Chapter 3
SK-48, also known as the Seattle, was a large piece of floating metal perched in this lonely stretch of deep space.  Initially the Seattle had been founded as a refueling point for craft bound for the outer reaches of the Iesrec mining rings.  The station itself had outlasted the mining operation, however, unlike others of its kind it didn’t fall into ruin.  Instead the Federation, and later the Confederation worked to keep it as a valuable outpost in this sector.  Angseth remembered when she had read in the news that the Seattle had officially gained Fort status.  With all the Confederate money flowing into the outpost, it was only a matter of time before civilians began pouring in, creating satellite colonies around the main bulk of the Seattle.  Since the Seattle wasn’t in orbit around a star or planet, construction was very lenient.  The Seattle resembled a multi-legged crab stretching out in all directions, each new housing dome and work center acted as joints inter-connected with transport and stabilization tubes.  Briar seemed to have described it best when he said that the Seattle resembled tree roots reaching out in search of resources.


It was unheard of that a station of this size and status would have fallen to anything short of an invasion from enemies beyond the Border Frontier.  At any given time the Seattle boasted two flagships, one hundred Phoenix-Class Battleships, two hundred Neptune-Class Battleships, and well over two thousand fighters, and the assorted mess of smaller vessels that went with them.  In short, the Seattle was home to a third of Mirson’s fleet.  A third of his fleet and their families. 


Angseth hoped the SOS was a glitch, perhaps some Ensign had leaned on the big-red buttons that lined the back wall of the bridge of the Seattle.  She didn’t want to think about the friends she had aboard the station.  If something had invaded, then the Mabus, the Regal and the Socrates were not going to be enough to take it back.


The Bridge of the Mabus was quiet as Angseth took to her chair, her power suit half-equipped.  She only had time to don the torso plating, boots, grieves, codpiece, and bracers.  She was still shy her gauntlets, helmet, secondary and tertiary power supplies.  Her crew had been conducting an in-depth scan of the area around the station, and it seemed that the first images were just beginning to come back.  Scans of this nature could only show frozen images, albeit highly detailed ones.  Each section of the image was assigned a grid number for easier reference when studying.  The scans were not encouraging.


The Seattle looked deserted.  Debris floated in massive clusters orbiting the station, entire domes had been shattered and gutted.  Angseth scanned the images, there were pieces of fighter ships scattered in the wreckage, like odd bits of twigs and leaves washed up after a heavy storm.  In one frame she could make out the hull of a craft, a Confederation vessel, the Beethoven. “Good god.” She whispered under her breath.  Angseth called out to her communications officer.  “Open a hailing frequency.”


“No response.  The Seattle’s main computer appears to have been locked.”


Angseth felt her brow furrow.  “Can you trace the SOS?”


“It is coming from the station, a redundancy of the main computer.”


Angseth began pulling up holograms of the Seattle’s statistics.  “Raise shields, and ready the weapons.  Please wait for my signal.”  She packaged as much information as she could and sent a brief report to Admiral Mirson, requesting immediate back-up in the sector.  That done, Angseth hesitated to bring up Thomas and Svenson.


“Captain Angseth, do you have any contact?”


“Not as of yet. Thomas, please circle around to the starboard side of the Seattle.  Svenson, have you received any new information from your long-range scans?”


“Yes, no other activity in the area, in fact it seems as there hasn’t been activity here for at least a week.  The Seattle itself is heavily damaged.  There seems to be an irregularity in the stations main reactors however that we can’t seem to sort out.  The reactors themselves are causing fluctuations through the station that seem to be making quite a bit of damage.”


Angseth nodded, and spoke to her own crew on the Bridge.  “Take the Mabus in slowly, keep the scans up.  If anything so much as breathes I want to know about it.”


She began importing the scan files to the holograms around her captain’s chair, scrutinizing the images.  Yes there were a lot of Confederation vessel debris; however there were other mechanical pieces that didn’t seem to belong to either the Seattle or the Confederation ships. More scans were coming in than she could study herself.  Angseth momentarily glanced at the main view screen when something caught her eye.  “What is that?”


“Captain?”


“Enhance the points between 20,10,65 and 30,20,75.”


The main screen brought up the image of the left side of the station, an area where it seemed much debris had broken away and now floated through space.  She studied the image.  There was something off about the debris, perhaps the way it was scattered, or what the debris might have been at one point.  Angseth stood from her chair, leaning forward.


“That’s a piece of a hull from a pirate frigate.”  She said aloud.  Now that she knew what she was looking for, all the bits of random debris made sense.  She sat back down and began running over all the scans again.  Here, there, along the outer perimeter of the station were pieces and bits of Pirate technology.  In the light of the situation, there seemed to be little Confederation debris to match those of the pirates.  The Seattle was intact, with minor damages considering the operation that took place here.  “Is there a safe place to dock our drop-ships?”


“Deck C appears to be mostly intact.  However atmospheric readings are erratic.  It seems as if the station is also initiating gravity fluctuations.”  Lieutenant Osa turned her eyes toward Angseth.  “I am also receiving readings of possible survivors on deck A in the main computer terminal.”


Thomas was suddenly on Angseth’s com.  “May I suggest that our two ships send in a boarding party to cover more ground in a station of this size?”


Angseth stared for a moment at his smiling hologram.  This young-in was itching for some kind of action, and yee-doggie, wouldn’t this look nice on his future record?  She pondered for a moment.  As much as she could respect a fellow captain, she had an issue of trust with ones she had never worked with before.  Right now she couldn’t trust Thomas or Svenson, but as annoying as Svenson was, he knew when to keep quiet.  Thomas on the other hand was the first to interject with some kind of textbook battle scenario.  The only thing that saved her from thoroughly chewing him out was the fact that most of his ideas were actually good ones.  If he did send in a boarding party, she sure as hell didn’t want to leave him alone.  No, this boy she would keep an eye on.


“Captain Thomas.  I will send down a boarding party of fifty.  I suggest that you do the same.  Our troops have two objectives, first, is to search A deck and see if there are any survivors.  Our Second objective is to go to the engine room and shut down the reactors.  If we prevent those reactors from causing any more damage, then we can still salvage the station.”


“Excellent.”


“Oh and Thomas,”


“Yes?”


“I will be joining my troops. I’m inviting you to come with me.”


