Chapter Seven: Mongrels and Minions
Seven weeks later

North Quadrant

Orbital Platform Zeta 

Docking Bay 3

“Remind me again why we’re here?” Rone grunted as he followed Samus Aran out of the ship. In his hands he carried the crate that held the bounty huntress’s armor. It was lighter than he’d expected but then he had expected it to weigh half a ton so that wasn’t saying much. She had apparently “misplaced” the hover carrier. He didn’t believe it for a second. After that one drunken night, her aloofness had all but disappeared. Unfortunately, it had instead been replaced by an almost sadistic cruelty. He swore the witch delighted in making him suffer. He was still trying to decide which personality he preferred.   


“My suit is damaged. I have done some repairs but this requires skill beyond a level that I possess. I know a weapons smith that lives on this platform who I have confidence in. He is the best I have met and the only one I can expect to be somewhat successful working on Chozo technology. If there is anyone who can get my suit back to its previous operating levels, it is he.”


“Why can’t you just go get the Chozo to do it?”


“Because I do not know where they are. After I was sent away, they migrated somewhere else. I have since been unable to locate any trace of them and unless the Chozo allow me to, I never will. If they ever need to find me, they have more than sufficient technology to locate me. As it is they have not, therefore I come to Zeta Platform and visit a weapons smith when I need his services. Does that fully answer any and all questions that you have?” an annoyed Samus inquired.


“Actually I’ve got one more,” he muttered under his breath, “why are you such a bitch?”


At blinding speed, an elbow suddenly struck Rone in his gut and knocked the wind out of him. He dropped the crate and fell to his knees. As he struggled for gasps for air, Samus smiled.


“Because I can afford to be. Now get up and grab my gear. We have places to go, Policeman.”


“Screw that. Take your own damn gear,” Rone wheezed.


“Now, now,” she said, bending down and bringing her face up close to his with a factitious expression of pain on it, “Is that any way to treat the person who is going to buy you a new suit?”


“What are you talking about?”


“As much as I try and deny it to myself, you saved my life. I am in your debt and as you lost your suit, I can repay at least some of that debt by purchasing a suit for you. My nemesis Ridley saved my life as well though I am quite certain that he did not survive the battle. Hopefully his opponent did not either… How Ridley and I found ourselves on the same side of this conflict, I am still trying sort out. Nevertheless, do not think that you are getting anything else, freeloader. Had I not cleared the way for you in Aknor base, you would be dead now as well.”


“What kind of suit is it?”


“The best there is. The weapons smith we are visiting contacted me a short time ago. He has a new prototype suit he is working on and wanted me to test it. He constantly tries to make an armored suit better than mine. So far, he has failed but they are better than any other suit the Federation could offer. They are also much more expensive. We will see if this one is worth its price. Now shut up and let us move on.”


He did, and they did. They moved out of the docking bay and into Üntan District. Bright lights, fine food, a few trinket shops. A church, some drugs, streets full of scams. Hotels with hookers and homes with families, full of love of different kinds. Everything that should exist in the first area travelers would visit. Vice and virtue, swindlers and saints. Zeta Platform was one of the larger artificial colonies in the North Quadrant but wouldn’t even be considered a suburb in itself if it was in the Central Planets. Just like everything else, size was relative. As they moved through Üntan district and kept going, Rone wondered how good the weapons smith could be if he wasn’t even in the first district. 


Zeta platform was also at the nexus of several major trading routes. Rone had counted at least fifteen different species before even getting out of the docking bay. It was diversity out of necessity, but diversity nonetheless. But in Üntan District, as it was in most of the North Quadrant, Dåi-ori were everywhere. Apparently, Zeta had gotten more peaceful since he had been last been here. Then, scarcely a dozen Dåi-ori had been allowed into Üntan District. But of course the last time he’d been here he had come to put down an uprising. The Galactic Federation had come down on the Dåi-ori hard and Rone and the Galactic Police had done his share of the task, just as ordered. Fighting apartment-to-apartment and street-to-street was never fun especially against a people as determined and well armed the Dåi-ori. The death toll had been large on both sides but eventually the rebels had surrendered. Some areas still showed signs of damage; buildings’ walls were dotted with bullet holes and craters marred the concrete everywhere. Luckily, it appeared that they had learned their lesson. On the other hand, it’s always calmest just before a storm.      

* * *

Dostan District 

Daken ya Hoken (Home of the Mutt)
 
Daken the weapons smith worked on a new gun design he had been tinkering around with for the past month or so. So far, he had been able to successfully shrink the rifle size down while maintaining the power, but it still wasn’t enough. His “pulse-pistol” had to be directly connected to a stable energy force to work properly. If only he could get a suit with that much power to spare…


He laughed to himself. Samus Aran had a suit like that but good luck finding another one. That suit was as unique as the bounty hunter herself. Yes, he was one of the “privileged few” that knew her “deep, dark secret.” Daken was still of the opinion that she worried too much. Samus's true identity really wasn’t that big of a deal. He certainly never hid what he was but then, he thought to himself with another laugh, he didn’t have much of a choice did he? But it was her choice and her life, not his. Besides, she paid beyond generously for services rendered and any time she showed up at his establishment it was for a huge amount of work and therefore a huge sum of money.


Daken was modest and smart enough to never flaunt or be cocky but he was better than any other weapons smith in the Galactic Federation, and he knew it. He wasn’t capable of mass production but he could design and build the very best on his own. Or rather almost the very best. His new suit was a step above all his previous designs in every way. It was faster, sleeker, and more powerful, as well as capable of higher offensive and defensive output. He’d wanted Samus to come in and compare his new suit to hers but he knew that it was still a long way from even being in her league. Whoever and wherever the devil the Chozo were, they were good. Her suit was so well made it almost seemed organic. The suit fit her so perfectly it had most definitely been built specifically to the bounty hunter’s measurements. 


Daken’s laugh came as fast and easy as always, filling his shop with the noise. Had he been one of those perverts so inclined to another race, he imagined that Samus Aran would be quite attractive to him. His tongue had loosened quite a bit one time while he was at a bar and he had drunkenly mentioned the dimensions of his human client to a human peace keeping officer. After hearing the bust, the man, even more drunk than Daken, had tried to beat Samus’s name and/or location out of the weapons smith but Daken had calmly dealt with the man as peacefully as possible to avoid retribution. Daken had the large build that came from his mother's side and though it was lessened by his father's side, he was still more than a match for any human, even without the fighting skills that had been beat into him as a youth. The last thing he needed was to give the Federation Military a reason to be pissed at him, even if all he’d done was defend himself from a drunk, horny man. Men of all species seemed to let their crotch do most of their thinking for them. He smiled. As if he was any different from the rest of the universe. As if he had any right to preach about it. As if there was no plank sticking out of his eye. He was the same way as everyone else but the females who would accept a thing like him were a very limited number so most of the time he just had to give himself a hand.


Daken pushed the thoughts he didn’t wish to dwell on out of his mind and got back to tinkering. He’d taken the pulse pistol as far as it could go with the present technology he could find, and he had to accept that. Perhaps in another few years it might be able to be used effectively. Ah but his other project actually appeared quite promising. The device still had a few power problems but with a little work and a little time that wrinkle could be ironed out.  After all, can’t all problems be wrinkled out with work and time?


Just then he heard a knock at his door.


“Hello? Anyone here?” someone called out.


His ear twitched slightly towards the voice. Couldn’t be, could it?


“I’ll be right there,” he answered as he stopped what he was doing.


He walked over to the door and opened it to see two humans, a man and a woman, standing side by side. The man was slightly above average for his species and in good shape but he was carrying a very large crate and appeared to be straining. He didn’t recognize the man at all but the woman was unforgettable. 


“Samus Aran!? What are you doing here? I sent you a message a few months ago but I wasn’t expecting you until the end of the year at the earliest.” 


“You know how it is. Plans change. Things happen.”


Daken looked at the crate a bit more closely and understood.


“I’m sure they do. How bad is it?”


“You can see for yourself as soon as we get inside,” Samus responded with a slight edge to her voice, “Daken, are you going to invite us in, or must I go fetch your mother and have her come let us in.”


Daken waved his hands in a gesture of mock horror and anguish.


“Oh no! Not that! Anything but that! Your threats have worked. Come in, come in you devils, what’s keeping you?”


Samus smiled and immediately walked inside. The man that was with her stayed where he was with a strange expression on his face. 


“Is there a problem my friend?” Daken questioned.


“The name’s Rone and forgive me but my language skills aren’t that great. Correct me if I’m wrong but doesn’t ‘Daken’ mean mongrel in Dåi-ori?” he asked guardedly.


The weapons smith laughed to try to dispel the tension.


“Actually I prefer “mutt.” It’s not my birth name but it’s what everyone has called me since I was born so it might as well be. Does the name not describe me aptly? After all, there are few creatures with blood as muddied as mine. Besides it rhymes with “home” and gives this little shop its catchy title.”


“I don’t mean to be rude it’s just… I’ve never seen a hybrid as old as you are. Most never get a chance to live this long. I didn’t think it was possible especially in the line of work you’re in.”


“What, you don’t think my charming personality can win over everyone I meet? I don’t deny growing up was difficult but it is my very line of work that has kept me alive as long as it has. If someone were to try and shoot me dead they’d probably be using one of my guns or at the very least one of my designs. Imagine how awkward that would be. Hey, I do good work and I don’t cause trouble. Most importantly, I don’t give anyone any excuses to use against me. But while we stand out here shooting the breeze and exploring the wonderful life that is Daken the weapons smith, that bounty hunter is getting restless and none of us want that.” 


