Chapter Twelve: Praises

North Quadrant
Rhonu Platform

Mari Mari Diner

            The North Quadrant is a peculiar place indeed but, unfortunately, it does not have the excuses of frequent Pirate raids or lack of decent technology that the West does to explain its abnormality. Perhaps it is the diversity that can explain some of these quirks, then again, perhaps not. Even the restaurants have a uniqueness to them that can be found nowhere else. A certain ancient human design that came back in the form of a “retro-craze” decades ago caught on in the North Quadrant where, surprisingly, it was the Dåi-ori who fell in love with it and kept it around, even after it had fallen out of favor in the Central Planets. Most Mehrites weren’t fond of these diners but there were many exceptions so seeing a Mehrite was totally uncommon. Seeing a Dåi-ori with a Mehrite on the other hand…

“Homen Tau.”

The lanky Mehrite smiled at the sound of his name, showing off his sharp white canines with delight. His tiny pupils dilated slightly in the presence of such dim light, but it was the manner of many such diners and it didn’t bother him. His name had been the first thing to break the silence that had persisted for over ten minutes. The two figures, a Mehrite and a Dåi-ori, sat across from one another, eating and doing nothing, respectively. An odd sight, but then, what isn’t odd about the North Quadrant? 

“I see you like the sound of your name,” the Dåi-ori declared. He was old and his hair had long turned white but he retained the size and muscular shape of his youth. Luckily, his personality had mellowed and his wisdom increased since that time. The scars that crisscrossed his face and body reminded him what that wisdom had required to earn. “What does it mean, if I might ask?”

“It means “He that Praises” in Minouri and I do so, every chance I get. If I can gain the blessings of the Divine, what reasons have I to worry?”

“I see. If you do indeed have the supernatural on your side then you’re just the man for the job. The problem is that I doubt very much that you have anything on your side, especially a god.”

“That’s great, but the message you sent me didn’t include your name. Before we go any further I’d like to at least know who I’m dealing with.”

“Kalin Hanshi.”

“Not of the Hanshi shipping family, are you?”

“Would it change anything, if I was?”

“No, I suppose not.” 

The Mehrite reached for his glass with his left hand.

“You’re left handed?” Kalin asked.

“Yes. It’s no so uncommon for my people, though I fail to see how it has anything to do with matters of death and slaughter.”

“Everything is important in such matters.”

“I don’t mean to rush you,” Homen interrupted, leaning forward slightly, “but perhaps you could get to the point sometime soon, eh? There’s a very pretty, very slutty human woman I have to meet in an hour and all signs point to me getting lucky in the very near future so I’d like this to be over by then.”

The Dåi-ori didn’t flinch and another uncomfortable silence settled before he finally spoke again.

“Is it any wonder we despise your people?” he muttered under his breath before continuing slightly below the normal level of conversation. “We need you to kill a certain man on a certain date in a very certain way. We need you to do it because one of us could never get close enough, and you are probably the only Mehrite willing to kill such a target.” 

“There’s more disenfranchised Mehrites than you think, master troll. For various reasons many of my people hate being the glorified lapdogs of humans, even if it was our own fault in the first place. We may have helped in the building this great house that is the Galactic Federation, but walls of dry timber can still be caught on my a single spark. Personally, I believe that my lack of love for the Federation comes from my childhood and luckily with Mother and Father dead, there’s no one around to disprove me.”  

“And to think, you were complaining on me wasting your time. What I need to know is, do you accept this offer?”

“Well, that all depends on a number of things. First of all, I’m a bounty hunter, not an assassin. Second, I’m willing to forget that first bit if the money’s in the right number of digits. Third, when is this to take place and fourth who exactly is this target?”

“Can we trust that should you not accept this job, you’ll stay quiet about it?”

“Of course, of course,” Homen said brushing the question off, “Standard operating procedure for one in my chosen line of work.”

The answer was quick by spoken far under the Dåi-ori’s breath.

“We need you to kill Rai-dal at the convening of the next Inter-terrestrial Senate.”

The Mehrite’s smile suddenly dropped. 

“You want me to kill a Supreme Councilman, but not just any Councilman, the speaker of the Inter-Terrestrial Senate!?” Homen whispered back vehemently, looking around as a wave of paranoia swept over him.

“That’s right.”

“You’re crazy. You’re f---ing crazy and that’s all there is to it. Even I heard the rumors of an attack going down against the Senators at their next assembly. The place’ll be crawling with guards and security will be heightened more than normal, which is already insane, Rai-dal even more so. He’s surrounded by personal bodyguards and scanners all the time. The last person to try an assassination attempt on a senator of any kind didn’t even make it within fifty yards and they’ve increased the standard level of security even more since then,” he murmured.

Homen Tau took a drink and started laughing. 

“Is that a no, then?” Kalin asked.

“That is just a reaction to an obviously difficult situation,” he replied before thinking for a moment. “How much will I be compensated for completing this task?”

“Five million credits.”

“Five million? These are Federation credits we’re talking about, right?”

“Correct.”  


“If I’d known you people had that kind of money, I would have started working for you a long time ago. I can use whatever weapon I want, yes?”

“How the job gets done, doesn’t matter. It just needs to be obvious his death wasn’t of natural causes so others will know and get the message.”

“Oh believe me, they’ll know. Tell me, do they need to know that it was the Dåi-ori or you in particular behind the murder?”

“No.”

 “I must ask though, why Rai-dal?”

“So you accept the assignment?”

“Until I get all of the information, no. Obviously, I don’t want to find anything unexpected while doing the job or you to try and silence me after I’m done, especially for a job on this scale. Tell me what I need to know then I’ll put my divine blessings to the test, that I promise. But I honestly don’t see how it will work”

“If telling you everything will seal the deal, fine. A few weeks ago on Zeta Platform one of my most loyal men was suspected of being a traitor. He was dragged out of a bar and killed by Federation peacekeepers before we could discover whether the rumors were true or not. Combine that with the destruction of the Dostan District and chaos that occurred less than a week after that, and we have no clue where the leak really came from so we have no idea whether it still exists or not. We know it came from Zeta Platform and, as you said, we know that the Federation received word of our plans. We don’t think they know specifics, only that the general idea and when it was planned. If Valadhi was a turncoat, anyone could be and I can’t trust anyone. The attack is common knowledge, yes, however, only two people, you and I, know of what you are going to do.

“I fully expect the original attack to fail but because it will, you can succeed. Their target is Senator Stone of the South Quadrant, not an especially important senator in his own right, but a senator nonetheless. Once they are stopped and apprehended, that heightened security will relax. There will be tension and then when it seems to be there no longer they will breathe a sigh of relief and during that breath, we can strike. This may be the best opportunity we’ll ever have to get rid of Rai-dal.”

“You said the word ‘we’ quite a bit, but I’m the one who’ll be doing all of the work. Again I ask, why Rai-dal?”

“Other than the fact that he’s such a recognizable symbol of the Federation, Rai-dal has committed countless additional crimes against Dåi-ority and it is high time he received his justice. It was he that ordered the massacre of NT-5,45,639.”

“I see. I remember hearing about that. Officially, it was a large-scale revolt designed and executed by hardened criminals and mercenaries but I figured that wasn’t the truth. It wasn’t until I became a Policeman that I saw the real photos for myself. I found it hard to believe three-year olds and women could be criminals or mercenaries. Luckily I’m a bounty hunter now. Better hours and pay, too. I accept. The money’s in the right number of digits after all.”    

* * *

Ammon-höta

 Several Weeks Later

Homen Tau and his assistants walked to Rai-dal’s home calmly. Of course the assistants were calm. They didn’t know what was about to happen. Homen on the other hand knew all to well.

The Mehrite had dressed well, much better than usual, to fit his role. His black robes and white collar showed he was in touch with the fashion pulse of the day, though an upper class citizen because he had opted out of the usual coat and pants look that marked the lower classes. The double-edged blade strapped to his right leg rubbed against his thigh slightly but the discomfort was slight. 

The Senator’s home wasn’t really a house. It was a palace. It had been built far outside the boundaries of the urban megalopolises and the white pillars of the front rose out of a grove of trees like colossal white citadels.

Rich bastard.

They were overpaying these guys if they could afford something like this. No wonder the military was getting strapped for funding these days. Of course the Federations wasn’t providing all of the senator’s income as the packages his assistants were holding could attest. Too bad it was taking a cut out of Homen’s five mil.


The Inter-Terrestrial Senate had been postponed for the rest of the say following the failed terrorist attack. “Interrogation” had confirmed that they were part of a Dåi-ori revolutionary organization but that was the only attack planned. Still, the Federation had thought it in bad taste to continue so the senators had been sent back to their private lodgings until the next day. Rai-dal had had his main home built on Ammon-höta so he had decided to get some of his other business done on that day. Homen Tau had been one of the first to make an appointment for the ‘unexpected’ opportunity. Most of the time, people had to wait months to get a chance to meet with Rai-dal, especially within his home. They favors of important men are in high demand after all.


Rumors were the “palace” was a place more secure than most military installations. Nonsense. The senator was a politician if nothing else. He wouldn’t dare body scan some of his more… shall we say sensitive visitors? Besides the matter of dignity and pride, he might find some things he didn’t want to see. No, no. Rai-dal and his security detail would like visitors to believe that scanners are hidden behind every wall but it just wasn’t true. They didn’t exist. Visual recorders either. Considering the types of people that senators saw and the kind of things that went on in their households, that was a liability. The metal detectors were another story. They existed, but just for show. More trouble than they’re worth and someone could easily use an undetectable material. It was manually controlled to go off as an excuse to pat down and strip search anyone that looked suspicious, i.e. Dåi-ori, rough or bitter-looking colonists, etc. Homen, however, obviously won’t have that problem. 


He’d brought no other weapons than his sword on the off chance he was searched, though even that was carefully disguised. The penalty for non-military personnel carrying guns on Ammon-höta was several years in prison and a temporary revocation of personal status after getting out of prison. That didn’t mean people weren’t carrying guns all the time, just that the law-abiding citizens weren’t. A flawed system but crime could never really be stopped unless someone figured out how to stop it while it was still in people’s hearts. It wasn’t nearly so bad as in other places but the murder rate was high, even for a Central Planet.

He arrived at the gates and indeed his name was on the list. He was let right in, of course. Campaign contributions? Certainly, certainly. Come right this way sirs, come right this way. His assistants delivered their credits to proper location and Homen received a smile, a handshake, and some token joking conversation from the Supreme Councilman. Then he moved on to some of his other guests and Homen began to mingle with the others at the party. He could mimic the social graces of many classes and it came into play here. Unfortunately, this was a slightly more formal occasion than the drunken orgies some senators had, but with enough wine, who knew? Homen Tau needed to stay sober anyway so it was all for the best. He sent his assistants home and waited for things to start to wind down. There were less than two dozen people left now. Rai-dal stood up and apologized but he’d been through a lot, you see. 

Of course.

 Not traumatized, but worn out. 

Perfectly understandable under the circumstances. 

Best he get his rest. 

The senator retired to his private room and made it clear he was not to be disturbed. That, of course, was Homen Tau’s opportunity. He began to speak with one of the councilman’s guards. He needed to deliver a message to Rai-dal, one that could only be delivered in person. 

Couldn’t wait, sir? 

Couldn’t wait. Even this late is risking things but wouldn’t want to upset the senator for the whole party. 

Bad news you mean? 

Yes, very bad news, but it must be given to him personally. Pronto. Matters of utmost importance, after all. 

We’ll see what we can do, sir.

Homen waited but knew he’d be allowed up. The guard came back down quickly and told him so. A spiraled stairwell lied between him and his target, humorous considering the owner was such a large, unhealthy man. Homen bounded up the steps easily, his own body familiar to physical exertion. Rai-dal probably had a back way up, automated and certainly not labor intensive. Something might have to be done about that. He came to two very large closed doors and he knocked on them loudly as he called out, “I have a secret message for you, Senator.”

“Quiet!” Rai-dal shouted. Everyone in the room fell silent and left, mostly young women, but all still fully clothed, if a little too bubbly, whether from wine or natural stupidity he couldn’t determine. From where Homen was looking, Rai-dal was definitely not ‘traumatized.’ As the last person shut the door behind herself, Rai-dal began walking to his bathroom. He had more than one private quarters like most rich, but just like the poor, he still needed a place to take care of personal matters.

Homen stood back from the door but from the sound coming from the bathroom, he knew Rai-dal to be relieving himself, if only for a little while.

“So I hear you have a ‘message’ for me. I admit I don’t recognize you, Homen is it?”

“I’m honored you remember my name.”

“Bull crap you are. You’re a businessman. I can tell as much about people when I meet them because I’m such a man myself. Your eyes betray you. Now what’s this message you have for me? I assume that they had to get someone else what with all of this terrorist business today.” 

“Yes, you could say that..”

“Well? What was so dammed important that you had to interrupt me?”

“I think it would be best if you just saw it for yourself.”

He heard Rai-dal beginning to finish up and he walked toward the bathroom.

“While I still remember it, is there another way back down there that won’t take my breath away? That stairway may look nice but whew, I thought I’d have to stop and rest so I could get to the top.” Homen asked.

“Yes, there’s a lift by the balcony on the other side of this room. Of course a man your age should be out doing as much as he can so he doesn’t turn out like me someday,” said the Senator. Homen heard a sound he assumed to be Rai-dal slapping his large gut. 

Homen turned the corner and saw Rai-dal was splashing a little water on his face. He couldn’t see and Homen handed him a towel to dry himself off with.

