Black Harvest

The turbolift door opened and admitted Commander Riker into the bridge.  “Problem, Captain?”

Picard, captain of the USS Enterprise, did not turn his head.  “We’ve been hailed,” he said, waving towards the display panel at the front of the bridge, “by an unidentified Type Six personnel shuttle.  Its pilot demands to be allowed aboard.”  Indeed, the viewscreen showed the cramped interior of a small two-crew shuttle, and standing in it, a very tall, very muscular man, with robust blond hair shaved close to his scalp, wearing a black trenchcoat.  He wore a three-inch-wide black leather belt with a square, silver buckle, pristine black sunglasses, circa 2000, and a black fedora.  He spoke.

“That’s right.  You have something very dangerous on board your ship—something that can and will kill everyone aboard within a week, and I’m the only one in Federation space who’s survived dozens of different encounters with the species.”

Riker did a double take.  “What?”

The huge man didn’t reveal any facial expression.  “If you let me on board, I can kill it and you can go about your business.  If you don’t, I’ll be forced to scrap your ship to ensure that it doesn’t escape.”

Picard wore a puzzled expression.  “How would you do that in a Type Six shuttle?  This is a Galaxy-class starship.”

The man in the trenchcoat stepped offscreen for a second, then returned.  He was now carrying a satchel, which he opened.  Pulled out a human head, pale as death, and covered in mechanical components.  “When the Yamato crew was ‘assimilated’ by Borgs, I went in and cleaned up.  I slaughtered the robots like pigs.  This is a trophy from that little safari.”

The Enterprise captain remained stoic.  “I have the greatest faith in my crew that if such an organism as you claim is aboard the Enterprise, they will be able to deal with it.”

The trenchcoat-clad man smiled briefly.  “If you honestly believe that, then you’re already dead.  I can’t allow this creature to escape, though.  If I’m not allowed to board your ship and kill the beast, I’ll have to destroy your ship—and all of you with it.”

Captain Picard finally allowed his building anger to seep into his facial expression.  “I do not take lightly to threats.  Remove yourself from the vicinity of this craft or suffer the consequences.”

The man aboard the shuttle smiled again, and raised his hand.  Gave the Enterprise crew the finger.  “Out,” he said, and the viewscreen switched to display a vista of deep space, a massive red sun against a backdrop speckled with stars, and, unsettlingly close to the bridge, a tiny shuttle.

The shuttle suddenly shot forward, strafing the larger craft with sizzling phaser beams.  It roared (silently, in the vacuum of space) past and disappeared from sensors.

Picard didn’t hesitate.  “Mr. Worf,” he said, “Engage the shuttle.”

The man in the shuttle laughed as the Enterprise fired a lance of Type X phaser energy into the spot he had occupied a second earlier.  He spun into a corkscrew, pulling into a sharp dive and barely missing another phaser blast.

He triggered a blast of his own, raking the port warp nacelle with a relentless stream of concentrated energy.  When he reached the very end of the ship, he doubled back, avoiding the phaser blasts triggered on him, and again attacked the shields protecting the warp engine field grill.

This continued for about a minute, until the shields over the port nacelle were so weakened that the shuttle simply flew underneath their protective influence and alighted atop the engine.

“Unbelievable,” one crewmember murmured under her breath.  A high-pitched beeping indicated that they were being hailed.  “Onscreen,” the captain ordered.

The man in the shuttle appeared again.  He was smiling broadly.  “From here I could don a space suit, walk out and plant some small explosive devices in strategic places.  Then I could fly off and watch the bombs shatter your warp engine from a safe distance before you could even send out a team of shuttlepods to shoot me down.  Not that they’d be able to survive a dogfight with me, anyway.

“As a token of kindness, you’ll note that I was careful not to actually damage your ship, just in case you changed your minds.”

The captain responded.  “We have.  We will clear you for Shuttlebay Two.”  He paused a minute.  “Who in heaven’s name are you?” he asked.

The other man’s reply was, “Some call me Smilin’ Joe.”  He was not smiling.

A short time later, Smilin’ Joe was walking down a corridor towards the turbolift.  He was accompanied by Commander Riker, to whom he was trying to explain the situation.

“Listen.  Recently you found the derelict Simon’s Folly.  You sent an away team by shuttle, because of the weird energy readings you picked up and thought would disrupt the transporter patterns.”

Riker stopped and turned sharply to face him.  “How do you know that?”

Smilin’ Joe ignored him.  “I had been tracking that ship for weeks.  I reached it several hours before you entered the system.  When you appeared out of subspace, I set up a Hägerman loop in the phase transition coils of the transporters, so that you’d see the energy readings and not send anyone in.

“I don’t know why you sent a shuttle in; most commanders would have brought their engineers to the bridge to try to identify the energy readings.  And any engineer who knew a warp coil from a toilet would recognize the pattern, and warn against sending in an away team at all.”

Riker interjected.  “Why were you tracking that ship?”

“A nest of the creatures I had warned you about killed everyone on board.  I wanted it contained.  In any event, I spied on your ship for a few days, trying to pick up some sign of whether a creature had gotten on your ship or not.  Then I saw one skulking by a window, confirmed it by going over the video feed.  I’m guessing a newly hatched alien slipped into your shuttle before you left—which was, I’d guess, when one of you figured out the Hägerman loops and decided to book it—and you took it with you.”

The Starfleet officer was still suspicious.  “And you’ll kill it for a reasonable fee?”

“Not really reasonable,” Joe answered.  “At least, not for me.  A couple of days room and board, some spare parts, phasers, a few kilograms of sarium krellide—oh, and, I want to keep the head as a trophy.  Your science division can have the body, but I want the head.”

By now they had reached the turbolift.  As it opened, Riker faced the other and asked another question—possibly the most important.  “So, what is this thing that so threatens us?”

Smilin’ Joe pointed into the turbolift.  “That.”

