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Dark Rising

Prologue




Year: 2413
(three years before present)





*****





Delta Quadrant -


Call
her Mottle, for the irregular patches of light gray which discolored her
otherwise black skin. It was not her true name - a bright buzz of heavily
modulated radio static conveying information from lineage to current emotional
state - but it was as close as could be translated to verbal languages. She was
an intelligent being, and perfectly proportioned, which was a more important
standard of beauty among her kind than her odd coloration because her species
did not rely upon traditional visual frequencies to "see."Graceful,
space was her natural environment, her species once planetbound, but now
monarchs of the realms beyond mudball atmosphere. Her racial memory recounted
the epic feat of genetic engineering and melding of organic and mechanical
technologies to breed/build a body able to leave behind a dying world. In a
universe which was dark, without stars, except for a smudge of light
representing a galaxy of plenty, the course of her race's migration was
self-evident. A cornucopia awaited, a place to eat, to breed, to spread.


Mottle
enjoyed the feeling of vacuum against her skin, the tickle of dust and the
occasional micrometeorite. Unfortunately, from her point of view, she could not
revel in the celestial scouring of her hide, deflectors and force fields
necessary as she and her pod of brothers and sisters, fathers and mothers,
advanced upon their target - a giant gas planet surrounded by a tasty swarm of
moons. Creatures of metal, parasitized by organic things, orbited the gas
planet; and from prior knowledge Sung across subspace from other pods, Mottle
knew the metal beasts would not share their bounty. Of course, she wouldn't share
the bounty either if it belonged to herself and her pod. Selfishness for pod
and individual and race, in that order, was a natural product of evolution. Mottle
could envision no other way, and in fact would have been surprised that
altruism and sharing could exist between species. Resources belonged solely to
the strong, to those who could take and hold bounty.


The
odd philosopher Sung that it was the parasites which controlled the metal
creatures, who actually built the inorganic beasts. They Sung that the
parasites were intelligent, thinking, caring. Of course, it was the role of
philosophers to Sing fantasy dreams, to construct odes to the improbable. In
reality, the parasites, had they intelligence at all, were likely similar to distantly
remembered poppinjays or freetos, animals which built hives and dams and had
complex relationships, even language of sorts, but in the end were merely tools
placed in the universe to further the race to which Mottle belonged.


Predictably,
the metal creatures (or the parasites, depending on one's point of view and
sanity of mind), began spitting plasma- and electromagnetic-based attacks
interspersed with torpedoes. The pod scattered, individuals instantly
transforming from compact travel formation to a diffuse globular attack
formation. Song linked each to the next; and Mottle trilled her affirmative
response to a sub-strikeleader as he called for pod members to join him in
assault upon the nearest of the cube-shaped defenders. Screaming threat, the
pod readied weapons and stooped to the attack.





*****





Alpha Quadrant -


Many
observing as One; many speaking as One. Yet, insidiously, not quite One. Individual
thoughts, individual opinions, individual consciousness fluidly flowed within
the Whole, merging and disincorporating as necessary. Many working as One, yes,
but not truly One. Not truly One in the classic sense of the Perfection Borg
had been striving to obtain for millennia.


It
was a great day, a historic day, a celebration reflected in the scene beheld by
a lone(!) point-of-view. The wary stance of unobtrusive guards in unusual, yet
recognizable, Starfleet uniform gave evidence all was not as trusting as it
could be. However, after decades of animosity, the attitude was understandable.
The Hive Collective was not offended. Offense was an attitude for small beings.


A
human (<<Species #5618,>> whispered from the depths automatically)
female stepped to the table. The individual - a drone - standing prepared was
openly curious about the pomp and circumstance of the occasion. Why was this
ceremony necessary? Why the finery and protocol? The Collective was not
impressed, could not be impressed by shiny weapons and neatly pressed clothes. None
of the questions were vocalized, and no inquisitiveness was reflected in the
drone's deadpan expression. Perhaps the whole eye darted back and forth a bit
more than proscribed, but that was all. Most oddly, for one unknowing of the
fundamental changes in the core Greater Consciousness, the lone drone was not
forcefully reabsorbed into the One for his individualistic-inclined
transgressions. As long as he did not actively oppose the goals of the Whole,
small mental aberrations could be overlooked, deemed irrelevant.


But
why should he resist the Will of the Hive? After all, he was among the first
generation of willing volunteers for assimilation.


"You
are ready to sign the Commonwealth Treaty?" inquired the medal-bedecked
woman, ornate lapel rank denoting her a high-ranking admiral. (<<Martina
McCallister,>> hissed the ever-present Voice, accompanied by an extensive
dossier containing everything from official Starfleet accomplishments to
current familial difficulties to sexual/species orientation.) "Are you the
total representation?" Martina asked, questioning tone one of mild
disbelief. She had obviously expected something more grandiose than a single
drone on the ground and a very inoffensive pre-Dark Exploratory-class cube in
Earth orbit.


Answered
the drone: "A single unit is sufficient for this irrelevant ceremony. We
are prepared. We are Hive."


After
visibly overcoming the reminder that trillions of Hivers, not one, attended the
ceremony, the woman picked up an old-fashioned ink pen. The drone did likewise.
A word-filled sheet of pressed and dried vegetative pulp material was signed
under the watchful lenses of dozens of unobtrusive cambots broadcasting to the
multitudes of individuals tuning in on one of the most important treaties in
Federation history.





*****





Beta Quadrant -


"Sir,"
said a young ensign, too smart for his own good, freshly pipped, "I don't
think this is what Command meant..."


A
hand slashed the air, quieting the squeaky voice of reason. The blond haired
captain standing in the middle of the bridge was intently staring at the
viewscreen. "You are an ensign. Even if you are a certified
ultra-mega-genius, you are not supposed to think. This is my ship, my first
command and my first mission. If someone thought you were supposed to think,
then you would be in my place captaining the Secondprize. Helm, orbit the
object three more times, then set course to that planet to which we are
supposed to be delivering vaccines. Comm, contact the gift shop. I want
postcards."


"Aye, Captain," replied the relevant voices.


The
captain sighed, her eyes plastered on the galaxy's Largest Planetoid Abstract,
a work of art (critics debated if such a dignified title should be given to
what was essentially a lose sphere of rubble) created by smashing asteroids
onto a rocky planet until said target disintegrated under the impacts. How she
loved these little side-trips! And now, as captain, she could order her ship to
visit them, instead of stealing runabouts or reprogramming the navigational
computers when no one was watching.





*****





Gamma Quadrant -


Several
Qs had managed to field teams of sufficient size for a little game of solar
system baseball. The exact rules were only known to the Qs, but by the end of
the game one could guarantee the host system would not be the same. The
bronze-age beings on the second planet would be traumatized for several
millennia, convinced they had angered their god. The stars, the earth beneath,
should just not move in such a way! Many turnip-like root vegetables were
sacrificed for the next three thousand years, eventually mutating into a civic
holiday which included application of technology to purposefully spin the home
planet like a demented whirling dervish.


Other
than that, nothing much was happening in the gamma quadrant, as usual.
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Dark Rising - Part 1

Meetings in the Dark




Year: 2416, January (Old Terran Standard)





The
M-class planet - green, blue, brown, white - orbited a yellow dwarf star. It
was the perfect colony world, rich in resources and lacking native sentient
life. The parent solar system had the gasses, metals, and rare elements to
support a budding civilization when it expanded beyond terrestrial confines. Unfortunately
for the would-be planet speculator, the world was not only distant from most
spheres of intelligent influence, it was already claimed, multiple beacons
broadcasting a single message:


"Planet
#8460-C under indefinite claim by the Hive. Trespassers, transients, and
illicit colonists will be forcibly evicted. Further violations by the offending
party will be prosecuted. Permanently. This is your only warning."


The
transmission sounded Byzantine, but compared to the lack of warning only five
Terran standard years earlier, it was very thoughtful. After all, why post
claims when the Collective already owned everything?


A
lone starship entered the system, apparently in violation of the warning. The
form was Starfleet, futuristic in some respects, yet oozing an obsolete
quality. It had spent over two months at high warp (including rest stops,
shopping, and a sidetrip to see The Galaxy's Largest Ball of Green Yarn), a
distance able to be crossed in only a week by the new transwarp capable
warships entering Federation service. On the saucer section, chipped white
letters glinted with silver flecks under bright floodlights - Secondprize -
NCC-19296-C. An omnidirectional, voice-only transmission flooded local subspace
channels.


"This
is Captain Maxine Planck of the Federation starship Secondprize. We are here. Hellloooo?
No, don't touch that button Ensign...do you want to flood the deck with
laughing gas again? Okay, maybe later, but not now. What Lieutenant? We're
still broadcasting? Oops. Umm. Okay, do over. This is Captain Maxine Planck of
the Federation starship Secondprize. We are to meet *rustle of paper* Hive
Exploratory-class Cube #347 at these coordinates. At least I think we are. When
we obtained this assignment two months ago, dispatch was laughing at us."


No
answer. One Captain Maxine Planck directed her Ops officer to repeat the
message. He did so, neglecting to remove the asides. Secondprize continued
towards Planet #8460-C at impulse, then slowed to a drift as a familiar ominous
geometrical shape left the sensor shadow cast by the world's single moon.


"Hive
Exploratory *static* #347 responding. We *buzz* you. *Buzz*static* tactical
difficulties. They will *buzz*. *Hiss* suggest you maintain a distance of at
least *static* kilometers. Sensor array *static* everything looks like an enemy
and *buzz* at you," was the Multivoice reply. The cube looked dusty, as if
it had run into a regolith dust cloud. Secondprize sensors confirmed the
presence of pulverized moon rock as it neared.


The
cube abruptly fired a low-yield - for Hive - tri-cobalt torpedo. It missed the
Federation starship by several hundred kilometers, detonating with enough force
to rattle shields. Secondprize veered off, her own weapons coming on-line.


"We
*static* warned you. Communications nearly repaired. We are experiencing
technical difficulties with our sensor-weapon interfacing systems. You must
maintain a *buzz* ten million kilometers from this cube, else you will be
mistaken for a target and fired upon. Repairs will *hiss* half an hour, Terran
standard. Cube #347 out."





Captain
Maxine "Max" Planck, most recent in a long series of Starfleet
captains with the dubious honor of commanding a Secondprize incarnation, stared
at the main viewscreen as audio transmission cut. Waving at helm to move the
starship well beyond the range of the erratically weaving cube, Maxine began to
pace in front of her chair. 


Maxine
was a tall woman, several fingers over two meters in height. More often than
not, she found herself looking down upon upturned faces when she was addressing
crew. Despite her size, she was not, and never had been, an athlete. Her frame
was that of a person who tended towards thinness due to a combination of
continually expended nervous energy and a propensity to forget the concept of
lunch unless a sandwich was shoved under her nose. Maxine's face was nothing
special, neither beautiful nor comely, although her deep blue eyes had caught
the attention of more than one member of the opposite sex in her younger,
rowdier years. Her hair, normally styled in a power bun, was an astonishing
platinum blond, an obvious dye job because human hair did not come in that
particular color. The dye job, usually done by Maxine herself and, thus,
usually done in a hurry, could not disguise the true hair color, however, as
she normally neglected to color the emerging roots near her skull. Blue. Maxine's
real hair was a startling blue which matched her eyes. Questioning the captain
about the hair was likely to evoke little except silence, and maybe, just
maybe, a terse explanation that it was all her parent's fault, end of
discussion. 


The uniform Maxine wore was
primarily black, with red stripes at the end of the sleeves and a red collar. Starfleet
had recently redesigned uniforms (again!) and entered into a dark phase. The
previous version, featuring colored bullseyes on the front and back of the
torso, had proven vastly unpopular, especially among away team members sent on
hostile missions; and the ensign "lost in action" statistic had
reached a high in the annuls of Starfleet only matched by the Kirk Era.


After
several circuits past the empty Big Chair, the occupant of the Slightly Smaller
Chair next to it drummed his hands on a set of knee bongo drums, creating a
mellow percussion melody. "What say, Max-cat?" genially intoned the
Klingon second-in-command Commander Varg Na'tor. "Your back and forth is
giving me a serious case of tennis neck, daddy-o." While the Klingon wore
a typical Starfleet uniform, little else about him was traditional. Dreadlocks,
not a warrior tail or soldier cut, defined his hair; and expensive polarized
sunglasses balanced on the brow of his nose. Beads were looped around Varg's
neck, with thin bangles of silver and copper lightly tinkling on wrists. Unseen,
beat the heart of a beatnik poet, bloody beatnik poetry. Varg was a Klingon,
after all, with peace and light fairly foreign concepts.


The
deck pitched several degrees forward, then yawed sharply right before
stabilizing. Maxine caught herself against an arm of her chair, swiveling to
allow herself to plop down on the embroidered cushion, as if such an action had
always been her plan. Crossing her arms, she glared at the back of the helm's
head.


Lieutenant
Bobby Zzzghatix glanced over his shoulder at his captain, one hand dancing over
console while the other fixed the blue antennae headband which had slightly
slipped askew. Lieutenant Zzzghatix's personal history was long and complex,
but included an unfortunate shuttle crash when he was a child, leaving the then
young and impressionable human stranded as an orphan on an Andorian colony
world. Twenty-odd years later, the product of alien upbringing, Bobby was
convinced he was an Andorian soul trapped in a human body, no matter how much
others (i.e., psychiatrists) pontified to the contrary.


"Sorry,"
said Zzzghatix, false antennae settled. "The last torpedo round came a bit
close. I needed to do a little evasive adjusting." Despite his mental
delusions, or perhaps because of them, Bobby was an excellent helm officer. Unfortunately,
no other captain was willing to have him assigned to their normal ship and
their normal crew. Maxine didn't have a choice in the matter, not that she
complained too loudly as his skills had saved her skin a time or two, AND, more
importantly, whisked her to various of the galaxy's odder tourist attractions
just before closing time.


On
the screen, Cube #347 abruptly accelerated towards the planet, angling along
orbital vectors in the direction of the medium-sized moon. The cube grew
smaller and smaller, becoming the size of a child's toy, then a keychain
ornament, and finally just an occasional glint. Sensors were tracking the
vessel, though, and the ensign at tactical - where was Lieutenant Letaf this
time? - announced Cube #347's abrupt halt in low orbit around the satellite. Moments
later, fiery blossoms arose from the inoffensive chunk of rock.


Maxine
made a Command Decision and said, "I think we'll let them work out their
technical difficulties. Helm, take us to the second gas giant. One of the moons
resembles a pyramid, and I want to take some pictures for my album."





Captain,
also known as 4 of 8, current primary consensus monitor and facilitator of Cube
#347, watched the Federation ship Secondprize prudently move away, sensors
better than anything Starfleet possessed rendering the distant image with
crystal clarity. The Hive, and more precisely the predecessor know as Borg, had
known previous Secondprize incarnations, but this was the first direct meeting
with the version registered as NCC-19296-C. Records noted it to have been
constructed fifteen years prior, a relatively ancient ship considering the
vessels Starfleet had constructed since the Commonwealth treaty, building upon
the initial trickle of technologies released by the Collective.


The
Secondprize hull was a modified Intrepid design, with "modified"
referring to the ability of the saucer to separate from the drive section. However,
records indicated the Secondprize had never done so for unstated technological
difficulties. Additionally, the Secondprize which Captain observed was
fundamentally different from its Intrepid sisters in a major way: final
assembly had goofed, accidentally installing nacelles upside-down such that
they extended below the fuselage, not above. Minor power and performance issues
aside, the Secondprize resembled an overgrown, sleek version of the new
Starfleet runabouts. The downswept nacelles also meant that while the
Secondprize could, like all Intrepid-class ships, maneuver in dense atmosphere,
it could not actually land on a planet without seriously damaging key
components of the propulsion system.


While
Captain's eyes passively watched the viewscreen (a new Soni brand ultra-deluxe
widescreen model) which hung in the nodal intersection nearest his alcove, the
majority of his attention was directed elsewhere. Approximately five Cycles
prior, a major mental paradigm shift had occurred to the Collective,
transforming it from Borg to Hive. While Perfection remained the ultimate goal,
assimilation of unwilling technological, biological, and cultural donors had
ceased. The change had been wrenching trauma for most drones of the Collective.
For the imperfectly assimilated aboard Cube #347, life had continued much as
normal. The sub-collective remained the pariahs of the Collective, minds still
a little too liberal, too undisciplined, too almost-insane. Besides, every
prudent society needed a place to store square pegs that might prove to be
useful at some future point, if only as wood to feed a fire; and the
Collective, past or present, was loath to dispose of serviceable tools.


{Delta,
cut the power!} futilly ordered Captain yet again.


{What
do you think we've been trying to do? Paint the bulkheads?} snarled Delta,
engineering hierarchy head, both of her, in return. {Weapons managed to reroute
tertiary backup relays through subsection 8 while Sensors was regaling us with
the latest composition assimilated from the annual species #6766 Pilgrimage. In
doing so, he screwed up power distribution to impulse.}


{Subsection 8?}


{Subsection
8. A certain drone maintenance unit has been temporarily reassigned to
engineering, effective immediately.}


Blinking,
Captain shuffled through neural feeds, feeling the complex threads of the
dataspaces as roster assignments were shuffled.


For
over thirty Cycles, subsection 8 of the cube had been a no-drone land, a volume
surrendered to a plant of immense proportion. In its native state, a bloodvine
was a semi-mobile, domesticated vegetable that species #4182 had used to
control vermin in agricultural fields. Many Cycles ago, 27 of 27, a vet in
pre-assimilated life and still harboring a pet obsession, had adopted a
cutting, with predictable consequences: accidental introduced of nanoprobes. None
were sure how the vine, nee Thorny, had exploded to its epic dimensions, but
such had occurred. The engineering hierarchy had long confined the plant to
subsection 8 with force fields, but no amount of fire, electricity, plasma,
manual removal, vacuum, or an assortment of other destructive methods had ever
eradicated Thorny. In a rustling, overly mobile jungle of green, silver, and
gray vine and dinner plate sized leaves, a jungle with an eerie
almost-intelligence, only one drone was guaranteed safety.


Doctor,
27 of 27, the drone maintenance hierarchy head, the sole drone comfortable in
subsection 8, stared at an open access panel framed by giant leaves. The leaves
swayed as if in a wind, although no breeze was present. Captain would have
preferred a view expanded beyond the first person, but Thorny seemed to have
acquired an aggressive aversion to all drones not Doctor, and especially the
engineering hierarchy, primary instigators to an on-again, off-again labor of
pruning; and the remote cameras occasionally installed always became obscured
by greenery.


"Come
on Thorny, don't blockums your mamma's workspace," murmured Doctor aloud
as he gently brushed aside an intruding tendril. Inside the exposed bulkhead
were several glowing blue conduits, each as thick as Captain's natural forearm.
Engineering hierarchy overlaid schematics, labeling the conduits with the
spidery runes which was Borg script.


{Disconnect
A and B,} spoke Delta as the appropriate parts were highlighted, {and reverse
their connections.}


Replied
Doctor as one of his hand reached forward, holding a very low tech crescent
wrench. {I know. Just like surgery on a patient-watient, only a wee bit
bigger.}


Reflected
in metal, blue aura cast by conduit radiation, Doctor's rodent features were
intently focused on the goal. Click click. Incisor teeth absently clicked and
clacked together. The reflection dimmed, then disappeared, conduits darkening
as they were disconnected from their sockets. Doctor was extremely agile, hand
coordination a necessary prerequisite for a drone maintenance member, and so he
had the minor engineering task swiftly completed. The transposed conduits
flickered back to life.


Captain
groaned as the lights on his tier level went out, as did lights all over the
cube. And gravity. And life support. On the upside, power was now cut to
weapons and engines. Conversely, sensors and shielding were also unavailable. All
which remained functional was the Collective link, access to computer systems,
and, for unknown reasons, Captain's viewscreen, although the picture was a
scene of static. Ghostly keening arose in the darkness, followed the crash of
shattering glass.


{If
there is any, I repeat, any looting this time, the consequences will be
unpleasant. Everyone shall have only one alcove, not two, three, or more,
when the lights return. And 140 of 480, stop those noises.} The moans halted.


Said
Delta said: {Objective accomplished. Weapons' alterations are neutralized.}


The
darkness was not bothersome to a Hive drone, who could see surroundings using
other than standard visual frequencies. Similarly, magnetic soles rendered lack
of gravity mere inconvenience; and loss of heat and oxygen replenishment
systems were unimportant for a race engineered to survive vacuum exposure. The
condition of cube defense and offense, however, was another matter, one which
required immediate remedy. {Delta, fix us. Second,} continued Captain to the
sub-collective's backup consensus monitor and facilitator, {police our
potential pillagers.} He ignored the subsequent, and expected, sarcastic
complaint.


The
current configuration of Cube #347 hierarchy heads was not "natural,"
not the expected mixture of round-robin and lottery assignments. Captain had
awoken to the mission knowing something was vastly different, disturbing. For
one thing, it should have been 1 of 8's turn baby-sitting the sub-collective. Instead,
in the quiet of a cube asleep except for a lone drone, the knowledge of the
task had come flooding to a just awakened 4 of 8. This assignment was
important, vital, and the most efficient hierarchy head configuration recorded
with the current crew compliment had been resurrected. Captain - 4 of 8. Second
- 3 of 8. Delta - 12 of 19. Sensors - 1 of 3. Weapons - 45 of 300. Doctor - 27
of 27. Assimilation - 13 of 20.


One
had wondered at the time, however, why Cube #347 had been dispatched on such a
weighty mission. Wondered very quietly, of course. The Borg may now be Hive,
but Hive still frowned upon mere drones questioning the wisdom of the Greater
Consciousness. Therefore, while waiting for Federation contact in the
rendezvous system, many theories had been postulated, including the reality of
the high risk nature of the assignment, a very possible one-way trip for which
Cube #347 was expendable. The revelation of what ship Starfleet sent only
complicated the situation, crystallized a previously low possibility scenario
that Federation either did not take the Threat seriously, else thought the
circumstances to be a trap.


Captain
stared at his static filled viewscreen, the only visible nonthermal light
source. Inwardly, he futilly reminded an unrepentant Weapons to behave himself.
He also directed engineering hierarchy to {Hurry up,} an insistence which
predictably fell on the deaf mental ears of the unlistening and very busy
mentality which was Delta.


Barely
into the mission, and already it was teetering on the figurative edge of a
black hole disaster, ready to be flushed down the universal toilet.


Normalcy.





21
of 46 opened his eyes as 115 of 310 walked past. "Don't touch my hair, I
warn you."


115
of 310 shuffled to a halt, turning to regard 21 of 46. Hair? Where had that
come from? He had simply been going from point A to point B, said destination
being a repair on the engineering duty roster. Unconsciously his eyes raised to
regard 21 of 46's head, which, like every other drone, was quite bald. A patch
of buffed chrome highlighted a section of skull devoid of epidermis. "You
have no hair," remarked the obvious by 115 of 310.


"I
warn you," spoke 21 of 46, a rising tone of warning coloring the synthetic
undertones of his voice, "don't mess with my hair! Anything, but the hair!
You are planning something, I know it!"


115
of 310 stared, incredulous, "What are you talking about? You have no
hair!"


Disengaging
from his alcove, 21 of 46 stepped onto the catwalk. He placed his body
protectively in front of a small niche which 21 of 46 had not noticed. Within
the alcove was a rather sad brown topee, looking more like a bedraggled and
mostly drowned rat than a hairpiece. The style was that of a ponytail and, for
some odd reason, sideburns. "You are plotting to touch my hair! Don't!"


115
of 310 backed a step, raising his hands. "I am not going to touch your
hair!"


The
incomprehensible argument waged in the back of Captain's mind, one of twelve
such currently occurring. In addition, in the past five seconds, one hundred
fifteen attempts had been made to subvert various systems to satisfy personal
whims, forty-one suspicious software patches and loops had been discovered and
removed, two attempts at cube self-destruction had been adverted, and the
marathon had passed the half-way point at subsection 18, submatrix 1, corridor
32. All in all, it was a rather light censor load, except for the very annoying
nature of the hairpiece accusation.


{Second,
deal with 21 of 46 and 115 of 310,} ordered Captain even as he stood patiently,
waiting for Maxine to complete the superfluous introduction of her senior crew.


Maxine
paused in her introductions and blinked, a puzzled expression on her face, her
head cocked slightly sideways in a posture of listening. "Captain
Borg?" She hesitated again. "There is that noise again. It almost
sounds like it is coming from you. Sort of like metal or fingernails dragged
across a chalkboard."


Captain
unclenched his teeth, locking his jaw to halt the unconscious grinding. He had
picked up the bad habit a decade back and two Hierarchy of Eight rotations
earlier; and since then had been forced to have his molars replaced three times
by maintenance. While he did not eat, teeth were still necessary for speech,
unless one wanted to talk to the unassimilated with an undignified lisp.


"This
drone is not 'Captain Borg,'" reminded Captain to Maxine for the third
time. "This drone may be addressed as 4 of 8 or Captain, not Captain Borg,
nor Captain Drone, nor Captain Hiver." 'Hey you' was a preferable
alternative as well, as far as Captain was concerned. Why did humans, and only
humans or human hybrids, addressing him always feel 'Captain' to be inadequate,
tacking on a 'Borg' or other addition nearly every time? Maxine belonged to the
generation of people who had grown up in a time when Hive was known as Borg,
and tended to add that old label instead of the current politically correct
Hiver identifier.


{You
are touching my hair!} wailed 21 of 46. Captain shuffled his attention to the
loci, finding Second holding the apparently sacred toupee. Second was of
average size, as biped forms went, his species' primary claim to biological
fame being a double pair arrangement of eyes instead of the normal two. 21 of
46 sobbed again, a mindless volley of sound, then physically attacked the
sub-collective's second-in-command. Both fell to the floor in a heap, a very
heavy 21 of 46 on top, a flurry of fists, elbows, and knees. A fascinated 115
of 310 stood a short distance away (it was his visual input stream Captain was
riding), offering odds upon the outcome.