“Now about that message, Homen,” the senator began.

Homen smiled.

 “Yes. I have a message for you from God.”

The senator finished drying off his face and with puzzled eyes that could finally see clearly, caught a glimpse of his death. Homen reached with his left hand and drew the sword from his right thigh in a fluid motion. Before the man could react, he plunged the sword deep into the senator’s belly. Rai-dal’s eyes went wide with surprise and looked down at the blade, then back at Homen. His mouth began to fill with blood and bile and he coughed but other than that he made no sound. Even the handle sank in after the blade, which came out his back. Homen did not pull the sword out, and the fat closed over it. 

The Mehrite went back to the doors of Rai-dal’s room and checked to make sure no one had seen what had happened or was coming. No one had. He shut the doors and locked them securely.

Homen Tau walked over to the porch and found that again, he was unnoticed. He disabled the lift, but nothing too obvious. Didn’t want anyone coming up from behind. He made his way down the side of the building and began to move quickly toward the spot in the woods his employers guaranteed him a space-worthy vessel was hiding. It’d better be.

* * *


After he’d gone, the servants came in and found the doors of the upper room locked. They said to one another, “Oh, he’s probably relieving himself in the back room,” and they waited until the point of embarrassment. Finally, they called out to him, but when he failed to respond or open the doors, they went and took a key and unlocked them. There they saw their lord fallen to floor, dead. 


While they had waited, the senator’s assassin had gotten away and the killer was never identified although it was reported that a Mehrite was the last to be in the company of Rai-dal. Unfortunately, no one knew the name. Upon investigating the body, they discovered no bullet hole, or energy burn, but a sword inside the senator’s body.   

The sword itself was incredibly well crafted. It was a foot and a half long, double edged and covered in the ancient markings Mehrites had once used on their weapons of old, adding to the theory that a Mehrite was responsible. Obviously humans and Mehrites weren’t on such good terms, people began to say. Maybe they didn’t deserve the privileges and lax security they were given everywhere. Even dogs lie at their master’s feet right before they bare their teeth and bite, after all.

The Dåi-ori smith Homen had contracted to make the sword had had to rush to finish it fast enough for Homen to make it to Ammon-höta on time but it was still high quality and a good counterfeit, all things considered. If anyone investigated it, it would look like it came from the Mehrite homeworld itself. Killing Rai-dal was merely his job. Driving a wedge between the trust of the humans and their greatest allies was a bonus, and Homen’s idea at that. Whether he got paid a bonus or not remained to be seen. 

“Homen Tau,” he said, speaking his own name aloud. He smiled and showed off his sharp canines to his reflection in the glass of his starship. All had gone well, better than well, in fact. Perhaps he could get more contracts from Mr. Hanshi. Perhaps he’d found his calling, and a very well paying one at that. To each his own. 

* * *

Chapter Thirteen: The Golden Silence

WX-956,742,3

Planetoid Cluster Formerly Known as Zebes

“There it is, Ridley.”


The Space Dragon pointed and spoke the words out of habit though no sounds actually came out. The vacuum of space never did lend itself well to verbal conversation. Despite this, the being she was communicating with received the message perfectly. 


“I can see it with my own eyes, Ridley. It feels stupid using these titles in the presence of one another, doesn’t it?” the second Space Dragon replied. 


“To you, perhaps. I’ve grown so accustomed to it myself that ‘Ridley’ might as well be my name by now. How other beings identify us is not an important matter, nor should it be. Our people know one another with or without names; why not let the Alqu’or identify me in a manner and title that pleases them?” 


“Letting buffoons define who I am has never been very high on my list of preferences.”


“If you let someone else define who you are, my dear Ridley, then who is the true buffoon?”

The second Space Dragon hissed in displeasure though not truly upset. He had no response and the silence was now perfect in all ways. They could both see the spacecraft approaching and began summoning the other Space Dragons from across the former planet. The bounty hunter was coming and it would be best if they were all prepared.

* * *


A large group of Space Dragons was gathered on a sizeable chunk of the former planet Zebes. They were in the middle of hundreds of thousands of such chunks of varying sizes and shapes, surrounded in all directions. Some of these masses had domes, some had starships docking, some had beings that could be seen scurrying this way and that on some tedious task, but most were barren. Such was the rock that the Space Dragons were congregating on, presently. It didn’t have a gravity stabilizer on it thus they were forced to hold themselves to it, spread out over its surface in all directions as it spun slowly in relation to the other rocks. A line of sight was not necessary between the Space Dragons, of course. The contrast between light and dark was stark and alien to those used to terrestrial life. Blinding sunlight and pitch darkness an inch apart. Of course to beings as well traveled as Space Dragons, such ambience did not bother them in the slightest. 


“You hatched close to this region, didn’t you Ridley?” one of them ‘said,’ with a voice that could not be received and a mental message that could. 


All the Space Dragons looked at one another and laughed, though again no sound could be heard. They instinctively knew which of them he was referring to but there were twenty-seven such beings with that name. Humor can always be found in the seemingly absurd.


“Yes, I’m originally from this area,” the individual being addressed, responded.


“Then what do the symbols on that ship mean?” asked the first.


“Hmm. Well, it says ‘Devil’s Eye’ in the language of the, Påi-ori I believe it is. It’s been quite some time since I’ve been through this area, though, so I’m not completely certain of that. My memory isn’t what it used to be,” he answered.


“Devil’s Eye? Doesn’t sound too friendly, does it?” a third Space Dragon broke in.


“Did you not listen to your brothers when they told us of this bounty hunter? She is anything but friendly and dangerous as well. Two of them died by her hand,” said a fourth.


“Yes, and a third had to save her,” remarked another.


“Which confirms just how dangerous the Chorizo really are to those who had any remaining doubts,” pointed out the fourth. “Before he died, Ridley was able to mortally wound one of them, but it was only because of the Gî-kkai’s own incompetence. Any skilled Chorizo would never have allowed their battle to get to such a point. In the end, Ridley still died a horrible death on that forsaken planet, alone and in terrible pain.”


They all paused and lowered their heads for a moment.

 
“Somehow I have the feeling we’ll all be dying alone and in terrible pain with the Chorizo coming this way,” someone else commented.


“Which is why we need to convince Aran of the necessities of peace,” another jumped in.


“Which is why we shouldn’t be the ones to try and do the convincing,” a new Space Dragon countered.


“Agreed. Our task is to be nothing more than disarming her. Easy enough, all things considered,” a final Ridley replied.


They saw the Devil’s Eye land a few kilometers in front of them, on a separate planetoid, barren as well. They looked at one another and launched from their perches toward the ship, fanning out and surrounding it. With graceful synchronism, the Space Dragons landed all around the ship, warily.


One of the Ridleys began to shout then realized the futility of it. The other Space Dragons laughed at her. She showed her teeth but laughed as well. She banged on the side of the ship with her tail but there was no response. Ridley shrugged but received no further advice so she climbed atop the ship. She searched for the hatch then found the button that unlocked it. When she found it, the hatch opened up and air began rushing out of the ship, but nothing more. Ridley looked back but the other Ridleys had no advice. She poked her head inside and saw a suit pointing its blaster at her.


“There’s no need for that,” The Space Dragon explained.


A beam of light began to gather from the end of the left arm.

“I said there’s no need for-“

 The beam was suddenly fired directly at Ridley’s head and it struck the Space Dragon on her crest. She reared back in pain, and “fell” off of the ship.


“Are you injured Ridley?” several Space Dragons asked.


She growled and lunged headfirst back toward the opening of the ship. The other Ridleys scrambled and pulled her out and off the ship, dragging her to the surface of the asteroid and holding her there as she struggled against them.


“Stop! Ridley!”


“That bitch shot me in the face!” she roared.       


  Another Space Dragon went and looked at the ship. He cautiously peeked his head over the edge and saw a powered suit, charging up a blast. He pulled his head back just as another blast shot out from the ship. The blast struck a small asteroid, vaporizing it immediately. Ridley stuck his hand in and pulled it out quickly. Another blast erupted. He repeated this several time until he got the pattern down then reached in and pulled the powered suit out of the ship while the blaster was charging up. Just as he’d thought, there was no one inside.


“It’s not Samus Aran. In fact, I don’t even think it’s her suit. What shot Ridley was just an empty powered suit set on an automatic targeting system. Luckily, the suit is damaged. I think I saw another human in the ship however it’s not the correct gender to be the Hunter. ”


“If the suit’s empty, then where’s the bounty hunter?”


One of the Space Dragons suddenly tensed up and looked in the direction of his clan’s base. 


“What is it, Ridley?” one of them asked.


“I know where Samus Aran is.”

* * *


The Space Dragons followed the one who had received his Mother Brain’s message and flew toward one of the larger domes. It was the main base of the Shæ’rnôth tribe and the Space Dragon that had led them there was that tribe’s Ridley.  


“Defense systems detected an intruder of a species not cleared by the computers, but the they were destroyed before a lock or positive identification could be made,” he explained, “several Shæ’rnôth warriors were sent but nothing else was heard of them. Who else could it be but the Hunter?”


They landed and entered without much resistance. A few Geemers wandered across their path, but nothing more than that. As they continued through the labyrinth of technology, there were a few signs of fighting here and there then all at once, they all disappeared. The Ridleys couldn’t figure out where she’d gone. A check with the sentries further down the hall confirmed that she hadn’t come that way and she hadn’t had enough time to get back out the way she’d come. In fact, the only other hallway was… the electrical system. But that was too small, even for an un armored human. No apparent damage directly to the electrical passageways to widen it enough, even if the Hunter was a contortionist.


A voice broke in over the communication system.


“She is using the Maru Mari technique. Her suit has compacted itself into a sphere approximately a meter in diameter and she is most likely navigating the electrical wires to their destination: the Mother Brain’s chamber.”


“So speaketh the Enlightened One,” grumbled a Ridley. 


Some hissed and looked at one another, then all twenty-seven sped toward the Mother Brain’s chamber, prepared to arrive in a foul mood.

* * *


The Space Dragons entered the large chamber from both sides, thereby sealing off the exits major exits. The room was a dull metallic gray with steel plating and various circuits and wires running everywhere. There was supposed to be a defensive grid surrounding the room’s main inhabitant, but it had been destroyed by someone or something. As they looked around, the Ridleys saw the Hunter dressed head to toe in her red and gold cybernetic armor, standing right next to the Mother Brain. The large glass container that had encased the techno-organic creature was shattered, leaving the Mother Brain vulnerable. Samus Aran’s face was hidden behind a jet black visor and out of her helmet a cold metallic voice addressed them with air of superiority even though she was obviously surrounded and outnumbered. 


“Greetings Ridleys. If you would be so kind, I would advise you not to approach me very hastily and to keep your distance, at any rate. You see, there is a malfunctioning electrical outlet on the other side of me that is very unsafe,” her helmet gave a nod in its direction, “and should my grappler beam become entangled with it, I should hate to imagine what might happen if I touched another organism. Electrical currents course right through it; in fact, they are actually amplified by my suit beyond their original voltage. An outlet generating the amount of power I estimate that one to have could have dire consequences. For example, if I should come in to contact with the dearest Mother Brain in such close proximity to me, I should think headcheese is all she would be good for. You would not want that, would you?”


“You wouldn’t be so stupid. Doing that would wound you as well,” a Ridley challenged and took a step forward from behind her. A slight spark from the end of her cannon stopped him in his tracks.


“Perhaps,” she remarked, her cannon still sending a shower of sparks out of the end of it, “but I have known myself to be quite stupid now and again, and is it not said time heals all wounds? If that is not enough incentive for you to take heed, I have fifteen armed power bombs with me and thirty-five more set on a dead-man’s trigger, each one programmed to harm everything but myself. If I am given reason, I will detonate the fifteen and should you kill me, you will be sure to receive the remainder. I would not suggest causing either of these options, as I know your species cannot stand them. Now that I am sure I have your full attention, answer several questions I have. I suggest you tell the truth as I have already scouted much of this area, and I become irritated when my time is wasted with lies. Where are the Metroids and Metroid cell samples being housed?”


“You idiot. You really don’t understand what’s really going on here, do you?”


“You have Metroids and data that you have stolen from Aknor Base on planet ER458 where you slaughtered every soldier to the last man, as you did to the SR388 research team and Ceres Station before it. You have brought them back to what remains of Zebes, the same location that you conducted experiments on the Metroids and attempted to use them to further your plans of galactic conquest, twice. I have been gifted with the ability of pattern recognition, Ridleys. Your actions have become so predictable they are cliché.”


“It may seem that way to you but our objectives are quite different from the Myrnai and Kihunters you came in contact with. If you had the necessary perspective and information-”


“You have not answered me, dragon. If you do not care about your Mother Brain, I urge you to continue not providing me with the proper information.”


“She’s not my Mother Brain but all the same you’d do well to listen to what I have to say. Everything we’ve done and are doing here is for the greater good. We have no interest in fighting with you here and now but I know we can’t possibly convince you otherwise. There is someone here who you might want to talk to, though.”


A large creature, over thirteen feet tall, ducked under the door as it entered the room and several Ridleys moved out its way. It was dressed in a simple brown cloak but as it removed its hood and revealed its face, Samus faltered slightly.


“Welcome to Zebes,” the creature said in its own language.

“Father…” she whispered, almost inaudibly in the same language.


“Hello Hatchling,” responded the Chozo, “I have missed you as well.”


“What are you doing in the company of Pirates?”


