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_______________________________________________________________________

i. Numb

She opened her eyes.

At first all was dark, but she managed to raise her hands to her face and weakly rub the soot and soil and blood out of her eyes so she could see.  Confusion rallied within her.  Pain made her nauseous.  Shock dulled her other senses.

She hauled her body up out of the wreckage of the privy.  She felt heavy.  Her head lolled about on her neck and all she wanted was to lie down and sleep, but Momma and Dad would be looking for her.  They would be worried.  That was the first rule of her existence: don’t worry Momma and Dad.  She’d gone off alone during the morning break, which would worry her parents anyway; but then the attack happened.  She vaguely remembered an instinct older than time telling her to hide.  No sooner had she locked the door and crouched in the corner than came the sound of shots being fired, and the screams of the workers on field rotation.

She pushed away a slab of wall and came out of the wreckage and into the open.

The sky was black from the smoke rising off the fields.  Everything smelled acrid and charred, and she felt her throat burning and her stomach roiling.  She vomited.  Her lungs ached for fresh air.  Her legs wobbled.  She fell over once and continued to dry heave.

She propped herself up on a skinned elbow and squinted through her blurring vision.  The fields were blackened.  The crops were certainly ruined.  The workers... would they have had the chance to get away and hide?  And Momma and Dad.  Where would they be?  They’d been in the east quadrant, harvesting the first of the season’s beans.  What was near the east quadrant for shelter?

Thinking was as painful as moving, but she had to do both.

She found a broken limb from one of the yearling trees.  Its bark was charred and stained her already dirty hands, but it would serve well enough.  She hauled herself to her feet–they didn’t want to obey her, but that was just too bad.  She approached the perimeter of the east quadrant bean fields and squinted through the thick smoke.  It seemed the fields were still smoldering.  Would she have to go all the way around, feeling like she was on the threshold to the hereafter?

So many questions, so little answers.  She started through the blackened and brittle stalks, keeping a wary eye for open flames.  Her field shoes were sturdy enough to withstand the warm spots on the ground, at least.

By the 10th row she came upon an obstacle in her path.  Twisted, mangled, blackened beyond recognition, it barred her path.  Another like it was placed a few feet away.  And beyond that... she leaned on her stick and vomited again.  The obstacles were blackened corpses.  Mouths gaped in silent screams; featureless faces were twisted in agony.  Limbs remained frozen in time, locked in endless writhing.  It was a grisly monument to death.

Shock deepened.  Black splotches swam before her eyes; whether it was dizziness or the endless sea of corpses, she could not discern.  At last, after an hour or maybe even half a lifetime, she made it to the perimeter of the fields, where she collapsed on the ground.  Her throat was raw from smoke and her mind was numb.  She wanted to cry; she wanted to scream and let out all the anguish building within her, but she couldn’t.  She was simply... numb.

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them again her pain was worse than before.  Her body ached and her mind reeled.  She felt blood, lukewarm and gooey, dribbling down between her shoulder blades.  The taste of bile and smoke lingered in her mouth.  The sky had gone from burnt orange to dull red; instinctively she knew it was dusk, and night would soon be on the way.  Though the fields still burned, the temperature was dropping.  She shivered and hugged her knees to her chest to keep warm, rocking on the ground.  She wanted to rock away the pain.  She wanted to rock away the fear.

It was all too clear now she was alone.  Momma and Dad would have found her by now.  Someone would have found her by now... if there was someone left to do any finding.  She was alone and the crops were razed, and a brighter orange glow to the south told her town and the irrigation facilities were ablaze.  No food... no water... no family.

No hope.

At last she felt the lump forming in her throat.  It hurt, but it was a relief to know that she could still react emotionally.  Though numbness flooded her body, her mind and heart were awakening.  Her breathing was ragged, and tears burned at the back of her eyes.  She opened her mouth to scream, but all that came out was a pathetic whimper.  But the tears flowed freely from her eyes, the hot rivulets making tracks in the blood and soot on her face.  Her shoulders shook uncontrollably, breaking the fragile clotting in the gash on her back and sending blood trickling down her spine again.  She wanted to howl and scream and wail, but her sobs were as silent as those of the corpses that littered the fields before her.

She was eight.  She was alone and hopeless.  And it was the end.  She was scared.  There was nothing to do now but wait.

She closed her eyes.

_______________________________________________________________________

ii. My Hatchling: A parent’s lament as the child prepares to leave the nest.

She grows with every passing day.  The Hatchling has come far since the day we found her amid the charred ruins of a devastated colony.  She is healthy.  Her skin glows from the warmth of the sun, and her muscles are strong and toned.  Her endurance is admirable, her determination ethereal.  Her mind is sharp and her keen eyes miss nothing.  She has grown to be graceful and beautiful, a warrior in a dancer’s body.  She is everything we imagined she would be, and more.

I gaze upon her as she sleeps, her peaceful face belying the raging warrior she has become.  She has no feathers, only long golden hair lightened by the hours spent training under the sun.  Dark eyelashes rest on tanned, freckled cheeks.  She looks like any other humanchild now, sleeping peacefully.  Then again, perhaps the peace is only an illusion; I as well as anyone know a warrior’s pulse beats within her.  Her heart pounds angry determination, sending the blood of a fighter throughout her body.

Did a warrior’s pulse always beat within her?  Did rage and discipline always throb in the shadowed hollow in her neck?  I wonder if she was born to fight, or if her warrior tendencies are the result of how we Chozo have nurtured her.  It is an age-old question, this nature versus nurture, and here, in my precious Hatchling, the argument is embodied.

I wonder often, and I lament.  She will have to leave the nest soon, too soon for my liking.  She is no longer a Hatchling, though I refer to her as such out of affection.  She is a Fledgling now, poised upon the edge, ready to spread her wings and fly.  Her brows are furrowed as if in deep concentration, though she sleeps.  I smile, a bit sadly, and gently cover her sun-kissed shoulders with a blanket.  Not only are the nights getting cooler; but there are only so few fatherly acts I will be able to provide for her in the coming days.

I remember clearly that day I came upon her.  We descended upon the ravaged colony of K2-L, fully expecting no signs of life.  We had seen Pirate attacks before.  The trademark of an attack was always expected, but still difficult to handle.  K2-L was no different, until I stumbled upon the humanchild huddled in a row of charred crops.  She was weak, and a deep and ugly gash in her back had become infected.  She was filthy with blood and ash and tears; she was dehydrated and half starved.  But she was alive, posing a most difficult dilemma.

The Chozo had begun to depart these galaxies.  Long had the affairs of humans been of little concern to us.  Would we be altering the tides of time and prophecy by saving this humanchild?  In the end we decided, reluctantly at the time, that it would be a poor example of all the Chozo stood for if we left her to die a lonely, slow death.  And as I had been the one to find her, the task came to me to be her caregiver.  I believe the human term would be ‘father’.

I remember her as a quiet child.  She would always observe, then ask questions, and finally speak her mind.  Because of this tendency we initially thought she was mute, either by birth or as an effect of the great trauma she had witnessed and survived.  Eventually I learned to be patient during her times of quiet observation, trusting that she would speak sooner or later.  It was eerie.   She would go days without speaking, her intense, wounded gaze seeing all, her mind processing it all.  She would train in silence, brow furrowed, jaw clenched, mind deep in thought while the body grew stronger and more lethal.  It was worrisome at times; I never fully grew accustomed to it.  But then the trance of thought would break; her lovely green eyes would clear, and she would smile.  Finally, she would speak.

She still experiences periods of intense observation; I have felt her eyes follow me around the dwelling, and I know she is formulating questions to ask me, questions she cannot answer herself.  She has dwelt among the Chozo for nearly eleven years.  She has grown from Hatchling girl to Fledgling woman.  Tomorrow she comes of age, by the Chozo reckoning.  She feels the undercurrents; she knows something intense is in store, but she refuses to ask what it is.  Often I have told her she cannot remain among us forever; one day she will have to leave the nest.  Sometimes I wonder if I am lecturing her, or merely preparing myself.

