are feeling, or any inquiries you wish to express, please get them in the clear now and let us be done with it. We shall not see one another for many more months; it is highly possible that we shall not see one another again at all. I do not wish to deal with this in the future. I do not wish for there to bee any ill will harbored here in secret.”

Even though his own eyes were still hidden behind his visor, he found himself unable to meet her stare. He looked away, but made sure to hide his act of weakness behind his darkened shield. 

“No, nothing. It’s fine. It’s just the wine, getting to my head, that’s all there is to it.”

She chuckled.

“What did I tell you about that damnable brew? Believe me, when I praise the strength of a drink’s potency, I do not exaggerate. But do not feel too badly; it makes all of us mere mortals do the strangest and daftest of things while we are under its power. In case you have not noticed from my wonderful abode, from time to time I let Bacchus drown me as well.

“The Chozo have no personification or deity for alcohol,” she went on, “they do not even have names for brands, so I have decided to name this drink ‘Bacchus.’ I have spent far too much of my life drinking it away, but because of it, I can safely say this is as close to a direct incarnation of Bacchus himself as there ever was one.”

Rone smiled weakly and resumed exiting the room, remaining silent. As he reached the door, he turned back around, hesitantly. 

“Samus… I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” he began unsurely, somehow the “Bacchus” not yet giving him the courage he needed to ask the question, “See, my memory hasn’t been real good since I woke up and this has been itching at me for a good while.”

He said nothing for several more moments as he question seemed stuck in his throat and unable to get out.

“Say it and be on your way,” she said. “I have much to do before my day is done.”

 “Well, heading from Tüm to Zeta Platform we spent an awful lot of time on that ship… alone together. You know, just you and me, one guy and one girl. Uh, did we ever-”

“No,” she responded even before he could ask, the patiently bemused expression dropping off her face even as it was replaced with cold distaste. Before he could say anything more, the door shut in his face and he was left to stare at it. 

* * *

Chapter Twenty-One: The New World

 Three Weeks Later

Ammon-höta 


Alex Paige kissed his wife Elena as he stepped out the door to leave. It was no longer the formal, routine peck they had used out of habit for so long. It was passionate, focused, neither one wanting to let go of the other. It was about expressing love, not routine. In times such as these, in a world such as this, there was no such thing as a routine anymore. All joys Elena gave him in their time together was tempered by the sadness he felt when he left, not knowing how the world would change before he could get back again. Eventually he did pull himself away from her and made it the rest of the way out the door.


“Oh, one more thing, baby,” he said before she shut the door behind him, “I may be caught working late tonight so if I’m not home by curfew, be sure and stay up until I can get back, even if I don’t make it back until tomorrow. It shouldn’t be too difficult for you. After all, how could you sleep at night knowing that your poor, poor husband was stuck in a small office with nothing but a cup of coffee, a case file, and a night of hard work ahead of him? I mean you’d be stricken with such grief and worry, it would be impossible.”


“Honey, if you don’t come back by curfew I’m going to fall asleep as soon as I get tired again. Honey, if you get back before curfew, I’ll fall asleep as soon as I get tired again,” Elena returned, his deadly serious attitude unable to fool her, those hers fooled him until she betrayed herself with a smile, “You know you’ve always had problems keeping me awake.”


“Ouch. That was low, dear, especially for sending me out into this brave new world we live in,” he paused for a second, “In all seriousness though, I don’t know when I’ll be getting back. You’ll remember to keep the door locked no matter what, right?”


“I know.”


“And you have the gun loaded, right?”


“It’s loaded.”


“Okay. I’ll be back when I’m back. I love you, baby.” 


“Love you too.”


They looked at one another for a moment longer before he turned and walked toward the descending platform. Unfortunately, the power to it still wasn’t activated. He sighed and took the stairs down. Life was different now, in all ways.

The Shining Jewel of the Universe. It had been synonymous with Ammon-höta since before Alex had been born, probably before even his grandfather had been born. He didn’t know who’d come up with the term or when, but he’d known it to be fitting. Truly, even to one such as he who had crossed the lengths of the Galactic Federation many times over, the title hadn’t been an overstatement in the slightest. Sure, there’d been bad parts of the various cities, as there was anywhere, but when he’d come home, and indeed this had been home, he’d been filled with a sense of awe, every time. Perhaps it was the fact that he knew he was coming back to be with his wife or that he’d grown up there that had tainted his opinion from objectivity to bias, but he’d honestly believed there was no planet in the universe more beautiful than the capital world of the Galactic Federation.


He’d thought that, unwaveringly for almost all of his life but he wondered what he would think looking down at the planet now, coming in from space. Even from up there he doubted he could see it the same way as he had before; he doubted that it looked the same way that it had before. The initial rebellion had been quieted for a short while after it had started, but the second major explosion of activity had been a different beast altogether. The racial segregation had enabled a far more organized and deadly uprising to come into being. Before there were flash mobs and riots, dangerous to be sure, but they were all sound and fury, unchanneled and undisciplined. The damage they’d caused was random and more an expression of anger than anything else. Since that time, all of the Mehrites had been crammed together and the most extreme supporters of violence and mayhem had risen to the top. A natural hierarchy had formed and the resentment and close proximity of fresh, potential troops in addition to natural leaders to direct them had turned disgruntled groups of citizens into a small, tightly regimented army. The first days when they had let loose this army had been horrific. Buildings bombed, crowds of people swept with automatic fire, transportation sabotaged, and worse. The Federation had heard rumblings of danger, but no one could have imagined it on such a wide and awful scale.     


A few other minor races had joined with them, but luckily the majority of the planet still supported the Federation, including the Zebesian population in its entirety. Luckily. He tried to remind himself how lucky they still were. No matter how bad the situation was, it could still get much worse. 


Martial Law had been declared immediately. The Cosmic Navy had brought in some Alpha ships full of Mechanized Infantrymen just days before the second rebellion and they had assisted the standing troops and automated defense systems in holding back the rebels, keeping them from taking over several sites crucial to the government’s infrastructure. In that first day the rebels had had surprise on their side and they’d caught everyone off guard, knocking the Federation back on its heels. But by the next day the Federation had recovered itself and responded the only it knew how: ruthless, brutal force. Tens of thousands dead, many of them probably innocent of involvement, but that was what it had taken to get the rebellion under control. The Federation wasn’t going to mess around, even with the race that used to be its favorite pet. Entire blocks were left smoking craters and nothing but unconditional surrender was accepted from anyone.


Just when the second Mehrite rebellion had gotten under control, another attack had come. This one had been made up almost entirely of humans. Traitors on the inside had infiltrated structures behind the “battle lines” and detonated several high explosives in barracks and government buildings, including Alex’s own home station, though luckily he’d been away when the bomb had gone off. Because many of the automated systems had been shut down, the Infantrymen were left on their own, outnumbered and in some cases outgunned. Some of the very people the Infantrymen had been protecting had turned on them, stabbed them in the back. There was a sense of panic and confusion in the Federation government and military. The Mehrites seized on this opportunity and redoubled their assault. Again, chaos. The Mechanized Infantry was a more than capable force, but without the automated defense back-up, they were no match for the assortment of weapons and completely unconventional tactics of the rebels and traitors. 


