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Samus checked her HUD map to verify that all of the Chorizo in area had been taken care of and was somewhat surprised to find one blinking light was still, defiantly flashing above her right eye. According to the position of the blip, the Chorizo she’d left surrounded by pirates and written off as dead a few minutes before was still quite alive, though doubtlessly mortally injured by now. Unfortunately there were no pirates around him left to finish the job. The wounded Chorizo had actually managed to defend himself against her overwhelming force. She had greatly underestimated him, a mistake she would have to correct immediately.

Determined not to leave the slightest chance for his escape or survival, Samus contacted the remaining pirate forces in the area and ordered them to follow her to the Chorizo’s location then she started in his direction but didn’t run. She was in no hurry. A stroll would suffice… and give ample time for the pirates to catch up to her.

A short time later it proved that she’d timed it correctly. Dozens of pirates were at her back as the Chorizo came into sight and indeed, he was wounded severely. Much of his armor had been ruined or ripped off and he’d lost a great deal of blood. It was still dripping and pooling under his feet, so much so that he was forced to lean on his scythe to stand upright. But even then he presented himself with a manner of imposing nobility. The pirates behind her made outcries of glee at their chance to take down yet another Chorizo and they quickly outpaced her in their enthusiasm. Instantly, the pain and injuries fell off the Chorizo’s frame as he swung the weapon over his head, ready.

“Stop,” Samus ordered, causing all of the pirates to come to a stumbling halt. The Chorizo was also caught off guard by such a command but kept his weapon held unwaveringly in a threatening stance. “You have proven yourself to be a fearsome opponent,” she continued, “and your courage is unequaled among all of your kind.”

“High praise that is, Aran, especially from you, though I very much doubt the veracity of such words.”

“Doubt my words as you like; they are meaningless vapor. It is your actions that have given them truth and therefore substance. But tell me, my fearsome opponent: what is the name of the warrior that acted so bravely this day that I might address him properly?”

“Ah, you do me much honor, Samus Aran,” he said with a slight hand gesture, “I am Rahab the Proud, a Son of Resheph and a faithful servant of the Great Destroyer.”

“Truly, you serve him well.”

“Come a bit closer and I will serve Him better still.”

“Ah, so you seek personal combat?” Samus asked.

“I will serve the Great Destroyer until my last breath regardless, but I would consider it much an honor to be sent to Him from the hand of a mighty warrior such as yourself rather than overcome by your consort of vermin, as appeared my fate a short time ago. I am wounded and you are still well. You have dispatched of my comrades with terrible skill and I should think that even able-bodied I would follow in their path. Yet supposing I have gained His blessing and I manage to overcome you, surely your vermin will avenge you and vanquish me. I am already destroyed; I only request that my destruction come from your hand.”

“And yet might not I be at a disadvantage, proud Rahab? As you can see I have no weapon to match your scythe at the moment; I gave my own away some time ago. Should you relinquish yours, however, I will consider it.”

The Chorizo mulled over the idea for a few seconds then, at last, dropped his guard. He flung the weapon in her direction and lurched forward but caught himself before actually falling over. He located a sturdy tree nearby and leaned back against it.

“What do you see when you look upon me, Aran? Am I little more than a corpse gifted with motion? I fear I will not give you much of a challenge as I am.”

“Speak nothing of challenges yet. I promised to consider your offer, Rahab, and consider I will.”

She paused and made the motion of stroking her chin, though she doubted Rahab would be able to appreciate the foreign gesture.

“I have reached my decision,” Samus finally responded, “and I fear I must reject your offer and allow another the honor of your destruction.”

“Such shameless trickery is unbecoming of a true warrior,” the Chorizo said with a combination of hate and genuine pity, “I die an honorable death but you live a life of disgrace and lies. We will both be rewarded accordingly, and I do not envy you when you receive yours.”

“So this is a matter of honor, is it? I was under the impression the Chorizo found it quite fitting to kill the unarmed with an overwhelming force. Am I not also honorable for emulating you and your prodigious race? Do not bother to answer. If I am not, I will happily leave the ‘honor’ of slaughtering defenseless planets and casually murdering civilian populations to you, proud Rahab. Keep your honor and your honorable deaths; I leave these to you along with your rewards and punishments.”

“Our honor comes from the Great Destroyer and His punishment is not yours to leave.”

“The Great Destroyer does not have the fortitude to punish me. He knows that one day the two of us will meet and for that reason alone he preserves me. He quivers in fear at the day I will come to him and he would not be so foolish as to further provoke my anger. You have no choice but to accept what he gives you; I, on the other hand, may do as I will. And as for you, my consorts, my vermin,” Samus said to her pirates, “you may also do as you will.”

The pirates needed no further goading and rushed the Chorizo in a mob. They came at him hungrily, but if they expected a victim or resigned martyr they were mistaken. From his position against the tree, he began firing beams into them, killing many but making no difference as to the whole. As two reached him and leapt to attack, he caught them by their heads and crushed their skulls in his palms. Alas, the two were but the first of many. Before he could even drop them from his hands, the Chorizo was soon buried under the mass as more and more and more leapt upon him. As he disappeared from sight, numerous flashes of light could be seen ripping through the heap into the sky until they simply stopped and there was silence.

This time, Samus stood nearby watching until she was sure the Chorizo was dead. When his severed head appeared at the top of the pile, she knew her waiting was done. A silent eulogy passed through her mind. If this is your reward, Rahab, surely it is a pity I cannot receive your god’s punishment. Then she gave a low, sarcastic bow and moved on.

Seven down.

Fifteen to go.



Five Hours Later 

Samus was learning a lot of new things lately. For example, Samus had never believed she could actually be angry at a piece of geography but this day, she discovered that she could. The swamp had proved to be as useful as she’d hoped it would in giving her troops advantages over the Chorizo warriors and with her help they had managed to defeat fourteen so far. But now she was angry at the swamp, enraged by it. It had had the audacity to stop just where it should have continued for another five hundred meters or so. Likewise, she was furious at the marsh for starting where it did, then furious again because she could not see anything else but it between her and the horizon. The swamp ended abruptly with a solid line of trees and then the land became a flat, treeless marsh. In three directions there was not a leaf to be found, just grass tall enough to hide the pits of water but far too low to provide any useful cover. The swamp had stabbed her in the back when she needed its properties most and she did not have the resources at her disposal to make up for its lack.