“Ha ha ha. In that, we’re definitely agreed.”


They went inside and Rone sat the crate down on a large table covered with various weapons and suit parts.


“Let’s see what we are looking at, shall we?”


Daken put a twelve digit code into the security mechanism and laughed with delight as it opened. He glanced back and saw a stunned expression on the bounty hunter’s face.


“Ah, Samus, it appears you’ve become too predictable. I got it on my first try this time.”


“Or perhaps you used the electronic lock-pick you have hidden in your hand,” a recovered Samus answered smoothly. Daken laughed again.


“I can’t fool you can I, Aran? I suppose I’ll just be forced to stick with my ace in hole from now on.”


“And what might that be?” Samus questioned, amused.


“A certain nickname inscribed on the inside of your suit. A certain pet nickname. Teaching myself Chozo was worth it, it appears.”


“You would not be so stupid as to speak it aloud,” said Samus suddenly quite serious.


“That is debatable, but I should be getting back to what I’m being paid for regardless.”


Daken opened the crate and pulled out the suit. He was amazed at how it was able to “collapse” and take up such a small area while still remaining structurally intact. Yet another amazing facet of this marvelous device. Unfortunately, that marvelous device was horribly damaged.


“What in the devil happened to you, woman? The fuel cells are almost completely shot, and that ‘almost’ only exists because of some meager repairs you appear to have done.”


Samus gave a voice command in Chozo and it maximized back to its original form. Daken was even less pleased at the sight he saw as he inspected it. 


“This is very bad. Considering the toughness of this suit, I may not be able to completely return the suit to its previous shape. If you wanted to replace parts of it with another material on the other hand…” 


He saw Samus shake her head.


“I didn’t think so. Can’t say I blame you but it definitely makes my job a hell of a lot harder. On the bright side, it appears your weapons arm is still basically intact. Good. Last time I thought I’d never get that working right again. What is the purpose of that damn grappler beam of yours, anyway? You have the Space Jump upgrade after all. Well, maybe not anymore. Ugh, the condition of circuitry in the chest is abysmal. Listen, this is just my first walkthrough and I’ve already found enough problems here to keep me busy for a week. I don’t know if I can get everything fixed but I will try my best.”


Samus smiled at him warmly. 


“I know you will and I also know that you were over estimating the time required so it will seem more impressive when you finish ahead of schedule. If you cannot fix this, then no one can. If such a person existed, do you not think I would be visiting him rather than you?”


“Yes I know that. I also know that you know me too well, you fiend. Still this will require much work and even more time. How much will I be compensated for this task?”


“How much would you like?” Samus asked wearing her best poker face. It was impenetrable, blast it.


Daken mulled it over and decided to shoot high, knowing he’d probably have to haggle, perhaps for a few hours. She was extremely costly to pay for an assignment but extremely cheap when she was the one paying. He gambled that she had recently pulled in a large bounty.


“Three million.”


“Deal,” Samus answered immediately.


Daken was dumbfounded. He was getting paid double what he had expected. Apparently his confusion showed on his face because Samus laughed.


“Upon my arrival at Ammon-höta I will receive 25,330,000,000 million Federation credits in addition to the twenty-five billion I have already been paid. But more to the point, that should actually be a fair price considering all that you have to do. You will still come out ahead but you are not ‘robbing’ me as I know you thought you were. My associate and I will return throughout the week to see your progress and what assistance you may require. Now come Fido, we must find a place to stay for a while.”


Rone gave a half-hearted “woof” and followed behind Samus with slumping shoulders and dragging feet. Daken was no human expert but there appeared to be something going on between those two. On the other hand, he was no expert on human behavior so it could easily be nothing more than friendship. His head jerked up and he stopped what he was doing. Something wasn’t quite right…


Bah! They had forgotten to check out his new suit. He wiped and imaginary tear from the corner of his eye and then laughed. Apparently they had more important things on their mind, he thought to himself, raising a mental eyebrow in the process.         

* * *

Chapter Eight: Toys in the Basement

Orbital Platform Zeta

Dostan District
1053 Day Cycle 


 “We will stop here,” Samus said abruptly as they stood in front of a worn down residential building. “I know it is not much but the owner of this building owes me several favors. Go in and ask for rooms 6F 23 and 7F 23. When he asks who the rooms are for just say, ‘this is for the LLBC.’ He will not refuse you. If someone is occupying those rooms, he will evict them and you will take the rooms. You will then use the room on the sixth floor and lock the seventh floor room."


"What about money? I don't have any on me."


"The owner's life is indebted to me and that is payment in full. I will not be joining you for some time. I must attend to some business which I had previously forgotten.”


“What the hell? Where are you going?” Rone asked, perplexed.


“That is of no concern to you. After you get the rooms for us, you may go wherever you like. Just keep a low profile for now, whatever you do. Again, your business is of no concern to me. I would not advise you to go searching for me, however,” Samus said as she waved him off, walking away. 


Rone watched as she continued walking toward Trintan District. What the hell? What could she possibly have to do there? Oh, what did he care where she went?  She could definitely take care of herself. He’d follow her instructions and hope she wasn’t screwing with him again then fall asleep surfing the North Quadrant Lattice. Excitement galore. Tomorrow he’d probably go visit Daken again and try not to get in his way while the man worked on the suit. Rone liked the half-breed. The weapons smith had a personality that was refreshing. Of course, after a few weeks with Samus, any personality was refreshing. Moody slut.          

* * *

Orbital Platform Zeta 

Trintan District

Tsun ya hu Nagansk (Bar of the Black Wall)

0856 Night Cycle


The thick smoke of Dåi-ori cigars hung in the air like a black cloud of poisonous death lying in wait for any and all hapless victims that might wander into the midst of it and be devoured, never to be seen or heard from again. It appeared hazardous but in truth the smoke was not very dangerous to those who were used to it and only dangerous after forty years or so of constant inhalation. That didn’t mean the smell was pleasant, though. Humans, and especially Mehrites, hated the smell (humans became nauseous, Mehrites were rendered unconscious, and both usually surrendered the contents of the stomach onto the floor after just a few whiffs). Federation councilmen in the North Quadrant had been lobbying for years to ban the cigars, however, as the Dåi-ori pointed out, they only smoked within their sectors inside their bars. Why should they be forced to change their ways when there were plenty of nicer bars and restaurants just a few districts over where Dåi-ori and their smoke did not have access to. Those with “delicate senses” had plenty of options to choose from and usually did. 


The real purpose of the smoke was to provide areas free of prying Federation eyes and ears. They couldn’t ban anyone from their bars so they just made them as unpleasant as possible so that no one would be in them if didn’t need to be. Privacy at the expense of comfort. The Dåi-ori did not particularly care for the smell of their own cigars but there was as an almost 95% smoking population. Dåi-ori sectors were nicknamed “dark districts” because of the black clouds that seemed to consume all of the light and cast a constant shadow. Tonight that same black cloud filled the Nagansk bar to the point that it poured out the door and into the street. The bar was packed full of people as well but a room usually alive with the hushed whispers of dissent and rebellion was strangely silent and still. Tonight a human was in the bar. A human woman. Though she was relatively small compared to the Dåi-ori in the bar, all of them noticed something about her that didn’t seem quite right. Her muscles were smooth yet had the appearance of power that could even be seen through the t-shirt and loose-fitting pair of pants she was wearing. Hadn't even brought any weapons. When she walked, she seemed to glide effortlessly. Her very presence had an almost supernatural air about it as if she was from another plane of existence. The smoke hadn’t even made her throat cough or her eyes water as she’d walked over to the bar and sat down. Those watching swore the smoke had parted before her and fled her approach as if it were afraid. She had sat there ever since, the only words she’d spoken were to order another round and the only sounds were the hum of the multiple fans and the sounds of the ice in her glass hitting the sides as she picked it up and set it down. All eyes watched her every move with utter malice. Finally, she stopped ordering drinks and passed out, her head resting on the bar and the sounds of sleep emanating from her body. A lone Dåi-ori rebel stood up from the table he was at and cautiously approached her from behind. He was large even by his race’s standards and he clenched his bony fists and twitched his veiny forearm muscles in obvious rage. His steps were light and he made no sound yet before he was within five feet of her, the woman suddenly spoke, addressing him.


“What do you want?”


“Why you come ‘ere? This bar only ‘C’ clesh. Hum-en allowed ene ‘Eh’ clesh bars, et leash.”


“Ha ha. Stop attempting to use Federation Standard. You sound ridiculous. I understand Dåi-ori perfectly fine so feel free to use a language that does not make you sound mentally impaired, okay? To answer your question, I find the rating system of the Federation to be somewhat lacking in taste and certainly biased. As I am sure you know, no one makes alcohol like the Dåi-ori. I could probably run my starship on what is sitting in my cup right now. On the hand I might as well be drinking tea if I went to an ‘A’ class bar. My unique blood makes it is hard enough for me to get drunk as it is, no need to drink something watered down for the rich and privileged.”


The rebel returned to his native language.   


“Few humans take the time to learn Dåi-ori and only two types would dare come into the Black Wall: spies and bounty hunters. Which are you?”


“Ha ha. Well, allow me to narrow it down; I am no spy.”


All of the Dåi-ori in the bar suddenly drew their weapons on the human who merely sat up, wearing a sinister grin, facing only the bartender who wisely stepped away from the object of hatred. The room was still utterly silent except for the fans that continued to rotate overhead. 