Wisely, in Alex’s opinion, the military had decided to pull away from certain areas of the cities and protect only what they could. He was once again lucky as his home had been in one of those places. Within the zones order existed, if tempered by the sense of danger that never completely went away. Outside of the protected zones, it was madness. He never could have believed so many people could go mad, that sanity could disappear so completely. 


His job as an interrogator had been even more important in the wake of the uprising as the Federation needed information to make sense of what had happened. There had been rules before, protocol, limits to how far he could go, but no longer. Results was all anyone cared about, the means were inconsequential. Where he worked had become a place of torture, where it had once been a place of law. He was starting to have nightmares about the screaming he heard everyday, the things he’d seen with his own eyes and done with his own hands. The greater good demanded that what he did be done, but that didn’t make it much easier to deal with.


The information they’d pooled had been mixed, nonsensical at first, but slowly it was coming together. It was all tied to the illustrious bounty hunter Samus Aran, some of it directly, some of it through a complicated and indirect chain of command. He was leading the Mehrites through operatives immediately beneath him who received specific instructions. It was generally accepted that Aran was a Mehrite and due to this, had closer ties with his race, but Alex still wasn’t sure Samus Aran the bounty hunter and Samus Aran the rebel leader were the same person. It was very likely that the leader was a Mehrite, even the prostitute’s memories in the investigation he’d been a part of supported that, but the name Samus Aran carried a weight of its own that could be exploited. Of course whoever was using it had to be running the risk that the real Samus Aran might show up and cast doubt into the whole thing. So why hadn’t he shown up? Perhaps he was busy elsewhere and had been unable or unwilling to come. Perhaps he didn’t care. Perhaps he was dead. Of course there was still the possibly that there was no imposter but it didn’t feel right, and hadn’t from the beginning. It wasn’t that important who the man behind the mask was. What was important was that without “Samus Aran’s” leadership, that branch of the revolution might fall to pieces.

The human collaborators, on the other hand, were connected to him only through the Qaletaqa organization that Alex had become aware of, and ten or twelve other similar dissent spreading groups. They humans received general instructions that were passed down and used, though this branch was not as tightly regimented as the Mehrites. It was much smaller in number and the members only knew of one another in small, functionally independent cells. Infantrymen had crashed some nests with information gained from the interrogations but little or no headway was or would be made in stopping the revolution that way. 


For that’s what it was. Alex didn’t know about the state of other planets and barely concerned himself with the state of the other cities of Ammon-höta. Everything he heard was negative and in the back of his mind he understood that anything they did here, even shutting down the revolution altogether, would not end their problems. Even if Samus Aran controlled every aspect of the revolution on Ammon-höta, he could not control what was going on in the other Central Planets, or other Quadrants. It would keep going and if they could be stopped, it would be at the cost of millions of lives. Things would never be the same here or anywhere else ever again. Alex only hoped that the Federation itself would not collapse under the pressure. 


Out of breath and with his heart trying to slam its way out of his chest, Alex finally made it down to the first floor. He walked outside and found that the shuttle that was supposed to pick him up was not there. He was actually forced to wait for another thirty minutes before a replacement came and was very unhappy for the delay. When he complained about it to the replacement pilot, it was explained that an RPG had been fired at the shuttle on its way through the city and everyone aboard had been killed. Somehow Alex couldn’t make himself feel anything, even surprise. Welcome to the new world. 

* * *

Two Days Later

The Inter-Terrestrial Senate (Secondary Location) 


“We must stand together in this time of peril. The danger this revolution poses you is nothing compared to what will happen if we cannot halt the invasion of the Chorizo. Surely by now you have heard reports of destruction in the outer reaches of your East Quadrant. This destruction will spread even to place we stand now. Those who are coming will not be satisfied until every planet under your authority has been turned to ash.

“With the help of the Chozo – and Space Pirates – we can hold them back and save you from this menace. Think not of the trials you are going through now. Instead, think of the consequences of your actions should you refuse a treaty between our powers now when it is most needed. Think of your citizens. Can you truly stand to have their deaths on your hands because you were preoccupied with the immediate instead of the truly urgent? ”


The speaker went on for many minutes more, but Alex didn’t care what it had to say anymore. The eloquence of the speaker was matched only by its arrogance. Well, perhaps that was unfair, but Alex couldn’t help himself. He was in a bad mood to start with. He still didn’t know why he was here. The large Chorizon creature (though it referred to itself as a “Chozo”) spoke of matters on a scale far beyond what concerned him and his occupation. He didn’t consider himself one who was easily overwhelmed, but in the presence of beings such as these, he certainly was. He had thought the rumors of problems in the East had been involved in some way with the rebellion, but apparently it was something else entirely. The Chorizos that had been promised had finally arrived. What was it Clychun had said when he had been interrogated? 

My people are coming here soon. The Chorizo hordes are something unlike which you have ever experienced. A tenth of our number could overcome you in days, whether you prepared yourselves or not. When the brunt of our forces begin their attack, all injustices I have been subjected to here will be avenged.

Thousands of warriors coming, each capable of leveling districts and holding off divisions of Infantrymen single-handedly. Alex had hoped the threat had been all bluster and no truth. This was too much even for a healthy Federation to deal with, especially if their ships were as advanced as Clychun’s suit had been. Instead of trying to grasp at matters beyond his reach, he made himself useful and studied the people and creatures in the room he with him.


On one side there were the Senators who could assembled, much smaller than what a normal session would consist of. Many Senators were unable or unwilling to make it due to the planet’s current state and many more couldn’t make it due to their own state of being. Death usually prevented most people from attending anything but their own funeral, after all. The Senators who weren’t dead and could be present all looked rather worn, disheveled, and shell-shocked. Most had probably never been in a place as dangerous as the new world was. Then again, he imagined there were few places in the universe more dangerous than Ammon-höta right about now. Sitting in front of the Senators was a large group of consultants and experts who had been called in to give their input and knowledge if it was asked for, which it hadn’t. This was where Alex was, though he was lucky enough to find himself sitting to the outside of a row, and beyond the attention of anyone who might also be looking around. Between them and the other party were as many Mechanized Infantrymen as could be spared for the moment and several crack squads of the Galactic Police Force. Unfortunately, considering what the “other party” consisted of, all the men in their suits could do nothing to defend anyone. 

Tall, birdlike beings stood together at the front of the foreign delegation. They were confident beyond all acceptable levels and presented themselves as a superior species to everyone else in the room, whether intentionally or subconsciously, he wasn’t sure. Alex had never really heard much about the Chozo, though apparently there had been a few books written about them throughout the ages, something the expert sitting to Alex’s left needed no encouragement expanding upon. They were technologically and spiritually advanced pacifists supporting their greatest enemies in a war against others of their species with whom they had ideological differences. Something seemed off in that, but there was little time to question it.  