“But a commanding officer is supposed to remain on their craft-“


Angseth didn’t need to say a word, the answer was already there in her eyes.  For once that smile melted off Thomas’s face.  It was time to give the child a hazing in trial by fire.  He was book smart, yes, but he had never spent a day in his profession career with a gun on his arm outside of the shooting range.  Angseth carried the respect of her crew because she was more than willing to put her ass in the same amount of danger as she asked them to run into.  Thomas would have to learn a few things about being in deep space, far away from all civilization.  It wasn’t the stripes or stars that one had on their sleeve that made a leader, it was their ability to actually lead that enabled great things to be done.  She had seen quite a few crews mutiny even in Confederation ships because their Captain wasn’t  an effective leader.  Thankfully, a crew had never rebelled against her.  If  Thomas didn’t prove his worth to his troops, they wouldn’t let him have a second chance.


This far out in space.  Rules were bent and woven into intricate baskets.


“Yes Captain Angseth.  I will join you on Deck A.”


“Who said anything about deck A?  We’re going to shut down those reactors.”


The paling of Thomas’s features before his hologram faded was enough to make her smile.  Oh yes, eaten alive.  In a way she was doing him a favor.  There had been possible signs of life on deck A.  The life signatures did not discriminate between friend and foe.  All they knew is that were living things on deck A, and she would be taking him where there were no living things. Hence, no danger to him.


Angseth slipped one of her gauntlets on and called out.  “Captain Svenson?”


“Yes Captain Angseth?”


“Please ready a report and notify command of the fate of SK-48.” 


Svenson’s hologram held steady for a moment before he said, “Yes Captain.  And what should the Socrates do while the two of you are frolicking in the dilapidated heap?”


Angseth ignored that comment.  Between Thomas’s inexperience and Svenson’s attitude, she had her hands full.  Svenson’s image eventually faded.  Humans were humans, and every living creature was entitled to their own opinion. Humans had this weird dance of morality and survival that held sway over all they did.  Beings like Briar often commanded respect just from a few movements or well-timed growl.  Perhaps she should send Briar over to deal with the two of them more often.


“Captain?”


Angseth looked over the side of her chair down at Lieutenant Briar.


“The drop-ships are ready.”


“I’ll be there shortly.”  Angseth slid her last gauntlet on and then reached for her helmet.  “Lieutenant Bagra, you have the bridge.”

Briar left the bridge and Angseth followed.  On the way down to the main loading bay, she ran a diagnostic on her power suit, booting up each system she felt would be necessary.   When they reached the armory she stepped inside and grabbed her favorite rifle.  Years ago the Confederation had switched to a more convenient power cannon model that most marine power suits came with standard.  Angseth refused to lose the ability to use one hand for the sake of having a bigger boom-stick.  Instead, she stuck with what she came to use well; a power rifle with rail-gun capabilities.  This weapon had yet to lead her astray.  It took galactic standard bullets, with slight modifications for different rounds.  Each clip held roughly two hundred rounds, with a pulse weapon that used energy directly through her suit.  She could choose to charge a pulse shot, or use the extra charge to enhance the range and power of a standard round.  Her rifle had all the perks of a standard issue power cannon, yet it also had the flexibility of an external unit.


The loading bay was busy as usual; two drop-ships had been pulled aside and were taking in marines.  As Angseth approached the group they saluted and stood at attention.  Angseth let the men go about their work, and stepped aboard one of the drop ships, taking a seat in the cockpit behind the pilot. From there she synchronized radio frequencies and channels.  Briar soon sat down beside her, power cannon resting her lap.


“Captain?”


“Routine escort mission my ass.”  Angseth spat.


Briar smiled and straightened his shoulders.

  
 Within moments the troops had been loaded and they were off.

-----------------------------------------------------------

The moment the airlock hissed open, something felt wrong.  The drop-ships had come in on the western half of the station, the side that seemed to be the most intact.  They had been joined by Thomas’s troops in their own drop-ship.  The two groups poured into the station, taking up defensive positions at the corridors, and behind any stable object they could find.  Angseth was the last to enter the hall, head down, and rifle at the ready.  She too found an easily defended point with two other troops.  Thomas followed in her shadow.  
They had come through the umbilical into what seemed at first to be a commerce area of the station.  All around them shops opened up off a large mall, over four stories high.  The lights inside most of them had been turned off, and gates had been shut to close off any potential prowlers.  A lot of good that did when there was broken glass and scorched walls around.  The place was completely deserted.  No people picking through the remnants of their businesses, no guards posted in the halls, all around there was only destruction.


“Captain,”


“I hear it.”


The PA was still pumping out songs to amuse those that were present; somehow a commercial for soap didn’t seem like ideal background music for this situation.  The mall seemed fairly normal, save for all the plasma burns and scorched clothing littering the floor.  Angseth looked over the rubble, and to her it seemed as if someone had detonated a bomb inside of Macy’s.


The troops carefully moved further up the mall, taking refuge behind benches and fountains.  One of her Marine commanders came over the com. “Well, At least Victoria’s secret was untouched.  Care to go shopping later with me Captain?”


Angseth chuckled.  “I’ll think about it.”


“This is not the time to discuss those things ladies.”  Thomas said over the com.  Angseth turned and looked at him.  She thought that she had heard it in his voice, but didn’t believe it until she saw it.  Thomas was scared.  Oh he was scared and that little outburst was his vain attempt to gain control of the situation.  Here they were, crunched down beside a fountain in what remained of a great station, and the good Captain of the Regal was practically wetting his pants.


“All clear Captain.”


The Marines stood from their places, and gathered to discuss details.  Angseth looked around the group, one hundred strong.  Thomas was at least standing up straight.  The two Captains were easy to pick out of the group.  Each Captain wore a black power suit with slightly different modifications than the standard issue.  Rank was denoted by twin white bars that circled the bicep of each arm.  An Admiral would have three bands, with any number of stars depicting the forces under their command.  Angseth wished she didn’t have those twin bands on her suit, as they made her an easy target.  Just aim for the one that stood out.  Angseth opened up the com and began to give orders.  


“Alpha team, please proceed to the Main Command of the Seattle and check for survivors.  Download any information that you can on what happened here.  Beta Team, go down to the main reactor and deactivate it.  I and Captain Thomas will accompany you.  Lieutenant Commander Briar, please secure this area as we will use it as a base of operations.”


“Permission to raid the food court Captain?”


“Provided that you can pay for it.”  Angseth slung her rifle over her shoulder.  “Lets get moving.”


The troops scattered, each going their own respective routes.  Thomas once again opened a com line between himself and Angseth.  “So many things that you are doing right now are so far beyond regulation that I must insist on an explanation!”


  Angseth shook her head and then asked.  “Thomas, have you ever been on an exercise outside a training mission?”


“No…I really haven’t.”


“Then you haven’t stood in the boots of any one of these fine men and women have you?”