"Captain,
um, just Captain. Are you listening? You are a little more blank than the usual
drone."


Captain
allowed himself a slight frown in response to the exterior distraction. "We
are having slight technical difficulties, stand by." Internally: {By the
whatever, Second, you are as tactful as ever. Give 21 of 46 the toupee.}


{Tact
is irrelevant,} replied Second. He had ordered several weapons and drone
maintenance units to his position, and they were pulling the enraged 21 of 46
off. Unfortunately, 21 of 46 was resisting all attempts at sedation, instead
yelling for his hairpiece.


Huffed
Captain, {Give it to him. We don't need this incident, especially not in front
of witnesses.}


Second
grumbled, {Fine.} He held out the now even more disheveled toupee. It was
quickly snatched by the affronted 21 of 46, who promptly began to pet and croon
to it like the hairpiece was a small animal.


{Doctor:
adjust 21 of 46,} ordered Captain to a certain rodent drone. As acknowledgment
was received, Captain returned his full attention to the situation at hand. "Technical
difficulties resolved."


Maxine
grimaced, then delicately asked, "Is it related to your earlier problems? Anything
we can do to help?"


"No,
and no."


Silence.
The human senior helmsman with the plastic bobble antennae coughed. Maxine
finally broke the awkward moment, "Okaaaay. Back on track, shall we? Perhaps
you know why the Secondprize was dispatched out here? While I admit the scenery
on the way was highly interesting, especially the Galaxy's Largest Pile of
Burlap Bags - it had collapsed under its own gravity into a black hole, fancy
that! - the tourist books have nothing out in this corner of the galaxy. Not
even a Dillon's Tacky Souvenir Shoppe."


Captain
opened his mouth to reply to the question embedded at the start of the babble,
but closed it as Maxine continued, uninterruptable.


"Oh,
but first, the rest of my crew. As I began to say earlier, this is my
engineering chief, Lieutenant Commander Goth."


The
named orange-skinned humanoid was unusual to say the least, a co-mingling of
features which implied an improbable Ferengi-Vulcan parentage. The Lieutenant
Commander had an expression on her face which shouted her desire to be
elsewhere doing something productive, an attitude accented as she rudely buffed
carefully manicured fingernails on her shirt. Her frame was the Vulcan frame,
her features Vulcan features, and her hair straight, black Vulcan hair. Her
ears...one would not want to grow up surrounded by the cruelty of
child-to-child interaction with those ears. The orange skin was bad, but the
giant Ferengi lobes with the suggestion of a Vulcan ear point were worse. As if
sensing Captain's sudden and intense morbid examination (well, actually the
sub-collective's, but it amounted to the same thing), Goth stopped polishing
her nails.


"One
comment about the ears, Borg-boy - and don't give me that Hive crap - and I'll
disassemble you with the bluntest butter knife I can scrounge from the galley
and ship your parts back to the Collective on the slowest, smelliest Bolian
transport I can find."


Comments
which had been threatening to leap the censor barrier died. The warning had
been directed to all drones, not just Captain, who, meanwhile, took two steps
away from the temperamental engineer. Why were all engineers, no matter the
species, touchy? Perhaps the attitude originated with supposedly benign warp
core radiation.... Captain terminated that particular line of hypothetical
reasoning before it ripened, before Delta could take umbrage.


Maxine
sighed. "Don't be contrary, Lieutenant Commander. Okay, next we have
Secondprize's doctor - Lieutenant Richard Evans."


Evans
stood quietly, hands behind his back, at a military parade rest. No blond hair
with blue roots, no orange skin, no bobble antennae, Richard appeared to be
normal, even boring. He was a human male of average size, of average build, of
brown hair and brown eyes. He was the type of man who could lose himself in a
crowd, one more anonymous face. Clearing his throat, Richard asked in an
average tenor, "What about Ensign Mister Ible?"


Ensign
Mister Ible? Captain's eyes darted from collar to collar, noting the lack of
ensigns.


Maxine's
face darkened. "And the doctor's assistant, Ensign Ible. Excuse me, Ensign
Mister Ible."


Richard
beamed as his hands emerged from behind his back. To be precise, only one
emerged, the other clothed in a sock. The sock was a gray hiking sock with
black toe and heel, made of a blend of exotic synthetics, nylon, and wool. Sewed
on the sock were two bright red buttons, serving as eyes.


"How
do you do?" queried the sock puppet. The ventriloquism was excellent,
Richard's mouth remaining closed and the voice distinctly different from the
doctor's. It was also very creepy; and there were very few situations which
could alarm a Hive drone. Believing the wrath of an annoyed engineer to be the
preferable option, Captain moved away from Evans and towards Goth.


"Not
now, Ensign Mister Ible," said Maxine. Mister Ible pouted by hiding under
Richard's armpit. "Continuing with introductions, I would introduce our
tactical officer Lieutenant Simon Letaf, but he's in his quarters, unable to
attend this meeting."


As
an aside, Goth whispered to the be-antannaed Zzzghatix, "I hear he's
having another breakdown: his virtual girlfriend dumped him for the ship
computer."


"Lieutenants!"
snapped Maxine in reprimand. "Whisper among yourselves later. As I was
saying, for whatever the reason, Lieutenant Simon is unable to attend. My last
crewman is Lieutenant Troy Minimin, who serves as science officer, Ops, and
communication on the bridge."


Troy
was yet another human on the standard human-heavy Starfleet command crew. His
skull bulged oddly under his red hair, but other than that, he was, again,
outwardly normal. He also looked to be quite young, less than twenty years of
age. Of course, a similar first impression had been had for Richard Evans,
before the sock puppet. Thankfully, Troy did not say anything, the youngster
simply nodding his head and appraising Captain with a cold, calculating, 'I'm
going to grow up to be a Q and add you to my bug collection' expression.


Maxine
clapped her hands together. "Very good. Now, Captain, about this mission? I
was told this was a goodwill, observer-to-the-Hive jaunt. Simple. To tell the
truth, I know there was a bit more, but I didn't listen too closely. There were
so many plans to make for the trip here, so many exciting sights to see,
and the Admiral who was briefing me had the monotone voice of a Starfleet
Academy instructor."


Captain
stared at Maxine. Why was the admission not surprising? It was much more
efficient to be interconnected as a Whole, even if the part of the Whole
considered was the Hive equivalent of a bad neighborhood, because it was
impossible to fault a wandering mind as a reason for not receiving
instructions. However, the sub-collective had prepared for the foreseen
situation. "We have instructions. I will relay them."


As
he turned his back on the Secondprize command staff and made his way to the
wall which included viewscreen and audio-visual controls, Maxine asked,
"Explain the whole 'I', 'we', and 'this drone' thing, would you? I've
never actually met a Hiver face-to-face, understand, but I've seen the
recruitment advertisements and taken the mandatory 'New Collective' series of Academy
courses. As Borg, there was no 'I' at all, but now, although not always, there
is. How do you decide which tense to use? Hey! What are you doing to my
ship?"


Focusing
on his goal, Captain ignored the clumsy attempt to draw him into irrelevant
dialogue. The use of the first person instead of "this drone" to
refer to self when in the presence of the unassimilated was a relatively new
phenomenon within the "New Collective," as Captain Maxine stylized
it, largely practiced by those whom had been voluntarily assimilated. The great
majority of Hivers, however, retained the mental architecture and complete
dissolution of individuality attained as Borg, and could not break the third
person habit, be it singular or plural. The imperfectly assimilated of Cube
#347, by contrast, had never really given up the first person in the first
place, so the relaxation was not a spectacular change, except certain censor
programs which had originally been installed for use when in contact with
nonHive persons were now retired. This explanation Captain did not relay to
Maxine as he placed his right hand on the controls adjacent viewscreen and
triggered assimilation tubules.


"We
must access this station to present information. The Secondprize computer will
not be adversely compromised. I suggest you sit down." Captain said the
latter as he turned to face the room, the use of "you" clearly
plural.


Once
the Secondprize staff were sitting in their respective chairs around the
stylized hourglass briefing table, Captain began his presentation. The lights
dimmed sufficiently to resolve the images to be shown on the screen, but not
enough to trigger the sentient urge to nap despite the importance of the task. The
overall situation hearkened back over thirty Cycles to one similar on a place
called Waystation with a threat called They. This time, however, there were no
obvious guns pointed at his person; and while They remained a threat, the bulk
of They were estimated to be in intergalactic transit, while the current
dilemma, the Dark, were here, immediate.


"The
Dark, species #11086," began Captain, "are quasi-organic entities
from beyond the rim. The basic structure..."


"Excuse
me," interrupted Maxine, "but 'Dark'? Is that what this race calls
itself?"


"We,"
Captain emphasized the Collective We, "do not know what species #11086
calls itself as it refuses to speak to any not its kind, and as we are unable
to assimilate individuals."


Maxine
continued her irrelevant line of questioning. "Why 'Dark' then? You Borg,
er, Hive aren't exactly the most creative of people."


"It
is the identification given by Hive allies and associates in the region of
infestation. The Federation, being closer to the galactic hub, has had little,
if any, direct conflict with the Dark; and the reports which are received are
silenced to allow citizens to live their small lives in ignorance, at least
until the information can no longer be suppressed. Recent examples include the
Dominion War, the Diglin Incident, and the Wacky Wicken Chicken
Incursion."


Confused
faces peered at each other in the semi-dark. Troy piped, "I've read and
memorized all my Starfleet history, but I've never heard of either Diglin or
Wicken Chicken."


Maxine
mused aloud, "This is an election year, as was the Dominion War. Say,
Captain, did the other two things happen in election years as well?"


Captain
turned inward as the question was cross-indexed. "Affirmative," he
replied mechanically.


"That
explains it." The others at the table nodded sagely in agreement with the
Secondprize's captain. They seemed oddly undisturbed by the revelation.


"Enough
digression," said Captain, censoring the impatience from his vocal
synthesizer, "we continue."


"The
basic structure of the entity is a black segmented cylinder. The average adult
is two kilometers in length, with newborn offspring one hundred meters. The
creature is largely organic, primarily fueling non-propulsion and non-defensive
requirements by ingestion of food. Tendrils are exuded from the epidermis to
manipulate objects. Complex metal and ceramic structures are existent, however,
including transwarp devices, shielding elements, power core, and internal plate
armoring of vitals. These structures are built by internal robots, which in
turn are directed by the creatures. In addition, micrometer scale bots, a
technological step behind nanoprobes, are present in the flesh." Accompanying
Captain's dry summary, pictures both static and moving flashed on the
viewscreen.


First,
a rotating schematic of an adult Dark was placed side-by-side with footage of
the actual entity. Captain did not divulge the clip had been among the final
exterior shots from Battle-class Cube #3321. Twelve bulbous segments, a number
which varied from individual to individual, fashioned the body, which in turn
tapered fore and aft to blunt ends. The bow, the "head," was where
food was ingested; and the stern was blind, for the creature appeared to
utilize all which was eaten, waste gasses transported to the organic equivalent
of maneuvering thrusters. The epidermis was a dull, matte black, although resolution
in ultraviolet showed vast stretches of hull (skin) which reflected oddly,
indicating a possible sensor system for an entity which otherwise lacked
obvious eyes or other means to perceive the universe.


As
Captain continued his narration, delving into the fabricated parts, the
viewscreen frame showing the living Dark altered to display inorganic
components as they were named. In most cases, blood, gore, and surrounding
connective tissue had not been fully cleansed from the apparatus; and these
pictures were taken from dissection endpoint. Captain could show the dissection
processes, or in-situ views, but the time wasted waiting for Secondprize staff
to reassemble after visiting the bathroom to regurgitate the most recent meal
weighed against such a decision. As it was, a series of dry heaves originated
from the science cum communications officer, especially during the power core
segment which included a length of severed intestine. Both the Klingon and the
human with the Andorian name appeared to be more fascinated than disgusted. The
other crew members held carefully neutral expressions.


As
the slide show continued, the macro robots and micrometer probes were
displayed. The robots were twelve-legged spiders, a dozen arms with
thumb-plus-two-finger grasping appendages attached to a central globular body. The
hands were modular, able to be removed and refit with a variety of tools. The
macrobots armspan was approximately two meters. The microprobes appeared
similar, albeit on a much smaller scale. A combination of synthetic material
and biological DNA/RNA scaffolding, the latter were of a size suitable to undertake
fine work on constructed machines and crudely manipulate Dark cells. The
micromachines were not as elegant as Hive nanoprobes, but they served many the
same purposes, minus an assimilation role. They offered sufficient resistance
to assimilation for the Dark natural immune system - a robust system practiced
in fighting deadly radiation damage - to wipe out the few desperate Hive
attempts to proceed in such a manner.


"Adult,
offspring, directed," said Maxine as she adroitly singled out key words. "Are
you implying these Dark are intelligent? I mean, they look like, actually, your
standard giant spacefaring animal."


Captain
focused on Maxine. Perhaps she did have a couple of functioning brain cells in
that head of hers, despite the blue-tinged hair and predication towards
prattling. "Yes. The Hive would not provide a species designation if an
entity was not sentient." The viewscreen altered to show a body segment of
a Dark adult, skin and muscle pulled back and bone and protective metal plates
removed to reveal a wrinkled gray brain, approximate volume that of a Starfleet
runabout. Troy rapidly stood, made several nauseated noises, then ran from the
room with hands clamped over his mouth, cheeks bulging. The door slid shut.


"The
language is highly complex." Captain cued audio recordings. A moaning,
chattering sound filled speakers, interspersed by clicks and croaks. It sounded
like a choir of barbershop quartets composed of whales, crickets, monkeys, and
chorus frogs. "Frequencies employed are on the subspace bands, much higher
than that used by most other species for FTL communication. We cannot translate
it.


"Concerning
sentience, we postulate species #11086 were once beings of the ground, moving
into space by altering their genome. Competing hypotheses include a religious
aversion to spaceships, or a world which was metal poor, and, thus, could not
support naval construction and associated infrastructure. As the Dark originate
beyond the galactic rim where planetary systems are rare, and those which are
present generally do not encompass large amounts of metal, the latter
postulation is most probable."


"By
the Hive mother," swore Zzzghatix, adding to the conversation a very
Andorian philosophical twist, "so, do the brains taste good? Fried? Baked?
Broiled?"


Maxine
snapped, "Lieutenant Zzzghatix! We do not eat brains from sentient beings,
even extra-large brains from giant organic vonNeumann-like organic
machines."


Instead
of being suitably chastised, Zzzghatix leaned sideways to swap brain recipes
with Na'tor. The human sat up straight as his captain loudly cleared her
throat.


"This
is all well and good, but what is the purpose of Secondprize, then? If the Dark
is so far from Federation space, why should we care?" asked Maxine.


Captain
set the viewscreen to show recorded Dark footage. "The Dark creeps closer
to your borders, as your high admirals are aware. The Hive can only slow the
advance, not halt nor defeat." The admission brought looks of concern to
the faces around the table. The Hive, and Borg before, were commonly thought by
the unassimilated to be a juggernaught able to counter anything threatening it.
"You will be an active observer. You will come with us to system #258.1-H,
a refueling depot which was overrun by Dark three Cycles ago. The Hive requires
tactical appraisal of the system; and you will accompany us to provide an
unbiased first-hand account for transmittal to Starfleet. We need Starfleet
assistance, as demanded per section Gh1-2, paragraph 34b of the Commonwealth
Treaty, but the Federation is dragging red tape bureaucracy. As stated earlier,
it is an election year, and initiating wars, even clandestine wars, are not
popular in election years." He neglected to add the fact the mission was
extremely high risk as the command staff once again nodded with brain-washed understanding
of the unrealities present during elections.


Meanwhile,
on the screen the Dark entity executed a graceful maneuver. Backlit by the disc
of a yellow giant star, the silhouette smoothly shortened as the shape turned
from broadside to head-on. Slowly, gradually, the circle grew large,
indicating, for those unversed in basic physics, the drawing near of the
creature. Finally the shape eclipsed the sun, first a golden aura delineating
edges, and then, just before the picture dissolved into soundless static, an
infinite hole of black on black.





*****





Black
on black, the sun rose over the limb of the gas giant to illuminate the flanks
of the clan-pod. Twenty-two adults serenely rotated along their long axis,
comfortably Singing among themselves and listening to the warbling gossip of
other clans of the greater pod spread throughout the volume of local stars. Twenty-two
adults, twenty-one of light-drinking black and one highlighted by gray mottles,
secure, content, full.


Mottle
felt the tightening of her epidermis as the twins within her grew. Already, in
the ten seasons since this system had been claimed by her race, she had birthed
thrice; and now six strong daughters were among those of the juvenile-pods
grazing on the carbon-rich bounty of the Oort belt. These two, however, would
be sons, sired by the pod strikeleader and hopefully destined to found clans of
their own, clans to claim systems, clans to challenge other pods in the joyful
game of supremacy.


A
tendril manipulator was lazily extruded, grappling a chunk of what used to be a
moon. No longer. It had been sundered and now served as an orbital larder for
the breeding adults. Thus far, two other moons of the Jove planet had suffered
the same fate; and while overall damage to the system was light, such would not
always be true. As the first daughters reached breeding size in two seasons,
followed by younger siblings in the seasons following, the clan would come to
dominate the space. Given no unforeseen difficulties, in three years - nine
seasons - the first clan-buds would leave to claim virgin systems. In ten
years, the more than exponential growth possible by a race whose females could
birth two to six pups a breeding season, and a race whose females outnumbered
males five to one, would strip the system of edibles, of metals, of gasses,
forcing all, even the core family-pod, to move on, to find new territory.


Mottle
separated herself from the rest of the clan as nutritional cravings rumbled in
her gut. Chirping her intentions, she rode the magnetic lines of the gas
planet, finally turning to dive. Skimming the cloud tops, she was an organic
feeding machine sucking hydrogen, helium, and other light elements and
compounds into her body. She listened to the newest compositions crooned across
interstellar depths by philosophers and Singers, and was content. This galaxy
would support her race, shelter it, make it strong; and when all was said and
done, and attentions were cast to the next galaxy, and the one following, her
pod, her clan relatives, would be supreme. And perhaps, just perhaps, she would
be there to witness.





*****





"How
far, again?" asked Maxine her voice incredulous.


Captain
replied for the second time, "System #258.1-H is 306 light years distant. Are
your aural organs malfunctioning?" Captain focused on the Secondprize's
senior-most officer with an intense, unblinking gaze only a Hive drone could
muster. The staring had its desired intent, causing Maxine to unconsciously
blanche and take a half step backwards before she could consciously recognize
her retreat.


"I
am fine," adamantly pronounced Maxine, "but 306 light years? That
will take, um..." Maxine's eyes flickered upwards in futile mathematical
concentration. "Lieutenant Zzzghatix, tell the Hiver how long it will take
us to go 306 light years at our best cruising speed."


Zzzghatix
cocked his head sideways, setting bobble antennae to bobbing. "About
forty, forty-two days. Well over a month, anyway."


Despite
the fact Captain was physically apart from Cube #347, he was, as always, close
to the sub-collective in other ways; and ever tied, albeit much more distantly,
to the Greater Consciousness. The information which automatically flowed to him
prompted his reply, "Unacceptable. We will arrive in system #258.1-H in
eight cycles."


Goth
snorted with disbelief that combined snide Vulcan nature with businesslike
Ferrengi. "Maybe you can travel that fast with that cube of yours, or one
of the new transwarp-capable jobs rolling off the Starfleet construction docks.
This ship, however, only has old-fashioned warp. Why don't you be a good drone
and go ahead of us. I'll shovel some more coal in the furnace to push us as
fast as we can go. We'll get there when we get there."


In
the background of Captain's mind, among those designations watching the
exchange through his eyes, one voice rose. It was Second, backup consensus
monitor. {Can we assimilate her? She has an attitude I like!} Second was a
master of cutting sarcasm.


{One
has to ask to-be drones politely now a'days, not summarily assimilate them,}
reminded Captain to Second, who was well aware of the radical change in policy
initiated five Cycles previously.


{I'm
certain an exception can be made this once. Or perhaps there could be an
"accident'? After all, Assimilation has nothing to do,} replied Second,
referring to the head of the hierarchy least likely to see action on Cube #347,
even before the involuntary assimilation moratorium. With his opinion voiced,
Second returned to the peanut gallery of watchers.


The
exchange occurred on too short a time scale for the nonHive present to realize
the hesitation to be more than a simple conversational pause. "Unnecessary.
Cube #347 will provide transportation."


"Wait
just a minute!" exclaimed Maxine. "My crew will not be abandoning
Secondprize to ride around on that vessel of yours. No beds, no showers, no
food, no bathroom facilities. No." She cut a hand in front of her in a
firm negation.


Captain
stared balefully at Maxine before regarding all the crew. "Cube #347 has,
on occasion, hosted the unassimilated. We do not care to repeat such
experiences if such can be avoided." He paused, absently disengaging a
command subroutine originating from 410 of 422, a command with potential to do
Bad Things to cube integrity. "We will tow you through transwarp. The trip
will require approximately eight Federation-standard days. Prepare yourselves. You
have one hour. We will contact you prior to initiation of tractor beam." Captain
locked a transporter onto himself and returned to Cube #347.


He
did not bother to inquire why his alcove, and the four adjacent to either side,
were smoldering, nor why cream pies had apparently been used as a substitute
for extinguisher foam. The important thing was the mini-disaster was under
control with the appropriate fire suppressor tools, and the largely cosmetic
damage would be repaired prior to his next regeneration cycle. Instead, he
focused on Weapons, preparing to impress upon the volatile head of the weapons
hierarchy why the Secondprize would be conveyed safely by tractor beams (on
threat of relinquishing control of that particular system to Delta and
engineering) and why the Federation ship would not be blow up simply because
"it existed and was target shaped."





"Hail
from the cube," said Troy. He had since recovered from his embarrassing
exit from the bridge briefing room.


Maxine
looked over her shoulder at the brainy, but yet oh-so-young, Lieutendant. His
generation of officers and crew had never really come to fear the Hive. Of
course, Maxine herself had never locked horns with the entity she had grown up
knowing as Borg, but still, her education had emphasized the dangers of the
Collective. The last she had heard, the Academy had a politically correct
curriculum for incoming freshmen entited "The Hive Is Our Friend!" in
an attempt to show how thankful Starfleet was for advanced Hive technology,
won't you give us some more, please? "Well, answer them. You are smart
enough to pick up the phone when someone rings, aren't you?"


Troy
stared in response, confusion furrowing his large expanse of forehead.


"Never
mind. Archaic referrence," muttered Maxine. "Put the hail
on-screen."


On
the forward viewscreen blinked not Captain's implant shrouded face, but rather
unending rows of catwalks. It appeared the cube was to be "official"
during this conversation. Maxine was squinting to focus on what seemed to be a
wisp of smoke on the right side of the picture when the Hive Multivoice
sounded. "This is your final warning. Time to tractor lock is one
minute."


"Excuse
me," began Maxine, "you said you would give a five minute warning! We
haven't quite stored everything." Protests were useless, for Secondprize's
captain found herself talking to a blank screen.


Reported
Ensign Xyster from tactical, one of a revolving number of low-ranking security
crew filling in for the still absent security officer Lieutenant Letaf,
"The cube is moving towards us, and rather agressively if I may say
so."





Cube
#347, much larger than the target it was aiming at even as itself was the
smallest class of Hive cubeships, neared Secondprize. At fifty meters it jerked
to a stop, an armored mountain looming over the Intrepid-class Federation
vessel. For several long seconds it was still, except for the faint green glow
of ionization dancing around disruptor apature. Abruptly, a tractor beam
arrowed from an edge, followed by a second and a third, catching the
Secondprize in a secure three-point grip of manipulated gravitons. Unseen, a
deflector envelope was extended to swallow the smaller ship, wrapping it in the
protection necessary to brave the alternate matter hell which transwarp
transversed. Then, without ceremony, a tear was made in the local space-time
fabric, an opening which eagerly devoured cube and Starfleet vessel.


Alone
once more, the planets of the rendevous system uncaringly orbitted their sun. The
only trace of sentient presense was the fading signature of transwarp drive and
diligent Hive beacons ever warning intruders to the system of their uninvited
nature.
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{Sensors
says [yellow curls] are gone, again,} informed Sensors, head of the sensory
hierarchy. Sensors, an insectoid with a faint resemblance to a praying mantis,
tended to speak in third person and included among her vocabulary concepts and
phrases not even the robust Hive universal translator could interpret. However,
in this instance, to what 'yellow curls' referred was not a mystery.


Captain
focused on Weapons, who currently had jurisdiction of tractor beams. {What
happened? I thought you were certain we had determined a way to stop that
blasted ship from escaping.}


Weapons
snarled, {The Secondprize...adapted. If I was allowed to shear the nacelles
from the fuselage, there would be no further problems. My hierarchy could also
blow up engineering, just in case. And fuse all maneuvering thrusters. And
destroy impulse.}


{No,
that is not the point,} interrupted Second as Captain mentally indicated for
his second-in-command to calm Weapons before he goaded his hierarchy into
performing something destructive from which recovery would be difficult.


Captain
sighed, then turned to contemplate the screen in the nodal intersection he
frequented. As Cube #347 dropped from transwarp, sensors stretched to search
for the wayward Secondprize, which in turn was echoed visually on the monitor. Maxine
had pulled this annoying Houdini act six times thus far, with this instance
number seven. Somehow the Secondprize's captain managed to spur her otherwise
incompetent crew to brilliantly break from the tractor beam and slip out of
transwarp, all without damaging her ship, not even scratching the paint. It was
a feat unmatched in Hive (and Borg) history, one which could not be prevented
no matter how many tractor beams were used to anchor the Secondprize nor the
securement protocol utilized. And why did Maxine insist on ruining Cube #347's
precise timetable while at the same time provoking Weapons into a frenzy
requiring severe actions to prevent the inadvertent "disabling" of
the Starfleet vessel?