“In that case you are very stupid, bounty hunter,” mused the Dåi-ori rebel with an air of confidence, “Tell us who you are and which of us you’re after and we may let you live. We Dåi-ori take care of our own and we won’t let you-”


“Ha ha ha. Oh, that is amusing. As if I would come after scum such as you. No, I do not hunt bounties that are worth nothing but chump change. I came here not to stop you from what you are doing and planning on doing. Far from it. Your business is certainly none of mine. I came here to laugh at your ignorance. Please, permit me to enlighten you on something: as bad as you think the Federation is, there are things in this universe much more worthy of your hate. Evil comes in many forms and with it comes destruction. Why? Because destruction is the easiest activity one can engage in. For that reason, I suppose, I myself am in the business of devastation. It requires comparatively little effort and even less thought. I am incapable of building anything, as is my nature, yet, through my destruction, I maintain the very system of order and government you struggle to destroy. Two sides using the same methods to achieve opposite goals. The end result is balance.”


“The end result is oppression and tyranny," responded the Dåi-ori rebel. "Any government that is unjust must be torn down at all costs. Perhaps it isn’t unjust to humans, but to us it a totalitarian regime of corruption and subjugation. This government was forced onto us. It’s our duty to destroy it or force positive change. Pacifism never solved anything and it never will. We are not dogs to be told what to do by any master.”


“You fool,” She said standing up and brushing the strands of blonde hair in her face out of the way with one hand and retaining her hold on her glass with the other, “We are all dogs serving one master or another and the purpose of the government is to be unjust. Some merely do it in more creative or less obvious ways than others. But it provides control. Without control, only chaos would exist. People are evil and must be controlled and their evil limited. The system itself is made up of people just as evil as the ones they are trying to control because there is no one else. Two evils working against one another and again the end result is balance. The government is indeed evil but a necessary one nonetheless. The Space Pirates, however, are not a necessary evil and are our common enemy, even if you do not know it. The Federation may kill to preserve order, but pirates kill for greed or merely the sake of killing. If the Dåi-ori would forget their petty grievances and work with the Federation against the pirates, victory could almost certainly be achieved and with it safety. But of course you will never do that. I have learned that all races are selfish and your people are no exception. You are all cowards because you are afraid that should you befriend the Galactic Federation, even for a moment against a greater enemy, you would come to like it so much that you would be known as the Second Mehrites! And you will never accept this. I am sick of you crybabies in the North Quadrant. I came here thinking, hoping, I could make a difference but all the while knowing I cannot. You are all too cowardly to-”


“Shut your mouth!” the Dåi-ori rebel yelled as he charged the woman. In a motion no one could follow, the woman broke the glass in her hand, chose a large shard, moved behind the Dåi-ori, and pressed the shard up against his throat. Everyone else in the bar tightened their grips on their weapons. Silence again enfolded the room.


“No one move a millimeter or I will decapitate this ‘piece of crap’ with this ‘piece of glass.’ Stay as you are and everyone may live. Are my words comprehended? Good. I did not come here in search of conflict but it has certainly found me. If everyone keeps a level head, we may avoid it yet. Now the two of us are departing in the direction of that door. After we exit, I will release him as soon as I feel safe. I hope that you may stretch your tiny brains enough so that you will not do something stupid. Are my words comprehended? Good. Now come on, little one. Let us go.”


They inched their way to the exit and then out the door. Smoke billowed out with them but no one inside moved. They made their way over to an empty alley around the corner. The woman held the glass to the rebel’s throat until she saw no one was trailing them then she dropped it. He immediately put his hand to the red slit in his neck. 


“Do you think you cut me hard enough with that? I’m lucky you didn’t puncture my esophagus,” the Dåi-ori rebel whined, factitiously. 


“I had to convince them did I not? Would you have preferred they shot you dead on the spot for thinking I was bluffing?” the woman countered, remaining somber.


“After all of that Dåi-ori condemnation and taunting, I almost believed you were sincere. That was quite a speech.”


“All just smoke in the wind… Still, what was false about my words?”


“Uh huh. Alcohol affects the thought processes of most people. With as much as you drank, I’m surprised you were able to walk, much less move that fast, especially out of your suit. I didn’t even realize you weren't at the bar anymore until I felt that glass jamming into my neck. This was the first time I’ve seen you in the flesh after all. You know, I always thought you were one of us. Finding out you are a human was a definitely a disappointment. Why did I receive this honor, anyway? Last rites or something?”


“Hardly. My suit is in the shop presently, otherwise I would have taken care of matter directly rather than as subtly as I did just now.” 

“Too bad. I thought I was someone special. Of course, if you call that subtle, I’d hate to see you be blunt. Well, might as well get this over with. What do you need to know?”


“When is the next attack on the Federation going to occur and where?”


“Two months from now on Ammon-höta, the next time the Inter-Terrestrial Senate convenes on the seventh hour of the planet’s day cycle. The target is a senator but I couldn’t find out which one.” He paused. “Why do you even bother with this assignment now? From what I hear, you pulled in quite a large score recently, definitely more than you’re getting for a job like this.”


“It all adds up. Moreover, I am simply honoring the grandfather clause of an old agreement. The requestor is dead but I remain a person of my word.”


“Yes, I suppose you are. Now let’s get on with it. Remember, execution style to the back of the head; that’s the way the Federation peacekeepers do it when they pick up Dåi-ori rebels. I have a family, Raging Devil. If you don’t make this look right, they’ll be dead too. Dåi-ori aren’t in the habit of showing mercy to spies. Just be sure to live up to your name this once, alright?”


Samus retrieved a pistol from inside of a trashcan.


“You have done a great deal for preserving the order within the Federation at the expense of your own safety. I am sorry we were not able to keep this secret, Valadhi.”


“What’s there to be sorry for? I knew what I was getting into. I just got too close too many times. They were going to figure out who the information was coming from sooner or later. Perhaps a death in this way will cast some doubt of my guilt into their minds. Better I’m a martyr than a traitor. In the end, I’m dead either way. Please, just finish it, Devil.”


Samus took the gun off safety.


“It was nice knowing you, Valadhi.”


The report of a gun sounded out in the alleyway, echoed, then stopped. The thud of something heavy smacking the pavement occurred with it in harmony for an instant, and then it too ceased. The lone sound that could be heard was that of footsteps slowly walking away. Then there was only silence.  

* * *

Housing Unit 35

Dostan District

1102 Night Cycle


Rone woke up again. His sleep had been restless and awkward and he didn’t feel any less exhausted than before. A trip to the pill cabinet would solve all of that though. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and groggily made his way to the bathroom. Triple the recommended dosage and a swig of vodka later, he was walking back toward his bed even less alertly than before. Good. 


As he approached his window, he saw a shape down on the street level. It was understandable that his eyes were playing tricks on him but dammed inconvenient. He wobbled over to the window to investigate just in time to see a shape jump straight up to his balcony and then leap again past his floor. He heard footsteps in the room above his and he walked backwards to try and follow them but ended up tripping over the corner of his bed and falling to the floor hard. He tried to get up again but found his limbs were rebelling against him. Lazy good-for-nothing appendages.... He muttered a slurred curse then drifted off into blackness…    
* * *

Daken ya Hoken

The next day
Rone sat off in a corner of Daken’s shop while the weapons smith moved all around Samus’s suit, making various adjustments and modifications along the way. Rone was surprised at how much better it looked already. When he had remarked on that, Daken had retorted that Rone should see the circuitry before any judgments about how far he’d come were made. As the hybrid worked, the two of them made conversation.

“So what time did Samus get back last night?” Daken asked, “I only ask because I heard she was quite busy.” 

“Oh did you? Then you know more about it than me. I think she came home about, oh, eleven hours into the night cycle or so but that memory's not all too clear."

"And why would that be?"

"I took some pills to get me to go to sleep and let's just say they worked in spades. Woke up in a pool of my own vomit on the floor, if that's any indication of how much they did. I feel horrible but at least I’m well rested, right? If she came home, she was gone by the time I woke up, though. Of course that’s not saying much because I only woke up an hour or two ago.”

“I have something to say in regard to both of you. As for Samus I know she was out in Trintan district making fools out of some of dangerous fellows at the Black Wall. Well, I don’t actually know it was her, but how many women do you know that can drink enough to kill a Space Dragon then manage to get out of an impossible situation taking a hostage that's twice her size? If it was anyone else doing something like that, I’d say they were insane but then no one has the balls of Samus Aran do they?”

“Ha ha, I guess not.”

“But as for you, it’s your life and I don’t want to tell you what to do but watch out how you treat your body. Taking pills is fine but when you overdo things, it starts to take its toll on you. Being a Policeman, you need to be in your best shape all the time. One mistake and it’s your death. For me, one mistake just means I have to take some more time to undo whatever I just screwed up. The bottom line is, you play for keeps in your line of work. You have to be at your best at all times, you know?” 

“I’ve got it under control. I just take some when I need help getting to sleep and my body won’t let me. I didn’t choose to be an insomniac after all. Anyway,” Rone said changing the subject, “you seem to know Samus pretty well. Is there anything you can tell me about her that can give me an advantage? Apparently I’ve become her traveling partner, so any and all knowledge about her will help me out quite a bit.”