Inside sat an abomination of reality. It was massive, eight feet tall, the color of black glass, with a six-foot tail that looked like a set of vertebrae stripped of all flesh, and with a dagger-like spear-point at the end.  Its head was huge even for the body, sloping backward, three feet from front to back.  It had no eyes, but its mouth more than made up for that.  It looked for all the world like a sick mixture of man and insect, with an external ribcage and arms and legs covered in chitinous exoskeleton.  On its back protruded five spine-like horns; a spiky one jutting out at the base of the neck, and four more below, organized into a square pattern, like hollow, tubular growths.  It had two thumbs on each black, leathery hand.  It raised its slime-covered, iron-hard polished-black head from its crouched position and opened its mouth, a mouth that was filled with teeth the size of a child’s finger.  Inside that great jaw, opened a full five inches wide open, between those teeth which could bite through steel girders, were another set of teeth, smaller but no less dangerous, for they were mounted on the creature’s tongue.

“Move.”  The enormous, trenchcoat-clad man pushed Riker into the wall.  The alien jumped forward, its massive claws extended forward.  Joe dove to the bulkhead and kicked out, catching the creature in the side with one massive boot.  The beast slammed into the wall opposite Riker, breaking open the paneling and allowing various emergency equipment to fall to the ground.

The alien was up in a flash, its spiny tail lashing in anticipation.  Joe reached into the fold of his trenchcoat and came out with a Type II phaser.  Before he could fire, though, the creature had rammed him, smashing open another section of paneling.  Luckily, he didn’t drop his phaser.

The creature was on top of him now, its drooling face inches above his own.  The jaws opened wide, as wide as a Klingon fist.  The inner jaw, Joe noticed with some concern, was also open.

Joe kicked the thing off his chest, and it landed on its spiked back.  In the blink of an eye, he was draining his phaser into the thing’s body.  If it noticed, it didn’t let on.  The alien flipped onto its feet and charged its foe again.  Joe tried a somersault over its head—difficult, given that the ceiling was only a few feet higher than the average man was tall—but the alien whipped him to the ground with its tail, which then wrapped around his leg to hold him in place.

It lunged for Joe’s belly, but he managed to twist out of the way.  Joe kicked out his leg, around which the beast’s tail was still wrapped, knocking it off balance.  Taking advantage of the situation, he jammed the emitter of his phaser into the thing’s gaping maw, and before it could bite the weapon in half, he fired.

The creature shrieked, then lay still.

“Setting three,” Joe said, returning his phaser to his trenchcoat.  He then removed his belt.  “I want to be able to reach all my weapons quickly,” he explained, and took out a roll of blue Imini spider-silk cord and a bundle of webbing of the same material.  “You’ll do well to notice that it was only a three-foot-long infant when it entered your ship a week ago,” he said as he tied its arms, legs and tail together with the cord, then wrapped it in the webbing.  “Actually, it had grown to that size within a day of reaching the Enterprise.”  Finally, he wrapped it in the cord again, just to be sure.

Riker whistled.  “The metabolism that creature must have—that’s just not possible…”

“Actually,” Joe muttered, “I’m surprised it’s still in young-adult phase.”

Riker nearly swooned.  “You mean it would have gotten bigger?”

“No,” the other said, “It’s head would have developed indentations by now.  It hasn’t.  Strange.  Come on, we have about five minutes to get it to a Holodeck before it wakes up.”

Riker, who had been trying to line up a clean shot the whole time, put his phaser away.  “Why a Holodeck?” he asked.

“I’m hoping that a force-field floor can contain its acid blood while I slit its throat.”

The creature woke up once along the way to the Holodeck, but fortunately, the Imini webbing and cord held it long enough for both Joe and Riker to give it another few blasts of phaser stun fire.

Finally, though, in Holodeck Four, they were able to kill the alien without major damage to the flooring.  Joe cut its head off with a careful, narrow beam of Setting Five phaser fire.  “Go get some liquid with a high pH.  I don’t care what,” he instructed Riker.  “I’ll mix it into the blood and neutralize the acid so you can clean this crap up.”  He crouched by the head, and examined the flaccid inner jaw.

“And tell the captain that it’s dead.”

About an hour later, Smilin’ Joe stood in the captain’s ready room, his trophy nestled snugly in the suitcase he was holding.  “You may keep the body, Captain,” he said.  “The head is my trophy.  Additionally, as my shuttle hasn’t seen a dry-dock in over two years, I’d appreciate if you could have your engineers give it a look-over while I enjoy my stay here.”

Picard took a sip of the ice water sitting on his desk.  “How long do you plan on staying here?” he inquired.  He hid it well, but Joe noticed with some satisfaction that the captain wanted to be rid of him as soon as possible.

“Couple days, tops,” he assured the captain.  “I just need some supplies and stuff.  I think that shouldn’t be too much of a hassle—”

He was cut off as a desperate plea came through the intercom.  “Security requested in Engineering!  Security requested—gaagh!!…” and that message too was cut off.

“I was afraid of this,” Joe said, and walked out of the room.  “That thing I killed wasn’t the one that got on your shuttle at the Simon’s Folly.”

The captain stood up.  “What was it, then?”

“One of its babies.”

The door to Main Engineering slid open as Smilin’ Joe walked up to it.  He silently removed a phaser rifle and waved to the team of security officers behind him, all holding Type II phasers.  “Stay back.  I want to see how bad this infestation is,” he said as he toggled his rifle up to Setting 8.  He entered the room.

Inside, at least ten bodies lay on the floor, completely slaughtered.  It was hard to tell the exact number.  An alien drone like the one Joe had just destroyed sat in the middle of the carnage, feeding greedily on a severed leg.  As Joe walked in, it let go of  its meal and charged.

Smilin’ Joe fired his phaser one handed, catching the beast in the torso.  It promptly began to vaporize, and fell to the floor, dead.  Its nearly hollowed-out remains began to eat a hole in the ship’s flooring, as the fire suppression system bottled up the smoke with a force field.  One of the security officers threw up.

