AUGMENTED

CHAPTER 02: HUNTER

The Spartan-class G.F.S. Thermopylae may not have been as big as an Olympus-class vessel, but it was still intimidating to someone like Zel Kaflan, who had never seen a Federation battleship up close before. As his ship landed on one of the many docking bays, what seemed to be an entire platoon of Marines rushed toward it and lined the gangway.


'It's OK, I'm not going to shoot, and he's most certainly not.' He motioned to the cargo section with the Space Pirate corpse.


'Just a precaution. We don't want any nasty accidents.' The ship's captain, a tall, wiry man with grey hair was striding toward him toward the two files of Marines. 'Now, let's see this Pirate.'


'Sure,' Kaflan replied while retracting the pilot's seat and opening the cargo section. 'Here we go. It's rather heavy, have you got something to move it to a lab?'


'We'll arrange something. To be honest, Doctor, we're not really ready for all this. Daiban sent us here as we were closest, but a dedicated research vessel would have been a much better destination for this specimen, we only have one lab, and it's not really designed for this kind of thing. Whoever you spoke to at GFMC command must have been really spooked.'


'I think the idea was that we track down the Pirates before they perfect this... augmentation.'


'Yes, I was told the same thing. GFMCC arranged for a hunter to meet us here, to help us with that.' As the captain said this, two marines carrying an antigravity stretcher between them approached the cargo hold and saluted. The captain briefly returned the gesture, and then motioned them to remove the body. Once the stretcher was activated, it floated around four feet off the ground without any assistance. 'Laboratory, deck 12,' he said, and it started to move away. The marines followed, with Kaflan and the captain behind them.

The Thermopylae's lab was no bigger than that in the scientific complex down on the planet. It looked similar, although with different equipment.


'Use whatever you need, ask Private Gels here and she'll be happy to help.' He motioned to one of the marines that had brought the antigrav stretcher. 'We're already working on tracking any Pirate activity in this sector, we'll let you know if we find anything.'


'To be honest, captain, there's little more I can glean from this cadaver without highly specialised equipment. I know that the poor sod had Metroid organs and tentacles grafted onto his body and then his physiology mutated in an attempt to match, but without knowing exactly what they did or were trying to achieve...' Kaflan was interrupted by an announcement.


'Message for Captain Staal,' the disembodied voice said. The captain walked over to a small comm panel and read the report that flashed across it's screen.


'We may be able to find that out soon. Samus Aran's ship is on final approach. Shall I send down here, or...'


'No, I'll go up and meet her.' Kaflan was half ecstatic, half terrified. He had done months of research into Chozo technology, and had even written a paper about their modular weaponry, including designs for Power Suit modules. Now he would actually get to see the suit and meet its owner. A million thoughts rushed through his head. What do you say to someone who has saved the entire Federation, and crippled the Space Pirates pretty much single handedly?


'That's really the captain's job, but this is your mess, Doctor. It's probably best that you explain it.'

Samus' gunship was making final landing preparations by the time Kaflan reached the docking bay. Its sleek orange and green design made his bulky class 9 look like a dinosaur. Its wings folded down to make landing 'legs', and the gravity repulsors guided it down gracefully. Kaflan slowly approached the ship, and waited for what seemed an eternity. When the lift finally descended, he was taken aback. Standing before him was not the Chozo Power Suit, but a blonde-haired young woman, probably early twenties, wearing a blue full-body jumpsuit.


'You were probably expecting to see a large suit of armour, weren't you,' she asked, stepping off the lift.


'Well... yes, actually.' Kaflan was still recovering from the shock.


'Seeing as I'm not planning on encountering anything dangerous here, I saw little point in wearing the Power Suit and drawing attention to myself.' She strode towards him and offered a hand. 'Samus Aran, I hear you have a Pirate problem.'

Kaflan shook Samus' hand and replied, 'Kaflan, Doctor Zel Kaflan, xenotechnologist. And yes, we may have quite the problem here.'


'Kaflan? The same Kaflan who wrote that research paper, er... "Modular Chozo biotechnological weaponry"? Nice upgrade designs, maybe you could make that antigrav pack, would come in very handy.'


'Wait, you read that paper?'


'Oh, yeah, you'd be surprised just how educated us bounty hunters can be. We're not idiots, you know.'


'I never thought you were...' Kaflan began to worry.


'Don't worry about it!' Samus laughed and began to walk toward the exit door. 'Now, let's take a look at this Pirate, we'll want to get going if we have a chance of stopping their operation.'

The pair walked through the ship, chatting all the way to the lab. Samus felt happy to be able to walk around without being either feared or wondered at. Few people could recognise her without her signature armour.


'This is all really in a day's work for you; Space Pirates, Metroids and the like?' Kaflan said as they entered the lab.


'Well, I suppose so. It's best to stick to what you're good at, and in my case that's kicking Space Pirate behind.' Samus walked up to the corpse and examined it. 'Mind if I take a few tissue samples, my ship will be able to analyse them in depth.'


'No, go ahead,' Kaflan searched on the bench for some collecting phials, but was interrupted by a loud snapping noise. He swiveled around to see that Samus had effortlessly removed one of the Metroid tentacles. 'I don't think we've got a big enough phial for that...'

Samus smiled. 'You're not what I expected. When they told me that I would be working with a "senior xenotechnology researcher", I imagined either someone so absent-minded they forget their own name or someone with all the social skills of a Geemer. You're different.'


'Well, all the Fed files paint you as a stoic, solitary killing machine with no personality. I am pleasantly surprised to see that they are much mistaken.' Kaflan now felt totally at ease talking to the woman who he had been half terrified of not twenty minutes ago.