She stood out ahead of her “army”, well in front of the line of trees, while she used the vegetation of the swamp to try to hide how many pirates she still had and put doubt in the Chorizo across the marsh. Her pirate forces had been cut down to only seven hundred, but most of these were the best she had. So in many ways the quality she had to work with was improved but she could no longer fling them at the enemy with abandon and let them die in droves while she took care of the Chorizo one by one. Eight Chorizo would make short work of seven hundred pirates, no matter the quality, and if Samus was faced against even four or five Chorizo at once, she would not be able to adequately defend herself against them now. Almost all of her solid ammunition had been spent in dealing with the first two Chorizo groups and after the hours of abuse and near constant battle, her body had been pushed to its limits. She was afraid that if she pumped any more painkillers into her system she’d either be numb or mentally incapable of commanding and fighting. In Samus’s favor, her suit’s energy was still high and her cannon was in no danger of overheating but she did not feel that these last two quite balanced out her situation. Still, she would accept no excuses for her failure, if it should come. All of her planning had assumed that there would be a final encounter against the Chorizo where she would have diminished troops and capabilities. All of her planning had assumed that she would be brought to this moment and that when she arrived in it, she would succeed. If this truly was a battle of wills, nothing would change the fact that hers was still the strongest.

As for patience, well that was another issue altogether. It was obvious the Chorizo had as much a monopoly on patience as they did on honor. They stood, still and silent as statues, just above the horizon in the middle of the marsh with the sun beginning to set at their backs. While Samus had been eliminating the first two groups, they had easily killed the primary and auxiliary pirate units deployed to keep them busy. The swamp Samus had come through was strewn with pirate remains but the Chorizo had already relocated to their position in the marsh by the time she’d arrived. And so they all waited, Samus on the Chorizo to make a mistake or the situation to develop into something more advantageous, the Chorizo presumably waiting for Samus to attack while the situation was still so disadvantageous for her. Despite her prowess at most forms of competition, one sport Samus had never been able to succeed at was “the waiting game” and she was losing it now as well. She knew the Chorizo were not cowards, knew they did not shy away from battle, and most importantly knew they were not uneager to avenge their fallen comrades but she did not know how they could be so damned calm about it all.

At first she had used the opportunity to plan and recover as much as she could physically but now she had reached her limit of planning and recovery, too. She paced in frustration, always keeping a watchful eye on her foe. Sending her forces in a run across the wet, open land would get most of them killed long before they ever reached their target, something she didn’t really mind except that it would probably lose her the battle and her own life. On the other hand, a maneuver to send some of her pirates behind the Chorizo could work if they were able to get into position before the Chorizo attacked one of the divided groups, destroyed it, and turned to the other. Of course, that was a very unlikely “if”. Similar tactical scenarios had all flashed through her head only to be immediately discarded. The best tactic she had was to wait until something changed but the most likely thing to change was that the Chorizo would receive reinforcements of some sort and make victory impossible. Just two or three more Chorizo would be more than enough to tip the balance in their favor. On the other hand, opposite was true assuming they lost two or three. Hmm…

“Ah, but were there only true warriors left among the Chorizo on this planet instead of these craven fowls that I see before me,” Samus announced loudly, to no one in particular, “What must the Great Destroyer think of his chosen race that they stand frozen in fear at the thought of meeting another warrior in battle? Perhaps the next time the Mother creates a universe, the Great Destroyer will decide to choose a people more worthy of his attention.”

Samus stopped, and waited for a response. Among most of them, there was no observable change but as she looked at one on the end, she saw that her target audience had been reached. He began to shake with a kind of righteous anger only a Chorizo could pull off and actually appear genuine. He removed a weapon out of his suit and extended it, revealing a standard, one-sided scythe which he held firmly in both hands. Then he was in motion, a line of water flying into the air behind him, and a moment later, Samus found herself staring up at a large, irate Chorizo perhaps a meter and a half away.

“You speak such things boldly when you are so far from danger; are you so bold now?” said the Chorizo, glaring down at her.

Samus glanced up at him dismissively then leaned to the side so as to get a good look at the other seven Chorizo still standing where they’d been. She looked back up at the Chorizo in front of her and sighed.

“So of all the Chorizo still alive, you are the best they have to offer?” Samus asked, disappointedly. She was rewarded with another equally perceptible reaction from her potential foe. This was almost too easy. There had been something youthful and impulsive in his voice before so she decided to see if he was still young enough to be sensitive about his age, “Fledgling, if you are so eager to kill yourself you might have stayed where you were and cut your own throat. It would have saved you the journey here and me the time. Come now, fledgling, I wished to face a hardened warrior, not an egg. Go back to your people and see if there is another among you who I can take seriously, maybe one that has already fathered his own clutch. If you are good, I promise to give you a sweet bit of cake. What do you say to that?”

Before she had even finished her last sentence, the Chorizo yelled angrily and swung his scythe down at her. Unfortunately for him, before she had even started her last sentence she had begun charging a beam and as he attacked, she released it towards his head. He jerked his neck back and the beam only grazed part of his helmet before passing on by into the sky. However, while he’d concerned himself with dodging her attack, he had forgotten about his own. By the time he realized this, Samus was already at eye level, the scythe – his scythe – was in her hands, and the blade of it was speeding toward his armored neck. That armor most likely prevented him from being decapitated but the result was arguably worse. Half of his throat was deeply cut by the blade, but the other half’s armor had merely been bent into his esophagus and was suffocating him. He attempted to strike at Samus but fell to his knees, gasping noisily and futilely waving his arms, until Samus finished him with a second swing.

She dropped the weapon into the water and grass next to the fallen Chorizo and cried out across the marsh in frustration.

“So much work and wasted effort! I ask for a true warrior and instead I am delivered a suicidal hatchling! If you have any others over there who are as young and pitiful as this one, I implore you, deal with them yourselves. Better yet, fall on your weapons, all of you. I feel as if I dirty my hands when I send the Great Destroyer such trash.”

She waited for her audience’s response. There were more shakes this time but as before, only one acted. A Chorizo in the middle of the line pulled out a spear which, once it extended, was gigantic, even for his race. The shaft was nearly twice as long as what they typically used while the blade was easily three or four times larger in both length and girth. As a word flitted across her thoughts, Samus couldn’t help but smile.

