AUGMENTED

CHAPTER 03: PIRATES

The two Space Pirate vessels appeared, at least to the Thermopylae's sensors, to come out of nowhere. In fact, they had been there for days, hiding in the upper atmosphere of Ts'alis VII, the magnetic storms concealing them from sensors. It was this world that inspired the trace scrambler, after its inventor studied the effect of the storms on shipboard sensors.


'Why the hell are they here?' Kaflan shouted over the alarm as he and Samus headed for the bridge again.


'Probably to stop us doing exactly this, poking our noses into their research program.' The ship rocked as one of the Pirate laser blasts found its target.


'They've obviously thought this one through, more so than usual.'


'Yes, that's what worries me.' Samus thought for a moment.

The bridge was in chaos. Most of the officers were running around like chickens without their heads, trying to keep things running. The plasma batteries took at least a few minutes to charge from cold, and as no other vessels were detected on entering the system, Captain Staal saw no reason to precharge them. Finally the control panel turned green and the batteries came online.


'Sir, batteries online,' the marine manning the station seemed relieved.


'Concentrate fire on the lead vessel, try to hit the central section, not the wings, and keep our distance from them, we don't want them using boarding pods.' Staal knew that the only way to totally cripple a Pirate vessel was to heavily damage the round section at the rear, which housed the critical systems.


'Yessir.'


'And get Samus and that scientist fellow up here.'


'No need,' said Samus, looking over the captain's shoulder at the battle display.


'Ah!' Staal jumped. 'There you are. Well, as you can see we're in a fine mess. We could probably take these two, but we'll suffer heavy damage.' Almost on cue, the ship rocked again under Pirate fire. 'See? You blew up their entire facility on Zebes, what do you suggest?'


'I suggest that you do your best to keep them busy, and I'll go aboard one of the ships. One, if these ships are connected to their augmentation project, which seems likely, I can download any data they may have. Could help us find their base. Two, I can leave them a little present.'


'I see.' The captain's eyes lit up when Samus mentioned the "little present". 'But they'll detect you and blast your ship to bits.'


'No they won't; not while they're concentrating on you. Launch a few empty cargo crates too, their auto-targeting mechanisms may just think they're fighters.'


'Nice plan.' Kaflan was impressed. 'I'll map out those low-energy microwave spots.' The ship rocked again, more violently this time.


'Get going before we all end up as space dust!' The captain turned around abruptly and studied the battle display again. Samus and Kaflan returned to the elevator.


'Just one thing...' Kaflan started, but then trailed off.


'Yes?'


'That ship of yours is quite small, where do you keep all the suit components?'


'I don't.'


'Then how...'


'Like this.' Samus concentrated for a few seconds and ran her hand down her arm. Her whole body started to glow a bright white, and the iconic Power Suit materialized around her, making her already tall frame seem taller. She spoke again, but her voice was muffled by the helmet.


'Wh... what, sorry I can't hear you.' Kaflan was stunned, how could all that just come out of nowhere?

Samus clicked on the external speaker and spoke again. 'That better? I said that it's an energy-matter inversion reaction, designed by the Chozo. I essentially store the suit components as energy within me, and can rematerialize them at will.'


'It looks like I'll have to rethink my upgrade designs...' The elevator stopped abruptly. 'Ah, astrometrics. You be careful out there.' Kaflan stopped and fully took in the imposing figure in front of him. 'On second thoughts, you probably don't need to be!'


'More fun that way anyway!' Samus reactivated the elevator and Kaflan and the astrometrics lab disappeared.

Outside in space, the first Pirate battleship was not doing well against the Thermopylae. Its top 'wing' had been virtually destroyed, and the central orb was beginning to spark with electricity. Perfect, Samus thought as she piloted her ship out of the docking bay. Any surviving Pirates would be too concerned with either saving the ship or escaping to pose too much of a threat. She flew to the back of the vessel, and then inside it via a cargo bay. She had just enough space to land. On exiting her ship, she found that much of the interior of the Pirate vessel had been obliterated, and it took several charged Plasma Beam shots to melt the debris blocking the cargo access doorway. The Nova Beam might have sped things up, but she had turned that over to Federation researchers in the hope that they'd be able to outfit GFMC ships with a similar device. 