“I will explain it all to you, Hatchling, but it would be best if you stopped threatening this Mother Brain and the Space Dragons first.”


“I am no longer your hatchling just as you are no longer my father. It was my mistake to originally refer to you in that way. You are in no position to advise me on matters of life and death. You lost that position eighteen years ago and you will never gain it back.”


“This animosity is unreasonable, Hatchling-”

“Samus Aran.”

“No one here is attempting to kill you but if you continue with these threats, you may very well die.”


“I am not frightened of dying. Any time will do; I do not mind. Why should I be frightened of dying? There is no reason for it, we all must go sometime.”   


“Always the stoic. Who are you trying to convince here, Hatchling?”


“My name is Samus Aran and you should be wary as well. The power bombs in this room are more than capable of harming you as well. Do not think I will compromise my mission out of any sentiments I once had for you.”


“Ah yes, the power bombs.”


He pulled back one of his sleeves slightly, and touched his palm in several places. He stopped, held his open hand up, and beams of light shot out from the tips of his fingers, covering every inch of the room. As the light stopped, he began speaking again.


“The power bombs have been deactivated. Now what will you do? Most of the Ridleys in this room do not care what happens to that Mother Brain, therefore you have no hostage. If it will get you to cease this senseless behavior, I will provide you with the information you require. We have the Metroids, Samus. We do, not the Pirates. The Chozo are experimenting with them and have been for some time. The Space Pirates have gathered here to help us work against the greater threat, a threat even Metroids can assist us against.”


“No… no you cannot be doing this. There is no greater threat than the Metroids. They cannot be bargained with or tamed or controlled. They exist to for the sole purpose of destroying other beings.”


“The same could be said of many species.”


“Most species are not capable of the level of destruction that Metroids are. They have been the undoing of all that have tried to control them. I do not believe in hexes but if they exist, the Metroids bring them along. I do not know why you have cast your lots in with pirates such as these, and I do not care to know. Whatever the reason, it will not stay me from my purpose here,” she said as she aimed her arm at him


“Samus, Samus. We will do whatever we like. Did you genuinely believe we would provide you with that powered suit without taking some precautions first?” He touched his palm several more times and pointed his hand at her. Her suit suddenly went limp and it crumbled to the floor as all of the systems inside the suit powered down.


One of the Space Dragons looked at the bounty hunter, then back at the Chozo.


“What did you say to her?”


“Do not bother feigning ignorance, Dragon. I know you all learned to speak and understand our language long ago, as is one of your species’ gifts. Samus is now held captive within her suit although physically and mentally she remains alert. Êytero Ridley, take her to a Shæ’rnôth ship then transport her to the dome we have prepared for her.”


“And after that?”


“Leave her. I will take care of all matters shortly. The rest of you Ridleys go back to your tribes and keep as much order as possible, even if your Kraids must share in the responsibility. Shæ’rnôth Ridley, see to it your Mother Brain is mended as soon as possible. Time is always imperative, however everything must continue running smoothly to provide us with any hope at all of success.”


Twenty-five of the Space Dragons bowed and left, one of the Space Dragons picked up the bounty hunter, and the last began gathering personnel to repair the Mother Brain. The Chozo stood for a moment, looking at the monstrosity before him. The Mother Brain’s veiny “body” bulged and strained itself to reassert its telepathic link with it tribe. Repulsive. He was sickened by it, everything about it and everything it stood for, but such were the sacrifices that came from choosing lesser evils. Such were the times they lived in. He sighed, then put his hood back on and left the chamber as well.  

* * *


Ridley carried the Hunter to the ship that was prepared for her, a stripped down vessel that was characteristic of the Shæ’rnôth. They had nothing of the sense of craftsmanship or pride that the Êytero had. Pity. With all systems inside the suit shut down, it would be best not take her directly through the vacuum of space. Humans were such frail creatures. The vessel was far too small for him to fit inside so he placed Aran within the ship and waited as a Shæ’rnôth came and set the coordinates for him. As the Space Dragon escorted the ship on its flight path it neared its destination, and a shining dome distinctly marked an otherwise barren and indistinguishable hunk of rock came into view. Soon they reached it and he took the Hunter out of the ship and placed her within the dome made especially for her. It was large for private quarters, filled with both the necessities and luxuries the Chozo were accustomed to giving themselves… and their favorite pets such as this one. The Hunter was a terrible reality that had killed many Space Pirates, though not of his tribe. Given the ability, she would surely kill many more. He did not believe it was in their interests to befriend her but his Mother Brain told him it was all for the best, just as aligning with the Chozo was for the best. He had to trust the Mother, for if he couldn’t do that, who could he trust? 


“Is everything satisfactory in there?” the Ridley asked her, as he was leaving.


“As soon as I am able, I will hunt you down and force you to swallow your own teeth. Once this takes place, I will be much closer to being satisfactory,” she answered, this time in her own voice. He snorted to suppress a laugh but left her quickly. He didn’t want to have to suffer the company of the Chozo, after all.

* * *

Chapter Fourteen: Devils, Devils, Everywhere

WX-956,742,3

Planetoid Cluster Formerly Known as Zebes

Dome of the Hunter


Like an ancient cult of druids, the group of Chozo entered the chamber, shuffling forward slowly in nothing more than simple cloth robes, the talons on their feet tapping the floor softly, a faint remainder of the predatory nature they were born into, yet ignored and kept hidden. Though the bounty hunter’s former father was leading them, the Chozo considered themselves equals and there were no distinguishing qualities about how they adorned themselves or how they thought of themselves, at least in theory. However, as everyone knows, we are not all created equal, and each has gifts and talents that cause undeniable inequalities, one better than another at this, worse at that, able to accomplish this but unable to accomplish that. That the Chozo try to ignore this common knowledge, says something important about them, does it not?


They approached the chair the bounty hunter was in and found her lying limply across her chair, even now. They all removed their hoods from their faces but it was only her father who spoke.


“Greetings Hatchling. I apologize that we were forced to meet again under such circumstances however I admit I am glad that I am able to see you after so long,” began the Chozo scholar in a language as smooth and elegant as the speaker himself. “Times and circumstances are dire everywhere. The Chorizo are coming, Hatchling. All of them, from every corner of this galaxy and any other. We believe them to have a relatively small population nevertheless even one thousand would be more than enough to destroy this ‘Galactic Federation.’ Your personal experiences with them on planet Tüm and Zeta Platform let you know that well enough. The truth of the matter is that we have no idea about the upper limits of their abilities and technologies only that their lowest far exceeds anything the Federation is currently capable of dealing with. The Space Pirate clans have been ravaged by nothing more than scouting squadrons of Chorizo. A group of four such warriors destroyed the Vortrini Pirate clan’s leadership and took control. They killed the Vortrini’s Mother Brain and Kraid and forced the Ridley to become their subservient pawn. The Space Pirates were nothing more than puppets on Tüm, do you understand? Four Chorizo wielded the power of an entire race as well as any puppet master possibly could. 


“Other Pirate clans have suffered, though their hierarchies have remained intact. We have summoned them here to regroup and regain their strength, for the time being. Yet, even in the weakened state they are in now, the thirty Space Pirate clans in this coalition could easily wipe out the Galactic Federation. It would not matter much if they did. The end result would be the same; the only difference would be that the Chorizo would have different target to destroy.  


“The state of affairs seems hopeless but it need not be so. Separately the Space Pirates and Galactic Federation are no match for our former brethren. If they stand without one another, they will fall as surely as the planets turn and the stars burn. But should they stand together, there is indeed a prospect of success, no matter how small. The Space Pirates bring their mastery of genetics and cybernetic technology as well as their great brute strength. The Galactic Federation brings its superior technological firepower, mass-production abilities, and its already large, standing military. We will do what we can to assist with both of these. Our own numbers are few however we can improve efficiency and share our own technology where it will help. The Metroids we procured from planet Tüm can be used as valuable weapons as well. Their abilities are a doubled-edged sword but with our help, they can be controlled. Working together is they key to everything, for if we do not if, everything will fail. We need you with us as well. You have great celebrity and influence with the Federation. Though you may be as infamous as you are famous, we know you to be greatly respected by all and you will be listened to. Once the Federation discovers just how dangerous the invading force is, they will surely join us,” he concluded.


“You have made pacts with devils and yet you have no idea what you have done,” a voice came from within the suit as she finally responded, “Chorizo or no Chorizo, your compromises will end badly. In a moment of carelessness or bad luck Metroids will get out of control and be unleashed upon the galaxy as a threat once again. The Space Pirates will go along with you until it serves their best interests not to. They cannot be trusted to do anything but evil; it is their nature. There are better ways to save the Federation than conspiring with such creatures, if indeed the Federation even deserves saving.”


“Can you honestly believe that? Can you sincerely believe that we did not exhaust every other possible option before coming to this one?” he asked, incredulously, spreading his arms open wide as if pointing out each individual rock that was once an entire planet, “Do not presume to think that your parents were the only ones who were lost to Space Pirates. Zebes was our planet for thousands of years at the time the Space Pirates arrived. We lost everything and everyone that did not escape with us. Do you think we are so blind that we do not know what Space Pirates are capable of? We know all to well. However, we also know what the Chorizo can and will do once they arrive and we know it to be far worse. Allying ourselves with the Space Pirates has not been something we have enjoyed however it has been necessary if we wish to save lives. Our predecessors stood by and watched tragedies happen and yet they did nothing to stop them. We have chosen not make the same mistakes.”


“No, it appears you have chosen to make new ones…” she muttered before continuing. “I will not be a part of something so ill thought out that will cost the lives of so many, no matter what role I might play.”


“We have spent more time thinking about our decision than you could possibly imagine. If you do not aid us, deaths will be on your hands,” another Chozo warned.


“You have obviously let hope cloud your reason. I do not much care if death will be on my hands. It has been there for years and will be there no matter what I do from this point onward. Do you think my conscience has the ability to care about who lives and dies anymore? It long ago shattered under such weight!” she shouted with such ferocity that even the most somber of the Chozo were taken aback. She took the opportunity to press on with her attack. “Tell me, what possible benefit deciding the fate of others gives me? What would I possibly gain from become the Space Pirate’s whore and the Chozo’s lap dog? I may be a mercenary, and I may very well have done unspeakable things in the name of money, but no amount of money could make me work with those creatures. You will have to do better than that. You will have to do much better than that.”


“What would you have us do, Hatchling?” her father asked.


“I would have you turn back time and I would have you bring my parents back to life. Perhaps you can do one of these things? Either will do.”


“Both of those things are impossible; you know that.”


“Yes they are. Until you know have the experience or ability to make the impossible, possible, my answer will remain the same.”


They stared at one another in silence as a minute went by. Then another. Then another.  The bounty hunter’s determination was unwavering and inflexible and the Chozo realized that for the time being, they could not change her mind. Almost lazily, they turned and walked back out of the room, but her father remained behind. When they were alone he began speaking to her again.


“What has happened to you, Hatchling? Where is the young creature that cried when she saw the pain of others, and would bend down to move insects out of her path? The young creature that would laugh out loud and not know why, only because she was happy. Where is the Hatchling that scrunched up her face when her father said something she did not understand and came running into my arms when she was afraid?”


“That young creature was taught to cause pain in others in the most efficient way possible and kill any species that came across her path. That young creature learned that life is only funny when you are laughing at it, and that those who are happy are merely ignorant. That Hatchling gained a new understanding of the universe and learned that there is nothing in this life worth being afraid. That Hatchling grew up to be the Raging Devil she was trained to be.” 


“We trained you to protect life. We knew that to do that many times you would be forced to kill, but it was always to preserve life.”


“You gave me skills that have stayed true and meaningless talk that I have long since discovered to ring hollow. I do not bring life; I bring death. Those who stay near me long enough will almost surely discover this as they die prematurely. I have lost the few people I would venture to call comrades, gone only because they were associated to me. Perhaps you have seen the Policeman floating in my re-generation tank? He saved my life on more than one occasion and yet I am unable to repay the debt I owe him, unless I manage to find some way to raise his corpse from the grave. I should be dead now, instead he is, and I sit here with the small wounds that are constant reminders of my failures.”


“You were not at fault…”


“I am the best there is. If I cannot even take care of myself, what good am I!? What good am I to the Chozo, what good am I to the Federation or its citizens, and what good am I to myself?”


Silence came again but this time it was Samus who broke it first.


“It appears you failed in convincing me by yourself as well. Why not leave and follow the others?” she taunted.


“This discussion is not over,” he said sternly as he began to walk away.


Her laughter followed him out of her dome and into the adjacent corridor.


“Ha ha ha ha. What a good substitute father you have always made.”

* * *


Even after they had all left, Samus found she was still confined in her suit. Strong as she was, she couldn’t even budge the suit in any direction. For once, she found herself unable to appreciate the quality of Chozo craftsmanship. Every single joint was locked up but at least she was in a semi-comfortable position. Still, she praised all that was holy for the painkillers still flowing through her veins and blocking out the pain of her back and still healing arm. She had shot up just before leaving her ship but they would probably run out within the day. She had nothing else to do but think and mull over the previous conversation, so she did just that.

