Story Title: The Best There Is

Chapter 1: Hellish Day on a Cold Planet

 
I am the best there is. That is the only way to describe who and what I am. I have no real name, only an alias I use from time to time which people use to identify what they do not understand. I have no family; they are all long dead. I have no friends, only acquaintances and momentary allies that shift like the sands of the desert. I have no home; I am heartless and everywhere I step is equally alien to me. I have only the Hate and that is what keeps me going. I will not rest until I wipe my enemies off the face of every planet in the universe. However, that doesn’t mean that I can’t make a little money in the process…

I am the best there is but you may call me Samus Aran.  
Aknor Military Research Base

Galactic Federation Planet: ER458

Codename: Planet Tüm
 “Well crap.” 

The words escaped Private Leeland Emmerich’s mouth as soon as he heard the order. They were under his breath just enough that no one else in the cafeteria really noticed, or at least they pretended not to. It had been his shift to do the unloading but he hadn’t thought the ship would actually arrive yet. He shoveled some mashed potatoes into his mouth angrily and gulped down his orange juice so quickly he almost choked. The life of a soldier was never fun and it didn’t look like it would be any different today. The soldier’s life was also rarely interesting and yet at the same time always dangerous. A tedious existence broken up by brief moments of extreme excitement, even for one so far from the front of the action. They were housing Metroids after all: the deadliest creatures in the known universe. Officially, Metroids were extinct and considering the harm they were capable of, most thought that was a good thing. Lee agreed with them. Metroids were energy consuming parasites able to drain the bio-energy from any organism they latched onto. They never let go of their victim until either they or their victim was dead, usually the latter. One mistake in any lab by any person could result in death for the entire population of the base, and therefore the planet. There were safety measures but who knew whether they’d work or not? Some doubted the base’s security but no one wanted their theories to be tested. Though the research base had existed for quite some time the Metroid facilities were still very new and as with all new things, bugs exist.

“Lee! Get over here! We gotta’ unload the supplies,” one of his fellow soldiers called out, seeing Lee still sitting at the table. Lee gave an acknowledging nod and popped one more mint into his mouth before simply leaving his tray and dishes behind. He began to head down the winding corridors and eventually to the surface at a “relaxed pace.” He wasn’t in a hurry to get out there by any means.

He hated going outside. It was freezing. It was always freezing. ER458 was several thousand miles farther from its sun than it should have been and the world was just a worthless iceball. But of course one assumes that the ice might melt from time to time. Oh no. It never snowed, hailed, or rained (and hadn’t in several thousands years the geologists thought) but it never –never- went away. The ice had just built up in layers that made the temperature seem even lower. Even the special suits they wore to make it possible to survive on the surface couldn’t get rid of the cold completely. Going outside without a suit was suicide but at least you’d probably go numb and stop feeling it pretty quick. With the suit on it always felt cold, if to a tolerable level. He was already getting the shivers just thinking about it.

“Lee!” the soldier shouted back around the corner, discovering that Lee wasn’t coming quite fast enough for the other’s tastes.

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Geez, let a guy get a few seconds of rest will ya?” he yelled back as he continued up toward docking bay. A few minutes later he made it to his destination and started getting into his suit.

The powered suits they wore not only provided protection from the elements but also amplified their strength enough that carrying the tremendously heavy cargo was no problem at all. Well they were called “suits” but in reality they were much larger and bulkier than the name implied, giving off the impression of huge, mechanical gorillas. Luckily, they weren’t necessary for all movement here as they had been on some other worlds. This planet was slightly more massive than the 1.0 gravity kept constant on the Federation starships but it was fairly easy to adapt to. One just had to remember that when jumping off the edge of a bunk or a crate, the landing was a bit harder than normal, and to expect and adjust to that. After a few weeks of training and the time he’d been stationed on Tüm, it was second nature to him. All things considered, it wasn’t really that bad.

Then the outer doors opened and Lee felt a cold wind hit him. Even through the suit, he wanted to rub his arms to get the goose bumps to go down. Damn nipples were like freaking spears. He looked out onto the barren wasteland that was ER458. 

Nothing lived on planet Tüm, not even bacteria. There were no other buildings on the entire planet besides the Federation research base and most of that was underground. The single tower that rose out of the ground and provided access to the base was the only man-made structure that marred the natural “beauty” of planet Tüm. Well, that and the landing area but it was usually covered by ice and therefore impossible to see. The wind almost always sent drifts of ice everywhere as well, further limiting vision. It wasn’t too bad today though. They could see with their own eyes so they didn’t have to rely on sensors, as was the norm. Electronic equipment was always a bit spotty on this planet anyway. The experts thought it had something to do with a magnetic pole irregularity but everyone knew they were just guessing. No scientist in his right mind was going to come out of his way to study some far flung planet just so they would discover the cause of a problem everyone already knew about and dealt with. But the end result that anything an electronic device said couldn’t be trusted as much as it was nearly everywhere else in the Federation.

The supply ship landed and was closer to the actual landing area than usual. Maybe the pilot was getting better. He’d certainly had enough practice considering as many assignments as the pilot’d had over the years. Lee and his partner unloaded the cargo on to the large hover carrier. It was anchored now so the wind wouldn’t blow it away. Lee remembered the one time he had forgotten to do that as he started taking the first load inside. It hadn’t been fun tracking that down, not fun at all. A few minutes later he finished putting the last load onto the carrier and started to take it in when he saw the shape of another aircraft in the distance coming his way.

“Hey, Danny! We expecting two shipments today?” he asked his companion.

“Nah, just the one. Why da’ ya’ ask?” the man answered.

“I think we’d better put the base on alert. I see another aircraft coming, maybe more. Can’t really tell. Have ‘em do a scan. They may be Federation but then again they may not. Just to be safe, you’d better go warn everybody.”

“What’re you going to do then?”

“Stay out here,” he laughed. “If they are Federation I want them pissed off at you for putting everyone on alert for no reason and give me a promotion for welcoming them.”

“And if they’re not?” said Daniel gravely.

“Then I’ll welcome them in another way,” answer Lee, equally grim. He tried to lighten the mood as much as he could. “Don’t worry about it. This suit has enough weapons to hold off a small army. You’re wasting time; just get out of here. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

The doors began to close behind him and private Lee Emmerich watched as his fellow soldier went back down into the base. The heavy doors finally shut with a heavy boom and Lee turned back toward the shapes coming at the base. No, those weren’t Federation ships at all. Even from that distance, he could tell what model they were. The Space Pirates were coming and they weren’t a small army by any means.     


Space Pirates. Arguably the only resistance to peace and unity in the galaxy and certainly the only organized group. They had been pushed out and weren’t a threat to the Central Planets anymore and only a mild threat in the far reaches of the North and South Quadrants though they still had great power and influence in the West Quadrant where their home planet Zebes resided. Or rather had resided, according to the rumors that were coming in these days. Out in the boonies on the other side of the Federation, confirmation of anything was scarce. Still, Zebes was far from their only base of operations and no ship would even think of passing through Space Pirate territory without their permission. It was suicide. Every now and then border raids flared up but that was expected and they were no real threat. But Tüm was on the outer edge of the East Quadrant. Space Pirates here in such a great number meant something very bad was going on. Ships were still coming in to the point Lee lost count. The alarms had started going off but it didn’t appear that the Pirates cared about stealth. The Federation supply ship attempted to escape but it wasn’t armed and it was shot down after barely getting a few meters off the ground. 


Just when the pilot was getting the hang of it too, Lee thought to himself with morbid humor. 


Lee switched his camera system on so those inside could see what he was seeing. The Space Pirates quickly but systematically unloaded themselves and their equipment. There was no hurry nor was there any need to be. There wasn’t a Federation warship within three weeks distance of Planet Tüm. He’d be the first to die but certainly not the last. He wasn’t going to try and get back inside; they wouldn’t let him anyway. They would hold their position from behind that door and let the automatic defenses soften the attackers then they would blast the Pirates as they bottlenecked at the entrance. It was a sound plan but from what Lee was looking at it wouldn’t matter. They hadn’t designed the base to defend against this many attackers.  


The Space Pirates came at him then. Most looked like giant mantises while others looked like large, green humans with powerful pincers instead of hands. They were moving on two legs but the general impression was still insectival. The Space Pirates bounded across the ground at amazing speeds, some on two legs, others dropping down on all fours, still others jumping far distances using their powerful hind legs. Lee had seen some flying creatures but they stayed in the sky farther back. And unlike him none of them seemed bothered by the cold at all. Lucky bastards.