“Sorry,” he said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.  After a second, he added, “I can’t believe one creature did all that.”

Joe wondered aloud, “I can’t understand why they waited so long to attack.  And if you guys didn’t notice anyone missing, then where did the others come from?”  Taking time to explain, he said, “These things gestate inside a living host.  They need a large organism in order to reproduce.”

One of the security men moaned.  “Damn!  It must have been breeding in the Dialan senators—they’re so isolationistic that they demanded no contact with the rest of the ship, not even closed-circuit monitoring, until we reached the Artali Conference.  We wouldn’t have known if something were killing them!”

Joe simply grunted.  “These bastards are known to be uncannily clever.  Maybe they realized that the Dialans would give them the least chance of being discovered.  Which can only mean that they’re all dead, and probably have been used for incubating more aliens.”  He picked up the severed tail of the creature he had just killed, blown off by the phaser blast.  Coiled it around his shoulder.  “How many were there?” he demanded quietly.

He got no answer.  “Shit,” he muttered, and spun around.  Half the team was gone, the rest lying eviscerated with the rest of the dead.  A spindly alien tail disappeared into a hole in the ceiling, probably into a Jefferies Tube or electrical conduit or something.  He tapped the communicator on one of the dead officers.

“Picard, this is Smilin’ Joe,” he called out.  “I’m not smiling”.

Joe stood on the Enterprise bridge, where Red Alert klaxons were blazing, and all ingress and egress points had been completely sealed off at his demand.  He had just told them about the alien’s life cycle, and was now outlining his plan to dispatch them.  It was very simple.

“You’ve got to blow up the ship,” he said, touching the razor-tip of the tail still coiled around his shoulder.  “And I don’t think you’ll have time to scan everyone for infection before you leave.  See what you can do, but make sure you don’t let anyone carrying one of those things off this ship.”

Picard was taken aback.  “You want us to risk Starfleet personnel?”

The German behemoth rolled his eyes.  “Here.  I have an idea that should save most of your people.  Open only a few escape pods at a time.  When they’re full, jettison them and open a new group.  Station people with tricorders at the entrance to every escape pod open at one time.  Scan all evacuating personnel, and those with an embryo in their chest, kill.”

The rest of the crew looked shocked.  “You won’t have time to remove the parasites.  Most of your people will die during the longer wait that this plan will result in, anyway.  But I would have had them all killed, to be safe; somehow, I don’t think you’d want that.”

“How many of these creatures do you expect to be aboard by now?” Dr. Crusher asked.  “Maybe we can just kill them all.”

Joe turned to the captain.  “How many Dialans were aboard this ship?” he asked.

“About two hundred,” the captain answered.

“Then you’ve got two hundred fifty aliens aboard by now,” Smilin’ Joe answered.  “Too many to fight.  No, we have to leave.”  He pulled a bottle of Romulan ale from his trenchcoat and began to chug.

“That’s—” Tactical Officer Worf began, starting toward him.

Joe cut him off.  “—illegal on a Starfleet ship,” he finished, unflinching.  “Doesn’t much matter anymore, though, does it?  If you’re worried about my sobriety, I’ve fought my way out of a Borg cube-ship under the influence of a combination of heavy tranquilizers and mental complacency implants given by the friggin’ robots to keep me down,” he assured them.  “To top it off, I had about a keg of this crap under my belt at the time.  I’ll be able to fight just fine.”

He finished the bottle and tossed it behind him.  “Hell, maybe you can program your biofilter systems to find gestating embryos.  Then we can beam people to the nearest planet while simultaneously shipping them out in shuttles and lifeboats.”  He took out another bottle and offered it to Worf.  He declined it.  “How close is the nearest inhabited world?” he inquired, then chugged half the bottle.

“Two days, at maximum speed,” the conn officer said, “Delta Pavonis III-A.  Boasts a continent-wide mining complex.”

“That’s just fine and dandy,” Joe responded, “but we’ll never make it that far.  Call the closest ship in to pick up the lifeboats, and we’ll begin the evacuation.”

“Wait a second,” the captain said, “this is a Galaxy-class starship.  You can’t just detonate it without trying to exterminate the threat.  We have to examine all available options.”

Joe stood there for a moment, thinking.  Then he pimp-slapped the captain across the face.

“How many times do I have to tell you?” he told the other man, “With these things, there are no other options.”

Riker stepped forward.  “What if we evacuate the ship, but a few volunteers can stay aboard and try to fight the creatures off?  If we succeed, everyone can be called back in.”

“You’ll be slaughtered like pigs,” Joe muttered to himself.  “Alright,” he said more loudly, “but if everyone aboard dies, this ship must be scuttled.  Start the self-destruct mechanism, but give us five days to kill the aliens.”

“Very well,” the captain said, resigned.  “Computer, begin the auto-destruct sequence, delta-vee-vee-seven-ten-dee.”

Riker put in his set of codes.  “Alpha-queue-bee-eight-twenty-one-cee.”

“Confirm auto-destruct initiate?” a feminine voice issued from some unseen speaker.  The computer’s audio interface.

Riker said, “Confirm auto-destruct.”

The computer asked another question.  “Time until destruct?”

“Five days,” Picard responded.

“One hundred twenty hours until detonation,” the computer informed them.  “All personnel proceed to emergency lifeboats immediately.”

Joe didn’t seem affected.  “Any volunteers wanna throw their lives away?  Keep in mind, you can escape now.  Maybe.”

Picard stayed where he was.  “I wouldn’t be a good captain if I didn’t try to defend my ship.”

So did Riker.  “I’m staying, too.”

“As tactical officer, it is my duty and my honor to defend you.” Worf, the Klingon, said.

“I’m in,” that from Geordi La Forge, the visor-wearing blind black guy.

One by one, everyone on the bridge assented.