The Chozo were right, in their way. If indeed the Chorizo were coming, they were going to destroy everything and everyone they possibly could. Compared to that, her parent’s deaths were little more than a petty grievance to hold against the Pirates. Logic and facts told her that but it wasn’t right at all. Numbers weren’t always the answer to everything and statistics never tell the whole story. It wasn’t so much what the Space Pirates had done or could do, it was what they represented. For almost all of her life she had held them up as the ultimate standard of evil and it would be difficult for that to change. Some times, she could still hear her mother’s screams in the silence… Though the Chorizo seemed to have a much larger capacity to do more evil, it didn’t necessarily mean they were more evil. The pirates served no valuable purpose, yet in the here and now they were devils she knew. Devils, devils everywhere…


She laughed aloud. “Samus Aran” was a devil, albeit a raging one. That the Chozo would even consider coming to her showed the depths of their desperation. But what could she do? She had refused them and that was answer they would never accept, not from her. They had never accepted “no” as an answer from her. Her refusal had stalled them and put her in a slightly better bargaining position, but little else. Weighing the lives of so many was not something any mortal creature should do, yet the Chozo seemed to think that their sole reason for existence was to make such decisions. One would have though the destruction of their planet and the near extinction of their species would have corrected such thinking and knocked them down a peg or two but apparently, the Chozo were incapable of change.


Her hand would be forced into their service, one way or another. It would be best to agree now and get as much out of it as possible. The cause was worthy, but the means were still unacceptable. She would be making pacts with devils but she would know what she was doing and accept what it might cost her The Space Pirates would betray them, somewhere, somehow. If indeed she cast her lots with the pirates she would need to know when that treachery would be coming and be prepared for it. She would need to watch them closely but she would not be allowed to do that as long as they knew she hated them. She would have to make it seem as if working with them was a large and unpleasant concession, but needed. All true, but not killing every pirate that crossed her path would be quite difficult. Habits were always tough to break. Subtlety had never been a virtue she possessed, but perhaps she could rise to the occasion now. She found herself thinking back to Valadhi’s last words. As he had pointed out, her definition of subtle wasn’t the same as most other people.


She heard someone or something approaching her but she was trapped within her suit, helpless. She could tell by the footsteps that it wasn’t a Chozo, but what it was exactly, she didn’t know. Due to the shape of the dome and the echoes, she found it difficult to tell the location of the intruder by just the noise.


“Hunter, you say it is the Pirates who will betray you, but in truth it is the Chozo,” came a voice from behind her.


“Who are you and what do you want?”


“I am a but a mere messenger of the Sag’hîr Pirate Clan. My Mother Brain wishes to inform you that the Chozo do indeed have the technology to bring the dead back to life.”


“How do you know this?”


“The feelings of distrust don’t exactly go one way. We have kept our eyes on the Chozo, as well. For all of your obvious hate, we would not be opposed to bringing this ‘Rone Leah’ back to you.”


“It is not a matter of bringing him back to me. I hate being indebted to anyone, and this will clear me of that debt. I live my life owing no one anything.” 


“As you say, Hunter. But the fact remains that the Chozo are lying to you, or at the very least omitting the truth. They actually have the ‘ability to make the impossible, possible’ as you put it. There were many opportune times at which they could have informed of this fact, yet they chose not to.”

“Exactly what are you trying to say, Pirate?”

“Nothing, nothing. The facts speak for themselves. But maybe we were jumping to conclusions when we decided that they were deliberately deceiving you. Perhaps they are waiting to tell of you this later for a better bargaining position. When they come back in, just see for yourself and I’m sure you will see who you can really trust.”


She heard the footsteps begin to walk away and get increasingly faint until she knew she alone once again.


“Damn it, damn it all...”

* * *


A great deal of time passed before the Chozo re-entered the room. The exact time she did not know as she had fallen asleep at some point. As she had re-awakened, the painkillers in her system had already begun to wear out, and the pain in her back and arm came at her hard and fast as if some sadist was driving needles into her. Painkillers: another thing to add to the list of her terms.


“Have you re-considered, Samus?” a Chozo, not her father, asked.


“At the present terms, of course not. I believe that suit upgrade is required. I wish for my current suit to be repaired and all improvements that can be made to it, to be made.”


“That is fine.”


“Next, when all of these matters are concluded, I wish to be given territory of my own choice which I will have total dominion over.”


“We cannot guarantee you that, however we do swear on our honor that we will do everything in our power to make it so.” 


“I also need to be in control of any joint military that is formed and notified of any and all decisions regarding more than one Space Pirate clan or involving the Federation in any way. If I am as crucial as you say I am, I wish to be treated as such.”


“That we will not do-”


“Wrong. That you will do for if you do not, then I walk. My demands are not unreasonable, however informing me of my valuability was a mistake many seem to make when they try to flatter me into an agreement. In addition to the previous terms, I need painkillers as quickly as possible. Lastly, I wish for you to take the Space Policeman from my ship and-”

“We have already told you we will not bring anyone back to life,” a nondescript Chozo cut in, surprising her.

“Will not?” she asked as an eyebrow under her helmet was slowly raised. “I was merely going to ask for a proper burial however your choice of words betrays you. You ‘cannot’ guarantee me of the future yet you said you ‘will not’ give me command of this coalition. One is what you are unable to do, the other what you are able to do, but unwilling. If indeed you have the ability to re-animate the dead, why did you not tell me of this before?”

“…”

“I see. For all of this talk about saving lives, you refuse to do it yourself.”

“We will neither confirm nor deny whether we have to ability to breathe life back into the dead, for it does not matter. There is an order to the nature of the universe and upsetting that nature can only lead to bad things. It was your comrade’s fate to die when he did. Undoing that will only cause harm. I know you humans are often ruled by your hormones-”

“This is not a matter of sex or love. It is a matter of honor.”

“There is no denying the inherent weaknesses of your species. We have studied humans for quite some time. The other terms we accept,” he continued, “but not the last. If you still require more time to think, then we shall grant you it.” 

They turned, and as they left, and suddenly she felt her suit able to move again. She jumped up immediately and fired a blast at them in anger. They did not even pause to look back and as the last Chozo made it through the door, it shut and the blast struck the door without causing any damage. She ripped off her helmet and threw it across the large room. She yelled curse in multiple languages at the top of her lungs until she was out of breath and she sunk to her knees, exhaustedly. She reached into one of her suit’s pouches opened the canteen of wine she’d saved for a special occasion. She opened it, but before she guzzled the canteen, she spoke a toast aloud.

“Here is to you, Father.”

* * *

Samus sat in the dark, draped across her chair, staring at the top of the dome and the few stars that appeared overhead. She was in her suit, but her helmet was still off, lying on the ground. Her anger toward the Chozo was being dulled by the alcohol as well as her fatigue. Such was the way of the Chozo. Egotisticality and cowardice. They still thought they had special rules that applied to them and no one else. Thought that they had the authority to decide who lived and who died, who was worth dying for and who should be forgotten, who should be the enemy and who should befriend whom.


And they had chosen the Space Pirates, all thirty clans, even the three without leaders. The Myrnai were almost all dead by now, and the Kihunters had much the same fate ahead of them, as did the Vortrini. Samus almost smiled at the thought of that. At one time her goal in life had been to kill every Space Pirate in the galaxy. Of course she had also thought that only a few hundred million existed. A high goal but one she had almost reached with the destruction of Zebes. Mopping up of the other outposts was all that she thought she had left. Now to find out there were likely hundreds of billions… Heh, well she’d have to get started soon if she wanted to get them all.


She heard something skitter near her and aimed her gun arm on it immediately. She activated the flashlight on the end of the barrel and the light revealed a short green creature with two large eyes that blinked and then swiveled back and forth on their stalks trying to find an area out of the light. 

A Zeela. 

Harmless. 

Samus fired and watched as its body burst apart and disappeared. A greasy stain on the floor smoked for a moment then stopped. This time she did smile.


“Now that wasn’t very nice, was it Hunter?” came a voice from somewhere in the shadows.


She addressed him calmly, albeit with distaste.

“The only reason you are still alive is because your footsteps were loud enough to wake the dead, making it painfully clear you are no warrior and no threat.”

A Space Pirate stepped out of the shadows and bowed before her. It had a humanoid appearance different from the other Space Pirates she had come into contact with, but it was undeniably of the same vein as the others.


“It is true; I am but a mere messenger, Hunter.”

“Yet not the same as before. Your walking patterns were not the same.”

“True, however we were aware of the Sag’hîr messenger who came to you before and we agree with him wholeheartedly.”

 “What do you want of me, pirate?”


“We couldn’t help but overhear your… difference of opinion with the Chozo about the deceased human male. The Chozo are thoughtless, irrational creatures at times. Their code of honor is baffling. At least with the Chorizo you knew where they stood but with these-”


“That is more than enough, pirate. Say something of value and leave me alone lest my patience wane and my trigger finger begin to itch.”


“We agree with you, Hunter,” he said hurriedly, though he attempted to hide it. “My how much more confidence you have when your suit is functioning…” he murmured inaudibly before continuing. “Debts should be paid whenever possible and the Policeman is an accomplished fighter, anyway. It makes sense to bring him back into the world of the living. The Chozo may be too timid to act and do what’s right but we are not. If you wish it, we could revive the human… as a favor to you, of course, Hunter.”


Samus looked at the pirate, as if trying to judge his thoughts.


“What do you gain from this?”


“Why nothing other than a chance to better our relationship, Hunter.”


She stared at him and his yellow eyes blinked. She began charging up her blaster.


“Lies.”


“Perhaps, perhaps not…” he replied, calmer than she would have thought, “but I ask you, as long as our goals are the same, what does the motivation matter?”   


“There is some treachery in this, of that I am sure. I merely do not know wherein it lies.” She thought for a moment. “Will I ever called upon to return this favor?”


“Of course not. You’re already saving our race.”


“I am being called on to save you; there is a difference. I know your kind, pirate. There is always a catch. What is the catch in this?”


“Only one: we have the right to do whatever is in our power to bring him back to life. As you know, he’s been dead for some time. There may be complications that can only be corrected through gene therapy or cybernetic augmentation.”


“You plan on making a monster is what you mean.” 


“We plan on doing what is necessary. A nice benefit would be improving the human but that isn’t our goal. We have more than enough of our own Alqu’or warriors better suited and better able for ‘turning into monsters.’”


“Fine. You have my blessing. Do what you must to bring Rone back to life.”


“As you wish, Hunter. As you wish.” 

* * *


She was making a deal with the very devils she despised. An agreement, Diablo to Diablo. She knew what she was getting herself into and she knew she would have no one else to blame but herself when everything went wrong. Devils, devils everywhere, but not a good choice to make…

* * *

Chapter Fifteen: Sins and Duty


Prisons are not places of reform. They exist to confine and punish, but not reform. Politicians and enforcers of law must say that they do to put the hearts and minds of citizens at ease but reform is an impossible goal, lovely to the ear but nothing more. There are far too many lawbreakers that cannot be reformed, whether by reasons of chemical imbalance, mental illness, or simple lack of conscience. Some things simply cannot be corrected no matter what label their “disorder” is given or how their “confinement” is referred to. This inability to reform is made worse by the high concentration of… well, one shouldn’t go as far as to say “evil” however the knowledge, desire, and capacity to do crime can be found at no greater a place than prisons. Those sent to penal facilities inexperienced with only minor crimes on their records leave much more dangerous than they ever were when they entered, assuming they are able to leave at all.


The concept of prisons as placed of reform is inherently flawed, however it serves its secondary purpose of easing the consciences of those not involved so that they may say to themselves, “We are helping these poor, misguided people so that they can become valued members of society.” Reformatories can do nothing but fail and histories have proven this. Perhaps if the behavior was cut short before “reformatories” were needed they could be successful, but most likely they would still fail.


Prisons that do not hide their true purpose, on the other hand, are quite successful. They remove dangerous persons from the populace and warn others of the fate that awaits them. They gather and concentrate dissidents so that they can be controlled, even if they cannot be killed at the time. The results are the same, but the goals are not.


Within the Galactic Federation, they have opted for the former. Thousands of government “reformatories” are located in the East Quadrant, far from the eyes and far off the consciences of the citizens. Some are divided by race, others class, and still other by occupation. They are usually placed on otherwise barren planets, inhospitable for any other use. Escape from within is impossible. 


Whatever they are called and whatever their supposed purposes, penal units are not happy places any means and those sent there would almost always like to be elsewhere. Nothing like a good ol’ fashioned prison break, right?
Reformatory Unit EX-95,265,154

Three Weeks Later

The Mehrite showed his identification and papers to the human guard. He smiled trustingly, revealing his sharp white canines. His pupils shrunk the mere pinpricks in the presence of such bright light but he didn’t appear to be uncomfortable.


“I trust everything is in order?” he asked the guard. The man checking the items looked up briefly and didn’t return the smile. The Mehrite tapped his foot with impatience but his face retained its convivial expression. A minute went by. Then another. A bit of irritation slipped through the face’s mask before it was buried under a mountain of civility once again.


“I’m sorry, sir, is there a problem?” the Mehrite asked politely.


The guard looked up as if having some internal debate. Apparently, one side finally won the battle for he sighed and, at last, responded.


“Alright, I guess you’re good to go. We received orders to check all strange Mehrites extra careful after that thing with Senator Rai-dal. Everything looked fine but there’s nothing stranger than a Mehrite coming to a human prison way out in the East Quadrant.”


“Ha ha,” the Mehrite laughed, “ yes, well the psychiatrist is a friend of mine and he doesn’t get much time away from this place so I figured I would come to him instead.”


“That’s really great,” the guard replied with obvious indifference. “Just go on in. Take a right at B hall and keep going ‘til you get to U hall. Take a left. His office is the third door on the left side, number 202. We’ll notify him of your arrival so he should be ready for you.”