A
tacky tourist attraction.


The
worst part was, without knowing how Maxine knew of the attractions, most of
which weren't on Hive astrometric charts, Cube #347 could not confidently plot
a course to avoid the obstacles. Inevitably, something caught the attention of
the tourist-mad Secondprize captain. The former eight day trek had mutated into
a two week adventure in frustration.


{Find
the Secondprize, Sensors,} ordered Captain. On his viewscreen, a red triangle
began to slowly pulse. The point of view zoomed in until an unusual binary
system filled the screen. Two enormous red giants circled each other, between
which, improbably, sat a small rocky world with the characteristic signatures
of life. The lifeforms in question were certainly not sentient, and therefore
not of interest to the Collective, but life was present. Orbiting the planet
was Secondprize.


Captain
turned his attention to a small partition of command and control. They had been
bestowed a very special task: to dig through the myriad of tourist publications
to learn where Captain Maxine found her information. These out-of-the-way
destinations were not common knowledge. {Report.}


140
of 480, spokesdrone, replied, {We have narrowed the search given the previous
six visitation parameters, plus this seventh. This phenomenon is known as
Fungus World, a planet tenanted by a globe-spanning fungus which has the
properties of a trampoline. The only publication to mention Fungus World, in
addition to the other six stops, is the guide book "Across the Milky Way
on One Strip of Latinum a Day: 1,000,001 Hidden Destination Gems."}


The
appropriate electronic book was provided by the partition to the general
sub-collective to peruse. There were literally 1,000,001 destinations,
including exact (or inexact, in the case of traveling phenomenon) stellar
coordinates, local lodging options, and the nearest restaurants featuring cheap
food edible by organic lifeforms. Sensors seized upon the coordinates, mapping
all entries between the current position and the Dark target system. There were
five potential layovers, five potential delays.


As
Cube #347 exited transwarp and entered the Fungus World system to retrieve the
wayward charge, a partition of command and control completed charting an
acceptable course. No tourist destination would be passed within five light
years, thus, hopefully, deterring the propensity of Secondprize to abscond. The
update time estimate to Dark target system from the present position? Thirteen
days.


Captain
did not offer apologies, even insincere ones, to the Starfleet crew when they
were informed as to the new course (apologies were irrelevant even in the new
politically correct world the Hive operated), and neither did he chastise
Weapons when Cube #347 tractored Secondprize using unnecessary roughness.





*****





It
was not the Season of Breeding, and her sides were growing increasingly taunt
with the twins that grew inside her, but Mottle nonetheless enjoyed the
courting attentions of Loremaster. Loremaster was the smallest of the pod's four
adult males, yet also the most loquacious. What he lacked in bulk, he more than
made up by the quantity of knowledge he retained, and the ability to spin
pleasing story, song, and poetry. He did not have a wandering itch, the need to
visit pods and clan not of his birth, and so he could not truly be called
Philosopher, Singer, or Poet, but still, his words were as sweet as any of the
Honored clanless.


Mottle
coquettishly led Loremaster through the Van Allan belts of the system's second
gas giant, pretending to ignore his thrummings as they shivered her extended
electrical field. Both knew the game for what it was. Mottle was surveying the
suitability of the plant and its environs for the young adults which would be
invading insystem in several seasons. The older breeding adults had claimed the
prime feeding grounds and would defend it from their offspring until such time
individuals proved their fitness to graze with their elders; and so it would be
thus until the system was stripped, strongest family- and peer-pods holding the
best territories. None had ever said boring tasks such as surveying could not
be pleasant, however, and so Mottle enjoyed Loremaster's company. 


More
distantly followed a younger male named Burr, a reflection upon his woolly,
growling voice-tone. He was recently insystem, the largest of the fruit from
the first breeding season, drawn irresistibly to the metals and radioisotopes
required to reach his full potential, materials scarce in the Oort cloud
rearing grounds. Burr knew he was not ready to compete with his elders despite
the fact he was two hundred meters longer than Loremaster. Stuck in awkward
adolescence between growing youngling and breeding adult, he lurked at the
edges of Mottle's family-pod, running from aggressive charges even as he absorbed
the knowledge and customs he would need for entry into proper adult society.


Loremaster
slowed as he felt the tentative thrumming Burr directed at Mottle, a juvenile
parroting of the former's courting poems. Mottle chuckled in amusement at the
youth's impertinence, continuing her assigned task even as she watched a
semi-irked Loremaster mock charge the larger Burr. The adolescent would one day
be a fine addition to the pod, but for now he was just an upstart child testing
the limits of propriety, but also acknowledging his place in the greater
clan-pod pecking order.


Mottle
hoped her twins would be as bold some day when they were on the cusp of
adulthood.





*****





Cube
#347 and Secondprize arrived in system #258.1-H, a Hive fueling depot prior to
the base's destruction by Dark. The Secondprize was firmly grasped by six
tractor beams, each a slightly different frequency to prevent undesired
straying of the small ship. Moments after exiting transwarp, after examining
the immediate area for Dark danger, the tractors were cut, allowing Secondprize
her freedom.


Both
ships were purposefully lost in the system's Oort cloud, the vast spherical
cloud of proto-comets which swarmed the outer reaches of all suns. The icy
leftovers came in all shapes and sizes, from small buckshot to enormous
planet-shattering mountains. Scanners received odd sensor ghosts which
computers, silicon and organic, struggled to translate, frozen water and
entombed trace elements foiling attempts to decipher surrounding space.


The
observers had arrived.





Secondprize
began to buzz like a hive of disturbed hornets when the computer announced
fourteen unauthorized signatures had beamed into Cargo Hold One. Upon hearing
the warning, Maxine's thoughts leapt to 'Borg or Hive, Commonwealth Treaty or
no, so this is what it is like to become a "missing" ship statistic
which the Collective professes to know nothing about.' Due to the continuing
absence of her chief of security - he was supposedly somewhere in the Jefferies
tubes writing an ode of groveling to his virtual girlfriend, the exact location
undetermined since the computer, in a snit, refused to acknowledge his existence
- Commander Na'tor had been sent to deal with the intruders in proper Klingon
manner. He promised to create a bongo composition to commemorate the occasion. Fidgeting
in his chair, Lieutenant Zzzghatix had been extremely disappointed not to have
been allowed to tag along, muttering an assortment of disquieting Andorian and
human curses under his breath.


"Get
the cube on screen," ordered Maxine to Lieutenant Troy Minimin, "and
start scanning them for any hint we are about to be blown into smithereens. Yeoman,
um," Maxine glanced back at tactical, which was being manned by a young
Vulcan woman whom she did not recognize, "tactical, raise shields."


"Aye,
sir," said the Vulcan at the same moment Troy replied that the cube was
returning the hail.


"What
is the meaning of this?" asked Maxine immediately as the screen
brightened. Unfortunately, the picture was of walkways with the infinity
illusion video filter. "Give me a break. I want to talk to Captain Hiver
about..."


Interrupted
Troy, "A weapon is powering." The hull rang. "It glanced
shields. No damage."


"A
warning shot?" added the crewman at tactical unconfidently. Obviously it
had never crossed her mind she might come fresh from recruiting to find herself
on the bridge during a potential life-and-death situation.


"...er,
I mean just plain Captain," hurriedly edited Maxine, "about the
drones..."


The
picture changed to that of a single Hiver. He was peering down, reading a
hardcopy book, the spine of which was embossed with recognizable words, not
Hive script: "Jumba the Wise Lizard Goes on a Tour of the Dungeon
Dimensions." The book vanished in a green-hued transporter beam.


"You
rang?" asked Captain.


Maxine
dismissed the book. It must have been a hallucination brought upon by the
stress of the situation. Hivers did not read, or at least did not read popular
mystery. "You sent drones to Secondprize. Are you trying to assimilate us?
'Cause, if you are..."


Captain
sighed. "We will not be assimilating you. One, the Collective only accepts
volunteers. Two, even when we were Borg, this sub-collective was rarely allowed
to assimilate a singleton, much less an entire ship. Three, if we were to
assimilate you, you would already be speaking in plurals. Four, your crew is
substandard and your technology known, so you would neither be adding
biological nor technological distinctiveness to the Whole. I can go on, but I
will not. Suffice to say, our purpose is not assimilation."


"Then
why are drones aboard my ship?"


Captain's
eyes unfocused as he tilted his head slightly sideways. After several
heartbeats, his attention returned to matters which weren't internal. "Tell
your Klingon second-in-command to stop firing phasers at us. We pre-adapted
before we beamed over, therefore the gesture is futile. Additionally, tell him
to stop the poetry recitation. Certain members of this sub-collective are prone
to...exaggerated acts of volatility. I will not explain, except to say we
occasionally do not censor ourselves in a timely manner. The poetry has decent
meter, but the images evoked are not serene."


Behind
Maxine, the Vulcan, after a heated whispering argument with Troy, had managed
to wrest tactical-related duties away from the overachieving genius lieutenant.
"Weapons powering on the cube. Disengaging. Powering. Disengaging. They
keep cycling, sir."


"Captain
to Commander Na'tor," called Maxine, "whatever you are doing,
desist!"


The
open channel held the sound of phaser fire and heavy Klingon chanting, both of
which sputtered to halt. Bongo drums. "Hey, da-de-o, what gives? My force
and I, we were kicking butt, firing upon these drones, making them hurt a
lot."


Troy
protested from his station, "Butt doesn't rhyme with lot!"


"Shhhh,"
shushed Maxine. "Lieutenant Minimin, you can criticize the commander's
poetry later, to his face. Commander, I'll explain later, but for now, leave
the Hivers be."


Troy gulped.


Feeling
control of the situation to almost be within grasp, Maxine tried asking again,
"Why are there drones aboard my ship?"


Captain
blinked his single eye. "Necessity. We had planned to be in this system
sixty-two days ago, but between your ship's tardy arrival to system #8460 and
our detours to arrive here, we are behind schedule. The Collective dislikes
being behind schedule. Therefore, Cube #347 must proceed insystem to begin
reconnaissance. The original strategy was to delay several days a light year
distant to upgrade your scanning and propulsion systems, as well as install a
Type 18 cloaking device, with both ships subsequently proceeding together to perform
this assignment. Some of the data gathered would be used to convince your
bureaucracy to streamline full implementation of the Commonwealth Treaty,
specifically, commitment of military forces against the Dark. Now, the cube is
tasked to begin scouting immediately. We will return in fifty-three hours to
retrieve transported drones. These drones will complete the required system
modifications."


"And
what will you be doing while I try to explain to my chief engineer why she
should allow Hivers access to her precious systems?"


A
suggestion of an amused grimace, a hint of knowing, an unidentifiable
expression passed over the Hiver's face. "Among the transported drones are
two by the designation 12 of 19. You may also refer to her as Delta. She is
primary engineering node for Cube #347. We look forward to the
discussions." Captain's mysterious comment was not explained. "Meanwhile,
Cube #347 will be scouting this system for Dark. We, and you, will be counting
young and adult, as well as inventorying current system depletions by the Dark.
This, combined with data from the Collective's prior fueling depot, will allow
extrapolation to resource exhaustion." Pause, then continuation with a
voice more mechanical, more distant. "The endpoint is irrelevant. This
sub-collective has been tasked; and dialogue is pointless. You will allow your
systems to be modified."


"And if I don't?"


"The
Dark are able to eat Battle-class Hive cubes. Secondprize would be an
appetizer." A definite grin, a nasty baring of teeth, flashed on Captain's
face before the picture blackened, cut by the cube.


"Cube
#347 is moving away," said Troy before the Vulcan could open her mouth. "By
golly, they just cloaked!"





The
Collective was aware of 103 unique cloaking apparatus, from small gizmos which
could bend light around pocket watch-sized objects to devices able to phase
entire planets. The Hive additionally had working knowledge of 1832 variations
upon the unique; and of those original 103, could reproduce 97 with varying
degrees of success. The cube employed a modified Type 18, demonstrated to
render the user (more or less) invisible to Dark. The modified Type 18 was a
recent adaptation stabilizing the technology for use in vessels up to the size
of an Exploratory-class; originally, two hundred years prior, it had graced a
runabout, the smuggler owner of which had the bad luck to choose a Borg supply
depot asteroid to hide from authorities.


The
Collective did not normally employ cloaking devices. The Greater Consciousness
had historically found a big cube, or a fleet of big cubes, bearing down upon a
target to be much more intimidating and psychologically damaging than a whole
lot of nothing. Therefore, except in extenuating circumstances such as the
present, cloaks were not used.


Captain
watched the Secondprize recede in his viewscreen. He would have liked to talk a
little longer with Captain Planck, if only to unnerve and annoy her. The
Greater Consciousness, however, had other ideas, and no drone could ignore a
demand from the Whole.


Dipping
deeply into the dataspaces, Captain listened to engineering feeds. The cloak
consumed a huge amount of power, requiring the initiation of two auxiliary
cores, one to energize the cloak itself and the second to run machinery which
dampened the extreme energy output signature of the cube. Although Delta was
physically absent from the vessel, that did not preclude her normal degree of
activity via the ever-present linkage of the vinculum. All systems were
nominal.


Captain
retreated to his Jumba book, opening a hand to accept it as it materialized
from the transporter beam. Already preliminary scans were streaming through his
head, but it would be several hours before the vessel would arrive to the first
formal survey point, to start scouting in earnest. So far, the Dark in the
system, those which had thus far been identified, were unresponsive, unaware
their territory had been invaded. The Federation crew had never been under Dark
attack, never been literally consumed, at least not in the way any living drone
could experience an assault, accessing direct neural feeds and archived memory
engrams; and Captain strongly desired, as much as any drone of the Collective
was allowed to desire, not to become yet another of the hundreds of thousands
of Hivers (and Borg) now "alive" only as echoes recounting their
final moments staring down the maw of a Dark.


 Jumba the Wise Lizard's fictional tribulations were much preferable.





Maxine was firm, "You will allow the drones to do what they have to do."


Goth
peered over Maxine's shoulder for several long, silent moments, examining the
fourteen drones standing absolutely still in the middle of the cargo hold. Two
of the assembled Hivers were exact replicas of each other. Her eyes narrowed. "Secondprize's
systems are my systems. Over my dead body."


"Lieutenant
Goth," reprimanded Maxine, "you must have some Vulcan logic genes
buried in there somewhere. Think. While I, as your commanding officer, am
required to consider certain painful consequences of not capitulating to what
is a superior force, you, as engineer, should at least be interested in what
tweaking is planned. Just think, the Secondprize may be the only ship in the
fleet with the modifications the Hive intends." Maxine tried to appeal to
her engineering chief's Ferengi nature of acquisition.


Goth
chewed her lower lip with sharp teeth, finally asking, "You did mention a
cloaking device?"


"Type
18, whatever that is. I doubt it resembles either Klingon or Romulan varieties.
Brand new technology, here, on Secondprize, controlled by you."


"Fine!
But, first, I must see all plans for the modifications and I, or a
representative, will be present at all times as an observer." Unspoken
distrust colored Goth's words.


"Acceptable,"
said a synthesized voice in stereo behind Maxine, origination the twin Hive
drones.





"How do you do it?" asked Goth.


Delta,
via body B, looked up from her plasma solder-iron to regard the Vulcan-Ferengi
hybrid. "We are extremely busy. Elaborate upon your question, then allow
us to return to productive work." Body A winced as a foot was accidentally
stomped as the Pakled crewman - a hideous Starfleet cultural exchange
experiment in Delta's estimation, one doomed to failure - tramped by, carrying
a large mirror, purpose unknown.


"Efficiency,"
Goth waved a hand, the one holding a PADD, to indicate Secondprize's Main
Engineering. A dozen Hive drones were busily modifying various systems while a
similar number of nonHive Starfleet personnel were engaged in other activities,
very few of them related to work. "How do you keep everyone in line? I can
barely keep reasonable order within my department, and I hear that you have
over five hundred bodies on that cube of yours in the same line of work."


"Engineering
employs one thousand destinations; and additional drones are temporarily
reassigned to engineering as necessary." Goth nodded eagerly as Delta
paused. The chief engineer had become less hostile over the past twenty hours,
perhaps due to lack of sleep. "Within the cranium of all drones,"
Delta tapped a finger to the side of the head of the communing body, "is
an implant directly wired to the pain center. If a unit is out of line,
corrective actions are swiftly applied." Delta neglected to add most Cube
#347 drones quickly learned how to work around the implant, but the chief
engineer was asking about theory, not reality.


Goth's
expression was one of temptation, especially as dull Pakled Nor was beaned by a
paintball round from the mezzanine. Regretfully she shook her head. "No,
while the captain may go for it, Starfleet would have a - what is the human
expression? - have a duck. Any other ideas?"


Delta
shuffled through data files. "Species #7153 employs genetic engineering
techniques. The thull caste has been modifying itself to fit the worker ideal
for nearly eight hundred years."


"Nope.
Take too long. I need something more immediate."


"Whips,
chains, and torture are popular motivational tools for many societies at least
once in their histories, if not more often."


Again
temptation passed over Goth's face. "No, no. Nothing so overt."


A
challenge. Delta dived again into files, searching esoteric leads. Finally she
found a possible answer. "A suite of pacification techniques are used by
species #5289 to alter the criminal behavior patterns. This approach may be
adapted for your use. We can supply implants, which you must convince your crew
to ingest. Once swallowed, the implants lodge in the wall of the
gastrointestinal tract, connecting to key nerves. If you see or suspect
behavior you wish to suppress, you input the name or identification string on a
PADD device. In turn, your ship computer directs species specific subsonic
harmonics on the offending unit, focusing on the implant signal. The unit, in
turn, experiences nausea or disorientation. In the case nausea is an
insufficient goad, the implant can also directly inflict moderate amounts of
pain or bowel discomfort." Delta paused. "We note that the technique
functions best if the instigator does not inform the subject of the implant, as
it can easily be removed by a physician. At request, however, the Hive can
supply an implant which will bind via nanometer threads and perform limited
modification of adjacent cells, allowing regeneration if scoured from the
intestinal system. Although we are out of transporter range of Cube #347,
sufficient technology and supplies exist on this vessel to allow us to
construct the devices."


A
wicked smile crossed Goth's features, revealing the scraggly, pointed teeth of
a Ferrengi. For a moment, her Vulcan heritage seemed insignificant. "Get
me a bunch of those little buggers, and don't tell anyone else. Well, don't
tell anyone else outside the Collective, especially not Captain Maxine. 


"I
think I might throw a little...pizza party."





Maxine
read the latest report of systems upgrade activities from files delivered by
her second-in-command. She hesitated as her eye caught a footnote.


"Goth
is having a pizza party, engineering department only? That isn't like
her," commented the captain. "At the very least, a party will lessen
the atmosphere of efficiency she is always trying to cultivate."


Commander
Na'tor shrugged. "Beats this cool cat, daddy-o. If I have the time, I may
slip down to engineering and crash the party, get a free slab of pizza, the
coolest of cool foods."


Maxine
nodded. "If you do, tell me what you find later. I don't need my chief
engineer to have a nervous breakdown. The last time that happened - that Togat
fellow, remember? - the consequences were awfully messy. And embarrassing. I
wonder if the Breen on Blarni Six have ever managed to get that green stain
scrubbed off their environmental suits." She paused. "Anyway, it
seems Goth has warmed up to the drones. No complaints in the last two
hours."


Again Na'tor shrugged, then left the office and returned to the bridge.





Secondprize
was on automatic drift with obstacle detection and evasion capability engaged. The
technobabble simply meant a button on the helm console was currently depressed,
allowing the computer to drive. While the Oort cloud of the system was denser
than average, space was still vast, and the computer rarely had to alter course
to avoid a tumbling chunk of primordial ice.


The
potato-shaped comet nuclei approaching at an oblique angle was slightly larger
than ten kilometers in length. The computer calculated the icy mountain's
trajectory in relation to the Secondprize's own vector, concluding the ship
would pass within half a kilometer, the astronomical equivalent of a very fine
hair. There was no need to waste fuel by altering course.


The
Secondprize passed behind the proto-comet, the system's distant primary easily
eclipsed by the overwhelming bulk. As the ship made its closest approach,
sensors suddenly acquired a new sign, organic, formerly masked by the
signatures of frozen water and miscellaneous entrapped elements and simple
compounds. The computer set off alarms on the Secondprize's decks, calling for
a crewmember to take charge and tell it what to do. Only the Hive drones
currently linked with Secondprize's systems might have had a chance to respond,
except they were hobbled by the sudden need to penetrate internal security
systems previously left uncompromised and the several milliseconds required for
consensus as the sub-collective of Cube #347 considered what path to follow.


Swiftly
the organic shape stooped from its resting place, resolving into a long, thick,
black segmented cylinder. Dark. As the creature approached, long tentacles
formed from the epidermis, snapping forward to reach for the Secondprize. Because
the Dark was approximately three times longer than the half kilometer gap
between starship and frozen surface, less than a minute elapsed between
detection, recognizance, and capture. Dangling impotent in the strong grasp of
the Dark ambusher, the Secondprize was drawn relentlessly close in an
unbreakable tangle of boneless arms.





*****





Eats-Too-Much,
nicknamed Glutton by her peer-podmates, excitedly whistled in the hydrogen
frequencies as exuded manipulatory tendrils closed around the odd shaped
object. If Eats-Too-Much had been a human female, one would label her outburst
girlish giggling. Also christened Excessive, the nine-season youngster tended
towards an obsessive-compulsive nature, and often did everything to excess,
from feeding to questing for knowledge to gossiping, and in this case,
squealing with delight. Turning her catch end over end, ignoring the bursts of
hot and cold which were occasionally ejected, the object was carefully
inspected.


It
had an unusual shape, utterly different from the comet nuclei she normally
feasted upon, or the prized chunk of infrequent rock. Smooth the toy was,
unnaturally so, with surprising and unexpected angles and points. Metal was the
predominant taste, a flavor craved by all growing Dark as the inner, metal-rich
system was the sole territory of breeding adults. Odd radioisotopes imparted a
sharp tang, Eats-Too-Much noted with excitement, the emanations characteristic
of materials required for faster-than-light travel. Except during migration
when the entire clan-pod left a system and all members required FTL
capabilities, again it was usually only breeding adults who had accumulated
sufficient materials to break the light speed barrier. Eats-Too-Much would be
the envy of her peers!


Ecstatic,
Eats-Too-Much cast around for a nanny, a breeding adult on detail to patrol the
juvenile pods, monitoring growth curves, answering questions, and ending
disputes. The current nanny was Nurse, a smaller than average female who served
as the primary pod midwife and healer. Eats-Too-Much liked Nurse, who in turn
enjoyed the company of all her juvenile charges when on nanny detail. Nurse
would tell Eats-Too-Much what the object was, and, most importantly, if it was
poisonous or edible. Dark could eat many things, but sometimes one found an
otherwise appealing menu item to include noxious additives.


::Nurse,
Nurse,:: squealed Eats-Too-Much into the subspace ether, ::look what I caught! Can
I eat it? Can I eat it? What is it? What is it? Can I eat it? Can I eat it?::


Nurse
ponderously turned as Eats-Too-Much approached, electrical field reflecting
mild annoyance. Eats-Too-Much was still giggling in the hydrogen frequencies
even as her questions tumbled into an unanswerable jumble. ::Little Glutton,
you are not so little anymore! In several seasons you will be a breeding adult,
and such displays do not become an adult. Now, what are you nattering about? Remember,
don't play with your food.::


Eats-Too-Much
rolled, bringing her prize into view. Nurse was 1.8 kilometers in length, and
the youngster a healthy 1.5 kilometers. Both dwarfed the catch. Firmly gripping
the flat part as well as the two conveniently placed handles, she held up her
prize for Nurse's inspection while defiantly replying, ::I do not play with my
food. I just need to know if it is edible. If it isn't edible, I will play with
it; otherwise, I will eat it. So, what is it, and can I eat it?::
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Nurse
carefully examined the strange object Eats-Too-Much had captured. Neither
entity was bothered by the lack of ambient light, which was good because the
sun was much too distant from the Oort cloud to be more than an overly bright
star. Far from blind, the Dark possessed senses extending well above and below
the limited spectrum of red through violet.


The
Thing Eats-Too-Much had trapped, an odd creature not of anything formed or
grown by Nature, was smaller than either adult or youngling, but remained much
too large to be swallowed whole. A wide saucer was connected to a flattened
cylinder by a short, stubby neck; and two long tubes were positioned underneath
the mid-line cylinder, held away from the body by thick, curved planes. A
gentle caress by manipulatory tentacles revealed a delicious, tactile maze,
feeling and tasting a single combined sense complimenting visual. There were
ridges and smooth spots, straight lines which formed elaborate shapes, and
areas polished by abrasive dusts. Nurse deftly curled five limbs into every
crevice. She tasted the sweet taste of refined ores mingled with the heady
alloys that to Dark evoked the same qualities of a fine wine. Occasionally the
object vented gasses, but it had stopped emitting the pinpricks of high energy
phased light.


Nurse
extended a sixth tendril near as she thoroughly explored. The limb had special
sensors, ones which tasted for rare radioisotopes and other such materials. All
things with the ability to artificially break the light speed barrier, with the
exception of the wholly mechanical creatures whom called themselves Xenig,
released one of several specific radiation signatures. Nurse confirmed the
faster-than-light character of the object's exhaust. 


Suspecting
the identity of Eats-Too-Much's prey, Nurse engaged certain senses not normally
utilized. The process was akin to stretching a little employed muscle or
unlidding a disused eye. Nurse's outspread electrical field, similar to that
produced by a Terran knifefish, only on a much grander and more powerful scale,
rippled. A response pattern of reflected echoes and fleeting shadows was formed
as the local quantum field was caressed: Nurse scanned the odd object for life
signs.