Joe pulled a pair of Type-III phasers from his trenchcoat.  Tossed one to the captain.  “Time to go hunting,” he said.  “I suggest everyone get at least a Type II.  I have enough to go around.”

THUNK.
“What was that?” Dr. Crusher asked, looking about worriedly.

THUNK.
“There it was again,” Riker said, walking slowly, tentatively toward the door.  His phaser was drawn.

THUNK.
“That,” Joe said, “is the sound of inevitability.”  He pointed his weapon at the door, seemingly the source of the noises.  Held the gun one-handed, as if it were a very large pistol.  “It is the sound…of our deaths.”

KUNK-KURUNNNG!
The door burst inward, spraying the group with insulated wire and shards of broken plastic.  Three alien drones stepped in from the turboshaft, two of them hissing and bobbing their heads at each other in a bizarre affirmation of just who was the alpha of the group.  The other remained farther back, crouched on the wall behind the first two.  Its head did not have the characteristic ridges and notches of the others, but rather was smooth and glossy.  “Oh, no,” Data, the robot, commented, his new emotion chip nearly overloading.

“You’ll notice that the omega—the one sitting in back—has a different texture on its head than the others,” Joe said.  He fired, a sweeping arc that shattered the knees of the first two aliens, and completely exploded the other.  Acid blood sprayed the walls, melting through to the hidden conduits, tubing, and supply packs as the fire suppression system kicked in, containing the smoke in a force-field dome.

The others let out a collective sigh of relief.  “Don’t rest up,” Joe cautioned, facing them, “there’ll be—”

He spun back to the door as five more aliens tore out of the shaft, taking Geordi completely by surprise.  In the blink of an eye, a tail pierced his neck ever-so-delicately, sending him collapsing to the floor with no visible wound.  Two drones picked him up and shot down the turbolift shaft as three more boiled out.

Picard fired his Type I, leaned on the button, but the aliens seemed impervious to the blasts from his phaser.  It occurred to him that maybe Setting One wasn’t powerful enough to put the things down, but before he could change the settings on his weapon, a knobby, vertebral tail coiled around his leg and pulled him to the floor.  A huge black talon knocked the phaser from his grasp, and the eyeless, beetle-black head of an alien warrior pressed up against his.  Its impossible jaw opened up wide, wider than the jaded star-captain could have thought possible.

His mind flashed to the llama farm his aunt had in France, which he had visited occasionally as a child.

“Picard!!” Joe yelled, looking over to see the captain about to receive an unpleasant kiss.  Throwing his phaser rifle at the beast he was shooting at to distract it temporarily, he spun on his left foot and delivered a devastating roundhouse kick to the alien attacking the helpless captain.  The monstrosity flipped onto its side long enough for Smilin’ Joe to grab a Type II from his belt underneath the trenchcoat.  He blasted its head into a crumbling shell.

“Joe!”

At the captain’s warning, the mercenary spun around to find the creature he had abandoned rushing him full speed.  He side-flipped out of the way, slamming both feet into its featureless face.  Both collapsed to the ground, but Joe rolled away as Worf shot the parasite’s lower torso completely off.  He finished with a shot to the head.

The three looked around.  All six aliens had been dispatched.  “Casualty report,” the captain barked.  He seemed composed and in control, but Smilin’ Joe could read faces like billboards.  Picard had damn near shit his pants.

“Dr. Crusher, Riker, Worf, Troi, Data, and the two ensigns are all present and uninjured,” Joe commented.  “Your Chief Engineer has been abducted, but my guess is that he’s still alive.”

Councilor Troi, the half-human empath, looked puzzled.  “What do they want with him, then?” she asked.  “Live food?”

“Obviously, no one clued you in on my briefing,” Joe told her.  “That’s alright.  No, what they want with our friend Geordi is to use him as an incubator for their young.”

“Buddha.”

“Not necessarily,” Joe commented, “although some cults worship this creature.”  He stepped closer to the shaft and pulled out a small grenade.  Pulled the pin and threw it down.

“Thermite,” he commented.  “It’ll melt through any bugs still below us.”

There came flash of blinding light and a hissing noise like water dripping on coal, and a volume of smoke boiled out of the turboshaft.  “Let’s go.”  The trenchcoat-clad man jumped down the shaft, grabbing hold of a maintenance ladder about ten feet down.  With only one hand.

“Metal’s still warm, but it’s cooling fast,” he commented.  “It’s safe to come down.”

Above, Riker commented, “I’m glad this maniac’s on our side.”

Stepping out of the turbolift door, Smilin’ Joe turned back to ensure that all remaining volunteers were still alive.  He watched them step out one by one.  “Where were the Dialan senators quartered?” he asked the captain.

“This deck, why?” the captain responded, curious.  “You said they were already dead.”

Joe took out a second Type II from his belt.  Tossed it to the captain.  “To replace the one you lost,” he explained.  “We’re going to the Dialans’ quarters because it’s where the infestation started out.  It’s where their hive will be.”

Beverly Crusher grabbed him by the arm.  “And what will we find there?” she asked, the worry apparent on her face.

“You can escape, if you want,” Joe told her.  “I’ll have Riker walk you to a lifeboat.”

But the doctor was adamant.  “What will we find there?” she asked again, more firmly.

Joe sighed, fiddling with the setting buttons on his own phaser.  “The Queen.  The one that came on this ship originally.”  To the captain, he asked, “Which way to the Dialans’ quarters?”

The captain pointed to the left.  “How far?” the other pressed.

“About fifty meters to the turnoff, where we take another left.  That’s where their rooms begin.”

Smilin’ Joe adjusted his sunglasses.  “Let’s—” he started, just as the floor opened up about ten meters ahead of them.  At the same time, chunks of wall paneling on either side of the hole collapsed inward.  Three drones rushed them, mad in their quest for blood.  A salvo of phased energy cascaded toward the beasts, shattering their steel-strong carapaces and spraying the corridor with acid.  The walls and ceiling began to sag and fold, finally collapsing to decks below.  An eight-foot gap burned between the group and the alien hive.