The Mehrite nodded, took his papers back and proceeded through the now open doors. He waited until he was a safe distance away before he spoke again.


“Prick.”  


Homen Tau took a few wrong turns and made sure to ask for directions at least twice, playing his part up to those who were sure to be watching. He’d memorized the layout before coming in but acting was an important part of the job. He finally made it to the proper office and knocked on the door. The human inside opened the door and greeted him with a handshake and some typical conversation. While he spoke, Homen mouthed the words “Where is a safe place to talk?” As Homen made the same type of conversation back, the human mouthed, “My office is fine, but the halls are not.”


The human invited Homen into the office and the Mehrite sat down across from him in one of the comfortable chairs in front of the human’s desk. Homen reclined and found the chair to feel quite pleasant. The human shut the door behind them and sat down behind the desk.


“It’s good to see you, Homen. It’s been quite a while.”


“Not long enough, Atticus. Do you have the ‘information’ we talked about over the Lattice?”


“There’s no need to speak in cryptic terms here. We’re totally unmonitored; I get special privileges within this office, even if they often cut both ways. But to answer your question, yes, I recorded the sessions of some of the inmates.”


“And?”


“I’ve got a few I could show you, though I could only manage to smuggle audio recorders through the security,” apologized Atticus, “They’re very serious about that kind of stuff here.”


“Yes, I noticed. Go ahead and just give me what you got.”


The human selected a physical file with papers, pictures, and notes and handed it to the Mehrite. Atticus instructed him to turn to the first page where Homen saw the picture of a human with an unkempt beard and shaggy hair staring back at him. Apparently, the man didn’t care much for his own hygiene. He studied the picture more closely. The man’s eyes seemed almost totally hidden under his brow but there was something haunting about them. Perhaps there was a reason for his disheveled appearance… Homen looked at the crime and sentence. Murder of an officer. Life. Hmm.

Atticus pulled out small circular device, flat, and about as large as a fingernail. He tapped it and sat it on the desk.  


“This is inmate CLE-325,” the human began, “He was a former pilot in the Cosmic Navy for thirteen years, running evacuation/retrieval missions. A spotless record early in his career but he began to deteriorate emotionally and about five years ago he killed a Federation officer in cold blood on a Federation ship. Both are crimes against the military and the state. The wheels of justice turn slowly but eventually he was dishonorably discharged and arrived here three years ago serving a life term. High I.Q., quick reflexes, and as I said, until he killed that officer he was completely clean. ”


“Sounds exactly like what I’m looking for. A human that’s smart, capable, and motivated to hate the Federation.”


“Perhaps, but you should hear this before coming to any conclusion.”


They both became quiet and the device began to play. As he had warned, there was only audio, but it came out clearly enough.


“Hello Dr. Atticus.”


“Hello, Charles. How’s your day been?”


“Same as it always is. Monotonously frightening.”


“I know that in a place such as this you’re often forced to go through the same events day after day and each one seems to be identical. Life seems to be a schedule and nothing else. Many people have that feeling, but this is a prison, so it is even more pronounced. You’ll need to find the differences if you want to improve your mental health.”


“I know that, doctor.”


“But knowing and doing are two different things, isn’t that right?”


“Yeah.”


“Have you received any communication from your family?”


“My wife just had her second child with Steve.”


“She isn’t your wife any longer, Charles. She left you before you were even sentenced.”


“I never signed any divorce papers.”


“You’re a convicted felon. You don’t have to.” 


Homen growled impatiently and interrupted the tape.


“Skip this crap. I need to know why they’re in here, in their own words.”


The human shrugged and skipped the tape forward. 

 
“What did you dream about last night, Charles?”

“In my dream I’m-I’m piloting my ship again. I’ve, uh, I’ve just received orders to go… retrieve what’s left of a corps of Mechanized Infantrymen. I look out the front window of my ship and I see… uh… I see the planet I’m supposed to go to. Even from space, the thing looks like… the thing looks like it’s burning. I- I know something’s not right but I ignore it and go to land anyway. I’ve got a job to do. People are counting on me.  I always go in in the worst situations and get out as many people as I can. It’s what I’m paid to do. The situation’s always bad, every time. This is no different, I tell myself. This is just another mission. So I go through the atmosphere and eventually land in what’s left of a forest, the fire in this section has long since moved on and only a few smoldering embers glow now. Off to every horizon, smoke … smoke surrounds me. I, uh, check my ECs – exterior cameras- and I don’t see anyone. For a second I wonder if I’m in the wrong spot but I-I check my coordinates and I’m where I’m supposed to be, I know I am. 


“Suddenly I hear this… uh, this roar that seems to comes from something terrible, something powerful. It’s not the roar of the flames or of anything I can clearly recognize or identify, even now when I’m awake. I feel my ship shake and-and in my seat I do to, whether from the force or from fear, I don’t really know. I check my ECs again to see if I can see what it was that made that sound but all I see is smoke, an-an endless barrier of smoke. Then something starts to come out of it. A flood of-of powered suits just coming straight at my ship- some running smoothly but most just limping or barely crawling along. They look like they’re in such horrible shape; I’m surprised some of them can move at all. A few have some suitless bodies slung over a soldier or held under the crook of an arm but that’s all they are is bodies. The smoke or temperature did them in a long, long time ago. As they get close, enough I open the large doors in the back so they can get in. As soon as the door cracks open I can feel the…the heat, the sweltering heat just pour in, even to the pilot compartment. I can smell sulfur and ash and… and I don’t know what else. A few moments later they begin piling in and they scream at me to ‘Go, go! In the name of God just get the f--- out of here! I-I check my EC again and I see why. The flood of Infantrymen is still coming but behind them is a… a writhing mass of …darkness that stretches out to the horizon. I can’t make out individual beings at all, just a wall of black. I mean, I know that there must be separate entities within that, but I just… I just see limbs, claws, teeth, and hair. I just see pure evil. It moves in waves, and the creatures that make up the wall are falling over one another in their eagerness. I can feel this blood lust that seems to radiate from them. The Infantrymen at the back begin to go down. No one stops to help them or pull them up, everyone that can just keeps running. None of them even try to help… The one’s that get caught just go under the Darkness, occasionally they’ll be seen rising to the top as they get ripped out of their suits or as what’s left of a body part gets tossed through the air. None of the things stop, they just move forward butchering everything in their way with a single-minded purpose and desire. They move so fast…


“I check my weight limit and I know I can still fit more in but-but I start the process to take off anyway. My hands are shaking but I manage to work the controls anyway. My EC shows the Darkness one hundred meters away and closing fast but I resist the urge to leave just yet. I tell myself I can fit a few men more on. I tell my courage that I just need a few seconds more. I don’t understand how so many creatures could move that fast at once… It’s impossible… I hold my ship hovering a little off the ground and take in a few more – just a few more - Infantrymen as they dive into the ship. The Darkness gets within thirty meters and I pull up a little more, low enough for a powered suit, or anything agile, to get to. The Darkness gets within ten meters and I can see their mouths open wide and I can see the bits of flesh still hanging onto their teeth and the blood on their claws. I see their eyes for the first time and they’re totally devoid of emotion or-or anything at all. I hit the thrusters under my ship and I climb into the air quickly. My EC’s capture the expressions on the faces of the Infantrymen still on the ground and I can’t take my eyes off my monitors as they too are overtaken by the darkness and torn to pieces. Somehow, I hear their screams of agony above the din of the ship and it’s in my ears and it won’t go away. The ship heats up and gets tossed back and forth as we climb through the… through the atmosphere. A few Infantrymen have managed to hang on to the side door of the ship and as we begin to head out of the atmosphere, I’m forced to close it. They fall, screaming, weeping, back down to the surface. 

“I turn the monitors off and set a course for the Gamma-ship to dock. I close my eyes and I try to whisper a plea to God but I fail... I don’t know what I could possibly have to say. I bury my face in my hands and begin to cry. The dream ends.”

“That seems quite vivid for a dream, Charles. Perhaps you are confusing that with a memory or perhaps it’s your daytime imagination. I don’t mean to question your integrity, but most of us don’t remember the details of the dream we had last night so clearly.”

“Yeah, well most of us don’t have the same goddamn dream every night for six months either you f---er. Just another part of my schedule.”

Atticus stopped the audio and said nothing. Homen Tau sat there lazily stroking his chin for moment before he spoke.

“So, was that really a dream of his, or a memory?”

“He doesn’t know,” Atticus replied. “He said he doesn’t remember anything exactly like that, even though he was forced to leave people on the ground regularly. He’s confused about whether it’s a memory, a composite of different memories, or a vision of the future. It’s my professional opinion that it’s his past guilt coming back on him in the form of a dream. It’s possible he’s just blowing smoke up my ass but I’d like to think I’m good enough to know sincerity when I hear it. As I said, what his ‘dream’ is and whether it’s real or not doesn’t really matter. It feels real to Charles so it is real.”

“And you think because of this he won’t work for us?” Homen questioned tersely.

“Listen to a little more from another session.”


He tapped the device again and it was the inmate’s voice that came out.

“I always leave someone on the ground when I go on an evac… always. It’s just how things are, just how things have to be. If everyone could make it out okay, they would call someone else because that’s someone else’s job. Whoever needs me is in serious trouble, or I wouldn’t be called to pick them up. I get there a second or two late and everyone is dead. I stay one… instant longer than I should, and everyone dies. There’s a balance you need to be able to judge to save as many people as possible. I know – up here in my head- that I always wait until the last second before I leave but in here – in my heart- I’m… not so sure. I ask those ‘what ifs’ constantly. What if… what if I had slowed down and let one more guy on? What if I had I had spent that heart beat leaving the doors open instead of lifting off? What if in that crucial moment I could have picked him up and his family could have had their dad back alive instead of a note saying they couldn’t even retrieve the body?  Would he… tell his family of that pilot that saved his life or does his wife curse me every night for not doing it? What if I was better at doing my job? What if they had sent someone else? What if, what if, what if… Men aren’t meant to make decisions like that on a daily basis, decide who lives and who dies. We break down. We just can’t take that kind of pressure. We just can’t… -snff hrrruh-”

Homen’s face suddenly gained a look of confusion.

“Wait,” he ordered the human, “stop it for a moment.”

The man did so and looked back to the Mehrite.

“What in the hell was that sound at the end?” Homen asked. 

“That was Charles sniffling as he was beginning to cry. His eyes were starting to water and his nose was running but he caught himself before he truly showed any of his feelings. That’s another of his many problems. But moving on…”

The audio began again.

“My superior officer told me that I wasn’t ‘meeting quota.’ He said I was leaving too many behind on a regular basis. Looking back now, maybe he was right. Maybe I’d lost the ability to judge what was safe and what wasn’t. Maybe I had already gone over the edge. But back then, he was trying to tell me what was going on down in the real world, telling me he knew more about war through statistics then I did right in the damn middle of it. He… It doesn’t matter. For whatever reason I lost it. I blacked out and the next thing I remember I was standing over the body of the officer, looking and what was left of the head I’d bashed into the floor. Blood was all over me, all over everything. I didn’t even try to get away. All those ‘what ifs’ had just been answered. I’d never directly killed anyone before, just indirectly. But that was enough. I sat down a few feet away from the body and just waited for whoever would show up to show up. I pleaded guilty at my trial and was sentence to be ‘reformed’ for the rest of my life.”

The audio stopped.

“So you’re saying he’s not fit to become a pilot again?” Homen asked.

“Listen to his verb tenses. They’re all present progressive. Not ‘who need-ed me’ but ‘who need-s me.’ Not ‘when I pilot-ed’ but ‘when I pilot.’ He never stopped being a pilot. Emotionally he hasn’t dealt with his problems which means at any moment he could lose it. He’s not stable. He has all the necessary skills but he’s a gamble, and I don’t believe he’s a necessary one. Besides, there are much more suitable candidates for what you’re planning.” 

“That’s my choice to make, and right now I’m quite the beggar. Of course if I had known that all you do is sit around asking simple questions, not even responding or doing actual therapy for a living, I would have taken a job like this a long time ago.” 

 
The man made no response but just tapped the device and they began listening to the next man. 


“This is inmate BNE-852,” Atticus explained as he handed over another file and talked over the first part of his previous conversation, “he was convicted of murder of a civilian. His story is far different from the official source, but it’s probably more reliable. It doesn’t really matter what happened, and as you’ll listen you understand why.”


Homen quickly glanced down at the picture and saw a young man, hair close cropped, body healthy but lean. Other than the sardonic expression on his face, he seemed to be the perfect little toy soldier the Federation was always in need for. As the human stopped talking, the inmate’s voice came through clearly again and Homen was quick to pay attention.  