Beyond the twenty or so “Chozo” that were in the chamber, there were six Space Dragons there as well. Each was lying in a position of subservience, but somehow their submissiveness seemed less than genuine. The Federation had requested the Ridleys (yes, as confusing as it was apparently they all had the same name) to wait outside, but the Space Dragons had promised to be on their best behavior and requested that the Federation rethink its stand on them. Every time they requested something, they were really just demanding in a polite way. There was nothing the Galactic Federation could do to stop them from coming in, so they’d yielded. With the dragons had come numerous Space Pirate foot soldiers of varying breed, all bowing just as low as their leaders, all courteous even as their presence silently insinuated danger. Alex didn’t trust any of them himself, but there wasn’t much he or anyone else could do about it. The entire entourage had arrived and politely requested a meeting with the remaining heads of the Galactic Federation in person. As with everything else, this gentle manner was a thin veil that did little to hide the cruel threat lying just behind it.

The one soul that seemed as though he might have any shred of credibility or trust was the Galactic Policeman that had come with them, though he hadn’t spoken a word or made any type of move at all other than to cough from time to time and look generally unhappy. He was wearing a sleek, if barbaric, powered suit, minus the helmet sitting next to him. His head was the only exposed flesh on him, an unkempt and dirty face, and scruffy hair. He appeared to be separate from the rest of his party, almost bitter to have to be seated with them. Understandable.

“We need the Galactic Federation for its production and military, just as you need us for our technology and the Space Pirates for their manpower. We would be equals in this,” one of the Chozo speakers continued to drone on.

A senator behind Alex (he didn’t know which) mercifully responded before the Chozo had a chance to continue.

“It isn’t a matter of willingness anymore. Don’t you see? Beyond these walls, beyond the pockets of safety we have created there is nothing but chaos. We don’t have the capability to launch an offensive in the East while we’re putting down a rebellion here.”

“It is not a matter of what you can do, it is a matter of what you must do,” the Chozo speaker corrected, “If thousands or even millions must die until the Chorizo can be defeated it is still better than losing the billions of lives that will result from your inaction.”

“You don’t get it. I know you can see through all the pretenses of strength we have with us here enough to know how vulnerable we are,” admitted the Senator, “But it isn’t just here. This rebellion has spread to everywhere on almost every planet and satellite, artificial and otherwise. Given time we can defeat and put down the uprising, but only if we maintain the strength we have now. If we pull any of it away, everything could collapse. If you attacked us now, we probably wouldn’t be able to defeat you, this is true, but we can still make a defensive war costly enough that any would-be invaders would find the fruits of their conquest nil.”

“The Chorizo have no use for spoils of war, they only want victory. Do you still not understand the nature of your adversary? They desire only your defeat and your death. Nothing else has any value to them. Their own lives matter not, so long as they can achieve their goal. They will not care how many of their own die, though I am not even confident that in your present state you could kill one of them.”  


Alex had seen Dostan district. He was inclined to agree. Clychun had been a handful on his own and his mentality had had that same single-minded desire the Chozo was describing now. 


“Then we’ve come to an impasse,” the Senator declared.


Frustrated, the Chozo turned around and began to talk with its fellows in a different language. The “panel of experts” also began to talk with one another in whispers, though Alex kept to himself. The Space Dragons and pirates did nothing. But the Policeman… but the Policeman was doing something strange. Alex watched the man’s mouth move, but there was no one around him to talk to, if he was actually speaking out loud anyway. His silent monologue was broken by an especially violent fit of coughing and his hand and beard were suddenly covered in blood. Alex watched, engrossed, as the man stared at the blood on his hand for perhaps twenty seconds, the man looking at his hand, Alex looking at the man. As if he sensed it, the man looked up from his hand and towards Alex. His eyes… Alex didn’t like the look in the man’s eyes. There was something in them that was unsettling, vicious. 


“Bullsh--,” the man announced, apparently for no reason, as he turned his gaze off Alex. In turn, everyone in the room turned their gaze upon the man, and it was quiet. Even the dragons rolled their sleepy eyes in his direction.


“Bullsh--,” he repeated. “This whole thing is a bunch of nonsense and bullsh--, so I’ll cut through it for you. We’re trying to use you for everything we can in order to save our own asses, but apparently you can’t be used because you’re all too busy being a bunch of pussies. You don’t have to like the Chozo or the Space Pirates to join us. They don’t like one another; I’m beginning to think no one does. So what would it take in order for you to join in this rainbow coalition of love and joy? You say you can do nothing until this rebellion is over and we say we can do nothing until you’re with us. So to solve your problem (which is really our problem), we will end the rebellion, on this planet at least. We have all of the necessary men and none of the unnecessary mercy that holds you back now. Just say the word and it’s done, both our problems gone.”


All the Chozo wore an expression of shock. The Ridleys looked curious. He obviously hadn’t consulted anyone else before he’s made the offer.


“On whose authority do you speak?” a Senator asked.


“I speak on the authority of Rone Leah.” Now where had Alex heard that name before? “In addition to my own, I represent the supreme military commander of our coalition who happens to be unable to be here at the moment.”


“And who is this supreme military commander?”


“The bounty hunter Samus Aran.”


Gasps from the Federation camp.


“Preposterous. Samus Aran is leading the rebel forces against us as we speak,” came a Senator’s voice, “If this is your idea of a joke, it was a poor one.”


“I’m not laughing. Evening though no one bothered to tell me that someone calling himself Samus Aran was leading the rebel forces,” the Policeman said with undisguised bitterness, “I can assure you that the person here is an imposter. I’ve been with the real Samus Aran for the past several months; there’s no substitute.”


His name was familiar but in connection with Samus Aran…Suddenly an epiphany came to Alex.


“Rone Leah! You were the Policeman whose body was stolen from cold storage on Zeta platform!” he stood up and shouted out, unable to stop himself.  Now everyone turned their heads in his direction, and he awkwardly sat back down.


“Yes, I was. I was killed by a Chorizo on Zeta Platform, however long ago, so I know what they’re capable of firsthand. Thanks to the wonders of modern technology I’ve been brought back to life and given a chance to get even with the lot of them. My time asleep aside, Samus and I have been out on Zebes for the past few months so unless she’s gained the powers of teleportation recently, I can vouch for her innocence to this charge, as can anyone of the others with me. Someone may be using her name, but she couldn’t even feasibly keep correspondence with them, as far out as we were.”


The words were on everyone’s mental tongue. She? Her? What did he mean insinuating Samus Aran was a woman? Of course to Alex Paige it seemed so incredibly obvious that he was angry at himself for not seeing it earlier.


“And if you were the Policeman who was stolen from cold storage, that means the woman they found you with was Samus Aran, damn it,” he whispered to himself. It really was obvious. Of course the mystery hadn’t been up very high on his priority list lately and he’d had many other assignments between then and now. He should be happy with himself for even remembering the case at all. Instead, he kicked himself for being so stupid for so long. No wonder Clychun had hated the mysterious woman so badly. He’d said many times he was only after Samus Aran. Had they found the Chorizo next to two men he would have connected the dots much sooner, he told himself. It was easier to blame his chauvinism than his workload. 


“You say that there is no way this Samus Aran could be the real… her,” a Senator stammered unsurely, “but how do we know you’re not lying to us now?”