 He thought back to his basic training. Color denoted their maturity and therefore rank. The older they were, the more dangerous they became. Adolescent ones could only use their claws to rip and tear. Mature ones could release electricity out of their bodies at close range shorting out his suit. Adults could spit an acid that would easily burn through his suit and then his body. Others were worse than that. He couldn’t let them get that close. Lee started blasting at the lines charging at him. Some fell and got back up, some fell and stayed down, and others shrugged off his shells like they were pinpricks. Lee wouldn’t have believed their carapace could be that strong if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. He sent a stream of flaming napalm around him in a small arc then back again in a wider arc. They had come into the range of the automatic guns and the .50 caliber weapons fired short five round bursts at the horde. Those caught between the flames were cut down almost immediately. The mantis creatures died in the dozens as they attempted to breach the flames but they could not. Apparently, they didn’t like fire… He launched the two missiles on his back in to the swarm and two fairly large explosions followed, sending bodies and body parts flying in the air. They all looked as if they were about to attempt another rush then suddenly, they all stopped and drew back.


A shadow appeared in the sky. A great red beast soared in the air, its giant wings beating the air. Its powerful muscles were covered by scales considered by many to be the strongest material in the known universe. It had been said to have destroyed several starships simply by flying straight through them and was the cause of the deaths of thousands of Federation soldiers and civilians. Claws covered the brute’s feet and hands and a giant forked tongue emerged behind rows of cruelly spiked teeth. Its almost skeletal tail was sharp and as deadly as everything else about the monster. The beast was lean as if everything that was not needed for killing had been shaved off by some devilish designer. It landed not far from the entrance, its impact seeming to shake the very planet itself. The mantis creatures became silent, their insect-like chittering ceasing. 


Lee too was in awe. He knew the name of this monster, this blight of the cosmos. He whispered its name in fear.


“Ridley.”


As if hearing the sound of its name the beast roared and shook its head. The .50 caliber weapons began firing at it but the red beast crushed the automatic guns with his mighty claws easily. Then it turned a yellow eye in Lee’s direction. He fired his weapon and sprayed napalm but to no avail. The great maw closed over Lee and with a scream and a crunch of bones, he was no more.

* * *

Two weeks later

The acting general of Aknor base was working on his plans for a counter-offensive to try to reach the surface. It was almost hopeless but doing anything else was hopeless. They hadn’t had food in days, ammunition was sparse and morale didn’t exist. Not that he could blame anyone. Even if they did make it to the surface, it wouldn’t matter. Federation aid was still too far away and their sensors told them Space Pirates surrounded them by at least one hundred miles in every direction. There was a faint hope the equipment was messing up but it didn’t matter. Whether one hundred miles of one, they were still all dead men. But he had nothing left to do but his duty so he did it. If only doing his duty could save his and everyone else’s lives… One of his few remaining men came in.

“Sir we cain’t hold out much longer. The Pirates’ve occupied all floors ‘cept basement XII. We’re doin’ our best but I reckon the Metroid lab and arena’ll be taken from us soon, sir. Wadda we do?”


“Damn it. I thought we would be able to hold the Metroid labs at least until tomorrow.” He sighed heavily. “Kill the scientists in a way as quick and painless as possible and destroy the Metroids. Burn any hard copy files we have and destroy all computers. If we still have any samples of Metroid DNA on location, get rid of that as well. Don’t leave anything intact that they might be able to use.” 


“But sir-”


“I don’t like it any better than you do, Lieutenant. But I’d rather those men die with a bullet through their heads than give them to the Space Pirates. You haven’t seen what they can do to a man have you? I don’t wish that fate on anyone. But even if we survive, if they get that data the Galactic Federation itself will be in peril. We must not let them get that information. Hurry, before all is lost.” 


As the man ran off, the general held his head in his hands. All was already lost.

* * *

Chapter 2: Gruesome Savior

The Inter-Terrestrial Senate

Galactic Federation Capital World

Planet Name: Ammon-höta

Ammon-höta was the nucleus of the Galactic Federation. It was bustling a world that had buildings taller than the planet’s mountains, streets wider than its rivers, and cities that stretch for hundreds of miles from horizon to horizon. However, after the planet had been named the capital and begun to grow, a covenant had been established that at least half of the land and half of the water would be untouched by any race’s hands. The oceans were still filled with marine life, lakes were crystal clear as if made of glass, and the dense forests still hadn’t been fully charted. It was a beautiful paradox of civilization and nature that joined with one another in almost perfect harmony. 

Over 20 billion citizens of all the races from across the known galaxy populated the planet. Even Zebesians could live there in peace. Their species had escaped from the Space Pirate homeworld years ago after they had opposed the Space Pirates and lost. They had been forced to flee and colonized another world deep in Federation territory. Perhaps due to the terrestrial change, the Zebesians had quickly evolved (or, as some may consider it, de-evolved) into more humanoid creatures, losing their claws for three-fingered hands and increasing their life spans and intelligence, while decreasing the reproduction speed of their species in the process. Though Zebesians were sometimes the target of bigotry by those who had battled or lost loved ones to Space Pirates, none were more loyal to the Galactic Federation and they had the highest percentage of all the races in government and military volunteers. There was even a special Zebesian squad of Galactic Policemen, which simultaneously had the highest turnover rate as well as the highest kill total. These patriotic acts as well as their shared hatred of a common enemy had gained them acceptance into the Federation. A Zebesian even sat on the Federation Supreme Council. That Supreme Council was talking to a bounty hunter they had called in. The capitol building, usually resolved for Senate meetings involving hundreds per floor, was currently occupied by less than a dozen people. That didn’t mean the urgency was any less, however.

“Samus Aran,” began Rai-dal, an old, overweight, white haired Senator, a human and the recognized speaker for the Supreme Council. “We are in need of your services.”

“Of course. Why else would I be here,” retorted a cold, metallic voice. The bounty hunter was dressed head to toe in red and gold cybernetic armor. A large arm-mounted cannon covered the bounty hunter’s right forearm and two large disks rested on his shoulders. Behind a jet black visor resided the bounty hunter’s face though no one had ever seen it. No one knew what race he was. Some said he wasn’t even a he: “he” was an android. Most disregarded that though. No robot could love money as much or be as cold hearted as Samus Aran. No assignment was too cruel or too dangerous as long there was enough money involved but no employer had ever seen his face, either. The voice modulator that his suit used prevented any chance at computer identification. Some said that proved he had he was an outlaw, others that the voice modulator was a translator and he was a race unknown to the Federation. He was called nothing more than a dignified assassin but because all he ever did was kill Space Pirates and fugitives, no one really cared what he was. He was the best, known to make the impossible, possible. And today, he was being asked to do it again.

“Yes that is true,” admitted the Supreme Council’s speaker, “however the danger that faces us now is greater than any that we have ever encountered before. The Space Pirates have taken over Aknor base on Planet Tüm and-”

“That is in the East Quadrant; you did not detect them coming through Federation space at all.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes,” continued the Senator angrily, “they did. And they have dug in and reinforced their position. A single ship of theirs left the planet, we presume headed back toward Zebes. All others remain. The Space Pirates are masters of genetics, as you know. We can assume that they have already begun work on what they captured on Tüm.”

“Metroids.” Some small bit of emotion seemed to make its way through the voice modulator un-filtered. 

“…Yes, Metroids.”

“Aknor is a military base. The military never should have had anything to do with Metroids,” though the tone was still neutral, there was rage, dark and vicious, behind the words. “The last Metroid was destroyed by Mother Brain before I killed her. I eliminated all of the others on SR-388 along with their queen. I was contracted by the Federation to make the Metroids an extinct species because of the damage they are capable of causing. I succeeded in my assignment. You must have cloned more from the cell samples you took. I gave those samples to a civilian research station. You never should have become involved with them. You never should have even thought about becoming involved with them. If the Space Pirates did not have them now and I did not know of the things they plan to do with them, I would say that you received exactly what you deserved and I would be right.” There was a pause as if he was regaining control of himself. “But on to business. How much shall I be compensated for completing this task?”

“Ten million Federation credits.”

“Laughable. Fifty million.”


“Billions of people’s lives are at stake and you’re haggling!?” Rai-dal exclaimed.


“Fifty billion then,” the bounty hunter replied coldly, “one for every life in my hands. And that is just the Central Planets. I could go higher and the price would still be more than fair. If you do not like it, locate another who can do the job. If there is another bounty hunter or Policeman capable of doing what is required then by all means, make the same offer to them. It is of no concern to me. I have enough money to support myself for several lifetimes and if you fail I can easily protect myself.”


“Fine, damn it. Fifty billion it is. Just so long as you do the job.”


“You can trust me.”


“We obviously cannot. That’s why we’re sending a team of twelve Galactic Policemen with you.”


“No. They will just get in my way and get themselves killed. I cannot have this on my conscience.” The thinly veiled sarcasm in his voice was not lost on anyone. “I work alone.”


“Not this time. It’s too important. This is non-negotiable”


“I doubt that very much Senator… Fine. How much are they being paid?”


“Thirty million credits each.”


“You attempted to pay me a third of what they are receiving? That is beyond insulting, Senator. Never mind. It does not matter. For every member of the Galactic Police that does not come back, put their credits in my account. For now put half of what we agreed upon in my account and I will return to receive the other when I am finished and all of the Metroids on Tüm are dead. That is non-negotiable. If the Galactic Policemen are not ready when I am, too bad.”