“Ha, you fool. You ask for what doesn’t exist. There's no advantage over that woman. I know her as well as any and that said I know very little. Is Samus mysterious? Yes. Greedy? Without a doubt. Dangerous? You've seen her in action enough to know the answer to that. Beyond those adjectives… well, I can’t really say. She told me of her life once, not for pity, she couldn’t stand someone pitying her, but just to let me know. The only reason I believe we're as ‘close’ as we are is because she feels as though she can relate to me. I’m apart from normal society just as she is. The main difference is that hers is by choice, and mine isn’t. We're also both sterile due to forces beyond our control which is a strange coincidence of fate, is it not? Your relationship with her is about as close as it gets. The only difference is that I have been around her longer and been able to notice certain things. 


“I think she hates being a woman because she sees it as weak. Inferior. The only real power a lot of women have lies between their legs and they use that to control the men who lust after them. This is her perception, and it's not a steadfast rule in reality but you know it's true more often than most people would like to admit. She doesn’t want to be a 'woman,' an object of sexual desire. She would rather be hated and feared than desired in such a way. I’d say she’s accomplished that quite well, and I’m sure you’d agree. As far as I know, you and I are the only people she’s trusted with the knowledge of who and what she truly is. But don’t think she doesn’t keep a close eye on me- well both of us now. We guard something more precious to her than all the credits in her bank account: her reputation. Sometimes I wonder if she’d kill me if I told someone the truth about her. I’d like to think not, that her compassion outweighs her need for secrecy, but I don’t really know. On the other hand, I’m not curious enough to find out, either. 


“You want to know about Samus Aran? You can’t. She is something that can never be labeled or put into a box and studied. If you tried to write a book about her you might grasp say, a tenth of what she is capable of but you would never get anywhere close to properly defining her. You can't get in her head simply because she's so unique. Even if there are one hundred trillion beings in the universe, I think I can safely say there's no one else like her. She is walking death and some of the things she’s done are hideous and undefendable in any way. She's also a savior and because of her, incalculable people are alive today. She didn’t happen to ask you about the purpose of everything that happened to her, did she?” 


“Yes, actually.”


“Then I see she still hasn’t accepted the answer.”


“And what answer is that? I couldn’t give her one.”


“It’s simple really. Bad things happen so that other good things may happen. My mother was raped by a Mehrite official simply because she was a waitress at a restaurant in Üntan district where a group of Mehrites ate at regularly, and my father was attracted to her. There was nothing she could do about it, then or afterwards. She could have had an abortion, I suppose. It was her right and few would blame her keeping another ‘half-breed mongrel’ out of the world. But she didn't and thus, I was born. I may be a freak of nature that has Mehrite skin and features with a Dåi-ori build and hair but I am here.


“Now what were the chances of my existence? Of the billions of possible children that could have come from that coupling I alone was born. A single instant earlier or later and I would be nothing more than a long dead and decomposed eukaryotic haploid cell lying in my mother’s womb with all the rest my potential brothers and sisters. Instead, I am here sitting before you. And that is just one particular instant that had to occur exactly right. Think of all the other instants that had to precisely occur. I couldn’t even begin to imagine them all, much less name them. And because the possibly of me being here where I am at this moment is so impossibly remote, my existence and I must have some purpose that could only be accomplished by me. What it is, I still don't know and sometimes I doubt whether or not I do want to know but I am certain that one day my purpose will find me, and hopefully then I will be able to accomplish it.


“As for Samus, is the fact that both her parents and most of her colony were killed tragic? Definitely, definitely. Is it a horrible thing that the Chozo, a race that had adopted her and that she loved, basically abandoned her? Of course. But if just these two events hadn’t occurred, the Space Pirates would have destroyed the Galactic Federation several times over and many more people than simply Hrün Gruntè Colony would be dead. It's possible she is the only person who had the ability to stop the Space Pirates and the Metroids. Bad things happen and they always will but if certain bad things didn’t happen, things in general would be much worse. That's the reason and the answer she was asking for. It isn’t the answer she wanted, but it is the correct one. I know there is some guiding force out there who must care about us and the things we do because as bad as things are, they could easily be much worse. Comparing life to an unattainable utopia will always result in disappointment and cynicism but comparing life to the hell that it could quite easily have been or be, results in thankfulness and hope. 


“But like I said," he finished, "Samus doesn’t want either of these things. She’d rather have confirmation of her beliefs than the truth.”

“Of course you’re not gonna’ tell her that are you?”

“You think I have a death wish? Of course not.”

They both laughed until Daken stopped what he was doing and looked up. The hybrid snapped his fingers and exclaimed something indistinguishable in jubilation.

“That’s what it was! I remembered I was going to do something the next time one of you came here but I couldn’t remember exactly what. You were supposed to check out my new suit design the last time you came but you forgot.”

“Who says we forgot? Maybe we just didn't want to look at some rickety piece of junk you've got lying in the corner somewhere. Kidding, kidding. Well, you can show it to me now but until I can get access to a Federation Bank terminal, I’m dead broke. I guess I’ll just have to wait for my ‘sugar momma’ to get back.”

“Never mind all that. I love showing this stuff off any chance I get. Besides, just think of this as the test drive.”

They moved to the back of his shop and he hit a panel revealing another room below the ground level.

“What did you have to do to get this? I heard Zeta Platform didn’t allow any basement rooms that didn’t belong to the Federation,” Rone asked.

“You heard right. What you didn’t hear is how much money I had to bribe an official to get him to look the other way. It was worth it. I doubled my workspace and it helped give me a little more privacy to do that work in.”

As if to highlight this he pulled a tarp off something to reveal the most beautiful suit Rone Leah had ever seen in his life.

    It was slightly shorter than most suits he’d been in but the real difference was the build of the suit. Whereas most suits had looked “blocky” and “machine-ish,” this one looked like a perfectly formed man, if a titan. The helmet and visor seemed to be an exact duplicate of Samus’s suit but the shoulders were smaller than the bounty hunters’ were. The back was larger and looked as if it held a series of jets., as did the boots. In addition, instead of one large weapon arm, there were two smaller attachments that Daken assured performed virtually all of the same functions. They didn’t, however, restrict the ability of his hands to move and grasp. Lastly, Daken said, there were many customizable slots all over the suit where more features could be added so that the suit would never be in danger of being outdated. The suit was painted silver, red, and black with the insignia of a red wolf over its heart.

“I admire the animal for its character," Daken explained. "I’ve heard that in the wild they are loyal until death and fierce, ferocious fighters. I consider both of these traits to be what makes a fine soldier, no matter what side he- or she- is on. If you purchase it, you may change the symbol if you like.” 

“No, no. It’s fine. Geez man, this is a work of art.”

“No. Not a work of art. Art sits in galleries collecting dust; this is a weapon of death, and nothing else. Other than Samus Aran’s suit, to my knowledge this is the best suit that exists in all of the Galactic Federation. I may be wrong, but the price will reflect its relative quality.”

“Is it fully operational right now?”

“Yes, this is the ‘final draft’ of the suit and any more modifications will have to be made by the buyer.”

“Do you mind if I get in for a second?”

“Please, feel free.”

Rone climbed inside of the suit and activated it. 

“Damn it this feels better than-”

“Don’t say it, Fido. These virgin ears must be protected at all costs, eh?”


“What? I wasn’t going to say anything like that. You, my friend, just have a dirty mind.”


“Shut it and test your new suit out.”


Daken walked over to a wall and had his retinal scanned. Yet another wall opened up revealing a large room that covered far more area than the surface level of Daken’s shop. In fact, it appeared as if he had bought up much of the property below and above surface level.


“You don’t even want to know what I had to go through to get this.”


Multiple targets and obstacles were set up everywhere. Daken activated the advanced holograms and explained how the suit’s weapons worked. The right arm was for solid ammunition (grenades, power bombs, missiles, and high-caliber rounds) and the left arm for energy beams (pulse cannon, flame-thrower, and, one he was especially proud of, the wave beam). The jump jets and visor wavelengths could be activated in the usual way extra features were.    

 Rone began clumsily moving around the training arena. Every model of suit was a little bit different. Soon he got the hang of it and was doing things he’d never thought possible before. The suit was amazing. This must be what Samus felt like, or at least as close as he’d ever get to feeling like she did. The holograms weren’t popping up fast enough for him to shoot them down. After about twenty minutes, Daken told him that was enough and to come back. Rone did, drenched in sweat. 

“That was amazing, Daken. When Samus called you the best weapons smith in the Federation she wasn’t lying. How did you-”

“Before you soak me in compliments, you should know that I ‘borrowed’ a lot of ideas from the Chozo. They figured out where everything should go to maximize efficiency and output; I just tried to imitate them wherever possible. Of course I don’t agree with rendering one arm useless and putting all the proverbial eggs in one basket. Then again, I don’t have all of the same technology to work with do I?”

“Spare me. I changed my mind. I don’t really care how you did this. How much is it going to cost the bounty hunter?”

“For her, it’ll cost 5.5 million credits. For anyone else, it’d be 5.5 million credits. Don’t give me that look. How else do you think I can afford a testing area like this?”  

Rone descended from the suit and Daken handed him a towel.

"With a suit like this, I'll probably outlive you," Rone said, drying himself off.

“Ha, well, we'll see about that but perhaps now you can feel useful, instead of some impotent fool being dragged along on matters out of your control, eh?”

“By some way I feel as though that feeling will remain regardless of what suit you give me but maybe, just maybe I can be helpful. You know, I didn’t even know we were coming here until a few days ago. And after her suit gets fixed,  somehow I know that I’ll be going with her but I don’t know where or why. Can you explain that to me, Daken?”