“My service record should be enough, if my profession isn’t. And if all that still isn’t enough for you, then how about this? I promise that not only will we stop the rebellion on Ammon-höta, we’ll also kill the leader of the rebellion no matter who he – or she - may be. You have my word on that. Does that sound like a good deal to you?”


“Yes but I don’t see how-”


“You don’t have to. We’re your own personal dei ex machinis. The Chorizo can stay here and hammer out the specifics of what you need to do to help us. In the mean time, the Space Pirates and I will go take care of the rebellion. Once this planet gets under control, we’ll start with the rest, at least until the Federation is a condition to supply a military machine again. It’s the least we can do. Come boys,” he called out to the Space Pirates and dragons as he put his helmet on, “time to go to work.”

* * *

Chapter Twenty-Two: Heroic Monsters

Four Months Later

The lanky Mehrite sat in a rundown, bombed-out apartment complex, the light so dim it was tough to see more than a meter in any direction. Even so, he was wearing shaded lenses in order to shield his vulnerable eyes. But he considered his new defects a blessing, a sign that he was still alive. After a bomb had hit outside of one of his headquarters a few weeks ago, he’d thought he was going to die. What was a little matter such as eyesight next to that? The flash had blinded him for days, and even now he was still sensitive to the light, but they worked, worked with newfound clarity even if it was just reality he was seeing better. Now if only he could get his legs to work right again. Even limping was better than what he was doing now, a crippled beggar forced to let machines move him. His canines were still quite sharp, of course, but one would never know it. He never smiled anymore these days. There was just never any reason to. It was just disaster succeeded by calamity followed by catastrophe. 

A human walked in from the kitchen and gave Homen Tau his meal. Some kind of broth with only the faintest traces of meat or vegetables. He didn’t bother to try it. He wasn’t all that hungry anyway.

“Aren’t you going to eat, sir?” Roger said, “If you don’t, you’ll never get better.” 

“You aren’t a nanny, Roger,” Homen told him, “stop acting like it.” 

The human frowned, but said nothing else.

After the bomb had almost killed Homen, he had realized many things. Not the least of which was the fact that he was a dead man. He’d never been afraid of death before, but at least he’d thought he was aware of it. Not so. His mortality was quite clear to him now. He’d been in more than his share of dangerous situations throughout his life, but his brief military career had been wholly uneventful in the combat sense. As a bounty hunter and assassin, any mistake he might have made could have cost him his life, but it was his mistake to make, and he made sure he didn’t make them. He was master of his own destiny and responsible for himself. But that bomb might not have even been aimed at the head of the uprising. It could have just been a random target on a map. Everything was out of his hands. A wise choice could kill him just as easily as a mistake could save him. Homen was adrift on the waves of chance and coincidence. 

That was one of the things his eyes saw now. Another was that he couldn’t win this war, not anymore. The Galactic Federation was a coddled dog; the Space Pirates were hungry wolves. Even so, he would have thought the uprising would have gained strength, or at least maintained their standing after the Pirates had come and allied themselves with the Federation. After all, the only reason the domesticated Zebesians had for staying loyal to the Federation was that the Federation hated their former brethren almost as much as they did. Throwing in lots with those bastards made the Federation just as bad, in the Zebesians’ view. Many humans who had engaged in wars against the Space Pirates for decades shirked at the idea of working with their enemy. The uprising had gained a race worth of followers and more because of it, yet…

“Yet somehow it all went wrong somewhere,” Homen Tau sighed.

“Hmm?” the human said.


“We had them, Roger. We could have won. We were so close and then it just all went wrong.”


“Don’t talk like that. It’s not over yet, sir, not by a long shot. David’s still got some men on the inside gathering intel and it seems the Pirates aren’t doing as well as they’d lead you on to believe. The Pirates are still having trouble holding down one planet. The trolls in the North aren’t that smart, but they’re damned geniuses at giving the Federation hell. Your men in the rest of the Central Planets picked it up fast enough, too, and you know when things get dicey, it’s like they got Divine Sand in their veins. They’re each worth two of whatever the Federation can come up with. Besides that, there’s some kind of invasion coming from the East, and the South has all but washed their hands of the whole mess. They may officially declare themselves independent soon. All we got to do is hold strong here and everything else’ll follow. You got to hold strong. You’re the leader of all this, what keeps this whole thing going.”


“‘Samus Aran’ keeps it going. That’s all it is,” Homen said miserably, “They follow him because of what he’s done.”


“Holy sh--, man! Are you still that stupid that you haven’t figured it out yet? You’re the one who made all of this possible. You’re the one who organized it, the one who thought it up from the beginning. Every step of the way you’ve been in charge, in reality or spirit. Most people don’t know your real name or your identity but they couldn’t care less who you are. It’s what you are that matters,” the man said, nearly shouting.


“Roger,” Homen said, “just shut up.”


“What? You don’t want to hear what I got to- ”


“No, shut up so I can here what’s coming on the visual. It looks important. Volume up.”

 
The volume increased, and they were both silent. A bearded man was on the visual monitor speaking at a type of press conference.

 
“…the leader does not surrender himself to the Space Pirate/Chozo forces by the end of the week, a tier-11, species specific virus will be released on the general population with the purpose of putting a stop to the Mehrite rebellion once and for all. If this leader cares about his people at all, he would be wise to do as he is told.”


“What exactly is a tier-11 virus and what does it do?” 


“A tier-11 virus can be contracted by physical contact, the sharing of fluids, and through the air as it enters its final stage. Symptoms won’t show until 43 hours after infection when uncontrollable diarrhea and vomiting begins, not unlike food poisoning. A fever will accompany this shortly after. By the 60th hour, the liquefaction of internal organs will begin starting with bowels and bladder, then the kidneys, gall bladder, spleen, and liver. Probably a few more that I’m missing, but you get the idea. Finally, the heart will weaken until it can no longer pump blood through the body and the victim will die. It is a hardy virus, however, and can survive for up to six days without the presence of a living host. Burying a corpse will result in becoming a one yourself… if you’re a Mehrite.”


“Why did you decide to use this now?”


“We’ve had this ready for some time, but it’s only recently that we’ve gotten the final okay to use it, now that all protesting parties have finally given in. It’s actually proven quite effective on several platforms already, as the images behind me can attest. Oh my. That’s a lot of blood, now isn’t it? To non-Mehrites the virus is completely harmless, I can assure you but for them, it’s obviously pretty nasty business. I was on a couple of the platforms myself and no one else but the targeted race even felt ill. The Chozo made sure of that. They’re pacifists, don’t you know?”

“Turn it off,” Homen said as he stood up, awkwardly. The exoskeleton on his lower body made it possible for him to move around until his legs fully healed, but still he couldn’t do anything more than walk. He hurt, but his natural painkillers helped make up for the fact that true medicines were hard to come by. Some leader he was.


“Damn them,” he cursed, “I figured they would do anything to stop us, but genocide? They really mean to wipe us out. They really mean to destroy us for good.”


“They might be bluffing, you know.”


“They aren’t. I’d heard credible rumors the Federation has been secretly working on a species specific virus targeting Mehrites for years but they’d never thought us a problem to seriously fund it or give it the necessary manpower But now that the Chozo and Pirates are here, now that we’ve become such a high priority, they finally completed it. They’ve had their trump card, and now they’re finally getting around to playing it.”