* * *

Deep Space

East Quadrant

En Route to Planet Tüm

Epsilon Class Federation Starship: The Storm Breaker

The Galactic Police weren’t police at all; they were executioners. They were the Federation’s clean-up men sent in to take care of matters that the military wouldn’t (or couldn’t) touch. If Space Pirates raided an outlying colony, it was the Galactic Police who sought retribution. For every pair of claws that they brought back there was 5,000 Federation credit reward, no questions asked. Many kept the heads of Zebesian Pirates as personal trophies of which they could use as bragging rights. Unlike bounty hunters, though, they were under the jurisdiction of the Federation and had to go where they were ordered. However, most of the time, no one cared what the Police did so long as they were killing Pirates and they had free reign. It was a small force in comparison to the military but it drew most of its numbers from the most elite of soldiers and a group of a dozen was the equivalent of one hundred regular soldiers or more. Their powered suits were more powerful and advanced than standard issue and they could do much more with them. They were rugged, proven men, the most dangerous people the Federation had to offer. They were armored death.


And to Samus Aran, they were nothing more than the dirt on his boots.


At least that’s what Kleth Strom thought the bounty hunter thought of them. He was one of twelve sent with Samus Aran to Tüm to take care of the space pirates. Kleth was a large man, closer to seven feet tall than six, a frame that clearly displayed muscle, and gave off a sense of power. His red hair and beard were slowly beginning to gray but he didn’t want to bother coloring it. Vanity was beneath a man in his line of work. He had been in the Federation military for five years before the Galactic Police had noticed his remarkable skill and he had been allowed to apply for a position. In the thirteen years since then, he had never failed a mission and had 500 claws verified by the Federation on his record. He was slightly past his prime but the suits he wore kept getting better so he didn’t feel the effects. At least until the night after a job. Some days he thanked God for the painkillers that made sleep possible and lessened excruciating pain in to mere agony. That was all part of the job though. He had experience and in his trade that was hard to come by. Yeah it was true, he was past his prime, but he was nowhere near over the hill. Not yet. And that was why he had been handpicked by the Federation, along with eleven of his (human) comrades, to go on this mission.

 Each member of the Galactic Police as well as the bounty hunter had his own personal ship that was docked onto the larger and faster (though also bulkier and less maneuverable) Epsilon-class ship. The larger ship had a mess hall, gymnasium and was much less cramped than the individual ships that they were accustomed to. They spent most of their time away from their own ships unless they were sleeping, because there was no place for bunks on the ship, and only a few couches. Much of the Storm Breaker had been re-designed so that it could fulfill its current job, hauling smaller ships across the galaxy. 

In the week that they had been traveling, the bounty hunter had never spoken a word of conversation to any of them at any time. He rarely came out of his own ship and was never out of his suit, unlike the rest of the Policemen. Any responses had generally been monosyllabic and he didn’t even answer most of the time if it didn’t deal with the mission. The rest of the Galactic Policemen chatted freely; they all traveled in the same circles and most had worked with one or all of the rest at one time or another. In their talking with each other, they had discovered that all of them had been paid 30 million Federation credits (far above any usual price and more money than most of them hoped to make in their lifetime) however someone had heard that Samus had been paid 50 million. When one of them had confronted the bounty hunter at the mess hall, he had calmly replied (or perhaps it was merely due to the modulator) that no that was incorrect, he was getting paid 50 billion plus the sums of their rewards when they didn’t return. Then the bounty hunter had turned and walked back to his ship and hadn’t been heard from since. 

Kleth could not imagine why the little punk thought he was better than everyone else. Sure, Kleth had heard some stories about the man but he had been through his own share of dangerous situations. There was no way the guy was worth 50 billion credits. There was no man alive worth that much. When they got to planet Tüm, Kleth would show that damned bounty hunter who deserved what. Yes, Samus would definitely get what was coming to him.

Two more weeks passed and the bounty hunter never said a word to anyone.

* * *

Planet Tüm

Several hundred miles above the surface of the planet, the bounty hunter and all of the Galactic Policemen took off in their individual ships and headed toward the planet’s surface, leaving the Storm Breaker in orbit. To an observer on the outside, their entry might have looked like thirteen falling stars and to the superstitious, it might have been an ominous warning. It was a “stormy” day (the ice drifts were thicker than usual) and no one could see anything farther than a meter or two away using visual. Their sensors were going a little screwy but they had been briefed on that. Nothing out of the ordinary was going on. The bounty hunter began to land and the rest followed. The Space Policemen checked their positions on their maps. It couldn’t be right. They were going to have to go through one hundred miles of Space Pirate ground before they reached the entrance of the base from where they were. It looked at if the base was in the middle of an ancient lake that had long since disappeared and from where they were at, they were on a ledge overlooking a vast open area. At least that what the topography maps said. They couldn’t see a mountain if it was out there. Their on board computers told them that the storm had moved into higher elevation and once they reached the “lake’s” bottom they would be able to see a significant distance. As the Galactic Policemen exited their ships, Kleth moved over to the bounty hunter.


“What the hell are you doing, Aran? The base is no where near here.”


“Neither are Space Pirates. If something goes wrong, I do not wish to try to use a vessel that has been damaged by Pirates. If the Federation had scorched this planet’s surface as usual, we could have brought our ships down at the entrance but as it is, there are several hundred Space Pirates out there and I will not leave my ship in their ‘care.’ No one forced you to land here. If you like, get back in your ships and put your ships down closer. After you die you will not be needing them anyway.”


“Yeah, whatever,” said Vincent Ado, “Come on boys, let’s leave the little bounty hunter here to walk to the base.”

“I will not walk; I will run.”

“Sorry, my mistake. ‘Run’ to the base then. Ha ha. When we finish taking care of business, you should meet us at the entrance as we’re leaving. We’ll give you a ride back to your ship, don’t worry.”


All of the Policemen went back to their ships, lifted off, and were gone almost immediately. Samus looked up and watched them go. Then the bounty hunter stepped over the edge and began to fall…

* * *


“Hey Rone, you reading this?” Vic Ado asked one of his comrades over the comms. They were on a separate channel from the other ten men.

 
“Yeah, Vic. That’s strange. According to this, that bounty hunter is halfway to the base’s entrance right now,” said Rone Leah, a young man with eyes that showed he had seen much hardship during his relatively short time of life. He had only been a member of the Galactic Police for a few years but he had amassed a small fortune in claws and his exploits were well known in the West Quadrant. His past was shady at best but he was adept at the art of death so no one really asked questions about it. He was physically imposing for a human, well over six feet tall with lean, angular features and build. His hair was dark but his eyes were very light, a trait which seemed to make him very popular with women in his off time. Vic knew to hanging around Rone was a good way to pick up chicks, even if they were basically leftovers.


“That can’t be right,” Vic murmured. 


“I know it can’t. Must be due to the sensor malfunction. He’s not even within range of our scans right about now. Why, he’d have to be going, what, 1500 miles per hour?”


“Yeah but still… Ha ha. I guess you’re right; that’s pretty ridiculous isn’t it? Oh well, I’ll enjoy getting my part of that 50 billion when Samus doesn’t even make it to the front gate. Fifty billion divided twelve ways is still a whole lot of money.”


 “I know. Hey, check your thermal, real quick. What does that thing look like to you?” Rone asked.


“Let me see. Well, it looks like.” He stopped. “It looks like Samus Aran...”


They watched through the thermal camera as the bounty hunter ran right through a Space Pirate as it attempted to slash him. A haze of red-hot ooze hovered for a moment before it fell to the ground but Samus Aran was already over the horizon. He was constantly firing off laser blasts and all around him Space Pirates exploded in a shower of gore. Samus had passed the ships now and reached the entrance of the base. A giant lizard rose out of the ice in front of the bounty hunter along with dozens of pirates. Samus didn’t even slow down. Faster than either of the Galactic Policemen could see, the bounty hunter launched himself through the air and fired an orb of energy into the colossal lizard’s gaping mouth. He landed on the back of the reptile and began firing into it’s back. The creature screeched in pain and the bounty hunter jumped off it. The lizard lunged at the bounty hunter but he deftly jumped back and fired a large missile point-blank into the lizard’s forehead. Though the Galactic Policemen’s equipment wasn’t sensitive enough to hear it, the sound of its skull cracking was clearly audible to those near it. The creature shuddered once, then its eyes rolled back in its head and it died.


Behind a visor the bounty hunter smirked and with a touch of cynicism thought, you’re certainly no Kraid. Then Samus Aran was back to business.


The two Galactic Policemen watched as the bounty hunter wiped out the rest of the Pirates in a matter of seconds without the slightest sign of strain.


“He… He’s not a man… He can’t be human…” whispered Vic, his breath catching in his lungs. “No race I’ve ever seen is capable of that, even in a suit like that one.”


“I have heard legends of a race that could do this but… no it couldn’t be. The Chorizo are nothing more than myths now.”


“What are you talking about?”