What I have not told her is tomorrow she will be outfitted as a Chozo Warrior.  Our weaponwrights have used all technology possible to provide the Newborn with the armor of the Warriors, made specifically for her and her alone.  No other will be able to replicate the careful technology, and no other will possess the ability to wield or manipulate her weapons.  She will be unique, this human raised as a Chozo.  She will stand alone; no longer can she rely upon our race to guide her.

I confess I am saddened by this.  Time passes; there is no stopping it.  It was inevitable that my adopted humanchild would grow.  All Hatchlings become Fledglings, and all Fledglings leave the nest.  It is the way of things.  And yet, as I watch my beloved child sleep, fighting demons real and imaginary as she treks through the secret worlds of her dreams, I wish this day did not have to come.  I touch a lock of her hair and listen to the even rhythm of her breathing.  Sometimes she snores just a bit, which I find endearing.  No one else in our colony knows her the way I do.  No one else has watched her sleep peacefully, or held her when her nightmares became too real.  No one else has heard the whisper of a snore, or observed the way her dark lashes sometimes flutter against her cheeks, or seen the occasional tear that trickles along the delicate line of her nose.  These nights Samus Aran, the Newborn and Great Defender of Chozo prophecies, is mine and mine alone.

Tomorrow I will be there as she is presented with her Power Suit and weaponry.  The shamans will tell the Great Lore, and prophecy will be revisited and told anew.  The presentation of a new Warrior is always a great deal in our society; but for my Hatchling, the occasion will be far more somber.  Not only will she be given the title of Chozo Warrior, but she will also be asked to spread her wings and fly.  She has come of age in both the human realm and that of the Chozo, and it is time she go and live among her kind.

I will miss my Hatchling.  Even though from the start I knew this day would come it does not make it any easier to know that within a few nights this bed before me will be empty.  No more will keen, introspective green eyes follow my every move.  I will no longer hear the sound of her breathing peacefully as she sleeps.  My nest will be empty.

There are greater things ahead for me and the other Chozo.  We will prepare to leave this galaxy, bound for lands untainted and well-preserved.  We will ascend to the apex of culture.  We will achieve further greatness.  And yet, for all the wonderful things I have to look forward to, I have the feeling I will still have an emptiness within me, left from the day my Hatchling learned to fly.

_______________________________________________________________________

iii. Always a Lady

“You’re aware of what your squadron members say about you, right?”

She gave a curt nod in reply, face expressionless, her green eyes unreadable.  “But just so there’s no confusion, why don’t you tell me the specifics,” she said.

Commander Adam Malkovitch kept his face impassable, but he could not suppress the sparkle of amusement in his eyes.  This one has spunk, he thought; indeed, he’d thought it all along.  “Well,” he began, leaning forward and opening the folder on his desk, “I have in here no less than three formal complaints.”

“No less than three.  Does that imply there are more?”

Malkovitch actually did grin this time.  “No.  At least, not official.  You have quite the reputation, Lady.”

She seemed to flinch slightly when he called her Lady, but she kept her expression cold and closed.  “Go on.”

Malkovitch skimmed over the first form.  “Ah, one of the nicer ones.  ‘An unpredictable loose cannon.  I feel unsafe fighting in the same proximity of this cadet.’”

“And the exact complaint would be...?”

“Oh.  Well...” Malkovitch skimmed the form, but her questions had taken him aback.

She shrugged a shoulder and interlaced her fingers, making her look, ironically, almost demure.  “I’ll answer my own question then.  There is no complaint other than the fact this person does not like me or my methods.  It is a simple personality conflict.  I’d like to hear a real complaint, please.”

“Fair enough.  Cadet Officer Ren Kalmia—“

She actually smirked, relaxing just bit and leaning back into the chair.  “Yes.  Now there is a valid complaint.”

Malkovitch raised a bushy eyebrow at her, but continued.  “Kalmia, in addition to referring to you as a ‘heartless bitch’, complains of sustaining unprovoked physical injuries from you.”

“He made lewd and derogatory comments all throughout the Gamma Run mission and then had the balls to blame me for the failure of the Run.  The truth is–and any other crew member will corroborate this– had he been focused on the enemy positions and not my chest we would have been successful.”

“When did he sustain the injury?”

“Shortly after we were discovered by enemy recon teams and had to abort the mission.  He said, and I quote, ‘You dumb bitch, this is all your fault.’  At which point I broke his jaw and left clavicle.”

Malkovitch sighed.  “Physical violence against squadron members is not only discouraged, but punishable by discharge and banning from future military service.”

Her grin spread, but her eyes remained hauntingly shielded.  “I hate taking orders anyway.”

“So I have noticed.  Look.  The bottom line is you’re looking at losing your future.”

“No, I’m not,” she replied quietly.

Malkovitch pulled out a different file, heavy with papers.  He noticed her eyeing it, the shutters opening briefly to reveal intrigue glowing in her eyes.  “For someone with no discernible past you generate a lot of paperwork,” he grumbled.  “Samus Aran.  Age 20, sex femle.  Last place of habitation, unknown.  References none.  No prior crimes, which is good...”

Samus coolly appraised Malkovitch.  “Where is this going, Commander Malkovitch?”

“You’re good at this, Lady.  You have a tactical mind–one of the finest I’ve seen to date.  You’ve got physical prowess and the best aim of this year’s trainees.”

“I know.”

Most people say thank you, he thought, slightly irritated.  “You’re an asset to the squadron, but... as Lieutenant Simeon complains you’re a potential liability.”

She raised an eyebrow delicately.  “Potential liability?  That’s a new one.”

“For someone as smart as your scores indicate, you are decidedly thick,” he finally snapped.  He’d never had a better cadet than Samus Aran, but he’d also never had one that made him feel so frustrated.  Rarely was there anything quite as frustrating as unused potential, and the embodiment of his frustrations was sitting across from him right now, staring him down with cold, bottle-glass green eyes.  “You physically attacked your mission leader.  You will most likely be looking at a discharge.  Why?  You’ve got a career ahead of you here, if you’d just compromise–“

“No,” she said in an eerily quiet voice.  Her hands gripped the arms of the chair she sat in, knuckles white from the act of restraint.  “When someone of low character blames me for his mistakes and follows his cock rather than his orders I will not stand for it!”  Her voice had risen in volume and pitch, however imperceptibly.  For a moment it appeared she might actually lose her tight hold on her emotions.

“There was protocol you could have followed.  Lodging a formal complaint–“

“Would have been useless,” she said bitterly.  “No one would have seriously pursued it.  Kalmia would have gotten a slap on the wrist and I’d get a pat on the head for my inconvenience, then it’d be the same shit every day from there after.”  Finally she averted her gaze from Malkovitch.  “Oh I know I’m good at this.  I’m better than most of the elite troops.  And that’s not arrogance speaking.”

Malkovitch felt his muscles relax a bit–he no longer felt that Samus would threaten him.  She seemed more bitter than volatile at this point.  “Lady, I would have pursued it seriously,” he said in a quiet voice.

“Because I’m a woman?” she asked bitterly.

“Because the human heart will ever search out the truth,” Malkovitch said.  “I’m not interested in pursuing complaints because I’m some vindictive or chauvinist ass out to get someone.  I’m a military man, Lady.  I’m about strategy and integrity and the dynamics of the squadrons I oversee.  If I wasn’t serious about pursuing complaints we wouldn’t be sitting here now.”

“This is true.”

He smiled, almost kindly, but his expression turned serious once again.  “Another truth you’ll be facing is discharge from service.”