“That was way too suicidal—even for them,” Joe muttered.  “Something’s up.”  Raising his head sharply, he spun around.

Just in time to see a fourth drone bury its tail in Riker’s back.

The Executive Officer gagged in surprise, grasping the spiny tail feebly as it protruded from his gut.  Blood flowed from his mouth, mingling with the crimson of his uniform.  The tail retracted, sending him off balance as the alien clawed him in the side.  Riker fell to his left, soaked in his own blood as the alien behind him clenched an obsidian fist, crushing the man’s right kidney to nephron paste.

The warrior stepped forward, crouching down to sniff at the fresh body it had just desiccated.  It hunched back and lunged, grasping the slain officer by the head with its jaws and dragging him back into the turbolift before anyone could react.

This all took less than ten seconds.

“Fuck!” Picard yelled, stomping his foot.  Despite the confused—and still shocked—stares of his crew, he walked back to the turbolift and fired down for about a minute.  Raised the setting of his phaser to eight and prepared to fire again.

A Type I phaser slammed into the back of his head.  He turned around, puzzled.

“Get a grip, man.  Let it go,” Smilin’ Joe berated him.  “I want this ship intact while I’m walking around in it, and I want you all sane for as long as possible.  You’ll get your chance soon enough.”

The color drained from the captain’s face.  “Right,” he said, collapsing to his knees and breathing deeply.  “Sorry.”

The group continued on.

They had to backtrack up the turboshaft in order to bypass the hole in the floor, but they eventually got to the alien hive with no problems—other than morale.  Smilin’ Joe precision-melted the door off the first Dialan Senator’s stateroom and stepped inside.  A blast of warm, stale, humid air wafted over the crew as they proceeded in.  The interior of the room was not, as Picard had expected, lavishly decorated with tapestries and famous sculptures.

It was completely coated in some kind of ropy, grey-green resin.  It covered the lights and windows, ofering no illumination.  Buried in the congealed, intestine-like phlegm were the various decorations Picard had expected.  Holes were smashed through the walls connecting he staterooms, making them one long chamber.

“This is their hive,” Joe told them.  “That stuff was secreted by the drones.”

As they walked on, they began to see more evidence of the creature’s residence.  Empty egg pods, dead spidery parasites, people webbed into he slimy resin with holes burst out of their chests.

Someone recognized Geordi.  Smilin’ Joe came running up.

“He’s still alive,” he commented, “and his egg hasn’t opened yet.”  Joe began to tear the webbing off the other’s form, freeing him up.  He smacked the blind man.

“Wake up,” he ordered, handing him a phaser rifle from his trenchcoat.  The tumor-like egg pod at Geordi’s feet slowly began to open, spreading its four petals like a flower from the pit.  Joe sprayed it with his phaser, bursting it to pieces.

“I want everyone on the lookout for more aliens,” Joe instructed.  “They’ll wait until we’re deep inside, then ambush us from all directions.”

One of the ensigns gasped, then gurgled out some strange noise.  Joe looked back.  The poor kid had a facehugger wrapped around his head.  It had burst from an egg he hadn’t even noticed, tucked in a convenient alcove.

“That’s the larval stage,” he told the rest of the group.  “They emerge from eggs like the one I just fried a few seconds ago.  I call ‘em facehuggers, for obvious reasons.”

Their count was back down to eight; the captain, the engineer, the Klingon, the doctor, the counselor, the robot, Joe, and the last ensign.  Against several hundred aliens.

“What if we shot out the windows?” Picard asked.  “Can we drain out their air supply and leave the ship?”

“Good thinking, Captain,” Joe commended, “but the fact is, I don’t think these creatures need air to survive at all.  If they do, they must be able to store a few day’s worth of it in their heads; I’ve not been able to kill one by vacuum yet.”  He stopped and sniffed the air.  “They’re coming,” he muttered.

“NOW!”  he spun around and fired, point blank, into the gaping jaws of an alien drone, just about to bite through his neck.  Whirled back forward and delivered a roundhouse kick to another alien, who shook it off and snarled.  That one caught a blast from the Klingon.  Joe fired again, blasting open the head of an alien that was about to disembowel the last ensign, who got sprayed with deadly acid anyway.  His flesh melted off his skull, leaving a fragile, acid-weakened shell encasing a brain that was even now being chemically torn apart by hostile alien blood.

Picard took a second Type II from Smilin’ Joe’s belt, fired them both into the wall dividing two of the chambers.  The divider crumbled, revealing a squad of angry drones, whom he put to the torch as well.  Behind him, Dr. Crusher had backed up against him, slicing limbs off the sea of oncoming alien warriors.

“When will they stop again?!?” Troi yelled, pouring phased energy into a black, chitinous torso.  Her alien fell to he ground, trying to drag itself toward her even as its blood gushed out in a pool around it.

“Not until this hive is cleansed!” Joe responded, adding, “Be careful where you step!  This resin won’t absorb the alien acid!”

“Yaaaaahhhhhhh!!!!!” Geordi screamed as an alien bit down on his skull, tearing out half his brain in one smooth movement.  The dead engineer fell onto his face in the slimy resin, his visor crackling and burning as the acid from the dead creatures ate its way though the visor’s electronic components.

“Screw this!” Joe yelled, turning both his phasers up a notch.  “Get out of here!  Make your way to an escape pod, a shuttlebay, anything!!”  he fired again, blasting two more drones apart and spraying acid over Geordi’s corpse.  “I’ll cover you!!”

He didn’t hear an acknowledgement.  Screw it.  Joe blasted a hole in the wall behind him, letting him back out into the hallway.  The aliens were at his heels.  He removed a Type I phaser from his coat and peeled off the casing.  Smashed open the safety interlock and jammed the firing button in sideways so it would remain firing when he let go.