“I served in the Mechanized Infantry’s peacekeeping corps up in the North Quadrant fer a few years before I came here. Tough work, low pay, but what are ya’ gonna do, right? I figured it’d give me the opportunity to serve my government and travel the stars… Yeah, did a whole lot of traveling patrollin’ up and down the streets of Kåitrex City. It’s tough to imagine a worse place to be assigned. It’s filthy place and those stinkin’ trolls are everywhere. Literally. I mean they smell horrible; I’d be surprised if they showered more ‘n once a month. The whole planet is this hot, sweltering desert and I swear, not a day went by that someone didn’t try and kill us. We’d go to remove mines from school playgrounds and there’d be a sniper posted on a roof a block away. Thank God trolls can’t shoot worth a damn. Didn’t even take their guns off full auto when I first got there. ‘Course they learned faster’n I’d of liked. But anyway, they got lucky from time to time as everyone does and I ended up buryin’ more friends than I would’ve cared to, not that anyone actually enjoys buryin’ their friends. Most peacekeepers can’t wear suits because they’re so un-wieldy and you’d have to take them off all the time when goin’ in and out of buildings or just walking on the side of the streets. Some streets’re barely fifteen or twenty feet across, even in downtown. Leaves you feelin’ naked after trainin’ in a suit of armor for so long but there’s nothin’ you could do ‘bout it.  And it didn’t what you were doin’, the Dåi-ori, they’d just look at you and you could see it in their eyes they wanted ya dead. Men, women, children… it didn’t matter, they just hated us. I don’t mean they all hated us. Maybe sixty or seventy percent was glad we were there keeping order and protecting them from the militarized dissidents, but it doesn’t take too many to make life unpleasant for everyone. 


“Anyway, one day we got this call that somebody had done an attack on a barracks of ours. Luckily, nobody was even injured. Barracks are reasonably well protected and attacks are pretty harmless when they use small arms fire like that but you still gotta’ track down who did it. Who knows, they may come back with somethin’ bigger next time and you need to set examples in any case. Kåitrex City is pretty big, maybe five million people – six if you take the suburbs into account. So we had enough resources there to find who we needed to. A day later, I got called in as part of the team taking down those little sh--s. Normal enough. Just part of the service.


“I hopped in one of the transports and we headed out to a small village outside the city. Nothin’ better than shacks, really. The ones who attacked the barracks were supposedly in this small outhouse-looking thing. Info at the time says that it was a two-man job but they may have been part of something bigger, so we take precautions. That shack could be the entrance to an underground weapons cache a couple kilometers long. I’ve seen stranger. So we’ were locked and loaded and when we got there, we piled out, forming a perimeter and making sure to cover every direction around the shack in case someone else tried to sneak up on us. My job was to be one of the guys who stays outside while the others go inside to investigate. I heard the door open and slam against the outside; I heard a couple of shouts then one, maybe two seconds of gunfire before it stopped. Most open gunfights really don’t last that long. Automatic rifles don’t have that kind of patience.   


“While I waited for the guys to come back out, this old Dåi-ori woman, she looked a couple hundert’ years old but she was probly only eighty or so, came out with somethin’ in her hand. At that point, I couldn’t tell what it was. I shouted ‘Stay back!’ in Federation Standard because you just don’t want civilians getting’ involved in these kinds of situations, no matter what their loyalties. After all, if a crowd forms and something goes wrong, all of a sudden fifty people who never should have even been there are dead. So I shouted that a few more times telling her to stop where she was and drop what she was holdin’. Nothing. At that point, she was probably about as far from me as I am from that wall there. Just then I could see that she was holding an M3 class grenade and in case you don’t know, the Infantry doesn’t carry anything above an M2 because it’s so difficult to get out of the blast range once you pull the clip and it kills more Infantrymen than enemies. To put it mildly, I was worried. I turned on the translator and set it to Dåi-ori and I said, ‘Keep your distance and let go of the grenade or I will fire.’ She didn’t even slow down. I gave her one more warning and brought my rifle up to eye level, lettin’ her know that if she didn’t comply I’d shoot.


“During that time, she’d gotten about as close to me as you are to that wall when she drew back her arm like she was gonna’ throw it. I didn’t have any choice. We don’t do warnin’ shots in the Infantry, can’t afford to. So I pulled the trigger and blew a hole about the size of an orange - right here in the cheek. She dropped the grenade when she dropped to the ground but it didn’t go off. Did I get her before she pulled the clip? I don’t know. Was she just trying to turn in a weapon she’d found? I don’t know. I do know that put back in that situation I’d do the exact same thing I did then. I’m not gonna’ ignore my trainin’ and risk the lives of my comrades on a doubt like that. There’s just too much at stake. I did the right thing in that situation but I don’t think I’ll ever know that I actually did the right thing, if you know what I’m sayin’. I have nightmares sometimes; I get the shakes. It wasn’t like pullin’ that trigger was somethin’ I wanted to do or I wanna do again. No one really wants to kill old women, but it was something I had to do.  


“But the military didn’t see it that way. Officially, I had had an itchy trigger finger and killed an innocent woman in cold blood. The grenade didn’t even make it into the report. ‘Innocent woman killed in military operation’ read the news line. The entire city was on the verge of full-scale, armed rebellion after they heard about it, so I was promptly tried, convicted, and given a death sentence, all on the planet, of course. Once I was shipped off-planet, my punishment was bumped down to life and here I am. So much for loyalty and service, eh?”   


Again the man stopped the audio and again Homen sat stroking his chin. Homen’s eyes narrowed at some private thought but he just smiled and turned his gaze on Atticus.


“And what’s your professional opinion of this one?”


The human looked the Mehrite over with a sense of wariness and answered cautiously.


“He seems fit to me. Psychologically, stress is his own disorder and it’s well within the boundaries of normalcy, even without compensating for his military background. He has coped well but he still despises the Federation and has none of his former loyalty to them… but of course it’s your choice,” he added quickly. 


“You always did learn quickly,” Homen said with a chuckle. “Ok, what about this next one.”


Again the audio began to play but this time the Mehrite received no file. Atticus explained that the man was new to the reformatory because he had been transferred from another one and not everything had followed him here yet.


“I’ve never really enjoyed taking orders from anyone. I think most people, myself included, are idiots and things usually end up as the blind leading the blind. But whatever, man. When you look at anything besides what’s right in front of you, that’s when it all goes awry. Put one foot in front of another and you can’t go wrong. I joined in the Mechanized Infantry as soon as I was legally able and started getting checks from the Federation military. There was some nasty business with my home I wanted to get away from. My juvenile record had more than few stains on it that would have kept me from getting a decent job, anyway. You know how it is. Anyway, basic training did what it was supposed to but there was no way it could have prepared me for the West Quadrant. The technology on some planets is two or three hundred years behind the modern standards. The colonies are so out of touch with reality it’s almost sad. Some colonists haven’t even seen a powered suit their entire lives while others don’t even acknowledge the authority of the Galactic Federation. There’s very little mixing among races and when they do come in contact it’s polarized as hell. Tension’s everywhere. Asshole of the universe and all that. Throw Space Pirates into the mix and you’ve got something close to hell. Throw me into the mix, and you do have hell.”


“Why would you say that, Roger?”


“Heh, we’re getting to that. I remember my first mission. Whoo hoo was that fun. What was the name of that colony? Hmm. Well, whatever the hell the thing was called it was a piece of sh--. Hot and humid, all day, everyday. The three moons make it pretty bright, too. ‘Course, it turns so slow they’ll be a Federation day and a half of darkness, and two days of light. Where I was there wasn’t a big problem with Pirates, there wasn’t really anything on “PoS” to want to steal. But damn it if the colonists didn’t cause problems. There was this one farming village that really didn’t like us being there. I took so much crap from the back then without doing anything, I look back and laugh now. But one day I was out of my suit, just on some armed-break time outside the barracks, and this Jahziel colonist, it was a Jahziel colony, came up to me and started bitching about…his wife maybe. Well one thing or another. I’ve forgotten by now. Anyway, he wasn’t even speaking in standard so I just tuned him out and caught up on the latest news on the Lattice. From out of nowhere, he pulled this pistol on me, puts it maybe an inch away from my face, and started saying something to me real slow. I put my hands up and just smiled. I looked at the gun and he hadn’t even taken it off safety. So I just reached up and snapped his wrist with one hand and smacked him across the face with the other. I’d swear he flew across the dammed room. Federation hand-to-hand combat training works, apparently. My rifle was sitting next to me and I picked it up and pointed it at him.


“‘You were gonna’ shoot me, weren’t you, cock sucker? Weren’t you!?’


“Sumbitch nodded all scared, and shaking. He might’ve pissed himself, I don’t know. He was just sitting on the ground so I walked over to him and hit him in the nose with the butt of my rifle, broke it I think. He started to fall over and pass out but I kicked him in the balls, well Jahziel don’t exactly have balls but you know what I mean. The point being, it woke him up enough to get him lucid. 


“‘Open your mouth, cock sucker,’ I told him. He understood well enough and he did. I stuck the barrel of the rifle in his mouth and told him to bite down. He did, teeth all chattering and sh--. I kicked him in the jaw and broke half of his teeth inside his mouth. Some blood and teeth gushed out onto the floor when he coughed. Then, I blew his out hole in the back of his head and painted the wall with his brain. Now, the whole point of this story is not that I killed a man in cold blood, even though that’s a damn fine point to make if it was. The point of the story is that when my superior officers found out about that, you know what happened to me? Not a thing, not dammed thing. They dumped the body, falsified a report, and didn’t even reprimand me. Why not? I was a good soldier, I’d been doing a good job. Why ruin it on a thing like that? Just self-defense anyway, right? And because of that, my eyes were opened. I could do any damn thing I wanted and get away with it, as long as I was in the military. 


“Over the next few years there were a multitude of ‘unexplained’ deaths wherever my platoon went, but I always killed my share of Space Pirates and didn’t cause any real trouble. Jesus, I killed men, women, children, stray animals and everything in between. I killed hookers, nuns, orphans, total strangers. Everybody. I killed anyone I wanted any time I wanted to. How’s that for an ego trip? By that time the Federation higher-ups had gotten wind of the totality of my actions and it was getting harder and harder to keep it under wraps. But God knows they couldn’t just try me for murder, not without bringing all of the times they’d let me get away with it into the light. Nah, I had them by the balls and they knew it. I think they sent an assassin after me once but then again it could have just been some random thug. Didn’t have time to ask him before I snapped his neck.


“And for seven years of my life, that’s what I did. On assignment I got Space Pirates, off I got everyone else. I ate, drank, and slept murder. Then it all got f---ed it all up. I filed for my two weeks leave, same I did every year. Three days later, I was in cuffs on my way to a prison. You see, apparently I ‘didn’t turn in the proper forms’ making me AWOL at the time I was away from my squad. Under the law, that’s automatically life in prison. It’s usually not enforced, a’ course, but sumbitch there’s no trial for it, either. They were smart and got me on a technicality. It might have been totally made it up, for all I know. So you see, I deserve to be in here, just not for what I’m actually in here for.”


The tape ended and Homen Tau just sat in reflection for a moment. Lines of concentration briefly crisscrossed his forehead but they disappeared almost instantly.


“This guy…” Homen began, “this guy is perfect.”


“He is a sociopath in the truest sense of the word,” Atticus spoke, almost ignoring Homen’s comments. “His brain scans show him to be completely unable to reform because he is in control of his actions at all times. He has shown an understanding for the difference of good and evil but he chooses to ignore it. He is a killer and that’s all he’s good at.”


“He is rare, even in a universe as large as this one. That makes him valuable.”


“Spontaneous combustion is rare too, Homen.”


“As long as he doesn’t blow up on us, we’re fine. He’s just an explosion waiting to happen, all of the time. We just need to channel that force and point that explosion at something worthy of being destroyed. He’s a killer and as long as we give him something to kill, everything will be fine. Ok, let’s go one to the next guy.”


“This is inmate…”

* * *

Many Hours Later


The Mehrite sat slumped in his chair with a cup of coffee half empty. And yes it was indeed half empty, not half full because it used to be full but now half of it was gone so it was half empty. Homen repressed a snicker at his rationalizations for his own outlook on life. It was getting late but they were almost through the selection process. He had ten of the eleven men chosen for the job, now all he needed was one more. 


There was almost no discussion between the assassin and the psychiatrist any more. It was just listening, thinking, and a thumbs up or a thumbs down.


“I think we’d all like to believe that war is something noble and good, the good versus the evil, but it’s not always that way. In fact, it’s almost never that way. I know that when humans first discovered that there were species other than our own, it gave us a chance to see things in a new light even thought that so-called ‘new-light’ was the same we’d been using for thousands of years before. Us and them. We were good and we couldn’t understand them so they were obviously bad and we were obviously good. Did I say that twice? Ha ha, maybe I’m just trying to convince myself of something I know isn’t true. Anyway, once we conquered all of the territory that we did we came to understand quite a few of the ‘them’ so they could no longer be ‘bad.’ Sure, we may not have loved every species but we knew more about them and saw that they weren’t really that different from us. Thankfully, before we ever had to deal with this new understanding, we got ourselves a gift in the Space Pirates. So now once again we are good they are evil.”


“And you don’t believe that?”


“No, I do, at least the last part. Space Pirates are brutal killers and anyone who has had contact with them will agree. But what about their own perspective? When else do they see the Federation than in combat? Perhaps when they raid a merchant vessel but those merchant ships are armed to the teeth these days and we’ve gotten into the habit of destroying any Space Pirate ship we see on sight. What if that ship was a nursery? How would they see us?”


“You make a good point, David, but did you come here just to philosophize or is there something else you’d like to share?”


“Heroes die just as easily as cowards when they get caught in a megaton explosion. There’s no such thing as an honorable death, in my mind. One can die for an honorable cause but once you’re lying there, your tongue hanging out of your mouth, your pants fouled and your body bloated, it doesn’t matter why you died. You’re still dead. There’s nothing honorable about a corpse. I’ve sat in a trench and watched starships crash into the atmosphere, burning up like falling stars and taking the thousands of lives of the men inside with them. I’ve charged a line of Space Pirates and watched the man next to me get blown into pieces while I make it to the enemy unscathed. What does it all mean? Why am I lucky enough to survive or why is everyone else that died lucky enough to die? I-I was in the middle of my squad when a bomb from who knows where dropped right into the middle of us. Thanks to my suit, I survived but it was thrashed. When I saw the Space Pirates coming, I got out and ran. I left other people behind. None of them made it. What does that mean for me? The person who picked me up died the very next day on a suicide mission whose sole purpose was to free up another brigade on the flanks. What does that mean for him? Maybe it doesn’t mean anything.


