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Prologue 

2080 AD

Planet Waylander

Waylander wasn’t exactly a typical planet found in the outer reaches of Sol Sector.  It was hospitable, clean, rich with minerals, and completely uninhabited.  That was the way it had been 7 years ago, before the colonists had arrived.  Now, on the planets largest continent, a sprawling cityscape covered the once untouched land.  Though the city was not one of the largest in all of Federal space, on Waylander, it was a metropolis, home to nearly two hundred thousand colonists, researchers and miners.  The colonists had named the city ‘Terra Nova’, and had come to regard Waylander as humanities home away from home.  


However, a group of researchers had recently discovered that Waylander was not as uninhabited as previously thought.  The Federation Research Center in Terra Nova had become the single busiest place in the city as just about everyone was curious to know about the newly discovered lifeform.  Colonists from all over the city were coming to the center to voice their concerns and suggestions, but for the most part, their words fell on deaf ears.  The bureaucracy was overwhelmed as it was attempting to come up with an explanation as to why and how the lifeform had not been detected during initial colonization of the world seven years ago.   


“We have a decision to make here people,”  Jurgen Sarsky, a Federation special envoy to Waylander spoke on the top-floor conference room in the 30-story tall Research Center complex.  “The Federation Bureau and the Federal Space Authority are going to want to know about this new,”  He wove his hand in a circle as if trying to come up with the best phrase to describe it.  “lifeform, if that’s what you want to call it.  Seven years ago, we came to this planet and colonized it believing it to be a deserted world.  Completely uninhabited by sentient beings.  Now, all of a sudden, we’ve found something?”


“Yes sir,” A middle-aged man with a well trimmed graying beard spoke, as he adjusted his glasses with his index finger.  “And it is a lifeform, we’re certain of it.  Sentient or not, is another matter.  So far the creature has displayed no intelligence on any level that we are accustomed to.”


“I see, so in essence we’re dealing with a living puddle?”  Sarsky muffled a chuckle.  “It sounds ridiculous, but there’s no other way I can think to best describe it.”


“That would be a fairly accurate description, sir.”


Sarsky nodded.  “All right.  For our fellow colleagues doctor, would you be so kind as to show us all this creature?”


The doctor nodded, and pressed a button on a small circular disc he had hidden within his lab coat breast pocket.  A holographic image appeared a few feet away from him, hovering over the long black ovular table.  The image was of what appeared to be a blue/green liquid substance, suspended within a containment field.  The substance moved independently, large fist-sized bumps forming on its surface momentarily, before sinking once again.  


“It was discovered three days ago when a miner came across it during an excavation of a natural water spring.  A research team immediately isolated it, and brought it back to the city for further study.  Our initial tests conclude that it is a single celled organism, capable of free independent movement, which might suggest some form of intelligence…”


“But may also suggest that it moves simply through chemical changes in the air, or involuntary spasm, what have you,” Sarsky made a moving on gesture with his hand.  “Spare us the speculation doctor, focus on the facts.”


The doctor cleared his throat and continued.  “Through various tests we have also noted that the creature is able to absorb energy, and grows by absorbing energy.”


“Energy absorbing?”  Sarsky’s naturally narrow eyes narrowed even more.  “Are you suggesting that we could be dealing with another form of…Metroid perhaps?”


“The notion did cross our minds, sir. A single celled organism, which grows through absorption of energy.  It fits all the criteria associated with the metroid species.”


Sarsky let out a deep sighed, turning his back to the assembled researchers and bureaucrats.  He looked out through the transparent wall towards the city beyond.  “All right.  So we’re potentially dealing with a Metroid.  So far the containment fields seem to be working.  And as far as we know there are only one of them on the planet.  More, and we would have likely scanned them before coming here.  So what are our options?  Lets review.”


He faced the group again and held out his arms.  “Our first option is our most likely candidate, and was suggested by you, Professor Wynn.  Further isolation and study of the creature so we may determine its origin and learn further of its energy absorption properties.  Our second option, and probably an even more likely scenario if we wish to keep the Authority out of our hair, is the eradication of the creature and subsequent eradication of all other potentially encountered.  Our final option, is that we contact Federal Space Authority Outpost and have them retrieve the specimen.  The third solution seems more likely to cause a lot of headaches than relieve any.”


“I personally think it would be in all of our best interest to destroy the thing,” One of the bureaucrats spoke up.  “We’d just be ridding the galaxy of another metroid pest.  We’d be doing the Federation a service.”


One of the researchers nodded.  “In the interest of continued peace, I am inclined to agree with that proposal.  The metroids have been known to be a very dangerous threat.  After what happened on Space station Ceres a few years ago, I also think transporting the creature would be a mistake.  There are still pirates our there who might use the creature to undermine the Federation.”


“Perhaps transportation is not the answer,” Another researcher added.  “What if we could simply continue research on the creature here?  We may be able to use it to benefit mankind, rather than use it to destroy it.”


“Our labs here are not properly equipped for research of such things.  We are merely a mining colony, set up to research materials, not lifeforms.”


The table erupted into sustained conversation.  Sarsky allowed the verbal exchange to wage on for a few minutes before raising his hands to shoulder level.  “People, people…I get the distinct impression that we are even when it comes to those who wish to keep the creature here, or destroy it.  I have a compromise.”


The table became silent, and all eyes focused on Sarsky.  


“I say we continue with what research we can, and then when such a time comes when we no longer have the necessary tools to further the research, we terminate the subject for risk of…contamination?  The researchers shall have two months to fulfill what research they can on the subject, before it is put into the proverbial frying pan.  Is that acceptable for everyone?”


There were nods of agreement from everyone around the table.  


“Good.  Doing this will ensure we learn at least something about the creature, while at the same time keeping the Authority from getting involved.  So, if that issue is solved, then this meeting is…”


Before Sarsky could finish his thought, a warning klaxon began blaring inside the conference room.  The wall shields lowered over top of the transparent walls, sealing all external ports.  The men and women in the conference room leapt to their feet and began shouting frantically.


“What the hell is going on!?”  Sarsky shouted loudly.


“Contamination alert.  Specimen isolation canister on laboratory level five, section six has been breeched.”  An automated announcement buzzed over the intercom.  


“The metroid!”  Doctor Wynn announced loudly.  “We’ve got to make sure nobody comes into contact with it.”


Sarsky briskly marched over to a nearby computer console where he brought up a surveillance image of the laboratory.  Several bodies stiffly laid on the floor, their facial features displaying ghastly, pale expressions.  


“The city has to be evacuated,” Wynn spoke to Sarsky as he stepped up beside him.  “If the creature continues to feed off of life energy, who knows how large it will get.  There’s no way to tell how large it has already become by now.”


Sarsky narrowed his eyes.  “Are you insane!?  There’s no way we’ll be able to evacuate two hundred thousand colonists with what available ships we have.”


“Then send a distress beacon to the nearest Federal Space Authority outpost.  They’re the only ones equipped to deal with such an emergency.”


“It’ll take the nearest outpost three days to receive our signal.  We might as well just attempt to re-contain it.”


“Send the signal now.  That will give us three days to contain it.  If we are unable to by then…”


“Then, the Authority at least will be here.”


Wynn narrowed his eyes.  “I was going to say, if we are unable to contain the creature by then, there might not be a colony to save.”

Molly Lucas had only been living on Waylander for about a month, and was already truly beginning to think of the planet as home.  She had been born on Europa base, and lived there for almost all of her youth, until she was old enough to get a job with Starhaul cargo liners.  Since age 18 she had been a freighter crewman, starting off as a lowly midshipman and eventually earning her way to the navigator’s spot.  Now at 27 she owned her own transport vessel, and was working freelance.  Her last assignment had brought her to Waylander to deliver supplies to the miners, and since then she had taken up permanent residence on the serene world.