“And you plan on turning yourself in?” the human asked, “They’re going to kill and make an example of you. You have to know that.”


The Mehrite snorted.


“What other option do I have? What kind of a man could I be if I sacrificed the future of my race for my own life? The virus will get me eventually anyway, if I don’t. I may even be remembered as a martyr, instead of a coward. But I don’t very well expect or want you to come with me to do this thing. I can make it to a Federation facility on my own, and you can try to hold on to what little strength we have left in my stead so that the cause can live on without me. But for now, go get the suit replica and help me into it, then you can leave.” 


Homen waited to see Roger head out the door to get the suit, but instead the man just stood there scratching his head and looking uncomfortable. 


“Homen, I- I’ve never been a good man, in all my life,” Roger began, “I born wrong, and I think I grew up even worse. As a kid I was a mean-spirited sumbitch, I killed my neighbors’ dog just hear their daughter cry – did I ever tell you that? I guess not. I done a lot of awful things for the Federation, and even more for myself. But they never meant a thing. They were just pain for the sake of pain, no true goal in mind that I could ever figure out. But not any more. Since you busted me outta’ that jail, I’ve done some pretty horrible things for you too, because that’s all I’m good for, you know that better than anyone. But when I was doing them I was doing them for something. There was actually a point to it, actually meaning. I was a part of something bigger than myself working for a common goal. The Galactic Federation’s been around too long and done too much sh-- to everyone. They deserve to go down, and I’ve been a part of that. Because of you, I’ve been a part of that.”  

Homen looked at the human and found something he’d never seen before. Roger was without a doubt the worst man of any race he’d ever met in his life. He was a man who not only killed for a living, but enjoyed it, reveled in it. He was sadistic and cruel, a true sociopath in every way, just as he’d said himself many times. But looking at him now, Homen saw something… almost admirable in Roger’s expression. They were standing less than a meter apart now, face to face, and unless Homen was mistaken he saw tears starting to well up in the man’s eyes. 


“I guess what I’m trying to say is, I want to thank you for all you’ve done for me,” Roger said as he stuck his left hand out to the Mehrite. Homen was somewhat confused by Roger’s behavior, but he took the man’s hand with his own and gave it one hardy shake.


“Roger, you’re a good-” Homen started to say, but he never got to finish the sentence. Roger quickly swung a hard right fist against Homen’s temple, knocking him out cold, instantly. The Mehrite crumpled but his powered exoskeleton held his legs in place. Roger stood there for a moment, looking at leader of the rebellion with nothing but reverence.


 “You gave me a cause to die for, Homen Tau,” he said to the unconscious Mehrite, “I imagine the least I can do is take advantage of the opportunity.”

* * *

Eight Hours Later

Abandoned Industrial District
Inside a recently abandoned factory, all was empty and still but for a former Galactic Policeman in a powered suit and twelve elite space pirates of mixed breeds standing beside him. Overhead, hidden from view by what was left of the roof and billowing smoke, seven dragons circled. Fires in the industrial zone had been lit weeks ago, but many were still burning and the sky had been filled with smoke for days on end. Rone briefly wondered if the dragons felt at home in it.

“He will not show himself, Lord Leah, you must realize this,” one of the Ridleys said above him, though Rone felt the words more than he actually heard them.

“He’ll come, if only because he’s got no other choice. And even if he doesn’t come, what difference would it make? I promised I would stop this rebellion, and so I will, one way or the other,” he whispered back, and knew his message to have been received. By now he was communicating with them almost as clearly as they communicated with one another. Soon, he was sure he’d better at it. A few long minutes later, the dragons notified him that someone was indeed coming. Several transport vehicles pulled in at the far side of the building. Twenty or so people got out of the vehicles, a motley crew of races ranging from human, to Myrnai, to Mehrite. A powered suit that looked remarkably like Samus Aran’s led them as they approached the Policeman and his pirates, though they stopped some fifty meters away.


“Ah, well if it isn’t Samus Aran,” announced Rone, arms literally wide open, “As you can see, we’ve met all of your ‘demands.’ This building is as neutral a location as Ammon-höta gets these days, if run down, and we’ve allowed you to have an escort to see you off. With this settled, I suppose you’ve finally decided to surrender yourself into our custody and stop all of this ridiculous business so that we can have peace once again?”


The person in the suit hesitated. Had Rone known nothing else about the situation than that, it would have been enough to tell him that this wasn’t the real Samus Aran. He smiled behind the shield of his mask as the last shred of doubt he had melted away.


“No, there’s nothing ‘ridiculous’ about this business at all,” argued the imposter, “I want peace too, but not at any cost. If things go back to the way they were before, then what happens here means nothing and gains nothing. Someone else will take my place and it’ll all start up again.”


“And my dear Mr. Aran, should that happen, then I won’t hesitate in the slightest to release the virus and commit the largest act of genocide in recorded history,” replied the Policeman with far more cheer than was required of him.


“There’s more to this rebellion than just Mehrites, you know. Just killing them will only strengthen the cause and resolve of the survivors. Humans and Zebesians are with us as well, and there’s no virus of yours that wouldn’t decimate you and your men just as badly as it would us.”


“Actually, that’s not true,” Rone corrected, “We do have a virus that specifically targets Zebesian Myrnai, and with the domestic variety’s reproductive rates slowed as it currently is, I don’t imagine that they’ll be able to adapt as quickly as their cousins can, most of which are away from here for the time being, anyway. So if we really wanted to, every last Mehrite and Zebesian on this planet could be dead in a few weeks. It would stop the rebellion just as well as your total surrender would, the only real problem is that we’d have to allocate men and resources to stack the dead bodies and burn them, and we can’t really afford to waste anyone these days. We’d probably just end up leaving them to rot, and with no one around to properly take care of the bodies, who would perform the proper rites to ensure passage into the next realm? Certainly not the humans. The stench would be horrendous.” 


“But there are still many humans that fight for us. You wouldn’t wipe out the majority of this planet, no matter what you say,” the imposter continued to argue, stubbornly, stupidly.


“You’re right, actually. We don’t have a plague against humans, but we probably wouldn’t use it even if we did. It would render this planet almost totally useless, after all. No, if we need to finish off the rebellion by killing the humans, I imagine we’ll have to do it the old fashioned way. We’ll round up everyone we could find that’s involved, torture them until they gives us some more names, then butcher them and their extended families, and repeat the process with the names we’d been given until the problem no longer exists. It’s a slow process, granted, and we’ll probably miss a few agents here and there, but it’s effective. So no, for all of the allowances I’ve made you here, don’t kid yourself that you hold any leverage. The only thing saving your people from genocide is that things are stretched too tight to allow us to deal with the bodies of your dead and we have a sensitive sense of smell,” he said tapping where his nose would be, “If it wasn’t for that…”


The man pretending to be Samus Aran nodded slightly, understandingly. The Ridleys informed him that close to twenty vehicles were approaching the area from all directions and coming quickly. He instructed them to wait for the time being. No reason to act hastily. The man deserved the benefit of the doubt.