“Maybe I’m a coward and maybe I’m not but I just wasn’t cut out for infantry life. I refused an order to go back to the front. I was sent here for it. But I find myself thinking, ‘who was lucky, those who died because they don’t have any problems any more or those who lived on to die another day?’ I’ve heard others say that we all leave something behind on the battlefield. That’s not true in the literal sense except for those who came back something less than a man. Shell-shocked, crippled, so diseased that most of their body doesn’t work. A lost generation not only of dead, but of the unemployable as well. And for what? To save some colonists? The Federation couldn’t care less. All they want to protect some shipping lanes. No, whatever cause we may tell ourselves we’re fighting for it’s still all about greed.”


“Stop the tape there,” Homen commanded wearily. Atticus waited briefly for a sign but received none.


“Would you mind telling me what the verdict on this one is?” the human grumbled as politely as possible.


“He’s not what I’m looking for in this particular instance but I feel that I could have use for him later. Arrange things for this one as well.”


“What about your last man? I only have the resources for eleven inmates and myself.”


“Then take the eleven I’ve approved. I’m too tired to listen to any more and the ten I selected are all solid. Well, it appears I may be forced to step in myself, after all. I’d better hope I don’t killed; it would ruin everything. Ha ha ha,” he laughed aloud at the joke the psychiatrist didn’t get and probably assumed was rooted in some deep, dark, corner of the Mehrite’s brain. Ruin everything. It was true enough, even if it wouldn’t really matter to him what happened after his death. If the Federation found his body in one of their suits, everything would unravel. Still, one of the others would have to be left behind to corroborate the victim’s stories, just so long as it wasn’t him. The victim’s would need solid proof that humans were involved. If all the humans survived the engagement, as they very likely might, he’d make a decision when the time came. 


As he got up and gave as hearty a good-bye as possible, Homen almost found himself feeling sorry for the ones who were going to die, not just the ones in the prison but the ones at the temple as well. The latter were his own people, if indeed he even could even have a people anymore. Elders, women, children. Even the very like-minded revolutionaries he had trained and armed would be forced to die. Some of them at least. His right hand didn’t know he was using his left hand to stab it. All for the cause. He wouldn’t be so different from that human Roger when it was over. All for the cause. As he passed the security guard, he wondered how the future would remember him for this when everything was said and done and the present had long since become antiquity. What he did know was that when the orbital cannons came smashing down on this prison, he wouldn’t be sorry to see that damned guard go.


Prick.

* * *

Chapter Sixteen: Through Death and Sickness

Planetoid Cluster formerly known as Zebes

Five Weeks Later


“Ridley,” the Space Dragon called out to a being over fifty miles away alongside her by what their species was used to but far too far to be seen or heard. Of course, silent screams are all too common in space. To observers, the Space Dragon was alone as she lay curled up on her asteroid. In reality, she was much closer to her listener than anyone or thing could be, excluding of course other beings of their species, and she knew him to have comprehended her perfectly. 


“Yes, Ridley?”  he answered slowly, groggily, perhaps awakening from a nap.


“How is he coming along?”


Ridley of course immediately knew of whom she was referring to. There could be no one else.


“Better than expected,” he replied, plainly more coherent than before. “Ninety-percent of his organs are operating again; the abdomen contains most of the non-functioning organs, the worst of which being the intestines. Cell growth has leveled off, though it’s still high above normal. There is ongoing discussion on whether the growth steroids were used in excess and I have always found myself to agree with the doctrine of erring on the side of moderation. Of course, science has never been my forte so it’s quite possible I don’t know what I’m talking about at all. As for the Space Dragon stem cells, they helped him in re-gain his life but they may very well kill him later. That high metabolism might be his undoing, as well, but for the time being, it’s not really a large problem. Feeding him to compensate for his burnout rate might be though,” he remarked with a chuckle before continuing, “The nano-bots continue to clean up and repair the dead tissue but some of it will certainly have to be replaced by cybernetic equipment. They’ve already developed a functioning prototype that will act as the human’s large intestine.”


“That’s good. That’s very good, in fact. Any unexpected difficulties that have come up?” she inquired.


“The scientists are still working on undoing the minor deterioration in his cerebellum and cerebral cortex as well as regulating his brain chemistry to the proper level. Motor functions and higher-level thinking aren’t yet where they should be, but barring some unforeseen development, both will get there soon enough. It’s possible that they will actually be improved, in fact. The only real ‘worry’ is with his memory. They believe he’ll keep 70% of his memories at worst, 95% at best. There’s no artificial technique to accurately recreate those, however some thought has been given to replacing those lost memories with those of our own choosing. Regardless, his personality will never be exactly the same as it was before but that’s a price I’m sure we’re all willing to pay.”


“Indeed. And how is his suit coming along?”


“The Chozo balked when they learned of what it was going to be for, but before they quit they did more than we thought they would. Apparently, the mongrel smith gave them a better start than we thought. Even as damaged as it was it was one of the most beautiful suits I’ve seen.”


“How good of you to appreciate the aesthetic value of such things,” she commented, dryly.

“It is a weapon,” he said, almost as if correcting himself, “yet even weapons have a personality and splendor to them, when done correctly at any rate.  But back on the subject, they revamped the weapons systems, re-worked the jet system, and increased the armor’s strength with several of their upgrades and hyper-alloys. A level 4 energy wave glances harmlessly off of the suit, now.”

“Impressive.”

“Quite. Everything went smoothly until they heard it was for a dead man who wasn’t going to be dead for much longer. Luckily, we managed to get it back before they did anything drastic. Since our scientists have had the suit, we’ve suffered a few setbacks but nothing major. Even the best of them can’t develop anything as strong as the Chozo’s armor, so they’ve decided to just skin the corpse of what is left of Ridley and graft some of that on top of the suit for added protection. It may take a while though. Dry as it is, it has become stronger than it was when Ridley was alive. Even the high-intensity laser takes three hours to cut an inch. They may do some extra treatments to it once it’s cut into the proper shape but I don’t know that it would make much of a difference.” 

“Won’t defiling Ridley’s corpse anger the Vortrini?” she asked. “It’s not something I’m totally comfortable with, but from what I understand, his own clan worshipped him as a god. That might cause a rift, unnecessarily. Don’t we have the means to create artificial skin?”

 “Ha ha, as if the wishes of the Vortrini truly matter anymore. Right now I believe that most of they’re time is taken up by trying to decide what’s the best way to go extinct. No, apparently the cloned cells just lack something that the real thing has. Call it ‘essence.’”


“Good to know we’re still appreciated.”

“It isn’t as though I relish the thought of being cut up and worn either, Ridley, but we both understand the importance of outfitting this human properly. We both know how much is resting on his shoulders.”

 “Yes, I know that, even if we must give him our very souls to this man,” she responded, letting a moment of silence hover before continuing her questioning. “What about the weapons?”


“The Chozo basically ignored all of the solid ammunition. It wasn’t worth it to them to work on such ‘low technology.’ They refined the wave beam that was already in there and added a density beam cannon that can work with the wave beam, or independently.”

“Density beam? I’m not familiar with that technology.”

“Neither was I. Even our own scientists don’t completely understand it but as it was explained to me, the density beam is a weapon that pulls in all matter within a short range and forces it together into a singularity, much like a black hole, simply on a far less powerful or destructive scale. It doesn’t need much to be deadly, a few hundred trillion atoms or so, but it can pull in as many as ten to the nineteenth atoms before it overloads. These are arranged into a small sphere, perhaps an inch or two in diameter, depending on the amount of atoms gathered and the density setting of the weapon at the time. Rather than being energy or a wave, this is actually solid matter with tremendous relative gravity and density. Once it forms this compacted, super-dense material, it can then be released toward a target. The results are about what you’d expect.”

“How does it manage to destroy the target without destroying the shooter and everything else around it, for that matter? Don’t misunderstand me, the weapon sounds very powerful but when one has something like a miniature black hole, how can it be contained until the weapon is ready fire?”

 “Perhaps I spoke out of place. There isn’t actually a ‘black hole’ being created, rather the technology manipulates the internal forces in such a way that they are drawn together into the same point of space. Luckily the range is only a few meters as it’s being charged up, so the weapon isn’t a danger except to those right in front of it.”

“Still, if something has so much gravity that it obliterates whatever it gets near, how can the one firing the weapon be safe from being pulled in it as well?”

“Again it’s my fault for being unclear. The weapons mass isn’t… massive enough to actively ‘suck the rest of the room into it.’ It can affect the movement of some gasses but most liquids and solids are comparatively impervious unless a direct hit is made. On occasion the hair and flesh of the test subject has been pulled off in a near miss but that was rare.”

“So then how does it actually damage the target?”

“As dense as it is almost no material can effectively stop it. With the slightest acceleration the mass has so much force that it will punch a hole straight through anything it comes into contact with.”

“Remarkable. But how does one stop it from going further than its intended target?”

“It can’t be done unless it comes into contact with something close to it in density, or it loses momentum. Both of these possibilities are highly unlikely. It keeps traveling until the artificial bonds that hold the atoms together wear off and it separates in a violent explosion.”

“How violent?”

“Do you remember Test Dome 0102?”

“Yes.”

“Well that’s all it is now. A memory. It wasn’t completely destroyed but it was ruined beyond use. The atoms that were together are sent away from each other in all directions, ripping apart the things it bombards. ”


“Atomic shrapnel? How does the one shooting the weapon manage to protect itself?”


“There is a time period which allows the firer to escape.”


“How much time?”

“The person firing the weapon is told to count to five and if the sphere hasn’t been released by then, there’s no point to counting to six.  It ripped one of the Dunassa clan’s Elites completely apart at half power. It did so much damage to his body that there was hardly anything left to clean up.” 

“So much for pacifism.”

“Heh, and yet you should see what they’re doing to the Hunter’s suit. The things I’ve heard are mixed and vague but it seems that they’ve already cooked up a new batch of weapons so powerful they had to move testing to a vacant planet to avoid causing too much harm to the surrounding terrain.”

“Is there anyone watching them?”

“A few, it seems. Mostly deep space probes but Mother is monitoring them, not I. Of course, I’ve also heard that those Chozo used some kind of cloaking and we have no idea where they went. But it’s not my concern.”

“Nor mine. What new solid ammunition are we working on for his suit’s other arm?”

“Nothing major. The missile delivery system is being tweaked for efficiency and given more options. The warheads in the missiles themselves are being upgraded for power and damage, as well. Depending on the situation, he may be given thermonuclear warheads. The grenades and power bombs have been taken out to make room for a long-range artillery piece, though it may be possible to use grenades and power bombs as ammunition. Of course considering what he’ll be going up against, this ‘Lord Leah’ may be needing more than that.”

“I suppose he’ll have to survive he’s re-awakening first, won’t he?”

They both laughed until Ridley said good-bye and drifted off to sleep on her rock.  

* * *

Two Weeks Later

…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 at the door and calling for our lives and we’ll be forced to pay up…


Rone woke up from his dream and found himself staring up at bright white lights that nearly blinded him. He squinted to protect his eyes from the awful light that attacked them. Where am I? he asked himself as sentient thoughts began to run through his mind. Briefly, he wondered if he was in heaven before he felt his stomach begin to convulse and something hot and acidic burn his throat as it came up his esophagus. As the taste of bile filled his mouth, he gagged once, twice, then vomited a translucent yellow liquid on to his chin and chest. He groaned and rolled his body over while dry heaves kept coming, racking his aching body, and the little liquid that had come up slowly dripped off of his face. He gasped for air, causing him to cough several times and he spat to get the horrible taste out of his mouth, but found he could not. His throat felt raw and there was a coppery taste beneath that of the vomit. 

When he finally regained control of his body, he noticed he was totally nude. It was certainly no time for modesty, but he still needed to get the vomit off him. He leaned down, cleaned his face off with the sheets he was lying on and, as the stench hit him again, resisted the urge to begin his heaves anew. He had gotten rid of the actual vomit, but the smell was still as strong as ever and the feel of it on his skin was revolting. No, definitely not heaven. 


Slowly, he swung his legs over the edge of the – well, bed it looked like – and his feet touched the ground, gingerly. He shielded his eyes from the light with his hand and looked around. He couldn’t see anything. Just a wall of white all around him in every direction. He blinked as his eyes dilated, finally adjusting to the light but it didn’t help his situation. Where in the hell was he? It was too bright for his ship or a motel. The last thing he remembered… what was the last thing he remembered? Something about falling asleep…he’d…he’d been injured somehow. Was he in an infirmary?


He stood up and tried to walk to find a wall or any other object in whatever room he was in. As he took his first step, dark spots began to dance in front of his eyes and his head felt like it was floating in mid air. As he realized he couldn’t feel his legs, he fell to the floor and his ‘weightless head’ smacked the ground hard. Good for nothing appendages…


A scene flashed in his brain, then it was gone. A hotel… He was lying on the floor… He was drunk. No, he’d taken pills, hadn’t he? Something… What was it about that phrase?