::Can
I eat it? Can I eat it?:: Eats-Too-Much, the younger Dark, was growing
impatient. She swung her catch away from Nurse, interrupting the examination. ::Is
it good to eat, or poisonous?::


Nurse
sighed, a process which undulated her malleable epidermis. ::Young Glutton,::
she said, invoking the adolescent's nickname, ::be patient. It is called a
starship. You are of an age to be listening to the Philosophers and their
arguments, to be taking an interest beyond the squabbles of your siblings. Philosophers
claim a starship is a metal beast tamed by small organic creatures, alike in
size to our macrobots, but made of linked carbon compounds.:: Nurse paused as
Eats-Too-Much began to fidget, bestowing the equivalent of a skunk eye until
the other had stilled. ::Anyway, the Philosophers have many theories. Before I
tell you if the starship is edible, I will show you a trick. If you modulate
your Singing in a certain way and coo simple baby phrases, and if you listen
very carefully, the starship will reply in a manner which almost makes it seem
intelligent.::


Intrigued,
Eats-Too-Much held up the starship thing for Nurse to demonstrate.





*****





"We
are being hailed," said Lieutenant Troy Minimin, his expansive brow
wrinkling with bewilderment.


Captain
Maxine Planck was sitting in her command chair, securely buckled with the
seatbelt that had become a standard starship option for captains and their
seconds in the last twenty years. Therefore, while the rest of the bridge crew,
other than a similarly secured Commander Na'tor, were the worse for wear due to
the need to balance against occasional shaking (the Federation had tinkered
with inertial dampers and artificial gravity for centuries, yet could not
perfect a system to keep crew upright during sharp turns, much less monster
attack incidents), Maxine was relatively unharmed. True, her hair was
disheveled, power bun flying wisps around her face, but the damage could easily
be fixed with a bobbypin and a can of hairspray. "About time. Put the Hive
on screen."


The
ship shuddered. "It isn't the Hive, Captain," replied Troy, "but
the Dark, I think."


"I
thought you were supposed to be brilliant, or at least that is what you always
are boasting to us mere mortals," sarcastically shot back Maxine.


Lieutenant
Bobby Zzzghatix swore as he tried yet again to break Secondprize loose from the
grip of the tentacles holding the ship. A static warp bubble could not be
formed due to unidentified interference from the Dark, assuming one was insane
enough (Zzzghatix was) to use warp given the situation. Impulse was out of
commission. All which remained was maneuvering thrusters, which had as much
effect in assisting escape as did the phasers fired by the Vulcan crewwoman at
tactical, the temporary replacement while Lieutenant Letaf was hiding in the
Jeffries tubes writing bad poetry. Zzzghatix scratched his head, made sure his
antennae headband was still in proper place, then tried tapping a new thruster
combination on his console.


Troy
did not respond to Maxine's comment. He was more than intelligent enough to
know there were worse places to be than Secondprize. Amazing, but true. One
example he had heard whispered in tones of fear was inventory. A bad record on
this ship would insure he would never have the opportunity to transfer to a
place more fitting his genius.


"Put
it on screen," finally ordered Maxine.


"Just
audio, sir," uttered Troy. Before the captain could say anything, he
transferred the hail to bridge speakers.


A
drawn out whistle greeted listeners, accompanied by faint popping sounds, like
a badly tuned analogue radio. Over the interference, however, distinguishable
words could be heard as the universal translator waved a magical software wand.
The genderless voice was mechanical and halting, as if spoken by a parrot with
an artificial larynx. "Hello. Little organic. Things or metal. Creature
with parasites. Respond." The communication paused before repeating.


Maxine
unbuckled herself and stood, one hand carefully left in contact with the arm of
her chair just in case. Na'tor remained safely secured, stretching for the
bongo drums which were never far from his reach. He began patting a quiet
background roll. "Greetings. I am Captain Maxine Planck of the Federation
starship Secondprize. If you will release my ship, we can talk like civilized
beings."


A
long pause, then, "It talks! Hello. Toy. Talk some. More!" The new
voice was as neuter as the opening hail, but the cadence was slightly
different, younger, more impatient. Both Dark apparently had the ability to
communicate.


Maxine
allowed herself a small grimace, glad there was no visual to reveal her
expression. "We would like to talk, but it would be much easier if you
put..."


"Are
you. Metal creature with. Parasites or little. Organic. Things?" asked
Dark One, interrupting the Secondprize's captain.


"Well,"
began Maxine, "there are many different species of us on board. I think we
are what you refer to as little organic..."


Dark
Two shot a question: "Can you. Sing? Sing, toy!" The Secondprize
wobbled as it was lightly shaken for emphasis. It appeared the younger voice
was associated with the original ambusher, the smaller of the two spacefaring
entities.


Na'tor
rolled his bongos slightly louder as Maxine tried to answer, "Um, what
type of music? We have a Bolian duet on Secondprize, and a passable barbershop
quartet as long as you like western songs. There is also an ensign who sounds
just like Zigia Carri. We also have many, many files..."


Dark
One: "How can. Little organic things. Tame a metal creature. And. Navigate
the black. Ocean? The Philosophers Sing..."


Dark
Two: "Sing! A story! Toy! Sing! A story!"


Both
Dark voices continued two very different lines of conversation, each ignoring
the other. As Voice One began a complex, halting discourse of what appeared to
be a philosophical inquisition requiring the Secondprize crew to justify their
existence, the other repeatedly demanded a story song. Varg stopped playing
bongos. The formerly silent Dark whom the Hive claimed did not speak to those
not of their own species were actually quite chatty. Of course, the Hive were
not known for their conversational skills, nor for their patience to learn what
could not be assimilated.


"Captain?"
asked the commander as he slid his bongos under his chair.


Maxine
pointed to the back of the bridge, "You, crewman at tactical, you are a
Vulcan and know all sorts of logic stuff; and Lieutenant Minimin, you are a
genius. Argue with the Dark who wants to know about us 'little organic things.'
Try not to convince it we are bugs to be squashed. Everyone else, tell me your
favorite music that narrates a story. If we bargain, we might persuade the one
who likes singing to let us go." The bridge quickly became a busy place.





The
sub-collective of Cube #347 pondered what to do. When the attack had begun, the
engineering drones aboard Secondprize had been ordered by the Vulcan-Ferengi
hybrid chief engineer Lieutenant Commander Goth to desist and stand aside, else
face the consequences. It was highly inefficient for the Starfleeters to
discard the powerful and adaptive tool the Hive drones represented, any one of
whom could outperform a half dozen of the Starfleet engineering crew. Delta had
gone to great lengths to insure those chosen for the mission were reliable. The
same comparison could not be made for all drones, even in light of
Secondprize's inadequacies. Therefore, the situation saw Delta, body A, screened
by a stationary huddle of her hierarchy, linked to Secondprize's systems to
keep the sub-collective appraised of the developing crisis.


The
Collective, as always, was a very distant, semi-interested party. Very little
direct support was offered beyond routine access to data archives and prodding
if there was excessive divergence from an assignment. The rearrangement of Borg
psyche to Hive had not fostered a closer relationship to the imperfectly
assimilated, even if the new thought patterns had been in part modeled after
the wayward sub-collective. A sane personality dipping a toe into the pool of
insanity is quite different from leaping full in without a life jacket.


So
far the major revelation learned by eavesdropping on bridge activities was that
Dark could communicate, although they did so in a manner which suggested
talking down to an overly bright pet. No Dark had ever attempted to talk to the
Hive, a fact which was not surprising as the Hive had never tried to talk to
Dark; and likely any nonHive ships which might have been the recipient of Dark
conversation were swiftly dismantled and eaten when the Dark had tired of
chatting. On the bridge, neither Dark were really listening to the responses
provided to them. Nonetheless, Maxine and crew continued touchy-feelie
Starfleet protocol, achieving nothing.


"Hivers!"
yelled Goth as she leaned over the mezzanine railing of Main Engineering,
looking down.


97
of 240, as closest, lifted his head to regard the chief of engineering
squarely. "You are talking to us." It was a statement, not a
question.


Goth
waved a spanner. "Yes, I'm talking to you. Do you see any other Hivers in
this room? No. I've changed my mind. Get your metal-plated butts in gear and
help me keep those Dark things from tearing Secondprize apart. I've too many
repairs and not enough competent hands. Now, move it!" She glanced
downwards several long seconds, then snapped her head to regard a loitering
crewman on an upper walkway. Snatching a PADD holstered at her side, she input
a short alphanumeric code, then grinned in self-satisfaction as the crewman turned
unnaturally pale before stepping up his tempo of repair.


Delta
disengaged herself from the Secondprize computers. She and the other twelve
drones had work to perform, but it would not be quite what Goth or Captain
Maxine expected.





110
of 310 reported, {Final connection is complete.}


Under
guise of repair, the Hive drones on Secondprize had scattered all over the
ship. Their task primarily required awkward movement through Jeffries tubes
even more ill fit for the standard bipedal cybernetic form than Cube #347's
interstitial spaces, but they also moved openly on the decks, much to the
discomfort of crew. The Jeffries tubes were...interesting, hiding a wide
assortment of caches illegal, legal, and esoteric; unusual murals; discarded
food wrappers; and one lone human male so busy composing something on his PADD
he seemed unaware of the Dark attack, much less unsupervised Hivers.


Coordination
between the wide-flung individuals would have been very difficult for the
unassimilated, but for the drones such connection was automatic. It helped
Delta was nearby to "emphasize" the importance of tasks. Thus far, a
small fusion reactor was constructed between decks 8 and 9, shielded by ship
replicator and sanitation reclamation facilities. The reactor was spliced into
Secondprize's power distribution grid, and thence the grid shunted to the hull.


It
was apparent the small Dark was not to let the Secondprize go, no matter the
number of pop Klingon rock albums played. Similarly, efforts to force the issue
via maneuvering thrusters and phaser had failed; and the range was too close
for the low yield torpedoes Starfleet used, torpedoes the Collective knew would
have little effect. Other measures were required.





"Honor!
I'm going to have honor forever, I'm going to battle all night. Might! I'm
going to have honor forever, and no one again will ever be somber!" The
pop rock tune, sang to the ancient Terran song "Fame," was screamed
by female Klingons in their language. It was a scary experience for most
people, but not as bad as the music video. Na'tor, although Klingon, did not
particularly like the music, instead enjoying a quite different genre. Dark
Two, however, appeared to adore the primal passions evoked. Meanwhile, the
Vulcan crewwoman and Troy were in deep philosophical discussion with Dark One
using many words Maxine did not know existed, much less could define. She was
unsure how peanut butter toast had become a central point to their theorems.


"Again!
More. Songs, toy!" called Dark Two as "Honor" ended.


Maxine
sighed. Like her second-in-command, she also did not appreciate Klingon pop
rock. Just as she was about to order the next song selection to be played, a
horrendous screeching began. Moments later, it transformed into a duet. Secondprize
trembled as it was lashed violently back and forth. Unfortunately, Maxine was
not seated with her seatbelt engaged this time.





Doctor
Richard Evans stared at a sick bay wall, a small smile of joy stitched across
his face. On the doctor's right hand was the ever-present sock puppet Ensign Mister
Ible. The expression of the puppet was of slack-jawed insanity, one of the few
faces capable to a hand-manipulated sock.


"Again!"
shouted Evans, echoed a beat later by the higher pitched voice of Ensign Mister
Ible. "Again!" ("Again") Evans reached out to touch the
metal wall with his unsocked hand. His eyes opened wide with pleasure as
electric shocks coursed through his body. The feeling reminded him of a place
where he had spent a long time, a place he thought of as home.


Elsewhere,
unlucky crew were not as entranced by their shocking experiences as the
Secondprize doctor. In areas of not-quite-perfect insulation - primarily
Jeffries tubes, but also the occasional wall, floor, ceiling, door, and, in one
case, toilet seat - crew danced wildly as people sought safety, places where
one could escape feeling like one was on the receiving end of a cattle prod. Bridge
personnel were not directly affected due to the long practice to add extra
insulation to the command areas of a starship, but the continuous shower of
sparks from an abused console indicated something was wrong, as did events
unfolding outside the ship.


Dark,
by their very nature of being a spacefaring organism, were highly tolerant of
electrical charge. A Dark in its preferred Jovian environment aligned itself
parallel with the magnetic field lines looping from pole to pole to minimize
conductive potentialities, but on occasion it was necessary to lie at other
orientations. As immense bodies approached perpendicular alignment, greater and
greater current ran through Dark bodies. In truth, organic flesh is a poor
conductor and the amount of electricity experienced could never approach that
of orbital generators, long ropes of metal alloy slashing through magnetic
fields, but it was more than sufficient to fry any organism not hardened to it.
Dark resistance to electricity was large, but not quite large enough to
dissipate the magnitude of voltage flowing from Secondprize. Physical contact
with the hull only made the situation worse.


If
one could hear and understand Dark on their natural communication frequencies,
"Hot!" would have been the first word uttered by Eats-Too-Much,
followed by a string of species-relevant profanity.


The
young Dark holding Secondprize could not rid herself of the toy which had
viciously turned upon her. Deep layers of epidermis literally melted on the
hull of the starship, and no amount of shaking by the panicked adolescent could
dislodge her burning attacker. A moment of calm amid the maelstrom of fright
would have reminded Eats-Too-Much that she could simply shed her exuded
tentacles, sacrificing flesh. The solution did not occur, and the Dark only
wished to drag back her arms unto herself, an action synonymous to a human
sticking a finger into his or her mouth after burning it.


Unfortunately
for the Dark, the increasing amount of electricity, jury-rigged mini-fusion
reactor stoked by Hivers with products extracted from the extensive Bolian
portion of the waste reclamation system, was beginning to scramble the
youngster's intrinsic electromagnetic field. Used as both intimate
communication with conspecifics and as a sensory apparatus, the always extended
field relied upon a delicate balance of electrical potential between muscle and
nerve cells. The cells were arranged as a complex system of lines stretching
rostrum to tail, just below the thick dermis layers. Damage proceeded swiftly
inward, disrupting major organs, until the brain was reached.


Secondprize
found itself flung free as a storm of seizures begat a series of convulsions of
the young Dark's body. The ship tumbled away from former captor, festooned in
the carbonized remnants of Dark epidermis. Nearly a minute was required for
thrusters to dampen the spin. By the time a steady horizon had been
established, 1.5 kilometers of Dark was still, dead.


The
larger, adult Dark had suffered as well, although not to the point of death. Intimate
contact of the two Dark electrical fields had allowed sympathetic feedback; and
injury was apparent by the open sores on the adult's skin as well as the slow
rolling as it began accelerating away. The vector led insystem; and
Secondprize, her own systems and personnel seriously shocked by the
inappropriate electrification of the hull (an action the service manual
specifically warned against, with the added note that to do so voided all
manufacturer warranties), was in no condition to pursue.





*****





Nurse
hurt. No one could hear her pain, hear her warning, for she had been struck
mute. Both subspace and radio were closed to her. The only method of
communication available was via electrical field, which required close
proximity to another pod member. Eventually she would heal, would regain her
voices, but the message she carried could not wait.


Dark
were not computers; and unlike a starship of steel and silicon that could
pinpoint where its ills originated, such was not possible for Nurse. Like the
majority of entities which were largely organic, the exact cause and locale of
pain was difficult to determine through self-examination. Nurse had an idea
which nerves were burned, but no specifics. Her internal bots, a largely autonomic
component of her immune and tissue regeneration systems, were already crawling
in the direction of the injury, lured onward by the scent of secreted hormones.
However, a diagnosis of the exact problem from a second Dark would speed the
process.


Cruelly,
while Nurse could not speak, she could still listen and see. Most of the
breeding adults of her pod remained in orbit around the Jovian feeding grounds,
unaware of danger in the outer system. The invader, be it a lone scout or the
vanguard of a much larger assault force, had to be repelled. With sexual
maturity came the hormones which fostered development of offensive weaponry
beyond sheer bulk: only breeding adults had the ability to defend territory. And
territory would be defended, younglings would be safeguarded, the intruder
would be destroyed.





*****





For
the last twenty hours Cube #347 had been moving as rapidly as circumstances
permitted toward the Oort cloud. The cube was currently cloaked by a modified
Type 18 device, and the need to keep it on-line prevented the large ship from
traveling faster. The cloak mandated a speed limit, beyond which the device was
highly likely to fail; and the device was the only thing concealing Hive
presence from Dark notice.


The
drones on Secondprize were functional, although Captain Maxine had ordered them
confined to the brig. The sub-collective had tried, through Delta and the other
Hivers present, to logically enumerate, one, the Collective and Federation were
on the same side by dint of the Commonwealth Treaty; two, the Dark captor had
been killed and the other driven off; and, three, forcefields did not a brig
make for a Hive drone. Humans, however, were well known for the ability to
selectively shut down the logic centers of their brain. Focusing on the
unauthorized action which had sent twenty crewmembers to the capable, if
dubiously besocked, hands of Dr. Evans, Maxine had called for the drones'
restriction. Delta and her engineering comrades had complied, not because of
the Starfleet captain's order, but by sub-collective directive to humor her.


The
signature of the limping Dark became increasing prominent as Cube #347 neared.


Within
the dataspaces warred two primary opinions upon what action to take. One side,
advocated by Weapons, argued to engage and destroy the crippled Dark. It
appeared the insystem Dark had not been alerted as to the presence of
intruders, and Weapons thinly veiled his desire for large explosions with the
logical argument concerning the need to permanently prevent the in-moving Dark
from communication. On the other hand, the energy required to destroy the Dark,
assuming Cube #347 could do so successfully, would certainly alert any
observers that intruders were present, and that the invader was a Hive cube.


Five
light minutes. Three light minutes. One light minute. A million kilometers and
decreasing, inward Dark vector and outward Cube #347 path would soon improbably
approach near-intersection with a less than one hundred kilometer separation. Neither
entities had altered course after plotting original trajectories; and the odds
they would pass so close by chance was astronomical.


{Destroy!}
exclaimed Weapons, pent up frustration at not blowing up anything for the last
several months (BorgCraft battle simulations did not count) edging his words in
hues of blood. The distance to target was two hundred kilometers.      


{No,}
stated Captain, yet again. He wove the voice of reason from many mental threads
into one solid block.


{Destroy!}
Visions of atomic bombs, shrapnel fragments, nova suns.


{No.}


{Destroy!}
The sight of a lone torpedo, arching away on green exhaust. It struck the Dark
on its flank.


{No.}
Captain waited for the expected response, but none was forthcoming. Had Weapons
finally given up? Of course not. The emotion of satisfaction that replaced
urgency was no indicator of capitulation.


{Sensors
[willow] a change in aspect to Dark [cherry], likely [puffy chair] by torpedo
strike,} calmly reported the insectoid Sensors, vocal summary of incoming
sensor data. The torpedo had not been a figment of Weapons' vicious imagination
nor leakage of a BorgCraft scenario, but rather an impulse that had survived
unscathed through the extensive labyrinth of sub-collective censor processes. Desired
or not, a fight was now inevitable, previously debated choices all moot except
one.


Dampening
of the energy signature powering the cloak must have been imperfect, for once
aroused to the presence of an enemy, the Dark unerringly focused upon Cube
#347's location. While communications for the Dark were crippled, as were
aspects of propulsion, long distance weapons were functional. Pustules furrowed
on the Dark's skin, erupting to reveal small slivers of metal. Individually the
torpedoes were insignificant. In the numbers a Dark was capable of producing,
until munitions-construction resources ran low, they were devastating to
shields.


Relatively
small compared to the behemoths preparing to engage in battle, each Dark
torpedo was a metal spear ten meters long. To the backbone was attached a
simple guidance device (if it wasn't Dark, kill it), a moderate one to two
isoton yield explosive, and an engine. As the first 104 missile wave impacted
cube shields, the cloak was dropped before power surges could fry the finicky
device. Cube #347 responded with its own torpedo barrage as it began to turn in
a defensive spin. Its own weapons were less numerous, but of greater
destruction.


The
two opponents moved close, shields flickering with each direct impact of long
distance munitions. It was impossible to determine which had the advantage. In
a fair fight, one on one, the larger Dark could easily defeat four
Exploratory-class cubes. However, in this case, the Dark in question had been
injured to an unknown extent, and its performance clearly showed a hesitance
which might be attributable to senses and body not working at one hundred
percent. On the other hand, Cube #347 performed suboptimally in the best of
circumstances when compared to a normal sub-collective; and despite Weapons'
haranguing to the contrary, the cube was outmatched. It was not surprising the
first shields to drop were those of Cube #347.


{Primary
shield grid damaged. Secondary shield grid damaged. Tertiary shield grid
inoperable due to missing elements at junctures 2a, 6b, 7d, 10.3c, 174f,
1501a...} calmly reported the computer, unaware in the bliss of silicon
ignorance the death sentence it was pronouncing.


Delta,
body distant from the action, nonetheless was an immediate presence within the
intranets. {Missing? Missing?} All the junctures in question were located in
the vicinity of subsection 11, submatrix 13, a suspicious coincidence of which
there was no time to investigate. Delta instead swiftly assigned a string of
designations to repair damage to primary and secondary systems, as well as
attempted to bludgeon the computer to reroute around the missing linkages to
resurrect the tertiary shield grid. In the Secondprize brig, both of her bodies
began to pace back and forth through the forcefield, much to the consternation
of the single guard on duty. {Faster! Be efficient! I will not be abandoned on
this Federation ship.}


The
cube would be unable to reinitiate shields before the next incoming wave of
eighty-seven torpedoes impacted. Already the missiles were bunching into a
concentrated ball, purpose to produce the greatest amount of structural damage
possible, as opposed to the previous diffuse arrangement intended to tax
shields via kinetic overload. The cube was too massive an object to include
evasive maneuvers in its vocabulary; and disrupters could only destroy a few
targets once the mass moved within range of short-range weapons. The
sub-collective braced for impact.


Seventy-five
objects, those which had survived disrupters, hit with gunfire rapacity against
subsection 8. Thirty meters of armor, hull, and exterior support melted under
the onslaught. Several muffled thumps, indicating explosive decompression of
sub-hull corridors, could be felt in subsections on the opposite side the cube
from the damage.


Subsection
8 was empty of drones due to the extensive presence of the invasive bloodvine
Thorny. Therefore, there was no loss of Hive units; and while it appeared to
the uninitiated exterior observer that the damage sustained was severe, in
actuality, the greatly noncentralized systems of the cube regulated the injury
to categories of "minor" and "cosmetic." Or, the damage
would have classified as such, except the final impacts had punctured the outer
casing of warp nacelle segment 3b, one of the tri-segmental warp nacelles
located twenty meters under each cube edge. The plasma...did not react well, to
put it mildly, with the concussive force of an isoton explosion immediately
adjacent to the nacelle thermos. The cube had just enough time to isolate the
segment and retune magnetic restraint fields to direct the violently venting
plasma into space. Most of it, anyway. The superstructure skeleton of the cube
groaned an answer to the fiery question, then screamed as a major support spar
twisted. It was not a sound to inspire happy thoughts among engineering. The
harm signified need to withdraw to a quiet locale for several cycles to allow
drones and cube regeneration systems to affect repairs.


Battle
advantage had just been handed to the Dark.


{Thorny!}
wailed Doctor, aghast, a single, overriding concern on his mind, a concern he
felt needed to be voiced to the entire sub-collective. {Thorny, baby! Poor
planty-wanty.}


The
planty-wanty in question, which had shown a near miraculous resistance over the
years to a diversity of eradication attempts including vacuum, fire, plasma,
and hack 'n' slash was likely less harmed by the impact than the cube.


Cube
#347 slowed its defensive spin, rolling the gaping wound away from immediate
danger. A tentative shield flickered into existence, then strengthened as
primary and secondary shield nodes were repaired. The tertiary system remained
off-line, and likely to stay that way in the foreseeable future, as engineering
teams shifted priorities to stabilize the superstructure. If the superstructure
was not sound, the ship risked catastrophic failure, literally twisting apart
under external stresses of battle, warp, or transwarp. An auxiliary core revved
from idle to active to compensate for power demanded by energy-hungry ship
repair functions.


The
cube withdrew, much to Weapons' distress, but to the relief and encouragement
of the rest of the sub-collective. The battle had reached a stalemate, the cube
slowly backing away to disengage from the long-range munitions envelope. The
Dark, however, pursued at an equally leisurely (limping?) pace. Both combatants
continued to slap at each other at extreme torpedo range, with Dark darts once
more deployed in a diffuse pattern. The Dark was also spending less and less
missiles with each successive wave, a pattern recognized by the Hive as a sign
of imminent torpedo exhaustion. The next stage of battle would soon begin,
assuming the Dark followed the model exhibited during past Dark-Hive
engagements.


As
the last Dark torpedoes smashed ineffectively against cube shields, engineering
teams reached the superstructure components registering the greatest amounts of
stress, teetering on the edge of failure. The trek had been arduous, requiring
disassembly of bulkheads, rerouting of local systems, and difficult squeezing
through interstitial spaces. Among the first scouts to arrive at the injury
sites to act as eyes (and other senses) for the sub-collective to appraise the
situation was 2 of 3, a centipede-like entity able to move easily in confined
places, and three Lupil, a reptilian species with the inherent ability to
selectively dislocate most body joints, a capability carefully preserved by the
Collective after assimilation due to the advantages the unusually agile drones
conferred to engineering and assault endeavors. What the four drones discovered
was highly disturbing.


{Thorny!}
exclaimed Doctor. The ex-vet was the totality of a minority of one who was
delighted to see the plant.


Wrapping
the immense girder like green and gray duct tape, branches and tendrils wedged
into the most minute of cracks, it was readily apparent Thorny had escaped
incineration in subsection 8. Dinner plate leaves lent a jungle atmosphere. When
and how was not important at the moment, although fleeting thoughts drifting in
the fluidity of the dataspaces provided passing theories to examine more fully
at a later date. What was consequential was the extreme lateral twisting the
main spar had undergone, much more severe than that reported by remote sensors.
The reality of the situation? The despised bloodvine was the sole bandage
maintaining integrity to the superstructure of Cube #347.