“Probably because you enjoy her company so much. Now come on, let’s go back upstairs.”


As they walked back to Daken’s main shop, Rone tried to figure out whether the weapons smith was being sarcastic or not. 

* * *

The Next Day


Samus and Rone came to claim the new suit and Daken promised them that the repairs on Samus’s suit were going smoothly. The pair of humans left together, Rone for once feeling as if he towered over the bounty hunter and he did by over a meter. Daken laughed at the sight of them walking back toward their (separate) quarters with one another. For just a few credits, there were multiple means of transportation to get them across the city but they always walked.


Soon, Daken finished up what he could do for the day and decided to lock up and go visit his mother’s grave again. It had been a while and even though artificial and bio-engineered flowers were abundant, using natural ones forced him to replace them every so often and he needed the extra motivation. He decided today, he’d go ahead and walk too. However he got there, he knew the old woman deserved more attention than he could give, but he was doing his best and that's all anyone can ask for.


From his hidden vantage point, Clychun the Strong watched everything and found his patience waning. 

* * *

Chapter Nine: Shining Armor in the Night

Four Days Later

Orbital Platform Zeta

Docking Bay 3

Samus sat in her ship in front of her vid screen with the visual recording system turned off. She turned her voice modulator on as a force of habit and waited for the machinery to “warm up.” They’d left the Storm Breaker over in Docking Bay 9 with the much larger ships in its class. She didn’t much care for it. Her own ship suited her much more properly. An Epsilon-class ship did travel faster than her own vessel but with the Chozo technology upgrades her suit had, that advantage was minimal.


The monitor told her it was ready and she received her messages. Most were chump change offers that she’d received and therefore ignored. Somehow, messages always managed to get past her screening systems. She’d have to upgrade again soon. The Galactic Federation Transit System, GFTS, was an imperfect one but with the recent developments in dimensional folding, mail was able to traverse the vast distances of space in a matter of days, several times faster than the speed of starships. Starships had the ability to travel that quickly, but they didn’t unless they wanted to come out on the other side a super-dense string of particles. Of course, information could also handle conditions that starships and living organisms could not. The Quadrant Lattices didn’t use dimensional folding but they didn’t have a noticeable problem because they each encompassed a far smaller area. The GFTS was a behemoth when it stood next to the Lattices. She gave the voice command to find all accepted messages. She saw one she was looking for and opened it.

Thank you for the information on the assassination plans. That’s the last assignment required of you as of the agreement. Your services due to us on this contract are over.   


-
Senator Daniel Holmes, West Quadrant

She looked over it with loathing. She could have broken faith on the contract a long time ago and no one would have blamed her. Twenty thousand credits per tip was nothing compared to what she could make on an average job. She should have broken faith but she hadn’t. In her younger more naïve days, she had seen contract with that many guaranteed jobs as security in case she needed something to fall back on. Fool. She sighed and checked the only other message she was interested in. 

We’re pleased to hear the Metroid menace on Tüm has been taken care of but that’s not enough. A small group of Metroids has been identified in the planetoid cluster that was once known as Zebes. Intelligence reports massive amounts of Space Pirates occupying Zebesian space and a minimum of seven Space Dragons were spotted before the probe was destroyed. The Federation Military is raising a force to try to combat it but we believe a small force would be better suited for confronting this menace. We can only assume that the unidentified creature you met on Tüm has something to do with this and we thank you for taking care of it. Until you dispose of all the Metroids, however, you won’t be receiving your remaining 25 billion credits. You were paid to make sure Metroids are no longer a threat to the Federation and so far you haven’t completed your end of the deal. Do so.

-
Rai-dal, Supreme Councilman

“Had you not cloned the last Metroid in the universe, I doubt we would be in this situation now, Councilman,” she remarked aloud to no one in particular. What Rai-dal actually meant by the phrase “a small force would be better suited for this menace” was that the military was not capable of dealing with such large numbers of Space Pirates and the responsibility of the matter would fall squarely on her shoulders. She knew to expect that after her most recent dealings with the Federation. What she hadn’t expected was for Space Pirates to be able to rebuild so quickly. Doubtlessly, the Federation hadn’t either. Zebes was destroyed. Mother Brain’s dead-man trigger had turned the planet into cosmic dust… wait. That wasn’t right. When she had escaped from the planet, Zebes had appeared that way but much of the world’s material remained intact in the form of large chunks of space debris. Obviously, if the Space Pirates had been able to resume operations from there. Something was different this time, though. Seven Space Dragons. How could there be seven? Perhaps the pirate scientists had cloned Ridley? But seven times? How would she beat seven when she had problems defeating one? It didn’t matter. She’d cross that bridge when she came to it. To be resuming operations on such a large scale so quickly was almost frightening. It had taken several years of constant reconstruction for the Space Pirates to recover from their first encounter and even that had been incredible. The Federation had been tracking their progress but the Space Pirates had gone from being a dying race to menace seemingly overnight. That could be explained with technological innovations but this had come from absolutely nowhere. And Ridley had died three times now… or was it four? Now seven of him.  

As Samus reached to turn off the screen, the bones in her hand caught for a moment and she opened and closed her fist slowly, feeling the throbbing pain in her joints return and hearing the pop as an especially fierce jolt of pain shot up her arm. She’d inject some 48-hour painkillers into herself when she got home and that would solve that. 

Daken was taking longer than usual but then that made sense considering that the damage he had to repair was much worse than usual. It wasn’t that big of a deal. What really bothered her was the feeling she kept getting as if she was being watched. Unfortunately, the Chozo blood coursing through her veins hadn’t given her ESP. Apparently that was a trait reserved for a select few human sensitives. Samus had never met one but they weren’t very dangerous in anything but gathering intelligence, much to the dismay of the Federation Military. It wasn't their fault, however. Rumor had it that long before the formation of the Galactic Federation, back on Earth (the real Earth) the unified human government had attempted to "cleanse the species" of all genetic "impurities." Human psychics and potentials had been rounded up by the thousands and exiled where they weren't just exterminated outright. It obviously hadn't solved the "problem" as sensitives still existed within the gene pool. And again, too bad she wasn't one of them. She’d have to rely on the same senses everyone else did. Most of the time, that was enough but lately it seemed like she kept facing stronger and stronger enemies. Even when she faced the same enemies again, they were much more powerful. Mother Brain would have killed her if she hadn’t been saved by the hatchling Metroid. As would have that thing on Tüm if not for Ridley and Rone. For a person used to relying on herself, Samus found herself adrift on the tides of fate more and more. The illusion of control she’d once had kept slipping further and further away. She couldn’t control the “presence” she sensed and even though she was far from helpless out of her suit, any number of creatures were more than a match for her without it. The only problem was that she was no longer safe even inside her suit. No matter how strong she became, there was always something out there just as strong or stronger. One day she’d die. She smiled to herself briefly. Of course she would, everyone would, but she had no choice but to make things as difficult as possible for the one who’d kill her.

Time to go check on her suit again.

* * *

Housing Unit 35

Dostan District



Rone looked at the powered suit in his room, currently turned off and hunching over like some worn out gorilla. He loved it. When he was in the suit, he felt so powerful it was addicting. Sometimes the experience of exiting his suit was like tearing off a piece of himself. The suit was magnificent. Just looking at the thing filled him with some kind of terrible joy. He needed… he needed to stop obsessing was what he needed. The only places Rone’d been in the last four days was his room and at Daken’s. Perhaps he’d go see Daken again. It was about time for the weapons smith to close shop anyway. Maybe they could go get a beer or something. Maybe Rone could go in his suit. That would make the trip faster after all.


Faintly, his mind realized it had just bribed itself but he didn’t care. Rone slipped into his suit and headed off to see the ol’ mutt. 

* * *

Dostan District

Daken ya Hoken

Daken the weapons smith raised his mangled head sluggishly. His right eye was bruised and had already swollen shut and by the direction his nose was pointing he figured it to be broken. Blood poured out from it like some red fountain in the center of a monument but it was the deep gash in his forehead that was sending blood streaming into his good eye and obscuring his vision even further. 


His left shoulder felt like it was burning though chances were that in reality, it was just dislocated. It wouldn't be that improbable for his arm to be on fire, though. Everything else in his shop was in flames. It was a miracle the exploding boxes of munitions hadn't killed him yet, though, considering what he was facing, that might very well be a curse rather than a blessing. 


"Where is the suit of the one you call 'the Raging Devil?'" the giant standing over him asked tonelessly from behind an impenetrably dark visor. Daken guessed the giant was over fourteen feet tall but the weapons smith recognized he was in no condition to be guessing anything. He assumed his ears to still be intact and they heard the faint wail of peacekeeper sirens approaching ever nearer. It was sure as hell taking them long enough. 


"Where is the suit?" the giant repeated, this time with annoyance creeping up in the corners of his toneless voice.


Daken shrugged and swung a fist with the speed and dexterity of a drunk to answer his attacker. The giant caught the fist within his own hand and with a motion appearing almost gentle in its simplicity, crushed the weapon smith's hand and wrist into pulp. Daken screamed in agony but the giant wasn't yet done. With a flick of one of his fingers, the giant thumped the weapons smith in the chest, sending the hybrid flying backwards. Daken hit the wall and slid to the floor. He'd heard his sternum crack and looked down to find his chest caving inward slightly and his suspicions confirmed. The optimist inside him remarked that at least his ears were still working. 