“I can’t say that I have,”


“And they know that.  They can tell just by looking at you.  You can give the order to overtake a force, or tell them to keep put, works fine in training sims, when all your troops are just numbers with more lines of code backing them, but these are not lines of code, these are real living creatures with very real thoughts and emotions.”


“I know that Captain.”


“Do you?  Then show them that you too are a creature of real thoughts and emotions.  Works a hell of a lot better than just handing out orders.”  Angseth paused as Beta squad came across the blown-out hole of an elevator.  “Damn.  We’ll have to walk.”


“One thing has been bothering me Captain.”  


“What’s that Naka?”


“Where are all the bodies?  I see plenty of destruction, but no bodies.”


Angseth paused and looked around.  That was disturbing.  There was no blood, spilled fluids or anything else to denote that a living creature had passed through here.  “I do find that a little creepy myself.”


She took a defensive position by the door of the freight elevator as her troops forced it open.  Thomas had gone silent again, like a child following in his mother’s shadow. After a moment the marines forced the door open, and they peeked into the shaft.  There was no gravity in the elevator shaft, and dark.  Angseth peeked around the corner down into the infinite black of the shaft, pieced only by a few points of light.  “Ever use your booster pack Thomas?”


“Yes—“


“Good, I don’t have to teach you that.”  Angseth pulled up the map of the station and began researching it.  “We’ll need to head down to deck F, third quadrant.”


Half of the men were already in the elevator shaft and heading down.  Thomas stood at the edge peeking over.  “But I-“


Angseth was getting tired of this.  This man was a Captain.  She had been nice until now.  Angseth took a step forward and planted her cybernetic foot dead center of his back and shoved him into the shaft.  Let him go report it to Mirson, let him complain all his wants.  Angseth wasn’t going to lose any men on this mission, and certainly not this spoiled brat of a Captain.  Angseth followed him, giving small pulse commands to her booster pack to carry her forward in the right direction.  They held close to the walls, using random bits of piping or wiring to push themselves along.  There was no need to use their booster packs more than was necessary.  The packs were effective, but also noisy.  They needed all the stealth a group of forty could muster.


“Please stay close to me Thomas.”


“I know how to operate in zero gravity.”


“Thomas, no offense, but you haven’t proved that you know much about operating anything except a com button.”


The silence on the other end was a good enough response.


Angseth continued to push herself the wall, sticking close to the marine ahead of her, the team commander. “Captain?”


“Yes?”


“Scouts are telling me that we have some heavy damage ahead.  The shaft is blown shut.”


“Well, we couldn’t expect smooth sailing all the way down to the engineering deck. Where are we now?”


“Scanners indicate that we are perpendicular to deck F-23.”


“And the engineering decks are on Q-7 through R-10.”  Angseth finished.  “Blast open the nearest door, we’ll see if we can find another elevator, or even trash chute.  Anything that will get us a straight shot on down to Q.”     She commed Briar.  “Lieutenant Briar, what does the F sector look like?”


“Major gravity fluctuations.  You’re lucky most of your troops are used to higher gravity.  I’m reading anything from zero to fifteen G’s”


“Security systems?”


“Mostly offline…or damaged.”


“Beautiful.”  Angseth hung back while the platoon commander instructed others on the finer points of opening the nearest door. Thomas still floated nearby.  He clung to the wall like an insect.  Angseth had to give him credit for something, the boy was a fast learner.  The door cracked open, and three marines clung to the right side of the door, using a crank to manually open it.  These doors were beyond using a minor blast to jump start the opening mechanism.  As the door clicked into place, two marines slipped through.  An “all clear” signal was given, and the rest of the platoon slipped through the open door.


The first thing Angseth noticed after landing on the other side was the intense gravity.  Her HUD told her that the current gravity registered a ten.  She could see lights all around as most of her troops turned on their anti-gravity systems.  One voice came over the general line, “Oh that’s more like it.”


“Is this how heavy it usually is on Rast?”  Angseth asked.


“Yeah.”


Angseth nodded.  Some of her troops came from super-dense worlds.  That was nice, al least one of her troops would be used to moving in the heavier patches.  The entirety of decks F-1 through L-25 were residential.  Angseth had been anticipating a massacre but what they found was more disturbing.  There was absolutely nobody home.  All the apartments and homes they peeked into were empty.  Furniture still decorated most homes, but it seemed as if there had been a mass evacuation.  If the Seattle had been evacuated, Angseth would have heard about it.  People with good jobs and homes didn’t just suddenly pack up and move without good reason.  They soon came to another elevator shaft and began their journey down to Q decks.  Thomas had been quiet. Angseth peeked over her shoulder on occasion to see if he was still there and hadn’t slipped down a corroded shaft or encountered some other danger. She had spoken a little harshly to him, but didn’t think it would hit him that badly. He had that look that most troops had when they had been fighting for too long. A sort of vacant auto-pilot expression, almost as if he was focusing on something else, anything else but what he was doing right now. 


The platoon moved through more residential areas, recreation, some business districts, until finally arriving at the engineering wing.  They had to back track a few times due to locked doors with no point of entry.  The Engineering Wing was sealed up tight.  Even if there had been a core meltdown, the engineers still wouldn’t have locked it up this tightly.  They finally reached the last door they had as an option.  This had to be the place most of the fighting happened.  The main doors themselves were covered in scorches and blast marks that told of a massive battle.  Angseth once again stood at the ready at the side of the door.  Her troops moved in and pried it open.  As expected the mechanism had been burned out to the point that nothing short of brute force could open it.  The metal of the door had been warped and mangled, they wouldn’t open it very far.  She watched as her troops pulled and pushed, using all manner of prying equipment before the door budged the necessary two feet for everyone to squeeze through.   Angseth looked back up at Thomas again.  He had been quiet, his eyes had a thoughtful expression she had never really seen in him before.  


“Captain Thomas?”


“Yes?”


“Everything okay?”


“Yes Captain Angseth.”


Angseth didn’t press any further.  It was possible that her plan had backfired, but now at least she was a little more familiar with his moods and general lack of experience.  Her squad moved into position beside the doors, the first two troops slipped inside.  This had always been one of the most dangerous ways to move into an unknown area.  Nothing would mow down a squad faster than running into a bottle neck one by one.
“Bingo.”


Angseth looked up to the entry point as that call went over the com.  “What is it?”  She asked.


“Bodies.  Almost everywhere.  Looks like it had been a full-scale Pirate invasion.”


