AUGMENTED

CHAPTER 01: BACKWATER

Zel Kaflan hated space travel. He loved spacecraft, he loved tinkering with them, upgrading and tuning them, but he despised travelling in them. 3 hours in a cockpit with nothing to do but monitor interspacial transmissions and stare at a stream of stars and the odd nebula passing by the viewport was not his idea of fun. The trip from Earth to DT594 could have been done in under half an hour if Kaflan's ship, a heavily modified Federation dual-seater class 9, travelled at it's top speed, 7.1x10c. However, due to recent worries about remnant Space Pirate activity, all civilian traffic was restricted to 3x10c. Kaflan thought it a stupid idea. If Pirates were using civilian ships, they were going to be clever about it. Slowing everything down would achieve nothing.

Finally, the bluish-grey globe that was DT594 flashed into view and the ship slowed to sublight speed. The planet below was one of the hundreds of backwater worlds controlled by the Federation. To get an actual name, a world had to be 'of intersystem importance or extraordinary scientific or historical merit'. DT594 fulfilled neither of these criteria, and so it was given a standard designation based on sector and class. Although DT594 appeared blue, there was almost no water on its surface; the colour came from the copper sulphate impurities in the sand that covered 90% of the planet. Kaflan made preparations to land and set a course toward the planet. At least on such a desolate world he wouldn't have to spend ages getting landing permission from the planetary authorities.

Stepping out into the blinding sunlight of DT594, Zel Kaflan could barely see the scientific complex that had been constructed half-underground. Almost all the researchers here were exobiologists studying the myriad species of insect native to the planet. Entering the complex and walking up to what seemed to be the reception, Kaflan felt strange, as if he was a fish out of water. The lobby was full of researchers, but none noticed him, a complete stranger in a flight-suit.


'Hello,' he said to the young receptionist. He thought it even more odd to have a 'front desk' at a research station that probably gets one or two visitors a month. 'Could you direct me to Dr. Tyros Astor's lab, please?'


'Dr. Zel Kaflan, Federation-linked xenotechnology researcher most famous for his work on Space Pirate and Chozo weaponry... oh, and I am _not_ the receptionist,' replied the woman.


'Ye... how did you know that...' Kaflan was stunned, it appeared that the unassuming young woman had just read his mind.


'Right again, I did read your mind. With this.' She turned her head around to reveal a metal plate grafted onto the back of her skull. 'Prototype brainwave reader. You must be very strong-minded, it took me several seconds to connect.'


'Wow... I've seen lots of strange tech, but this is something else...' Kaflan suddenly reverted to being a small boy, amazed at a new piece of technology in a shop window.


'No, I can't tell you how it works, or where it was developed, top secret, sorry.' She continued to probe his thoughts. 'As for Tyros Astor, he's out on a recon mission at the moment, but he should be back in a few minutes, you can go up to the receiving bay and wait if you like.'


'Thanks,' he turned to walk off, but then turned back. 'Recon?'


'Yes, they're looking for the main hive structure of the DT594 beetle. And the receiving bay is in the Delta zone, follow the signs, you can't miss it.' Again Kaflan's next question was effortlessly lifted out of his head. He began to think of all the possible uses for this technology should it become widely available. Some excited him, others were decidedly more unsettling.

The large antigrav buggy raced across the sand effortlessly, blowing up clouds of blue dust as it went. Whatever it was that Astor had found, he knew that it was imperative that it was analyzed and the Federation informed. The deformed, bloated Space Pirate corpse may have been a left-over from their experiments with Phazon, but on the other hand it may be an indicator of something new, something more dangerous. As the complex came into view, Astor noticed someone standing in the receiving bay. His heart jumped as he realised just who it was. Zel Kaflan was exactly who he needed, an expert in Pirate technology, right on cue.


'Dr. Astor, I presume?' Kaflan said, walking up to the buggy. 'Find the bugs?'


'No, but I found something else,' he seemed calm, but apprehensive. 'You're just the person I need right now, actually.'