She awoke to the sound of a soft warning chime, which filled her cozy apartment.  The warning had only ever been sounded once before to Molly’s knowledge, and that had been two weeks ago during a small fire in one of the other apartments.  She figured this was just another one of those incidents, not even worth the worry.  


Nevertheless, a quick glance at her chronometer told her it was time to get out of bed and get a start to the day.  She yawned deeply and rubbed her eyes, sitting up in her bed, already missing the comfort of her soft pillow.  She shook the feeling off, and ran a hand through her long brown hair as she kicked the bed sheets off of her undressed body.  


Droopily she pushed herself off the bed, and stepped over to a wall console near her bedroom door.  She pressed a button on it, bringing up the symbol of the Galactic Federation on the small monitor.  


“Computer, what’s the meaning of this alarm?”  Molly wondered, the constant chiming noise beginning to get on her nerves.  


“An accident had occurred at the Federal Research Center approximately 2 hours ago, ten-hundred hours local time.  The city is currently under lock down, nobody is to leave their designated habitation zones.  An unidentified intruder has been detected inside habitation complex 2.”


“But…This is habitation complex 2, isn’t it?”


“Affirmative,” The monotonic automated voice responded.  


“Oh shit,” Molly put a hand on her forehead in disbelief.  “Is the intruder inside the building connected with what happened at the Research Center.”


“Affirmative.  Further details are currently restricted.”


“Great.  So some lunatic could be in this building right now, doing who knows what?”  Molly sighed and shook her head.  “Well, at least there’s no way anything can penetrate these walls.”


She stepped over to her dresser and pulled out a patterned bra, which she quickly put on, along with a matching set of panties.


“Alert, alert…Unidentified lifeform detected in habitation complex, level 8 section 10.”


“Level 8, section 10?”  Molly quickly darted a glance back at the console.  “That’s right below us!  Computer, keep me informed of any more movements the intruder makes,” Without looking, Molly swung open the door to her armoire where her shirts were neatly stacked.


She turned to look at her selection of clothing, and immediately spotted an unfamiliar blue shirt she didn’t know she owned.  “What is this…?”


“Alert, alert…Unidentified lifeform detected in habitation complex, level 9 section 10…”


Molly’s eyes widened in horror as her hand passed through the blue material as if it were some form of semi-solid liquid. The liquid seemed to jump out at her, covering her entire left arm in it.  She screamed and leapt back.  The aqua blue colored being began to expand around her body, running up the length of her arm, and covering her upper body, slithering down her legs like a liquid snake, and fully embracing them.  In a panic, Molly fell to the ground, her lower body not responding to command.  Her head thrashed wildly as the creature began to slowly envelop her entire head.  She let out one ear-shattering scream before her entire head became covered, and her body became completely stiff.  

Chapter 1

Federation Police Outpost Gamma 

Virgo System

3 days later…


“Major, we have just received an incoming distress signal from the Federal colony on planet Waylander.”


Major Deacon Fest rubbed his eyes, sitting up in bed within his dimly lit room, the bright light from the corridor outside burning his retina.  “Private, do you have any idea what time it is?”


“Uh, yes sir, I’m sorry sir,” The young private lowered his head.  “We figured this being an emergency, you might want to know, sir.”


Fest wiped some moisture from his eyes with the back of his hand.  “Waylander you say?  What’s included in the distress beacon?”


“Not much sir, only a request for 10 starships for an emergency evacuation of the planet, and some mention of a new life form on the planet.”


“New lifeform,” Fest seemed wide-awake all of a sudden.  “If I remember correctly, wasn’t Waylander supposed to be deserted?”


The private shrugged.  “Sorry sir, I’ve only been with the Federation for three years, I don’t know much about that sort of thing.”


“It was a rhetorical question private,” Fest quickly got to his feet.  “Lights, illuminate 50 percent.”


The room brightened substantially as the Major retrieved his uniform, and began dressing.  “The whole purpose of colonizing Waylander was the extraction of precious minerals and water.  No risk of contamination because no known lifeforms on the planet, which is why the colony was built fairly quickly,” The mention of water caused the Major to grab the half-empty glass of liquid sitting at the headboard of his bed.  He guzzled the remaining clear, lukewarm water down.  “If they found a new lifeform, a potentially hazardous one, it could mean the end of the colony.”


Fest took a deep breath, glanced at himself in the mirror quickly, then stepped past the private and began briskly marching down the corridor, the Private trying to maintain step with his superior.  


“Sir, if the message came from Waylander, wouldn’t it mean it would have taken a few days for the message to reach us?  Sub-light communication isn’t as instantaneous as it sounds, right?”


“You’re catching on, Private,” Fest nodded, as he stepped aboard an empty lift.  “It would have taken precisely three days for that message to arrive to us.  Meaning, the situation on Waylander could be far more serious now than it was then.”


The Private stepped aboard the lift.  As soon as he was on, Fest set the destination to the command center.  “Do you think the creature they found could be hostile?”


“Possibly.  Or could be contaminated somehow, with some kind of infectious disease, who knows really.  It could be anything.  What we need to do is dispatch as many units as we can to investigate.”


“Investigate, sir?  Shouldn’t we send starships out to evacuate the city?”


“You’re forgetting Private, three days remember?  That colony could be destroyed for all we know.  But, if they have survived this long, then they should be able to hold out until we’ve investigated the situation.  Following the investigation, we can decide what whether to send out an evacuation force.  Follow me so far?”


“Yes, sir, I think so,” The Private nodded as the lift came a stop, and the doors slip open, revealing the grandiose circular command center of the space outpost.  The center was occupied by no less than 30 officers at a time.  The outpost was the center for all Federal activity in this and the surrounding system.


“Major,” A captain strolled up to Fest, giving him a quick salute.  “We currently have the starships Murdock, Ramses, Falkirk and Ceaser on standby, ready to head out on your command.”


“The Ramses is a type-3 frigate correct?  The other three are troopships?”


“Yes, sir.”


Fest nodded.  “Send the Ramses to Waylander immediately.  Their orders are to investigate the current situation on the surface, determine a best course of action, then send a report back here.  From there, we’ll decide whether or not an evacuation is necessary.”


The GFSS Ramses dropped out of hyperspace close to Waylander so it could quickly drop off the landing party without delay.  Three shuttles darted out of the Ramses large hanger bays, and headed directly for the surface of the planet.  The shuttles kept a tight formation all the way down, dropping below the heavy gray clouds which had taken up position over the city.  The lead shuttle landed on top of the flat-roofed Federal Research Center, while the two other shuttles landed in opposite ends of the city.  From each shuttle departed a 12-man unit of highly trained, and armed Federal Police. Once the men were safely down, the shuttles took off, and raced back to the Ramses.


“This is Unit Alpha on rooftop,” The man in charge of the first unit spoke, his helmet providing him with everything from night vision, heat vision, tactical data and commlink.  “Proceeding inside.  Units Bravo and Charlie, report in.”


“Bravo unit’s dirt.  Proceeding with building by building search of the habitation zone.”


“Charlie unit is secured.  Providing area security.”


“Roger that.  All units proceed with objectives.”


Alpha unit stormed into the office building, doing a thorough sweep of all of the levels.  On each level they found the exact same thing.  Piles and piles of bodies, each appearing as if they had been dead for sometime, though the cause of death was a mystery.  Each of their bodies seemed completely intact, though their flesh was all very pale in color.


“What the hell could have done this?”  One of the grunts muttered, as he observed the lifeless corpses, which surrounded him.  


“Metroids man,”  A large dark skinned soldier responded, glancing back towards his comrade.  “Those buggers’ are like vampires, you know?  Suck the life right out of you, leaving no traces.  Man, perfect killer if you ask me.  Federation should be taking some notes.”


“Metroids huh?  I’ve heard stories about them, like back in the academy.  I didn’t think they still existed though?”