“The planet Zebes; it’s not really he Space Pirates home planet. We call them Zebesians but it’s not true. Long before they ever came to inhabit that planet, a race that was the scourge of the galaxy for a millennia came and conquered it from the planets natural species: the Evir. They were a brutal, bloodthirsty race, nomadic only because they couldn’t go more than a generation or two without conquering something new. Then they took Zebes from the Evir and a change happened. Some wished to change their ways and settle while others did not want to change at all. It’s much like what happened to the Space Pirates only with opposite results. There was a war, the peaceful ones calling themselves the Chozo, the warring ones calling themselves the Torizo. In the end the Chozo won but they spared the Torizo. They locked the Torizo inside statues in a state of suspended animation and the Chozo themselves swore to never go to war again. That’s why the Space Pirates were able to take Zebes. But the Chozo could have easily defended themselves; their technology and aptitude for battle was greater than all of the known races could even imagine. A handful would have been more than enough…”


“How do you know all of this?”


“My father is…was an archeologist and historian. He studied the planet Zebes, its races, and their histories extensively before his death. The Space Pirates welcomed him at first then decided he was a spy. He managed to get out a copy of his research before he was executed. The Space Pirates dumped his body off at Meridion Colony. I… It’s not important now. The Chozo are all dead now; their pacifistic idealism finished them off a long time ago. We on the other hand are certainly not pacifists and we have a job to do. I just can’t help the feeling that we are totally useless and obsolete when we stand next to this bounty hunter.”

        They didn’t say anything after that for a very long time.

* * *

Chapter 3: Lambs to the Slaughter

Planet Tüm

Entrance to Aknor Base

Kleth Strom put his ship down near the base’s entrance and exited cautiously. He had armed his weapons systems before his ship had even reached the ground and his adrenaline was rising to the occasion, readying him for whatever he was to meet. Strange. He had expected the Space Pirates to put up stiff resistance but he wasn’t picking up any movement on his sensors. Then he switched to his visuals.


There were bodies everywhere. Corpses of Zebesians were strewn all across he his sight to the horizon. The ice was green, painted with the blood and internal organs of the Space Pirates and a giant reptile was lying limp on the ground. The bounty hunter was standing in front of the heavy gate, a work of gruesome art as much as the ground he was standing on. Pieces of those he had killed still clung to his armor. The rest of the Galactic Policemen exited their ships to find the same horrible scene made even worse by the fact that it had all been done by a single hand which remained unscathed. Their suits stopped moving and they all surveyed the area over and over again in awe and fear.


“Samus!?” Kleth yelled out, breaking the others of their trance as well, “how in the hell did you get here and do this?”


The bounty hunter ignored him, apparently still working on the gate, and it was Rone Leah that answered using their radio.


“He got here by running. That’s easy enough to answer. How he did all of this I can’t even begin to understand much less explain. Kleth, don’t go near that man, if he is indeed a man at all. We are not needed here and the best thing we can do is just stay out of his way. I may be young but I’ve killed many Space Pirates and done a great deal evil in my time. I am a saint and virgin princess compared to that.”


“I don’t care who or what this Samus Aran is. I am being paid thirty million credits to do a job and I plan to actually go through with it. Besides, it’s cold as a dead Lygian’s tit out here and I want inside. This isn’t like you at all, Rone. I’ve seen you accept missions when we were outnumbered twelve to one without even flinching. Now some bounty hunter in some shiny armor has you afraid to go near him? Grow some balls, man.”


Kleth couldn’t see Rone’s face but by the way the Policeman’s suit twitched slightly Kleth guessed he’d pushed the right buttons.


“You know not of what you speak, Kleth, you just don’t know. I’m going in with you but I know that if we cross Samus Aran and he dislikes us, we are dead men even if you don’t believe me.”


Suddenly a massive explosion rocked all of the Galactic Policemen and even in their suits, they had trouble keeping their balance. They looked to Samus Aran and the gate he had been standing in front of had a hole in the middle of it big enough to fit a small starship through. The bounty hunter’s cannon still had tiny lines of energy trailing out from it. Without even glancing, he addressed all of them almost causally.


“Stay there or come in. Either way it does not matter to me, just do not get in my way.”


Then he was gone into the base.

* * *


The Galactic Policemen followed as fast as they could but they had nothing to do. Dead Zebesians were scattered all about, as were numerous other dangerous looking creatures that none of the Galactic Policemen had ever seen before. Well, had they still been in one piece they would have been dangerous. It appeared that the Space Pirates still had a knack for biological engineering. Up ahead the Galactic Policemen could here explosions and the sound of an energy cannon being fired off but they couldn’t even get near enough to see it. Kleth was the designated point man and led the formation. They moved in a column; anything would have been impossible as the halls were designed especially narrow in the case that they had to be defended. That obviously hadn’t stopped the Space Pirates though. Some of the walls and floors showed signs of damage that hadn’t been done by the bounty hunter’s rampage and Kleth made a note to himself that some enemies probably wouldn’t be out in the open.

As they neared the Metroid labs, they ran into some meager resistance but they were all experienced and skilled so no one was even injured. The firefight was brief and they continued on until Vic Ado said his sensors had picked up something moving behind a wall. They all stopped and waited to check it out. In the section they were in there were no bodies so it seemed Samus hadn’t come that way or the Space Pirates had managed to hide from him. 


Kleth hated playing catch-up, even to someone as good as Samus Aran. Death was preferable to uselessness in his mind. When something became obsolete, it was tossed aside like trash almost immediately. That’s just the way things were. It was possible Rone was right, Kleth admitted. After seeing what Samus had done to the Space Pirates inside and outside of the base he knew he was no match for the bounty hunter but he still couldn’t believe that the guy was doing it all by himself. Planet-wide militias had been unable to stop Space Pirates yet this bounty hunter… He was just stating the obvious. He was thinking too much about Samus and not enough about his mission.


“Is anyone else picking up that sound?” Kleth asked everyone over his radio.


“What sound,” Vic answered.


“Like a tapping or something. Skittering maybe.”


“No. Let me check my thermal. That’s odd. It seems like there’s some areas cooler than others. I can’t really tell if they’re moving because my sensors aren’t programmed to concentrate on that but it could just be some pipes. It might be something though.”


Unfortunately for the Galactic Policeman, that was putting it mildly. A mantis-like Zebesian suddenly fell through the ceiling and landed on top of Vic. The Policeman attempted to fire into his assailant but the creature moved to his back and out of reach. Its powerful claws tore through the Galactic Policeman’s suit and then through his arm. It reared back as it prepared to separate Vic’s head from the rest of his body. The remaining Galactic Policemen, who had up until that point been unable to get a clear shot, immediately fired on the Space Pirate which exploded in a mist of blood and shower of goo. 


“Oh sh--. Holy f--- it cut off my arm. F---ing sh-- it cut off my f---ing arm,” screamed Vic in agony as his torn limb lay on the ground in an ever growing pool of blood. 


“Shut up and take your dammed stims. The chemicals will stop the bleeding and the painkillers will keep you alert and conscious. One of your gun arms is still functional and so are your missiles. Quit being such a p----, we need you right now,” Kleth rebuked angrily. He checked his thermals again. It didn’t make any sense. There had to be tons of Zebesians all around them but he wasn’t picking up any warm bodies at all. Warm bodies. He manually started lowering the minimum temperature on his scanners. He was so stupid. The Zebesians were nothing if they weren’t adaptive. They must have developed some separate strain that had a subzero natural body temperature. He finished his adjustments and began to scan. The walls were alive.


“Sh--.”    

 
Dozens of Zebesians began to stream out of the walls and through the ceiling. The Galactic Policemen began to fire but many of their shells were doing nothing but ricocheting off their attacker’s exoskeletons.


“Intel said heat works well against these bastards. Nap ‘em!” ordered Kleth.


The Galactic Policemen sent streams of fiery death at the Zebesians. They backed up against one another in a line and formed a ring of flames around themselves.


“This isn’t going to hold them off for much longer, you know,” remarked Rone amazingly nonchalant for the situation. 


“I know,” answered Kleth, “Everyone, use all the grenades you’ve got. Missiles too, if you can get off a decent shot. Save the pulse beam until the end though. I don’t think our suits have the power to use that more than five times and still allow us enough energy to get back outside. Eight before the suit loses complete power. Don’t forget to turn on your dead man’s switch if no one else is nearby. The important thing is that we’re safe for now and have some time to think.”


Just then, a large Zebesian dropped through the ceiling on top of one of them and began to rip a Galactic Policeman apart. The man fired his pulse cannon wildly a few times but he was dead within seconds. The ring of fire slowly died down and the men were rushed by their attackers. Grenades and missiles were fired to slow the onslaught but that was all it did. The floor opened up beneath another man and he fell through into a mass of Zebesians. His screams could just be heard above the din of battle before they were quickly silenced. Kleth pulled the survivors back as fast as possible into a room his map told him had titanium reinforced ceiling and walls. Six men made it into the room alive. None would make it out.