“I’m aware of the consequences of my actions.”

“Discharge means for life.  What will you do?  Without a background you can’t get work anywhere else but the military these days.”

She smirked.  “I can work independently.  I’ve been doing some... side jobs while on scheduled leave.  They pay decently enough, and I’m so good at it I’ll be able to name my own price before long.  I can work alone and I don’t have to follow orders.  It’s really an ideal situaion.”

His eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Care to explain yourself, Lady?”

Rather than answer she asked, with a slightly ironic expression, “Why do you always call me Lady?”

“Ah yes.  I wondered if you’d ever swallow enough of your pride to ask or if you’d spend the duration of your service just seething about it,” he said with a grin.  He chuckled, and she turned her head to the side, as though unwilling to face him.  At this angle he was struck by how feminine and vulnerable she looked.  It wasn’t a side of her he was accustomed to seeing, and he had to fumble to remember what they’d been speaking about.  “I call you Lady not because of your gender,” he said.  “But because that is what you are in every sense of the word.  You are subtle and elegant, poised and dangerous.  You are mysterious and you are effective.  You are indeed a Lady,” he finished.  He watched her closely, unsure what sort of reaction he was expecting.

She kept her head turned.  “I see.”  She was quiet a moment longer, as though she was uncertain of what to say next.  After another pause she said, “You said I was dangerous... is that why you always ask if I have any objections to orders?”

“Not at all, though that would be something–Commander Malkovitch afraid of one of his own cadets.”  He chuckled, and almost felt a sense of relief when she chuckled as well and turned to face him again.  “I ask you if you have objections for two reasons.  The first is that you’re smart.  You’ve got a military mind too, and if you have objections to orders it must be for a good reason.  Even though you never do actually object.”

“...And the second?”

“I know how much you hate taking orders.  Asking you if you object gives you the option to refuse orders without being labeled insubordinate.  You struck me as the type who needs an option, even if you never avail yourself of it.”

“You know me too well,” she said almost flippantly, a sparkle gleaming in her eyes.  “Which means you must understand why I felt it necessary to injure Kalmia.  He displayed no strategy or integrity.”

“Lady, I agree Kalmia was in the wrong, but without any documentation to back you up, my hands are tied; the higher-ups will see you as a loose cannon and discharge you from service.  I’ve been telling you this since you came in here and I can’t seem to get you to understand the gravity of the situation.  You brush it off with distant comments about ‘working independently’.  What do you plan to be, an assassin?”

The sparkle dimmed, and her green eyes became icy and shuttered again.  “Assassins are politically motivated.  I’ve never liked politics.  But it’s along those lines.”

Malkovitch felt himself pale and ice flow into his hands.  “You’re considering bounty hunting?”

“Like I said, it’s an ideal situation,” she said.  “The galaxy isn’t as safe of late.  Reports come in every day of research frigates and stations and peaceful colonies being harassed by pirate cells.  And it takes too long to push the paperwork to get necessary military enforcement.  But for them to hire bounty hunter as protection---or prevention... all it takes is naming the right price.  They get their protection, I get my paycheck.  It’s a win-win situation.”

“Lady–“

She raised her hand in a gentle, yet regal gesture to silence him.  “I came here today knowing the consequences of my actions.  So I came prepared.”  She took a deep breath.  “I’d like it on record that I requested a discharge from service of my own volition, rather than being forced to discharge.  And I’d like you to grant that now.”

He was silent for a long moment, observing her.  Even he, who placed so much value on strategy, had not seen that coming.  He was convinced now–Samus Aran was brilliant.  “I see, Lady.”

“So I can assume there are no objections, Commander?”

He smiled, almost a little sadly.  “The only thing I object to is losing the best cadet I’ve had in my career.”

She returned the smile.  “I took the liberty of filling out the paperwork already.  I only need you to sign off on it.  I’ll collect my things and vacate the premises by 0600 hours.”

“Why the rush?”

“I have a meeting with a potential client in the Taurus system that evening; I’d like to get an early start.”

He took the paperwork she handed him and scanned over the forms, signing the ones that required it.  When he’d finished he sat and stared at her.  She actually squirmed a bit, and unless his eyesight was deteriorating, there was a faint flash of pink in her cheeks.  Finally he separated the forms and handed her copies across the desk.  “Always the Lady,” he said.

“Yes, well.”  She rose from the chair in a fluid, elegant motion, and turned to face the door.  “It’s been a pleasure serving you, Commander.”

“Thank you, Lady.  I hope you fare well, and I hope to run into you again at some point in time.”

She cocked her head over her shoulder and flashed a grin at him.  “Then I’ll see you next mission,” she said, leaving the office and clicking the door shut behind her.

Malkovitch found himself staring at the door for a long while after she left.  Thoughts and emotions churned within his perfect military mind.  He knew what he’d lost when Samus Aran resigned; but he wondered if she would feel that she’d lost anything as well.  At long last he shook his head to clear it and began organizing the paperwork that cluttered his desk.  “A bounty hunter,” he muttered, chuckling.  “Always full of surprises,” he added as he slid her file back in its slot.  “Always a Lady,”  he murmured.  He smiled a bit and closed the filing cabinet, which resounded with a clang of finality.

_______________________________________________________________________

iv. Brain Waves

You know that space is an ocean.  There are no boundaries to it; it is eternal and infinite in its expanse and depth.  Stars and planets exist in the context of space, much like continents of land exist within the context of aqueous oceans on planets.  And like those oceans, space is in constant motion.  There are always waves lapping gently, or crashing and breaking on all that exists in space.  The wave-particle duality of light is particularly conducive to traversing the infinity of space, and thus light travels most quickly.  Since space is a vacuum, sound does not travel well.  Endless screams are lost in the velvet void between the stars.  Alpha waves, beta waves, gamma waves, and my personal preference, brain waves, all travel throughout space; most of the time they go unseen, but that does not mean they are not present, or powerful.

There is very little to detect the presence of brain waves as they travel through space, but they are some of the most powerful waves that exist.  Each one is unique, and the only consistency of pattern they display is their inconsistency; inconsistency is equivalent to individuality when matters of the mind are concerned.  It is this individuality that distinguishes them from other waves, if you are not intentionally trying to detect them.  Much like the humanoid scientist Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, it is not meant to be comprehended, but rather understood to be incomprehensible.

Through this vast ocean of incomprehensibility, you come to me.  You are drawn inexplicably to my presence.  Your brain waves crash angrily on the shores of my consciousness, the ocean of your thoughts torn asunder by storms of emotion.  You try so hard to control yourself.  You work to restrain your actions.  You focus your thoughts and compartmentalize your emotions.  And yet for all your careful work, it is raw emotion that drives you.  How ironic.

Emotion is a funny thing; it is so vague, yet so concrete.  It is rather like light in its dual, uncertain nature.  It surrounds you, yet pulses within you, yearning to explode.  Some humans give in to this desire.  They allow the floodgates to burst, sending forth torrents of emotion.  Other humans play the stoic, bearing emotion with dignity.  They do not realize how the burdens of emotion motivate them and drive them toward destruction.  They do not realize how emotion intensifies their brain waves into a frenzy of crests and troughs rushing wildly throughout space.

Your emotions drive you.  Anger and vengeance throb in your brain.  Pure, unadulterated hatred flows in your veins and poisons your mind.  Memories haunt your dreams and cloud your vision.  There are no words to express your emotions, only actions, and even they are inadequate on most occasions.  Oh, I know how you long to lash out, how you yearn passionately to lose control, and how it frustrates you to no end that you cannot.  You’ve been brought up better than that, haven’t you?  You were raised to be disciplined and just.  You were raised to be self-controlled.  You were forced to vow never to act in blind rage, when blind rage is what you crave.  You were told to use judgment before taking life, and yet you hunger for killing.  You are starving.  Snuffing out life is what you live to do; it feeds your emotions.  The ability to kill and thus feed the gaping hole in your heart dangles before you, deliciously tantalizing, yet you hold back because you are disciplined.  It would be almost admirable, if not for the element of self-torment involved.