The pain from the fall was almost as unbearable, compounded by the sensitivity it had already had. His throbbing body shouted at him to stay lying on the floor but he disregarded it. He should have known not to get up that fast, especially if he had been injured like he apparently had. Learning from his previous mistake, he crawled slowly to his knees then warily to his feet. Nauseated, he threw up yet again, now more saliva than substance, but at least he didn’t fall down this time. His body felt like a furnace, and it hurt to even move. He inched his way over to the foot of the bed in what felt like it took hours and sat down on the floor. As his head buzzed with sensations he didn’t know possible, he let out a string of curses in frustration. What was going on?

* * *


“He’ss finally awake,” the Ýmhel scientist murmured from the other side of its vantage point. The wall allowed any observer to see in, but prevented the subject to see out. At the time there were only two scientists directly watching the subject, though there were many more watching through the surveillance equipment. The Ýmhel was hunched over due to its muscular upper body, resembling the gothic gargoyles of ancient human history. Despite this, it was not as stupid as one might think, an aspect of all of its breed that made it dangerous. 


“Good,” said the Alqu’or scientist almost indifferently. The Alqu’or’s physique was almost the complete opposite. It appeared to be highly intelligent (which it was) yet it seemed to be relatively frail and harmless, something that had caught many of the Alqu’or’s enemies by surprise. 


“Thiss would have been fasster had we kept him in the nutrient bath,” hissed the Ýmhel.


“Yes it would have,” the Alqu’or agreed, “Unfortunately, however, the woman said this was the way it had be.”


“The woman ssaid a lot of thingss. We ignored mosst of them.”


“Think of this as a sign of good faith, one she can see. One that will dispel some of her suspicions.” 


“There’ss nothing we can do that will disspel any of her ssusspicionss. Sshe’ss already ssuffering from borderline paranoia, though I can’t find a reasson to blame her. Not in the midsst of sso many enemiess.”


“She is not our enemy, we are merely hers.”


“Asz if there’ss a differensce.”


“There is, and a very important one at that. The days of the Chozo being our enemies are behind us.”


“The Choszo never were the Ýmhel’ss enemiess. It iss the Choriszo we have desspissed and that hassn’t changed, hass it? If it weren’t for them, we Ýmhel would have already desstroyed the other clanss and been done with it, long ago. However the fact is that we can find no differensce between Choszo and the Choriszo.”


“It’s quite simple, though I can understand why Ýmhel like yourself would have problems recognizing it. The Chozo are cowards while the Chorizo are monsters. They are too much for all of us together, as it is. With a little luck, the Hunter and Lord Leah may tip the balance in our favor.”


“Why we are wassting sso many valuable ressourcess on sso pathetic a sspeciess, the Ýmhel will never undersstand.”


“Yes, well one would have thought for a creature of your limited intelligence, you’d have gotten used to that by now.”


“What’ss that ssuppossed to mean?”


“Surely you understand what I’m saying.”


The Ýmhel wheeled to face the Alqu’or but it simply stood motionless, waiting. The Ýmhel screeched and charged but the Alqu’or stepped to the side and with a slight movement, sent the Ýmhel crashing to the floor. The Alqu’or pinned the Ýmhel to the floor, stuck its foot on the Ýmhel’s throat, and applied a healthy amount of pressure. 


“Whatever you might believe about your own clan’s importance, you should understand that your individual importance is non-existent,” the Alqu’or explained as he stood over the wheezing pirate, “Your clan won’t miss you or risk making your death into a significant problem with mine. They fear us, and rightfully so for we are he true strength in this coalition. I just want you to realize that when all of this Chorizo and Hunter business is over, the Ýmhel will be nothing more than the Alqu’or’s slaves. Whether you’ll be there to see it is a choice you’ll have to make for yourself.”


The Ýmhel gasped for air but quickly ceased its struggling. The Alqu’or took its foot off the Ymhel’s throat and turned its back. 


“Good job. Leave here for now while I speak with Lord Leah. If your Mother or Ridley decides to send a replacement, let them do so, but I don’t want to see you here again.”


The Ýmhel pulled itself off the ground, then scurried away without bothering to retain the meager pride it had left. The Alqu’or smiled, pleased with itself, and entered the room.

* * *


As Rone sat one the floor with his back against the foot of the bed, he thought he heard something coming toward him but with the buzzing in his ears, he couldn’t be sure. 


“Hello Lord Leah,” he heard a voice address him from behind. Weakly he tried to turn his head toward the sound but he felt the nausea come over him again, and he resumed his dry heaves. At least the coughing had stopped for now. What a trade-off. He hadn’t thought he would be able to cough up so much blood and still be alive. The thing speaking to him had apparently figured out that he couldn’t see it, and promptly moved into his line of vision. Rone looked up at it, feebly. Its body shape was human-like, yet thin, almost emaciated. But looking closer he saw that under the skin there was a network of powerful sinew and corded muscle. Somehow he knew it was dangerous and Rone hoped the thing wasn’t there to do him harm because he also knew he couldn’t defend himself.

 
After several awkward moments of silence, the thing re-introduced itself.


“Hello Lord Leah. I am a representative of the Hunter, the Chozo, and the Space Pirate Confederacy.”


“Hmmm…Space Pirates?” Rone mumbled trying to remember the meaning of the word. He saw a bloody man, torn apart, lying dead. Someone was consoling him. Who was the man? His… father? He saw corpses in metal shells. Who were they? Policemen? He saw a green thing with yellow eyes tearing a man’s arm off. What was that? Space… Pirates?


“Aaah crap!” he yelled as he tried to back away. He was rewarded with a flash of pain as his elbow bumped the edge of the bed and a pounding thunder behind his forehead appeared, nearly rendering him unconscious. He fell over onto his side in agony. The Space Pirate came to Rone and helped him sit up again. Rone looked at it suspiciously but allowed himself to be helped.

Sensing the distrust, the Pirate spoke to him gently.

“Have no fear, Lord. We wish you nothing but the best. We brought you back to life, after all.”


Suddenly it came back to him. Zeta platform, the battle with the Chorizo, and the gaping hole in his stomach. He’d noticed the scars that crisscrossed every bit of his torso but that hadn’t been his biggest concern, at the time. As he examined his belly more closely, he saw there was a circular white blemish with small wires sticking in and out of it.


“Cybernetic replacements,” the Space Pirate explained. “They’re only temporary but despite what it may look like, at least that is functioning properly, even if the rest of your body isn’t.” 


“What do you mean? What’s happening to me?”


“You were dead for quite some time, Lord Leah. Certain things had to be done to bring you back. The steroids may have some lingering side effects but it is the new DNA causing most of your problems. Your body doesn’t recognize the dragon cells in you. It thinks the cells are a virus, so it’s trying to get rid of them in any way that it can,” said the pirate.


“What!? I’m coughing up my f---ing lungs here!” he yelled before punctuating his comments with another round of coughs. As he pulled his hand away from his mouth, it came back stained dark red. He spat out the contents of his mouth and it splattered on the floor, standing out clearly against the white. “I don’t have a cold, I’m coughing up blood, damn it. Don’t give me some crap about a virus!”


“Yes, well whatever you choose to believe I imagine things are going to get worse before they get better. According to our predictions, the fever should peak at about 105° Fahrenheit, the vomiting will be joined by stomach cramps and diarrhea, the coughing will damage your throat to the point that even breathing will be excruciating while blood will continue to come up from it; mucus and blood from cranial hemorrhaging will leak into and from your nasal cavities, and that headache of yours will continue growing stronger and more painful until it begins to come in waves, growing in intensity then disappearing and starting the process over.”


“What? Can’t you do anything about any of that?” he asked, in disbelief.


“We have a few things, but we’ve been instructed not to give you any medication or painkillers. Your body will have to take care of itself, by itself.”


“You’re kidding me.”


“I’m afraid not. You see the Chozo didn’t wish to see you brought back to life at all but they have demanded that the process be naturalized as much as possible. It will be painful for you, to be sure, but we do agree that you will most likely come out of it stronger. Space Dragons are a much superior species to humans in almost every way and the cells, the ‘virus,’ will overcome your immunities and become part of you, permanently. After your ailments finally pass, your body will gain capabilities it never had before. If it had been up to us, we would have had you unconscious and under constant observation until the process was over so you wouldn’t have to experience it, but it wasn’t and still isn’t.”  


“So the Chozo didn’t think it was proper for me to just sleep this off? Bastards.”


“I’m sure they had a reason, even if your best interests weren’t in mind…” it said trailing off as the words hung in the air like dark smoke, “For now, I must go, but if you need anything, just call for it and a Space Pirate will come and assist you.”


“Uh, you mind showing me where a bathroom is? I could definitely use a cleaning up, and if what you said is true, I’ll be needing a toilet soon.”


“It’s already been arranged,” it said as it pointed toward a corner of the room. Rone looked in that direction and saw a sink, a toilet, and a shower. Why hadn’t he noticed them before?


“One more thing before you go, Pirate man.”  


“Yes?”


“Some clean sheets and clothes would be nice.”


“The sheets we will do, but getting you clothes would be a waste until you can control your bodily functions once again.”


“Oh damn it…” he said as he closed his eyes and massaged his temples gently. He didn’t know what was worse, the fact that he was going to be sicker than he’d ever been in his life or the fact that people were going to be watching him the whole time as he went through it. And to think, he could have been unconscious for the whole thing.


“If I get thirsty I can drink water though, right?”


“Yes, but your body just can’t absorb any other nutrients right now. You are free to try solid food at any time you’d like, but I imagine it would make the problems with your digestive system much, much worse.” 


“Great.”


As Rone hobbled over to the bathroom facilities, the Alqu’or scientist took its leave.

* * *


Suddenly the Alqu’or scientist felt a telepathic wave slam into its mind with the force of a gentle breeze.


<Kei’nor>


Mother Brain quietly invaded the Alqu’or scientist’s thoughts in a tone that was perhaps as warm and loving as it had ever experienced. Kei’nor became afraid.


<Kei’nor. Go to the pod on Wing II and meet Ridley. He has something to talk to you about>


Shaking, it slowly began its walk to where it had been told to go. It wasn’t compelled, as the members of some other tribes might be, but it knew itself unable to disobey Mother The gentle presence still existed in the back of his thoughts, but only as a reminder. Kei’nor knew he still had a choice despite the fact he felt as if he had no other. It could not betray her trust. The whisper almost held a tone of disappointment. Kei’nor was very afraid.


As it reached its destination, Kei’nor’s fear grew beyond what it could imagine and it almost turned and ran in the other direction. The forms of three Space Dragons lying on the floor stood outlined against the shadow of the inside of the pod.


<Go in, Kei’nor> the whisper instructed. 


As it entered the pod, its breath became ragged and hearts became quick. The faint lights provided enough illumination for the Alqu’or to see one of the Space Dragons open its eyes and lazily fix them on their target. The other two woke from their slumber but didn’t bother moving beyond opening their own eyes.


“What is this we hear about you causing trouble, Kei’nor?” one of them asked.


“I don’t know. Really, I was just-”


“We already know what you were doing. Attempting to lie or make excuses about it was foolish. You shouldn’t have even bothered. Your tribe’s individualism and quick thinking is a quirk that can be useful at times. This was not one of those times. You have undermined the solidarity of this coalition. You have not only pitted one tribe against another but you have tried to turn the human against the Chozo. You may think you were doing good, but you did not.”


“Please! I-”


“Silence!” a Space Dragon shouted as she sprang from her position and pinned the Space Pirate to the floor with one of her claws, nearly crushing the life out of the being that she dwarfed. She brought her maw down close to its body and sent her steaming hot breath rolling over it. She pulled back the skin around her mouth, revealing row upon row of razor-sharp teeth. “The only reason you aren’t dead yet is because your tribe’s particular strain matures too slowly for a suitable replacement to be made in a timely fashion. Your work is valuable but not so valuable that you wouldn’t be killed without a second thought should you cause problems again. Gl’ourn Ridley has been itching to make an example of someone for a very long time but you’ve been given a second chance. Now go back to your station and do not cause any more problems or he will get to make his example.”


She released it, and the Alqu’or scientist got up and skittered away in retreat. The Ridleys watched it go for a moment before they opened the air hatch and went their separate ways. As they traveled back to their domes, they spoke to one another through thought.


“I think that went well, don’t you?”


“Yes. Everyone watching got their show. One almost feels sorry for the little Alqu’or though... Or is that just me?”


“It’s just you. It may have just been following its Mother Brain’s instructions, but it was arrogant beyond its caste and needed to be taken down a notch or two. Still, I think we all agree the creature did its job wonderfully. The seeds have been planted in the human and all that remains is to nurture those seeds to their fruition.”


“Do you think the Chozo noticed, though?”


“I certainly hope so. If they didn’t see what the Alqu’or was trying to do then our own little performance back there was a waste, wasn’t it?”


“Of course the egotistical bastards saw it. They watch everything. They like to monitor us, they monitor our experiments, they even monitor the Hunter and you know it irritates them up not to be able to monitor our own conversations and that of the Mother Brains’ telepathy. They’re afraid of what they don’t know because they want to know everything. They saw what happened and now their fears have been validated. They saw how we responded so they relaxed again. They think the tribes hate one another, which is true, but they also think we’re losing control of our subjects. They think we’re trying to screw them over and now they think they know how. They think they know everything once again and that makes them feel good. They’re going to be trying to screw us over as well, if they haven’t already.  It’s going to be interesting to see who gets screwed first and hardest.”


“Well, that’s one way to put it. I know I can’t wait…”

* * *