* * *


The space dragon Ridley moved quickly and silently through the halls of Aknor base towards his master. He made almost no sound despite his great size. His stealth was yet another trait that made him such a dangerous, useful creature. He reached the Metroid Arena where his master resided and he bowed low, bringing his tail down and averting his sight from his master’s face as he had been commanded. The pit where his right eye had been was a constant reminder of what failure to show the proper respect promised. 


“What do you want, dragon?”


Ridley suppressed a growl but his tail twitched in anger. The tone, which his master said “dragon” was intentionally meant to bait him, but the gash on his chest that still bled from time to time and made his lungs wheeze when he breathed heavily told him that that was a bad idea.


“My lord, the bounty hunter is coming and will be here within the hour. I am afraid the Metroids you released are keeping Samus Aran occupied.”


Ridley was an intelligent creature and knew himself to be so. He could speak in the tongues of a plethora of races fluently. He could speak Galactic Federation Standard as if he was one of its citizens and had been all of his life and he could speak Draconian flawlessly as all of his species could. He could communicate with thousands of creatures from all over the galaxy but he detested the one language he was being forced to use in the presence of his master. 


“Rather slow. I’m disappointed. Is the Galactic Police unit dead yet?“


“No my lord however for all practical purposes they are dead men. They are cornered rats and it is only a matter of time now. “


“I am disappointed yet again but what else could I expect from a race of such trash? Leave me now. You may go back to Zebes if you like. It really does not matter so long as I am not forced to listen to you butcher my language as only a Würm such as yourself could. I cannot tell if I am listening to a sentient creature or some babbling Kreebo. Apologize for disgracing my people’s language with your filthy tongue in such a way.“


“Forgive me my lord.“


“You are, my dear lizard, you are. Pay me the proper respect and get out of my sight. Now.”


“Yes my lord.“


 Ridley crawled on his belly up to his lord’s feet and as he opened his mouth he had the impulse to crush his master’s leg but knew he no longer had the courage nor the stupidity to actually go through with it. His tongue flicked out and he licked his lord’s foot for a few moments until he could bear it no longer. His master had made a point of destroying his pride some time ago. The space dragon turned and exited the same way he had come, carefully keeping his eye lowered. Samus Aran would be here soon to do battle with his lord. Ridley did not know whether or not he felt sorry for the bounty hunter when the two would meet. 


His empty socket felt a sudden twinge of pain.

* * *

Chapter 4: Beasts


Rone Leah struggled to his feet, drenched in blood, some of it his own. His suit was destroyed, nothing but a pile of ash now. A grave smirk flittered across his face briefly before it was suppressed.


Yeah, but so are a few dozen Space Pirates. 


He hadn’t been able to make in into the room with Kleth and the others so he had had to retreat by himself. Kleth and the rest were good men; they’d give a hell of a lot more than they got before they went down but they’d never be able to escape, not with that many Space Pirates outside. They were in their coffin and the Zebesians were the nails. They were good men. They didn’t deserve that…

His pulse beam had saved his life by giving him distance between him and his attackers but it had also drained all the power in his suit. The self-destruct bomb in the suit had been his only hope after the Space Pirates had swarmed him like that. He had grabbed his rifle and slipped out but luck had saved his life; no amount of skill could have. It appeared the Lady was still watching over him. But it had really only stalled his demise, nothing more. As soon as he ran into even a small number of pirates or he ran out of ammo, he was a dead man. 


A Zebesian poked its head out from around a corner and in a single fluid motion Rone raised his rifle to his shoulder and fired a single shell into the unarmored base of its neck, severing the pirate’s spinal cord. It gave off a short sound as if attempted to yell but then its body fell completely limp to the floor, hitting with a slight thud. Rone ran to the corner and quickly checked to see if the Zebesian was alone. He spotted no more and so he watched as the dying creature thrashed about, its muscles firing off randomly, without any control. Its movement quickly ceased and he hauled the carcass into a side room to hide it. He sat down to think. 

Well, f---.

He was alone. All the Galactic Policemen were either dead or still surrounded and that bastard Samus Aran wasn’t going to be any help at all. No Federation back up had been sent. The mission was a failure unless Samus could do something about it but then apparently it had been that way from the start. The Galactic Policemen had been nothing but lambs sent in to the slaughter and everyone but them had known it.

He couldn’t escape: he would probably die before he could reach his ship and that was assuming it was still intact. Whether killed by the cold or Zebesians it didn’t really matter. Dead was dead. The best he could do was pick the place he’s like to die and take as many pirates with him as possible. No. That wasn’t the way to think. He had a mission and he’d die carrying it out without regret, just the way he had lived. He’d go to the Metroid arena and set back any experiments the Space Pirates were doing there. He hadn’t used any of his power bombs yet. How many did he have?

Three.

Sh--, he knew he should have brought more but he hadn’t really expected be alive that long if he had to get out of his suit. At least he’d brought three; that was better than nothing. They really were amazing devices. They damaged all living organisms and some weak structures within a relatively large radius except for the specific DNA and/or material it was programmed to ignore. He still didn’t understand how it worked, only that it did. They would be invaluable if he had to fight his way to the Metroid Arena.

He mulled over the best route. There were Space Pirates everywhere. They would certainly spot him before he could get anywhere. Fighting would be useless. Why, he’d have to have some kind of disguise to even get near… He glanced back at the Space Pirate’s corpse. No. It would never work… not to mention it would be smelly as hell. Still if he could sever the organs from the exoskeleton… Hiding in plain sight might be successful and it was the best idea he had. He got out his knife and went to work.

* * *

Some time later


Rone walked down corridor after corridor on his way to the Metroid arena. He passed by a few Space Pirates but he never came to close to them and never lingered. There were way less Space Pirates than he had expected. In fact, the closer he got to his destination, the less guards he came upon. He suppressed a gag. He’d been right. The inside did smell horrible. Rone looked on the bright side. At least he had room to fit most of his equipment even if the rifle was jabbing into his leg with every step. Discomfort was preferable to death.


It didn’t make any sense, though. It was if there was no security whatsoever in this area. Intel had been known to be wrong but the Space Pirates weren’t stupid. If there was a place that was already set up for Metroid testing then they would be using it and guarding it carefully probably with their most elite troops or at the very least have some kind of biologically modified super-creatures around. This was baffling. 


Not to mention anticlimactic.


He reached the upper deck of the Metroid Arena. It was a large, elliptical shaped room that was covered on the top by a glass alloy that was supposed to be one of the few materials that Metroids couldn’t phase through. There was some of that material behind the walls and on the doors as well. The good thing was that it allowed people to view the tests going on inside from the second level. The downside was that it was relatively brittle compared to many other materials that they could have used.


As he looked on it now, Rone could see that downside clearly. Most of the glass was shattered and lying on the floor of the arena. A few pieces remained connected to the top but they were just jagged spears. There was blood, red and green, splattered all over the walls of the upper deck. For some reason he was reminded of Christmas.


Rone looked down from his vantage point into the Metroid Arena itself. It was unrecognizable from the pictures he had seen in his briefings. Instead of lab equipment and titanium, he saw a jungle. Vines and foliage covered everything. Heat was pouring out of it and even through his makeshift disguise it was sweltering beyond the point of mere discomfort. Yet with all of this living material, there was not a single thing moving down there. Wait.


Rone thought he saw something. Well, two “somethings” standing about 100 meters from each other. One was Samus Aran standing in his red and gold armor as if he was a god from some mountaintop. Across from him was something else. It was more than twice as tall as Samus and dressed in black armor that was strikingly similar to the bounty hunter’s. The way the armor covered the beast it showed that it was something more than simply a giant human. Its head looked like a bird…   


“Samus Aran. You are finally here. I hope you make my time here worthwhile. It took me a good deal of time to travel here and get those weaklings to serve me. On top of that I must degrade myself by using Galactic Federation Standard to communicate. It is an experience I will not soon forget. I feel as if I am spewing defecation. I-”


“What you are is by far the whiniest creature I have ever come across. I take it you are responsible for the destruction of this base and the unleashing of the Metroids. If that is the case then you are the only thing standing between 50 billion credits and me. Your plan is unsuccessful; all of the Metroids are destroyed. You are finished.”   


The armored beast made it sound that almost sounded like a laugh.

“Metroids are nothing more than glorified parasites. I only chose this base because I knew the Galactic Federation would rush to send you. And now that you are here-” 

Then it was moving too fast for Rone to keep up with. Suddenly it covered the distance between the two of them and was behind the bounty hunter. He turned around and caught a blow to the face, sending him flying across the arena. Samus recovered in mid-air and shot a missile at the monster but it swatted the missile down as if the projectile was a gnat. Samus’s blaster charged up but before he could use it, the armored monster was in his face. Rone could not believe something so large could be so fast. He could barely catch the haze it left behind. The armored beast grabbed Samus then kneed him in to chest making the bounty hunter’s suit crunch and cave in slightly. The monster grabbed Samus by the arm and swung him into the vine-covered rubble, smashing what was left of two large pillars. Samus got up and moved so fast he was a blur as well but he was nowhere near as fast as the armored beast. Samus was knocked to the ground once again. Before the bounty hunter could rise, the armored beast was on top of him. The creature was a blur of motion and the only sound was of Samus’s suit crunching and bending as blow after blow landed like sledgehammers. 