As he did this, dozens of drones ran into the phaser beam, which pierced the outer hull of the ship, drawing condensed moisture and humid air out into space.  The phaser began to beep loudly as the beam suddenly trickled to a stop.  Joe threw it into the hive as soon as the beam completely petered out.  He turned and ran full-tilt around the corner and dove into the turboshaft just as the phaser overloaded, blowing the entire section open to space.

The rush of air into vacuum slowed his fall as Joe neared the lowest decks.  Before the emergency pressure doors could seal off and stop the outrush of air that was slowing his descent, thus letting him fall freely to his death, Joe managed to pull himself into the Engineering section.

He was free from the aliens—for now.  But he was also alone in a ship he wasn’t familiar with, and the ship was five days from detonation.

It took him about fifteen minutes to find the battle bridge, at which time he disconnected the Saucer Section of the ship and piloted the Battle Section to a safe distance.  He considered shooting the Saucer Section to bits with the phasers, but realized that the others were on that section still.

Hell.  The Alien Queen was probably dead, the alien hive was on the other section of the ship, the whole structure would blow up in five days anyway.  His job was done, and he could leave.

“Smilin’ Joe?”

He whirled around to find Dr. Crusher and the counselor.  “Did you follow me, ladies?” he asked, turning to watch the Saucer Section drift away.  “Are the captain and the robot still alive?”

“We don’t know,” Troi answered.  “But yes, we did follow you.  That was smart, setting up a phaser overload.”

“I do it all the time.”  Joe handed them both phasers.  “We should get to my ship.  The hive is on the other section of ship, but there will probably be some drones on this side searching for hosts.”

He turned toward the door.  “Come on,” he said, gesturing.  “I’m in Bay Two.”

The walk to the shuttlebay was, for the most part, uneventful.  One drone attacked the group on the way, but Joe killed it easily by destroying its legs and blowing up its head while it was immobilized.  They stepped up to the personnel door, which opened and admitted them.

“Holy donkey-shit on a bicycle seat,” Joe muttered.  The door had opened into a full-blown alien hive.

“Why is there a hive in here?” he asked.

Troi stepped back.  “We were transporting a herd of banthas to Earth when we found the Simon’s Folly.  The aliens must have started breeding in them before they even got to the Dialans…”

Joe looked at her.  “And you never noticed?”

Dr. Crusher answered.  “That’s the guy who was in charge of overseeing them,” gesturing to an unfortunate host body cocooned to the wall.

“They must have started here, all right,” Joe commented.  “The rot on these bodies is much more progressed than in the other hive.  In any event, I think the Queen is still alive, and that the Dialan hive was just an extension.  I wouldn’t be surprised if there were a turbolift shaft somewhere around here covered in resin.”

Stepping back an allowing the door to close, he asked, “But why wasn’t this here when I entered the ship?  I would have noticed.”

“This is Docking Bay Three,” Dr. Crusher explained.

The other tilted his head.  “My ship is in Bay Two.”

“This one was closer,” Troi answered.

“Well, we should probably backtrack now,” Crusher said.

“There’s no point,” Joe told them flatly.

“Why in heaven’s name not?” the other asked.

“Did you keep banthas in the other docking bay, too?” he asked in return.

“Yes, there wasn’t enough room in this one…” Troi answered.  Smilin’ Joe gestured to a gaping hole in the bulkhead, into which several drones ran, carrying egg sacs.  Others poured out, carrying massive chunks of flesh, some still covered in furry hide on parts.

“They’ve colonized it before we got here,” he said.  “We have no choice.”

“In what?  What are you gonna do?” Crusher asked, fear in her eyes.  “What can we do?  We’re fucked royally!”

“Nice language,” Joe growled, “for a Starfleet officer.  Open the bay doors—you might be able to do it on a PADD.  Stay here.  I will be back.”  He pulled another Type III phaser out of his coat so that he had one in each hand—how does he carry them all, Troi wondered—and ran into the hive.

“He’s dead,” Crusher muttered.

“Maybe,” Troi responded, “but I sense more determination, more anger, more raw intensity in him than in anyone else I’ve ever encountered.  And no fear whatsoever.  It’s like he doesn’t know how to be afraid.  It all adds up,” she went on, staring out at nothing, “to make me think that if anyone could survive a mess like this, it’s him.”

Smilin’ Joe ran through the docking bay, making his way to the first shuttle.  The area was wide and open, but still dark and cluttered enough to hide any number of alien drones.  He was still ten meters away from the target, a Type Nine-A cargo shuttle, when the drones noticed him.

They crawled over shuttles covered in ropy alien spittle, they dashed across the ceiling and along the walls, they flung themselves over bodies and damaged equipment.  Joe counted at least forty of them, the closest about twenty meters away.  He ran faster, firing at the closest aliens as they came.

As he reached the shuttle, he realized that the aliens weren’t chasing him any more.  “Shit,” he said, knowing why even before he looked down and saw…eggs.  He was standing in a huge field of them, with the aliens all standing guard at the edge.  And to his right, maybe fifteen meters away, was the Queen.

She hissed at him, a sound conveying all the hate of a grizzly bear whose cubs have been injured.  Her egg sac undulated with the strange, throbbing peristalsis motions of eggs being squeezed out.  “Here’s to shit happening,” Joe muttered under his breath.  He aimed both phasers at her, pushed the trigger button…

…Just as an alien drone slammed into him, ramming him in the side in an attempt to save the Queen.  Knew what my weapons did, Joe thought, flying through the air, fuckers catch on quick…

He fired both phaser rifles even as he thought this, but all he managed to do from his unenviable vantage point was to slice her ovipositor cleanly off.  It hung still from the ceiling, suspended by thick strands of mucous, runny liquid pouring out of the separation point.