Compensation.
The Chorizo took off across the marsh but in her mercy Samus decided she would split the difference so he wouldn’t have so far to run before he died. As he realized that she was coming toward him, the Chorizo began firing blasts at her - all of which were easily dodged - while she charged her beam and moved in closer. Both attempted to reach the other as quickly as possible but because of their constant shifts in direction, they ended up circling one another, slowly decreasing the radius of the circle until Samus was in range of the Chorizo’s colossal weapon and he stopped to swing it at her. Because he stopped, Samus was left running straight toward the Chorizo and consequently straight toward the area which he was striking. Rather than slow down, however, she sped up and dove forward, just as the large blade crashed into the ground behind her, clipping the heel of her foot harmlessly. She recovered in a crouch, her back facing the Chorizo’s, then turned and fired her beam under her left arm at the poorly protected joint of the back of his right knee. He moved at that same moment, but most of the force of the blast still reached its target and the bone and flesh of his knee disintegrated in his suit. He began to wobble but before he could fall, Samus started charging her cannon again and flipped back over the Chorizo’s head. As she came over the top, she caught the back of his head in the crook of her left arm and held it firmly. She “flexed” her suit’s bicep and activated her screw attack, sending painful energy through the Chorizo’s body and damaging his armor there. Then she pressed the barrel of her cannon up against the Chorizo’s visor and fired the charged beam. As he reeled from the force of the blast and continued to fall over on his weakened knee, Samus leaned back, charged another blast, and fired it from the same distance. This time the Chorizo fell forward, and Samus released him so she could move out of the way. He crashed into the grass, splashing a great volume of water into the air as he hit.

He was very dead and Samus was very pleased to have been able to defeat two Chorizo without sustaining any damages herself. Against six, her odds were significantly better but against five her odds would be better yet. Against five, her seven hundred might even be able to win without her, though there was no reason to risk such a thing.

“I have sent two to the Great Destroyer and yet I am afraid. I fear it may be blasphemous to be responsible for sending such undeserving souls to so great a god. You will all be meeting him soon enough but is there not one among you worthy of my gift that I might be able to address the Destroyer without shame? Send your best, unless of course your best lies here already.”

The response she had anticipated did not occur. Instead of uncontrollable fury from any of the Chorizo, five calmly sank to one knee and hung their heads until they almost touched the ground. The sixth stood where he was and nodded, but nothing more. Then he began to walk, not reluctantly or sluggishly, but with purpose. It took him a very long time to cross the marsh to where she was, now roughly halfway between her foes and the swamp, but Samus recognized that it would be a mistake to do anything but wait where she was, despite her impatience. Eventually, he reached her and stopped some ten meters away. He was not exceptionally large, if anything he was undersized, and had no distinguishing markings, but there was something different about this Chorizo, something that made her uncomfortable, and Samus knew that there was doubt that he was the best they had.

“Before we begin,” he said in a very relaxed tone, “I would like to share my name with you.”

“You will be dead in a moment. It does not matter whether or not I know your name,” Samus growled, eager to get their battle over with.

“But I care that you do,” he said. “Any servant of the Great Destroyer deserves the courtesy of knowing the name of the other. I know yours already, and do not wish to put you at a disadvantage.”

“I am never at a disadvantage.”

He cocked his head to one side as if he was perplexed by something, and then nodded as if he’d come to an understanding.

“Yes, perhaps you are right. Yet,” he continued as if unwilling to concede the issue so soon, “are you not weary from the day’s battle? Is your suit not below its full capacity by now? Do you not lack some weapons now that you possessed earlier? I should hardly take pride in victory if my success came because my opponent was not as his best.”

“On the worst day of my life, I was a thousand times your better.”

“Until recently I would have thought only emasculated weaklings could consider you a challenge, much less their better. You are a loathsome human with the blood of pacifists flowing through your veins. Until recently…” he paused, “The weapon you wear is of high craftsmanship, there is no denying that, but you use it with a brutal grace I have never seen equaled among the lower races. Truly you are a fearsome opponent. You exploit weaknesses we enlightened did not even know we had, but you would be unwise to think that you do not share in our weakness.

“You are Samus Aran and have lived up to your name, Raging Devil. I have watched you closely, and I know. I am Vâyok the Blight, a Son of Resheph and Talon of the Great Destroyer. I have been awaiting this moment for some time. You have handled yourself extraordinarily well and defeated many fine warriors today – one of my own clutch, if you remember, though you may not. For these alone, my anticipation would be justified. However, I am most impressed by your conquest of Clychun the Strong. I knew him and he was as bold a conqueror as any in the Great Destroyer’s service. That you vanquished him speaks volumes of your skill, luck, or both. I come to you now to avenge his death or perish by the same hand; either option is acceptable.”

“I do not remember this Clychun, but if I killed him, you will share his fate.”

“Very well then,” Vâyok said, “I have spoken much and done nothing. Let my actions speak for me from now on.”

Smoothly, he made a complex hand gesture with his left hand and withdrew a small object from his suit with his right. It extended, not into a spear or scythe, but a mere knife, far different from any of the weapons she’d seen them wield before. Did that mean this one would use a different tactic as well? He looked as if he was waiting on Samus for something so she returned the gesture as best she could. But as she did, she quickly pulled up her partially charged cannon and fired. An explosion and gush of water followed, but the Chorizo had already stepped to the side and was coming at her. Samus fired several more blasts, then switched to her final seeking missile and released it. The Chorizo swept it aside and sent it behind him with his left hand without even breaking stride and reached the right side of her before she could try something else. She had already activated her screw attack and swung her cannon to the side at his upper thigh, level with her shoulder. He made a fist with his free hand and struck her arm down and away from his body before any damage could be done to him. She moved to attack with her other arm, but was too late. He bent down and struck with his knife, low and behind her. The blade pierced the lightly armored back of her right knee and continued forward until it struck the interior of the suit’s more thickly armored knee. In less than a second her kneecap shattered completely and all of the ligaments and muscles of her knee severed, separating her leg into two halves. Her eyes and mouth went wide and she screamed with pain and surprise but her breath was nowhere to be found. A gasping exhale was all she could manage. As the Chorizo removed the knife from her leg, the suit automatically flooded the area with a powerful anesthetic gel and started administering artificial coagulants into her circulatory system so that she wouldn’t go into shock or bleed herself to death from the wound. Of course at the moment, bleeding to death was rather far down the list of her concerns. With the knife removed, Vâyok provided a helpful push and she fell onto her back, jarring her leg painfully. But before she could even register this sensation, the Chorizo struck again, driving the knife blade through her throat. That is to say, the knife blade would have been driven through her throat had she not been able to grab his wrist with her hand and slow the strike down enough that it did not actually pierce her armor. He maintained his pressure but she retained her grip and the blade did not move any farther toward her flesh. She immediately charged a beam and pointed it into his body but he stepped on the cannon and the blast went tearing wildly across the marsh. Before she could kick him with her good leg, he placed a mighty foot on that one as well, and, bringing his free hand over her head, began firing blasts from his palm into her visor.