The two Pirate troopers in the corridor beyond looked stunned to see "the Hunter" as they called her, and were easily dispatched with a few more plasma blasts. Pirate battleships were small and cramped, and it didn't take much searching to find the main computer core, and the two Shield Troopers guarding it. Samus extended her Grapple Beam and ripped the shield off one trooper while holding the other back with two Plasma Beam shots. She then turned her cannon on the shieldless trooper, charged and fired. The Pirate caught fire and disintegrated; repeating the sequence on the other Pirate led to his demise soon after.

The ship rocked and swayed, and a resounding "crunch" sounded around Samus. One of the other wing segments had evidently been blown away. 'Little point bombing this hunk of junk,' she thought. 'It seems like it'll finish the job by itself.' 

Samus activated her Scan Visor and turned it on the computer core. Her suit remotely linked up with it and began downloading the ship's logs. "DOWNLOAD OF LOG DATA: 1%.... ETC 01:30", flashed onto her HUD and started counting down. That 90 seconds felt like eons to Samus, what with the ship seemingly collapsing, and the possibility of more Pirate troops interrupting her. However, the download completed without incident and she retreated back to her ship and departed the Pirate vessel. Moments after she did so, it exploded in a brilliant white flash. Its antimatter core had become unstable and the fuel had annihilated, releasing a tremendous burst of energy. Samus' gunship was rocked by the shockwave, but suffered no real damage, and the Thermopylae's deflection plating protected it. The same could not be said for the second Pirate battleship, which was close enough to bear the full force of the detonation. It was all but obliterated in the blast, with only a few pieces of debris attesting to its existence. Samus puzzled for a moment. Her ship's sensors were registering high levels of heavy particle emissions from the explosion, something that does not happen in usual antimatter detonations. She pushed it to the back of her mind, now was not the time to be concerned with particle physics.

Zel Kaflan was waiting for her when Samus returned to the Thermopylae.


'Have fun blowing things up?' Kaflan said as she exited her ship.


'Yep, I never get tired of that feeling,' she replied, walking toward him and deactivating her helmet with a flash. 'I got the logs, what about those microwave emitters.'


'Well, there are 67 in this half of the galaxy,' Kaflan started to walk toward the elevator, and Samus followed. 'But only 13 of those are close to any planetary systems.'


'What about a space station?' 


'I suppose it's possible, we'll need to have a look at those logs to get a better idea.'

The astrometrics lab resembled a planetarium, with a large holographic projector in the centre of the room and computer consoles around the outside. Samus plugged her arm cannon into a universal data port and uploaded the 300-or-so megabytes of Pirate data. Kaflan "bodged", in his words, a sorting program to filter out anything irrelevant. Three files remained, all dated within the past few days. Kaflan brought the first one up on the holo display.



"HIGH COMMAND EDICT TO COMMANDERS OF SPS Q'LAT AND SPS 


TYREKSIS. PROCEED TO TS'ALIS SYSTEM, SEVENTH PLANET. AWAIT 


FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS. THESE ORDERS ARE TOP SECRET, OFFICERS 

MUST NOT UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES BE INFORMED OF THE 


NATURE OF THIS MISSION, BEYOND WHAT IS NECESSARY TO ALLOW 

THEM TO CARRY OUT THEIR DUTIES."


'That doesn't tell us much beyond what we already know,' Kaflan tapped the second file. 'Ooh, this one looks rather more interesting,' he said as it flashed up.



"HIGH COMMAND EDICT TO COMMANDERS OF SPS Q'LAT AND SPS 


TYREKSIS. ANY FEDERATION VESSEL ENTERING THE TS'ALIS SYSTEM IS 

TO BE OBLITERATED. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO BOARD OR RAID THE 


VESSEL, DESTROY IT WITH MAXIMUM EFFICACY. THE TRANSPONDER 

IN ORBIT MUST BE DESTROYED IN THE EVENT THAT THIS IS NOT 


POSSIBLE.'