"You will speak, mongrel, or I will kill you in a most painful manner of my choosing. You may still survive this yet. Likewise, the situation can get much worse for you, whether you realize it or not. Where is Samus Aran's suit?"


Daken attempted to wheeze a "screw you" but found he could not at the moment. Instead he extended the middle finger of the hand he still had, at the cost of a great deal of pain. The giant did not understand the gesture itself but he understood the feelings that were being expressed. He picked the ruined hybrid up off the ground much in the same way Rone had described Samus doing to him. For some reason the irony of the two situations struck him as funny at that very moment, but he suppressed a laugh and kept the joke to himself feeling that the being holding him probably wouldn’t appreciate it very much. He thanked his Creator for the powerful, almost drug-like Mehrite endorphins that came with his pain, giving him a fleeting moment of respite from the agony in which he knew himself to be. Had his body’s painkillers not been so good at their job, he knew betraying his friend would be a much more tempting offer.


"You are an inferior species and my mastery of you is not surprising nor is it something to be ashamed of. You have one last chance before my merciful offer is no more but lies will not be tolerated."

Daken couldn’t hold back his laughter any more, and it filled his shop with the sound, overcoming the fires and explosions that were going off with every passing second. 

“What is so humorous?” the giant asked.

“Oo idot. Ah kern’t trk wrth oo ‘olding meh jrw lrk thrt.”

The puzzled giant relaxed his grip slightly.

“What did you say?”

"Nothing, nothing. It's not important. I'm sorry but you see I already gave Samus his suit and-"

"You are lying. I know Samus Aran is a female and I know somewhere within this shop lies the bounty hunter's suit."

Daken rationalized to himself that he hadn't lied that much. The suit was ready to be picked up and even if it wasn't fully operational, any further repairs were out of his hands. If the giant had come a few minutes later or so it would have been the truth. Okay, well the guy had him on the male-female thing but-

 "You have chosen not to tell the truth therefore you have chosen not survive this encounter," the giant continued, interrupting the hybrid's inner conversation.

"Neither will you," Daken retorted, "There are hundreds of peacekeepers on this platform and only one of you. You're hopelessly outnumbered and even if you could get through all of them, they'd never let you off of Zeta Platform. Security measures would lock this place down until the Cosmic Navy got here and I don't care how good you are, you're no match for a Gamma-class ship full of Mechanized Infantrymen. You messed up and you're screwed, buddy. Admit it." He paused, his mangled face appearing thoughtful for a moment. “I know this is just my love for the craft speaking but who designed your suit? I can see the similarities to Samus’s but yours seems even more improved. I don’t know what’s more of a shame, dying like this or knowing there’s more people out there better than me.”

As would be expected he received no answer, at least not in words. The giant hissed in anger and, with his free hand, the giant placed his palm around the weapon smith's femur in a seemingly insignificant gesture. The gesture's effect, however, was far from insignificant. Daken heard a snap like someone breaking a strong tree limb in half and looked down to see his pants ripped where a white object covered in red was jutting out of his thigh. This time, his endorphins failed him. He faintly realized that he'd lost control of his bowels. The giant squeezed the jaw still in his hand. The teeth inside the hybrid's mouth were broken and torn loose from their gums. When the giant snapped his other leg, Daken began slipping out of consciousness and let the darkness overtake him. It didn't last long. He awoke in agony beyond description staring at a tiny orb of white light growing ever larger, still being held off the ground by one of the giant’s hands. What dying men think of and why is a mystery that will never be solved but the weapons smith found his mind drifting back to a conversation he'd had with Rone, days earlier.

* * *

"When you think about it, we're pretty small creatures," Daken said as he maneuvered around Samus's suit with the welder. 

"And who's 'we' now?" Rone said sitting in a chair in his familiar corner of the shop, as he ate an apple.

"You know. 'We' equals Dåi-ori, humans, even Space Dragons and such. Planets and stars are colossal compared to us. Of course to the universe even they might as well be flecks of cosmic dust and we might as well be omnipresent compared to atoms, but that's another matter entirely. However, as small as we (mere mortals) are, we can do things even whole galaxies can't."

"Alright, I'll bite," Rone said as he bit another chunk out of his apple. "What can we do that galaxies can't, Daken?"

"We can choose, and there's no punch line to that. We can always choose how we react to situations even if we can't control the situations themselves."

"Uh huh. That's real impressive, mutt, but I fail to see this matters in any context whatsoever."

"Everyday we face forces greater than ourselves, man. Everyday. Death... death is just one of those forces but it's not the worst. There are many forces far worse than death and some just as inescapable. But one day death will come knock, knock, knocking," he pounded on the table with his free hand for effect, "at the door and calling for our lives and we’ll be forced to pay up. Forced," the weapons smith said holding up a finger as if making some incredibly important statement.

"But I thought you said we have a choice and that separates us from the rest of the universe," Rone pointed out, "Don't tell me you're mixing philosophies on me."

"Ah, but I'm not. Death is a situation, as well as a force. Nothing we can do about it. When you die is out of your hands. Where you die is out of your hands and what you die of, as well. The only thing you or I have any possible control over whatsoever is how we face that death. And I’ll face mine the only way I possibly can: with a smile." He smiled as if showing the proper technique. "Death will stand before me and swing his scythe and it will bear down on me like oblivion itself. When that happens, nothing to do but smile. Smile right at that bastard, face my fate with anticipation and then receive my reward on the other side."

Rone stood up and clapped in mock awe and wonder. Daken took a bow, flames flying out around his hand.

"That's great," Rone said, "but, uh, don't you think you should be watching where that welder is pointing?" 

Sure enough the crate holding several missile heads caught on fire and the two of them worked furiously to put it out, laughing.

* * *

Daken reverted to real time. The corners of his mouth twitched upward revealing what was left of his teeth. His pain was gone yet his endorphins were not the source. He felt hot tears running down his face as warm light enveloped him from a source wholly independent of the giant’s palm and he felt indescribable joy. Then the sphere of energy, now many times larger than before, enveloped him as well and his upper body dissolved to dust and the mongrel’s life on this plane of existence was no more…

* * *

Clychun dropped what was left of the smoking husk he was holding and it thudded on the floor. He sniffed the air and found the stench unpleasant. The creature had been right. He'd have to act quickly if he wished to escape the platform. It appeared he'd be forced to kill Samus Aran out of her suit, though. Pity, he'd wanted to face the bounty hunter at as close to full capacity as possible but it appeared the weapons smith was as stubborn as he was inept. 

Clychun heard the scream of an artillery shell and looked up in time to see a shell detonate right above him.    

* * *

Hundreds of peacekeepers had arrived and waited in position around the shop. When they saw the blast erupt from inside building, the peacekeepers in suits, manning mortar pipes or merely holding rifles fired into the shop of the weapons smith and massive explosions followed. Nothing returned fire. They were given the order to cease fire and the sounds of shots being fired sputtered out after a few seconds. 

The platform suddenly felt silent and still once again. Ragged breaths of exhilaration could be heard from time to time but that was all. Suddenly, out of the explosions beams of energy shot out and peacekeepers fell in the dozens. Men looked to one another as they saw people disintegrate in showers of blood, almost spontaneously. Those in powered suits fared little better as it merely took more than one shot to bring them down. Death was far more random and quick than anyone could anticipate. Even the veterans of many riots found themselves to be overwhelmed. And yet, things got worse. A giant in a crimson powered suit jumped through the smoke and flames and more peacekeepers died, some by melee combat but most by the beams of energy. Smoke was everywhere now, obstructing the view. Many suit-less peacekeepers were choking, left all the more helpless. Just as it looked like the peacekeepers would be overcome, Dåi-ori rebels armed with illegally acquired weapons joined them, shoulder to shoulder. For a beautiful moment the two forces, normally in opposition with one another worked in absolute harmony. It didn’t matter much. Soon there were just as many Dåi-ori corpses as there were peacekeeper corpses. The very streets were slick with blood, almost to the point of a flood. Zeta Platform had not been built for artificial rainfall and lifeblood the dead no longer had any need for flowed in every direction. It was nightmare that was to get much worse before it got better.

* * *

Samus Aran saw the fires before she heard the sirens and was sprinting toward Daken ya Hoken long before she ever received confirmation that his shop was the center of all the attention. Somehow she knew it, just as somehow she knew that the same presence that was watching her had something to with it. But she couldn't do anything unarmed as she was.

The bounty hunter ducked into a Dåi-ori grocery store.

"I require a pulse rifle, some stick-mines, wave jammers, and as many x-bombs as you can give me and I can carry," she said quickly, but calmly, in the storeowner's native language.

He pretended not to understand her.

"I'm sorry, human, but all I sell is fruit here. I think you're confused. If you’d like an orange tho-"

She reached across the counter, grabbed him by the throat, and jerked him close to her.

"I know that you have everything I asked for in the storage room. Go get it and I will pay you a fair price for it. Do not, and I will get it myself and should time permit, I will most likely snap your neck before I leave. Now fetch."

* * *

Rone too saw the fires from a distance. In his suit, he stealthily moved up to edge of the ring of fire and found his worst suspicions confirmed. A Chorizo, this time in a crimson suit, was wreaking havoc around Daken’s shop. Rone knew the mutt was dead. Unfortunately he didn’t know whether the weapons smith’s suit would be enough. Only one way to find out…

While the Chorizo was facing away from him, Rone locked onto the giant’s head and fired the pulse cannon on his left arm and two missiles from his right. The cannon struck the Chorizo dead on, causing him to lurch forward. Before the missiles could get there, the Chorizo was in front of him. This one was faster than the previous one, if that was possible. 