I know why you are so hungry.  I know why you are being slowly driven mad by the emotions within you.  It is understandable... to have lost so much at such a young age would certainly drive anyone mad.  You have so much you are dealing with, such a heavy burden that rests upon your heart.  You were the only survivor; the whys and what ifs dance a frenzied tarantella through your mind day in and day out.  When you dream, you see the faces of those who died that terrible, horrible day.  Anyone who asks, you tell them that you do not dream, that your nights are spent in dark oblivion, but you lie.  Your dreams are haunted, and to admit that would tarnish your image as a stoic warrior.  You’d hate for the few peers you have to know that you are driven by guilt and anger and all things poisonous.  You wouldn’t want them to know that hate motivates you, or the desire for vengeance is what wakes you from your tortured sleep.

Yes, the crests and troughs of my brain waves travel through time and space, same as yours.  We are not so very different in that regard.  My mind sees and hears and senses all; you are not immune to it.  You come forth clad in metal, with fire blazing in your eyes, and you appear indomitable; but only I, who have seen beneath your surface and touched your poisoned mind, know you are volatile.  If you are not careful the poison will overtake you and turn you.  It will be your undoing.  It is already undoing you.  Your position is precarious. One false move and you will drown in the ocean of space, your mouth gaping in silent screams as the waves crash all around you.

Neither vengeance nor retribution will be yours, only grim defeat.  The choice is yours, child.

_______________________________________________________________________

v. Body Art

“So what’s this all mean, anyway?”  He asked.  He noted how her neck and shoulder muscles tensed at the question, and wondered if her eyes, which stared at the wall in front of her, momentarily flicked to her weapon lying on the shelf just out of reach.  If she reached for it, she would ruin the intricate work he was etching into the skin on her back.  They both knew this, which is why he kept working and she kept still.

She addressed him coolly, barely masking the resentment in her voice.  “I’m paying you to do the artwork, not chat me up,” she said.

He chuckled over the noise of the buzzing needle.  It was a gruff, hoarse chuckle.  “Chatting up?  Try polite conversation there.  I’m an artist, but I like exploring my subject.  I like knowing what I’m working with.  The canvas speaks to me, ya know?”

She sighed.  “Just do the damn tattoo,” she said evenly.

“I get curious, ya know?” he said as if she’d never said anything.  “Every tattoo tells a story.  Tells me who a person is—what they think about.  They tell me that someone is willing to show the inner self.  Wear their heart on their sleeves,” he snorted.

She heaved a sigh and rested her chin on her hands.  He wasn’t about to stop talking, she was in no position to argue with him about it, and he knew it.  He continued, dipping his needle into the crimson dye and poising it over her back, expert eyes appraising the thin lines that had already been etched into the skin.  “It’s about size and color,” he said at last, applying the needle once more and privately snickering when she flinched a bit.  “Large ink jobs versus small, you see.  How much are you willing to reveal?”  He snorted again.  “How big a statement d’ya wanna make?”  The needle paused, then moved over an inch.  “And then color... color tells a story too.  You’ve got black and red here... whatever the hell this is will look like bloody scratches the rest of your life.  But based on what I know ‘bout you that’s probably the effect you’re going for.”

“You know nothing about me,” she said, sounding bored, but with a slight defensive edge to her voice.  “And if I wanted therapy, I’d have gone elsewhere.”

“Woman of few words,” he observed, halfway tauntingly.

“Actions speak louder than words,” she retorted.  “Please don’t make me act.”

He laughed and checked his work with an expert eye.  Whatever design this was supposed to be was looking just like the sketch she’d shown him, but he still had no clue what he was etching into her.  Regardless, he mentally applauded his skillful hand and dipped the needle in the red ink again.  “Yeah...” he said after a silent moment.  “I’d rather speak through my art.  But I don’t think you’d know much ‘bout that,” he casually challenged.

“I am an artist,” she said evenly, but there was a defensive edge to her voice he found amusing.

“Name your canvas,” he said, his needle carving an arc along her flesh.

“The galaxy,” she replied quietly, squirming just a bit to relieve the tension he could see building in her lower back.

He diverted his gaze.  “Name your medium,” he added next.

She was silent.  The only sound came from the continuous whining of the tattooing needle.  He paused and observed his work once more.  The tattoo looked like bloody chicken scratches scrawled on the alabaster canvas of her back.  Other than the tattoo the only imperfection marring her skin was a jagged white scar slicing down between her shoulder blades.  He had to resist the impulse to touch it; his artists’ fingers longed to explore this inconsistency on his canvas.  To distract himself from doing anything he might later regret he started the needle again, dabbing away any blood that seeped out from under the tip.  Minutes ticked as the needle buzzed.

“Are you done yet?” she finally asked, after the needle had been quiet for some time.

He nearly jumped and hurriedly began straightening up his workstation.  “Yeah, yeah, I’m through.”

“Well?...How does it look?”

He snorted but it sounded forced.  “It looks like... like... it looks like the sketch ya gave me,” he said lamely.

“Good.  Then it looks like I wanted it to look.”  She sat up, gently easing her shirt down over the fresh inking.  She spun to face him.

After staring at the planes of her back for the better part of two hours he had forgotten her face.  He was surprised at how she managed to look so hardened and cold, compared to the vulnerable softness of her scarred, now-tattooed back.  She knew he was watching her, and her movements, precise and deliberate, reflected this.  “Come back if you ever want another one, K?” he said, averting his eyes from her form.

She raised an eyebrow.  “And what leads you to believe I’ll want another?”

“Voice of experience,” he said casually, gruffly.  “I’ve been at this for years.  Lots of my visits are from repeat customers.”

“And why would I want a repeat of this?”

The tone in her voice made him grin.  “You got one already.  Tattoos have a way of gettin’ addictive.”  This time she was the one who snorted, causing his grin to spread.  “Laugh if you want, but an artist knows his art.  He sees how it affects people.”

“Thanks, but I don’t plan on letting people know about this,” she said sarcastically.

“You know you have it, and I know you have it... that’s two already.  A tattoo is never private.”  He grinned, enjoying the glints of ice that sprung to her gaze, and the way her neck muscles perceptibly tensed.

She sighed and curled her lip.  “Are you quite through yet?” she asked stiffly, buckling on her illegally modified civilian-class firearm.  “If you are, I’ll be leaving now.  If you aren’t I’ll be leaving anyway.”

He chuckled hoarsely, suddenly aware of how badly he wanted a cigarette.  He always wanted a smoke after an intense inkjob.  He waved his hand in a mock-regal gesture.  “Yep, go ahead and just leave me without even the courtesy of a name or any clue what the hell I just carved into your back.”

She turned to face him, a hint of an amused grin playing on her otherwise emotionless face.  “You won’t let this drop will you.”

“Nope.”

“Fine.  My name is Samus Aran.”

His heart skipped and he tried to keep nonchalant, but his voice shook when he spoke.  “Well.  S’a pleasure.  And–and that tattoo?”

She had turned her back to him, hand poised over the door to the tiny parlor.  She turned her head slightly, so he was now viewing her profile—the angular cheekbones, the sharp definition of her nose, the cunning curve of her mouth—and she smiled ever so subtly.  “What is ‘chicken scratch’ to you is actually a word written in the ancient runes of a race long-departed from these galaxies,” she said.  She tilted her head just enough so a lock of hair slid from behind her ear and obscured her profile.  “Some people wear their hearts on their sleeves,” she quoted back at him.  “I happen to wear mine on my back.”  She turned the knob.