Suddenly a huge explosion engulfed both of them and Rone could see nothing but smoke. Then the body of Samus Aran could be seen, wrapped in an aura of energy and spinning through the air like a saw blade. The armored beast could vaguely be seen through the smoke and did nothing until the bounty hunter was right in front of it. Then, in what must have been pico-seconds, it raised it arm and a beam of multicolored energy shot from its outstretched hand. The beam struck its target and the bounty hunter faltered and the spin stopped. He hit the ground hard and did not look like he was moving at all. The armored beast picked Samus up off the ground by the throat, holding him with one hand and put him against the wall several feet off the floor. The bounty hunter hung limply like a rag doll. Rone wondered if he was dead.


“So this is the mighty Samus Aran. The one who makes the impossible, possible, the scourge of the Space Pirates, protector of the galaxy and the puppet of the Galactic Federation. What are you now? Nothing more than a defeated, inferior being from an inferior species. What do you have to say for yourself?”


“You talk too much.”


The bounty hunter’s blaster suddenly erupted sending an enormous beam of green light from it. The beam caught the beast in the abdomen and it dropped the bounty hunter to the ground. The beast clutched at its side in obvious agony then regained control. Its suit was damaged and sparks of electricity danced out from it.


“You re-routed all of your suit’s energy into your blaster for one final prospect at victory. How quaint.” 

 
The creature grunted slightly as it moved over to the bounty hunter but it was in control. Rone knew that Samus didn’t have a chance. He knew that bounty hunter was going to die and he smiled with satisfaction. Maybe now he’d get to feel how all of his friends had felt trapped in that godforsaken room that had become their coffin. 


That wasn’t right. Samus had told them all along that they wouldn’t be coming back if they went in. He had left them alone because he was the only one who had any chance at completing the mission. He had known the whole time and told them at every possible step but they had ignored him.


But still, he could have protected them...


Damn. His indecision was seconds ticking away from Samus’s death. Screw it. If he wanted to change his mind later he could always (try to) kill Samus but he couldn’t bring him back to life if he was dead. Rone’s hands searched for the power bombs at the end of the claws. He elevated his arm and they rolled back into his hands. All three of them.


“Sh--.”


The three of them went off simultaneously. His exoskeleton disguise disintegrated off him immediately and the remaining glass shattered. The armored beast beneath him looked up and raised its hand to fire. Once again, Rone thought he was a dead man. Then he got lucky.


A chunk of metal was already falling from the ceiling towards the creature and just it fired the chunk hit its arm and knocked its aim off course. The beam that had been fired ripped a large gash into the floor. The armored beast made a sound like a curse but then more chunks were falling. Rone grabbed his rifle lying on the floor and ran to find cover. He ducked under a sturdy table and watched as the entire ceiling collapsed in an instant, most of it onto the Metroid Arena. Rone saw a cloud of dust rise out of the arena and he crawled out from beneath the table, stood up, and looked over the edge. He coughed and couldn’t see much but he thought he saw part of the bounty hunter sticking out from beneath the rubble. The armored beast was nowhere in sight. He looked for a way down. Some thick vines climbing the side looked strong enough to support him. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and began his descent. 


Who said rope climbing in basic training wasn’t useful?


About three fourths of the way down he let go and landed a bit harder than he had anticipated. He had forgotten about the damn gravity. Idiot. Fractions could still make a big difference and his knees were the ones feeling it. He cautiously made his way over to Samus Aran and began to remove the debris on top of him. Somehow Samus had a lot less rubble on him than Rone would have anticipated. He had gotten almost all of the bounty hunter’s upper body clear when an area of wreckage began to shift off to the side. 


Damn it, damn it, damn it.


Rone began to dig even more furiously then suddenly the bounty hunter began to move. He kicked off the rubble and attempted to get up then groaned and sunk back down. 


“Where am I?”

The voice modulator was apparently broken so Rone was hearing his real voice. But it didn’t sound like he had expected it to. The sound was almost feminine. Was Samus Aran… gay?   


“You’re in the Metroid Arena. You just got the crap beat out of you by something, I don’t know quite what it is yet, and if we don’t get out of here now we’ll both be dead.”


“You are right.” 


He stood up slowly and began to walk even more slowly. 


“I thought that thing said you used up all of your energy?”


“Reserve tanks. But with my suit the way it is, they will not last long. Where is the nearest power recharge room?”


“It’s on the observation deck. You’ll never make it there without help, you know.”  


“I do not need you. All you will do is slow me down.”


“What are you talking about? You probably can’t even fire your blaster without losing the ability to move. You’re not invincible damn it. The holes in your suit should prove that.”


“Fine… But if you are going to assist me, start by assisting me to walk.”

 
Rone let Samus put an arm over his shoulder and helped him limp towards the nearest exit. They made it halfway to the there when the armored beast rose out of the ground like an angry titan ready to exact its vengeance on those who had dared defy it. Steam seemed to pour from out of the creature’s mask and it hissed in fury. Rone knew they were dead. Samus knew it too even if he wouldn’t admit it to himself. Then they got lucky.


An immense shadow appeared over them and everyone looked up. The great dragon Ridley swooped down and caught up the armored beast slamming it into the wall. Though Rone could not understand the dragon’s language, Ridley was roaring, “I am no Würm! I am a Space Dragon you f---er and today I will rip you apart, drink your blood and suck the flesh off your bones as you beg for mercy!”  


As the two great beasts clashed, Rone and Samus fled as fast as they could move.

* * *


By hopping from one energy node to the next Samus’s suit was refilled with the power it was continually losing. They didn’t run into any resistance at all. It was a slow process, but a steady one and they always kept moving. Eventually they made it to where the rest of the Galactic Policemen had been slaughtered. A mountain of corpses lay on top of the Galactic Policemen but some of their suits were still workable. Rone was able to salvage enough of a suit to allow him to survive the trip through the planet’s surface and to Samus’s ship. Everyone else’s ship was in flames and unusable just as the bounty hunter had predicted. They reconnected with the Storm Breaker in high orbit a few minutes later and headed away from Planet Tüm immediately. The two survivors, different in as many ways as two people could be, felt the same feeling of numbness as they left. 

* * *


Meanwhile beneath them Ridley and the armored beast continued their battle. The armored beast threw the Space Dragon off it and Ridley took to the air once again. Fire rained down onto the beast but it dodged the flames easily. The Space Dragon swooped down again, snapping its great jaws closed on where the armored beast had been only a moment before. The armored beast sent a beam of energy from both of its hands, striking Ridley in his back and through his wings and sending him careening into the ground, his thick hide charred and the smell of burned flesh filling the room. The Space Dragon didn’t even notice. He hissed and bared his teeth as the armored beast slowly circled around him. The armored beast was suddenly in front of the Space Dragon and it sent a missile directly into Ridley’s face. He reeled back in pain but his skeletal tail lashed out again and again, hammering into the armored beast’s already damaged suit. One slash cut deep and the tip of Ridley’s tail was covered in blood. The armored beast gasped in pain but caught the Space Dragon’s tail and ripped the appendage from the dragon’s body. Ridley roared in anguish and the armored beast began to grapple with the dragon, snapping his arms at the elbow as if they were made of twigs. It sent two more energy beams into the Space Dragon’s legs until they were completely severed from the rest of his body.   


“Wriggle like the Würm that you are for the rest of your days.”


The armored beast turned its back on the dragon and Ridley lunged forward, gaping jaws as close as they had ever come to finishing the life of the creature that had tormented him for so long. But it was not to be, at least not in that manner. The armored beast turned around just in time and caught hold of his upper and lower jaw. If the dragon’s anatomy had allowed him to, he would have smiled.

* * *


Fire erupted from deep inside Ridley’s abdomen, a flammable liquid from his Poltik gland igniting at the back of his throat and sent streaming into his tormenter. The armored beast disappeared in the flame and its suit began to melt all around it. Realizing this, it quickly finished the dragon off, ripping his head in half and killing him instantly. The flames stopped but the damage was already done. The armored beast’s already damaged suit was malfunctioning horribly. It struggled to move but its skin was stuck to its suit. It was trapped inside it’s own suit. It was frantic. The armored beast tried to remove itself from its suit but parts of the liquid metal had cooled and its flesh was an amalgam with many parts of its suit. The armored beast used all of its effort and escaped its suit. That is to say most of the beast escaped the suit. It left a part of its outer skin and a good amount of blood within the suit and it limped and crawled its way toward the exit of the base in utter agony. 


* * *


The wounded beast was faint from loss of blood and continued pain. It noticed that all of its Space Pirates and genetically modified sentries were no longer in the installation. Apparently the cursed Space Dragon had sent them all away before coming to his death. The beast was alone. 