She took in a deep breath as the last few members of her squad slipped inside.  She nodded to Thomas and carefully moved her body through the crack.  Thomas followed.  The engineering levels were a war zone.  The walls had been compromised or were completely missing altogether.  The floor and ceiling had been ripped to shreds, blasted, burned, and melted.  There were bodies here.  At first glance Angseth could see no bodies of humans or other Confederation races.  The troops spread out and began inspecting various passages and halls leading off the main lobby.  Angseth hung behind with the main bulk of the force as reports came in of more dead Pirates.  Once the level had been cleared of any threats, Angseth began to personally inspect the area.


As long as the Pirates stayed dead she could cope.  There was a sizable Marine presence here, however not nearly enough to fend off an invasion of this magnitude.  The moment the door to the main engineering terminals opened Angseth looked down at her first body.  This Pirate was leaning against the reception desk with a sizable hole blasted through its chest.  Splatter marks around the room however told her that this poor soul had been shot mid-air and fell to this point.  The desk was covered in gore, the computer systems placed on standby.  The more she looked at the Pirate the more something in the back of her mind told her that something was horribly wrong with this picture.  This was the main office area, completely encased in glass.  Engineering chiefs office was up the short hall, break room, small kitchen, receptionist desk and records room, could all be seen from this one point.  The glass had all been shattered, leaving every room open.  However this was the only body in here.  Why would the Pirates have needed to come in here?  And where were all the human remains?  There weren’t even any papers on the desk, the computer had been shut down.  She turned her attention to the Pirate again, reaching out with her rifle and poked the body.  She felt like a child taking a stick to dissect an interesting bug.  The Pirates body moved slightly, rigor mortis had already set in.


That’s not right.

Angseth pulled her rifle back and knelt before the body.  “Something picked this guy up and turned its torso a complete one hundred eighty degrees.”  She said over the com line.


“How can you tell Captain?”


“Check your scanners.”


“What could have done that?”


“A pissed heavy-worlder perhaps.”  Angseth stood.  “More important to me is why would it have been done?  It’s obvious the plasma-shot killed the Pirate, why put forth the extra effort to twist it so?”


“There are no other bodies in the office area.  Every thing looks to be completely untouched.  The files, the offices, even the money in someone’s piggy bank.”


“We can ponder over this later.”  Angseth began to walk out of the office area.  Thomas hung back by the door, looking in with a sober expression.  “Dearn, where is the main control room?”  She called out to one of her commanders.


“Up this hall and to the left.  More bodies scattered up that way too.”


“Any human casualties?”


“So far they all seem to be Pirates.”

Angseth passed by Thomas and began walking up the hall again.  Indeed there were more Pirate bodies littering the hall.  One stood out from the others however.  Angseth paused by this one as well.  From this distance either it was a very thin Pirate or it had been severely malnourished.  It wasn’t very often that she had to access her different scans to determine the fate of an individual.  The scanner hummed for a moment, then beeped.  “It seems…that all moisture had been drained from it.”  She knelt again and reached out pulling the faceplate free of the helmet.  The Pirates skin flaked off and fell away, like dry leaves.  The armor itself was just covering the withered frame of this poor Pirate.

“What could have caused that?”  


Angseth almost jumped.  She turned and saw Thomas peeking over her shoulder. The faceplate slipped from her hands taking more of the dried skin with it.  “It couldn’t have been incinerated, the only way I know how to describe it is mummification.”  She stood up again, still looking down at the body.  “What the hell happened here?”


“We should go.  Pull our men out and continue on.  There is no one left alive to save.”


“You have so much to learn Thomas.”  Angseth shouldered her rifle again.  She began walking toward the main control room.  She would not let this get to her, as disturbing as it was.  Dead Pirates were a good thing. However there was no way in a station of this size that one could have practically a fleet of dead pirates and not one other casualty.  It didn’t make any logical sense.  She opened up the main com and called out.  “Beta Team.  Have you made it to the bridge yet?”

The com clicked once and the squad captains voice came through somewhat distorted.  “Yes, it seems as if the last survivors of the station had barricaded themselves in here.  The doors had been welded shut.”

“Had you found any life signs?”


“Yes.  We tracked down the psychic signatures and found five people in cryo-statis.  All of the life pods had been ejected from the bridge.”  


“Have you accessed the main computer yet?”


“From what we can…..frozen…”  The static grew heavier, covering his voice.


“Repeat, Commander Matsu?”


“…Signal…breaking…..Com…ter….Briar.”


Angseth tapped the side of her helmet.  She had filaments burn out on her in mid-conversation before.  The Confederation could be so cheap with their equipment.  Just before she had been talking with her own Alpha team just fine.  There was no good reason why she couldn’t make out Beta team.  She didn’t like this one bit.  Too many things here just didn’t feel right.  The dead Pirates, the lack of Confederation citizens, living or deceased.  Now something was preventing her communication with her troops.  She had to shut down the main reactors before she left.  Left unsupervised they could overload and blow up, turning the entire station into a field of little razor blades, rendering travel through this area impossible.  She could just imagine Mirson getting some sadistic pleasure out of chewing her out for it.  She opened the com again and this time called Briar.


“Yes Captain?”  His voice was a little clearer, but still that under lay of static.


“Have you kept in touch with Beta?”


“Yes, they just reported your signal break up.”


“What’s going on?”


“Not really sure, but we have a theory it might have to do with your close proximity to the core reactors.  One of them might have sprung a radiation leak and that’s what messing up the com channel.  Nothing our power suits can’t handle however.”

“Have they found anything?”


“Five bodies in cryo, all the life pods gone, and the computer locked up lighter than a Vestal Virgin at Beltane.”


Angseth smirked then said over the com.  “We’ll wrap things up as quickly as we can down here.  I’m really not comfortable with the whole situation.”


“Take care.”

Angseth kept her com open on the main line, often called the “party line” because it often had three or more individual conversations occurring at once.  Thomas was still hanging back by the office areas, looking between the two dead pirates.  The twisted and the mummified.  She walked further up the hall to the main doors of the engineering control room where four of her men were working at the lock to pry it open.  She stood at the side again, back to the wall, gun at the ready.  Thomas was just now walking over to join them.  

More blast and burn marks scorched this end of the hall.  Angseth felt a vibration under her back and watched as the men jumped out of the way.  The door hissed open and they all stood ready.  Thoughts moved through Angseth’s mind of a platoon of mummified Pirates lurching their way from the darkness.  Stop that right now.  You know your own imagination is your own worst enemy at times like this Vera.  She smiled as she pushed the thought away,  Then again, if they lurch toward you, they’ll make an easier target.  Okay, so seeing that Pirate in the hall had gotten to her.  Her mind was only willing to admit a slight influence.