Thorny's
leaves rustled as flashlights flooded the darkness, turning to better drink the
proffered lumens. If one didn't know better, if one didn't know it was just a
plant with no complex nervous system (with no nervous system, period), one
might believe the action had a hint of menace to it, a daring to the drones to
"mulch me, make my day." Menace was not possible for a mere
nonsentient vegetable, or so the four drones in the presence of the bloodvine
were reminded by comrades safe from twisting tendrils. The movement was simply
motion, phototaxis. 


{Thorny. Thorny. Thorny. Thorny. Thorny,} repeated Doctor.


Delta
grumbled, {Shut up.} The brusque demand was accompanied by an image of a
certain rodent drone sacrificed to Thorny as poisoned fertilizer, not that such
an action was to occur since the exercise would unlikely damage more than a few
vines before the plant adapted. Other engineering groups were discovering the
bloodvine to have infiltrated additional sections of the superstructure. Cube
#347 was infested by greenery.


Sensors announced, {Incoming.}


The
second phase of the Dark's attack was commencing. Bereft of torpedoes and with
no rocks in grappling distance, the creature was accelerating to reach
short-range weapons envelope. Powerful organic phasers lay beneath the black
epidermis, banks of crystalline lens apertures visible only when the weapon
fired. If the cube survived an initial phase two assault, the Dark would bully
through the shield, assuming such still existed, to make physical contact. Phase
three consisted of a Dark tearing off chunks of cube, usually eating the bits. Cube
#347's only chance was to blunt phase two, turn it aside.


The
cube began to retreat faster to delay the inevitable. As it did so, it fired
torpedo after torpedo, increasing isoton yield as it did so. The missiles
splashed off the Dark's own shield; and then, suddenly, they were blossoming
destruction against thick flesh. Still the Dark forged onward, 1.8 kilometers
of entity evolved for the rigors of space existence not an easy opponent to
kill. Short-range weapons deployed, and now the cube found itself resisting
violet tinged phasers even as it lashed out with first its own disrupters, then
powerful cutting beams. The belly-to-belly contest was the equivalent of two
titans flailing at each other with eyes closed.


Finally,
it was over. Floating amid globules of freezing gore, wreathed within the cloud
of a scene more fitting to slaughterhouse than space battle, the sub-collective
of Cube #347 found itself alive and functional. The communal response was one
of frank surprise.





*****





The
breeding adult Dark in orbit around their Jovian feeding grounds uneasily
watched the outsystem sky. Vast swathes of sensory patches scattered over ebony
hide collected the story of a vicious struggle which had occurred between the
orbits of the outermost gas giant and an immense rocky planet covered in a
globe-spanning ocean of exotic frozen liquids. No subspace warning had been
Sung; and only radiation particles trekking at the speed of light had alerted
the breeding adults to the dangerous intruder lurking in their territory. Unfortunately,
light did have a speed limit, and the distance the particles had to travel
meant the fight was several hours done.


The
skirmish unfolded with the characteristic signature of torpedoes exploding
against shields. On one side was Nurse, the only adult currently unaccounted in
the system. The weapons of the invader proclaimed it to be a parasitized metal
box beast, one of the race of creatures which existed throughout this volume of
space and from whom the pod had claimed their current territory. High yield
explosives splashing on shields abruptly gave way to the flash of vaporized
metal and burnt atmosphere, signifying a direct hit against the box beast. The
breeding adults cheered, a sizzling pop-crackle in the radio frequencies of
ethyl alcohol and oxygen.


The
distant fight regained the monotony of missile on shield, then momentarily
halted before slashing into the bright radiation decay signatures of phaser and
disrupter. The information arriving from the small patch of space was intense,
fast-pitched, and required great concentration to distinguish what was
happening to whom. For the planet-bound, the act was akin to watching a
jhadball match from half a kilometer away without benefit of binoculars: much
dust and garbled noise, but little clarity. Finally the battle ceased. The
final decipherable signature was that of the box beast. 


Dark
have a love for talking, gossiping, and singing. Live theater and oral
tradition from the wandering clanless spread culture; the concept of television
and radio did not exist. The box beast was long gone from the battle zone, and
it would not do to rush helter-skelter to the patch of now empty space. Oh, the
invader, be it one or the scout of a swarm, would be repelled from the
territory, but for now, strategy was required. Strategy would find and flush
the box beast. Strategy would kill the box beast. Strategy was the center
around which pod discussions revolved.


From
the gas planet which would be used in a few seasons by young adults moving
insystem from the Oort cloud nursery, Mottle and Loremaster inquired if they
should rejoin the pod. They were told to stay. Strikemaster desired two
detection points to foster better triangulation if the intruder was sensed
again; and, additionally, as the smaller gas giant was on the opposite side of
the primary, that would deny the crafty box beast from hiding in the sensor
shadow cast by the sun.


The
pod began to Sing into the subspace ether, crying to distant pods of clan and
family, to peoples both related and foreign, for information and advice. Have
parasitized metal box beasts ever attempted to regain territory after eviction?
If so, what actions did they take? What about other metal creatures with little
organic things inside? What strategies might we pursue?


From
the ether Sang opinions and stories, but never an offer of help. Even
family-pods closely related by genetic heritage would be as little tolerated in
held territory as the alien invader. Only desperate and stressful times would
force near gene-families together into clan-pods, followed by clan-pods merging
with increasingly distant relatives. Xenophobia encompassed even the known
stranger who was of Dark race, the only exception the honored and wandering
clanless. If the family-pod was unsuccessful in holding territory, the system
would be open for another pod to drive off the aliens and stake a claim.


That
was the way it was and that was the way it always had been. The Dark knew no
differently.





*****





"This
is disgusting," commented Zzzghatix as he peered out the window of the
runabout Honorary Mention 78. Carrying the first, and only, shuttle replication
system, the Intrepid class of Federation starships tended to promote a
carelessness among their captains when it came to using auxiliary craft as
cannon fodder, target practice, and evil alien disposal. This particular away
mission included Zzzghatix as chauffeur, Na'tor as person-in-charge, and Dr.
Evans with Ensign Mister Ible as medical specialists. Additionally, several low
ranked engineering and security crewmembers recently enlisted were aboard, just
in case difficulties like brain suckers from Dimension X were encountered. Also
present was a Hiver, 10 of 19, who was standing in a corner like a piece of
exceptionally ugly pre-post-modern-expressionist-existentialistic sculpture. For
unknown reasons, the drone wore an aggressively yellow bowler hat at a jaunty
angle.


Bop
bop boop, went bongo drums. "I agree / with your insight / This cool
Klingon cat is reminded of / Targ rindzinous blight," recited Na'tor.


After
electrocution, the corpse of the assailant Dark had been left more or less
intact. Ignoring strips of charred skin, the body was remarkably whole. Gossip
and jokes during Secondprize's repair centered around what one did with a dead
Dark. Several adventurous gourmets had suggested to Maxine that a barbecue was
in order, but the captain was all for calling the "observation"
mission a loss and retreating to a little planet she had heard about, a planet
with seas of carbonated soda drink and a population largely comprised of people
in the dental fields. Starfleet, however, had a different notion when contacted
for direction, ideas which involved exploring the creature, on the inside. Protesting,
Maxine had asked why her crew (not herself personally, of course) was being
told to go spelunking in a dead creature, instead of cutting it properly apart
for autopsy. After mumbling a muffled excuse which Maxine did not quite catch,
the headquarters admiral had directed her to query her local Hivers, since the
Collective was the one to make request of an intact corpse. As expected, none
of the drones in the brig had answered, the group only stating the stock reply
of "Explanations are irrelevant."


The
initial, and follow up, conversation with Starfleet headquarters had occurred
several days prior, as had the unproductive Hive contact. While Maxine had been
horrified to see the condition of Cube #347 when it had finally appeared - if
Dark could blow a giant hole in the side of a Hive cube, the Secondprize would
go the way of a feather pillow struck with a shotgun shell, and the captain's
days of trekking to unusual tourist spots would be over - she was relieved when
all drones had transported back to whatever upright coffin they called home. Now,
fast forward, Maxine had appointed Commander Na'tor to choose an away team to
visit the corpse's innards via a hole drilled through flesh by a Cube #347
cutting beam. The drone had been a last minute surprise addition mandated by
the cube.


Honorary
Mention 78 drifted through an immense organic cavern. As spacious as the
largest dry-docks the Federation possessed, the runabout was dwarfed. A faint
red luminescence shed no light, the almost nonexistent glow originating from
the wall of flesh which bounded the space. Exterior sensors registered a
hellish atmospheric brew of acids able to dissolve most known material,
including that of the runabout hull had the Hive not insisted on coating the
shuttle with a thin polymer film prior to the excursion. Here and there thin
membranes hung, connecting walls to create compartments of varying size. Within
the curtained areas the atmosphere differed greatly from that in the main room,
ranging from near vacuum to oxy-nitro terrestrial norm to a noxious gas planet
mixture. The purpose of these areas was unfathomable, although within a small
vacuum compartment only slightly larger than the runabout itself, several
chunks of hull from an unlucky ship had been discovered, origination unknown. The
cavern was, as 10 of 19 finally deemed to tell the Honorable Mention 78 crew,
the Dark's stomach, which also functioned as a modular hold able to store a
wide variety of (swallowed) objects in different preservative conditions.


"A
stomach!" exclaimed Zzzghatix. "Yuck! This thing is large enough to
hold Secondprize, with room to spare. And what is up with that hat,
anyway?"


The
Hiver made no response, neither to the size comment nor the hat question.


The
runabout explored for two hours. Occasionally it was attacked by twelve-armed
spiders which spanned arm-to-arm the length of a tall man; the erratically
moving bots easily succumbed to the runabout's phasers. While Na'tor eventually
lost interest in his surroundings and began to quietly compose poetry which did
not relate to the situation, Zzzghatix remained full of increasingly gross
observations as well as outrageous notations about yellow hats. To the latter,
the Hiver remained stoically unprovokable, although Zzzghatix could swear he caught
the drone glaring at him through a narrowed eye several times. The expression,
however, returned to smooth deadpan each time the helmsman attempted to catch
it. Dr. Evans behaved as a serious medical professional should, jotting notes
on his PADD; Ensign Mister Ible was content with only the occasional
concurrence on an observation. The mission was utterly uneventful, nary an
insane scientist with a new transdimensional hopping machine to be seen, a
state of affairs the nervous ensigns and yeomen cannon fodder were happy to see
continue.


10
of 19 shifted position, "We have seen enough. You will leave the carcass
and return this drone to Cube #347."


Zzzghatix
swiveled his chair, setting his antennae to swaying, "Hey hat-drone,
plurals? All those we's and you's and this-drone's are confusing. What was the
purpose of this little trip, anyway? Some of us may have liked this
adventure," the helmsman paused as he gestured to a rear window where
Ensign Mister Ible was blocking the view of an annoyed Dr. Evans, who didn't
seem to realize he could remedy the situation by moving his arm, "but
others, like myself, could have been doing other, more productive things,
like..." Zzzghatix petered off as he tried to think of a good example.


"Playing
poker," supplied a voice from a security tagalong.


Zzzghatix
nodded, "Exactly, playing poker. Very important cultural thing, poker. The
shrinks Starfleet keeps throwing at me always say I should integrate with 'my
humanness via human games.' Since I've been barred from that Squares game for
weapon violations, I guess poker fits the bill. That is probably the only good
advice the shrinks have ever given me, all the rest of which is useless since
only this body is human. It is the soul that counts, and I am true blue
Andorian through and through." The helmsman pounded once on his chest to emphasize
his point.


"Enlightenment
of the purpose of this excursion is irrelevant," said 10 of 19, answering
the originally stated questions and ignoring the rest.


"Somewhere,
blood drips / drips down / on the battlefield / drips down / gives me
honor," muttered Na'tor to himself as he fiddled on the fourth stanza of
his composition "Peace and Honor" while ignoring everything else.


Zzzghatix
wrinkled his nose, not at the poem's content, for he had been raised on an
Andorian colony and in an Andorian household, but because the Klingon had
slipped deep into the world of creation and could not be bothered with minor
things like real life. It wasn't the first time. "Fine, fine," said
Zzzghatix as he set course to exit the Dark, "you will be returned to your
cube. Do you know what that hat reminds me of? Well, let me tell you."





"This
seems familiar," commented Goth. The senior crew was once more gathered in
the bridge briefing room, with Captain next to the main viewscreen. He had one
hand plugged into the room's audio-visual display system, allowing the
sub-collective access via himself as the conduit. "So, what does the holy
Hive have planned for the ship this time? Finishing installation of the cloak? Transwarp?
Chrome bumpers? Assimilation? And I'm sure that all this mucking around in my
systems has been cleared by Starfleet bozos who have never held a spanner in
their lives, correct?" The orange-skinned, big lobed Lieutenant Commander
had regressed to a sarcastic attitude. Gains experienced in the arenas of trust
and tolerance had been lost after Delta and her engineering drones had
electrified the hull without the chief's blessings.


Captain
stared at Goth. Goth stared back at Captain, a snaggle-toothed sneer curling a
corner of her mouth. Captain gave up the irrelevant test of wills. The Look was
capable of cowing nearly everyone, including strong-minded starship captain,
with chief engineers being the overwhelming exception. The engineering chiefs
of the universe lived in the trenches with their spanner-welding troops, unlike
most ship officers, and, thus, dealt with a great many problems both mechanical
and otherwise, problems which, if they could not be repaired, could at least be
"fixed" with application of hammer or wrench.


Captain
loaded a file from Cube #347's dataspaces into the Secondprize computer. Triggering
it to run, a colorful three-dimensional schematic of the Dark corpse floated on
the briefing room viewscreen. While the Secondprize runabout had been exploring
the cavernous stomach and dodging spiderbots, the cube had thoroughly scanned
the rest of the body, confirming suitability even as Sensors' grid settings had
sent several of her hierarchy to drone maintenance seeing sounds and feeling
colors. Maxine and company were not going to like the proposal to be uttered. Too
bad. The Collective had already gained approval to use the Secondprize tool in
any manner the Greater Consciousness felt best; and a stealthy examination of
communication logs showed the order had been delivered to Maxine.


The
picture displayed the outline of the Dark. Inside, the stomach occupied a large
volume, membranes crisscrossing the chamber in an accurate portrayal of current
compartmentalization. Other internal organs, such as heart and caloric storage
glands, were prominently colored, as were inorganic components of propulsion
and the core which powered FTL engines. The inorganic elements in most cases
were not fully built or lacked important constituents like fuel, indicating the
Dark was not an adult.


Maxine
spoke, "Okay. That's a nice picture, I admit, but what was the point of
clambering in the creature's guts?"


Captain
did not verbally respond. Instead he loaded the next file in the sequence and
set it playing. On the screen, the complex three-dimensional schematic was
replaced by a simpler picture, one consisting of Dark outline, stomach, and
Secondprize. The starship entered the Dark's body, settling in the stomach. The
action was followed by the transporter placement of explosives, symbolized as
cartoon bombs, into the rest of the Dark. Next the scene pulled away to show
the Secondprize-inhabited Dark moving insystem to the gas giant that Cube #347
had found to be infested by adult Dark. The Trojan Horse Dark entered the upper
atmosphere of the planet and exploded, sending a great sheet of fire flashing
over the planet, engulfing the adults.


Stunned
silence was Captain's reply to the show. The quiet did not last long.


Troy
sputtered, "That...that's not logical! First of all, explosives don't
produce a fire effect like that. Second, Secondprize will blow up...and that
means I will as well! I'm too young to die, especially if it happens before I
transfer off this boat!"


"That
is a classic Trojan Horse. Every society has done the Trojan Horse. Starfleet
may not bring a lot of honor upon my House, but at least they aren't stupid
enough to think up a plan that everyone and their grandma has heard
about," stated Na'tor. He was so upset he had flipped his glasses up on
his brow ridge and wasn't even trying to render words into semblance of poetry.


"The
acid in the stomach will punch holes through the hull!" exclaimed Goth,
her concern predictably not for people, but equipment. "Do you know how
much a decent hull refit costs now a'days, not to mention how long the waiting
list is?"


Dr.
Evans was shaking his head back and forth, mirrored by his sock puppet. "That
isn't good. I'm sure if our tactical officer was here, he'd have something to
say. However, I discharged the lieutenant from sickbay to his room to finish
recovering from the shocks he received in the Jeffries tubes a while back. No,
not good at all, wouldn't you say, Ensign Mister Ible?" The puppet nodded
in sage agreement.


Maxine
began shouting loudly, "Calm down, calm down, everyone! Starfleet has
indeed told me that we have to cooperate with whatever the Hive has cooked up. The
admirals would not have agreed if it meant losing a ship and crew." An
addendum thought of 'or, at least I hope not' jumped from brain to brain. There
was hesitation as order was restored. "And I'm equally sure Captain here
will have answers to all questions."


Captain
surveyed the scene, assuring himself for the twenty-third time in the last
several minutes that a transporter lock was securely focused on his position. "Your
concerns will be addressed, although your fears are irrelevant, the product of
smallness.


"First,
the same polymer compound which was used to coat the runabout Honorable Mention
78 will be used to protect Secondprize from stomach acid. Cube manufacturing
capacities will be sufficient." Just barely, Captain did not add. Some of
the organic substance removed from the Dark corpse would be consumed by
replicators to construct the polymer, insufficient carbon substrate in current
storage.


"The
explosive is a radiogenic substance activated by a specific radiation density
achieved in the inner ring of the gas giant's Van Allen belts. Upon ignition,
the substance atomizes; and when the activated compound subsequently makes
contact with any solid surface, it will burn at a range of 3000 to 4000
Celsius. The semblance of fire in the Van Allen belts is caused by flash
florescence associated with the ionization process."


Captain
paused. The final concerns (damn this PC stuff) were more delicate. Delicate
was not a Hive forte. Delicate usually meant using a point tactical nuclear
device instead of one which would wipe out all life within a planet's
hemisphere. In truth, the initial plan had not included an escape provision for
the Secondprize, the tool discarded after use. Due to the infeasibility to
employ remote control, it was required to have Secondprize and crew pilot the
Dark from the inside. Unfortunately, in this new brave era of political
correctness, Starfleet would only agree to allow Secondprize to be used as
engines in the Trojan Dark on condition that there was a possibility of
survival, or at least salvage of the ship for spare parts if the crew didn't
survive. Starfleet did not wish to have to pull a perfectly functional ship
from service to reload with the inevitable fools, idiots, and nonconformists
which enlisted and which could not, for various reasons, be outright rejected.


The
final frames of the plan were expanded, the picture zooming in to focus on the
last five minutes. In the expanded view, a cloaked cube, easily overlooked, was
visible shadowing the corpse as it dove into the planet's gravity well. The
flash of an explosive blew a hole in the side of the body, relatively small,
but more than sufficient to allow Secondprize egress. Suddenly the cube
stooped, grappling the emergent starship with a tractor beam, both vessels
subsequently retreating together with seconds to spare before the firestorm.


"You
will be given means and time to escape. We will follow cloaked and facilitate
your escape. It is simple. Cube #347 is repaired sufficiently to operate at
full efficiency. As long as Secondprize crew is equally efficient, you will
survive."


The
senior crewmembers looked at each other, then at Maxine. Oh-oh.


"Well,
um, okay," replied Maxine, attempting to hide her pensiveness behind the
mask of a semi-competent captain. "Efficiency. Er, simple. My crew can do
that. After all, we beat the crowd to the grand opening of the Museum of
Obsolete Medical Equipment and Faulty Procedures, despite a little spatial
anomaly trouble. Therefore, I'm sure we can, um, be efficient. I think. Now,
about the Trojan Horse concern? Commander Na'tor did raise a serious
point."


Captain
had not answer. He did not question, could not, the direct orders of the
Collective. In truth, the Trojan Horse scheme had been concocted because of the
number of times it had been victoriously employed throughout the galaxy, the
Greater Consciousness blindly missing the fact that each incident had occurred
early in a species' history, prior to first contact and subsequent exchange of
historical martial records. In each case, the Trojan Horse had been successful
only once; and it might not have worked at all if a race was able to draw upon
the past of more experienced species.


Why
did the unassimilated ask such hard questions?


"Because.
We are Hive. Resistance is futile." Captain activated the transporter beam
and retreated to Cube #347 before more impossible questions were posed. Enough
direct contact. Future "negotiations" would occur from the relative
sanity of the cube.





The
body of Eats-Too-Much wobbled into pseudolife. A long incision in the body
wall, through which Secondprize had squeezed to reach the stomach, had been
crudely camouflaged by drones first wielding very large sewing needles,
followed by cardboard and staple guns, and finally many cans of black paint. Other
cuts and holes on the corpse were similarly disguised, openings which had been
conduits to replace organs and flesh with explosives.


At
first the corpse drunkenly moved backwards. It paused for several long minutes
as the Secondprize realigned herself in the stomach, matching her bow with the
head end of the Dark. After a few abortive, jerky movements, the motion
smoothed and the body turned insystem. Cube #347 cloaked to take up a flanking
position several million kilometers distant. The Trojan Dark was on its reeling
way.
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Dark Rising - Part 4

Dark Before the Dawn




Year: 2416, April (Old Terran Standard)





The
Secondprize was a spider at the center of a complex web, or perhaps a fly stuck
in a trap. Lying in the middle of a vast organic cavern, a stomach, lines
radiated from the hull, anchored in flesh. Despite the enduring nature of the
metal, an alloy unbreakable under normal conditions, a line would occasionally
snap as corrosive acid atmosphere ate through the cable. In those cases, a
runabout would emerge from the Secondprizes shuttle hanger and swiftly replace
the broken line. The runabout, like the starship, was sheathed in a polymer
protectorate, denying acid an opening. Unfortunately, not enough of the
compound had been available to similarly coat the lines.


Inside
Secondprize, the mood of the crew was much more that of fly than spider.


Troy
watched his Ops console, then yelled, "A line! Starboard, front saucer
quadrant." The ship shook as carefully balanced equilibrium was disrupted.
"Can't you drive a little bit better, up there?" the lieutenant
complained.


Zzzghatix
hissed as he touched several controls at his station, smoothing the ride. Without
bothering to look over his shoulder, the helmsman replied, "You try
driving without being able to see. By the Hive Mother, I should come back there
and tear out your gizzard, human." Bobble antennae jerked abruptly as
Zzzghatix peered with great concentration at the viewscreen, a monitor which
showed only the most hazy of impressions of surrounding space outside the Dark
corpse in which the Secondprize was moored.


"Gentlemen,
humans," Captain Maxine emphasized the second word, "we have to do
this right. The first time. 'Be efficient,' as the Hivers told us. I want to
be able to go and see the Galaxy's Largest Disco Ball when this is all
over." Maxine peered at the two lieutenants, both of whom stared at their
respective consoles, seemingly absorbed in their work. "Fine, then. Bridge
to runabout, you hear where the break is, Lieutenant Letaf?"


A
hiss-crackle was the reply. The primitive short-wave radio which the crew was
forced to use in ship-to-ship communications, lest the living Dark outside
hear, did not function well, again due to the corrosive stomach atmosphere.


"The
Honorable Mention 78 has left the bay," said Troy in a tiny, inoffensive
voice. "They are moving to the appropriate quadrant to affix a new
cable."


"Good,
good," replied Maxine. "Steady as she goes."


Zzzghatix
stared at his console, deftly touching a triple set of buttons.





The
Dark corpse listed to one side, then the other. The body swayed drunkenly, very
unlike the sure confidence of a living Dark, jerking to a stop only to abruptly
move forward once again. It was obvious even to one who had never seen a Dark
that the movement was not that of a living being, but rather a marionette
ill-used by an apprentice puppeteer.


Captain
observed the Trojan Dark's halting progress toward the system's largest gas
giant, whole eye unblinkingly fastened upon his viewscreen; and as Captain
observed, so did Cube #347. The cube was cloaked, standing off at a distant
flanking position, a silent watcher. Captain blinked, a mechanical motion, his
mind much more focused within the dataspaces than on trivial bodily concerns
such as a dried eyeball.


{The
conclusion remains 56.2%,} stated Captain for the whole of the sub-collective
consciousness as the consensus cascade ended, {that the corpse, and the
Secondprize, will be destroyed by the Dark orbiting the target planet.} Pause. {Reinitiate
scenario variant 3d. We must have better odds. Reminder. Root objective 1,
modified - prepare system for Hive re-acquisition. Battle group enroute. Estimated
time to arrival is 182 hours. Root objective 2 - assure Secondprize survival,
either crew or intact records. The Federation must enter Dark war. Objectives
in order of importance. We will comply.} Captain surfaced most of himself from
the dataspaces, his role of primary consensus monitor and facilitator fulfilled
for the moment. Part of himself remained, as always, to assist in the
recalculation of scenario variant 3d.


Captain
held out a hand, upon which a bottle of eyedrops materialized. Tipping back his
head, he administered the liquid. A few gummy blinks later and eyeball was
moistened.


"Pass
the bottle," said a voice to Captain's right. "You could have at
least waited until I was in my alcove before reinitiating of the scenario 2
series. I can't even close one of my eyes at the moment."


Captain
passed Second the eyedrops. Indeed, of Second's two unaltered eyes (the
remaining two long replaced with standard ocular implants), one was stuck in a
half squint.


Second
sighed and blinked, "Much better."


"Not
like I had a choice over the timing of the consensus," rejoined Captain. He
had not. The Collective had demanded re-evaluation of the scenario, as in
right-now-if-not-sooner, using current analyses of the Secondprize's
performance.


Second
flipped the bottle in the air, sending it to replicator reclamation via
transporter at the top of its arc. "Well, ta-ta. I'm back to my alcove
while I have the chance. At least I wasn't the engineering team reinforcing the
main spar when the Greater Consciousness made the demand. 75 of 230 will
require a new hand; and 17 of 42 and 93 of 310 are still wrapped in vine."
Second turned towards the walkway, then stopped just before exiting the nodal
intersection. "So much for our root objectives."