'Related to the artifact?' Astor had requested Kaflan's assistance a few days ago when he found what appeared to be a Chozo artifact buried in the sand.


'No, and that will have to wait. Have a look at this.' Astor opened the large storage section on the back of the buggy and motioned Kaflan closer.


'Eurgh,' was all Kaflan could manage at first when confronted with the stinking corpse. It had what appeared to be liquid-filled sacs on its back, although all but a couple had withered and drained in the hot sun. 'Well, you have yourself a nice smelly Space Pirate cadaver here. These sacs could be the actions of indigenous fungi or bacteria, and this charring on the head and torso... plasma burns, perhaps? Why did you want me to look at this, you're the exobiologist?'


'True, but it's this that I'm lost on.' He turned the body over to reveal the Pirate's scythe-like arms, although this particular Pirate had long, thin tentacles attached to it's upper arm. 'Any ideas? Seen anything like it? Phazon perhaps?'


'No, nothing that I've seen. Phazon usually led to muscular growth and cerebral atrophy, and this Pirate shows neither... that business with Phazon was nasty, nasty stuff. I'm glad it's all over... We really need to get Mr. Tentacles here inside where we can do proper scans, do you have any way of transporting him?'


'Yep. We carry it.'


'I thought you might say that. Alright, let's go.' The pair picked up the strange corpse and struggled into the complex. They made their way through several corridors before entering a large room full of equipment with a large table in the middle and placing the Space Pirate on it.


'The operating theatre, as I like to call it. We use this for all sorts of things, usually stuff like this except with bugs, not Space Pirates.' Astor powered up several of the stations around the wall and began tapping on a control panel at one end of the 'operating table'. 'I'll set it to do a full biotoxological scan first, to make sure we won't end up like that if we start fiddling around with it, then move on to a COD and biomatter analysis.'


'Astor... while I think of it, there was a woman in the lobby... I thought she was the receptionist... but she had this graft that allowed her to read my mind. What's that about?'


'Oh, she get you too? Every morning when I walk by she throws a quip my way. The Federation thought that this would be the perfect place to test top-secret technology in a "live" environment: few visitors and most of the researchers too wrapped up in their work to notice, let alone tell anyone.' The table-computer bleeped twice. 'Biotox panel complete, we're clear.'


'Now we can find out what this is.' Kaflan picked up one of the tentacles and let it flop back down to the table. 'Feels jelly-like. Reminds me of your typical space food.'

A few moments later the table-computer bleeped again, and then began to read out the results of it's analysis. It spoke in a calm, almost robotic female voice.


'Species identification: Space Pirate trooper. Cause of death: neural pathway degeneration due to genetic augmentation. The Pirate's central nervous system has been heavily altered in order to interface the sacs and tentacles into its biology. This led to the nerve tissue being attacked by the Pirate's own immune system, leading to neural breakdown. Foreign biomatter on the Pirate's back consists of a gelatinous membrane enclosing a poorly-formed energy storage system. Tentacles are made from the same material and appear to have a method for extracting energy from things they come into contact with.'


'Verify scan and check foreign biomatter against known patterns in the Federation database,' Astor said while closely inspecting the corpse. The computer worked for a few seconds and then reported back.


'Scan repeated and verified. Foreign biomatter matches biological scans of Metroids such as encountered on Zebes and Tallon IV by bounty hunter Samus Aran. Tentacles match biological scans of "Hunter" variant Metroids.'


'Metroids? Damn, obviously the Pirates have more than we thought. I thought their last labs were destroyed in that nasty Phazon business, when their Homeworld was infiltrated.' Kaflan seemed wary of the body now, as if it was going to suddenly revive.


'They're like rats. No matter how many you kill, they'll always come back. Computer, estimate time of death please.' Astor was still poking and prodding the sacs and tentacles, examining them.


'Time of death of this specimen estimated to be around six days ago. Based on sand accumulation, the body has been on DT594 for only seven hours.'