After a moment Commander Dearn peeked into the hall, then gave an “all clear” signal.  The troops fell into formation then moved into the main engineering control room.  At one point in time, this room might have been quite neat and efficient.  They could see the computer grids lining the walls, full-holographic interface, tables, chairs, even a coffee machine in one corner.  Now there was only chaos.  The tables and chairs had been cast around the room, burned, blasted, incinerated, papers lay strewn amidst the debris, parts of the floor grating had been warped and torn, ripped open by some massive force.  The holographic projector system, probably someone’s pride and joy, had been destroyed.  The main projector had fallen from its anchoring point in the ceiling and had crashed onto and, partially through, the floor.  Angseth kept her eyes on the floor.  She hated uneven terrain.  The floor itself was constructed from a system of grates that overlay something that looked like a maze underneath.  She studied it for a moment then realized that it wasn’t a maze, but a graphic depiction of the power flow through the station.

“Captain, what the hell is that?”


Angseth tore her gaze from the floor and saw one of her troops gesturing with his power cannon. It took her a moment to fully register his question. At first she wondered what he was pointing toward.  It looked like a wall, like any of the others, a large and off-color chunk of it but…then she saw the foot.


She paused as her mind began placing pieces together now that she had some kind of recognition point.  She identified a clawed foot, connected to a leg, buttocks, and a wide expanse of back.  Angseth had to take a step back just to get the whole thing into perspective.  Some large headless armor-clad giant lay crumpled against the far wall.  Blood had long since emptied from the wound, creating a black sticky mess across the floor.


“Captain, do you know what that is?”


Without realizing it, Angseth had pointed her rifle at the body. “Its an Omega Pirate.  Hopefully dead like the others.”


“Its missing its head.”


“A Cockroach can live without its head for two weeks.  And only that long because it starves to death.”  Angseth’s eyes began searching the room for any other surprises she might have missed.  “Those things are very dangerous.  Usually where you find one you will find more.”


“Have you ever had to fight one Captain?”


“Yes and pray you never have to.”  Angseth began to call out orders.  “Alright, lets get this over with as soon as possible!  Dearn, have your men hack into the system and shut down those reactors, Kraus, I want guards posted at every corner.  Everyone keep on your toes or tentacles!  All the Pirates we have encountered so far have been dead, let’s keep it that way!” Angseth looked over at Thomas as the troops began to fan out to different points of the room.  She kept a constant bead on the Omega Pirate.  It was still dead.  Angseth still didn’t trust that corpse.  She had seen these things locked up in stasis, they looked dead then too.  The body was so big it was disturbing.  When walking by it her men put some distance between it and themselves.  Angseth walked to the center of the room where the holo-projector had fallen.  Some, but not all, of her fears settled and more questions were raised when she saw that the Omega Pirates head had been neatly skewered under the projector.  “It shouldn’t get back up without its head.”  She whispered.  Curiosity getting the better of her she reached out with her rifle and nudged the head.

Angseth felt as well as heard the floor underneath her groan.


I really should have stayed aboard the Mabus today.


The floor gave way.  Angseth fell hard on her rear as the grating tilted at a thirty five degree angle.  Her right hand held tightly to her rifle, while her left clawed for something that could pass as a grip. Her body began to slip down a newly opened crevice.  “Oh shit,” Angseth said calmly when she realized that like it or not she was going down.

“Captain?”


Dearn looked up from his post to see his ships Captain slide down a newly opened hole.  Others rushed in from the sides in an attempt to catch her before she could fall any further.  Angseth slid down the slanted floor grating, the Pirates head and most of the holo-projector went after her.  Angseth watched the projector slide into place blocking off all light the point from where she had fallen.  The projector and skewed head rolled into view and for a moment Angseth thought that she would have to fight off this odd attempt at a cyborg rolling after her.  Thankfully the head and projector caught and locked into another notch, she however, was still sliding.  
Angseth quickly rolled over so she could control her decent.  All that she could see before her was a dark black pit.  Angseth felt the floor grating fall away underneath her weight and she fell with it.  Her breath caught in her throat as she reached for her suit controls.  Her right hand still held her rifle in a death-grip.  Her fingers finally found the right button, depressed the switch, and waited.  She couldn’t make out any floor, walls, or some other landmark that could reveal just where or what she was about to land on or near.  For a moment she wondered if she had fallen through the exterior wall and had been accidentally spaced.  She felt a jerk at her back and realized that the suits thrusters had finally kicked in.  The light from the thrusters illuminated the floor for a moment and slowed her decent.  She could see that there at least was a floor.  That was a comforting thought.  She had somewhere to land.
Angseth hit the floor and landed in a crouch.  She felt the weight of the impact jar through her legs and back.  Her cybernetic leg caught most of her weight, the shocks coiling as she hit the ground.  The area where her real leg met the artificial one felt as if it had been lit on fire.  Something had either shaken loose or she had torn more muscle.  The rifle was still in her hand, and thus far there was only silence.  She felt the thrusters disengage, then slowly lifted her hand to adjust her visor settings.  She switched over to night vision then looked around the room.

This room was the same size as the one above, however it seemed to be used as a storage facility.  Equipment lay scattered around, on shelves or under dust cloths.  She kept her gun ready as she searched the room for any other signs of life.
“Captain!  Are you alright?”

Angseth stood after a moment, her cybernetic leg whirring as it re-calibrated.  “I’m fine.  I’ve fallen to a lower deck.”  She paused and pulled up a map of the station.  “I’m in engineering storage locker C-10.  There’s no light down here.  The grid appears to be offline.”

“It might be a moment before we can send someone down there.  The projector and pirates head are blocking the hole.”

Briars voice came over the com.  “I’m sending a few of my men down there to assist Captain.”

Angseth searched the map again.  “I don’t know if that will be necessary.  My map indicates a freight elevator less than 100 yards from here.  I’ll see if I can make it.”

“Beta squad reports….”  Briars voice faded out.
Angseth tapped the side of her helmet again.  “Lieutenant?   Repeat, Briar?”

Static was her only response.

“Damn.”  Angseth took another look around the room.  “Dearn, do you copy?”

“Yes Captain.  The signal is getting fuzzy.”

“Do you think that a radiation leak could have caused the break-up?”

“Perhaps.  We’re getting odd temperature readings from within the main cores.”

“Get those damn things shut down as soon as possible.  I’ll be up there shortly.  Keep trying to get in touch with Briar and Beta team.  We have got to get moving.”  Angseth kept the com line open, her ears searching for any sounds that could possibly lead to another communication black out.  Boxes and crates were piled up around the room.  Some of the equipment was familiar to her, others not.  All boxes, crates and equipment were stacked neatly around the room complete with red “lock down” tags.  So far there was nothing unusual here.  The map indicated a hall outside the door.  At the end of the hall would be the freight elevator.  That elevator would provide her with access to the main engineering command room.
She held her gun ready and began walking toward the door.  She took two steps forward then dropped to her knee and pointed the rifle at the form next to the door. Something had suddenly registered on her scanner. The shape didn’t move.  Angseth went into a more in depth spectrum scan to reveal more about the shape.

