AUGMENTED

CHAPTER 05: CLOUDS

'How is he?' Samus asked.

'Not twenty minutes ago a 70 kilowatt energy weapon was unloaded into his body, how do you think he is?' The reply came from a wiry-haired old man, wearing a long white coat. 'If you want to see him recover, get out of my medical bay and let me do my job.' As he said this, the biopod in which Kaflan was suspended began bleeping, and data flashed across the screen next to it. 'He's waking up... how in all time could he recover so quickly?'

Kaflan was aware of something restraining his arms and legs, and a sharp pain in his neck. His vision was very cloudy, but he could make out some kind of metal construct surrounding him, and two figures slightly below. 'Wh... where am I, who are you?' His vision slowly clarified, and he saw that the two figures were Samus, sans armor suit, and a man in a white coat. 'Did you kill it?' he said, slowly regaining his speech.


'Yes, just. I got it,' Samus replied. 'But not before it got you. I'm sorry, I should have been the one on the end of that blast.'


'Don't worry,' Kaflan mumbled in reply. 'What's important is that it's dead. I take it that this is a GF biopod. Was it really that bad?'


'Yes. Yes it was. That's why we left your armor attached, we weren't sure whether removing it would create more problems.' replied the man in the white coat. 'I don't know how you managed to recover from such an attack so quickly, but it can't be doing you any good to have a debriefing now.' He looked at the screen containing Kaflan's life sign readings. 'You seem to have recovered within fifteen minutes from something that it would take even a special ops Marine weeks to do so.'

'Long story,' replied Kaflan. 'About two years ago, I was investigating an abandoned Space Pirate base for any useful technology. We'd intercepted a few stray transmissions and thought it worth a look. To cut a long story short, in one room there were some... remnants of an experiment, emitting low-level Phazon radiation, although I didn't know that at the time. I took them back to the university on Earth and began my own experiments, in an attempt to find out what it was I had. For three weeks I worked within a few feet of that thing, until I started to feel ill, went to the doctor and was told that I had a few days before either dying or mutating. However, I didn't do either. The doctors at the Federation research hospital said that as the radiation was so low-power, my body had time to control the mutation and put it to some use. I felt ill while "mutating", but afterwards my thought speed had increased fivefold, my memory was much improved, my body was six times as resilient as a normal human's, and my recovery speed had almost tripled. I... keep it to myself as much as possible. Any mention of Phazon these days and people...' He didn't need to finish his sentence. Almost everyone in the Federation knew of the power that Phazon held. 'This may seem wonderful, but I was told that any further exposure to Phazon, however minimal, would lead to uncontrollable mutation and death. Luckily that's not a problem any more.' He looked at Samus and smiled. 'Now, can I get down from here and get back to work?'

'Well, you don't seem to be in any immediate danger... I'll discharge you, but any strange feelings and you come straight back up here.' The doctor deactivated the cover of the biopod, then the fluid injection system and the retaining clamps. Samus and Kaflan went to leave, but the doctor said after them, 'Make sure you do it. Stop their operation, please.'


'We will,' Samus replied.


'He alright? The doctor, I mean,' Kaflan asked as they rode the elevator back to the research lab.


Samus sighed before responding. 'While we were down on the planet, they discovered the wreck of a missing medical transport, the GFMS Fleming, in the outskirts of the Ts'alis system. They found evidence that boarding pods had been used before the ship was blasted to scrap. It's likely that this is where the Pirates got their human neural tissue from. Doctor Fiermann's wife was serving aboard that ship.'


'Wow,' was all that Kaflan could mange in reply. 'Speaking of wow, how did you manage to kill that horrid thing and get off the planet.'