'Oh, I can be just that, just not all the time. Trust me, spend a few days alone in Zebesian caverns full of things that would quite happily eat you, and you'll become a bit antisocial by the end!' Samus ripped off a section of the Metroid sac on the Pirate's back and motioned toward the door. 'Shall we?'

At that moment, a marine entered the lab. 'Doctor Kaflan, Ms. Aran, the captain wishes to see you on the...' he noticed the large tentacle that Samus was holding and stopped. She realised and quickly put it down. '...on the bridge immediately. Follow me please.'


'Do we have a choice?' Kaflan had always hated military 'do-what-you're-told' style operations.


'No.'

Arriving on the bridge, Kaflan and Samus were confronted with a massive viewport, stretching from wall to wall showing stars zooming past. They had obviously left DT594 for an unknown destination. Captain Stall noticed the pair and motioned them over.


'Sorry for the interruption, but this is important. At 0900 hours standard temporal scale this morning, a Federation listening post in the Dasha region of space intercepted a Space Pirate transmission. They obviously forgot to encrypt it. It confirms that whatever that thing is, it is part of a new operation... but there's something even more disturbing... have a look.' The captain showed them to a viewscreen on one side of the bridge. 'Show file SPI_20_5' The screen flickered into life, showing a Space Pirate researcher. 'We've only got audio for the other side, but it's enough. Play.'


The researcher started in mid-sentence. '...dispose of the prototypes, sir?'


'That is none of your concern, Kskal. They will be dealt with according to instructions.' The other Pirate seemed older, and spoke with a gruff, guttural voice. 'What is, however, is solving the problem that led to their failure.'


'Yes, sir. I already have an idea. The organs were rejected because the troopers' brains can't cope with the programming and controlling both their systems and the Metroid augmentations. Therefore, we must find some way of...'


'Spare me the science lecture, Kskal, just get to the point. What do we need?'


'We need neural tissue from an organism with high adaptability to act as a buffer between the troopers' brains and the augmentations. Our best choice are humans.'


'Humans?' The pirate made a spitting noise. 'Federation scum.'


'But their brains are much more adaptable than ours. They aren't born with any kind of preset way of life, they learn as they grow. This indicates that their neural tissue is very versatile. It's just what we need.'


'Where do you plan on getting human neural tissue from, Kskal?'


'By doing what we do best, raiding a Federation colony, capturing a few locals and utilizing them. My fleet is small, but enough to take on a fledgling world.'


'You may be a researcher, but you're still a Space Pirate. It's good to see that you haven't forgotten that. I'll have a few frigates meet with you above Ts'alis VII.' The screen faded to static.


'GFMCC has alerted every colony within 100 light years of the Ts'alis system, and we've upped patrols tenfold. They are not going to perfect these beings, and they sure as hell ain't using humans in their experiments, not while we have anything to do with it.' Staal had a look of revulsion on his face. 'We're en route to Ts'alis VII, hopefully we can pick up the Pirate trail from there and find their research facility.'


'If I can get back to my work, we may have a better chance.' Samus swallowed hard, she had always hated Space Pirates, and now they may already be using humans in their twisted experiments.


'Sure, you two go do whatever you need to.' The captain walked off, deep in thought, and Samus and Kaflan did so in the opposite direction.


'You know what's really frightening,' Kaflan said to break the silence in the elevator. 'That transmission may have been sent a while ago. He spoke of "disposing of the prototypes", but that's already occurred, which means that they might already have their test subjects.'


'If a colony was raided, the Fed would know about it.' Samus' voice now seemed completely devoid of any of the emotion she showed a few moments ago.


'But if a small private vessel was attacked, it may just go unnoticed. This scientist seems to have his head screwed on pretty tight for a Pirate.'

The pair returned to the docking bay, stopping at the lab to collect the tentacle and tissue samples.


'I'll plug this thing into my ship's analytics system and see what it thinks. Metroids grow differently depending on their environment, so we should be able to narrow the field considerably.'


'Right, I'll get my ship's computer to pull all the research papers on Metroids, see if there's anything there that might help us.' Kaflan started to move off toward his ship.


'Hang on, is that old class 9 over there yours?' Samus was struggling to conceal a smirk.


'Yeah... why?'


'I just thought that a high-flying scientist like you would have something a bit... flashier than that old thing!' Samus chuckled as she headed for her ship.


'It's heavily modified, does 7.1x10c at top speed.'


'Pff, this does 8.4,' Samus said without turning around.


'Bet yours doesn't have a magnetic lifting clamp!'


'Who needs one when you've got an energy grapple.' Kaflan was evidently not going to win this battle, and so dashed off toward his ship quickly.

Samus and Kaflan reconvened after several minutes, Kaflan holding a datapad, and Samus still holding the Metroid tentacle.


'What've you got,' they both said together.


'Ladies first.' Kaflan said a moment later.


'Well, this Metroid tissue has been blasted with beta radiation to make it grow at an alarming rate, but that's not the interesting thing. The cells have two outer membranes, a phenomenon only known to occur when they're exposed to low energy microwaves. Sources of those are rare, which helps. What'd you find?'


'I got all the Metroid papers, but it's pretty sketchy, Federation researchers haven't really gotten a good look at one, you're probably the best we have.'


'Hmm... good to check them anyway, we should probably get to the astrometrics station and have a look for low-energy microwave emitt...' She was interrupted by a blaring alarm and the lighting in the docking bay turning a deep red. Captain Staal's voice came over the announcement system.


'Red alert, all hands to combat stations. Two Space Pirate battleships on intercept vector. Repeat, all hands to combat stations. Full power to plasma batteries.'