Captain
cocked his head as he watched the Dark corpse do a complete barrel roll. Volumes
of unvoiced comments percolated on the intranet bulletin boards and in chat
rooms. "So much for Secondprize," agreed Captain.





*****





All
but two of the breeding adult Dark of the pod orbited their feeding ground
Jove, spaced equidistant from each other over the equator. The remaining pair,
Mottle and Loremaster, flew a polar orbit above the gas planet which was
destined to be the insystem home of the next generations of youth. The pod
entire watched the incoming thing, the incoming shell of a daughter which
used to be a living Dark.


The
pod had flung inquiries at the daughter when first they sensed her limping
silhouette wobbling insystem. The absence of answers had been the first inkling
something was amiss. Her actions were not those of a Dark, at least not of one
sane in mind and sound of body. Further Singing, additional scanning from afar
for the state of the Dark's life signs showed conclusively the body incoming
was exactly that - a body. The youngling lacked the echo, the spark, the
electromagnetic field which was present in all Dark as long as they resided on
the positive side of the life and death equation.


The
question then became what animated the corpse of a pod-daughter? And what
course of action should the breeding adults follow?


The
greater Pod which was the Dark race had no tales of zombies, no superstitions
of the undead. Dark culture did not include the concept of ghosts. War,
however, was held in high esteem within the oral traditions of the Dark, the
struggle to gain and hold territory and resources one of the major pivots
around which heroic stories turned. Grand epics spanned back to the fuzzy time
when the Dark race held a different form, a time when they went upon the
surface of a rocky planet as easily as they now swam the vacuum currents. What
there wasn't to know of war and tactics, of trickery and subterfuge, was very
little.


The
Dark knew of the Trojan Horse.


The
actions of the youngling Dark were confusing, and with morbid curiosity the
breeding adults allowed the corpse to approach. Discussion fluted between
individuals. A metal box beast lurked in the territory, yet it was much too big
to be hidden inside; and none of the cubes yet encountered by pods spread
throughout the galaxy's arm was of a size to fit within. Additionally, the
tactic did not fit that of the metal box beasts, who were loath to change
strategies despite being repeatedly shown their futility. Active cooperation
between cubes and other, smaller races of parasitized creatures did not occur
to the highly xenophobic Dark.


Discussion
flared into heated debate. The corpse wobbled nearer.





*****





"Gift
shop to bridge. Gift shop to bridge. I have a problem!" called a frantic,
young voice over the comm system. In an effort to increase self-reliance in
times of trouble, Starfleet had installed gift shops in all ships five years
ago, with Secondprize no exception. The reasoning behind the refit was based in
the number of starships flung around the galaxy, caught in spatial anomalies,
and basically traveling well beyond the boundaries of Federation space. The
gift shops supposedly allowed self-sufficiency for the lost vessels, a place
from which to sell humorous postcards, snowglobes, and pieces of advanced
technology to strange alien cultures.


Maxine
answered, "What?"


The
voice was almost in tears. "All the...all the light-up Secondprize
paperweights have been broken. Nacelles and saucers are everywhere." The
crewwoman in the gift shop completely broke down. "And all (sob) the...the
replicator parts and (sob) phaser stock is (sob) smashed. And the (sniff) cute
little postcards that say (sob) 'Got Milky Way?' are on...on...fire! And...and...and
(sob)..." The sounds of crying sounded.


"Well,
um, do what you can. Clean up. Put out the fire. We'll worry about it
later," said Maxine uncomfortably. The sobbing stopped as the link was
hastily closed.


The
gift shop affair was only the latest in a series of incidents that had occurred
as the Secondprize neared the target. Beyond the normal expected sparks and
smoke, the stationary bicycles in the gym had lost their wheels, holodeck one
was stuck in an endless loop of the tales of Anne of Green Gables, and, most
irritating, the ship's councilor had escaped his closet confinement. It had
taken hours of effort to hunt down the councilor, what-was-his-name, in the
first place when he had been assigned to the ship; and now the process would
begin all over again.


"Lieutenant
Minimum, are the anchors holding?"


"Yes,
sir," replied Troy as a console next to him artfully spat a waterfall of
green sparks into the air. He turned around to disengage his station's special
effects button.


"...And
through the darkness the angels flew / bright of eye and keen of sword / winged
vengeance stooped o'er the bloody seas / carrying in hand War's answer from
their lord," chanted Na'tor. He paused, then pushed his sunglasses onto
his forehead. "You know, that was actually quite good. Computer, store
it."


"Stored,"
chirped the computer.


Maxine
shifted in her chair. "Zzzghatix, are we close?"


"We
began diving into the gas giant's gravity well three minutes ago," said
Zzzghatix incredulously, "not that you can actually tell on the
viewscreen, of course, with that hunk of flesh in the way. I told you at the
time."


"That
was when the commander was experimenting with adding a line of yodeling to his
composition, wasn't it?"





 The
lifeless body dove into the mid-latitudes of the gas giant's southern
hemisphere. Spiraling, all semblance of control was lost, sending the corpse
into a nauseating tumble. Still too high to respond to the stabilizing effects
of atmosphere, the Dark flipped head over tail at the same time it rolled first
starboard before overcompensating to port. The living Dark were too far away to
react as the corpse began its final plunge, hours spent in lively argument
having distracted from the time required to move within effective weapons
range. Such maneuvers did not seem warranted, however, for if the corpse had a
Trojan Horse purpose, it seemed to have missed, instead now descending swiftly
below adult orbits on a trajectory which could only end in the crushing,
merciless grip of gravity.


Suddenly
a line of fire blossomed along the forward segments of the corpse. The
brilliant light died, revealing a dark slash bisecting deeply through layers of
black epidermis and lighter colored flesh. Then, in a hideous birthing akin to
that created over and over in the science-fiction movies of a myriad of races,
a shape pushed itself from the body. Flesh partially digested from escaping
stomach acids gleamed on plastic-slick surfaces. The Secondprize bullied free
of her organic shell, trailing cables, in a frantic bid to throw herself free
of the doomed corpse.


A
different shape now appeared near the scene, a shape geometrical in form. Cube
#347 discarded cloak as power was redirected to shields, engines, weapons, and
tractor beam. No longer running silent, the cube snatched at its prize,
latching on after only three attempts. Prize in tow, Cube #347 distanced itself
from the still tumbling Dark, accelerating laterally along the limb of the
plant in a slingshot maneuver intended to fling the pair of ships away
post-haste.


Screaming
hatred, screeching disbelief that an enemy would invade the heart of their
territory, the pod began to break orbit. Several members plotted courses which
would come near, but not quite intersecting, the escape path of the cube. Other
individuals dove into the gravity well of their feeding grounds, beginning
their own slingshot vectors. More distantly, Mottle and Loremaster, trailed by
the excited adolescent Burr, plotted intersections of their own. None paid
attention to the husk which was falling deeper into the gas giant.


A
critical point was reached, radiation density tripping the critical level. The
substance packing much of the inside of the corpse reacted with the radiation,
exploding with an intense white light. Deeper in the atmosphere, frozen cloud
tops of red, white, and dirty orange rolled, shock waves speeding outward from
ground zero in a concentric pattern. Much higher, the visible phenomenon was
that of a raging firestorm, spreading outward in a tsunami wave of flame. The
Dark could not move fast enough, the physics required to break orbit and flee
too much to overcome. Where flames touched immense black bodies, pyres of
violet erupted. Soon twenty bonfires blazed with stellar fury.


Mottle
and Loremaster screamed with sympathetic pain and fury, echoed by younglings in
the Oort cloud, long after the Jovian feeding grounds had claimed the cinders
of what had used to be a pod of breeding adult Dark.


Cube
#347 and Secondprize escaped with nary a melted hull plate. The beings onboard
both ships were oblivious of the meaning hidden in the massive static
disruption all up and down the conventional radio frequencies.





*****





Sensors
twitched as she stood in her alcove. High on her neck, just below the joint to
head, were four tympanum. The same color as her exoskeleton and essentially
invisible if one did not know where to look, the thin membranes were the ears
of Sensors' species. It was toward these organs the jerky, abortive motions
targeted, hands and forearms motioning up to protect her ears, only to quickly
pull away again. Yet, the local ambient noise was at the usual volume. Outside
was a different matter.


{Noisy,
noisy, noisy!} complained Sensors as she began to rock side to side, carapace
clanging against the sides of her upside-down tub of an alcove. To any other
drone who listened to the grid feed Sensors' complained of, the only sound was
a static hiss like crickets in a rainstorm. The experience was annoying, but
not painful, and certainly did not evoke the anguished mindset the insectoid
was broadcasting. Normally the sensor hierarchy would filter the parts of the
electromagnetic spectrum which did not add to the cube's sense of the
surrounding universe, but in this case, at least for Sensors, the radio
frequencies were an irritant which could not be blithely dismissed. {Noisy! Random
noise with [stapler]! Noisy, noisy, noisy!}


{Sensory
hierarchy,} said Captain, once again, {scan the Secondprize.}


Wailed
Sensors, {It is so noisy!}


{Sensors,
attend. Collective dictate of our sub-collective structure or no Collective
dictate, you will be replaced if you continue to show malfunction.} To be
replaced was tantamount to failure; and the label of failure was a situation
Hive drones actively strove to avoid, even when success meant termination. Most
drones on Cube #347 were apathetic about the whole failure/success thing,
disappointment of the Greater Consciousness immaterial when one was imperfectly
assimilated, which in itself was an intrinsic failure. Sensors, on the other
hand, was extremely susceptible to the threat of failure, her racial notion of
assimilation the equivalent of bodily ascending to heaven. One doesn't, after
all, disappoint heaven.


{Sensors
will [table]. Noise. Scanning.} The required information flooded the
dataspaces. As appropriate subcomponents of sensory hierarchy and command and
control digested the data into useful packets, Sensors returned to her
bemoaning.


With
a flick of his mind, Captain hailed the Federation vessel Cube #347 was
tractoring. Scans showed it to be none-the-worse for wear, still festooned with
the cables which had anchored it in the middle of the Dark's gut and covered
with the vacuum dried remains of gore underlain by slick polymer, but quite
functional. Minor problems did remain, primarily associated with the Oort cloud
Dark encounter, but also attributable to inefficiencies expected from a nonHive
crew.


In
comparison, Cube #347 looked as if it had been hit by a cosmic fleet of Mac
trucks. The hole in subsection 8 was covered, mismatched hull plates blending
well with the patchwork quality of surrounding subsections; and the warp
nacelle subsegment was newly repaired despite interference of a vegetative
nature. Under the thin metal surface veneer, however, Cube #347 lacked much of
its complex hull architecture, missing layers of ablative armor, shock struts,
and thick slabs of tritanium. Eventually the crater would be filled and defense
along the compromised edge made sound again - cubes had suffered much greater
insult - but until then, it would be a soft spot. Thorny was not assisting
engineering crews, although the plant appeared to have largely retreated from
vacuum areas, likely concentrating its resources to grow in places sure to irk
Delta now that it had escaped subsection 8 confinement. Concerning the
compromised main strut, removal of the bloodvine was not recommended until a
major Hive shipyard could be reached.


The
Secondprize finally deigned to respond to the hail. Captain debated which
protocol to send on the visual channel - catwalk cam or his own visage. As the
communication fell under the category of formal, he decided upon catwalk with
Multivoice verbal. Psychologically, it dwarfed the average humanoid, made those
unassimilated feel how truly small they were in the presence of manyness. It
also served to diffuse the ire of the recipient when there was no single target
to focus upon, even when said target was as much an image of the faceless Whole
as a view of suspended walkways.


"We
are Hive," opened the sub-collective. Captain watched the return feed from
his nodal intersection, mouthing the words.


Maxine
tried to stand from her command chair, failing. Sheepishly she unbuckled a
seatbelt, then rose to her feet. Her response to the sub-collective's civil
greeting was verbal attack. Elements of the sub-collective placed a high
probability that the Starfleet captain was attempting to cover her personal
faux pas. "My chief engineer is very unhappy, to put it mildly."


"You
are functioning at 87% capacity. Due to the lack of crew competence, your full
rating is 93%."


"Don't
give me that. My ship is a mess. At the very least, I've crap of the literal
sort frozen to my hull." Maxine stalked forward toward the camera pickup,
gesturing wildly.


"Cosmetic
appearance is irrelevant. The plan was a failure. Twenty adult Dark were
dispatched. Two remain."


"Failure?"
squawked Maxine, her voice rising. "We set the whole planet on fire!"


"You
exhibit gross hyperbole. Two adult Dark remain. Our course is the innermost
planet of this system. You will be towed there."


Muttered
Maxine, "Like we have a choice." At the same time, the background
showed a nameless crewman scratching his head over the word 'hyperbole,' then
turning to the lieutenant at Ops for a detailed definition. Maxine spoke
louder, drowning the conversation behind her, "And why, might this
insignificant mote of a Starfleet captain ask, are we going there?"


"A
meeting will convene on Secondprize at your local time 1300 hours, six hours
hence. We will send a representative at that time."


"No!
I want answers..."


Captain
severed communications, then set the system to reject all calls from the
Secondprize. The impatient Starfleeters would try to re-establish a link in
order to ask irrelevant questions (99.95% probability, whispered a drone
partition dedicated to computing useless odds and compiling meaningless
statistics). All would be explained in time, and until then, the cube's only
response would be a pre-recorded directive for all callers to leave name,
number, and a short message. Meanwhile, he, the designated representative,
required regeneration.


{Noisy.
Very noisy.}


At
least his body would be rejuvenated. His mind, on the other hand, would not be
receiving rest. Such was the absolute joy of being primary consensus monitor
and facilitator.





The
Secondprize briefing room. Again. Captain peered at the calm peach walls, then
at the floor covered with a plain carpet of an indistinguishable color which
went with everything and was guaranteed never to be rid of coffee stains, no
matter how much scrubbing was employed. The only bright point of the room was
the viewscreen. As a connoisseur of monitors, Captain knew the generic brand
Starfleet used in ship construction wasn't the best, nor were the maintenance
replacements much better, but it was large and the colors fairly sharp. For a
moment, just a moment, Captain allowed the fantasies of the increasingly
despondent assimilation hierarchy to color his thoughts, to see what the walls,
the floor, the humanoid occupants (except Lieutenant Letaf, whom had yet to be
present at a staff meeting) might look like Borgified. Censor programs quickly
stepped in, reminding the sub-collective that the Hive only accepted
volunteers, and that the Secondprize crew had not done so despite the
attractive recruitment offers sent to their Fednet e-mail boxes. Regretfully,
Captain erased the vision, turning his attention to Maxine.


Maxine
appeared somewhat nervous, although confidence was returning quickly. She
swallowed, then asked, "You, um, there? It looked like, for a moment, you
weren't quite there, or there were too many of you there, or that we were
something disgusting and needed to be stepped on. You know what I mean? Er,
um," ended the Secondprize captain. Captain did not reply. After a few
beats, Maxine clapped her hands together and said, "Well, now that
everything is cleared up, on to business. First question: when do we get out of
here?"


"'We'
will not be leaving," replied Captain, including Secondprize in the
collective We. "Two adult Dark remain in this system. We shall observe
them, as shall you, as Starfleet has ordered. The Hive insists upon your
continued presence as observers, and We will insist to the point of disabling
your warp drive. We will leave together once all adult Dark in this system have
been observed."


The
silence from the Secondprize command crew was thick. "You know," said
Goth, breaking the silence, "I think I liked the Hive better when it was
Borg. At least then, or so I've heard, there was no sarcasm."


Troy
remarked, "I've been told in the Nigarian system that there is this Hive
cabaret..." The lieutenant stopped, looking around with wide eyes. "What?
What did I say?"


Zzzghatix
snorted. "For being so smart, you are awfully dumb at times, Mister
I-am-a-genius."


Troy
continued to look perplexed.


"Say,"
interjected Goth, "maybe you'd like to visit my next engineering pizza
party. I think I could cure you." The engineering chief glared down at the
PADD she was holding, of which Captain could see only a glimpse of a video
feed. She frowned. "Just a moment." Several buttons were pushed. "Much
better. As I was saying, I'm sure a little pizza would cure you. It has done
wonders for the efficiency of my department."


Maxine
said, "That is something I've been meaning to talk to you about. However,
it will wait. So, Hiver, what, exactly, will we be 'observing.' And if it has
anything to do with Dark corpses, you can disable us as much as you like, but
we will not be participating." Zzzghatix empathically seconded his
commander, tacking on a rude comment about the turning radius of a dead Dark.


Captain
mentally crossed out Plan #1, which had indeed included another Trojan Dark. Weapons,
however, had many, many scenarios to choose from, and Captain loaded the next
from the list into working memory. Captain began: "This is what will occur:
we..."


"Wait
a minute, Hiver-o," interrupted Na'tor, who up until this point had been
more or less silent except for a quiet rhythm on his bongos, "why should
us cool cats follow any Hive plan? You don't exactly place whole of limb high
on your priority scale, you dig?" The Klingon pointedly indicated
Captain's heavily cyberized left side. "I believe us who do wish to remain
intact rap out our own scheme."


Maxine
nodded, slapping the table with an open hand, "Yes! That is what we will
do. For instance, why couldn't you Hivers take your ship, cloak it, then sneak
up on them and fill them full of torpedoes? No need to include us Secondprize
observers at all."


A
green transporter beam shimmered into existence. "Hive transporter
signature detected," announced the Secondprize computer belatedly. A drone
materialized.


Captain
retreated to the side of the room. "You may refer to this drone by the
designation 45 of 300, else Weapons. He functions as our tactical coordinator. The
personality of Weapons is...unstable. We request you do not provoke him, for he
is a tactical unit, and as such permanently retains an installed suite of
active personal disrupter small arms." Weapons' thoughts as he surveyed
the room was of the best way to disable and/or terminate all personnel present
should they sneeze or make any other threatening move. Captain modulated those
thoughts, berating Weapons to behave himself.


 Weapons
slammed a fist on the table in imitation of Captain Maxine. A dent dimpled the
top. "Your plan is commendable, but unacceptable. The modified Type 18
cloak is not sufficiently reliable to utilize in such a fashion, especially as
the Dark targets will be aware of our ability to cloak and actively scanning
near-body space. There is a 67.2% chance of failure to dispatch both adult
Dark, if they were alone. We have detected them to be accompanied by a third
Dark, likely sub-adult, which in turn increases chance of failure to 75.5%. Your
scheme is rejected." Weapons spoke at full shout, as if he were vocally
addressing drones on the far side of a bulk cargo hold. In fact, the option was
one highly favored by Weapons, closely following a straight charge without
cloak, but both plans had already been vetoed by the greater sub-collective.


{Less
volume,} reprimanded Captain, {else you will render the Starfleeters deaf. Remember,
they do not have aural volume control.} Weapons sullenly acknowledged.


Maxine
rubbed her ears. "Well, something else, then. Goth, what about an
engineering trick?"


"Why
don't we just blow up the sun while we are at it?" muttered Goth. She
silenced herself while she thought. "You could open up a conduit right on
top of them. That would surely ruin anyone's day. Or how about lay a mine
field, then lead the Dark into it?"


Weapons
answered, "Our objective includes retaining this system intact, thus, we
are not allowed to detonate this star."


"Hey,
hey, hey," said Goth, raising her hands. Her expression changed to
incredulity masking a hint of fear as she registered Weapons' words. "I wasn't
actually suggesting...wait a minute, you mean you can blow up suns?"


"Yes.
Given sufficient preparation, we can induce stars of yellow dwarf
classification and heavier to nova. Number two, regarding transwarp conduit: such
an action would require pinpoint accuracy, of which is highly unlikely for
various reasons. Unless all three Dark are within ten meters of each other,
only one enemy will be dispatched in such a manner. Number three, regarding the
mine field: insufficient time and resources are available to this
sub-collective to create a field of adequate size and density, assuming the
enemy was blind to our preparations. Starfleet crew, do you not think we have
examined all options conceivably available to us?" Weapons, in fact, liked
all the suggestions, especially the exploding star, and it rankled to have
already been forced to discard them as viable given the situation and
Collective constraints.


The
brainstorm session continued, consuming valuable time as Weapons shot down each
increasingly outrageous suggestion. Among the proposals were the standard
Starfleet
why-don't-we-talk-it-to-death-or-at-least-until-it-agrees-to-play-nice gambit,
confusing the Dark by blinding their senses, and inducing them to eat a
shuttlecraft stuffed with explosives. Finally Troy asked, "Well, what
about electricity, like before when we were caught?"


"We
are glad you suggested thus," said Captain as he stepped away from the
wall where he had been quietly waiting, "for we have a plan which is based
upon that incident."


Weapons
gave a ghastly smirk as he strode to the viewscreen, hitting the wall beside
the monitor with excessive force. He linked the sub-collective to the room's
audio-visual system.


Maxine
queried, "Electricity was a key element of your original suggestion,
wasn't it?"


Captain
did not reply. Instead he nonvocally bade Weapons to display the plan schematic
on the screen. The lights of the briefing room dimmed.


A
large ring, the base of a harness, appeared on the viewscreen. Trailing from it
were a dozen cables, each ten kilometers in length. As the picture pulled back
to include a stylized Secondprize, silver Hive alphanumerics flashed onscreen
to detail attributes such as size, alloy properties, and, most importantly,
conductivity. The harness floated to ring the Secondprize's stern fuselage,
then was attached with a series of explosive bolts. Further forward on the hull
a pair of power plants sprouted, again anointed with Hive writing. It was a
good thing the Starfleeters could not read Hive script, else the knowledge that
each plant was the equivalent of one of Cube #347's auxiliary cores would
surely have been reflected on their faces. The cores were mounted on a pallet,
which, again, was attached to the hull using explosive bolts. The cores, in
turn, were wired to the harness. With Secondprize dressed up, the scene pulled
back to show three Dark, a nebulous cloud of material, and Cube #347.


Weapons
tapped the display. "This ship will be modified to the shown
configuration. Harness and cables will be electrified by the two cores, but the
vessel itself will be insulated." Weapons paused, and Captain knew the
former was disappointed that insulation had to be included in the design. "Cube
#347 will deploy a cloud of high conductance material with an approximate
spherical volume of 785,000 kilometers cubed. The material will be deployed in
the orbit between the second and third planets. Secondprize will lead the Dark
through the cloud; and when at a point whereupon the Dark are enveloped with
Secondprize outside and the cables still trailing inside, the power plants will
be activated, followed by their ejection along with the harness. The
electrification of the cloud should be sufficient to terminate the Dark."


The
scene ended with a graphic computer simulation of charring Dark.


"Should?"
asked Maxine. She ignored Troy's gagging sounds.


Captain
said, "We are Hive. We are thorough. We have constructed a contingency
plan to allay your small concerns." He told Weapons to upload the backup
plan. Weapons complied, eager because this one included much which satisfied
his violent urges.


"There
is a 10.7% chance one Dark will not be terminated," began Weapons,
"in which case Secondprize will rendezvous with us at coordinates we will
provide your computer. We will be waiting, cloaked. As you near, we will remove
you to a new vector via tractor beam. Following this action, we will open a
transwarp conduit and pull the Dark into it. When we are inside, but the Dark
only part way, we will collapse the opening."


The
viewscreen now showed Secondprize running frantically ahead of a pissed off
Dark. Right as it appeared the Starfleet vessel would be captured by reaching
arms, it flew sideways, out of harm. Simultaneously, Cube #347 decloaked and
effortlessly led the Dark into the aforementioned transwarp conduit. The
picture ended with the Dark sliced cleanly, and mortally, in half. A dark blob
of blood impacted the hypothetical camera, turning the scene distinctly red. Troy
urked, stood up, and ran from the briefing room.


"The
Dark will be terminated! Dead! Deceased! Destroyed! Boom!" shouted
Weapons. The viewscreen altered to show Cube #347 returning from transwarp
space to shoot the corpse with torpedoes, followed by radical dissection of the
resultant bits with cutting beams. "We will make sure it will remain that
way! Can't be too sure! Kill! Kill! Kill!" Weapons continued to rave, even
as Captain calmly directed a cube transporter beam to return the drone to his
alcove, preferably before he began to foam at the mouth. {Doctor, see to
Weapons' sedation,} he ordered to the intranets. Bright lights returned to the
room.


"Questions?"
asked Captain to his stunned audience.





*****





Paradoxically,
it was cooler near the surface of the star than in the middle and outer fringes
of the solar corona. Still, a star was a star, was a great globe of hydrogen
and helium plasma fusing to heavier elements; and except for those rare
machines and beings made or bred for the environment, it was lethal to all whom
dared to brave the extreme temperatures and radiation for too long a time. Mottle
and her two companions were not exceptions to the rule, each longing for the
frigid, near absolute zero vacuum their bodies had been genetically engineered
to crave.


Extreme
environments called for extreme precautions. The hide of each Dark was
enshrouded in a highly reflective metallic polymer. Rippling like quicksilver
along immense flanks, the substance was produced by specialized subdermal
glands, then sweat onto the surface. In addition to reflecting enough heat to
allow uncomfortable existence, the polymer dulled many types of active scanning
systems. On the down side, production of the material was metabolically
expensive because continued evaporation meant continued resupply; and
additionally, one could not exude arms when so encased, could not eat, had
curtailed mobility, and muffled senses. For the most part, negatives vastly
outweighed benefits, and directions to make the polymer were normally retained
in the inactive state of safe storage in a DNA plasmid ring within library
cells.


The
senses Mottle possessed were tightly focused on a point far "above"
her. Although the shear amount and intensity of solar particles and briskly
snapping stellar wind distorted her perceptions, she was still able to find the
innermost planet of the system, and, more importantly, taste the metallic
signature of the metal box beast. The little parasitized gnat was also likely
present, but unresolvable. As she observed her targets, she simultaneously took
soundings of her position and automatically estimated time to arrival.