Locked in this and unable to do anything but hold back one attack and receive the other, Samus cursed and deactivated the ineffective screw attack still coursing up and down the length of her suit so she could adjusted the settings on it. She had hoped to be able to save this variant of the weapon as a surprise for a later battle to give herself an added advantage, but she wouldn’t be able to make it to that hypothetical battle if she didn’t use it now. It took several nerve-racking moments for the system to switch over to its secondary mode, just as her visor was beginning to crack from the sustained barrage it was receiving. While she waited, Samus pushed the localized anesthetic on her knee to its maximum and locked the joint of her right leg into place so she could manipulate the entire limb with her thigh. She couldn’t afford to be a cripple right now.

None too soon, the system was ready and Samus routed all of the energy from her suit’s screw attack into her left hand. The familiar lightning began to jump from her hand chaotically with almost tangible power. She squeezed forcefully on the Chorizo’s wrist and immediately broke through his armor, then through the wrist itself. As it was crushed into pulp, the knife began to fall out of his now useless hand and Chorizo stopped firing at her visor. Both moved quickly to catch the knife as it fell, but just as Samus’s fingers were about to close around the handle, the Chorizo snatched it away from her and raised it above his head. A split-second later, the knife crashed down through the weakened visor and into her face but at the same time, Samus swung her fist at the weapon and she struck the blade itself with her full force, breaking it in two before it could be pushed deep enough to be fatal. The Chorizo was left holding his broken weapon, dumbly staring at it, but before her could try another attack, Samus routed the power out of her hand and into her left leg. Doubt and fear crept into her mind as she realized how much pain this would cause her but both doubt and fear were conquered by her will and she pressed on.

She swung her right leg up into the waiting pelvis of the Chorizo, arching her back so that it could reach as far as possible. The leg crushed through the armor and continued up through the Chorizo’s body into his lumbar vertebrae, breaking several of the lowest, until her leg would go now further. She jerked it back out of him onto the ground. The pain that had been far a way for a few moments came rushing back to her and she choked back the acidic liquid that bubble up from her stomach. Her doubt was vindicated and she screamed another curse. It did hurt, but the result for the Chorizo was many times worse. His legs, no longer able to receive signals from his brain, immediately gave out under him and he fell backwards, freeing her cannon as the foot fell back with him. She sat up and fired, but was surprised to find that the Chorizo was doing the same thing with his working hand. The two beams passed by one another and struck their respective targets, flinging both warriors through the air and back to the ground on their backs.

Samus struggled to her feet first and began to make her way over to the crippled Chorizo who appeared unconscious as a result of the blast. The fixed joint of her right leg made her wobble as she went in what would have been a humorous gait had the leg not been severed in two and it not been her leg. As she approached him, she charged a beam and kept her cannon trained on him, taking absolutely no chances.

As her tongue brushed across something sharp, Samus’s body finally registered the odd sensation in her mouth and she realized that the blade shard was still stuck in her. She gingerly pulled it out of her flesh and through her visor, then held it in her hand. She surveyed the damage done to her using her HUD, overlain onto what remained of the cracked and broken visor. As far as she could tell from the imperfect display and the sensations of her own drug-numbed body, it hadn’t done anything serious. The blade had pierced her cheek, broken several of her teeth, and gone into the bottom of her mouth but stopped short of anything important. All of these could be easily fixed naturally or artificially so there was no reason to fuss over any of it. Of course for right now the hole in her cheek was quickly causing her mouth to fill and spill over with blood, interfering with many of her finer controls and being generally annoying. With nowhere else for the fluid to go, she swore and swallowed, sending it to her stomach. The suit was already administering an anesthetic and coagulant into the wound but it would be some time before the wound would stop bleeding completely. The gel couldn’t be used inside her helmet like it had been on her knee, which consequently was still screaming at her brain the news that it was a bad idea to apply any pressure to a wound as severe as it was. As she gulped down another mouthful of blood, she cursed Vâyok hatefully.

“Oh God damn you that hurt. I swear to whatever gods exist, I will rip out your fucking heart and eat it raw, you miserable piece of shit. It hurts to walk - it hurts to fucking think right now. If the Great Destroyer actually exists, I hope he has methods to torture worse than I can even think of because I know of nothing to do to you now that would make you pay for what you have done to me.”

He didn’t respond in words but raised his left arm to fire another blast at her. She had of course expected this and before he could fire, she shot her charged beam into him, damaging both the armor and arm itself beyond repair. He attempted to rise (to what ends she could not begin to guess), but she fired another beam into his head and he sank back down.

She approached until she was standing over him, close enough to spit on him, though due to her helmet she was again forced to swallow the blood. At least it was slowing down. She squatted over him awkwardly until she was sitting on his chest, and tapped his helmet with her cannon.

“I know that did not put you to sleep so soon. If you were waiting for an opportune moment, I believe it has arrived.”

Apparently Vâyok agreed. He swung his right arm at her in an attempt to knock her off of him but she easily blocked it with her left forearm. She fired a partly charged beam into his arm, throwing the limb back until it was almost perpendicular with his abdomen. Seeing her own opportunity, Samus took the knife shard still in her hand and jammed it into the Chorizo’s exposed upper ribs, driving it in until it disappeared into his armpit and she could push it in no farther. She waited for a cry of pain or gasp, but he showed no signs of pain except that he began to breathe slightly faster. Angered, Samus activated the screw attack in her left hand and used it to grab hold of Vâyok’s helmet, ripping the front off like it was made of paper.