'Well, after you were struck and passed out, I decided to just go mad with Missiles and just keep firing until it was down. It worked... I suppose I really should have thought of that earlier. Anyway, after the creature was dead, I realised that I was stuck in this hangar...thing with the doors all sealed. Evidently the Pirates didn't expect anyone to get out. So, I decided to call in my ship, which I fitted with a long-range transponder. Esran and I hid in the little alcove while the ship bombed the roof of the hangar, allowing it to land... just. I entered, and flew to the main landing pad where I attached the energy grapple to your ship. Dropping it off at the hangar allowed Esran to board, and we flew back to the Thermopylae. Esran's currently undergoing minor treatment for shock and some muscle damage; how would you feel after seeing a fellow officer drained of life force while fighting something from the depths of hell?' Samus panted, having taken only one or two breaths throughout the whole recount.


'You really are the most extraordinary person in the whole galaxy. No-one else would have come close to thinking of that.' Kaflan was incredulous. 'You manage to be both mad and brilliant at the same time.'

'Thanks, but someone with Phazon-enhanced recovery speed and resilience is pretty impressive too, and it was your idea that allowed us to reach Keilos II without getting vapourised!'


'We make quite the team, or so it appears!' As Kaflan finished his sentence, the elevator arrived at the research lab.


'I uploaded all the data we collected into the ship's systems and left it running through a filtration system, a bit like what you used to filter out the logs from the Pirate battleship.' She tapped a few buttons and brought up the resulting files. 'Well, there are quite a few here, I'll just start at the beginning. Hopefully these files will answer more questions than they pose.' She brought the first file up on the holographic display.

FILE NO. K2-338

LATEST REQUEST FROM THE PURCHASER
The Purchaser has requested that we integrate remote command functionality into the units. This will slow down production considerably, especially if this facility is used as the permanent base for Project Chimera. I have reiterated my request to the Commander that operations be transferred permanently to the secondary facility, but as yet have heard nothing in response.
Kskal Dz'lana

'Very interesting,' mused Kaflan. 'We can assume that the oddities throughout all this are due to the fact that the Pirates are producing these creatures for someone or something else. Given the state of their operations at the end of the Phazon incident, I'm not surprised they need more cash than can be gotten through raids.'


'More worryingly,' continued Samus, 'is that they have a second facility somewhere. It is likely that the Keilos II base had been all but abandoned, hence the skeleton crew, possibly as a trap for anyone who comes across their operation, like us. Anyone snooping around would meet with their end at the hands... er, tentacles of their "Chimera", and the secret would be safe. Anyway, let's see the next file, it may tell us more.'
FILE NO. K2-448

REPORT OF FIRST LIVE FIELD TESTS, CHIMERA BATCH 031-Q

Batch 031-Q, the first to have Human neural tissue integrated with the control matrix for the Metroid organs shows no sign of the earlier issues, namely: unresponsiveness to control commands, erratic behaviour, inability to siphon energy effectively and  premature death through cerebroneural collapse. My team tested them with holographic targets and simulated biological targets, and they were able to quickly drain energy from the holographic systems and release it at the physical targets with great efficiency. The Purchaser witnessed this test via remote video link, or so I am informed. A second test against renegade troopers and remote drones proved their effectiveness against reactive targets, and the resilience of their enhanced armour. However, it took twice as long as expected to develop this batch, and any request for further resources, or transfer of operations to facility two is stymied.
Urs Qs'san

'More about this mysterious Purchaser, and the second facility. All clear as mud to me, you getting anything Kaflan?' Samus asked while bringing up the next file.


'No, all gibberish to me,' he replied.

FILE NO. K2-498
TRANSFER OF PROJECT CHIMERA OPERATIONS TO SECONDARY FACILITY

As of this morning, the Commander has agreed that, if we are to meet the Purchaser's demands, Project Chimera must be transferred to the City in the Sky immediately. As I have been saying for weeks, that facility has five times the resources and three times the space of this one, and is an ideal location for large-scale production of the Chimera beings. The Purchaser has been informed and is more than happy with this arrangement. I will go ahead and prepare the environment and technical systems, with the rest of the operation following in a few days. A minimal complement of researchers and troops will remain here with the first successful Chimera to monitor long-term implications of the augmentations and also to serve as a distraction for the Federation, who will eventually discover what we are doing. With any luck, 031-Q-1 will destroy their precious Hunter, and do us all a favour.
Kskal Dz'lana, final log entry at this location


'Sounds charming, this Kskal,' laughed Samus. 'On a more serious note, what the hell is the "City in the Sky"?'