'We'll want to do a sweep for that, just in case they forgot about it. I didn't see them firing on anything but us, though,' Samus said. 'What about the last one?'


'The last file seems to be a personal log entry by the ship's science officer, or their equivalent.' The file appeared onscreen, but consisted entirely of gibberish characters. 'Looks corrupted to me.'


'Probably, that ship had taken a real beating by the time I got to the core. Best to run it through high-level decryption anyway, just to make sure.'


'Already on it.' Kaflan tapped a few buttons and the garbled file was replaced by the message "HL DECRYPTION IN PROGRESS". 'This could take a while, I'll do that sensor sweep in the mean time.' An image of Ts'alis VII and the surrounding space appeared in 3D in the centre of the room. 'I'll sweep for anything that's not a single molecule first, then refine it from there.' The image became shrouded in a light mist of pink sensor blips.


'A lot of junk out there...' Samus scrutinised the image for anything interesting. 'Can't see anything odd, can you refine it.'


'Filtering out anything microscopic...' The "mist" thinned further. 'Damn, still too many. I suppose we could get a big fishing net and just  collect them all!'


'Yeah, got one in that wreck of a spaceship of yours?'


'That class 9 is vintage, not a wreck!' 


'Oh, so one minute it's a speed demon doing "7.1x10c", and the next it's "vintage"?' Samus laughed, but then caught herself and returned to the job in hand. 'Try scanning for any continuous transmissions, if it's a transponder it must be recieving or sending something.'


'Good point, assuming it's on, of course.' Kaflan tapped a few keys and several blue lines were added to the image. Most were clustered in the top-right hand corner, with three crossing at a point above the planet. 'Looks like we've found it,' Kaflan said.


'Perhaps...' Samus said, reactivating her helmet and scanning the image. 'If that were the transponder, you'd expect there to be one of those pink dots on or near the blue lines. There isn't, the nearest one is about 800 metres away, if my upscaling is right.'


'Wow, there's more to that suit than I thought...' Kaflan said. 'Hang on, I remember reading about a device the Space Pirates were planning to build in a research paper. They intercepted loads of transmissions coming from one of their strongholds about a "trace scrambler", or something like that, some sort of sensor-blocking system. They might have fitted this transponder with it. That may also explain why we didn't detect the Pirate ships when we entered the system.'


'I had that down to the energetic atmosphere of the planet, but your idea works too. If that's the case, then the only way we're going to be able to get it is to fly out there and grab it when we see it. I'll transfer this map to my ship's computer and take a look.' Samus plugged her cannon into the data port again and downloaded the map.


'Why do you get all the fun jobs?' Kaflan joked. 'Fine, go have your fun flygirl, I'll stay here and see what sense I can make of that log file, if this decrypter ever finishes!' He gave the computer a light kick.

Sure enough, at the meeting of the blue lines on the astrometric map there was a metal sphere, roughly the size of a beach ball, floating in space. Samus activated her Ship Grapple and reeled it in before returning to the Thermopylae. She deactivated the grappling beam, being careful not to drop the transponder in the way of the exit lift.


'You were right, one very odd looking transponder.' She held up the sphere in her left hand. 'It's heavy, watch it,' she said, handing it to Kaflan. He quickly put it down on the floor and motioned to the holo display.


'That decryption has done some good. Some of it was nonsense, probably corrupt, but some was encoded using some kind of complex transposition cipher. Have a look.' The log file replaced the astrometric chart on the display.



"...PROJECT CHIMERA WILL FAIL CATASTROPHICALLY. RESEARCHERS 

HAVE FAILED TO TAKE INTO ACCOUNT... EFFECTS OF THE 



AUGMENTATION ON... PATHWAYS...FACILITIES... KEILOS II... ENERGY 

REQUIREMENTS..."


'The Keilos system is close to one of those low-energy microwave emissions, looks like a promising site for their main base of operations.' Kaflan pulled up a large scale map showing the system in relation to the dense matter cloud emitting the radiation. 'The whole sector is bathed in the stuff.'


'If Keilos is a Space Pirate stronghold, we'll need more than this thing to get to the base.'


'Not necessarily, not if we use our brains instead of our laser cannons.'