“You got a lot to learn, Rookie.  Just because their planet was wiped out, doesn’t mean the species was.  I mean, look at us?  Humans are all spread out through the galaxy now.  You think blowin’ up earth is gonna stop us from kickin’?”


“I guess you’re right.  You think we can take whatever it is that did this?”


“To tell you the truth, I dunno,” The larger man, grimaced as he nearly crushed a skull under his boot.  He was quick to put the weight on his other leg though, and hop over the body.  “But man, if I find the sucker, it’s gonna get a concussion missile straight up it’s a…”


“Cut the chatter you two,” The squad leader barked from up ahead.  “Keep searching for lifesigns.”


“Man, there ain’t enough life in this building to fill a space cruiser.  I say we just nuke this entire city from orbit, kill the little mother f…”


“I said that’s enough corporal!”  The captain shouted.  “Keep scanning.”


The unit continued to move down the building, checking every single room, office, lab, stairwell, elevator shaft, utility closet they came across.  In the end, they came up with nothing but nearly 800 corpses.


“This place is a graveyard,” The Captain said aloud.  “Bravo, give me a status update.”


“We’ve cleared two of the habitation facilities.  Nothing but bodies sir.  Can’t tell for the life of me what killed them though.  Like the life just got sucked right out of them.”


The captain sighed.  “Very well sergeant, continue on.  Keep me informed.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Charlie, give me a report.”


“Absolutely nothing alive out here sir.  Nothing except us.”


“Very well.  Charlie, assist Bravo in securing the habitation zones.  We’ll meet you in 15 minutes.”


“Roger that.”


The captain turned to his people.  “All right grunts, we’re heading to the habitation zone.  Move out.”   


The twelve men of alpha unit made their way quickly out of the research center, and down the road towards the nearby habitation zone.  Though the city was relatively large for a colony world, to get from one corner of the city to the other, took but a mere 20 minute jog.  Alpha unit arrived at their destination just short of 15 minutes, grouping up with Charlie as they arrived.  


“Spot anything on your way, sergeant?”  The captain asked his sergeant in command of Charlie unit.  


“Negative.  This place is dead.”


“Strange that in three days two hundred thousand colonists could just drop dead.”


The sergeant took a deep breath and looked skyward.  “Maybe the water or food was contaminated with something.  Maybe the lifeform that they discovered had some kind of disease.”


“Doubtful, there would be trace elements in the air of any potentially harmful bacteria.  The scanners haven’t picked up anything.  Food, water, maybe.  But I put my money on the creature itself did this.”


“One creature, doing all of this?”


The captain shrugged.  “Lets not forget the incident on the Prometheus.  A single Alpha Metroid caused the death of over a thousand crewmen, and the destruction of a Dreadnaught.”


The sergeant nodded.


“Bravo unit, this is alpha lead.  Status report.”


Dead silence.  


“Bravo unit, respond.  What’s your status?”


There was no response.  Not even static.  Not even a beacon.  


“Bravo unit!”  The captain shouted, causing the other men to wince from the sound of his voice ringing in their ears.  “Alpha, Charlie, on me!  Stay alert!”


The two units conjoined, and marched after the Captain who darted inside the habitation facility where Bravo unit had been conducting their sweep.  Much like the other buildings in the city, bodies were strewn everywhere, lying in lifeless, bloodless heaps.  Not a single one of them sported any sort of injury.  Many of them looked to have been at work while they died.  As if they had all had massive strokes all at the same time.  Through his helmet’s heads-up-display, the captain determined Bravo Units last known location on level 9, section 10.  


“Level 9, section 10,” He announced to his men.  “Charlie, stairs.  Alpha, elevator.”  


The two units split off again, alpha heading directly for the lift, while Charlie averted course to the nearby stairwell.  Both units made their way to the ninth floor following their respective routes.  Alpha arrived first, Charlie arrived moments after though.  


“Spread out.  Teams of two.  Room by room search of all sections.  Private Winters, you’re with me.”


The young private who had been yaking earlier nodded to his commander.  “Sir.”


“Good luck Junior,” The burly, dark skinned corporal gave his friend a firm pat on his shoulder.  “Remember, safety off.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Winters responded, giving the other man a playful shove before following the captain down the narrow corridor.  

They turned a corner at the end of the hall, and located an open door.  The captain peered in from the edge, and saw several bodies within, each wearing standard armor and helmet distributed to Federal Police landing parties.  Casualties.  

“Three men down from Bravo,” The captain reported, scorn rippling in his voice.

“We’ve got a few of them here too, sir.  All dead.”

The captain grunted, his lips curling into a sneer.  “Private, stay here.  I’m going to check inside.”

Winters nodded, and watched as the Captain took a step inside the room.  He waited patiently for the Captain’s return, all the while listening to common radio chatter between the 24 surviving men of the company.  Most of them sounded genuinely upset from the whole ordeal, a few joked, a few spouted obscenities.  It was what Winters had come to expect out of his comrades.  Each of them dealt with the pressure in these kinds of situations in a variety of ways.  Winters found his way was to just keep thinking, not say much and just listen.  It seemed to make the time go by a lot faster.

The time had gone by in fact, and little to Winter’s knowledge.  He jerked out of the trance-like state he had suddenly entered and noticed the mission time in his helmet’s HUD.  10 minutes had passed since the captain had entered the apartment.  Since having gone in, Winters had heard nothing of him.  He began to get curious.  Though he knew he would be disobeying orders, he wanted to know what was keeping his commanding officer.

Taking in a lungful of his suit’s recycled air, Winters stepped into the apartment, stepping carefully over the bodies.  The apartment was nicely furnished, and from the decorations, he could instantly tell it was a woman’s apartment.  He wondered if whoever owned the apartment had managed to survive the attack.  

Something caught Winter’s attention from the corner of his eye.  He focused on it, and noticed the soles of boots partially visible through an open door.  He stepped over towards the door and peered inside.  It was a bedroom, and the Captain was laying face down a single step inside the room.  

“Capatain?”  Winters spoke to his CO.  “Cap…?”  He turned the captain over, and jerked sharply from the ghastly expression permanently imprinted on his captain’s now lifeless face. 

A strange sound then began to fill the air.  It reminded Winters of the sound of something or someone slopping around in a pool of mud.  The sound was originating from overhead somewhere.  Instinctively, he craned his head back, so his eyes were looking up towards the ceiling.  What he saw was both sickening and astounding.  Covering the entire ceiling was some kind of aqua-blue colored gooey substance.  It seemed to be moving, crawling and bubbling in some areas.  Winters wanted to shout, but for some reason his voice wouldn’t operate.  

Then, unexpectedly a form began to emerge from the substance.  As the form grew, Winters began to recognize it.  It was the form of a female body.  The figure was perfectly smooth as it partially emerged from the mass.  It’s arms and legs seemed partially merged with the substance, as did the head.  The head itself was the most unusual part of the body.  It was completely featureless.  No nose, no mouth, no facial hair of any kind.  Only two black eyes, darker than oil, their shape giving the entire creature a sinister look.  It was the eyes which seemed to suddenly entrance Winters.  He couldn’t stop staring at them.  They were so inhuman, so cold, but yet, so beautiful at the same time, he couldn’t look away.  He couldn’t move.  He couldn’t even speak.  

The creature then moved an arm out of the substance and reached down towards Winters.  She pressed a hand against his visor, which made the young soldier flinch slightly.  But he couldn’t bring himself to turn away from the eyes.  Suddenly a large crack formed on Winters’ helmet visor, and tendrils of aqua-blue colored goo began streaming inside.  The moment one of the tendrils touched the side of his face, he felt a shock run up his body.  It made him want to scream out in pain, but he still could not tear himself away.  Then, his sight was completely obscured as a massive wad off the blue substance penetrated his helmet, and covered his entire head.  