Carefully,
Mottle squirted a tight-beamed microburst radio communication to her companions
Loremaster and Burr. Radio was a dull, one-dimensional form of communication,
but it was the also quickly lost amid the background electromagnetic noise of
the star, masking their location. ::We will separate into pre-attack positions
in an eighth orbit. Prepare. Do not reply.:: Burr, without adult weaponry,
would serve solely to draw fire unless he could close near enough to physically
attack. He knew and accepted the risk as that which came with emergency and
approaching maturity. 


Silver
hide rippled, reflecting swirling plasma. The star was hot, but it could never
burn with the same intensity for vengeance, for defense of territory, which
simmered in Mottle's hearts, in her soul.





*****





A
small light glowed a violet counterpoint to the standard subdued ambiance of a
Hive vessel, combining with plasma green highlights to create a hideously
nauseating color. The lamp in question was small, of a size to use while
reading in bed, or perhaps to peer into dark, forbidden corners. The peculiar
hue it emitted was specific to the type of ultraviolet bulb used the
multiverses around: wherever creatures who could tan gathered, beauty and
tanning salons followed.


This
particular lamp appeared to be forgotten, perched as it was on the casing of a
transwarp coil. A plug attached it to an overly long extension cord, which in
turn snaked across the deck until it disappeared into the local primary power
distribution node, spliced to the cube's energy grid. It was not an appliance
one would expect to find among the Hive, the drones of which sported partially
necrotic epidermis and could not physiologically tan. Cube #347, however, was
nothing if not thorough in its collection of misfits and walking neuroses; and
the fact 157 of 310 was determined to blast himself with ever-increasing doses
of ultraviolet radiation until his skin lost its pasty hue was not unexpected. Unfortunately,
157 of 310 had been called away in the middle of his most recent tanning
session to replace 107 of 310 in a task after the latter had accidentally
electrocuted herself. The urgency of the order outweighed his normal routine to
carefully stow the lamp when he was done using it.


At
one corner of Transwarp Core Room #4, a metal plate popped off the wall,
falling to the ground with a loud, echoing clatter. Within the interstitial
space was darkness, which quickly resolved to the shadowed and deliberate
movement of a gray and green vine. One tendril, then a second, curled into the
air - a stop motion film documenting plant growth set on fast forward. Another,
thicker vine, pushed into the open, supporting several large leaves. The leaves
quickly orientated themselves to allow as much ultraviolet light as possible to
strike their broad surfaces.


Thorny
could survive quite well without light. Liberal clandestine application of
fertilizer from Doctor helped, but was not necessary. Still, Thorny did have a
craving for natural illumination, even when said illumination was a small
tanning bulb. More of the bloodvine pushed itself into Transwarp Core Room #4. Soon
the entire bulkhead was a solid wall of green and silver; and then the room was
filled.


Leaves
rustled without benefit of a breeze.





*****





Goth
watched the monitors as Secondprize's hull was modified, or so the operation
was impassively described by the Hive. She personally preferred the word mangled,
possibly mutilated. True, the Secondprize was not perfect to begin with,
especially regarding the wrongly installed nacelles, but the ship was her
charge, and one could not fault her for feeling protective. While most of the
exterior work was being completed by drones because they could function in
vacuum unencumbered by bulky suits, plenty of tasks remained inside to finish
recovery from the idiotic Trojan Horse.


The
chief engineer frowned as a discrepancy caught her attention. "Yeoman
Spritz, stop and back up. I want a close-up at that harness spar you just
passed." Three crewmen were on the hull with cameras, acting as observers.


"Yes,
right away," responded the female voice associated with camera one. The
scene slid sideways until it was focused on one of the connections between
harness and ship. It took several long moments before Goth could determine what
was bothering her.


"Good
enough, yeoman. Back to work," said Goth. She did not bother to listen to
the response, instead turning to bark at a drone located nearby, one of several
inside the ship. Unlike last time, each drone had numerous escorts attached to
him, her, or it. This particular one was Voth's responsibility. "Hiver! Delta!
You forgot to insulate that spar! Are you trying to fry Secondprize?"


The
drone had been staring at a point about an armspan in front of herself, focused
on nothing Goth could see. Delta blinked several times before fully turning her
attention to the impatiently waiting chief engineer. Goth may look exceedingly
Vulcan-like, disregarding her orange skin and large ears, but her personality
definitely ascribed to a full range of emotions, with impatience and annoyance
highly developed, followed rather closely by greed when the circumstances were
warranted. "We are assembling everything perfectly," rasped the
drone, slight emphasis placed on the last word.


"Those
drones out there are anything but perfect. I've seen at least one
electrocution, a case of being bolted to the hull, discharge of an explosive
bolt, and what seemed to me to be a tool fight with equipment flung between two
teams."


Delta
was calm. Of course, Hivers generally faced the universe with the same bland,
dispassionate expression and monotone voice. "Unavoidable consequences of
working in a hostile vacuum environment. Accidents do not detract from
perfection."


"Accidents,
sure," retorted Goth. She believed the answer about as far as she could
throw one of the Hivers in a high gravity well. "And the missing
insulation? I will not have a repeat of the earlier disaster, especially as
those power plants being installed look a Director-damned sight larger than
that little fusion job my crew found near the Bolian sanitary facilities."


Delta
appeared to draw herself straighter with indignity, except such was not
possible, least of all because the hardware in a drone's back and spine
precluded slumping in the first place. "The Collective has knowledge of
12,721 sentient races, of which 12,609 had discovered the principles of
electricity, including insulation. We retain information on 63,953 alloys,
ceramics, and natural products which have been used as electrical insulators,
many more advanced than that employed by the Federation. The Hive does not make
mistakes when confronted with simplistic wiring diagrams. You are mistaken. We
have installed insulation in all appropriate locations."


Goth
raised her hands in a warding gesture. "Okay, okay. That's what you claim.
I'm keeping an eye on you, however. And I will be checking those spars,
personally if I have too." And Goth would do as she threatened.


The
Hiver stared at the chief engineer for several long seconds before returning
attention to that volume of empty air in front of herself.


Another
discrepancy captured Voth's observance, this time on camera three. "Ensign
Tully, back up to that drone you just passed, the one who had his hand stuck to
the hull."





Delta
urged 229 of 230, {Unweld your hand from Secondprize's hull. Immediately. Cut
off the limb if required.} Delta watched remotely through engineering drones in
the vicinity as the human observer began to swing his camera around. A
sensation of not-quite-pain rippled through the sub-collective as 229 of 230
wedged a welder between hull and palm. He hid his damaged hand as the camera
pointed in his direction, then immediately beamed to Maintenance Bay #5 on Cube
#347 for tendon replacement the moment the spying lens panned away.


An
expression which included eyes narrowed in suspicion was directed by the chief
engineer at Delta, body A, as camera three did not find what Goth had expected.
Delta did not care: she was too busy reminding work teams to not wave at the
camera nor make bunny ears behind unsuspecting companions. Simultaneously,
Delta, body B, picked through a pile of twisted scrap with two dozen other
drones on the planet below, searching for suitable harness components.


Prior
to Dark occupation of the system, the planet - a low gravity, airless rock
smaller than some of the larger moons circling gas giant primaries - had been
used as an iron ore strip mine, as well as a junkyard and scrap supply depot. As
the ore was of marginal quality, its primary function had been as a receptacle
for nonfunctional fuel processing equipment and three terminally damaged cubes
(accidental - two Cargo-class and one Exploratory-class) for future salvage. Although
the resident Dark could have stripped the planet's surface of its valuable
refined metals or broken the world itself into bite-sized bits, they had not
done so, either content or more comfortable with the pickings at the system's
Joves. Therefore, plenty of scrap remained in the junkyard to construct the
harness. The problem was finding specific components which required a minimum
of modification.


{No,}
said Delta as she espied 131 of 230 trying to hide something in his torso
carapace compartment, {We are not looking for,} she accessed the other drone's
neural feeds, {ball bearings. Nor springs, nor fan belts. We require a cable of
appropriate conductance with a length of at least ten kilometers. We require at
least three more such cables to complete the harness. Does everyone hear me? A
cable. Also, more insulators, or at least objects which look like insulators to
appease the Secondprize humanoid engineering chief and stop her from
questioning our competency.}


11
of 230 announced her discovery of a component to add to the power plants. After
examining the object through 11 of 230's eyes and consulting with the resultant
engineering consensus cascade concerning suitability of the metal disc, it was
transported to the main assembly area on Secondprize's hull.


Sensors
chirped a general announcement, paraphrasing the much more complex sensor grid
input (minus the portions which had been on subsection 8 and had yet to be
repaired due to tasks of greater priority), {Dark [cherry] no longer [happy
box] in view of sensors. Most likely trajectory [guess the magic quarter] is
skimming the stellar surface in an equatorial orbit. It will be difficult for
Sensors to [mantle] without [weeding] grid due to intense radiation. However,
secondary extrapolation [dewdrop] possibility to rise out of [carpet] of
elliptic, and utilize sensor shadow [bellied up] by primary.} Sensors
accompanied her nearly incomprehensible narration with a jumbled impression of
colored beachballs and pyramids flying amid a Limburger cheese background. As
navigation and maneuvering the cube was not engineer's bailiwick except in
exceedingly rare cases, Delta tuned out the information feed. However the Dark
chose to attack, the outcome was clear: the Dark would arrive within a minimum
estimated time of ten hours.


{Cables!
Ten kilometers, not ten meters. 131 of 230, I saw that. I see everything. How
many times must I say no ball bearings, not even small ones?}





Imagine
an interested third-person party. It does not matter if the entity is Director,
Critic, Q, or other omnipotent being. All which is important is a watching eye
(or other sensory apparatus) able to keep track of many movements in the shell
game to come.


Deep
in the star's corona, nearly at the turbulent point superheated stellar
atmosphere merges with percolating plasma, three Dark shapes swum. A shimmering
silver quasi-organic coating, continually exuded from pores to replenish that
evaporated by heat, kept the extreme temperatures at bay. The sweat was
hideously expensive metabolically and resource-wise, but it could and did offer
protection for the star, as well as camouflage them from peering sensors. The
youngest Dark of the trio struggled to maintain pace and coating, to prove he
was a worthy addition to the family-pod even through burgeoning hormones had
yet to initiate offensive weapon production. Silence was absolute, not a
whisper of Song nor flaring of body electrical field to reveal the location of
the lurkers.


At
the innermost husk of the system's planets, actually the stripped core of a
world utilized for unknown purposes by a race long forgotten in the mists of
time, the Secondprize departed. Looking more like a fancy fishing lure than a
starship, she sedately sailed, lazily trailing twelve cables. On both
conventional and subspace radio the Secondprize noisily chatted, trying to
pique the interest of the Dark known to be in shadowed wait nearby.


Moving
outsystem at a much higher velocity, a cloaked Cube #347 swiftly traveled to a
specific locale between the orbits of the second and third planets. Upon
arrival the Dark had still not taken the Secondprize bait, although increasing
disturbances in the star's deep corona indicated something appeared to be
taking an interest. Hopefully it wasn't a precursor to a huge loop of plasma
jumping over the solar surface or a radiation-rich flare. Either of the two
phenomenon had the potential of forcing the sub-collective to reconsider
schemes which did not include the Secondprize, at least not as a functional
ship. Cube #347 began to deploy the trap.


Dark,
Secondprize, Cube #347, all were in motion. Perhaps it would be better for the
hypothetical observer to have three eyes, one each for the participant groups,
as well as a fourth to watch TV during the long, boring waits inherent in a
space battle, and a fifth to read a book during commercial breaks. Of course,
there were no hypothetical omnipotent beings present. They were all in the
Milky Way satellite galaxy known as the Large Magellanic Cloud, watching the
finals of the Q jhadball finals. It was undefeated Team Q versus three-time
champion Team Q, and the Large Magellanic Cloud would never be the same.





Goth
rolled a small sample of purported Hive insulation material between thumb and
forefinger. After Cube #347 had disappeared and Secondprize began to wander
aimlessly around the system in a bid to be attacked by Dark, the chief engineer
had ordered one of her crew to the hull to take samples of the blocks which
were located on three of the spars linking harness to ship. The material had
been surprisingly easy to cut, a small section slicing with the lightest touch
of the handheld laser cutter borrowed from geological sciences. Once on board,
Goth had found the substance to be white, exceedingly light when hefted, and
easy to crush under pressure. It was an exotic piece of technology, like no
other insulation material she had ever seen.


Finally
giving up trying to personally determine what it was, Goth had shoved several
samples into an analyzer, providing the computer with precise instructions to
tell her when the examination was complete. Visions of promotion and
reassignment danced in Voth's mind, the reward she would demand when she
presented the new Hive insulation to Starfleet. If such recompense was not
forthcoming, there were several companies she knew who would be avid to the
point of murder to develop the product, providing her with a hefty royalty
contract. If she could not transfer to an environment which did not have
atrocities such as a Pakled cultural exchange program nor require intestinal
goads for a modicum of ship-shape efficiency, then she would settle for being
filthy rich. Five minutes later Goth had forgotten both dreams of grandeur and
the material in the analyzer. A stern chase had begun.


"Faster,
faster, faster," muttered Maxine in a litany grown familiar after several
hours. The bridge monitor was horizontally sliced in two, the top portion
showing real-time transmissions from a rear-view mounted camera and the lower
section a computer schematic of the relative position of Secondprize, Dark, and
the target cloud of conductive debris. The distances between the various
parties was shrinking, and the question of the moment was if the Dark squares
would reach the Secondprize triangle before the latter swept through the
diffuse pink splotch. To complicate matters, as if that was possible, the
distance between Dark and Secondprize upon entering the cloud had to be greater
than capture distance, but less than the cloud's diameter of (hopefully) one
hundred kilometers. Right now, the latter distance would not be a problem. However,
not being caught and turned into Dark chow, that was going to be difficult.


Replied
Zzzghatix, "Captain, begging your pardon, but we are going as fast as we
can. The harness is interfering with the impulse field, slowing the ship."


The
Secondprize rattled under a series of near-miss torpedoes. Such had
occasionally plagued the chase since its inception, a half dozen potentially
lethal charges exploding all around. It was, as Na'tor had poetically pointed
out, like a game of cat and mouse. The Dark could obviously swat the
Secondprize anytime they wanted; and while a Hive cube may be able to withstand
the onslaught, as demonstrated by Cube #347, Secondprize would become little
more than hot vapor and ragged chunks of metal. This round of the
incomprehensible game was slightly different, however, for one torpedo exploded
under the ship's belly, between the downthrust nacelles. Oh, wasn't it
mentioned Secondprize was running without her defensive shields because of the
immense complications caused, again, by the ten kilometer long harness?


"Engineering,
report!" snapped Maxine. Bits of her hair which had escaped her bun during
the previous volley were now wisping uncomfortably around her ears. The engines
ominously stuttered for several heartaching seconds before throbbing back to
full force amid fist-pounding by Zzzghatix on his console.


Maxine
stood from her chair, gripping its back. The leather was scorched and torn, and
smelt to boot. The engines missed another beat. In mechanical sympathy, sparks
showered from the ceiling, followed by a tangle of optic wire. After ducking
the technological rain, Maxine heavily retook her chair. "Cube #347 -
Captain: in the Directors' names, where are you? The ambush is toast,
compromised, and we are besieged by Dark. Not even Zzzghatix's driving skills
are going to get us out of this one." The internal communication system
chimed, catching the Secondprize captain's attention.


"What?"


"Ship
no go," was the hesitant voice.


"Nor,
what are you doing on the intercom? Now is not the time for the lecture about
touching things..."


"Lieutenant
Commander Goth, she no go."


Maxine's
eyes widened. "Is she dead?"


"No.
Lieutenant Commander Goth no go. Legs no go. Mouth goes very good."


"Then
do what the Lieutenant Commander says, Nor! I don't exactly have the time to
talk to you."


Zzzghatix
uttered an Andorian oath with his very human voice, "By the Hive Mother,
another one is closing! I can't keep them off our nacelles. We will have to
turn and die honorably!"


"No,
Zzzghatix, keep driving. And your antennae have fallen off again." Max
cleared her throat, then stared into the camera pick-up, "I don't know if
your Hiver communication system is functional, or ours for that matter, but if
you hear us Cube #347, get your collective a**es here!"


Predictably,
there was no answer. "Tactical, report!"


At
Ops, Troy responded, "Dark are getting closer, true, but at the same time,
we are about to enter the field. Sensors are registering the cloud's presence
now."


Maxine
swiveled in her chair, motion shadowed by her second-in-command. "Lieutenant,
I said tactical, not Ops. Oh, never mind." Na'tor silently pointed at the
crumpled, bleeding form near the tactical station. "And where is
Lieutenant Letaf? Don't tell me, I don't have the time. Just get medical up
here to evacuate the ensign to sickbay, then inform the security chief the
bridge needs someone to man the station. Oh, and check our replacement ensign
and yeoman collection. I think we might be over our allowable allotment for the
month." Maxine faced forward as Na'tor began barking the necessary orders.


"Entering
cloud now," announced Troy.


Down
in engineering, Goth was propped near a monitoring console. She refused to
leave engineering, despite her condition: a good pair of lungs was the prime
requirement for chief engineer, followed by whole of limb. Epidermal spinal
blocks had taken care of the pain, allowing Goth to concentrate on the
emergency. Engineering had taken a hit, but remained functional. In the pauses
between profanity-laden orders, she switched betwixt active cameras, pictures
on the console monitor ranging from an extreme close-up bridge view of the
captain's nasal pores to an exterior shot of d**n near Dark which, except for
the mottled one, were very difficult to pick out against the background of
black space.


"Analysis
complete. Analysis complete. Analysis complete. Analysis complete. Analysis
complete," incessantly repeated the computer.


Goth
didn't have the time for this. "Well, what is it?" she snarled,
exotic Hive insulation the least of her concerns.


"Styrofoam."
It almost seemed as if there was a note of pride to the computer's voice, of a
job well done.


"Styrofoam?"
squeaked a suddenly alert Goth. "As in the packing material? What type of
insulation properties does it have?"


"Tactile
shock protection, excellent. Thermal protection, good. Aqueous
protection..."


"Electrical!"
interrupted Goth.


"Electrical
protection, poor."


"Oh,
sh**. The Hive knows all about the complexities of Volt, Amp, and Ohm, do they?
Oh, sh**. Oh, sh**. Oh, sh**."


On
the bridge -


Zzzghatix
shouted, "The Dark have caught us! We are stopped, and will begin to move
backward no matter what I do!"


"We
are clear of the cloud," supplied Troy, "but the Dark at the end of
the cables are still in it."


"Then
electrify the harness," said Maxine as she attempted to battle the
fly-aways which threatened to make life even more miserable than it already
was.


"Aye,"
replied Troy as he touched the appropriate Big Red Button.


In
engineering -


"Oh,
sh**. Oh, sh**. Oh, sh**."


On
the hull, relays flipped, allowing energy to flow between power plants and
harness. The electrification went perfectly, even better than perfect because
the leading Dark had managed to grasp a harness cable. Behind Secondprize, the
field lain by Cube #347 flared a beautiful blue, excited ions radiating light. The
Dark writhed.


Something,
unfortunately, was wrong. Several somethings to be exact. The lack of true
insulation between starship hull and harness meant some electricity was shunted
to Secondprize. As before, crew frantically jumped to find places of relative
security, except for Dr. Evans, who was trying to find a place of perfect
current flow in order to introduce himself and his sickbay patients to the joys
of electroshock therapy. The power involved in this case was much greater than
a mere mini-fusion plant, and systems reacted unfavorably, very unfavorably. To
top off troubles, the Dark was somehow finding the strength to draw the
Secondprize backwards, closer to the heart of the electrical ambush.


Explosive
bolts fired, severing harness and platform from Secondprize. Both floated
backwards into the cloud, plants continuing to supply power. The Secondprize
was free, for all that meant, free to float stunned, all systems crashed except
automatic life support, basic gravity, and those little red lights that do not
actually illuminate anything.


Covered
by the remains of a viciously exploded gel pack, Goth slumped against the base
of the monitoring station, inanely giggling, "Zap! Ouch. Oh, sh**. Styrofoam.
Zap! Oh, sh**." She knew she should be doing something to fix the problems
sparking around her, but not just yet. She was allowed a moment of insanity, it
was stated explicitly in her officers' commission contract; and anyone with
even a fragment of Ferengi DNA was excellent at reading the small print. "Styrofoam."





*****





Mottle
was in the lead of her pack. The parasitized gnat ship was right before her,
the signature of its exhaust telling her it was straining as fast as it could
in impulse. Mottle, however, could go slightly faster.


Heavy
dust sleeted against Mottle's hide. She shot an arm forward at full extension,
feeling the tip brush against one of the odd cables trailed by the gnat. Trumpeting
success, she curled her tendril, catching the line. Simultaneously, she
reversed thrust, feeling the strain on her arm as a tug-of-war between herself
and little ship commenced. Loremaster and Burr excitedly slowed to a smooth
glide at her flank, reaching their own manipulatory limbs forward to assist
reeling in the prize. Once the gnat was disposed they could hunt the metal box
beast.


Suddenly
the universe exploded into streamers of color, scents and smells and tactile
senses crosswired. Microwaves painted a cacophony of minty tang tastes while
the caress of dust on hide became the screams of x-ray binary pulsars. The
vacuum surrounding Mottle and her compatriots had become hot, not the same as
the stealthy trip through the primary's atmosphere, but rather the cold heat of
electrical discharge. Within massive bodies, muscles rigidly spasmed,
maneuvering gasses were voided to space, and internal bots of macro- and
micrometer scale disrupted the very tissue they were supposed to protect.


Mottle
warbled her distress into the subspace bands, hearing answering pain from
Loremaster and Burr, as well as the more distant cries of children in the
system's outer fringes. A trap! Stubbornly she hung onto the cable which
conveyed the deadly electrical ambush, determined to drag the enemy to its
death even as she died hers. The few functional senses on her body, the small
analytical segment of herself not thrown into chaos, noted what she had so
blithely dismissed as dust was in fact fine material with high conductance. Resolutely
she tugged on her captured cable, felt as the gnat was slowly drawn backwards,
then jerked suddenly as length of metal and a pair of energy sources whipped in
her direction.


Harness
and power plants struck her forward end, rebounding to tangle around the
thrashing form of Loremaster. Burr no longer sounded his agony,
not-quite-mature body systems unable to handle the extreme abuse. Similarly,
Mottle felt the growing sparks of life within her wombs flicker silent.


Perhaps
due to the sacrifice of her unborn younglings as additional insulation to vital
internal organs, maybe because of her fractionally larger body able to disperse
current over a larger volume, whatever the reason, Mottle clung to
consciousness, to life. She managed to find enough control to force the last of
her gas reserves through stiff thrusters, inching herself in the direction the
gnat had slipped away. In less than six body lengths - so near! - Mottle found
herself leaving the zone of electricity, shedding the conductive dust. Blurry
senses stared in all directions, stunned mind requiring several minutes to
realize the significance of the odd-shaped object resting stationary mere
kilometers distant.


Five
minutes, ten minutes, fifteen long minutes, the two opponents were still. Each
licked her own worst wounds in a race to regain mobility first. Finally the
parasitized gnat ship creaked into a limping impulse, vector clearly pointing
outsystem towards escape. A minute later Mottle felt her own impulse systems
responding, self-repair establishing a link between engines, power source, and
caloric glands. First she would crush the little insect creature, and then
she would return to the dead bodies to mourn. 





*****





The
bridge turbolift doors opened, not with a crisp swoosh, but rather in a slow
ratcheting motion. The elevators were one of many systems not working and not
especially high on the priority fix list, effectively isolating the decks. However,
someone appeared serious to enter. One hand appeared over the lip, then a
second, and finally a body heaved itself onto the bridge. The person would have
been provided assistance, except none could be spared from their respective
stations. Puffing mightily, the human pushed himself to his feet, then stood
swaying.


"Ensign
Marcus reporting for duty," gasped the crewman. "I apologize, sir,
but Lieutenant Letaf is busy dealing with an incident in sickbay at the moment:
Ensign Mister Ible has taken advantage of the chaos to take Dr. Evans hostage. Again.
Lieutenant Letaf received your message and sent me up here to help out. So,
where's tactical, what buttons do I push, and what the heck is that big thing
on the viewscreen?"


"A
close up of a targ butt," replied Maxine, not bothering to turn to see the
ensign's entrance. She was too busy standing on her chair and trying to stuff
optic cabling back into the ceiling.


Shocked,
Marcus exclaimed, "Captain!"


Maxine
snorted. "That is what it is. The difficulties crosswired the computer to
show the 'Animals of the Galaxy' screensaver, at extreme magnification. So far,
we've had a targ butt, a hippo tooth, and some sort of insect leg." A loop
of cable fell out of the hole again, defying attempts to control it with duct
tape.


Troy
scrambled out from under his console, hitting his head as he did so. Dropping
the wrench he was holding, he pushed a few buttons. Targ anatomy disappeared,
replaced by a spectrally shifted view of the outside. "Mostly fixed,"
announced the lieutenant.


Na'tor
unsteadily rose from his chair, sad remains of bongos clutched firmly in one
hand. Grief was so great that while his sunglasses were askew on his forehead,
he made no attempt to adjust them. "Tactical up here / push whatever
buttons you like / nothing is going to happen / until engineering sets it
right," he pitifully rhymed.


Maxine
called, "And after you show the ensign tactical, head down into the ship
and make sure everything is okay. Or at least still alive. Zzzghatix, we still
ahead of the Dark and aimed at those coordinates?"


"That
fitbutz will pay, it will. Flutzing Dark, double flutzing Hive," darkly
muttered Zzzghatix. The final seconds before harness and power plant had
jettisoned had seen one of Zzzghatix's precious antennae broken. The helmsman
had quietly removed his headband, and now had it reverently placed close to his
rapidly moving hands. The break had been partially fixed, but commandeering of
the duct tape roll by Maxine had prevented total repair. "We ain't caught
yet, are we? And the coordinates near, not that anything appears to be
there."


The
viewscreen showed little except purple and green grainy streaks which were
supposed to be stars. No cube. No one wanted to see if a rear view camera was
working; as it was, Troy was reporting sensors to show the Dark was less than
twenty kilometers astern and gaining slowly. The situation was surreal.