He felt desperate–he had to know what language he’d tattooed, what words the infamous Bounty Hunter now bore on her back in his careful work of body art.  “If you don’t plan on being back, what’s the harm in tellin’ me what I spent two hours inking into you?” he was trying to sound casual, but it came out sounding like he felt–desperate.

She paused, one foot over the threshold.  He couldn’t see it, but somehow, artistic instinct perhaps, he knew she was smiling.

“They’re Chozo runes,” she said after a measured pause.  “It says... ‘Defender and Savior.’”

He chuckled a bit, but not his usual obnoxious chuckle.  “Savior then.  You think pretty highly of yourself, no?”

“Maybe.”

“Ah.  Well.  S’been a pleasure doing business.  Now... go out and... well, save or something.”  He waved her out the door, and she left without a backward glance.  He sat in his chair at the main desk, pulled out a cigarette, and lit it.  He inhaled deeply, and as he exhaled he grinned through the cloud of smoke, and relaxed back in the chair.  He had no doubt that she’d be back.  They always came back.

_______________________________________________________________________

vi. Ridley Speaks

I feel her.  Every step the Hunter takes is of the footsteps of impending doom, and yet I do not fear.  Her every heartbeat echoes in my mind.  Every shot fired, every hit made... I feel it.  I know where she is at all times; I am keenly aware of her, no matter how much empty space separates us.

I would not say I hate her; more so, I dislike her highly, and not without reason.  After all, it is because of her that I am in my fourth incarnation.  Death has tried to claim me, but Space Dragons do not yield easily; thus, here I sit, focused on the Hunter.  Much like me, she refuses to yield.  She perseveres.  She works alone, which I find fascinating.  Even I have legions of mindless louts at my beck and call.  But she... she infiltrates alone, she presses onward alone, and she faces me alone.  We’ve always faced each other alone, legends locked in battles of epic proportions.  It is like the gods of old clashing in the heavens.

Like I, she is mortal but not.  She isn’t quite immortal, but close to it.  She is a legend.  She is feared.  She and I are more alike than either of us would dare admit.

Like the Hunter, I have never been afraid to inspire terror.  I am a Space Dragon; it is one of the things I do best.  I have never shirked my duties, and I have never hesitated to kill when need be.  It is part of the reason I have escalated to my present position, presiding over the Pirate forces.  It is part of the reason I have been reincarnated so often.  I get results.  I earn respect.  I am effective.  I believed at one point I was one of a kind.

The Hunter clad in metal proved me wrong.  I recall watching her descend into my lair in the hidden depths of Norfair.  She had already bested my colleague Kraid, a lower general in title, but little more than an oversized guard dog in reality.  What Kraid lacked in ambition and drive he made up for in size and specialty of attack, leading to his positioning on Zebes.  After doing away with him the Hunter landed in my lair, disabled my artfully placed traps, and dared approach me.

I’d like to believe I gave a good fight, but I would only be deluding myself.  She effectively dispatched of me, as if I were little better than Kraid.  She fought long and hard.  I’ve often wondered if she was afraid during our little skirmish.  In the years of her race she was fairly young but possessed the talents of a seasoned professional.  I knew of her abilities from lesser pirate sects who reported to me after being defeated by her, but I also knew that Zebes and the Metroid Production Project were her first ‘official’ mission, hired by the joke of a Galactic Federation and all.  A great galactic defender, who would be easily dispatched by me before she could even hope to find the Motherbrain.

Defender indeed.  When I woke, I woke not only to the horrid news that the Motherbrain had been destroyed by the Hunter, but that, even worse, I had fallen victim to my own pride.  It was very embarrassing to have been put in my place like that, especially in front of my own troops who were readying me and my new incarnation for a mission elsewhere.  We’d been keeping an eye on another planet in the Zebesian system.  It was called Tallon IV, and our research frigate Orpheon was in orbit, testing the indigenous life forms.  Zebes had fallen, but Tallon would be ours.

Or would it?  A horrible accident aboard the Orpheon caused a distress beacon to flare out over the oceans of space, and I came to its call.  So did she.

By the time I arrived she had killed one of our mutated Parasite Queen specimens, setting off a massive chain reaction in the Orpheon’s central reactor.  Total destruction was imminent.  I found myself poised on the docking deck, amazed that once again she showed no regard for the hard work of the Space Pirates, and no respect for the research we were doing.  She once again destroyed years of intensive research and labor.

And yet, as she gazed up at me, I found an odd feeling of respect growing in me.  This Hunter was willing to go any distance to stand by her convictions.  That is what it seemed like, at least; for all I knew then, and know now, she was just fulfilling a contract from the Federation.  She being the top Hunter and I being the Space Pirate Commander, it was a given we would meet again.  I just had not expected it would be this soon.

She actually pursued me to the surface of Tallon IV, and began her solitary trek.  All throughout I watched her, curious.  Irritated, but curious nonetheless.  I think she knew she was being followed by eyes that did not sleep–my eyes, of course.  Aided by scanning and sensory technology, I watched her destroy more of our work.  Perhaps she did it because she felt she had to, or because she knew I was watching.  I never saw the expressions on her shielded face, so I never knew if she was smiling, or frowning, or if her jaw was just clenched in grim determination.

The other pirates were furious that I allowed her path of destruction to continue.  They were practically threatening mutiny if I didn’t allow them to act out against her.  Eventually I gave in, and allowed the Omega to take a contingent of troops to the Mines; but I knew they would never be successful.  The Hunter was poised and precise.  She was quick and deft with her weaponry.  She was driven by forces from beyond, something the pirates could not comprehend.  Having been reincarnated three times by then, I could understand what gave the Hunter her drive, which was part of what made me so cautious to engage her in combat.  The pirates did not understand this; they just wanted a fight.  So I gave it to them.  They only had themselves to blame for the imminent failure.  I do believe I actually laughed when I sent reconnaissance teams into the mines and they found the Omega and his troops dead, victims of the Hunter’s wrath.  Destroyer or not, the Hunter was now worthy of my respect, if only for her insane perseverance.

Insane is a word I use rarely, mind.  However, it seems the only word fitting enough to describe the Hunter.  What motivates her, even I do not know, and I have observed her with intensity.  What motivates me?  Progress, for one.  I feel the rush of pride making my heart swell whenever I observe my scientists at work on the Metroids.  They are so diligent, even though they know what the fate of the Zebesian researchers was.  Even after the disaster with the Orpheon they press onward.  Strategy motivates me as well.  I enjoy predicting the moves of my enemies, and preparing countermoves in advance.  Anyone who thinks Space Pirates are raping, pillaging, brainless fools is deathly mistaken.  I confess there are some like that, but the Elite Pirates and the scientists are shrewd, intelligent creatures.  It is only because they fear me that they have not yet usurped my position at the top of the hierarchy.  I am very careful to remember that.

Fear has kept the Hunter at the top of the human hierarchy as well.  Humans fear what they do not understand, and Space Pirate operations is one of the many, many things their brains cannot comprehend.  So they call in the Hunter, who is human and slightly more, and they feel safe again, though they do not truly understand her, either.  I am indirectly thankful for human ignorance and stupidity.  Ironically, only because of that have I been matched with my equal in terms of brawn and brains.

We locked wills on the surface of Tallon.  She bested me, as always, but it was a memorable fight.  It was almost too beautiful and artistic to be considered a fight—more like a dance, I’d say.  And after my plunge into the Phazon pit, my scientists had a right rough time of reincarnating me once again and undoing the damage she caused.

They told me the Hunter even managed to defeat the monstrosity we’d termed Metroid Prime.  In spite of my pain and the inherent humiliation at again being beaten at my own game, I could not help but admire her all the more.  The focus, the physical prowess, the sheer need for success would be too much for some people; they would collapse under the daunting pressure.  But not the Hunter.  Never the Hunter.  She perseveres and comes out shinier than ever.  She is larger than life; perhaps taking life is what gives her that effect.