Within seconds, all of Winters’ life energy drained from his body, and coursed right into the creature, causing it to further grow and envelop more of the room.  As the now lifeless Winters slumped to the floor, the female body stuck her arm back into the blob, and her body was once again absorbed into it. 

Chapter 2

Galactic Federation Sol Sector Command

Andromeda System

5 Days later…


Samus Aran was quite comfortable dealing with the Federal bureaucracy, as she had done it so many times in the past.  Though she was curious as to why she had been called all of a sudden after almost no contact with them for the past 3 years.  As soon as her ship had docked inside the mammoth hanger bay on the Federal Command station in orbit around Andromeda 1, she left the ship and briskly marched across the hanger deck.  A man wearing a Federal Space Authority uniform met Samus near the lift door at the back of the hanger bay.


“Ms. Aran I presume?”  The man spoke coyly, as if intimidated by the bounty hunter’s bulky yellow and orange armor.  “My name is Alex Langley, special representative of the Federal Space Authority.”


The two shook hands.  “Can you tell me why I’ve been asked her?”


Alex smiled.  “We’ll discuss that in front of the Chairman.  Please,” He motioned towards the open lift door.  


Samus stepped in, and was followed by Alex.  “Level 3, executive command section.”


The lift lurched as it shot up the lift tube, moving at well over 200 kilometers an hour.  Being that the base was so enormous, a whopping four-hundred and sixty two levels, a fast lift car was desired in order to get from the lower most levels, to the higher levels in short order.  Within a few seconds the lift slowed, and eventually came to a stop.  The doors open, and the two strolled out, entering into an extremely fancy looking corridor with fine marble tiled flooring, rugs, and classic décor hanging from the walls and high ceilings.  Federal tax dollars at work, Samus thought humorously to herself. 


“I’ve read all about your exploits on Zebes and SR388.  Is it true you single handedly caused the destruction of an entire planet?”


“Well, maybe not single-handedly,” Samus responded, sounding modest.  “All I did was kill the leader of the Space Pirate clan who occupied the planet.  How was I to know by doing so it would set off a chain reaction in the planets artificial core that would cause it to blow?”


Alex chuckled.  “I see.  Either way, you have done great service to the Federation in the past.  That is why you have been asked to come before the councilor now.  The Federation has need of your services again.”


“I expected as much,” Spoke Samus, her tone lowering.  


The two entered into a large dome-shaped chamber, which was about as large as a small stadium.  Dead center was a single person, seating in a high chair that was lifted nearly 10 feet off the floor.  Though the person bore distinct traits of a human, by his skin color and reptilian like features, it was clear that it was an alien.  Samus had met previous Federal high councilors, but was not familiar with this one.


“High Councilor Grak’kt, allow me to present Samus Aran,” Langly announced, speaking loudly.  


“Welcome, Ms. Aran,” The Councilor held up a tri-fingered claw hand in greeting to the Bounty Hunter.  “We are pleased that you could join us on such short notice.”  


As a sign of respect, Samus removed her helmet, and set it on the floor by her feet.  She tossed her head back, throwing some loose locks of light brown hair out from her eyes.  “It is an honor to meet you, sir.”


“Ah, the honor is mine.  To meet the woman responsible for ridding us of that terrible metroid threat, the Federation will forever be in your debt.”


Samus smiled and nodded her head.  


“But alas, things are not as peaceful as we would like them to be.  It would seem a new metroid threat has been discovered right here, in Sol Sector.”


Samus’ eyes widened.  “What?”


“It is true,” The Councilor made a gesture with his hand.  As he did, a large holographic image appeared over his head.  It displayed the regions of space controlled by the Galactic Federation.  The image then zoomed into one of the pentagonal sections which represented Sol Sector.  One of the stars within the sector lit up, and a caption appeared beneath it.  “Located on the outskirts of Sol Sector is the system Faraway.  The system contains three planets, one of which, Waylander, houses a Federal colony.  Several days ago, a Federal outpost received a distress signal from Waylander.  Apparently, the planet, which was once thought to be uninhabited, did in fact have indigenous lifeform on it.  The lifeform was responsible for the death of over two-hundred-thousand colonists.”


“That’s…horrible,” Samus’s eyes narrowed.  


“There’s more,” The councilor continued.  “The Federal outpost which first received the distress signal quickly dispatched a police unit to investigate.  A single transmission was received from the unit, before all communication with them ceased.  On that transmission were several important things, but primarily data on the lifeform.  The creature exhibits the ability to absorb energy from various sources, including life energy from living things.  Doing this also gives it the ability to grow.”


“Metroids,” Samus’s eyes became slits, and her hands balled up into fists.  “So there are more of them.”


“This creature is like no other metroid you’ve encountered though.  From the data we received from the police unit, the creature is like an oil slick, which moves freely, and is able to take different shapes, and is also able to merge with human hosts.”


“Merge?”  An eyebrow arched on Samus’s forehead.  “What do you mean by that exactly?”


The councilor took a deep breath before continuing.  “From the data dump transmission the police unit sent us, we found a surveillance recording.  If you’ll observe.”


The holographic image above the councilor’s head faded, and was replaced by a projection of a surveillance recording.  In it, was a woman apparently in an apartment.  She was apparently getting dressed.  Samus watched as the woman moved over to her dresser and apparently reached for some form of clothing.  The woman’s body then suddenly jerked, and an unusual substance appeared on her outstretched arm.  Samus watched in horror as within seconds the woman’s entire body was covered by the ooze or whatever it was.  The woman then dropped to the floor, out of sight.


“We will now forward to time index 12.  One hour later,” Spoke the councilor.


The image disappeared for a split second, then reappeared, the time display on the lower right corner of the image now displaying the time as being an hour later.  The recording continued, and the woman…or what had once been the woman, stood up, her body while retaining its original shape, was now covered in the strange substance.  Her face was devoid of any features except for two narrow black eyes.  Then, in an act defying all reason, she stepped over to a wall, and pressed her body up against it, her body seeming to melt into a blob.  The blob then ran up the wall and again disappeared from sight.  The image then terminated.  


“We have no idea what the creature’s capabilities are,” The councilor spoke up after a brief moment of silence.  “But we do know it is dangerous.  In three days it managed to wipe out the entire colony, and kill thirty-six highly trained Federal Police agents.  What we are also unsure of is how many of them are down there.”


“It seems impossible for one creature to be able to kill that many colonists in only 3 days.”


The councilor nodded.  “In any case, the Federation wants you to go to the planet, investigate the situation, see if there are any survivors, and eradicate the lifeform.”


Samus turned to Alex who had been standing with her the entire time.  “What’s the Authority’s role in this?”


Alex cleared his throat, and looked to Samus.  “As you know the Federal Space Authority is in charge of finance, expansion, trade and security in Sol Sector.  The FSA spent billions of credits organizing the colony on Waylander and financing its construction.  The FSA has given me the job of going to the planet, and taking an assessment of all Federal losses.  I’m here on a strictly bureaucratic level, Samus.”


“I see,” Samus turned back to the Councilor.  “So you need me to babysit him while I’m taking care of the bad guys too?”


Alex cleared his throat.  “You needn’t worry about me, Ms. Aran.  The FSA has authorized the hiring of a private security group to see that I am well protected during my mission.  They will also be there to provide you aide should you need it.”


“I work alone,” Samus retorted, quickly shooting glances from Alex to the Councilor.  “I don’t need…”


“You don’t, I’m sure.  But, I on the other hand, am how you say, inexperienced with situations such as this,” Alex smiled wryly.  “With the lack of substantial intelligence on the creature, the FSA things it would be in all of our best interest if this security force goes along.  They are a highly trained group of men and women, not unlike yourself.  You may have even heard of them.  They call themselves the Renegades.  And for good reason, as it would seem that every member of the unit has been a former Federal employee at one time.”