Underneath she discovered a familiar face. If not for the dark blood leaking out of his beak, the face could have been any Chozo she’d known from her adolescence. She realized then that this was the first Chorizo she had seen in the flesh and though she had known that they were the same race as her mentors, she had subconsciously expected there to be some easily discernable difference between the two, horns or sharp teeth or glowing red eyes. But his open eyes stared directly at her and in the large black orbs she saw her own distorted reflection. The broken visor smeared with blood, the blackened chest, and crinkled armor made her almost unrecognizable. She did not look good, this Samus could freely admit, but at least she looked better than him.

“Such a pity…” Vâyok said weakly.

“And what is that? That you must count yourself among the emasculated weaklings who regard me as their better?”

“The pity is that we are adversaries, even if we serve the same God. You were…” the Chorizo said as he trailed off, searching for the word, “magnificent.”

“No,” she said as a painful smile snuck across her face and ripped at her cheek, “the pity is that I can not say the same of you.”

Samus began charging a beam and held up Vâyok’s head so that it was right in front of the muzzle and he could see it. But he closed his eyes, waiting patiently for his end come to him. As Samus was about to fire the beam, something struck her as familiar about the whole scene but she couldn’t quite place it. She shrugged it off and heard an energy beam being released. Strange, she realized, because she didn’t think she had fired hers yet. She looked up in time to see a brilliant light speeding toward her and then there was only darkness.



Samus awoke with a jolt as her head snapped to its right side, struck by a powerful blow. It felt as if her entire body had fallen asleep and her mind was the only thing actually functioning. Her vision was blurred and her ears were ringing as she attempted to recall where she was and what she’d been doing. Before she could properly orient herself, her head was jolted back to the left by another blow. She began to struggle but when she did, she heard a powerful voice address her. 

“I have spared you until now but if you do not stop squirming you will find that the patience shown to you thus far has waned beyond even my limits.”

While he spoke, Samus’s senses came back to her and she was able to see who was talking to her. She did stop moving. It was a Chorizo of course, holding her by the throat several meters off the ground. By his words and presence, he was a commander of some sort meaning she was finally talking to someone of importance.

“And with whom do I speak whose patience has waned so?” she asked to confirm her assumption. The painkillers she had turned on because of her wounds had continued to flood into her system while she’d been unconscious (however long that was) and without her mutated blood, she might have overdosed from such a quantity. As it was, from a mixture of the drugs and loss of blood, she just had to concentrate quite hard to think clearly. After a good deal of such thinking, she realized it would be best to turn the drugs off so that she could at least feign clarity during the proceeding conversation. She’d had an idea for just this occasion if only she could remember what it was she’d planned to say…

“I am Antan,” the Chorizo finally answered.

“Antan? Just ‘Antan,’ is it?”

“I am Antan the Potent, Bane of the Mother, Annihilator of Legion, Devourer of Weak, Slayer of Mighty, and Beak of the Great Destroyer.”

“Ah.”

As she slowly turned her head from side to side, she was able to see her pirate forces lying about the ground. They’d been wiped out without her help, recently it seemed by the lack of any carrion eaters. Well, that and the fact that the top of the sun could still be seen on the horizon. She was surrounded by Chorizo, at least fifty in front of her and likely as much behind. Well, she’d certainly gotten their attention.

She threw back her head and began to laugh.

“One would think a warrior with as many titles as you would have the courage to meet me by himself, rather than flanked by five-score of his fellows.”

“One would think that so great a warrior as yourself would not bed pirates and rely on deceit to achieve victory,” he replied quite seriously.

Again Samus laughed.

“Rely on deceit? Hardly. I destroy with purity and impunity. ‘Deceit,’” she repeated with disgust, “You people are pathetic. You flatter yourselves with pretty names and preach destruction and war, yet when you find yourselves on the losing side of it, all you can do is whine and call it deceit to excuse your own failures. You call yourselves great; I say you are frightened hypocrites and nothing more. I almost find it distasteful to accept your surrender.”

“Your jest is not amusing. I could crush the life out of you with a twitch of my fingers,” Antan said, tightening his grip on her throat, “or vaporize your skull in its place and you could do nothing to stop me.”

“I could prove you wrong,” she said with a wheeze as she grabbed his wrist lightly with her left hand and a bit of lightning sparked off it. The significance of the action was not missed and he did relax his grip, “but I would much prefer that we be able to discuss the terms of your surrender peacefully.”

“Again you speak of surrender. Do you not see what remains of the bodies of your consorts?”

“I saw them and have no need to look again. However, I also saw one of your warriors interfere in the personal battle between Vâyok the Blight and myself before it was completed, which means not only are you frightened cowards, you are hypocrites as well. This is war and victory is to be attained by killing one’s opponent in the most efficient way possible, so I believe, anyway. If honor and the favor of your god are so important then I really do not care. But if you believe your race to be measured by how it deals with challenges, how will you explain to your progeny that when you met your greatest challenge and faced your better, you were not enlightened conquerors, only craven cowards?”

“How dare you think yourself superior to any bold warrior!”

“I dare because I have proven it here today many times over and you have done absolutely nothing to prove otherwise. Perhaps you could kill me now, perhaps...” Samus conceded grudgingly, “But even then you would be left with the knowledge that I, Samus Aran, defeated all who opposed me and only through dishonor and surrounding me with a hundred warriors did the bold warriors finally overcome me. And what a blow to legacy of your honor that would be.”

“Then let us do battle and I will restore our honor here and now. You have my guarantee no other warrior will involve himself, no matter the outcome.”

“No,” she replied immediately, “I have no witness here on my behalf and in light of the blatant disregard of honor you showed a short time ago, such guarantees are meaningless. How would I know this is not another of your tricks?”

“I need no tricks to finish you.”

“Correct, you would need a miracle and nothing short of that.”

“May the Great Destroyer deal with me be it ever so severely if I allow you to leave this planet alive!” Antan yelled and drew back a fist, proving that her seeds of spite had finally borne a frenzied fruit. The harvest had arrived.

“I have a better idea, Antan of many titles, one that would give your people the greatest gift they could possibly receive, even if it means the Great Destroyer’s wrath is in your future.”

“And what is that?” he asked, his fist wavering slightly.

“Let me leave this planet today and heal my wounds, mere scratches though they may be. I request a truce to give me time to recover and you to learn from your mistakes today. This way, when we meet again I will have no excuse to impugn your honor should I suffer defeat.”

“I see,” Antan said as his threatening hand went back to his side, “And do you also wish to request which of us will be sent against you?”