The alien matriarch screamed, a sound that reverberated throughout the entire bay.  She flailed her arms wildly, tearing at the resin that held her in place, struggling to destroy the thing that had injured her.

Joe had maybe thirty seconds before she was freed.  He aimed for her—and saw out of the corner of his eye that an egg had opened.

First things first.  Throwing one rifle down, he dropped to one knee, rolling around on his side while firing his phaser in a steady burst and destroying the entire cache of eggs.  The garbage-can-size pods burst like melons hit with shotgun blasts, spraying acid and chunks of parasite everywhere.

Now he was safe from facehugger ambushes, anyway.  He stood up to get into the shuttle—as an eight-inch-thick black steel-cord tail smacked into his chest, flinging him into a wall.

The Queen was free.  And, unfortunately, she had it in for him.  Worse now that her progeny were dead.  She came forward again, thick, globby spittle dribbling from her wide-open jaw.  Joe had dropped his phaser rifle—his last one—and was out of ideas.  He searched behind him for a vent shaft, a weapon, a sharp stick—and he realized what was behind him.

An Augmented Personnel Module.  An extravehicular maintenance pod.

Climbing through the hatch in under a second, he closed it behind him and keyed it on.  It started up amazingly fast; apparently, the guy on the floor next to it must have been trying to escape with it, and been killed after he started it up.  A quick look at one of the panels said as much; the APM had been in standby mode for nearly fifteen hours.

No matter.  It still had an hour’s juice in it, and Smilin’ Joe wouldn’t need that long.

The Queen reached him, wrapped her four chitinous, mucous-coated arms around the pod, trying to tear it open.  She screamed in confused fury as the suit’s four robotic arms wrapped around her in return.  A blast of thrusters, and they were both rocketing toward the wall.  Joe slammed the alien against the bulkhead, cracking the wall and sending droplets of acid everywhere.  The horrible mother whipped her tail around in helpless fury, smashing against the side of the pod.

Or maybe not helpless fury.  With each swing, she was smashing open a little bit of the craft’s outer hull.

“Damn,” Joe said, keying the phaser-welder.  A short-range blast of phaser fire sliced one of the alien’s secondary arms clean off.  Acid sprayed the pod in a thick gout, melting through the outer hull and causing general damage to the circuitry within.

With a Kktchh—Kurangggg the outer doors opened, sending in the bright light of the nearby red star, shocking the Queen.  Joe rocketed the tiny pod toward the atmosphere-holding force field and to open space beyond it.  His captive screamed again, and the army of drones—who until now had been watching the proceedings, probably ordered somehow to hold back—rushed forth in a mad attempt to save their mother.

But Joe was gaining speed, and had made it out of the bay with more than a dozen meters between him and the creatures.  Rotating the craft on a vertical axis, he released the queen into open space, even as she screamed once again, breath crystallizing in the vacuum of space.

Lengthening the range of his phaser—now that he had the leisure of doing so—Joe picked off the mass of drones watching inscrutably from within the Enterprise, and the few who had leapt through the force field, chasing the Queen.

He blasted the alien resin within, trying to fry any aliens still waiting to ambush him.  When he was satisfied, he took the battered APM back into the docking bay and set it down.

He ran the women inside and into the huge Type Nine-A cargo shuttle.  Joe strapped into the pilot’s seat and started the craft’s launch cycle.

And felt the tip of a phaser press against his temple.

“Quite impressive, I must say,” he heard a voice say from behind him.  Data, if he was right, the android.  “I was not expecting you to survive as long as you did.  Pity I will have to kill you…”

Oblivious to the threat, he stood up and looked behind him.  Data was standing there, holding a second phaser to the women.  “But I have no choice,” the robot continued.  “I can not allow witnesses to my grand plan.”  He gestured to the three.  “Get in the corner.”  He pointed both phasers at them.

Once the three had shuffled to the corner of the cockpit, he bound them with Imini cord.  Joe noticed that the droid had developed a strange tendency to twitch his facial servos…

“As you have obviously now figured out—at least the Starfleet two—I am not Data,” he said, smiling broadly.

Joe carefully extracted a stiletto from his sleeve and began to saw through the cord.  “Then who are you?” he asked, careful to hide the sawing motion.

The not-Data kicked him in the ribs sharply, making him gasp in pain.  He reached down and took the knife.  With a sharp motion, he jammed it into his own wrist and broke off the blade.  “I would not try that, if I were you,” he said casually.  “My name, as these women would tell you, is Lore.  I am the first positronic android ever to be built, and I do not brag when I say that I am superior to my younger brother in every way.”

“Next question, then, Lore,” Joe grunted, still feeling the pain in his side.  “How?”

“Easy.  On board the Simon’s Folly, I managed to lure the real Data away, and traded places with him.  Incidentally, I brought the alien Queen embryo on board, deliberately.”  Starting to pace now, he continued.  “I suppose your next question is why?”

“Good guess,” Joe muttered, brain racing to find a way out of impending doom.

“You saw what these things did to the Enterprise.  Imagine what someone could do with these creatures at his disposal.”  So he was bringing a few eggs with him, Joe thought.

“You’re going to sell them?” the doctor asked incredulously.

 “What need has an android for money?” Joe asked.

“Clever deduction, Mr. Joe.  As you guessed, I do not intend to sell them.  I plan to use them to take over the known galaxy.  With troops like these, I would be unstoppable,” he said, matter-of-factly.

Suddenly, Joe’s little light-bulb turned on.  “Then you’ll need a way to keep the eggs from opening during transportation on board a warship.  That happens, you lose a great deal of materiel.”

He saw the android’s optic sensors widen.

“Haven’t thought of that, have ya?!?” Joe questioned smugly.

“I take it that you know a way?” Lore asked.

“I do,” the other responded.

“Tell me.”

“Untie me.”

They glared at each other for a long minute.  Finally, Lore backed off.  “Very well,” the droid said.  “But you must tell me.”