Time passed though the injured beast could not tell how much. It was blacking out from time to time only to awake in small pools of its own blood. All it knew was that every step it took and every inch it crawled, it came closer to salvation. Finally, it reached the exit and the icy winds of the surface hit the beast like plasma beam. It had forgotten how much its armor protected it from the elements. It looked up and saw three dark shapes it recognized standing over it.

“Antan, you are here! Thank the Great Destroyer, I am saved! Help me please!” the wounded beast pleaded in pain. The dark shape it was addressing simply stood there.

“Kaitok, you weakling. You look like as pathetic as tatori caught out of its shell. I thought that you could be trusted with one simple assignment but you could not even do that. We turned the Space Pirates over to you and you failed to take over and defend was measly base. You are a disgrace. I doubt you could have done the simple task of killing that pitiful slug Mother Brain had I not taken care it.”

“No lord master you do not understand! The bounty hunter with Chozo blood was here and-” 

The second of the shapes spoke up.

“Chozo blood? The pacifistic cowards would dilute even human blood. Do not even bring their names up again lest I vomit from disgust.”

“Let him continue, Vâyok,” Antan mildly rebuked, “Now what about this bounty hunter?”

“Samus Aran has some technology similar to our own which can be dangerous if one is caught off guard.”

“If one has half a brain and is emasculated, you mean.”

“Be silent Vâyok,” Antan reprimanded harshly in a tone that warned of danger.

The second fell quiet immediately without any discussion.


“Thank you master. The bounty hunter is no threat. I destroyed him easily but before I could finish him, another human came to his aid and detonated several large bombs, which caused one of the floors to collapse on top of me.”

“Are you saying that a structural collapse did this to you?” Antan questioned.

“No my lord, it was the Space Dragon Ridley who took advantage of my weakened condition and did this to me.”

“A mere Würm? I trust he is dead, yes? Good. At least you did something correctly. Now what of the Galactic Federation? Do you have the data we told you to retrieve?”

“They have the illusion of power but in reality they are standing on clay feet. They cannot even defeat Space Pirates. One thousand warriors would be more than enough to conquer this sector.”  


The shape named Antan appeared to be thinking.


“Our people have not had the opportunity to conquer a coalition of planets in a millennia. We might as well bring them all. Vâyok, you and Clychun go gather our brothers from planet Ontu. I will speak with the elders.”


“Antan, may I present an alternate plan?” the last shape named Clychun said after previously being silent.


“You may.”


“I am from the same clutch as Kaitok. I feel the shame of his weakness fall on me even more than that of our great race. Allow me to redeem my bloodline. Let me go after this Samus Aran and finish the job my sibling started. Vâyok can easily relay the message on his own.”


“Yes. That would be acceptable. You may track down Samus Aran.”


They all turned and started to leave. Kaitok was bewildered.


“Wait my lord! Where are you going!?”


Antan looked at Clychun. The third shape nodded and turned and fired a beam of light from his hand into Kaitok’s head. The once fearsome beast died, its body lying on the ground only to freeze become part of the landscape of planet Tüm like so many others.      


* * * 

Chapter 5: Birth of the Raging Devil

Deep Space

En Route to Orbital Platform Zeta, North Quadrant 

Epsilon Class Starship: Storm Breaker

 Rone felt impotent once again. He had lost his ship, his suit, his friends, and any confidence he had once had in himself and that bounty hunter. He had lost a bed with his ship as well. Of course Samus still got a bed in his ship, the only one that they’d brought back. Meanwhile Rone was sleeping on the freaking couch. He felt lost. He didn’t know much other than that they weren’t going back to the Central Planets. The bounty hunter had changed the course of the ship and only briefly explained that he needed his suit fixed so he wouldn’t have to keep getting it recharged so often. He still hadn’t gotten out of it even though it was obviously damaged. Rone and Samus traveled in silence for several days after that. The bounty hunter had retreated to his ship most of the time and they rarely spoke. It was much like the trip to Tüm with the exception that Rone didn’t have anyone else to talk to. He didn’t like it. Every second of silence was just a reminder of the horrible events that had transpired at Aknor base. He thought of Kleth, and poor Vic. Dead. Dead while he had survived. Samus had left them all alone, that was true, but Rone had saved his own skin as well. He should have died with them, fighting with everything he had until he was out of ammunition like they did. He felt like a coward. Then Ridley, one of the Federation's worst enemies, had saved their lives against that... he wasn't quite sure what it was that he had been saved from. He had an idea but if he was right it was a nightmare. His life was in debt to so many and he knew he wouldn't ever be able to pay it back. He was useless and a coward and covered in the filth of both. He had never run from Space Pirates before but this time he had. Rone felt dirty and he knew that he could never wash it off completely, especially not when he had nothing to do but dwell on his failures.  

One day Rone decided to end the silence. He went to Samus’s ship with the intention of breaking the ice and getting to know the reclusive Zebesian killer, at least a little bit. He opened the door (apparently the bounty hunter had either not bothered or forgotten to lock it) and saw the one thing he never expected: Samus Aran out of “his” suit. No, Samus wasn’t a mutant, an android or a non-human. “He” wasn’t a “he” at all. Samus Aran was a woman and a beautiful woman at that. 


And she had almost killed him. She had been dressing one of her many wounds (at the moment it was broken ribs from the way she was bandaging herself) and when she saw that he had come in she was in his face and holding him three feet off of the ground by his chin before he could blink. A woman? Yes, but by no means an ordinary woman, even (especially?) out of her suit. Her almost flawless blonde hair hung in her face but even the look on her face told him that the stereotype of a ditzy tramp was shattered completely. Her eyes were an almost emerald green but with the fury they had in them, Rone would have sworn they were made of fire. He thought she was going to crush his jaw but even though her muscles were smooth as marble and by no means bulky, it didn’t even appear that even a single tendon was straining. He felt the slight urge to complement her on her nice rack but knew that if she was debating whether to kill him or not, that would probably make up her mind for her. She had eventually calmed down and simply told him to leave. Rone had complied instantly. He had watched his steps for the next couple of days, not wanting to get on her bad side again. He was a big guy and no pansy at hand to hand combat, but that woman could literally snap him in half without breaking a sweat. If Samus was in the gymnasium training, Rone was in the kitchen fixing himself a sandwich. If she was tinkering with her suit’s weapons in the repair bay, he was surfing the East Quadrant Lattice on his “bed.” Wherever that demoness was, he wasn’t. Then late one night cycle he got up and found her at the coffee table in the lounging room with a bottle full of Scotch and an empty glass. It didn’t stay empty long. By the way she was drinking and the amount of Scotch still in the bottle she hadn’t been there very long. He decided to try and end the tension. As Rone sat down across from her, she didn’t even seem to acknowledge his existence. He cautiously attempted to initiate conversation.


“Can I buy you a round?”


She looked at him strangely for a second then threw her back and laughed. It was an awkward sound as if she was not used to making it. 


“I have not heard that line in quite some time and I can safely say it has never been directed at me before. It works about as well as I expected it to. No, I will ‘purchase’ my own free beverages, thank you.”


“You’re welcome. I guess you’ve never heard that line before because you never leave your suit, do you? I imagine if you did you would never have to pay for anything.”


Her smile faded quickly.


“Yes, I suppose that is true.”


“Why do you stay in your suit then?”  


“Tell me, when you heard of the stories about Samus Aran what was I to you? A resourceful bounty hunter? A Space Pirate slaughterer extraordinaire? The person who made the impossible possible? Surely one of these things crossed your mind, did they not?”


“Actually I first thought of you as an overrated prick.”


“Ha ha. Ironic. Yet despite this I was merely a bounty hunter or killer never a male bounty hunter or a man skilled at killing. This was so up until a few days ago was it not? However a woman is a different matter entirely. That a woman could even think of being a bounty hunter is remarkable, never mind any other accomplishments. And that is all I would ever be: a female. At best, I would be a good bounty hunter with a ‘hot body’ and ‘nice set of tits’ though I expect most would not even bother with the ‘good bounty hunter’ part. The truth is I am the best there is and that is all anyone ever needs to know about me. Gender is a pointless distinction yet people seem quite fond of making it as often as possible.” 


“So why are you out of your armor now?”


“Out of the hundreds of billions of potential children in your father’s seed you were the fastest? What good would it do now that you know I am a woman? Your thinking has already been altered and that cannot be undone despite any wishes I may have to the contrary. In addition, my suit is still not functioning properly and it is a hassle to constantly recharge it.”


Rone pondered that thought for a moment and ignored the insult. Yes it was rather obvious wasn’t it?


“Okay, I can see that. I’m not a total idiot.” He paused. “It’s going to be a long flight, you know.”


“…Yes.”  


“…Don’t you think we should get to know one another?”


“No. There is no point. I am quite used to traveling alone,” She saw the look on his face. “Fine. If it makes you feel better, go ahead. Tell me about yourself then.”