Taker of life, destroyer, or whatnot, humanity has deemed her a hero.  They have placed their faith in her: the Hunter, the great Defender of the Galaxy.  They honestly believe she will lead them to victory, much like my pirate legions believe that I will lead them.  It is why they bring me back from the edge of the grave again and again: faith.  I am not ready, nor have I the heart to tell them that perhaps, in the Hunter, Ridley the Great has finally met his match.

I also am not ready to depart this universe forever.

But that is a story for another day, another time.

Now I wait.  I hear her heartbeat as though she were right next to me.  Her footsteps echo in my brain.  She is on a fresh mission, direct from SR-388 where Metroids reigned supreme on the dysfunctional food chain that exists there.  She brings with her a Metroid hatchling, still in its larval stages, the last Metroid in the galaxy.  What she has not told anyone and refuses to admit even to herself is that this hatchling has imprinted on her.  It has claimed her, Hunter, Defender, Metroid Destroyer, as its maternal figure.  I laugh at the irony.  I laugh at the fact that of all the thoughts in her head, that is the one I can read the clearest.  It’s touching, in a strange, twisted way.

Her heart beats faster, and I become aware of her ship on the horizons of my consciousness.  She will be arriving at the Ceres colony shortly, delivering the key to Pirate survival into the hands of incompetent humans.  A legion of my best troops lies anchored behind a small asteroid cluster, while I perch upon a smaller asteroid.  They await my signal to unleash all hell upon this unsuspecting colony.  The anticipation is intoxicating.

Though I confess, I do not know what I am anticipating more: wreaking havoc and destruction upon humans too stupid to prepare themselves for an attack of this nature, or once again meeting my equal in battle when she is in an emotional state over this larva.  Either option is deliciously impossible to wait for.

I have never seen her face, but I imagine that she might grin when she sees me again.  I imagine she knows she has no true rival, save me, the one she can kill, but never defeat.  I’d like to imagine she looks forward to these well-matched encounters as much as I do, for when you are the best in your field, competition and motivation are lacking.  But in the end all I do is imagine.  I imagine, and I hear her heart beating.  It is rhythmic and constant.  No matter what pitiful legislation the Federation passes that may impede Pirate enterprises, the Hunter will always be spoiling for a fight with someone she counts as her physical and mental equal.

Her heart beats faster.  One day, it will stop beating altogether.  She knows this.  What she may not know is that I plan to be the one to stop it.  If the rhythm of my existence is going to cease, it only seems fair that I be the one to have the final say as to when.

_______________________________________________________________________

vii. Survival Mode

The questions were always the same, and the answers were always elusive.  She stared out the porthole in her habitation quarters, wondering where she should go next, but having no brilliant epiphanies about it.  The fact was, now, she sincerely doubted she’d ever find where she needed to go; she had the feeling she would always be on the move, unable to commit to a settled life.  The odds for normality were stacked against this galactic nomad.

She sighed, rolled over on her hard bunk, and punched the excuse for a pillow in effort to fluff it.  Uncertainty ruled her life.  It had always ruled her life, it seemed.

She’d lost her home at the age of 8; what reason had she, now 28, to believe she’d ever find a home again?  For 20 years she’d been a stranger and a loner.  She did not know what it meant to be normal or live a normal life.  She’d never lived a normal life–if given the chance to do so now, she doubted she’d know how to survive.

...Survive.  She’d never really lived, merely survived all these years.  She’d obeyed the survival instinct and hidden during the attack on K-2L.  To this day she didn’t know why.  She knew her home and family and friends would be destroyed and life as she knew it would become nothing more than a haunting memory.  She’d accepted the infusion of Chozo blood and the grueling, nearly abusive warrior training.  And what for?  To seek vengeance?  To be the savior the Chozo believed her to be?  To learn the survival skills necessary for when she was cast into the vastness of space, a lonely nomad making a living off killing?

And now she was running for her survival.  Why, though?  What did she have to gain from this?  Adam was right in saying someone, somewhere, would believe their incredible story.  The problem was finding that someone whose mind hadn’t been poisoned against her by the Federation.  She wasn’t even sure what the point was of finding that person.  After all, what did it matter if her name was cleared, the bounty on her dropped?  It would serve them right to capture and execute the one who had saved their hides numerous times.  It would be beautiful irony.

However, something in her rebelled at that idea.  Her motives for survival were not entirely clear, yet they drove her onward and quashed any thought that would contradict them.  And in Samus Aran’s case, surrender was the polar opposite of survival.  She’d not been born to surrender.  She never had, nor would she ever even if it meant going down in flames.  She would be the strong one, the stoic.  She would survive as she always had.

With a mildly frustrated sigh she sat up and absently stroked the Etecoon sleeping beside her.  Lucky creature–though highly intelligent, it would never know the moral quandaries such as the ones that plagued Samus now.  She still felt twinges of uncertainty about the events of the last month.  There were two choices, as always: surrender or survival.  In the end, she had succumbed to the survival instinct and set the BSL station on a crash course with a planet.  She couldn’t suppress a momentary grin.  She had a pretty impressive career; not many bounty hunters could boast a 100% success rate and the destruction of two planets plus a multi-billion dollar research vessel.  All destroyed in the name of human survival of course.  Her grin faded as she stood, careful not to disturb the sleeping Etecoon, and ambled toward the cockpit.

In the end it was always about survival: prevailing over enemies or circumstances.  It was the goal of the X parasite; it was the goal of the Metroids; it was the goal of humanity.  What made her so much better than the X?  What gave her the right to exterminate X and Metroid alike, thus disrupting the natural balance of the universe?

It could have been anyone, any Hunter, chosen to do this, her conscience reminded her.  But in the end she had been chosen for this task, whether by fate or unlucky chance.  Because of her the Federation could wash their hands clean of the universe’s blood.  She’d been a puppet in the BSL incident, if not all along.  She’d been a mere instrument.  But the glory and wonder of those first missions had blinded her to that true role.  Pride had settled on her like a pair of blinders.  She’d been naive, when it came down to it.  And now that she’d outgrown her naivete she saw truth, which inevitably led to her wanting to set things right.  And for that the Federation sought to condemn her to a traitor’s dishonorable death.

In the cockpit she flopped into the pilot’s chair and stared at the view screens.  They were safe for now in a remote sector of the East Quadrant.  She could pause and breathe.  She switched from radar view to exterior cameras and reclined, staring at the millions of stars dotting the ocean of space.

A faint whir and hum alerted her that Adam had emerged from sleep mode.  He didn’t speak right away, and Samus had the uneasy feeling that he was observing her.  Her feelings were confirmed a moment later when he said, “Something troubles you, Lady.”

“If I wasn’t troubled then you’d have cause for concern,” she replied tiredly.  She wasn’t really in the mood to discuss her melancholy with Adam.  But if she didn’t want to talk to him, why had she come to the cockpit?  To stare at the stars?  She could do so just as easily from her habitation area.  She sighed, hating it when she felt the compulsion to analyze herself this way.  “I’m not troubled, I’m just so tired,” she finally confessed.

“Tired?” Adam prompted, sounding a bit inquisitive.

“Yes.  Tired of always running with the weight of the universe on my shoulders.  Tired of never stopping.  Tired of not living,” she added before she could stop.  She immediately felt angry at herself for sounding so weak and vulnerable.  “I want to stop, I do.  But if I stop it’s only a matter of time until they catch up to me and force me to surrender.”

“Force...”  Adam trailed off, prompting an explanation of her word choice.