“Renegades?”  Samus stared at Langley cockeyed.  “You mean…Rico’s Renegades?”  


“Yes, the same.  You’ve heard of them?”


Samus’s eyes lowered.  “I know their leader.  A few about 8 or 9 years back I was given a job with Federation SpecOps.  Rico had been a member at the time.  We got to know each other really well…Maybe too well.”


A smile formed on Alex’s face.  “Well then, that makes things a little easier.”


The councilor nodded.  “Very good.  Samus, you have your mission orders.  Your account has been accredited with a five-thousand credit retainer.  You will be paid an additional ten thousand when you mission objectives have been complete and you report back.”


“Right,” Samus kicked her helmet up into her awaiting hands.  “I won’t let you down sir.”


“Good.  You’re both dismissed.”


The two spun around and marched out of the council chamber.  On their way back to the lift, Alex looked to Samus.  “Rico and his people are here on the station.  Perhaps you’d like to get reacquainted?”


“I’d much rather just get started with the mission.”


Alex cleared his throat.  “Yes, well…The GFSS Aquinas won’t be arriving for another hour.  It will be transporting us to Waylander.”


“I use my own ship,” The bounty hunter retorted.


“For this mission, we will be using Federal transport.  Your ship will be moved to the Aquinas once it arrives.  So, you might as well get comfortable for the time being.”


Samus sighed and closed her eyes.  “Very well.”


“Come, your colleagues are waiting.”      

Chapter 3


It had been a long time since she had seen his face.  Seeing it now brought back a lot of memories, some good, some not so good.  He still looked the same as he did the last time she had seen him 8 years ago, except for a few new scars, which now adorned his chin and forehead.  Robert Rico was a man Samus had trusted her life too.  He was possibly the only man she had ever given that trust to.  In return, he had given her the same, and offered her even more.  What did she do though?  She ran away, without every saying a word to him.


Samus entered the rec-center with her helmet on, so she wouldn’t be instantly recognized.  When her presence was know however, Rico and the three others with him, all looked towards her and Alex.  


“That’s some serious armor you got there, soldier,” Rico spoke, a sharp smile forming on his lips.  “So, Al, this is the Bounty hunter you’ve been talking about?”


“One in the same,” Alex nodded.  “I’ll let you two catch up.  Just a few things I need to do before we head out.”


Rico nodded, keeping his eyes firmly placed on the visor of the Bounty Hunter.  As soon as Alex had left, Rico extended a hand to Samus.


“Robert Rico,” He introduced himself.  “You can call me Bobby.”


Samus took his hand gently in hers, and shook, still remaining silent.  


“This rag-tag group over here,” Rico jerked a thumb behind his shoulder at the three others.  “are the Renegades.  The big guy is Jake Norton.  The small girl is Yin Ming and the beauty queen is Jill Tainer.”


The mercenaries gave Samus nods and greetings of acknowledgment.  She just gave them a shy wave.  


“So what do they call you?”  Rico arched an eyebrow, and tilted his head to the side.  


“Ah…Aran,” Samus spoke, lowering her tone, and distorting her words slightly so it sounded like she was saying ‘Erin’.  


“Did you say Erin?”


“Uh…”


Rico poked his head closer to the Bounty Hunter’s visor, managing to see through the semi-transparent blue visor at the pair of feminine eyes that looked back at him.  The eyes were familiar to him, but he couldn’t quite place them.  He was sure he knew them, but he just couldn’t put a name to it.  


“Take off your helmet.”


“I…um…I…”


“Don’t make up excuses.  Take it off,” Rico’s eyes narrowed.  “Look, if we’re going to be working together, we’re going to need to trust each other.”


The word trust cut into Samus like a hot knife.  Rico had trusted her once, and she ended up throwing it in his face.  She had no idea how he would handle seeing her again.  She decided it would be better to just get this over with now then later when he found out it was her through Alex.  With a sigh, she reached up and pulled the helmet off her head, locks of her brown hair falling gently over her forehead and shoulders.  Rico looked positively stunned.  


“Samus?”


She forced a small smile.  “Bobby.”


“It’s been a long time, Samus,” Rico sounded almost disappointed.  “Didn’t expect to see you again.”


“Bobby,” Samus looked towards the floor.  “What happened on Cygnus Prime…”


Rico held up a hand.  “Lets not go there right now.  Look, I can understand what you were going through at the time.  And I can’t blame you for following your heart.  It’s happened to all of us.  Now lets just move on, okay?  No sense hanging onto the past.”


Samus looked up and him.  “You’re…you’re right.”


An uneasy silence befell the two.  Both of them tried not making eye contact during the silence, looking away whenever eyes met.  Eventually though, one of the other mercenaries spoke up.


“So, Samus, is it true what they say?  You were the one who stopped the space pirates on Zebes a few years back?”  Jake Norton spoke up, breaking the silence.  “Man, must’ve been one hell of a fight.”


“It wasn’t easy,” She replied, stepping over towards the others, and perching herself on the edge of a nearby table.  “Without the suit, it probably wouldn’t have been possible.”


“You can say that again,” Said Jill Tainer after taking a sip of her drink.  “Even an army of Federal Police would be hard pressed to do what you did.  Destroying an entire planet no less?  Even the largest starship wouldn’t be able to do that.”


“So you two know each other?”  Yin glanced at both Rico and Samus.


Rico sat down with his crew, furthest from Samus.  “Yeah, from a few years back.  I was working with SpecOps, and I had been posted to Cygnus Prime.  Samus was doing a short stint with Special Operations at the time.  We got acquainted, then about 4 months later, she left.  End of story.”


“Come on,” Yin leaned in closer to Rico.  “There’s got to be more to it than that.  Why did you have that reaction when you saw her just now?  And what exactly happened on Cygnus Prime?”


“Something I’m sure the both of us want to forget,” Rico eyed Samus as he spoke.  “Lets leave it at that, shall we?”


“Agreed,” Samus nodded, folding her arms.


“Uh, okay, okay,” Yin rested her chin on her palm.  “So, can I ask you a question about your armor?”


Samus smiled sheepishly.  “Sure, but to be truthful, I really don’t know much about it.”


“Really?”  Yin arched an eyebrow.  “Where did it come from?”


“Well, from what I understand, it was constructed by the Chozos before the destruction of their civilization.  Its outer shell is constructed out of some form of metallic alloy that is common on only a few worlds.  The inner workings of the suit is powered by Chozo blood.  Around the same time I met Rico, back when I was probably no older than you,” She directed the comment at Yin.  “I had been given a job with Federal Special Operations, and during a mission I had encountered a strange Chozo Elder on Cygnus Prime.  He gave me this suit, which he had been dragging around all of his life, trying to find someone worthy enough to use it.  He told me, the reason he felt I was worthy, was because following the deaths of my parents, I had been discovered by a group of Chozos.  They had done something to me, giving me some of their…abilities.  He said with those abilities, I’d be able to use the suit.”


“What kind of abilities was he talking about?”  Yin thought aloud.  


“I guess it was the ability to use their technology,” Samus shook her head.  “How they would every have known though that I’d eventually run into that old guy with the suit is still beyond my comprehension.”


“Why do I get the distinct impression,” Jill Tainer said aloud.  “That your meeting with the Chozo had something to do with what happened between you and Bobby on Cygnus Prime?”


“They’re related…Somewhat,” Rico spoke up.  “Right?”  He looked to Samus with a wondering eye.


She nodded in response.  “Right.”


Alex Langley stepped through the doors to his quarters; pressing his hand against the lock plate beside it to secure the door once they had closed.  He briefly inspected the two room habitation, and as soon as he was satisfied that he was alone, he stepped over to his personal computer console located beside his bed.  He sat down at it, and opened the communications software.


“Patch me in to Federal Space Authority command, Sol System Earth.  Clearance code Charlie-delta-delta-nine-seven-omega.  Put me in with Chief Executive Larson.”