"We
are at the coordinates," announced Zzzghatix.


Nothing.
Secondprize wasn't going to slow down or stop to search, not with the enraged
being dogging their heels.


Suddenly
a green beam appeared out of nowhere, narrowly missing Secondprize. A second
attempt established a firm tractor lock. The Secondprize bridge crew was
abruptly favored with the sight of a rapidly approaching cliff of metal as Cube
#347 decloaked. The ship tumbled as it was passed to another beam, then flung
away into the void.


A
faint and very unKlingon wail echoed from the open turbolift doors.





Mottle
screamed her rage and pain as she chased the insect of a parasite-infested
metal creature. On the outskirts of the system, children too young to grow
weapons worriedly formed defensive clumps and Sang scared inquiries for
reassurance. Mottle did not have time to answer the younglings, her attention
and effort centered on the gnat which remained just out of reach of her
extended arms. In the back of her mind, she knew the small prey could likely
escape her in her crippled condition, and the fact that it didn't was not good.
However, logic was not particularly important at the moment, not when the
object of hatred was dodging yet another futile swipe of tentacle.


The
twin sons inside Mottle were dead, a blessing and a curse in the categorization
of injuries. She could always have more, but it was their sacrifice which may
have contributed to her life as they had provided just enough insulation to her
vital parts to allow her to reach the edge of the deadly cloud. Still, Mottle
was injured. She could not travel faster than light; she could barely keep pace
with the instigators to her wounding. Short-range weapons and other
manipulation of energies were denied to Mottle, the crystalline lenses which
studded her body shattered. The places within herself where her missile payload
resided ached horribly, a symptom of malfunction. Senses exuded on a tendril
for self-examination confirmed the inflamed or charred nature of her offensive
payload bays. She was already healing herself, Mottle knew, but she could not
expend the concentration necessary to direct her bots to those places she
deemed most important. Mottle retained one weapon, her body, and she was
determined to use it to punish her minuscule enemy.


Mottle's
skin prickled as she felt the sweet-tart tang of a transwarp conduit opening
directed in front. The flavor was familiar, was that of a metal box beast! Simultaneously,
the tiny invader sped up, diving for the rip. The little ship suddenly veered,
impossibly fast and at a sharper angle than inertia allowed. Mottle felt the
gravitonic manipulation, heard the sizzle of artificially produced gravity
waves. As the intruder cleared the conduit opening, traveling at speed on a
different vector, a shape shimmered into view, uncloaked. It was the metal box
beast.


Mottle
focused on the new threat, a creature whose edge measured nearly three-quarter
her own length. It was the same enemy who had slain Nurse; and it was the same
enemy who had been present at the firestorm that had destroyed most of her
pod's breeding adults. It was not a consequence it was here, at this place. It
would die. Besides, Mottle would not be able to turn to continue pursuit of the
little parasitized insect before she crashed into the much larger cube.


From
afar came the Songs of an incoming pod, words muffled by the insulating
properties of transwarp space. A nearby family, only forty light years distant,
recently made strong by a new crop of breeding adults moving insystem from
their childhood rearing grounds, had decided to act upon the weakness of
Mottle's pod. With protection consisting of a single breeding adult, the system
was considered available property, its resources open. Only the strong could
hold territory; and a lone Mottle was not strong. Even if she would survive the
metal box beast, she would be driven from the system, forced to hunt for a pod
that would take her in. The pre-adult younglings would fare better, the
conquerors adopting them into their own family.


The
metal box beast appeared to hesitate, then slowly moved towards the blazing
transwarp conduit opening. Not fast enough. Mottle grappled the cube, sending
it into a spin as her mass contacted. She no longer cared if she lived or died,
the news of an incoming pod causing waves of apathy concerning her survival. As
long as the metal box beast was destroyed, what further happened to her did not
matter. Tendrils felt a weakened part of metal hull. Arms began to rip at metal
plates, either transferring the tidbits to her mouth or simply consigning them
to space.





Cube
#347 rolled under the onslaught of the Dark. A cluster of maneuvering thrusters
fired randomly on face #5 as the enraged creature tore into subsection 8 and
sheared control lines and reserve gasses bottles. Two decks beneath the hull
complex, a conduit exploded as connections pulled apart by a blindly questing
tendril thrust deeply into the partially healed scar. The arm pulled back,
grasping bits of greenery destined for gaping maw.


Captain
fell against the back wall of his nodal intersection, then heavily met the
floor. His viewscreen parted from its anchor, crashing down amid a shower of
sparks, barely missing his head. Captain absently reached a hand upwards to
claw upright, concentration focused on multiple threads - killing the roll;
sub-collective coordination; turning off the ice machine in subsection 16,
submatrix 6; determining how to complete the plan.


The
plan had to be completed. The root objectives, the Greater Consciousness,
demanded it.


Unfortunately,
the strategy was not going according to plan.


Captain
regained his feet, only to stumble forward and collide into the wall where his
viewscreen had fallen, treading on it in the process. It was unimportant, not a
mere top-of-the-line viewscreen when Cube #347 fought for its very existence. The
scheme had begun to disintegrate at the initiation of transwarp, and fell
completely apart when the Dark had smashed into the cube.


The
coil in Transwarp Core Room #4 was malfunctioning: it would not disengage. A
forgotten tanning lamp, a light hungry assimilated plant, the facts tumbled
into place, telling an improbable story. However implausible, the outcome was
known. Automatic diagnostic feedback from the computer had not been able to
reveal the problem with the coil in Transwarp Core Room #4 until transwarp was
initiated. The revelation by engineering hierarchy that a major propulsion
problem existed caused a hesitancy as part of the sub-collective's processing
power was diverted to consider options. That split second hesitation disrupted
critical plan timing, allowing the Dark to make contact. Now, Cube #347 hung
before a tear in subspace contemplating its possible actions even as weapons
hierarchy members beamed to the surface of the ship in an attempt to delay a
final fate which included digestion. Cube #347 was an ant mound trying to swarm
a thick-skinned elephant.


Delta
could not selectively turn off the affected coil, 157 of 310's unusual method
of splicing his tanning lamp into the primary power distribution system had
removed that option. Similarly, drones could not enter the Transwarp Core Room
#4 due to the presence of Thorny, a plant more obstinate than usual as the Dark
severely pruned it. Several coils were required by a ship the size of an
Exploratory-class cube in order to adequately stabilize a conduit opening; and
as long as one was on, all the necessary coils had to be engaged. One could
hope the coil in the affected Transwarp Core Room might burn out, but the
perversity of the universe guaranteed when a coil was not wanted, it would
function perfectly for thousands of hours beyond its warranty.


Second
came reeling into the nodal intersection, arms pinwheeling in a futile bid for
balance. "Oops," said Captain as he bounced off a wall, deflecting
his backup on a different trajectory out to the walkway. Captain thought he
caught an {Oh, d**n. Engineering had to begin banister maintenance now?}
directed his way, but was not quite sure amid the other shouted conversations
in the intranets. He was at mental capacity, and did not have the luxury to
scroll back to check his memory buffer.


The
conduit opening was becoming increasingly unstable. Cube #347 hovered at the
dangerous threshold, balanced on the bitter edge between transwarp and normal
universe. To retreat was unacceptable; to more forward was equally impossible. Neither
path would kill the Dark ripping the cube apart. The only choice which remained
was to do as the original plan mandated: to sunder the Dark in the jaws of a
collapsing conduit entrance, even if it meant the destruction of Cube #347.


Cube
#347 was only one cube among thousands, its drones the most minor (and
irritating) of components. The Collective had no qualms about the sacrifice.


Delta
cut power from all functioning cores simultaneously. Transwarp coils, starved
of energy, immediately terminated the transwarp field. The conduit predictably
responded.


Wires
danced in Captain's nodal intersection, strobes of white light in an otherwise
pitch black environment. He could no longer hear Second; he could no longer
hear over a third of the sub-collective, their voices silent, absent, gone. No
more dour Assimilation, no more pet crazy Doctor, no more of the many
signatures grown familiar over decades.


In
the fractions of a second which remained to the sub-collective - time enough to
dwell upon the ending - Captain's thoughts meandered. No more sub-collective,
true, but also no more inane assignments, no more baby-sitting duties, no more
neurotic psychoses not of one's own making sharing space in one's mind. There
was an upside to termination! {And no more d**n bloodvine!} interjected a
distant voice, Delta intruding upon the final almost-solitary moments of
self-contemplation Captain was allowed.


Time
sped up, stretched fractions of time returning to the pace the rest of the
universe followed. The conduit failed, crushing Dark, crushing cube, neither of
which could withstand the terrible force of collapsing realities. The last
thing the connected mentalities of the Cube #347 sub-collective saw was a
bright light. It was not the end of the tunnel, or even a mischievous Q waving
a flashlight, but the headlight of an oncoming train.





Maxine
pumped a fist over her head, letting out a whoop of glee. "All right! It
worked! You hear that, Captain Bo, er, Hiver? The plan, mostly my plan,
worked!"


"Um,
Captain Planck," said Markus from tactical, "the Hive cube isn't
there anymore. I am only reading a debris field. Cube #347, they didn't make
it." The ensign eeked as his tunic caught on fire from the sparking
console next to his station.


Maxine
immediately lost her jubilant mood. "Oh, bugger."


"Multiple
transwarp signatures in the Oort cloud. They are Hive. I think the cavalry has
arrived," reported Troy as he smoothly took over for the ensign rolling
around on the deck trying to put himself out. "Whoops! Incoming right on
top of us!"


"Oh,
double bugger," said Maxine as she tightened her grip on the armrests of
her chair. Secondprize bucked in the high energy wash of an open transwarp
conduit as first one cube, then a second, rushed past. The large ships seemed
not to have noticed the much smaller Federation vessel they had almost run
over, else, more likely, the Collective did not deem the Secondprize's presence
relevant enough to swerve. "Well," continued Maxine as the excitement
died down, "I guess that is that. Could someone extinguish that ensign? Helm,
set a course..."


Interrupted
Troy, "Captain! More transwarp signatures! A lot more, and they are not
Hive! I believe, yes, the computer is identifying the things as Dark!"


The
Secondprize began lurching once more, this time as immense segmented
cylindrical creatures with hide the color of midnight ebony emerged from tears
in the fabric of space. Again, like the Hive cubes, the quartet of Dark which
nearly plastered the Secondprize like a bug against a windshield either did not
see the that of a Federation starship, or did not believe her important enough
to warrant altering course. The previously flaming ensign stood up, the latest
series of evasive maneuvers having rolled him into a fire extinguisher, which
had subsequently discharged.


"And,
triple bugger!" swore Maxine, hands waving in front of her face to
disperse carbon dioxide foam. "Helm! Get us..."


One
more time, Troy interjected, "Hive and Dark are attacking each other...and
we are caught in the middle!"


The
viewscreen, previously the sight of Cube #347's untimely demise, now showed a
scene of distant fireballs punctuated by uncomfortably near torpedo and
disrupter misses. Even though the ship was not targeted by either side, the
concept of non-combatant was not in the vocabulary of either opponent. A cube
zoomed past, pursued by five Dark; the sight was repeated several seconds
later, only this time one Dark fled three cubes. Secondprize was smack in the
middle of a war.


Maxine
stared at the chaos outside. "Well, quadruple bugger."








Return to the Table of Contents









Dark Rising

Epilogue




In a place where time and space is meaningless, more or less...





Captain
rolled his head back and forth as a finger snapping noise echoed next to his
ears. Subsequent pinching of both his cheeks caused him to grimace, but still
he refused to open his eyes. "Just a few minutes longer," he said,
aware of the heavy effort it took to utter the whisper. Snapping and pinching
stopped, followed by the low murmur of consultation. Captain ignored the muted
voices, allowing himself to return to the comfortable depths in which he had
been floating.


A
deluge of very cold water poured over Captain's head, shocking him into full,
startled consciousness. Several small chunks of ice bounced off head and nose
as he stared into the annoyed face of a blue alien holding a bucket and wearing
what appeared to be a maid's outfit and a brightly feathered bowler hat. Disconcertingly,
the alien had a large hole burned through her torso where vital organs such as
heart and lungs were usually located on bipeds. The lack did not seem to bother
the alien, who snorted, then turned to shout something about the final one
being awake. Before Captain could stitch his mind together into a semblance of
awareness, the alien sauntered away, a nasty smirk plastered on her face.


"Welcome
back to the land of the living, I think," said a familiar voice to
Captain's right. "We are number 1,111,470. They called number 1,111,468 a
little while ago, so we should be up pretty soon. Here, you can hold the
paper." Second handed over a long strip of cheap paper with the
aforementioned number printed on it in bright red ink. Captain automatically
grasped it, his attention caught by other sights. The situation was quite
surreal.


The
room was large, seemingly infinite in proportion, yet still of limited
dimensions. On the one hand, while Captain could easily see the wall across
from the (wet) seat in which he was propped, at the same time he could make no
judgment as to distance. To his right stretched a long line of chairs, each
occupied by a drone; the line stretched to the apparent horizon, yet an
inherent knowledge knew that all the members of Cube #347 were accounted. Even
the act of sitting was natural, although by all rights it should be
uncomfortable and awkward at best, and in the case of Sensors, only ten chairs
distant, impossible. Captain thought about standing up, but immediately
dismissed the notion.


Again
Captain gazed down the length of chairs where the entirety of Cube #347
resided. Some stared at the opposite wall, while others absently read and
reread framed poster advertisements which sported not-quite-cheerful sayings
such as "Death! The Hereafter Wants You!" and "The Best Years of
Your Afterlife, Invest in Funeral Bonds and Dead Pools - Lynch, Investing
Services." Other drones were deeply engrossed in ancient magazines
(Headline on Q-Times: "Was the Big Bang Worth It?") or quietly
inspecting a prosthetic for the umpteenth time. If Captain concentrated, he
could hear the buzz of self-absorbed minds concentrating on various minor
tasks, but not the standard give and take of the Collective link, nor the
ever-present murmuring of the Greater Consciousness. Somehow, Captain felt this
state of affairs should be mildly disturbing at the least, and panic inducing
at the worst, but his mind felt heavy, as if sleep had not been lifted for part
of his thinking self, the part which usually worried about things such as being
severed from the Collective.


The
drones were not the only ones in the impossible room. Sitting in chairs, often
holding their own lengths of paper inscribed with a number, were a variety of
sentients. Some were recognizable, such as the human rudely picking her teeth
or the Klingon attempting to play a virtual xylophone using his brow ridges and
a broken pencil. A species #8472 looked up from its magazine, contemplated
Captain with a look of sheer boredom, blinked its eyes, then returned to
reading. Other beings were not known, like the thing which resembled a giant
orange mushroom, the trio of knee-high stick insects perched on a single chair
and jabbering animatedly among themselves, or the purple furred canine creature
floating half a meter above its chair in a half-lotus position of deep
meditation. One thing which linked all the people in the room, besides the
omnipresent attitude of bored waiting, was the fact most sported fresh wounds,
wounds which were ignored despite their serious and fatal nature. Captain
performed a quick personal survey, finally discovering an innocuous charred spot
on his upper right arm which indicated he had been the recipient of a lethal
dose of electricity.


"By
the Twins, what is going on here?" asked Captain loudly, turning in his
chair to regard Second. He winced as he noted his second-in-command had a
rather large piece of shrapnel embedded at an angle between shoulder and neck.


Second
focused on Captain, shaking out of a trance of ceiling contemplation. "Hmm?"
he hummed. "This location appears to be a waiting room." He pointed
at the front of the room at a large reception window Captain had not previously
noticed, inside of which was a human male wearing a charred Federation uniform
with nurse insignia and radiating an attitude of "I'm busy. If you bother
me while I'm filling out this important paperwork, you'll go to the back of the
line." Over the window was a sign which read "Traumatic Injury Ward
Waiting Room."


"Oh," said Captain.


The
blue maid (nurse?) with hole in her chest appeared in the curtained doorway
next to the window. "Patient number 1,111,469 - your case worker is
ready." The Klingon pocketed his pencil and stood. As he made his way
forward to the impatiently waiting alien, one could see the very large bat'leth
slice creasing the back of his skull.


Captain
sighed, glanced once more at the slip of paper in his hand, then proceeded to
stare at the opposite wall for a short eternity.


"I
said," shouted a voice a short (long?) time later, "Patient number
1,111,470. This is your last call. If you don't come now, you'll be sent to the
back of the queue."


Second
elbowed Captain in the rib area. "That is us."


Captain jumped up, waving the number. "We have it!"


The
blue maid-nurse frowned displeasure. "Well, I don't have all eternity. Come
along, then. Your Director is awaiting you." She motioned for Captain to
come. As he began to do so, the rest of the cube membership stood, quietly
forming into a line to follow.


Captain
led the long line through the door, following on the heels of the maid-nurse
with the feathered hat. Beyond the door was not the busy office scene as seen
through the reception window, but rather a hallway disappearing to the
vanishing point, closed doorways regularly spaced on each side. The floor was
covered in a carpet of neutral beige, and the walls painted cream except for a
stripe of light blue near the ground. A sourceless light cast a soft
fluorescent glow. No one else was present, although in the far distance one
could imagine a whisper of movement, a glimpse which refused come into focus.


After
a short eternity following the guide, Captain managed to find the initiative to
ask, "Where are we going?"


The
blue-skinned woman looked over her shoulder, an expression of exasperation on
her face. "Room 351,901, as if it is any concern to you."


Captain
glanced to his right - 1,703. Behind arose Second's dejected sigh.


Another
short eternity passed, and Captain noticed a door on his left to be slightly
ajar. A bright yellow light, sunlight, leaked from the crack. Pausing, Captain
cautiously nudged the door open to see into the room, ignoring the sound of a
twenty-eight drone pileup as those to the front of the line tried to compensate
for his sudden actions. The guide blithely continued on, unaware her four
thousand charges were left behind.


Captain
peered into the room, rewarded with the sight of another room as the main
waiting area, both infinite an limited in aspect. A large wooden desk dominated
the center of the room, behind which rose a green vine, two meters in length,
vaguely snakelike in form excepting it had no eyes. Small leaves lay like
scales upon the arm-thick plant, and it waved back and forth in a decidedly
non-vegetative manner. A slit of a mouth gaped partway open, revealing the
sheen of ragged quartz teeth. On the opposite side of the desk, the being with
which the unusual plant appeared to be in deep conversation with (long moments
of silence broken by short seconds of rasping) was...Thorny, Cube #347's own
vegetative menace. Somehow all of its gray, silver, and green bulk was squeezed
into the room, with space to spare. Some of its leaves were shredded, but
otherwise it looked as it always did. It occasionally gestured a vine or
rustled leaves in response to an unheard question. Neither plants overtly
responded to the intrusion.


"What
the hell do you think you are doing?" huffed the angry voice of the guide.
Captain turned away from the room to face the glare of the maid-nurse. Meanwhile,
the door quietly closed, propelled shut by a mottled gray and green vine. "This
is room 56,393, and Mr. Spike is quite busy at the moment."


Captain tried to respond, "But...but that was..."


"Thorny,
yes, I know. It came in with your lot, but since it went to the Vegetative
Ward, it was seen considerably sooner than your group. Now come along, and no
more side trips. Your case worker is waiting for you."


Plodding
down the hallway, door after door passed, numbers slowly becoming larger. There
was no sense of time, or more accurately, time was not important, was merely
hanging around to make sure cause and effect were ordered correctly. Finally
the blue guide stopped in front of a featureless door, the brass plaque reading
351,901. "Well, go on in, already. At this rate, the universe will soon be
suffering heat death, good for nothing except 'brane fodder to crash into
another universe and start a new big bang."


Captain
regarded the blue being a long moment before opening the door. One after
another the members of Cube #347 filed into the room, which was yet another
example of space forgetting to follow the rules which applied to the rest of
the universe. At the middle of the undecorated room was a large desk, similar
in appearance to that seen earlier, with no one sitting behind it. Suddenly,
between one celestial tick and the next, the desk was occupied by a large
eyeball with green iris. A shiny gold nameplate was centered on the front of
the desk - "Maria Branson - Director."


The
name, the eyeball, both were familiar. Very familiar. Exceedingly familiar.


Captain
rallied himself, put aside the apathy which was draped over his psyche like a
thick blanket. Behind and beside, he could feel four thousand minds slowly
waking, the mental tempo beginning to increase. "You," accused
Captain, "you are the reason? What is this place?" He waved his
nonprosthetic hand to indicate the room, the situation.


The
eyeball sighed, a long affair made peculiar since, after all, it was a piece of
anatomy and thus technically lacked vital noise-making equipment such as lungs,
a mouth, a throat. "First of all, what you did to yourself, and
yourselves, was entirely your fault. You are dead. D - E - A - D. Dead. Deceased.
Kicked the bucket. Took the long sleep. Dearly departed. No longer functioning
within this mortal coil. Feeding the fishes. Food for worms, whom are crawling
in and out and playing pinochle on your snout. Dead. Can I be any more
clear?"


The
final moments leading up to awakening in the waiting room were slowly
unfogging, four thousand points of view which inevitable ended in darkness
combining into one undeniable fact. Captain himself had personal memories of
the cube being literally torn apart, hull ripped to pieces even as the attacker
itself succumbed to its own fate. The very final thing he could recall was
chaotic plasma lightning as the primary EM conduit passing his nodal
intersection was sundered, followed by a sudden burning pain as the shunting
capability of his exoskeletal armor was overwhelmed. Captain stood silently,
reliving his own death, and that of the other drones of Cube #347.


"But
we continue to live within the Greater Consciousness? Is this existence here
ours as that echo?" Even as Captain asked the question, he knew the
answer, or at least part of it. While the idea of doors and hallways was a very
ordered, very Collective concept, blue creatures with holes in their torso,
assimilated plants, and Directors were definitely not.


The
Director rolled her eye. "Well, yes, technically your echoes are in the
Greater Consciousness, not that the Collective draws upon the essence of your
memories very often, for obvious reasons. However, I was able to pull a few
strings, show off your series ratings, and get several good dice rolls. This
all took time, you understand, bureaucracy being as it is. The good news -
everything on what used to be Cube #347 will be resurrected!" Maria tacked
on a final mumble.


Captain
stared at the eyeball, translating the muffled words. "Repeat. Bad
news?"


"Err,"
hummed Maria, "um, the bad news is that, well, there is a backlog, and
there is a bureaucracy, and I had other commitments as well. You aren't the
only thing on my plate, you understand. Anyway, er, let's see, how can I put this?
You are scheduled to be reincarnated in the year 3013, Second Federation
standard." Observing blank looks, she added helpfully, "Second
Federation is the name of what used to be the Federation of your time. Quite a
bit of history has happened since your vessel went boom."


Beep.
Beep. Beep. Beep. An alarm beeped an electronic cadence. The Director sat up
straighter in her chair, looking upward at something only she could see. "Well,
flartz! I swear...." What she was to swear about was not finished. "Our
time seems to have run out. Look, I'm really sorry, but I've got to get you
reincarnated now. If I don't take this opportunity, well, the next chance won't
roll around for approximately two thousand years, and, trust me, you don't want
to be in your galaxy during that epoch. A Q convention, you understand." The
eyeball shuddered. "So, ta ta!"


Room
and Director began to fade. Something was nagging at the back of Captain's
mind, or the back of several other connected minds, but he couldn't isolate the
problem. It was Second who finally managed to voice the worrying concern:
"Everything? What exactly do you mean by 'everything'?"


If
the eyeball heard, she did not bother to reply, else the sub-collective never
heard any reply. Instead, with an innocent smile plastered on the face she
didn't have, Maria Branson, Director, cheerily waved to the disappearing drones
and threw the occasional kiss.





*****





Delta quadrant, Borg home system, 14.95 AU from stellar primary, year 3013...





A
fleet of enormous spheres and cubes englobed a relatively small volume of
space, a volume of space which registered a spatial phenomenon with artificial
characteristics. No captains impatiently paced bridges nor adrenaline pumped
helmsmen accidentally bumped thruster control buttons, for the Borg Collective
did not allow such inefficiencies. Instead, singularity torpedoes and
neutron-plasma beams silently waited to greet whomever, whatever, emerged from
the phenomenon. While the Borg home system was unimportant in the greater
scheme of Perfection, just one population and industrial node of many for an
entity incapable of nostalgic feelings, it would still be quite embarrassing if
the center of Collective-controlled space was successfully invaded.


The
spatial phenomenon flared into the visible spectrum, disgorging an enormous
amount of tachyons, in addition to other, less exotic particles. In the center
of the storm formed a single shape, as wavering and unresolvable as a mirage
seen hovering over desert sands. Weapons, already primed, prepared to fire.


Abruptly
the anomaly snapped closed, disappearing from sensors as if it had never
existed. In its place was a very small geometric form, a cube 1.3 kilometers on
an edge, looking ragged and abused. Stunned, the Collective automatically
identified the vessel as a pre-Dark Exploratory-class cube; and more
specifically, from the automatic beacon signature it emitted, Cube #347,
destroyed over five centuries earlier. What trickery was this???? However, it
was no skullduggery, for with the appearance of the supposedly long deceased
ship, a particular flavor of mentality, not quite sane from the point of view
of the Greater Consciousness, was requesting reintegration on old fractal
subspace channels no longer utilized.


The
small cube powered up pitiful weapon systems, most of which were nonfunctional,
powered down, powered up, and finally powered down once more. With no
integration response forthcoming from the Greater Consciousness, and finding
itself not immediately destroyed by the hesitant fleet of Very Large Cubes and
Spheres, an audio hail was sent by Cube #347.


"Hello?"
called a desynchronized Multivoice into the aether. "We've been told we
would meet the Collective here? I think we've found the right spot. So, could
we have a tow to the nearest unimatrix complex? We seem to have lost
propulsion, armaments, navigational control, and there is a very overgrown weed
we'd like to have removed as well."
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