“And what if this was all just a clever trap to locate and kill the Policeman leader of the Space Pirates?” Aran asked suggestively.


“Then I would say the trap was none too clever, I’m afraid, because there are enough of my beasts here to kill twice the number of men you have with you, and four or five times the number assuming they didn’t stop to play But assuming you were able to overpower me and kill me, my beasts back in the Chozo spaceships have orders to release the viruses all across the planet, and to make sure every Mehrite, Myrnai, and human conspirator on the planet dies as horrible a death as possible. If you tried to betray me now and failed, I might release the virus anyway on matter of principle. Realize this, there are no measures too extreme for us to take because in this little war we’re in, we’re playing for keeps.” 


Before the last syllable had left his lips, shots began to come from the guards of the imposter. They were all small caliber rounds and glanced harmlessly off of Rone’s hide-covered suit. His elite pirates weren’t so lucky and stood where they were crying out in pain as the bullets dug into their skin, but didn’t do any permanent damage. Fools. 


“Alright, minions,” he said, unaffected by the bullets, “have at them.”


 
The elite pirates needed no more encouragement. An especially monstrous Ýmhel took the lead and ran toward the guard with such speed and bulk, the ground actually shook. It was positively delightful. Of course it never made it anywhere near them. The imposter himself and several of his guard wielding larger weapons began firing at the Ýmhel elite’s knee. The knee shattered, then buckled under the creature’s own weight. It fell to the ground and began screaming and thrashing about in pain. Rone would have to remember to recommend some design changes on the elite pirate armor the next time he had a chance.


Of course it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. The assault vehicles the Ridleys had previously warned him about arrived and burst through the weakened walls of the building, firing as they came. Several rebels popped out of the vehicles in powered suits and added to the barrage. Needless to say, none of the other elite pirates reached the imposter and his guard, or came anywhere close. They were soon flopping around in pain, their bodies nearly full of more holes than flesh. Unfortunately for them, being such resilient breeds was no longer an advantage. Eventually, the imposter’s men shot the pirates until they stopped moving, out of concern for their own safety, not mercy. Such men as those had no mercy in them. As such, they deserved none, Rone reasoned.


The imposter surveyed the carnage he and his men had caused and looked at the Policeman still standing across the room, alone. The counterfeit Aran raised his arm cannon and began walking toward Rone while the rest of his men did the same. When the imposter was five meters away, he stopped.


“Now, what was it you were saying before about your beasts?” the phony Aran said, his voice full of confidence and victory. Behind his mask, Rone smiled. He said nothing in response, but merely raised one gauntleted hand and pointed a finger up toward the sky. 


The dragons came then. Rone hated the Ridleys, but he no longer feared or reviled them. If anything he respected them more and more with every moment he spent with them. Not a one of them roared or made any extraneous noise, but they moved with speed and fluidity, a sharp contrast to the lumbering elite pirates that now lay dead in part because of it. For all of the scales and tons they had on them, they might have been housecats, as quiet as they were. But unlike housecats, the dragons were liquid murder. Four poured through the ceiling, two surged through the entrance behind the imposter, and one seeped through a hole in the wall made by the reinforcements. The dragons from the roof managed to pick off six of the rebels before anyone could finish tilting their heads up. But very soon the rebels saw the dragons, and chaos erupted. The “battle” lasted longer than it had any right to. The rebels had brought some heavy firepower, but none of it could do any damage to the Ridleys, and the dragons knew it. They toyed with rebels, killing one at a time while merely crippling others. Sag’hîr Ridley particularly enjoyed blowing steamy breaths on his victims’ faces, burning their exposed eyes and skin, but leaving them very much alive. Sch’rat Ridley preferred to tear open the stomachs of his prey and leave them to bleed on the floor. But Rone had no time for any such nonsense. His suit locked onto each of the living rebels and he released his missiles in a massive barrage of his own. The targeting system proved as effective as it had during the tests, and the rebels were blown apart, pieces sent flying everywhere, until no distinction could be made between race. The Ridleys, unharmed, looked disappointed.


The imposter was left standing alone before the Policeman, befuddled. He looked around for a route of escape but already the Ridleys were encircling them, giving large toothy grins while their tongues darted in and out. In desperation, the fake Aran fired his cannon into Rone’s face and tried to run past him, but Rone’s suit protected him from the blast and except for a ringing in his ears, he was unaffected. The Policeman swung a gauntleted fist and it connected with the imposter’s helmet. The helmet cracked, and the imposter crumpled, unconscious before he hit the ground. Rone squatted and removed the cracked helmet, revealing a very human face that had been hiding inside it. 


“Well, well. You’re just full of surprises now, aren’t you?”

* * *


Roger woke up smelling something burning. For several seconds he couldn’t figure out what it was until he felt his forehead cry out to his brain that it was in pain. Soon his voice echoed this cry and he opened his eyes to a frightful sight. He saw a man in a powered suit straddling his waist and a number of dragons leaning in over the man. All were chuckling, presumably at his exclamation of suffering. Panicked, Roger struggled to move, but found his arms and legs held fast.


“Give that up, Samus,” the man in the suit said dripping the last word in biting sarcasm, “If you think you’re stronger than a pair of dragons, you’re even dumber than I’ve given you credit for.”


Roger slowly turned his head to see each arm gripped by scaly claw. His heart was beating quickly now and his lungs were taking short, gasping breaths. This wasn’t how he was supposed to die. Not like this. Not by these monsters. Even a monster like him deserved something better than that.


“Since I know I have your full attention, Mr. Aran, I’d like to ask you a few things. I really don’t care if you lie or refuse to answer. If you do, I’ll know it, and my beasts will know it. Then I promise you’ll be in worse pain than you’ve ever been in your entire life. Literally. Now, I know what a smart man would do. He’d tell the truth. But as I’ve said, you’ve already proven yourself a very stupid fellow. So tell me, Mr. Aran, what is your real name?”


“F---. As in ‘f--- off’.”


“Just what I like to hear. Ridley, pick an arm.”


Suddenly, Roger felt a horrible sensation in his shoulder, then nothing. The room began to swim and he felt a sense of sleepy euphoria that was unexplainable. He turned his head to the left and it took his brain a moment to process what had happened. His left arm was completely gone. Vanished. From within the shell of his armor, blood was gushing out, still being delivered by his severed arteries. A dragon had his missing limb in its claw and was waving it around in front of Roger’s face.


“Aaah, aaaaaah!”


All of his tormentors burst into laughter at the expression on his face. Then his dizziness overpowered him, and Roger faded away into blackness with the terrible sounds of glee serenading his ears.


He soon awoke again to the smell of burning flesh. But it wasn’t his forehead that was burning this time. No, this time it was the charred stump of his arm. The man had been right. Roger couldn’t remember a time that he’d felt more pain than this in his entire life. It was maddening.


“Well-done, Ridley. Ha ha, get it? ‘Well-done’? Never mind. Okay my stupid friend, shall we try again? What is your real name? It’s not like you have anything to lose at this point, well short of more parts of your body that is.”