Kaflan's face contorted in thought, and then suddenly lit up in realisation.


'Well?' asked Samus impatiently.


'You've not got it yet? Come on Samus you've been there, fought there.'


Samus' face lit up as well, as she came to the same conclusion as Kaflan. 'Elysia,' she muttered. 'SkyTown: quite literally the "City in the Sky". And, that transponder was broadcasting to the outskirts of the Norion system, Elysia's the third planet.'


'Exactly. And to the east of the main complex is quite a large xenoresearch lab. It would take very little to convert it to a mass production racket for these things, from what I've read. Thing is, they talked about the "second facility" as if it had been active for quite some time. It was only about six months ago that you cleared the place, and there's an Aurora Unit on Elysia, as well as a Federation base two planets inward.'

'True, but if they moved back in using the trace scrambler, AU 217 nor the Norion base would have been any the wiser, and if they did it soon after the end of the Phazon incident, they would have had more than enough time to "redecorate" and get things functioning again.' Samus replied. 'We'd better get there and shut this thing down once and for all before this "Purchaser" comes for his merchandise.' She walked over to a comms panel and pressed a button. 'Samus Aran to Captain Staal.'


'Staal here, everything alright down there? How's the doctor?' came the reply.


'Kaflan's fine, amazingly. Look, can you get us to the Norion system, fast.'


'That's in the Kalandor Region, there's nothing of any interest out there, why are you interested in a backwater system?'


'By analyzing the Pirate logs from the Keilos II facility, we can be fairly sure that the third planet in the system, Elysia, is home to a secondary base where the Pirates are mass producing their Chimera beings for profit. We need to get there before they ship them off to god knows where.'
+++


'I have no idea what the protocol for such things is, I've never conversed with an Aurora Unit before!' Staal seemed part annoyed, part embarrassed.


'You're a Federation Captain, and you have no idea how to talk to an AU?' Samus replied, surprised.


'I don't think they ever expect us to have the need to.'


Kaflan rolled his eyes and activated the communications system. 'This is Doctor Kaflan aboard the GFS Thermopylae to Aurora Unit 217, requesting permission to send a party down to SkyTown. We believe that the Space Pirates have an operation on the planet producing biological weapons for sale on the criminal market.'

A few seconds passed with no reply.


'Do you think the Pirates disabled, or destroyed 217?' asked Kaflan.


'No, they're all interconnected, the Federation would know the second a Pirate walked into the AU chamber,' Samus explained.


Suddenly, the comm fuzzed with static, and then a reply came through: 'Greetings, Doctor Kaflan. While we have no issue with you landing on Elysia, we can safely say that there is no Pirate activity anywhere on the planet.'

'I believe that the Pirates have been using an advanced sensor-blocking technology to hide their ships, and possibly also their facility. Can you do a sweep for any abnormal heavy-particle emissions, our sensors aren't designed for planetary scans?' Kaflan said.


'Unfortunately, the lower atmosphere of Elysia is full of such particles, making such a scan pointless. The natural background emissions swamp half the system, masking any artificial sources,' came the AU's calm, passive reply.


'That's probably why the Pirates chose Elysia for their second base: the facilities are already there, and no-one will be able to detect the sensor-blocking system even if they do figure out how it works. Someone very intelligent has pulled the strings on this, there's no way High Command would have thought of something this complex,' Samus said, half to Kaflan and the captain, half to the AU.


'If the Pirates have resumed their operations here, and these operations are as threatening as they appear, it is imperative that action is taken immediately. You are clear to land and do whatever is required to prevent their operation from succeeding. We will assist you in any way possible.' The transmission terminated with another static fuzz.


'As you mentioned earlier Kaflan, the Pirate labs are to the east of the main SkyTown complex. There's a landing pad close by. I think we'll use my ship this time, hmm?' Samus said, a smile crossing her face as she thought of Kaflan's battered class 9.