Another dead pirate.

No signs of life were present, not even from the pirate.  Angseth kept the rifle trained on it as she moved toward the door.  This one had been shot as well, shot then twisted like the other in the reception office.  “I don’t know what happened to you guys, and I don’t really care, just as long as whatever it is doesn’t get my crew as well.”  She turned and studied the door.  There was a small green light on at the side.  This door was fully operational.  “Praise the gods.”  She ducked back and to the side opposite the Pirate then activated the door.

The hall outside was just as dark, with one small flickering light halfway up.  That wasn’t the way she was heading however.  Her fate lay in the darkness.  Brilliant.  Perhaps I should start writing these little gems down and make a fortune off them.  She kept close to the hexagonal-shaped wall and crept her way toward the double door at the other end.  She hadn’t moved two steps when her foot touched something.  Angseth paused for a moment, listening for any sounds other than herself and her troops.  This whole mission was starting to get to her, and the last thing she needed was to randomly step on weird squishy objects in the middle of a deserted station.
Biting back fear and most of her breakfast, she slowly turned her gaze to the floor.  A hand, a pirate hand lay under her foot.  Just a hand, just a harmless hand.  Just a harmless disembodied hand.  You’ve seen those before.  Hell, you’ve picked them up before and chased the squeamish around with them.  Angseth still did not like stepping on them however.  She scanned the rest of the floor, and then held her rifle even tighter.  Lining the hall toward the elevator were roughly ten bodies of dead pirates.  Angseth had to say roughly because the bodies were in various stages of dismemberment.

“I’m about to step on a lot of hands.”  She muttered, then lifted her leg and began picking her way across the floor, occasionally using the toe of her boot to nudge a body-part out of the way.  Angseth kept her eyes fixed dead-ahead of her, the elevator or elevator shaft would be there, and she could get back to her troops, back to her ship, and get a nice hot shower, and..
Beside her, to her right, there came a bright point of light.  At first Angseth froze, not knowing what to make of it.  Perhaps it was a sight on someone’s laser rifle, or random bug?  Slowly she turned her head to the side and began to study the light, small, orange, for the moment the filters on her scanner flipped through a few screens until it settled on standard vision.  Angseth could now make out a door.  The door was one of the larger double iris types that usually held higher security rooms behind them.  The iris’ themselves had not closed completely, leaving a small point of light in the center.  Angseth turned and took a step toward the door, then leaned forward on tip-toe to look through it.
At first she could only make out a bright blaze of orange before her eyes and visual filters could adjust to the sudden light.  Soon various features of the room became more present, allowing for greater detail to be observed.  This was the main engine room.  Large dynamos stood along the walls at regular intervals.  They generated the electricity used to power the station, and stabilize its position in space.  Hopefully her crew on the deck above was well on their way to shutting the engines down.  From this point she could see five towers, their glowing coils encased in stasis fields or other hard transparent materials.  She referenced her map and discovered that this room continued down for another five decks.  This engine room was also one of five others.  As she studied she could make out odd shapes slowly climbing their way up the sides and almost to the cores of the dynamos.  Dearn had said something about odd temperature readings.  Angseth flipped over to her thermal scan.
Ice…why would ice form on the sides of the dynamos?  Those things usually run fairly hot.

Angseth stepped back from the door, and used the side of her right foot to carefully nudge the torso of a fallen space pirate out of her way.  She began searching the sides of the door, looking for an access keypad.

“Captain Angseth?”
Angseth jumped and covered her heart.  She lifted a hand and activated the com.  “Yes?  Speak.”

“This is Commander Louis from Beta team.  We’ve managed to access the ships computer and station statistics.  It seems that most of the occupants had evacuated due to increasing pirate attacks.  The computer registers the last life pod as leaving over three days ago.  Two days ago the computer registered a ship landing in the main docking bay.”

“When did it leave?”

“No records exist.  Reports from Alpha team report success in systematic shutdown of all core reactors.”

“That’s good news.”  Angseth listened for a moment.  That underlying static was gone from her com reception.  “Dearn.”

“Yes Captain.”

“I think I found the source of our temperature fluctuations.  I can see the main engine room from where I stand.  Some coolant must have leaked and has covered the base of the dynamos in ice.”  She continued to scan and search for the door mechanism.  “After you have the reactors shut down, start a systematic evacuation of all our troops.  Report directly to Lieutenant Briar.”

“Yes Captain.”

“Thomas.”

A pause, then, “Angseth?”  

“Get our men out of here safely.  I have faith that you can do it.”  Angseth hoped that her words didn’t convey her lack of confidence in her leadership abilities, but sometimes people just needed to hear a good word to get their shit together.  Angseth sure hoped that Thomas was one of them.
“I have a team of men working on getting the hole you fell through unblocked.”

“What about the elevator?”

“It is blocked by the body of another Omega pirate.”

“Great.”  Angseth finally found the door panel that would allow her access into the main engine room.  “I’m heading into the engine room to asses the extent of the ice damage.”
“We’ll be down there as soon as we can.”

Angseth studied the panel for a moment.  It flashed a repeating error screen, the kind the doors on her own ship flashed when someone had come by and either forcefully opened them, or abused the equipment.  Thankfully she knew how to fix it.  She carefully pulled the panel away from the wall and hit the manual reset switch.  It emitted a small beep, then ran through its reset codes.  After a moment all she needed to do was hit the green-lit button, and the iris before her opened into the main engine room.  

Angseth stepped through onto the grating of a cat walk, before her built on a sturdy platform attached to the catwalk was a monitoring station.  The screens were all on standby, a few displayed power-down procedures and over-rides.  Her boys had gotten through.  She walked past the screens and stood on the catwalk over-looking the main bulk of the room.  The room itself had the shape of a large cylinder, the dynamos clung to the walls leaving the center open.  If Angseth remembered her engineering 101 correctly, the center of the room was supposed to contain a large cooling tower that would keep the dynamos at a safe temperature.  The catwalk continued around the circumference of the room, broken in areas by stairs leading down to the next level where another monitoring station was placed, along with another catwalk.  This pattern continued down for five floors, or at least it should have.  She walked up to the edge and peeked over, leaning on the guardrail.  She could see the pieces off the cooling tower, large chunks of ice and other frozen liquids on the base level.  To her untrained eye it seemed to have exploded at some point, and spilled super-coolant throughout the room.  The ice climbed along the sides of the dynamos, and reached almost up to the second level of the room.  There was something down there with all the ice.  Something large, silver, almost spider-like.