Joe smiled coldly.  “On my own terms.  Untie the girls, then we both walk out of the shuttle.  They seal it behind us.  Then we talk.”

Lore did as he was told.  They stepped out of the shuttle, walking all the way to the exit to the docking bay.  “Now,” Lore said, “You will tell me.”

Joe took something out of his trenchcoat and pressed a button on the metal gizmo.  Four legs curved out, terminating about one and three-quarters feet down.  The last quarter-foot of each leg then split up the middle and folded up to join with that of the next leg.  When finished, it looked like the frame for a survivalist tent—in miniature.

Joe set it on the ground.  “We duel.  If I die, you may take it and transport it, replicate it, whatever you need to do to make copies to store your eggs until you want them to hatch.  If you die, you die.”

Lore smiled again.  Obviously this human didn’t realize that it was nearly impossible to beat an android in matched combat.

“Choose your weapon,” Joe ordered.

“Bare hands,” Lore said, grinning.  No human could beat an android at unarmed combat.

“You cheat, and the girls are just going to fly off, you realize,” Joe said.

“They would probably do that if I won.  No matter; There are several other shuttles, all of which I have stocked with eggs just in case.”

Joe shrugged, and shucked his trenchcoat.  His muscular form was now revealed, as many of the weapons stored in the trenchcoat spilled to the hive floor.  Joe wore deep grey military fatigues and a thick black belt, with dozens more weapons tucked under it.  He removed these as well, and stopped to take a long swig from one more bottle of Romulan ale.  Threw it to the wall.  Pulled off his sunglasses, revealing anthracite eyes.  Entered a fighting stance, legs spread wide, arm forward.  Gestured for Lore to attack.

The robot flew at him, kicking high.  Joe rolled to the ground, kicking up and hitting Lore directly in his synthetic crotch.  The latter flew upward, smashing down in a pile of alien bodies.  Joe was on him in a flash, delivering the wrath of God through his steel-toed boots and diamond-hard fists.  Lore punched him squarely in the gut, knocking him back four meters.  The android rushed him, but Joe leapt two meters straight into the air, wrapping his arm around Lore’s neck on the downturn and bringing him down in the most powerful Stone Cold Stunner™ in history.

Lore, unfazed, whipped his body forward, throwing his adversary to the ground.  He leapt the three meters to Joe, crouching over his fallen form.  Kicked him in the face.  The side.  The face again.  Lore delivered blow after blow, arms and legs blurring in their speed as he punished the enormous human.

Joe peered up from the warm dark of unconsciousness, opening two swollen black eyes.  He tried to raise his arms, to fight, even to swear loudly, but his entire body was nearly shattered.  He saw Lore clench one fist so hard the artificial knuckles cracked.  The blade which had been jammed in his wrist minutes earlier extruded, sharp and gleaming, between index and middle finger.

Picard woke up in a haze.  He was bleeding bad; that damn droid Lore had stabbed him in the gut with a piece of shrapnel once he managed to join up with the rest in the bridge.  Everyone else, it seemed, was dead, except for the two women, Crusher and Troi, whose bodies were not within the battle bridge.  He pulled himself up, knowing he was already dead…and saw, out of the corner of his eye, one of the monitors displaying the Docking Bay.

Lore, that fiend, was about to kill the one who had kept them all alive up till they were separated.  Smilin’ Joe was about to be stabbed to death by that scum.

He was already dead.  But maybe he could help Smilin’ Joe…

“Computer…” he gurgled out, blood running from his mouth in a foamy stream down his uniform.  “Change self-destruct sequence…”

Lore glared down at him, smiling mirthlessly as he brought the blade ever closer.  Get on with it, he almost said, but reminded himself that there was always a way out.

This time proved no exception.  The floor shook; bits of resin, debris, and assorted shit crumbled from the ceiling.  “Warning,” the computer voice said.  “You now have five minutes to evacuate the ship.  The self-destruct sequence will commence in five minutes…”

The hell? Joe thought.  It hasn’t been five days… Oh, fuck it.  Take what you could get.  Using Lore’s momentary distraction, He kicked up, knocking his opponent to his back nearly six meters away.  Joe stood up, took a deep breath, clenched and unclenched his fists…

“What the hell?” Lore whispered, lying prostrate on the floor.  Joe leapt up in a two-meter-high parabola, landing directly on top of the robot and smashing his chest partway in.  He stomped hard, then rubbed his foot against his enemy’s broken torso, completely severing his legs.

He tore the droid’s arms off one by one.  Lore stared up at the angel of death, acutely aware of this reversal of fate.  “What the fuck are you…?” he managed, the beginnings of tiny flames eating his insides.  Sparks and thick black smoke poured from his mouth.

The behemoth smiled darkly.  He pulled the stiletto blade out from the android’s severed hand.  Buried it in Lore’s pale forehead.  “Some call me Smilin’ Joe.”

THREE WEEKS LATER

Joe sipped his martini; yes, the waiter had definitely used water ice.  He’d specifically said dry ice.  Fuck it.

He looked across the table at the two women.  “Any luck finding new jobs?” ha asked casually.

Troi stared at her drink, stirring it sadly with a bamboo straw.  “Starfleet Command won’t let us take any position until they’re sure of the events that took place,” she said, sipping her own drink.

Crusher looked at him.  “Where did you get that egg device?” she asked him.  She was referring to the contraption he had dueled with Lore over.

“Souvenir.  Some lab or other was working in secret with these creatures; when there was a spill, I had to sterilize the area.”

“Oh.”

Joe wasn’t much for tact, but he realized that this was quite an awkward moment.  The stress of the past three weeks had gotten to the girls.

“Maybe Earth isn’t the best place to chill right now,” he mused.  “Why don’t I get you girls a ride to Delta Ceti Epsilon—that’s a nice vacation spot.  And I haven’t found any aliens there…”

The two perked up.  “It’s a date,” Troi said.

Joe tilted his head.  “Date?”