“‘Which of us’?’” Samus said as she laughed uncontrollably, “I do not wish to destroy any of you or some of you; I wish to destroy all of you. Do you not also seek destruction? My defeat would be a small thing, even smaller than the insignificant damage you have done today. What honor is there in destroying vermin and straw huts, many-titled Antan? Any race could do such things, such trivial things. If you truly wish to be well-regarded by the Great Destroyer, allow me to leave here and I will raise an army like the stars of the cosmos, full of warriors and power, not the vermin like you saw today. You will have an opportunity to destroy me, doubtlessly incentive enough, but you will also have an opportunity to destroy all of your foes at once. The Galactic Federation will have use of the full concentrated force of its military and all the remaining Space Pirate clans will join them.”

She stopped as she realized something.

“And are these not also a stain on your honor? Your destruction of them on their home planet was imperfect; they survived even if they were forced to relocate. You made them the pirates they are; in one engagement, correct the mistake made so long ago.”

She paused again as she let this sink in.

“Ah, but I offer you more yet, something that you have surely desired for generation upon generation; I offer you the Chozo. Wipe out your brothers, whom you left behind so long ago, and make them pay for dawdling behind too peacefully while you kept to the Destroyer’s will and trudged ahead. Let their death be because of their slothfulness. Oh, if only you could give them a second! Then you might gain vengeance for betraying your god and giving themselves to the Mother! As it is, you must settle for one or the other, I fear. Or,” she continued in a different tone, “you could continue as you are, stopping to blast away at helpless outposts as you pass by, giving the birds ample time to fly away to some another place or hide in an entirely different galaxy… but the choice is yours.”

Antan said nothing but by the change in his body language and fact that he hadn’t interrupted her at any point, Samus knew her offer was far too tempting for him ignore. Now if only he would let go of her.

“You would say much to save your wretched life, but if you speak truly now, you may have succeeded,” he hesitated, “I do not have the authority to speak for all people of the Great Destroyer so I will not make it my place to accept or decline your offer until the elders have been given time to consider the matter. You will not perish here by my hand or that of any other of His servants. Perhaps that much you have gained on your own virtue. But it matters not. Soon enough you will be judged alongside your the Galactic Federation and the vermin you call Space Pirates; their sins will be considered your own. As for the Chozo, we cannot give proper punishment for such grievous sins as theirs, but we can grant them an audience with the One who will.”

“Excellent,” Samus said with mock cheer, “Then set me down and be on your way.”

He did, and Samus didn’t attempt to lighten the fall. Despite the force of the landing, she found that her right leg hardly felt any pain anymore. She would have to do something about that quickly before she lost all use of it permanently.

“Are you familiar with the Federation system of time?” she continued.

“Yes.”

“Then contact me a month from now so that I can inform you of the date and location of the climactic battle. Save your grumbling; you know as well as I that your people will accept. Until then, cease your meaningless attacks on the East Quadrant and leave its inhabitants in peace. If you are victorious, please feel free to resume your campaign as you like. In return for this brief reprieve, I will give you an offering of the five thousands servants still with me, as much as it pains me to part with them. Leave this planet for one that is uninhabited and I will send the pirates to you to be treated as you wish. If you take your time, I am sure these can tide over you over until the greatest battle in the history of your people, and the universe for that matter. If you start from the extremities and work your way in, I assure you pirates can easily last the month, assuming you have the patience.”

“By your words it is obvious who raised you,” he said distastefully.

“Oh is it?” she said, somewhat amused, as she called her ship in from orbit, “If all of our business is finished, please enlighten me. It appears I have the time.”

“Our brothers have always been degenerates,” Antan responded immediately, “Long before we left them behind, they had ceased to serve the Great Destroyer. They sought only to serve their own pleasures. We who do His bidding destroy so that the universe does not stagnate a second time, but we do not relish what we do. We do what we were made to do, fulfill our duty to Him, and in His service is the only true happiness that can be felt. But in the pain of others there is to be found no joy. We destroy because we must and we will do so with willingness, but never lust.

“That is why when we destroyed a people, we took only what was necessary for survival, and continued on to the next. But there were some among us, a small number among us, who wished to stay longer, saying that it was wasteful to leave so much behind. We capitulated to this sect to avoid unnecessary conflict over such a small thing. Even this was a betrayal of His will, but may we be forgiven for such a transgression, in light of those that would follow! We conquered, settled briefly, and moved on once again, for some time. It is an important lesson that so small a thing set us down so dark a path. For rather than doing what they were made for, our brothers perverted His will and began to destroy with passion. They blasphemously believed in achieving satisfaction in the acts themselves, not their ultimate purpose. They dragged such campaigns out for years and yes, we were there waiting idly by, watching as more and more of our own were seduced by this evil teaching. When finally those of us remaining could no longer be a party to such filth, we left, vowing to right ourselves in His eyes by adhering to a path of purity and honor.

“But our brothers’ heresy was not yet complete. After spending centuries torturing untold races, they recognized the immorality of their ways and repented. But rather than cleansing themselves and following His path once again, they spurned Him and went into the arms of the Mother. They went against every principle of the Great Destroyer, denied His very existence, and made their purpose to never take the life of another ever again, no matter the circumstances. There was little they could do to atone for their previous sins but there is nothing they can do for their current transgressions.”

He stopped and pointed at her.

“You are like them before their final heresy. For all of your strength, you do not serve the Great Destroyer. He uses you so that His will may be done but you serve only yourself. Selfishness is as great an evil as any and just as our brothers were and will be punished, so to shall you. But if you repent now, your soul may still be saved.”

Samus checked on her ship’s progress and found it to still be several minutes away. She sighed.

“So it all had to lead up to a moral, did it? You know, as delightful as I found that ‘enlightenment’ to be, I must say, you stretched your story past even my limits of credulity, gullible fool though I may be. Perhaps you simply do not know enough Chozo personally. If you did, you would realize how outrageous such a story is. I have heard their version of what happened and while obviously colored on their behalf, it is quite apparent who is the telling the largest fib here.”

“Belief or disbelief rests with you.”

“I am sure it does.” A question came to her. “On an unrelated note, what has become of Vâyok the Blight? I would assume he was not happy to have his honorable battle interrupted so dishonorably.”

“He was sustained until one of his clutch could arrive,” Antan answered dispassionately, “then his life was ended and he was given rites with as much honor as could be bestowed on of his diminished standing.”