Then it moved.
Angseth felt her breath catch suddenly in her throat.  She knew that shape.  She had seen it all over “wanted” bulletins and in the pages of many a Captains logbook.  What she had mistaken for legs were actually wings.  That form down there was a Dragon, a chrome-clad lizard with ripped and tattered wings.  As she studied she could make out details and what she couldn’t see her mind made up for her.  She could see the crested head, long claws, serrated tail, and glowing red eyes.  Yes she had seen this form before, but always at a safe distance, always after the fact as its ferocious form raced across her holo-screen.

Angseth honestly felt that she would never encounter Ridley in her lifetime.

Holding her breath Angseth took her first careful step back from the railing.  She leaned against the wall, then slowly slid down into a crouching posture as she reached for her com.

“This is Captain Angseth to all units.  Repeat, Angseth to all units.  I need immediate back-up in the main engine room located on deck Q-10.  I have spotted the leader of the Gamma Fleet Pirates known as Ridley.  I repeat, requesting immediate back-up.”  Angseth began to move toward the door, reaching from the panel but keeping one eye at the edge of the railing, expecting that head to rise up any moment now to see her.  There were so many other places she would rather be than in the same room with one of the best-known killers in the universe.

Gamma Fleet had been rated as anything from a nuisance to terrorists.  Most Pirate fleets would run around for a few years, then either get caught, or fade away once satisfied with her haul.  The Gamma fleet was one of the only groups to make a true living off of it.  They were a race of lizard/insect-like creatures, and although their true level of intelligence was a matter of debate in most academic circles.  They had no discernable home world, however they roamed the far reaches of space searching for greater and more powerful technology.  The Confederation considered them to be parasites.  Like roaches they would infest a planet and stripped it of all its resources.  Once it had been drained dry, they would pack up to find another world to infect.  One could argue that Humans and other races had done the same, however one thing set the pirates apart from any other race in the Confederation.  Gamma Fleet pirates had made no contributions to known technology or culture. Everything about their way of life had been borrowed from other races.

Ridley had been labeled as the leader of Gamma Fleet.  Once the pirates had infected Zebes, a world formerly occupied by an ancient race known as the Chozo.  Aran had been sent in to exterminate the pirates from this world, and exterminate she did.  Angseth remembered that point in time.  A lot of money had been flying around the Federation then, and rumor had it the Aran had turned down the largest bounty in history for the chance to do with Zebes as she pleased.  Angseth didn’t have any concrete evidence, but Aran supposedly turned her back on a one followed by about fifteen zeros.  Many rumors had circulated as to the relation Aran had with Ridley.  Angseth didn’t listen to the rumors, they only thing she had been certain of was that Aran and Ridley were enemies, and would remain such until the end of time.

Now Angseth stood on a catwalk in a room that held said dangerous creature.  The door for some god-dammed reason wasn’t letting up.  The screen once again flashed the error message at her.  The control panel was on the other side of the stupid door.  If she could just hunker down long enough for help to arrive, all would be well.  So far she hadn’t been detected.  That was good.  Ridley seemed to have his attention drawn elsewhere.  That could potentially be bad.  Angseth lay down on the catwalk.  She couldn’t hide from him in this room, it was too open and too big.  However she wasn’t just going to sit and cower in fear next to a broken door either.  Slowly she lowered herself down onto her stomach, and peeked over the rail of the catwalk.  She would keep an eye on him, forewarned was forearmed.

 One skeletal wing shifted, allowing Angseth to get a better look.  His hands were busy with something, from this distance it was hard to tell what.  She flipped through her different visors again until she found her point and zoom function.  With this visor she could count the stripes on a bee’s back at over 100 yards.  Angseth studied for a moment, and felt her spirits drop.
There was a hostage.

Ridley had his large metal claws wrapped around a humanoid form, his tail arched over his shoulder ready to strike.  The tip of his tail had been equipped with something that looked like a stinger and drill bit combined.

Where the fuck was her back-up?

She was still too far out to make an identity the hostage, but if she pushed the visor to its limits…

“You have got to be kidding me.”

Angseth almost felt her rifle slip from her hands.  Clutched in Ridleys talons was the limp body of Samus Aran, Bounty Hunter and Sworn Enemy of the Gamma Fleet Pirates.  Everything about the station now fell into place.  The lack of humans, the bodies of all the pirates lining the hall.  Somehow Angseth had managed to stumble into the ass-end of one of Aran’s missions, but before whatever it was she was trying to save blew to smithereens.  That woman down there had saved her life once, her very presence and actions provoked her to fight harder, go further than she thought that she could go.  Was it time to return the favor?  Would she even live long enough to distract that dangerous mass of moving metal known as Ridley long enough for the Hunter to gain her feet and make an escape?
“Where the hell is my back-up?”  Angseth breathed.  Her heart was pounding.  She had stared death in the face before, reached up and touched his cheek; however that had been long ago.  Death was in her presence again, and if she didn’t act quickly, he would be taking Aran back with him.

“You know,”  Angseth began to mutter to herself.  She held her rifle up and reached for an expansion clip.  “Life is funny.”  She rammed the clip home.  “You’d think that after forty-two years of life I would have seen and done everything.”  She checked the relay points along her hand and the grip of the rifle to assure herself that any and all signals would go through with no obstructions. “You’d think I’d stop panicking when I’m in a room filled with insurmountable odds.  I’d think I’d stop panicking when faced with them.”  She checked the battery life on her power suit’s meter.  Still at four full cells, and one emergency back-up. “I’ll have to enhance all those shots with power from my suit.  Normal rounds won’t do shit against that tough hide.”  She peeked over the edge at Ridley.  “Ship-grade shielding in place as well.  Four-hundred rounds in the rifle, and an extra six-hundred in my pack.  If I fire in 50 round bursts, I might just buy enough to time to grab her and run.”
Angseth took a decent grip on her gun, and then began running down the catwalk.  Head kept low and staying as close to the wall as possible.  She activated as many stealth options as she could without draining her batteries life excessively.  The staircase was in sight.  If she could just make it then she could entrench herself in a good covered position to fire upon him.  Angseth had been only ten steps away from the stairs when a roar sounded from below.  The catwalk before her suddenly buckled and fell away.  She felt the metal grate slip under her feet.  Her body slid down the slanted grate, and Angseth twisted her body so she could face Ridley.  As she fell, she unloaded the first fifty-round burst at that huge dragon-like head.  She stopped firing, and recovered in time to land on the catwalk the next level down, crouching.  Once again her cybernetic leg absorbed most of the impact, and she felt it pull at her muscles. 
Ridley lifted one of his huge skeletal wings and covered his head with it, the membrane acted as a transparent shield.  Angseth found herself in Ridley’s scrutinizing gaze, as she trained her Rifle on him.  His wing folded back, and those red eyes narrowed, studying her.  Angseth cursed herself for landing on the only tier in the room at convenient “Chomp-height.”
“You must be the stupidest marine ever to have been employed in the service of the Seven Admirals.”  Ridley shifted, pinning Aran under his claw.