'I think that's a good idea, to be honest, as is not taking anyone else along, given what happened back on Keilos II,' said Kaflan, thinking about the monster they encountered, and the ease with which it had drained Group Commander Stet of energy.
+++


'And I thought my ship was cramped!' Kaflan was sat behind the cockpit area of Samus' gunship on their entry into the Elysian atmosphere. His back was pressed against the wall, with his body cramped between it and the boarding lift. The particle beam rifle Stet had given him lay at his side. He would have preferred to stand, but the turbulence would only have thrown him back to the floor. After what seemed like forever, the turbulence subsided and there was a "clunk" as the landing "wings" touched metal.

'You first,' said Samus, looking at Kaflan's contorted form. He got up, slowly. 'Activate your helmet and the air filtration systems in that armor first, the Elysian air at this level is toxic to most life forms.'

'I'm not "most life forms", as you well know by now.' He laughed, but did as instructed, picked up the beam rifle, got into the lift and descended to the surface. 'Wow,' he said, looking at both the imposing building in front of him that looked as if it belonged to a different time, and the hundreds of other similar semi-cylindrical constructs he could see far off to one side.


'Amazing, isn't it,' said Samus, joining him. 'I wouldn't look for too long, or you'll never be able to tear yourself away.'
Proceeding inside, the pair were confronted with a chasm, or more precisely, a room that had no floor. The raging Elysian storms were clearly visible despite being over 300 feet below SkyTown.


'And how do we get across this?' asked Kaflan cynically.


'Well, you can use your jetpack, assuming you know how to use it,' Samus replied playfully. 'I'll just do this however.' She jumped off the platform, then again in the air thanks to her suit's booster system. After that she became a blur of orange and yellow, spinning across the gap in a blaze of light and landing deftly the other side. Once Kaflan had recovered from the shock, he followed on after activating his jetpack unit via the control panel on his arm.


'Don't you get sick doing that?' Kaflan asked as they entered the next room.


'Not really, you get used to it.'

The next few rooms, while architecturally amazing, contained nothing to indicate a large-scale Pirate operation. Eventually they emerged back into the open air, and found themselves on a platform 40 feet away from the next structure. Between the two were several floating platforms, all slowly rotating with a gate on one side. The structure they led to was a strange hybrid of the same steam-tech construction as the others and a black metallic material, which seemed to have been attached to the top and sides of the original.

'It looked different the last time,' said Samus. 'They've added that top section, evidently to allow them to produce those creatures. Come on then, let's see their renovations.' She began space jumping toward one of the platforms, becoming an orange blur once again, and Kaflan activated his jetpack and headed straight for the other side. After a few seconds, Samus joined him on the other side.

'Take the scenic route?' asked Kaflan sarcastically, 'why not just go in a straight line?'

'The Screw Attack system draws huge amounts of power, it can do a maximum of five jumps before shutting down,' she replied.


'Hmm, seems inefficient, I'm sure there's a way to fix that...' Kaflan became lost in thought.


'We can fiddle around with Power Suit mechanics later.' Samus dragged him back to alertness. 'For now there are more pressing matters.' She shot the door, lowering its energy shield.

Inside, the pair were confronted with a plethora of computer consoles and displays; the room resembled the control deck of a Federation flagship. Operating the consoles were several now rather shocked and confused Space Pirates. Before they had time to react, Samus had dispatched them with Plasma Beam shots. She scanned one of the larger terminals and looked at the translation her suit provided automatically.
FILE NO. CS-011
ARRANGEMENTS FOR COLLECTION OF BATCH 032-F
The Purchaser has arranged that within this Elysian cycle (22-1451), he will collect the first production batch and deliver payment. The SPS Ysenra will both escort the Purchaser's ship to Elysia and provide the requisite lifting drones required to transfer the Chimera beings from the facility.

Kskal Dzlana

'Here, read this.' She uploaded the file to the data storage in Kaflan's armor. He skimmed through the file quickly. '22-1451... that equates to...' His brain raced as he tried to convert between the Elysian time scale and the Standard Temporal Scale used by the Federation. 'If I'm right, 22-1451 ends in about 3 hours.'