She raised her eyebrows.  “Of course.  Do you, who knows and understands me, honestly think I would voluntarily give myself up?”  Adam’s silence caused Samus to sneer in answer to her own question.  “You know as well as I do that will never happen.”

“But you realize running gives you the appearance of guilt, Lady,” he said sensibly.

Samus was not in the mood for Adam’s games of rationale, but she could not ignore his point.  The same thought plagued her as well.  As a hunter she knew no greater thrill than that of pursuit.  It spurred her on through some of the most dangerous aspects of her missions.  And now she, by fleeing, was giving the Federation the same thrill.  The irony of herself, always the predator, now become the prey, made her sick.

“Lady?”

“Yes, I realize that dammit,” she snapped.  “Guilty or innocent, neither matters now.  The Federation only wants what it wants with no regard for justice.”

“Justice,” Adam stated.

“Yes, justice,” she spat, annoyed.

“You destroyed a state of the art orbiting space lab and a planet without having clearance to do so.”

“But acting under the advice of a former Federation CO, whose mind was uploaded to this ship for the sole purpose of advising and guiding me through the mission,” she retorted, smirking.  She knew full well Adam did not judge her guilty, he was just playing logic games with her.

“Precisely, Lady.  I can corroborate your story, which is why I don’t understand why you keep running.”

“Does the testimony of a piece of electronics hold up in High Court these days?” she retorted softly, momentarily wishing Adam, the real flesh and blood Adam, were there with her.  She rarely sought or even needed comfort, but those few, far between times when she did, the lonely ache in her chest was overwhelming.  She sighed, trying to ignore the hollow feeling in her abdomen.  She was quiet for a moment, and then said, “It’s not the mass destruction that has the Federation so upset off,” she mused.

“What is it, then?”

“The fact that I know their dirty secrets... the fact I didn’t let the SA-X get the better of me... with the SA-X gone their last chance for the perfect killing machine is gone as well.  They’re as naive as I was,” she said with a mirthless chuckle.  “They thought they could harness the power in that thing.  They can’t even harness me, and I have the capacity for reason.  I’m not just a killing machine bent on survival.”  But even as she said it she knew she was lying.  She was a killing machine, but she killed under the title of Bounty Hunter and in the name of money rather than cold blood.  Somehow that was supposed to make it right.

“What do you want, Lady?”  Adam asked, the computerized voice modulations managing to sound somewhat gentler, and almost more human.

She reverted to silence again, stumped by the inquiry.  She’d never really been asked that before, and had never stopped to think about it.  Her wants were never really a priority; personal needs were the priority for one stuck in survival mode.  “Well...” she began, then paused a moment more, gathering her thoughts.  “Good question.  I’ve never thought much on it,” she finally said, reaching to adjust the ship’s controls to avoid the abnormally strong gravitational pull of EB379.  She sat back and looked at her surroundings.  She saw the cockpit of her Federation Standard Hunter-Class gunship.  She saw the mainframe box where Adam ‘lived’.  A Dachora was curled up in the corner, sleeping soundly.  It was the accommodations of a bounty hunter.  It was... lonely.
 She had never really paused to really think about it.

Perhaps that was what she wanted: real human interaction that didn’t involve negotiations over a bounty.  Or maybe she just wanted to talk to someone without feeling a combination of disdain and the overwhelming desire to shoot them.  But even as she thought it she knew that would never happen.  She was a Chozo trained warrior with Metroid DNA who killed for a living.  She had been created to be alone.

“Lady?”

She emerged from her brooding.  “What I really want right now is an old-fashioned hunt–not for a bounty, just to remember why I love this so much.” She gestured to the cockpit, more for her benefit than Adam’s.  “I want to rediscover the thrill.”

When Adam replied Samus could almost see his lined, grinning face in her mind’s eye.  “You never cease to surprise me, Lady.”

She grinned, but did not feel much emotion.  No such hunt existed for her right now, nor would it until her name was cleared.  And at present, she seemed to be the only one interested in making that a reality.

Once again Adam broke into her thoughts.  “Lady, I’m picking up the presence of another hunter-class vessel.”

She ignored the way her heart leapt into her throat.  “Close?”

“Not close enough to concern us immediately, but it may be wise to change our course.”

“Roger.”  She engaged the cloaking devices and pulled up the map screens, staring at the vast array of destinations that awaited her.  “Why don’t you choose where we go this time,” she offered, feeling too drained and overwhelmed–and possibly even too human–to choose herself.

“Anywhere?”

“Well, someplace out of the way, obviously.  And warm,” she added as an afterthought.  The Metroid DNA-induced sensitivity to cold made her feel constantly chilled when out of her Varia-upgraded Suit.  “Somewhere warm and habitable.”

“Settling down, Lady?” Adam asked with a hint of irony to his voice.

“No... I just want to see if I could do it.”

“Could do what?”

“Live,” she said a bit sardonically.

“Are you not living right now?” he asked her, confused.

“I’m alive, but I’m not really living.  Right now I’m in survival mode.  I have been for 20 years.  20 years of just trying to make it through each day can wear a person down, you know.  I just want to try really living for a change.”

“And if that does not work out for you?”

“Then I’ll know.”

She had to try, at least once.  Otherwise she’d be doomed to this endless cycle of hunter and hunted until she gave up survival for surrender out of pure exhaustion.  Adam’s silence confirmed that he understood her cryptic comments.  And somehow, as she prepared her ship for the leap into the vast emptiness of hyperspace, she felt this was a comforting thing.

_______________________________________________________________________

viii. Opiates and Tourniquets: A confession

Opiate: n.  Something that dulls the senses and induces relaxation or torpor.

Tourniquet: n. A device, typically a tightly encircling bandage, used to check bleeding by temporarily stopping the flow of blood through a large artery in a limb.

“Religion is the opiate of the people.” ~Karl Marx

“My God, my tourniquet, return to me salvation...” ~Evanescence

There are many mysteries in this universe, many questions and many more answers.  There is pain and suffering, good and evil, life and death.  I have brought pain and suffering, and I have dealt out life and death.  I pay no heed to good or evil; it is too steeped in the subjectivity that is faith and belief.

What are the beliefs of one who is paid to kill?  I have wondered on that frequently, and have at last come to a conclusion.  Bear in mind the fact that I lost everything at a young age.  My home, my family, and my life were destroyed in the very blink of an eye.  Some say that suffering builds character.  My suffering destroyed my character, turning me into malleable clay.  The fingers of time and fate molded me; I was baked in kilns of suffering; then the day came when I broke the mold and decided never to be manipulated again.  The only way for that to come to pass was to believe in nothing.  Believing is the basis of religion, and religion is what manipulates the soul. What more is religion than a tourniquet to stop the bleeding in the soul?  Is it anything more than an opiate to dull the senses?

My parents believed the old religion.  They believed in the Providence of the One Faceless God, who was all and was in all, and was eternal.  They believed in peace and serenity, and all things good and pure.  In short, they were idealistic; the whole colony was idealistic when it came down to it.  It was an agricultural colony, self-sustaining, and armed only enough to intimidate potential local criminals.  It was a colony full of idealism and naivete, and we were blind to the destruction we were about to allow to be brought upon us.

The One saw fit to rain judgment upon the people of Colony K2-L in the form of attacking Space Pirates.  What sins we had committed, only the One knew, and why I alone was spared, I do not understand, even now.  What I did understand was that for all the talk of faith and providence, it had gotten the people nowhere.  I alone remained.  I  thought I was going to die of starvation or dehydration, or maybe hypothermia from the cold nights.  Where was the One Faceless God now?  Where was the peace and serenity his ministers preached?  I was certain that if the Faceless God had a face it would have been turned away from the colony of K2-L, whose only sin had seemingly been ignorance of the evils in the galaxy surrounding it.