'That means the Pirates must have dumped it here overnight, hoping that it would be buried with no-one noticing. From orbit it's hard to tell that there's any life down here at all, let alone people. We must let the Federation know of this, they might be able to catch them if they're fast enough. I for one don't want Metroid-Pirate hybrids attacking shipping.' Kaflan was agitated, wanting to jump into action.


'Calm down Zel!' Astor was still calmly examining the body. 'This was obviously a failure, the augmentations didn't take. But you're right, we need to tell someone, hopefully the Fed can prevent them from being successful.'


'I'll use my ship's comm system, it should be powerful enough to reach Daiban,' Kaflan said, already heading for the door.


'Right, and I'll see what more I can learn from our Pirate friend here.'

Inside the cockpit of his ship once again, Kaflan clicked on the interspacial communications system and tapped in the code for Daiban, capital world of the Federation. After several moments a fuzzy transmission came through.


'This is Daiban Central. If you are requesting a landing permit, send code alpha-1...' Kaflan quickly tapped in a different code, omega-0. This was a little trick he had learned from interacting with many such automated routing systems over the years. Omega-0 overrode the automated system and connected you to a real person without having to mess around with menus and multiple codes.


'Galactic Federation citizen service bureau, how can I help?'


'I need to talk to someone from the Marine Corps, preferably someone with experience dealing with Space Pirates.'


'Has there been a raid?'


'No, we found a Pirate corpse on DT594, but it has been fused with Metroid biological components. It is likely that the Pirates are still in this area, so would you please just put me through to the GFMC.'


'I'll connect you, but if you're wasting our time, there will be a hefty penalty.' The comm faded to static, and then another, harsher voice came on.


'This is Commander Lar, state your business.'


'Commander, this is Dr. Zel Kaflan, xenotechnology researcher. We've found an augmented Space Pirate body on DT594, our scans indicate that it was dumped here around seven hours ago. The augmentation consists of Metroid energy collectors and tentacles. The body we have is obviously a failed experiment, but if they perfect this...'


'Yes, I see what you mean, not good. Normally this would have to go through official channels, but given the potential severity of the situation and your sterling work for the Federation, I'll have a Spartan-class battleship in orbit within the hour.'


'Thank you, Commander.' He clicked off the comm system and began to think. The Federation did not send Spartan-class vessels on milk runs, for once they were being proactive. Then again the recent business with the Pirates had probably galvanized them into action.

Astor continued to probe the Pirate corpse with all manner of instruments while Kaflan explained the situation. When Astor finally finished, he said that he knew little more than when he had started, only that the Metroid organs had been grafted on, and then the Pirate's systems genetically altered to fit around them. They took the corpse and placed it in the cargo section of Kaflan's ship. Although class 9s usually had large cargo areas, Kaflan had packed so many upgrades and new systems into his that they struggled to fit the body in.


'Right, let's get up there and be ready for the Fed ship, we'll want to get tracking quickly.' Kaflan could barely contain his mix of enthusiasm and anxiety.


'We? Oh, no. You're not dragging me into a chase across the galaxy, not again. This is your weirdness now.'


'But you discovered it, and you're the exobiology expert, the Fed will need you on this.'


'Firstly, I'm not a Space Pirate specialist, secondly, I have research to complete here, I can't go whizzing off suddenly, and thirdly, who's going to look after my daughter?' Astor had always been a 'down-to-earth' man, putting family and committments above all else; almost the exact opposite of Kaflan's 'make-it-up-as-you-go-along' attitude.


'The research will still be here when you get back, and I'm sure one of the other scientists could watch your daughter for a while, she is 15 after all.'


'Always the way with you Zel, rush headlong into something and usually get into a mess in the process. Good luck, but this mission is not for me.' Astor turned and started back towards the complex. 'Keep me informed though.' He turned and gave a wry smile.


'Will do, and good luck to you with those bugs!' Kaflan went around the front of his ship, and pressed a button on one of the landing legs. The pilot's seat dropped down out of the cockpit and he sat down and retracted it. 'Who says you can't teach an old ship new tricks,' he mused to himself, while beginning take-off procedures. Kaflan and his curious 'passenger' sped up into the sky, and then out into space.