A small beam of energy formed and released from the Chorizo’s palm. Without thinking, Rone moved to the side and hit his jump jets. He changed direction, sailed over the giant’s head, and sent flames raining down on the giant. As the Chorizo jumped up to meet Rone, the two missiles finally collided with the target they had locked on to. The giant was knocked out of the air but he recovered and hit the ground so lightly Rone wondered if the missiles had struck their target after all. But before the Space Policeman could land, the Chorizo fired a shot that Rone was unable to dodge. It connected in his chest but didn’t go through.

He fell over from the force but his damaged suit remained functional. He looked up and saw the Chorizo standing over him charging up another shot. Rone fired his jump jets and slid away quickly, causing sparks to leap all around him. As he moved, he pressed the full release button for his right arm. Every shell, missile, grenade, and power bomb went off at once toward the Chorizo. Orange flames, shrapnel, and a translucent blast aura surrounded where the giant was standing, even as his high-caliber rounds continued to fire off. Rone watched the tremendous explosion ensue and his suit was sent tumbling backward even more swiftly. He managed to get his suit to stand up and he scoured the area for any sign of the Chorizo. He knew it was too much to ask for the thing to be completely destroyed but hopefully he’d slowed it down enough that his left arm could finish things off. Otherwise he was finished. Smoke blocked his vision so he switched to infrared. 

Nothing.

He thought he heard something behind him and spun to face it. It was just a rat scurrying through some rubble. Before he could turn back, he felt something burning in his stomach. Rone looked down to find a gaping hole in the middle of his abdomen and it felt strange. Not yet painful but just odd. He turned to face his assailant but his legs had given out on him. He tried to get up but his appendages were once again failing him. Still good for nothing. His eyelids felt like they were made of lead and he just wanted to go sleep for a little while…   

* * *

Clychun stood over the fallen Policeman for a moment longer, then he began to walk away. The human had done well for being so obviously out-classed. That last attack of his had been impressive. Unfortunately for the Policeman, it had probably killed just as many peacekeepers as the Chorizo himself had. The power bombs had left a very large crater in the orbital platform and had Clychun’s suit not been as strong as its wearer, he might have been injured. As it was, no permanent damage was done.

Hmm?

He stopped. Something had just gone wrong with his visor. He couldn’t see anything but static. He flipped through all of his sight options only to find none of them were working. There was still too much smoke from the Policeman’s attack for plain vision to work either.

Sirens suddenly filled the air again. Clychun wondered what the new cause of it was. He felt a rumble but he couldn’t tell what direction it was coming from. The smoke parted just in front of him and he saw a large dumpster truck speeding at him. He grabbed the front of the truck and flung it high behind him. A pulse rifle blast hit the corner of Clychun’s visor and it cracked then shattered.  He hissed and fired a shot from his palm at the source of the blast. His head was ringing and he knew who had shot the rifle immediately. That precise point of the visor was the only point open to a strong attack but only those who had a Chorizo, or Chozo, suit knew it. It didn’t matter much but it was annoying.

“Samus Aran!” he shouted above the noise of the sirens, “show yourself!”

Instead, several bombs exploded and sent streams of dark smoke in every direction. Clychun began to fire shots randomly into the smoke but he knew he was hitting nothing. He hissed again and jumped in the air, above the clouds of smoke. As he broke the top of them, something struck him in the back of his helmet and stuck. An explosion focused toward his head went off and it felt like a spaceship had run into his skull. Several more stuck onto him and exploded with the same result but he couldn’t see anyone. His momentum finally carried him to a rooftop, where he recovered his senses. He pulled small device out of his suit, armed it, and dropped it into the smoke. A few moments later, he heard a Whoosh! and all of the smoke disappeared as it was pulled into the device. He saw a woman holding a rifle out in the open and he rushed toward her. 

* * *


Samus was surprised by her opponent’s resourcefulness but she was prepared anyway. She saw the blur approaching her from the top of the building and she launched the stick mine anticipating his arrival. It hit its target: the front of giant’s helmet. The giant screeched, tore his helmet off, and flung it to the side. Samus saw one of the giant’s eyes was ruined, much to her delight. The bird head looked directly at her but did nothing. He covered his eye with one of his hands and the expressionless face somehow radiated with rage.


“I had hoped that the Chozo I encountered on Tüm was an aberration but with your arrival, I see that is not the case. I watched you kill the Space Policeman and I know the weapons smith to be deceased as well.”


He blinked but said nothing.


“These men where none of your concern and though I have no love for anyone else on this platform, they did not deserve to die either. I do not care what you are however the things you have done here are inexcusable. I will not spare your life.”


Again the giant said nothing but he pulled his hand away from his eye which now had blood pouring out it. He opened his beak and hissed. Samus tried to shoulder her rifle and fire but the giant was already behind her. He struck her in her spine with his fist and a loud crack was clearly audible. Her mouth opened wide with pain but before she could fall, he grabbed her by her hair and flung her almost twenty meters. Her head smacked on a piece of metal and it snapped backward as blood gushed out of her mouth. She laid on the ground motionless. He was over her immediately and he kneeled down. He sat her up by lifting her up by her shirt and began charging up a shot. She came to life and suddenly jammed a knife into his wounded eye. He didn’t flinch in the slightest and with his free hand, thumped her outstretched arm. The bone in her upper arm snapped and fell limp and agony coursed through her body. He pulled the knife out and flung it away into the distance. He began charging up his energy shot once again. She closed her eyes and heard the sound of an energy beam being released and cringed. 

But her death did not come.   
 

She opened her eyes again and saw the eye of the giant roll back in his head and he pitched forward, onto the ground to the side of her. Samus tried to stand up but she couldn’t feel her legs at all. Unfortunately, she could feel her arm and she fought against the rising nausea.

“I knew I’d have to save your ass again,” she heard a voice say.

“Rone? You are alive?”

She heard a cough and a chuckle.

“In a manner of speaking. Not for much longer though, I don’t imagine. That bastard got me pretty damn good. I’m just glad the mutt’s wave beam worked.”

She looked over at the fallen giant and saw his body was still breathing.

“He is not dead yet, Rone, and I am in no position to finish the job.”

“Well, I can’t say that I am either. I’m just too tired. I got a nap a little while ago but I think I’m going to go to sleep now.”

She heard the sound of something heavy falling. 

“Rone?”   

Chapter Ten: Brokenness

Zeta Platform

Galactic Federation Peacekeeper Headquarters

Eleven Days later


Inside a stark white room, a Federation employee in a dark uniform sat at a table looking at a naked giant bound to a wall, his suit stripped of him to be studied. Apparently things weren’t going very well. The scientists, mechanics, and engineers were baffled. Too bad that that half-breed phenom was dead. Any notes he might have had with him were gone with any hope of unlocking that suit’s secrets. Luckily for the Federation employee, figuring out technology wasn’t his problem. Un-luckily, the giant in front of him was. The room appeared empty but a number of tubes were coming out of the wall, sticking into the giant, scanning, and regulating various systems and fluids within his body. The room’s fluorescent lights hummed and the Federation man became annoyed. The North Quadrant was archaic in many ways but the lights were one of the most irritating. Humph. He ignored them and began the interrogation. 

“Tell us who you are and why you’ve come here,” the man began, politely but firmly.


No response.


“I’ve heard you consider yourself strong,” the man continued. “That’s probably true. We have people on our staff capable of making grown Dåi-ori wet themselves before they even start but you…” he looked down at his piece of paper, “Chorizo are something different, aren’t you? No, even if we could manage to carve through that thick hide you’ve got I imagine we couldn’t even get a whimper out of you. From what I've seen of our scientist's findings, it wouldn't be a anatomical characteristic so much as a force of will and from what I hear, you didn’t even wince when that woman stuck the knife into your eye. She did quite a job on you, didn’t she, Clychun? That must have been embarrassing. A woman. Didn’t even have to use a suit, either.”


No response.

“Ahem, so basically what we have here is two options. Option one: we do nothing to you. That's right, nothing. We can’t really hurt you so we’re just going to keep pumping you full of enough sedatives to keep you conscious but immobile. We’ll see how strong you are in five, ten, how about twenty-five years? It will be a sight to see won’t it, Clychun? Your muscles will have deteriorated, certainly, but how much? Will you be able to walk around if we let you go? I bet not. Atrophy is horrible to watch, how much more so to experience? What about your mind? Will you still be able to remember your name? Will you still remember how to dispose of your own waste? I’d be sure to have someone help you take care of it but my superiors aren’t as nice of a man as I am, so who knows? After you’ve wasted away enough, they may let you free of your constraints. In that case, I hope you have enough sense to go in the corner. After all, a decade is a long time and after ten years in our care, I’m sure a malnutritioned prisoner will be pretty far down the priority list. You may not get checked on for weeks at a time. Hopefully your sense of smell will have deteriorated along with everything else.


“No, we won’t be able to break you but watching you decay will be just as satisfying. No warrior’s death for you, strong one. No glory and no finality, either. By the time you die, you may not even be you any more. You’ll just be a big black bird drooling all over yourself, squawking like a chicken while a couple of guards laugh at you to get their kicks. Maybe you'll get extra rations if you do tricks for them. It’s quite funny to imagine you clapping and hopping up and down for some bird food, actually. What a sad fate though… On the other hand, we have option two. If you just answer a few of our questions now, we promise to kill you in the manner of your choosing, providing of course that we don’t risk your escape in the process. I know you understood every word I said and I know you can understand me now. You have five minutes to think it over. Depending on which option you go with, you could be regretting it for a very long time.”   