I was eight years old when I became an atheist.  Even then, at that young age, I vowed never to place faith, hope, or trust in the One Faceless God and his Providence.  The people of K2-L had believed in all these things and all it had brought them was ruthlessness and death.  My heart was bleeding, my soul was crying out in pain; the One Faceless God did not comfort me, nor did he save me.  At that moment the scales fell from my eyes and I realized what the Providence of the One Faceless God truly was.  It was a tourniquet, tightened to stop the bleeding naivete of the people.  It was an opiate, a drug to dull the senses and ease the pains of reality.

I vowed never to give in to that complacency.  I figure if I am to bleed, it should be profusely.  If I am to be in pain, I hope it feels as though my very nerve endings are exposed to extreme heat and cold.  And if I am to see, then let it be with clear vision that is not obscured by rose colored lenses.  If I am to believe in anything, it will have to be myself.  If I must rely on anything or anyone, again, it will have to be myself.

It took moments for me to stop believing, but a bit longer to stop relying.  It was an old habit, I suppose.  Given my record, one would think it would be easy to give up, but it wasn’t.  I had relied on my parents, but they were forced to abandon me when death took them.  I had relied on the One Faceless God, but he abandoned me as well, I’ll assume by choice.   I was so weak when I was found that I was forced to rely on the Chozo, who rescued me from the ashes of K2-L like some mockery of a Phoenix.

The Chozo.  If anything in my life was going to try my lack of a belief system, it would be growing up amid ascetics and mystics.  They were always looking to far off stars and envisioning distant lands.  They always spoke of prophecies as if they were certainties rather than the auguries I had conditioned myself to believe they were.  Though they never said so, I knew they believed me to be some sort of Great Defender who would fulfill prophecy.  I never asked questions.  I never got involved any more than the physical training required of me.

Secretly I envied them, as they did not become entangled in the web of bitterness and anger and destruction that ran rampant through the galaxies.  But all the same, there was that sense that their prophecies were tourniquets tightened over bleeding wounds, sustaining them just a bit longer so they could see prophecy fulfilled.  I had no use for any of it.  I wasn’t a child anymore, and did not crave security the way I once had.  My heart and mind were that of a woman, and had been for years; I had only been waiting for my body to catch up.

When it finally did finally catch up, I became a Bounty Hunter and my metamorphosis was complete; my exterior now symbolically revealed the hardened heart concealed within.  I wore a Chozo-made Power Suit, an exoskeleton designed to protect me.  I only offered a sardonic grin when the Chozo Elder explained this to me.  They would never understand that I did not need protection.  The Suit was not for defense, as far as I was concerned, but for offense.  Enemies knew the reputation of Chozo weaponry and quailed before my metal-clad form.  The solitary life of a  Bounty Hunter suited me; there was no conflict in my heart or soul, which made me lethal and wealthy.  The past was behind me.  The future lay ahead, uncertain.  Prophecies and providence lay crushed under my armored feet.  All I had was the present, the here and now.  Everything else was meaningless, a chasing after the wind.  I was a Bounty Hunter; I chased enough things day to day, I did not need to add the invisible to that list.

I will be the first to admit that I have faltered from time to time.  Missions have brought me close to my past, forcing me to bury memories, quell latent emotions, and refrain from questioning my lack of belief.  My mission on Tallon IV was particularly difficult, because I was face-to-face with the old Chozo Lore; I walked through their ruined temples and gazed on their defiled statuary.  I fought their ghosts.  All throughout I reminded myself that they opiated themselves with prophecy and mysticism, and where were they now?  The ghosts of the Turned haunted ruined temples, and the compound Phazon poisoned their once-pure streams.  They were no better off than I was; yet I still felt a responsibility to my foster race to free their spirits and cleanse their lands.  I’m not entirely certain why I felt this way.  I suppose I considered it a means of repaying the debt of kindness they showed me over the years.  It had nothing to do with religion.

It has been years since that mission.  I still live.  I wonder why I have been spared so long; if I believed in anything, I would probably be apt to say it is because I have a greater purpose, or it is punishment for the lives I am paid to take in the name of intergalactic peace and prosperity.  I try not to think on it too often.  I live for the present, and believe only in the physical and mental abilities I have.  I fall asleep at night not sure if I will wake in the morning, and when I do wake, I wake with the certainty of knowing my day is uncertain.  I know I may not make it through the day, but I have no regrets or disappointment because I refuse to look beyond the here and the now.

Opiates and tourniquets; I conclude that belief is nothing more than an effort to stop the pain.  Yet, of all the things I have seen and felt, pain is the most real.  Pain is certain; it can be felt.  It is physical and emotional at the same time.  It reminds me that in the end, I am mortal; I am little more than ash and dust.  I know I have felt pain, and do feel it, and if I wake up tomorrow and the next day and the day after that I will feel pain.  It’s far more certain than believing in things unseen.  And it requires far less guesswork than the great mysteries of this universe.  Forget tying the tourniquets and injecting the opiates.  Just let me feel the pain that is today.

_______________________________________________________________________

ix.  Ridley’s Revenge

He smiled, revealing his cruel, serrated teeth, and she instinctively knew it was over.  His talons dripped gore, which sizzled as it hit the hot stones beneath their feet.  His eyes bored into hers, his gaze filled with malicious glee as he watched her clutch at her irreparably injured abdomen.  He swept his massive tail at her; already weakened from the loss of blood, she succumbed to the attack and fell on her back.

The Dragon pinned her to the rocks, one strong, clawed foot pressing against her chest.  With another appendage he grasped the top of her helmet, grinning sadistically the entire time.  He pulled, and the scream of metal torn from metal reverberated in her ears, louder even than the throbbing of her pulse that caused her ears to roar.  The heat assaulted her now-exposed skin, and the noxious fumes of Lower Norfair tore at her trachea and burned her lungs.

The Dragon, Ridley, towered over her broken, prone form.  “And now I have you, Hunter,” he sneered in a garbled voice.  “Finally we can put an end to our feud.  Now beg, Hunter.  Beg for your life before I take it.”

The taste of blood, metallic and hot, filled her mouth, and she had to squint up at him, so hot was the air.  She gasped for breath against the suffocating pressure of the foot on her chest; she gasped against the pain erupting from her abdomen, where her intestines spilled from the gaping hole left by Ridley’s talons.  “No,” she whispered through clenched teeth.  “I... won’t... beg.”

Ridley shrieked with rage and stomped on the helmet at his feet.  There was a slight whimper from the metal, then a crack in the visor, and then the whole helmet collapsed under the formidable pressure.  Then, as suddenly as he’d burst into it, his tantrum was over.  “Such then is life and such then is death,” he growled, increasing the pressure on her chest and grinning more widely when it caused her to gasp and cough, splattering out droplets of blood, like a strand of deep red pearls that had come unstrung.

The pain was excruciating and exacerbated by the toxic heat, but she could not satisfy Ridley’s demands.  One last act of defiance was all she had left in her: she had to stay alive as long as she could, even as her body screamed for death, the release from this agony.  She stared into Ridley’s eyes, her own gaze watering from the hideous sensations coursing through her body and engulfing her mind.

“So you’ll not yield, Hunter?” he asked.

She mouthed ‘no’.  More blood trickled down her jaw.  Ridley pressed harder on her chest, and she felt the snap of bone as several ribs cracked under his awesome weight.  She gasped again, survival instinct forcing her to struggle futilely for air.

She now wheezed pitifully, oxygen gurgling in the blood in her throat.  Her limbs trembled, and the jaws of the Dragon swam in and out of her fading consciousness.  She teetered on the edge of darkness, consumed by heat and pain and humiliation.  She felt the pressure increase yet again, then felt another crack.  The thudding of her pulse, which had filled her ears, pounding the rhythms of death, ceased.

All was quiet.

Satisfied, Ridley smiled.

_______________________________________________________________________