'In that case we're just in time. Hopefully we can turn this "Purchaser" over to the Federation and put this racket out of business permanently.' Samus walked over to an elevator at the end of the room, closely followed by Kaflan. At the top they found themselves in a small control room overlooking a large processing area. In the centre was a large dish-like device, slowly rotating. Surrounding it were several tanks each with three unusually-docile Metroids in them. On one wall was a small system for passing sample canisters through to another room. Around the outside of the room were banks of computer consoles operated by Pirate researchers.


'Beta radiation emitter,' said Kaflan. 'They've got plenty of specimens here, enough to create an army of those things.'


'Zebes strains, very aggressive and grow quickly. Bright red nuclei and green membrane.' Samus explained. 'No doubt that's why they're using them. Why don't we show those idiots down there why you don't go experimenting with Metroids.' Samus said, smirking. She used her Plasma Beam to cut a bundle of cables running out from the room and down to the area below. The containment field around the Metroid tanks deactivated, and the specimens easily broke through the glass and attacked the Pirates. Within seconds all of them had been completely drained of energy.

'Wow. There's a reason the Biohazard Control Directive gave those things a control class nine.' Kaflan watched the creatures flit around, searching for something else to attack. 'Remind me not to go down there.'


'Don't worry, we're going this way.' Samus shot the energy shield around the only door in the small room. She and Kaflan walked down a sharply descending corridor, and out into a huge warehouse style room. Both sides were lined with two rows of large stasis tanks, each one containing a Chimera Pirate. At a glance, Samus estimated there to be at least 30 specimens. Inside each tank, the creature was connected to several tubes and wires, and a gas was bubbling through a kind of amniotic fluid.

'You realise that if they activate these things, we're dead about twenty times over,' whispered Kaflan. 'Although they seem to be in deep stasis, as if they're still developing...' He walked up to one of the tanks and scrutinised the bioform inside. Suddenly, there was a loud "clunk... whoosh" and light began to flood the room as the roof slowly retracted, revealing a Space Pirate lifting drone. An automated unit based on an ATC, it carried stabilising equipment and an energy grappling beam in its belly rather than Pirate troops, and was easily able to latch on to one of the stasis tanks and fly off with it. A second later, another came and picked up a second tank. As Kaflan's eyes adjusted, he began to make out a large shape in the sky, which he then realised was a Space Pirate battleship. 'Ah...' he said after gulping hard. 'That must be the Ysenra.'

'You think?' said Samus. She activated her long-range comms system, routing it through her suit's external speaker so that Kaflan could hear. 'Samus to Thermopylae, come in.'


'Don't tell me, we already know.' The reply was crackly and distorted. 'The first we knew of it was when it came within visual range, thanks to the particle cloud messing with the sensors. We decided to hide behind the planet to avoid being seen and contact the base on Norion for reinforcements. They should be here within a couple of hours, although...' The transmission dissolved into a static fuzz.

'They'll be gone by then if this carries on,' Kaflan said, looking up at one of the drones picking up a tank. By now about half of the top layer of tanks had already been removed.

'If I'm right, that ship doesn't really matter. Come on,' said Samus as she began sprinting across the room. Kaflan followed, and they both met up at the opposite end of the room by a small alcove. 'Inside,' she said. Kaflan complied, and as he did so, he noticed a green panel inside the small space. 'Going up,' Samus continued, and placed her hand on the panel. 
The floor began to move upwards, and after a few seconds they emerged atop the Pirate facility, about twenty yards away from a landing pad on which was a black spacecraft, easily twice the size of Samus' gunship. It resembled a legless beetle, only with three spindly landing struts and a transparent section around the cockpit. Hovering next to the landing platform, only about ten feet away from them was a large cargo ship, into which the two drones were loading the stasis tanks. There was a green flash, and a ghostly-white skinned man appeared on the landing platform.

'At last,' said the strange man. 'You got here.'