The man stood up, exited the room, and waited. Another Federation employee, this one a Mehrite, came up and stood next to him. 


“Hey Alex,” the Mehrite said.


“Oh hey, Prion. It’s been a while. I don’t think I’ve seen you since you got stationed in the North Quadrant. What’s it been, eight years?” the man asked.


“Closer to ten and I didn’t just get transferred, I requested it. How’d you get here so fast, anyway? I thought you were still living the easy life in the Central Planets.”


“I was. Unfortunately I was sent out to one of the moons on Wyndor XI to interrogate some Dåi-ori dissidents about a month ago. I wasn’t real close but I was the closest guy around they thought was capable to get this thing to talk. I received a packet of info on the way that kept me busy most of the trip.”


“So you think he’ll talk?” the Mehrite inquired.


“I’m not sure. Probably so but we’ve got nothing solid on the rationale of their species.”


“You sounded good enough to me.”


“Too bad you’re not the one I’m in there with then. By the way, any updates on that woman or Policeman?”


“Depends. What was the last you heard?”


“The woman was taken to one of our infirmaries. She had a broken arm, a concussion, a knife wound, and something was the matter with her spine if I remember correctly. Broken I think. Not immediately identified. The Policeman was identified as Rone Leah and was in the morgue’s cold storage, waiting to be transferred to a Galactic Police ship, as is Police policy.”


“Wow, good memory. You’ve missed a lot, but good memory. First off, the woman’s gone missing.”


“Missing? They lost her? A computer glitch or-”


“Not exactly. After we administered the nanos, we expected them to repair and replace most of the damaged nerve tissue rather easily but she recovered more quickly than expected. She broke out and knocked out a few doctors and the power in half her wing along the way. How she did it, I don’t know. Most patients can barely stand for a few weeks and it takes a month or two to walk again not to mention that shattered arm of hers. Nanos can’t do anything to help that but keep the inflammation down. Nasty, nasty open fracture.” He shuddered and made a face of disgust. “No permanent damage was done to the hospital or staff but we have no clue where she is now. She may be off the platform for all I know.”


“Did we ever find out who she was?”


“Unfortunately not that either. She wasn’t in any of our systems so she’s probably a colonist. Weird though. Her blood has something strange in it. Not human.”


“Let me guess. You don’t know what it is in her blood either, do you?”


“Nope.” 


“At least we know where the Policeman is. Dead men don’t get up and walk off by themselves.”


There was hesitation and he turned to looked at the expression on the Mehrite’s face.


“What? Don’t tell me he’s gone, too. Oh, damn it all to hell…”


“Most of us think the woman had something to do with it.”


“But you don’t know, right?”


“Right. Too bad though. She had the crap beat out of her but whoo,” he whistled, “did she look fine or what?”


“I don’t want to hear about that, Pri. I really, really don’t.” 


“You need to catch up to the times. In the past year, I think I’ve been with more humans than my own kind. At least with humans I know I won’t have to worry about having to shell out a paternity check. They still do that stuff out here.”


“At what point did the look on my face combined with the words ‘I don’t want to hear about that’ mean that you should continue talking?”


“You’re just jealous you can’t get any species.”  


“I’m married. That may be behind the times too but it works for us.”


“Ah, the monotony of monogamy.”


“Perhaps you shouldn’t knock something before you’ve tried it. Anyway, the five minutes are almost up. Put security on full alert. He’s had time to think and if he doesn’t like what I’ve had to say, well, anyone who’s been to Dostan knows he’s dangerous.”


“Küntamüntö.” See you later.


“Hope so.”
 
The man went back into the room with the giant that towered over him but he sat down calmly and let the giant speak.


“I have considered your offer and though I understand what you are doing and despise you for it, I accept your proposal.”

“Good. That just makes you smart. There’s no weakness in cutting your losses in a situation you can’t win. No shame either. Now, tell me who and what you are.” 

“My name is Clychun the Strong, son of Gamedo the Dread. I am a Chorizo. Our purpose in this life is to serve the Great Destroyer by being destroyers of worlds.”

“And what were you doing in the North Quadrant all by yourself then? Strong you may be, but you over reached yourself if you thought you could take down an orbital platform in the middle of Galactic Federation space single-handedly.”

“I came on a personal matter. My goals were limited and I had no interest in anyone else save for Samus Aran.”  

“And did you find him?”

The giant started chuckling.

“Ha ha. I know now how that mongrel felt. Private jokes are always funniest in the most abysmal situations. Yes, I found him but I was unable to kill him. It is of no important. Samus Aran is living on borrowed time from this point forward.”

“How so?”

“My people are coming here soon. The Chorizo hordes are something unlike which you have ever experienced. A tenth of our number could overcome you in days, whether you prepare yourselves or not. When the brunt of our forces begin their attack, all injustices I have been subjected to here will be avenged. Samus Aran was impressive by your standards but no match even for one such as my brother and certainly no match for me. Had Aran not had so much aid and luck, I would have trampled him beneath my feet without the slightest effort. When the conquerors come, his luck will run out and he hasn’t enough skill to compensate for it.”

“That’s pretty high talk for one who was bested by one dying Policeman and unarmed woman.”

“She was not unarmed!” the Chorizo roared as he lunged forward, tearing at his shackles. The man at the table showed no fear and made no effort to escape as he waited for the sedatives to kick in. He knew if the giant got free, he was as good as dead anyway. The Chorizo’s pupils dilated suddenly and he sunk back down, as if relaxing. Clychun was barely moving and the man knew the Chorizo was no longer fully conscious.

“I see I’ve stumbled upon something touchy,” Alex announced more or less to himself. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back tomorrow when the sedatives have worn off and we can start up again.”

The man walked outside of the room and saw Prion the Mehrite again.

“New orders,” Prion informed him, “The Federation wants the Chorizo shipped off to Ammon-höta for an undetermined period of further questioning.”

“When will they be here?”

“Another three days. How’s that going to affect our boy Clychun’s interrogation?”

“It won’t if I don’t tell him about it. It looks like someone chose option one for him anyway.”

“Küntamüntö, Alex.”

“Yeah, see you tomorrow, Prion. See you tomorrow.” 

* * *

That Day

Bounty Hunter Samus Aran’s Personal starship: Aranes Âkè (Devil’s Eye)

En Route to Planetoid Cluster Formerly Known as Zebes 


Samus sat in her ship staring out into the vastness of space that was the universe. She hadn’t put her ship into the proper drive for it to begin dimensional folding but she knew in the end any lost time could be made up easily. Time didn’t really matter anymore anyway. As she looked out into space, she found it was cold, dark, and empty. Inadvertently she found herself relating to it. The emptiness… The painkillers she had for her arm, back, and hand did nothing to take away the feeling of emptiness inside her. Again she’d been at the mercy of another stronger than her and again she’d been saved. The hatchling Metroid was dead, Ridley was dead (though apparently alive once again), and now Rone was dead as well. Samus turned and looked at the limp, ruined body of the Policeman as it floated in her re-gen tank. Pointless. It couldn’t bring people back to life. All it was doing was stalling the decomposition of a corpse. The expression on his face was one of relaxation and freedom and she envied him for it. She’d stolen his body and taken it with her for a reason she still wasn’t quite sure of. She’d retrieved her partially functional suit from the ruins of Daken’s shop as well, but at least she knew her motivation for that. It was obviously necessary, but Rone was pointless. She looked at her broken suit, strapped down next to Rone’s, and admired it. Samus could still remember the piece of junk the Chozo had given her all those years ago. A huge, bulky helmet. Armor that left huge sections of her body completely unprotected save the cloth jumpsuit she wore underneath. A blaster with wires and tubes stickling out of it awkwardly. Nowhere near half the functions her suit currently had. Or rather, had had. It was amazing she’d survived at all. But her precious, perfect suit was no more. Ruined, ruined. Everything was ruined. Her body and Rone’s. Her suit and his. Daken and his shop. Life and the closest version she’d ever come to normalcy. All ruined. Her cover was probably blown too. The Federation wasn’t completely made up of idiots and there were enough clues lying behind for them to figure out who Samus Aran really was. Eventually it was all going to come out, anyway he supposed. Ruined.


She turned back around and twirled the disk in her hand that had been in one of the bags Rone had left in his room. It was titled “History of the Planet Zebes” but she didn’t know that she wanted to hear what it had to say, necessarily. Then again, she had plenty of time to kill before she got to Zebes with her re-gen tank occupied as it was. Speaking of which, she needed to hook herself up to the muscle stimulator again. She grunted, pushed herself out of her chair, and floated over to a device on the wall. Samus had set the gravity level lower than usual within her ship. Her back just couldn’t take the pressure. She bumped her arm and a wave of agony swept through her, then faded, cloaked by the painkillers she’d come close to overdosing on. She’s suffered an open fracture in her arm and she’d be lucky if it healed in three months, let alone the forty-five days it would take to get to Zebes. She hooked herself up to the muscle stimulator and then made her way back to her chair. The open fracture would take months but her back might never be fully healed. At least her hand would be mended quickly. Most of the nerve damage had already been repaired. Lucky. Humph.

She put her ship into the proper gear, inserted the disk, and listened to the last words of Arthur Leah. 