“Where in god’s name is my back-up.”  Angseth breathed into her helmet.
Ridley’s mouth opened in what could only be interpreted as a grin.  “I suppose one grease smear is as good as another.”

Angseth tucked her rifle in to her chest and rolled away from Ridley’s tail as it fell against the catwalk.  Angseth felt her body slip and fall again, and she unloaded another round at Ridley.  Her landing this time was not as graceful.  She missed the next tier, and braced herself as she slammed into the ice.

“We’re almost there Captain, we only need to blow this door!”

“Hurry!”  Angseth rolled with the landing, saving most of impact from her legs and favoring her shoulder instead.  Damn it was cold down here.  So cold that her thermal scans were giving her warnings.  She rolled onto her back and fired upon Ridley again.  Her shifted and moved his wing to block most of her shots.  “Shit!”  

Ridley glared at her once again, this time his mouth wasn’t opening in an amused grin, but seemed to mechanically become unhinged.  Angseth watched as the plasma generator under his tongue began to charge.  She froze, fascinated by that sheer power about to reduce her to nothing more than a charred mass.  Move Angseth…stop looking death in the face.  He will only flirt with you a few times…
A hand fell on her cybernetic leg.  For a moment Angseth was even more stunned by this sudden jarring then the inevitable fire of heaven soon to rain down on her.  Aran had rested her hand on Angseth’s cybernetic leg.  Her suit began to chime in her ear.  Angseth had never heard this noise before, and it took her a moment to find the source.  Her power cells were now half-way depleted.  I didn’t use that much power to enhance the bursts.  Aran lifted her right arm, and fired at Ridley.  Angseth lay still for a moment.  Ridley was now roaring and pulling away.  The beam had been strong enough to knock him clear across the room.  As impressive as that in itself was, Angseth stared at Aran’s arm-cannon.  Something seemed off about it.  Something didn’t quite mesh with her memory.  

Samus lifted her arm from Angseth’s artificial leg, and she stood.
“Hey, Aran,”

Back-up finally broke through the door at the top of the room.  Ridley also began to gain his feet again.  Angseth studied Aran’s back.  Something was wrong, but she couldn’t tell what.  Samus still wore her Varia suit, the gold color and high-lights of it perhaps had faded a bit.  Her attention was stolen by a more persistent beeping in her ear.  Her emergency energy tank was bordering on empty.  I had…four full tanks…
Another roar of pain and anger from Ridley finally ripped Angseth from her thoughts.  Samus reached down and Angseth felt that left hand rest on her leg once more.  With no sign of even minor struggle, Aran lifted Angseth’s entire body from the floor.  She placed the power cannon against Angseth’s chest, and before Angseth could react, her body was airborne.  There was one last feeble blip in her ears as her armors back-up batteries were depleted and the HUD went dark.
The last thing that Angseth could feel was the unmistakable crunch of her own body slamming into five or so other marines.  A distinct burn crept up her cybernetic leg, the pain pushing her into unconsciousness

--------------------------------------------------

Lieutenant Commander Nevada Briar had been monitoring the various gravity fluctuations within the station when Captain Angseth came over the com and had announced that the leader of the Gamma Fleet Pirates, Ridley, was present in the station.  Then she had requested back-up.  That was enough to send chills down his spine.  Vera never called for back-up.  She was a strong woman who prided herself in her ability to handle and do things her way.  If she was calling for back-up, things had gotten Bad.
Briar immediately pulled his forces to go and seek out their Captain.  He prayed that they would take less time getting through the station than Alpha team had.  He didn’t care how many elevator shafts he had to blow up to get there, he would not let anything happen to his mate, not while he was present to prevent it.  By the time they arrived in the Engineering Main Control Room. Alpha team had just cleared the Omega Pirates head from the rubble.  Briar did not hesitate, but activated his boosters, then jumped down the hole, followed by Captain Thomas, Commander Dearn, and the rest of Alpha team.  Nevada hit the ground as his com blipped.

“This is Beta team.  We’re moving out.  The bridge, the computer, and all records have been secured.  Power core readings have stabilized.”
Briar hissed under his breath and was about to comment when Thomas came over the line, his voice smooth and calm.  “Pull out but do not leave the immediate area.  Alpha team will be there shortly.”

The members of Alpha team rushed forward and into the hall.  Almost immediately shouts came over the com as the Marines stumbled over the bodies pilled along the corridor.  A few paused and began working at the door to the main engine room.  Briar stood back and observed as they moved bodies and began to work on opening the door.  “Lieutenant Briar to Captain Angseth.  Do you copy?  I repeat;  Lieutenant Briar to Captain Angseth, do you copy?”

The sound of static did little to comfort him.  Briar turned to the team at the doors, and once again Thomas seemed to speak for him.  “Put your weight into it men, get that door open.”

The double door began to slowly iris open.  Briar lifted his power cannon and stepped on to the remains of the catwalk along with four other marines.

“Where did the Captain say she was?”

It was at that moment one of the coils in the room shattered, sending radiation and shrapnel flying up at the marines.  A dark shape sailed up from the depths of the room, either blown by the destruction of the dynamo, or some other unseen force.  Nevada only had a moment to recognize the panel showing glowing twin bars before Captain Angseth’s body slammed into the group.
“Pull out!”  Brair called over the com, while gaining his feet. “Pull out!”  He grabbed Angseth’s body and began to carry it to the open door.

“What is that?”  One of the Marines pointed into the orange light.

Nevada turned and felt his heart leap into his throat.  It was a sight that he would never forget in his life.  Rising through the flames was a skeletal chrome-colored head.  Perched on the head was a creature that seemed to be made of the fires of hell.  Samus Aran, the Hunter, had braced herself on Ridley’s head and was blasting away with everything she had into the metal skull.  The door shut and locked, leaving Alpha team in darkness surrounded by the Hunters leavings.

Briar stood dumbfounded, staring at the door.  It was Thomas’ voice that came over the com again.

“Keep those drop-ships hot.  We’re heading out.”

End chapter 3.