“My name is Roger,” he said breathlessly, his lungs forgetting how to work for him all at once.


“Roger, eh? A fine name that is. And, Roger, are you the leader of this uprising.”


“Yes,” he gulped, “Yes, I am.”


“Stupid,” the man in the suit snorted, “Ridley, your choices are limited this time, but go ahead and pick an arm again.”


Roger felt something in his right shoulder this time, but avoided looking at it. Apparently his body’s shock could no longer keep the signals of pain from getting through. He gritted his teeth even as he felt what seemed like gallons of blood pump out of his arm with every heartbeat. He didn’t pass out this time, sadly. Hot tears began to pour out of his eyes.


“Roger, there’s just no way you’re the leader of the rebellion,” the man admonished, “He is a smart man, something you quite obviously aren’t. He was unlucky enough to start a rebellion just before an invasion instead of right after, but if he wasn’t smart he wouldn’t have done as well as he did. Right now, he would have turned himself in and accepted his fate, just as we asked him to. He also wouldn’t be lying to us, if he were in your situation. Luckily for us all, we have a dunce like you instead. Now, I don’t suppose you’d be willing to tell us the name of your real leader or where to find him, now would you?”


“Go shove both my arms up your ass, you prick.”


“Sodomy with severed limbs. Now there’s an idea. No, no, best to keep this simple, at least until we run out, which isn’t so far away. Ridley, pick a leg, any leg.”


And so it went. The man continued to ask questions while Roger continued to refuse to answer them. When there were no more limbs left to take, the dragons stripped the torso of a man out of what was left of his suit. The dragons took turns carving their names into his flesh, yet he would say nothing. They tore his back open, cauterized the wounds before he could bleed, yet he would say nothing They dropped him on the ground and watched him try to crawl away from them on his stumps, they dragged him back and dug their claws into his charred wounds, yet he would say nothing. They ripped open his abdomen and held him in the air by his intestines, yet he would say nothing. Finally, the man in the powered suit told the dragons it was pointless; they wouldn’t get anything out of the idiot and there were always smarter, less stubborn men to be found. No reason to waste any more time, they were leaving. And so, what was left of a monster of a man no longer resembling his previous human form laid on the ground, his life slowly draining away for hours alone until finally, he could say nothing. 

* * *

Chozo Starship Shalashmir 

Later that Day

“Masters, it’s finished,” a human in a powered suit said as he kneeled and made a swift hand gesture to Chozo sitting in front of him. They studied him closely to make sure he had observed all customs and mannerisms required of him, and even the strictest of them was forced to admit the human had. They gave him the signal to continue. “The rebellion is ended. The leader isn’t dead, but he’s become a coward in the eyes of the world, something much worse. The cause gained no more martyrs, only cowering idiots. ”


“What you did was unacceptable, Fledgling Leah, even if it was successful. You have come a long way in your rehabilitation, and your philosophies have come much closer to matching our own, however, I fear in your time spent with the pirates, they have corrupted you once again. You would make excuses for it, but we will not condone brutal murder, no matter what the reasoning behind it was. We cannot condone it for it is against our very nature.”


“Yet you send the Hunter out to murder your own brothers?” the human asked plainly.


“The Hatchling is a different matter, entirely. Do not bring her into this discussion in order to hide your own faults. She has no place in it.”


“I’m very sorry, masters,” the human apologized, “I only meant to say that what I did was no different from what you’ve been doing for some time now. I brought the dragons along because I thought they might be helpful - and they were - but I was unable to control them. You must know what that’s like. I’ve worked closely with the pirates but even if we need them for now, I don’t trust the dragons. I hear whispers of dissent, always. I fear when we are at our weakest, they’ll do something terrible. Today they went too far with me standing there. Who knows what they do while we’re away?”

“And you truly believe that we had not thought of this before ourselves, Fledgling?”

“No, masters, certainly not. I simply wanted to express my own concern about the matter and let you know I thought the pirates need to be watched closely. A civilized race such as yourselves can surely smell barbarism and deceit kilometers away without my help. And, had it been my choice, I would have brought the rebels directly to you so you could question them civilly, but sadly I’m still weak from my second birth and I couldn’t stop the snakes.”


“You did not seem so weak when you made your promise four months ago, without any counsel from the Chozo, I might remind you.”

 
“Saying and doing are too different things. I spoke foolishly, masters, hastily, but I believe in the end it was to your benefit. The Galactic Federation has leaned on you to the point that you’re propping them up and the pirates, well it’s obvious the pirates are no match for you, masters. Except for the Ridleys, they’re far too stupid to be a real danger to you.”


“Yes, well, what about the true rebel leader? Homen Tau, is it?”


“Yes, that’s right, according to several informants that the Ridleys questioned. My agents are scouring the planet, but as of yet they’ve had no luck finding him. Still, as I said, it doesn’t matter where he is. No one will follow a leader that ran and hid when they needed him most.”


“All the same he could cause problems later. What can you do to ensure that he will not?”


“Short of locking down the entire planet, I don’t know there’s anything I can do. He could go anywhere in the galaxy once he’s off the planet. We could probably disable all spaceports and track any private spacecrafts attempting to enter or leave, but would it really be necessary? I mean, you would hold the crown jewel of the Federation in your talons, but all for one man? Surely there must be something other, simpler option.”


“No, this Homen Tau cannot be allowed to stir trouble elsewhere. At least until he is located, this planet must be under our control. It would also give us good leverage against the Galactic Federation should they decide to betray us later.”


“Very true, wise masters. The more time I spend with you, the more I realize my own stupidity. It will be as you say.”

* * *

Several Minutes Later


“Ridley,” said a human on a Chozo ship in orbit.


“Yes, Lord Leah?” a dragon in the planet’s upper atmosphere inquired.


“Let it be written, let it be done.”


“So the Chozo actually went for, eh? You understand my skepticism.”


“That’s why I’m the one doing the convincing, then isn’t it?”


“Ha, yes, Lord Leah, I suppose that is why,” the Ridley agreed, “How you do these things never ceases to amaze me.” 

 “Let your amazement cease. Egotistical and overconfident buffoons are always easy to convince. You should stay wary of the Chozo, though. I get the feeling that they’re planning something against you.”

“My tribe in particular, lord?”

“I doubt it, but I wouldn’t put it out of your thoughts completely,” he said, “Suffice to say they’re watching all of us closely, so you’ll need to watch them even closer if you don’t want to be caught by surprise.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that, Lord Leah. To use a human colloquialism, ‘the Chozo don’t even defecate without us knowing who ate corn and when.’ If they even try to move against us, we’ll be ready.”

“Good, good. It’s always best to pick the winning side, and it seems I’ve chosen well.” 

“Thank you, my lord,” the Ridley said humbly, “There are no other problems from this end.” 


“Homen Tau has been found, I take it?”


“He is being trailed by some Alqu’or as we speak, lord.


“Good. He’ll try to get off the planet as quickly as possible. I leaked the information to the human spy network a few hours ago, so he should know by now. Just be sure to grab him in transit. Once you’ve gotten whatever useful information out of him, dispose of the body in a way that he’ll never be found,” Rone paused, “Eat him if you like. I don’t care what you do with his personal guards, if he has any. Don’t let anyone see you do any of it, and if they do, kill them on whatever excuse best suits the situation. But keep the operation small and quiet, above all else.”