The information quickly processed on the computer, and within a few moments, the image of a well dressed man, seated behind a large wooden desk and in front of a wall-sized window appeared.


“Mr. Langley, it’s good to hear from you,” Zachary Larson, the Chief Executive Officer of the Federal Space Authority spoke, his friendly tone an obvious forgery.  “What have you to report?”


“As hoped, the Federation has managed to hire the services of Aran.  She’s currently here on the station.  We’re just waiting for the Aquinas to arrive.”


“Splendid.  With her on the job, you should have no difficulty accomplishing your task.”


Langley cleared his throat.  “On the other hand sir, Aran seems quite adamant about the destruction of the species.  That may prove to interfere with our objectives.”


“Don’t concern yourself with Ms. Aran’s bloodlust.  I’ve already come up with a contingency plan regarding her.  For security reasons, I’m not at liberty to discuss with you the details of that contingency, but just know it is there.”


“That’s good to know sir,” Alex nodded.  “What about the mercenaries?  It would appear as if Aran is on familiar terms with the leader, Rico.  The familiarity between them might come into play here.”


“I have already figured him into the equation of the contingency plan, Alex.  Everything is under control, I assure you.  I expect to receive your next report within the next 24 hours.  Good day, Alex.”


The screen went blank as the communication ended.  Alex stood up from his chair, and wandered over to the view port in the room, looking out towards the stars.  He only hoped Larson’s contingency plan would be effective if and when the time of its necessity came.    

Chapter 4


The Aquinas was not the prettiest looking ship, nor was it one of the newest ships in the Federation fleet.  It was in fact, quite the opposite of both.  However, what it lacked in style it made up for in durability.  This was apparent just by the many scorches and scars which riddled the ship’s hull.  The craft took up almost 80 percent of the hanger bay on the station, dwarfing Samus’s ship, which was slowly being lifted into the destroyer’s forward holding bay.  The ship was essentially three pieces, a head section, a body and a neck which conjoined the two.  The forward, or ‘nose’ of the ship was narrow, and sloped inward at the front.  The rear was about twice as wide, and was slightly taller than the nose section.  Samus watched the loading process from the hanger deck, as Alex Langley stepped up behind her.  


“As soon as your ship is secured, we’ll be off.  If there’s anything you want, now would be a good time to get it.”


She shook her head, though the gesture wasn’t visible through her helmet.  “Nothing,” She replied flatly.  “Just to get this mission on the go.”


Alex smiled.  “I share your desire.  I’d like nothing more than to get this business over with.  It shouldn’t take us much longer than a few hours to get there, as long as we don’t happen to run across any pirates.”


“Would a ship like this be able to handle a potential pirate encounter?”  Samus inquired, turning to face Alex.  


“The Aquinas maybe sixty years old, and it may not have the speed and fire power our modern ships have, but I guarantee it can handle herself well in a straight up fight.  She’s been through enough of them as it is.”


“Why couldn’t we get a better ship?”


“Well, with the recent discovery of the new Metroid, the Federation has been put on high alert.  Most of the fleet has been spread out through the Federation to protect major population centers, in case Pirates decide they’re going to use this new Metroid.  Hopefully, the news hasn’t spread too quickly though, and we get to Waylander before any pirates do.”


“I see,” Samus turned back towards the ship, just in time to see her own ship disappear as the holding bay doors slid shut.  “Where are the others?”


“I assume they’re at the aft section of the Aquinas, getting their own ship loaded on board.  Come, let us get aboard so we can get this show on the road.”


Samus followed Alex around the Aquinas to the rear loading bay where another ship was being rolled into the destroyer’s docking bay.  The other ship was quite a bit larger than Samus’s craft, and appeared to be some form of light transport ship.  It had a sleek design, and glossy navy blue colored hull.  Marked in red on the side of the ship’s fuselage was the word ‘Drago’, obviously the ship’s name.  Samus spotted Rico, standing beside the loading ramp, supervising the loading process.  


“I’ll see you on board,” Samus spoke to Alex, as she quickened her pace towards the mercenary commander.  She came to a stop a few feet away from Rico.  “Is this your ship?”  


“The ship actually belongs to Jake, but we use her as our command craft.  A beauty isn’t she?”


“Yeah,” Samus watched as the docking crews secured the ship within the Aquinas’s holding bay.


“You about ready?”  Rico looked at Samus, meeting her eyes through her visor.  


“Yes.  Lets get aboard.”


Side by side, the two walked up the loading ramp, and into the destroyer.  Once everyone who was supposed to be was aboard, the loading ramp lifted up from the hanger deck, and sealed the holding bay.  The ship began humming with life, and slowly began to rise off the hanger deck, the rushing air caused by the repulsion thrusters blowing loose objects in all directions.  The massive steel hanger bay doors began sliding open as the Aquinas backed out of the hanger bay.  Within minutes, the Federation destroyer had cleared the hanger doors, and was in vacuum.  As soon as the ship had gotten suitable distance away from the station, the engines roared, and the engine ports became engulfed in blue energy.


“This is Aquinas command.  We are cleared of docking stations, and ready to proceed,” Said the commander of the Aquinas within the ship’s bridge.  


“Roger Aquinas.  You are authorized to proceed to warp.  All jump lanes are clear.  Good luck, Aquinas.”


“Thanks control.  Navigation, set course for Waylander in the Faraway system.  Set warp velocity to five-point-oh.”


“Aye sir,” Responded the navigator, who was situated closest to the forward view port on the bridge.  “Estimated time of arrival, 2 hours, thirty minutes.”


The captain nodded.  “Very well.  Engage warp when ready.  Comms, inform our guests we’ll be arriving in two and a half hours.”


The Aquinas decelerated as it approached a marker located a few hundred thousand kilometers away from the star base.  As the destroyer entered the marker’s proximity radius, it began emitting a signal to the Aquinas’s navigational computers, informing them it was within the proper coordinates to initiate a jump.  The markers had been set up during the first few years of faster-than-light travel.  Much like lighthouses, their primary function was keeping ships from colliding with large masses such as planets, stars or asteroids.  There were literally hundreds of markers set up all around Federal space, each providing the means for ships to get from one star system to the next, and from planet to planet or star base to star base.


The Aquinas came to a dead stop momentarily.  Then, the blue flame-like energy being emitted from the five engine ports ignited brilliantly for a split second, pushing the bulk of the destroyer into faster than light speeds.    


The confines of the Aquinas’s corridors had made travel difficult for Samus while she was in her power suit, which made her decide it was time to take it off for a while.  She had found her ship stowed away in the cramped loading bay, and had shed her armored exterior inside of it.  Underneath, she wore a form fitting metallic-blue body suit, with matching armbands and thigh high boots.  The suit’s material, while texture wise was close to rubber, was organic in nature, and had pours which would open if the environment got too warm, or close if it got too cold, keeping her comfortable at all times.


She climbed out of her compact patrol craft, only to find Rico waiting for her by the staircase, which led up and out of the holding bay.  Though she didn’t really mind his presence, she was a little curious as to why he was here.  


“Following me?”  She asked, with a playful smile.  


“Sort of,” He responded, burying his hands in his long coat’s pockets, and leaning back against the staircase railing.  “I guess with you around, it’s just kind of hard not to stay away.”


Samus leapt off the top of her craft, gracefully landing on the deck.  She stepped over to Rico, who straightened out when she got near.  “You’re still thinking of Cygnus Prime aren’t you?”


“Hard not too,” He admitted, dipping his head slightly.  “Since the moment I saw you on the station, that’s all I’ve thought about.  I don’t want to, but every time I try to forget about it, it comes back.”


“Well, don’t feel to bad about it.  Ever since I found out I’d be working with you on this mission I’ve been thinking about it.”