“An advantageous thing Resheph was so fertile at pumping out children. Still, you would think the old woman would be running short on sons by now,” Samus said cruelly as she saw her ship approaching in the distance. She could feel a hundred and one glares fixed on her and she reveled in it, “Anyway, this has all been great fun but I really must be going now. Places to be, people to see. I am sure you know how it is.”

The ship landed a several meters away and hovered a short height above the ground, causing the nearby Chorizo to move aside to avoid it coming down on top of them. Antan glanced at it then returned his focus to Samus. He stared at her for several more seconds then removed his helmet and went down to one knee so that he was looking her in the eyes. He took a weapon out of his suit and it extended into a knife. He pulled the blade across his forehead and pushed it in until he’d carved a large bloody gash into himself. Blood began to run down into his black eyes. Samus raised an eyebrow. Now what could this be about?

“Each time I see my reflection or feel this wound, it will remind me of the evil of your words and deeds here today, though I could not possibly forget. It is only in my power and right to send you to your rightful punishment, but you cannot comprehend how much I would like to make you suffer the full amount while you remain in the temporal realm. I look forward to when we meet again.”

He placed his helmet back on and before Samus could retort, he, along with the entire Chorizo force, vanished. No, they hadn’t vanished. That would be impossible. They must have just run somewhere very fast and because of the drugs, she hadn’t been able to see them go. Or maybe they had used cloaking, despite their ideological opposition to the technology. Or maybe someone had beamed them back up. Yet another issue to bring up with the Chozo when she got back… though hardly the most pressing of them.

Samus’s ship was made by the Chozo and she tried not to hold that against the vessel as she limped over to it. A door on the side opened and a ramp extended on to the ground providing her easy entry. Or at least easier entry. At that moment she was glad this ship didn’t have its entrance on the top as past models had. Dragging herself up one of the perfectly smooth sides of a Chozo vessel was not her idea of a good time, especially now that the numbness of some of her wounds was starting to wear off and others was worsening. With every step she took, her leg was put in worse shape and she knew if she didn’t do something about it quick, she might lose it for good.

But first she had an errand to run.

Once inside her ship, the ramp retracted and the door shut, sealing her inside in absolute silence. The conditioned air blew in to her face through her broken visor and felt wonderful; her ship’s temperature was always a few degrees below where most (humans) kept theirs. Samus reached the ship’s bridge and input the coordinates for her errand. As soon as she confirmed them, she knew she was whizzing through the air with amazing speed even if it felt like she hadn’t moved a centimeter. A few moments later, Samus came to a halt though she only knew that because her computer informed her of it. Whatever their faults were or might be, the Chozo would always be excellent engineers.

Samus limped back toward the entrance and manually opened the door by punching the button next to it. The ramp automatically extended until it touched the ground, about a meter below. Samus looked out the door, into the fading twilight, and saw a boy stabbing at a pirate corpse with her spear in his hand. Bodies lay unburied all around, both pirate and human. The boy appeared so preoccupied in what he was doing that he hadn’t even noticed her ship land behind him.

“Boy,” she called out to him, again letting her suit translate her words into his language. The noise caused him to jump and swing his weapon in front of him, threateningly, “I am preparing to depart. Come with me or stay behind as you like.”

The boy hesitated, but only for a moment. Then he began to run toward the ship but slowed to a walk once he realized he should probably be calmer about it. Soon enough he reached her but stopped when he stepped inside as he was able to see for the first time the damage that had been done to her. Samus looked down at him. He and his spear were both filthy and smelled terrible, though Samus doubted she was doing any better in those categories, either. She took the spear from his hands, retracted it, and placed it back inside her one of her suit’s compartments. He stood there, looking at her, waiting for her to say something.

“You have done well,” she praised, evenly. If he expected to hear anything more, he would be disappointed.

She closed the door behind him and began to work her way back to the bridge. What was it they always said about serious injuries? The golden hour, perhaps? How long had it been since her leg had been cut? Nevermind. She had time for something as necessary as this and if she didn’t, she’d make it.

“Come with me,” she ordered. He followed her silently even though he was quite obviously amazed by what he was seeing. If a Federation trade ship had ever come to this planet, the boy would only have seen it from the outside. And she had thought her home colony had been made up of technological barbarians. Samus hoped he’d grasp what she was telling him. She couldn’t afford to repeat herself. She pointed to the bridge. “This is where this craft is told what to do. Never touch it except when I tell you to. Do you understand?”

He nodded.

“At the left end of the controls is a device to place in your ear and a thing for you to look at. Go there.”

He walked over to where she’d said and began to look at it very closely. When a smooth chair ascended from the floor and bumped his leg, he spun around, nervously.

“That is just a chair. Sit in it.”

He sat in it.

“Take the small things sitting on the panel in front of you and gently put them in your ears, small side first. Once you do this properly, you should her a strange noise.”

After several unsuccessful attempts to insert them the right way, finally the boy did it correctly and he heard an odd, high-pitched noise that was very loud.

“Your people are dead and your culture no longer exists. In the entire universe there are only two people who can speak your language: you and myself. I am about to forget which means you must also forget and learn at least one new language. You already know some Federation Standard but you butcher it about as poorly as is humanly possible. Be glad you are of a species that can properly form all of the necessary vowels and consonants. From now on, you will never again use your language for conversation and very soon you will not even use it to think. You will learn Federation Standard because you must in order to operate in the place you are going. Later, perhaps you will have to learn Chozo, but you are years away yet. When you sit where you sit now, look at the thing in front of you and it will teach you how to read and speak. Do you understand?”

He didn’t quite, but he nodded anyway.

“Now, go to the room on your left. Inside you will see four things: a bed against the wall, a waste disposal on the far end of the room, a compiler next to the door, and a tall, clear chamber at the near end of the room. I trust you know how to use a bed, yes? The compiler has already been told what to do and will take care of your needs. When you hear a strange sound like the one in your ear a little while ago, that means it is time to eat. Go to the compiler. When your clothes become worn out, put them in the disposal and check the compiler a little later to receive your new one. As for your own waste, go in the waste disposal as well. Anything put in the disposal will be deconstructed within the hour but if something smells very bad and you feel you cannot deal with it, leave the room until the smell is gone. When you get dirty, take off your clothes and stand in the middle of the clear chamber. The voice in your ear will give you instructions the first time and remind you later if you ask. Whatever you do, do not take out the thing in your ear. You can use it to communicate with the voice on the ship and it will help you when you do not know what to do. Do you understand?”