“As you say, Lord Leah. Let it be done.”

* * *

Galactic Federation controlled district of Ammon-höta

Five hours later

Elena Paige lay on her couch bored out of her mind. There was nothing to do. Nothing. The power to just about everything had been shut off by the pirates and all food and water was heavily rationed. Alex reminded her almost every day that it was too dangerous for her to go outside and the handful of times she’d gone out had made her agree with him. She hated lying to him and didn’t do go out anymore. But that wasn’t the real reason she didn’t do it anymore. The rebels were losing, and that was making them desperate. The pirates couldn’t care less about non-combatants, and that made them just as dangerous as the rebels. A single rebel attack could wipe out a city block when the pirates retaliated. There was no place safe to be. One close call during a trip outside had ended all her desires to leave her home. But she was so bored. She’d read everything in the house and if she got up and moved around she’d just make herself hungry and thirsty later, something their meager supplies couldn’t handle.


So she lay on the couch. With absolutely nothing to do.

 
Some of the other men and women in the building worried about their loved ones who’s job it was to be out in the hell, but Elena didn’t. Her husband would either come home to her, or he wouldn’t. She missed him like crazy while he was gone and loved him more than anything whether he was with her or away, but her worrying couldn’t improve his chances, or the situation. The best she could do was make the best of their time together. She smiled. And they really made the best of their time together. Maybe it was wrong, but not knowing when one would see the other again seemed to make everything they did together more special. Somehow, there was no greater aphrodisiac than the end of the world.


The communicator suddenly started beeping. It was one of the few things that hadn’t been turned off yet, but they hadn’t gotten a call in weeks… Why would anyone be calling her now, unless-? The worry that she always tried not to feel came on her at once like it was making up for lost time. Hands shaking, palms sweating and breathing heavily, she reached over and picked up the communicator.


“Y-yes?”

“Elena!” a familiar voice shouted.


“Alex? Thank God,” she whispered, “What is it?”


“You need to head to the spaceport right now!”


“Why? What’s going on?”


“The pirates,” Alex said, “they’re shutting down everything. They’re going to cut off all transportation into and off of the planet.”


“So? It’s not like we’re planning on going anywhere, right? If we’ve stayed here through all of this-”


“No, no, no. The pirates have completely taken over the planet. It’s already a police state; now it’s going to be a prison,” he said gravely, “I don’t know when or if they plan on lifting the restrictions at all, and I don’t want you stuck here, not with them, not like this. You have to go, before it’s too late.”


“But what are you going to do?” she said.


“Elena, I’m on government payroll. I’ll be leaving with some other officials whenever I get the chance.”

“How will we find each other?” she asked him.

“Your mother still lives on that platform in the South, right? Okay, get out there and we’ll meet up later. Now just go!”

She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, feeling there was something in his words she was missing, something even more important than the seriousness of the situation.


“Honey?” she finally said.


“What!?” he yelled back, exasperated.

“I love you,” she said quietly.


“…I love you too, baby, but if you really love me you’ll drop the communicator and go right now.”

* * *

Twenty Minutes Later


Elena Paige was out of breath from her trip down the stairs, but she’d made it. She’d left immediately and grabbed only her shoes and a few thousand credits for her trip. The ground shook underneath her feet from an explosion several blocks over, a reminder of what she was getting herself into. She got to a transport company’s summoning center and prayed first that it still worked, and second that it was still in business. She was lucky on both accounts and was notified a vehicle was coming her way. A minute or so later she heard something zooming toward her, and watched as a trans-cab turned a corner sharply, punctuated by an RPG landing right behind it. The trans-cab accelerated until it was almost on tip of her, then slammed to a stop. 


The window rolled down and smoke poured out of it.


“You plen on stending there all dey, or you got pleces to go?”


She opened the door, coughing, and climbed in. When the smoke cleared enough that she could see her driver, it revealed a very large Dåi-ori smoking a very large cigar. The smell made Elena nauseous. The driver apparently noticed, and he put it out in an ashtray almost full to the brim.


“Sorry. Nesty ‘abit I picked up in North. Got eddicted, you know?”


“No, I really wouldn’t.”


“Eh, thet’s okey. You want go to spece-port, I tek it?”


“The spaceport? Yes, that’s right,” she said as the vehicle accelerated again and began heading toward the nearest spaceport, she assumed. “ Wait, how did you -?”


“Ev’rybody want to go to spece-port right now,” he answered calmly, “Problem es, I’m the only one who’ll go. I guess thet mecks me crazy, eh? But I not stupid. You give me thousend credits, we got deal. You don’t, you get the hell out of this car right now.”


She eyed him, suspiciously as she handed him the credits.


“How do I know you won’t just steal my money and leave me?”


“I’m eh filthy troll in the middle of eh rebellion. People get nervous soon as they see me. I kill the humens, you think I live long? No, egin, I crezy, but not stupid. I no mind the denger, but suicide es enother story. Strep yourself in tighter. We going through rebel erea, and they don’t like me much,” he said as he started laughing, “But then, the rebels don’t like enybody much, do they?


They sat in silence for the next several minutes as the Dåi-ori driver weaved his way through debris, small arms fire, and the occasional explosion. Elena had never understood the layout of the large city that well and with it destroyed as it was, everything was unrecognizable.


“Where are we right now?”


“Right where we should be. Now shut up. Mecks the trip fester.”


It didn’t, but eventually they did arrive at the spaceport. And it was absolute madness. The Dåi-ori might have been the only trans-cab driver willing to make the journey, but there were many other modes of terrestrial travel and all were being utilized. Aircraft were landing (and crashing) everywhere without any thought to safety or order. Armored personnel vehicles were driving over and through anything in their way. People of every race were running to get in the spaceport before the pirates could close it down, screaming all the while. No such thing as a well-kept secret, it seemed.


“I getting enother call so you get the hell out of my car, eh?” the driver said politely as he shoved her roughly out of the vehicle’s door. “Pleshure doing business with you. You come beck, ‘ere, look me up.”


As he closed the door to the trans-cab and drove away, Elena thought she heard laughter coming from inside it. 


Eventually, Elena did make it into the spaceport and against all odds onto an outgoing spacecraft. One of the Federation security workers knew her through Alex, and help her get to a craft, just before it lifted off. She still had to spend the rest of her credits to buy her way on, though. As the trans-cab driver had proven, nothing bolstered the entrepreneurial spirit like an extreme case of demand exceeding supply. Strapped down until she was almost immobile, Elena had nothing to do but think. 


As they left the planet’s surface and the G-forces pushed her back into her seat, she realized she’d never see her husband again. Her mind reviewed their conversation over the communicator again and again. First he’d simply told her to leave. It wasn’t until the very end that he’d said anything at all about where she was supposed to go or how he’d find her. He hadn’t planned on anything other than getting her away from the planet, which meant he thought something very bad was going to happen to Ammon-höta, and him, soon. But she didn’t worry about him. What good could worry do?