Rico looked at Samus in the eyes and chuckled.  “Looks like we both can’t pull ourselves out of the past.”


She smiled and returned the chuckle.  “Seems so.”


Rico nudged his head to the side.  “Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.  We can catch up.”


“Sure,” Samus replied, following Rico’s lead as he walked up the stairs, and out of the holding bay.  


They walked down a short corridor to a lift, which took them up a few levels to a longer, slightly wider corridor.  They took it all the way to the rec-center, where at the moment, several Federation naval officers were seated, most of them deep in conversation, others playing the various games spotted around the lounge.  Samus followed Rico over to the bar, and sat down next to him.  


“Howdy folks, what’s your poison?”  Asked one of the officers, who stepped in as bartender for the moment.


“I’ll just have a diet coke,” Said Samus, with a nod to the officer.  


“I’ll take a beer, something from Sol if you’ve got any.”


“’Course,” The young officer responded with a smile.  He stepped over to the refrigeration-cabinet and pulled out a can of soda for Samus, and a bottle of Earth-brewed beer for Rico.  He set both beverages down for the two.


“Enjoy,” The officer threw a quick mock salute to the two before departing to join with some of his colleagues.  


The two took sips of the beverages, while studying each other, as if getting reacquainted with each other’s physical features.  Samus then set her soda down, and spoke up.


“So, what have you been doing all of these years?  You’re obviously not in SpecOps anymore…”


Rico nodded and set his bottle down on the translucent, illuminated bar.  “Well, all things good and bad eventually come to an end.”


“What happened?”  


He sighed, and rubbed his left eye.  “A few years after you disappeared, a situation occurred on SR390 in the Rigil system.  A research vessel crashed on the planet and we were sent out to recover the survivors.  We got there, and almost the entire crew survived the crash, which only made our job more difficult because it was around 100 people we had to evacuate, and we only had one starship at the time.”


“So what happened?”  Asked Samus, as Rico took a deep breath.  


“Well, here’s the thing.  In order to get the survivors up to our ship, it was going to take at least ten trips.  Ten trips, at twenty minutes per trip, we were looking at almost four hours before we got everyone off.  Time unfortunately was not on our side, because the planet was some kind of breeding ground for you friends the Metroids,” Rico paused and took a quick swig of his beer, setting it down with an elongated ‘ahh’ sound.  


“It appeared as if someone was using the planet to breed Metroids, as a massive nursery had been located by the researchers somewhere on the planet.  We were swarmed by literally hundreds of the little buggers all at once.  For about an hour we managed to hold them off without incident.  Then, slowly the survivors began to panic, and things got pretty sour.  And what was worse, we were running out of ammo.  

“My commanding officer at the time ordered a withdrawal back into our landing craft.  Unfortunately, the craft was large enough only for about 30 people.  And with 20 people in the unit…well, there wouldn’t have been enough room for all of the survivors anyway.  I opted instead to have everyone retreat into the wrecked research ship.  Though the ship really wouldn’t provide complete protection, it was at least better than being out in the open.  By taking that route, I would be disregarding direct orders from my superior, who insisted that we retreat back to the landing craft.  Most of the men went with him, but a few of us rallied the survivors into the survey ship,” Rico sighed, and closed his eyes.  “We only lasted for about an hour before the Metroids figured out how to get inside.  Being that there were only about fifty of them left at the time, and…forty of them with my group…I had lost them all that were under my protection.”

Samus closed her eyes and shook her head sorrowfully.  “I’m…sorry, Bobby.  I had no idea.”

Rico sighed.  “Well, after that, we took the remaining survivors with us in our LC and headed back to the ship.  There was a brief hearing back on board, and I was immediately discharged.”

“Hm…” Samus took a mouthful of her soda.  “I guess maybe that wasn’t such a good question.”

Rico waved the statement off, and smiled reassuringly.  “Nah, don’t worry about it.  Getting discharged was the best thing that could have happened to me.  Now, I’m able to do things my way, rather than the Federation’s way.  No more bosses, no more ranks, no more bureaucracy.  Just Rico and his Renegades.”

Samus nodded.  “Well, I’m glad you’re doing okay.  I’d always hoped to run into you again one day.  But, it’s a big universe out there, I never thought it’d be possible.”

“Guess we both lucked out,” Rico held up his beer bottle in a saluting fashion.

Samus smiled and made the same gesture with her can of soda.

Chapter 5

“We’ll be arriving at Waylander in approximately 20 minutes,” Alex Langley spoke to Samus, Rico and the others inside the crew births aboard the Drago.  “I suggest you all get suited up, and do whatever it is you do to get ready for a mission.”

“Thanks Alex,” Samus nodded to the FSA representative.  “We’ll be ready.”

Alex smiled and bowed his head.  “Good.  See you all in twenty minutes then,” He turned his back to the group, and left the room.  

“Man, I don’t know what it is about that guy,” Jake Norton spoke up as soon as Langley was gone.  “I just don’t trust him.”

“Me neither,” Yin nodded agreeably.

“He’s just an overachieving bookworm,” Jill added.  “All he’s doing is taking an assessment of the damages of the colony, and that’s it.  What harm can that be?”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Yin shrugged.  “He just seems kind of anxious though, especially for an overachieving bookworm.”

“She’s got a point,” Samus folded her arms and legs.  “He seems maybe just a little too eager.”

“You think he’s hiding something?”  Bobby arched an eyebrow in question.

“Maybe,” Samus glanced at Rico.  “It’s obvious that there’s more to this mission though than we are led to believe.  Why else would they be sending an Authority rep along during the mission, rather than wait until the planet has been pacified?  It’s not like the buildings or bodies are going anywhere.”

“Yeah!”  Yin’s eyes lit up.  “I never thought of that.  So why else would he be going then?  Any ideas?  You think he’s really a Space Pirate?  Maybe sent to spy on us so we could lead him straight to the new metroid?”

“No, he’s definitely not a pirate, I can tell you that right now,” Samus shook her head.  “I don’t question his loyalty to the Federation, what I do question is his true motives.  Whether, if at all, he does have some kind of hidden agenda.”

“Well, we can figure all that out when we get to Waylander,” Rico stood up, and walked over to the locker with his name on it.  “For now, we should do as the man suggests, and get suited up.” 

“Agreed,” Jill nodded and also pushed herself off of her cot, and walked to her locker.

They each began pulling out what appeared to be armor section.  There was a central torso section, sections for arms and legs.  Though not as bulky as Samus’s armor, the pieces did bear a striking resemblance to her own.  

“What is that?”  Wondered Samus aloud.  

“They’re the new ICCS units,” Answered Rico, who was in the process of getting undressed.  “Federation began producing them a few years back, right after your mission to SR388.  The design of the suit while similar, is made from mostly existing materials, which means it doesn’t protect nearly as well as yours.  But, it’s kept all of us alive so far.  Includes integrated wrist cannons which fire concentrated plasma bolts, and can be equipped with 30 millimeter high energy rounds.”

Samus nodded in an impressed fashion.  “Nice.  What’s the protection rate on the suits?”

“They can withstand most convention forms of light ordinance.  You can take a 30-millimeter round to the chest and still get up and keep fighting.  They’ll also withstand some forms of high-energy discharges, but not for long.  Because they’re battery powered, the more damage the suits take, the more drain is put on the battery.  The battery will last indefinitely if you take no damage, but requires regular recharge if you’re under fire.  It might last about 30 seconds against something like a metroid though.”

“That goes for all of us, I suppose,” Samus smiled.  “My suit won’t take a lot of abuse from a Metroid either.  What kind of environmental range can they withstand?”

“Practically all of the extremes.  They’re designed to withstand extreme heat and cold, but again putting them in those extremes will put a heavy drain on the battery.” 