“Where are you going to be?” the boy asked, confused.

“Asleep. I am going to go to sleep for a while. Which reminds me,” she continued, “you are not under any circumstances to leave this ship while I am asleep, or even while I am awake. You will not have a choice for some time. In fact, you will never have a choice on the matter. I am merely informing you that this is now your home. Forget all you left behind except that which will fuel the purpose of your new life. You may have been considered a man according to your tribe; I do not know. I do not care. Now you are a boy, a generous term considering that for the time being you are still an infant in your new purpose.

“So go, boy. Inspect your new home. When you have finished briefly acquainting yourself with it, join me in the room on your right.”

The boy cautiously walked into the room on the left as he’d been told and saw the things the devil had referenced, even though he didn’t quite understand their functions. He pondered one of his questions aloud and was surprise to hear a nice woman’s voice in his ear, softly and patiently explaining the answer to his question, in the tongue of his own people no less! The last voice he heard speaking his tongue would not be the strange tone of that devil! A woman! Nowhere to be seen but right there to be heard. How marvelous such magic was, even though his father had explained to him once that the people from the place beyond used magic that was not magic. The boy had not understood him then, but perhaps he would be able to soon.

The boy realized that he’d been wasting time and hurried to the other room. He found the injured devil in the armor sitting on a bench. The devil looked tired and as if it was in great pain but the devil’s presence still caused the boy much apprehension.

“There is a knife behind me on the counter, lying under a metal tube,” the devil informed him using the same odd voice as always, “Get it and bring it back here.”

The boy went to where the devil had told him but couldn’t find the metal tube or knife for some time because there were many items to sort through, most he didn’t understand the function of. After he knocked several things off of the counter, causing them to clatter noisily on the floor, the devil became very angry with him.

“There is one knife under one metal tube. Is it eyes you lack or a brain? Move the tube out of the way and pick up the knife, then bring it back here.”

The boy was much more nervous now but finally he found the knife and turned around to bring it back to the devil. As he did, he saw the devil’s armor split apart at the feet and the front part rise until the feet were over its head. Out of the suit came the devil, although it was not the type of devil the boy had expected to see.

It was a woman, though this was not the first feature the boy noticed. The most striking thing about her was her shirt, a simple sleeveless covering. It had been white at some point, of this he was almost certain, but now was almost entirely stained with a dark brownish-red, as was most of the woman’s face, neck, and left shoulder. The boy finally realized that it was all blood originating from a large, swollen hole in her face. She removed some type of head covering and dropped it beside her, causing him to study her facial features much more closely. The woman was blonde and very light skinned, something the boy had never seen before. To be so pale, she must have lost a lot of blood, he thought. The other feature of note was her right knee, obviously in terrible shape. Or rather the halves of her right leg. Dark blood had soaked through the pants, though both the pants and blood was covered by a clear goo. The boy did not understand the purpose of the goo any more than he understood how she could do what she was doing. She was holding the lower portion of her leg to the upper portion as she just stood on her good leg, no expression of pain on her face or tears in her eyes.

So he watched her, transfixed by the image before him, until he noticed that she was watching him back and he had missed her most striking feature: her eyes. That they were green was strange enough to the boy, even though he’d heard of people who had such coloring, but their hue was nothing compared to the intensity he found in them as she looked at him. For all of her wounds, these seemed unaffected, full of an intense fire. Right now, all of that intensity was focused on him.

He rushed back over to her with the knife and she snatched it out of his hand impatiently, snarling what must have been a curse, as she sat down on the bench next to the armor. He had no idea what she planned to do with the weapon until she stuck the knife into her pants and began to cut herself out of them, alternating between cutting with the knife and holding it in her teeth while she ripped the fabric with both her hands. When she was finally done, she was dressed only in her shirt and an undergarment and the boy found something across the room to capture his attention, though it was not because he was embarrassed. She was in a state of undress but not pleasant to look at. With the fabric gone, he could see the severed leg in its full glory, swollen and disgustingly purple on both sides of the wound, strands of bloody flesh hanging over each side. He calf and foot had almost turned completely white. Had he not watched the murder of everyone he’d ever known and then seen the remains of their killers, these things would have been the most disturbing images of his life. He did not look away because it disgusted him, even if it should have. He looked away because of the wrongness it felt in seeing her like this. Devils were not supposed to bleed; they were invincible. They were-

“Boy, do not just stand there,” she snapped at him, pulling him out of his thoughts. She’d spoken in Federation Standard, in a voice that was different from when she’d been inside the suit. It was also different from the pleasant voice he’d heard in his ear a short time before, full of harshness and irritation.

He saw that she had tied a piece of the torn pants tightly around her leg so that it would stay together without her holding it. He looked down at her and read the cross expression on her face, but still he could not think of what to do.

“Bah!” she exclaimed in frustration as she pointed at her knee, “Can you not see that I am in great pain? Tell me, how many fingers do I hold up?”

She held up two and he told her so.

“So you do have workings eyes. By process of elimination that means you must have no brain. Let me take the thinking out of it for you, then: Help. Me. In. To. The. Tank.” She pointed at the cylinder across the room.

He bent down and she put her arm around his neck. She leaned on him as she hopped over to the tank and he walked with her. They made it in without any trouble despite the raised glass of the doorway until they got to where she could lean against the inside of the tank. The woman pushed him off of her with far more force than was necessary, sending him careening back out the door and onto his back on the floor. She took a clear material connected to a hose and placed it so that it covered her nose and mouth then pressed her finger to the invisible walls, causing a green fluid to start rising out of the floor. As she began to cut through her undergarment, the boy turned to put his back to her and stared at the wall. This time, it was embarrassment; though no infant, he was not considered a man by his tribe yet, either. The torn remains of the garment flew passed his head, followed by her bloody shirt and the knife. As he stood there, he heard her muffled laughter behind him, then a voice.

“So boy, was the devil inside that suit what you expected to find?”

“No,” the boy said, shaking nervously, “I- I think found something worse.”

“Yes, I suppose you did.”

That was the only response he received, then the door to the tank was pulled closed and he shuffled out the door numbly. As he turned to take a glimpse at the devil again, the door came down in front of him, separating her from his sight.

Two weeks would pass by before he saw her again. 