Rone reached over and grabbed for the Scotch however Samus shook her head slightly, but firmly as if saying No, get your own damn bottle. He thought back to his aching jaw and decided to listen to the body language. He stopped and then got up and went to the refrigerator. He grabbed a bottle of beer, sat back down across from the bounty hunter, and started talking.


“I was born on the Federation Capital planet Ammon-höta twenty-one years ago. My father was one of the Galactic Federation’s most renowned historians for years. He was celebrated for his ability to discover things no one else could and put his findings into words everyone could understand and enjoy. Then, around the time of my birth, he published An Objective History of Humanity and the Galactic Federation. Basically it told of how the Galactic Federation had actually come into being through conquering the lesser planets and forcing truces on them and such. An alliance built on top corpses if you will. Needless to say, the Galactic Federation didn’t want “objectivity;” they wanted propaganda. My father was basically forced out of the Central Planets and went to live in the South Quadrant, taking my mother, two brothers and me with him. He had a fairly large amount of wealth so we found a good plot of land that would support us while he was off studying history, even though we still had to work it ourselves. It was good land and we had some robotic equipment to help us so we earned a little money on the side selling the surplus off to the markets. My father’s next project was by far the most ambitious of his career. He wanted to study the history of Zebes and its races including its present race: the Space Pirates. He spent the rest of his life splitting his time between that cursed planet and his family. He loved us, I know that, but sometimes I think he loved history more. I can’t really say. 


When I was seventeen we got what was left of his body back after they recovered it from Meridion Colony and we cremated him. It was the only thing we really could do. The Space Pirates… did a job on him that I have only seen duplicated once in my lifetime. They apparently changed their minds about his research but he got a copy of it out to us a few weeks before his death. We published it for him under the title History of the Planet Zebes as he had intended. Not surprisingly, it didn’t sell well. People prefer ignorance to knowledge. It makes their lives easier. I hate pirates as much as the next Galactic Policeman but I have informed hate, not ignorance. I know Space Pirates are not the only murderers in this universe, as some would have us believe.


“I joined the Federation Military at that time and a year later I was picked for a spot in the Galactic Police. I’ve been killing Space Pirates and protecting the outlying colonies ever since then but it will never be enough to make up for the one human that they never should have killed…”


He had been talking to himself and his tone had gotten much more serious than he had intended. He tried to recover.


“So, uh what about you?”  


She drank the rest of her glass in one gulp then poured herself another. Rone got the feeling that he was about to hear something very important. Complete silence seemed to pervade the room except for the sound of clinking ice and pouring. 


“I was born on Hrün Gruntè Colony twenty-six years ago. You probably have not even heard of that planet, have you? It is almost exclusively a farming planet but ninety-six percent of the land can only support sustenance farming. The planet is covered almost totally by sand and the water comes mostly from underground rivers. It took hard work to grow anything but it was possible. We were considered part of the Galactic Federation but we were basically ignored and that was what we wanted. We thought we were free… But the truth is we were fools and nothing more than that. My family (my father, my mother and myself) scratched out a living and got by with just enough, and not much more than that.  

“When I was eight, my family, along with two thirds of the western hemisphere of the colony, was wiped out by the Space Pirates. It was a small force; nothing more than your standard marauder class brigade but then it does not take much to kill a bunch of dirt-poor farmers does it? My father fought hard, mother also, but I watched them as they were cut up very slowly and very painfully by those infamous Zebesian claws. The Space Pirates are adept at the art of pain. I was hiding and they could not see me but I could see everything and for some reason I could not my eyes off them. Every scream and every wound carved into them is etched into my mind perfectly. I could not forget even if I tried. They finally died of blood loss. I now know that the Space Pirates simply grew bored. They could have kept my parents alive much longer had they had the patience or interest.”


The bounty huntress had already finished her Scotch and poured herself another glass.


“I buried what was left of both of them but did not mark their graves. The animals on Hrün Gruntè are not picky and almost always starving. A rotting carcass just goes down the throat easier, I imagine. I wandered around our farm for a few days after that. All of our crops had been destroyed as well as our home. It was hot and very dry those next few days. I remember expecting that I was going to die and accepting it totally without any fears or qualms whatsoever. Sad for a child so young to have to feel that so soon but I did. The last thing I remember is a pack of dogs coming after me. The Space Pirates activities had kept them well fed over the past few days so I imagine that is what saved my life; they were not hungry enough to be at their most desperate. They were still quite fast. I had a few cuts on me and I had been running a long while on little water and no food. I passed out during the chase and the next thing I remember I was in a dark starship surrounded by giant bird-men. You probably know them as the Chozo, if you know of them at all. They had me in a stasis cell and I was in and out of consciousness for I do not know how long. My wounds healed quickly, or at least it seemed that way to me. A Chozo scholar had given me a blood transfusion, which saved my life.”


She paused her glass once again empty and looked up to notice the questioning look on Rone’s face. As she poured herself yet another glass, she explained.


“Chozo blood is in layman’s terms the type O blood of the universe. They can donate it to almost any creature and its body will accept the blood however no one but another Chozo can give blood to a Chozo without almost instantaneous death. They once used this as further evidence that they were the only pure species in the universe, but they have since rejected that belief among many others they once held dear. The transfusion had side effects that I discovered later, unfortunate or not I still find myself unable to decide. The Chozo blood stayed in my system and joined with my human blood. I will not say mutated because it merely bonded with what I already had. My immunities were strengthened, and my physical strength and stamina were nearly doubled I estimate. More oxygen can reach the muscles therefore they can do far more for far longer. Unfortunately, I get pains in my joints much like common arthritis however, unlike arthritis, there is no cure for this other than painkillers, which work well enough all in all. It also made incapable of ever having children… But why would a bounty hunter ever need to have children anyway?


“The Chozo scholar who had given me the transfusion became a second father to me. I was adopted into Chozo society. They taught me their language, their customs, and their history. I was shown the natural beauty and wonder of life. I admit, I was a very realistic child then, though I know many would prefer to call it pessimistic, and appreciation for life came hard for me. I had too much hate.” She shook her head. “I could not accept many of the things they told me. Yet after I time I was very close to letting go of all hate and grabbing hold of those peaceful flights of fancy… Then came the ultimate hypocrisy: they also taught me the very things they themselves had sworn never to do. I was trained to take life as well as preserve it. I was shown that on this species striking here was an instant kill while with that species an energy blast there disabled their nervous system and so on and so on. They taught me things practical for my destined trade. I am not sure whether they envied me or despised me. Perhaps both. I was everything they wished they could be and at the same time everything they could never let themselves become. I am not sure whether I envied them or despised them. Again the answer is ‘perhaps’ both. When I was eighteen, they gave me a specially designed powered suit created with their technology and told me that I should leave for the best of everyone. My second father was actually the one to tell me. I would like to believe it broke his heart but that is probably just wishing for something that does not exist. I wandered about from planet to planet aimlessly, mostly in Dåi-ori territory. It was there that I was given a name from one of their ancient tongues, Samus Aran: the Raging Devil. Looking back, I suppose I deserved it and coming from Dåi-ori some could consider it a compliment. I do. Eventually I decided to become a bounty hunter for the Galactic Federation to get some measure of revenge even though I realize in the end it is all for nothing. You have probably heard the rest of my life’s story after that.”


Her glass was once again empty but as she looked at the bottle, it too was dry. Her tongue, loosened by the alcohol, continued to speak anyway.  

 
“If there is a purpose to all of these things I cannot find it. If there is rhyme or reason to any of it I know not where it lies. I have sent hundreds if not thousands of creatures into the great abyss that is the grave. I have journeyed across hundreds of planets and seen and caused devastation and death beyond description and as of yet I have not found any purpose. Perhaps there is and I just cannot see it from my limited perspective. Perhaps everything happens for a reason. Perhaps there was some great plan in the death of my father and mother but if there is, it is beyond me. As far as I can understand bad things happen everywhere to everyone. It is totally random and chaotic and all one can do is react to what occurs or act and cause things to occur. But no one truly causes things to happen, do they? Every action is merely a reaction of something else. We are all hopelessly adrift on the wings of fate and luck and the two are so terribly intertwined than they cannot be separated. I have heard it said that there are only two kinds of people: the quick and the dead. But I know the truth. Skill can lengthen one’s life but luck is the only thing that will save it. There are only the lucky and everyday one’s luck runs out a little more until it no longer exists. And that is everyone’s ‘fate.’” 


Samus was suddenly silent and for one instant Rone thought he saw her as she truly was yet he didn’t think he could define what that was, even in his own mind. She was totally beyond him and he felt like a child trying to grasp a concept just out of reach. She was utterly beautiful in that moment and utterly tragic at the same time. Her once fiery emerald eyes almost seemed to be pleading with him to disagree; to prove her wrong about anything she had just said but he could not and she knew he could not. Then the look was gone and she was stone-faced as any gargoyle could be.


They sat in silence until Samus finally told him goodnight and went back to her ship. Rone attempted to fall asleep on the couch but found he could not. He went to the computer terminal, inserted the disk and listened to his father’s words.

* * *