It took the four mercenaries about 10 minutes to get suited up.  The suits were created in such a way that each section would conform to the wearers proportions automatically, by filling the inner padding with air.  Each suit also came with oxygen re-breathers, which covered the lower half of their faces.  Finally, they set the helmets over their heads, which attached with the masks, and hooked in with the suit’s power supply.  The one advantage Samus did note about these suits were the fact the wears had access to both their hands, as their primary weapon was a wrist mounted cannon, rather than a full arm cannon.  In all of her years using her own suit, Samus never did like the idea of only being able to use on hand at any given time.  Even with the integrated weaponry, Rico carried two pistols, one at each hip.  It was a bit of a trademark that he had possessed, even when Samus had first met him.  

“All right, Samus.”  Rico finally spoke.  “We’ll take Langley down with us.  You’ve got your own ship, you take it down.  We’ll meet up on the surface.”

Samus got to her feet and nodded to Rico.  “Right.  See you all down there.”

She quickly left the Draco, and made her way through the interior of the Aquinas, jogging briskly down the corridors, taking lift rides and taking stairs down to the other holding bay at the other end of the ship where her craft was being stored.  She climbed up into her craft, and immediately went to putting her armor on.  Once fully outfitted, she took to the controls of her ship.  

“Aquinas now entering Faraway system.  ETA to Waylander, 10 seconds.”

The Galactic Federation Starship Aquinas dropped out of warp close to the planet, and immediately entered into an orbital pattern around it.  Suddenly though, several ship appeared from the other side of the planet, each of them on a direct course to the Aquinas.  There were 4 ships in total, each of them only half the size of the destroyer, but together more than a match for the old vessel.  

“Emergency!  Emergency!”  An automated announcement buzzed throughout the Aquinas.  “Pirate vessels spotted off the port bow.  All crew to their battle stations.”

Just perfect…  Samus thought angrily to herself.  Pirates.  Just what this mission needs.

An image of the Aquinas’s captain appeared on Samus’s primary monitor.  “Samus, this is the Captain.  We’re going to have to delay your departure until we clear out these pirates.  Stand by.”


“Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice,” She replied after the Captain’s image faded.  She folded her arms.  “I wish I’d installed some weapons on this thing.”


The destroyer began trembling as the pirates started strafed it with missiles and lasers.  Without even knowing the extent of damage, Samus could already tell the Aquinas was taking a beating.  The ship rocked violently again as another barrage was thrown upon it.  She began wondering if the old ship was even able to throw anything back.


“Samus, Rico here,” Rico’s image now appeared on one of her screens.  “The Aquinas is taking some heavy damage.  I don’t think she’s going to last, but they’re not letting us out.  We need you to open the loading ramp for us.”


“All right, I’ll do what I can.  Give me a few minutes.”


“Okay.  We’re all counting on you.”


Samus was on her feet before the communiqué ended.  She quickly scrambled out of the confines of her ship, and was on the loading bay deck within seconds.  She sprinted over to and up the stairs in a flash, practically forcing the automated doors open with her free hand.  She made her way through the first corridor, which was devoid of any activity but her own, and the shadows, which bounced from wall to wall with the flashing red lights on the ceiling.


She entered a lift and took it up a level.  She was surrounded by pandemonium when the lift doors opened.  People raced up and down the halls, getting to their assigned duty stations, some of them just in a complete panic and not know what to do.  Samus had to force her way past most of them, finding that a task all its own.  Eventually though, she did make it to the end of the corridor, where she entered a lift, and took it down two levels to the loading bay control room.


The control room was situated a good 50-odd feet above the loading bay deck.  Luckily for Samus, it was unoccupied.  She stepped over towards the window where she could see out into the holding bay, and into the cockpit of the Drago. She spotted both Jake Norton and Bobby Rico seated at the controls.  Giving them a reassuring wave, she went to work on the controls.  Whoever had been working there last had forgotten to log out of the system, which worked in Samus’s favor.  She first initialized depressurization of the bay, then lowered the loading ramp.  The large ramp slowly descended, giving way to the stars and the abyss.  However, before the ramp was even fully lowered, it blew off its support hinges as it was barraged by laser fire.


“Thanks Samus, we’re out of here.  If we survive, hope to see you on land,” Rico’s voice crackled through the comm. channel in the control room.


The bulk of the Drago lifted off the deck and began drifting backward into space.  Just as it cleared, a massive shock filled the interior of the Aquinas, nearly knocking Samus right off her feet.  A blaring alarm klaxon began wailing throughout the ship.


“Warp core breech.  Explosion eminent.  All personnel on aft section of ship, proceed immediately to forward section.  30 seconds until emergency separation.”


Thirty seconds!?  Samus shouted to herself in her mind, as she was already racing out of the control center.  Doesn’t give me much time.  


She sprinted down the corridor outside the control room, and slid into a closing cargo lift.  The lift’s ascension was mind bogglingly slow, causing to only speed Samus’s heart rate.  


“15 seconds until emergency separation.”


Another violent tremor rattled the ship.  Samus held tightly onto the railings inside the lift, praying to whatever higher power that might exist that the lift would not stall or fall.  


“Hull breech in level 1, section 1, main bridge.”


Bridge is gone.  This ship has no navigation.  Wonderful.  Samus thought bitterly to herself.  Hopefully whoever is manning the weapons is still alive.  


The lift doors finally slid open, revealing the long corridor, which led to the Aquinas’s forward section.  Taking a deep breath, Samus raced ahead.


“5 seconds until emergency separation.  All hands to emergency stations.”


Samus could hear the distinctive crackling sounds of the ship’s neck section beginning to separate from the rest of the ship.  She knew the entire section surrounding her was lined with explosives so just incase a situation just as this did occur, the neck could be destroyed, separating the nose from the body.  


“3 seconds…”


She could see the pressure door just ahead.  She quickened her pace, now moving blindingly fast.  


“2 seconds…”


The doors were nearly within reach.  Just another few steps.


“1…”


The floor rattled and shook the likes of which Samus could only compare with her time on Zebes just prior to its destruction, only this was much worse.  She could hear explosions behind her, engulfing the rear end of the Aquinas.  She squeezed through the door just as it was closing.  A massive tremor threw Samus off her feet as the nose section was hurled from the blast.  She got to her feet, and wasted no time making her way to a lift.  The lift doors slid open, but inside was nothing but the shaft, no lift car to speak of.  She peered over the edge, and looked down, then up, seeing nothing but stars overhead.  The entire main deck must have been blow off.  


With little option, Samus stepped into the shaft, and activated her suit’s gravity compensators.  In an instant, the color of her armor changed from yellow and crimson to a violet and light red, almost pink.  She walked down the sides of the shaft until getting to the next closed door.  Selecting her missiles, and taking aim, Samus blew the doors open with a single well-placed shot.  She leapt through the now-open doors, and deactivated the gravity compensator, her armor reverting back to its normal state and colors.  Hurrying down the short corridor, she entered the holding bay where her ship remained.  


“Warning, warning…Destruction eminent.  All hands, abandon…ffzzzzxxxtttz…”  The automated announcement system fizzled out, as secondary explosions began tearing their way through the remainder of the destroyer.  


Wasting no time, Samus leapt from the top of the stairs, landing on the roof of her ship.  The bay doors were already opening as she entered her craft, and stepped quickly into the cockpit.  She activated the internal system, shields and engines.  Once the doors had fully opened, she forced the throttle lever forward, and blasted out.  Seconds after her escape, both sections of the ship ignited simultaneously, forming into one single massive brilliant blue fireball, which even overwhelmed some of the surrounding pirate vessels.


With a deep sigh, Samus navigated her ship down towards the surface of Waylander, dipping down below the heavy cloud cover and into the rain swept skies.  She activated her scanners, and picked up two things, the colony to the east, and a downed ship about 70 miles west of it.  She knew the downed ship had to be Rico, and set a course immediately for it.  She only prayed he was still alive.  

