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Prologue

Ambassador Phannah clutched the padd in her sweaty hands as if it were the key to the universe.  As far as she knew, the little padd contained nothing of great value; in fact, from what she had gleaned from the first few lines of text, it was little more than a basic status report that was barely worthy of her attention.  But as she traversed the myriad corridors of level thirteen, Phannah held onto that little padd as if her life depended on it.

Her life, of course, wasn’t hanging in the balance, but with Professor Eridar’s pending arrival, Phannah needed something to keep her fidgety hands occupied—and the padd seemed to fit the bill nicely.

Professor Eridar was a bit of a legend.  Having negotiated numerous treaties throughout the quadrant—including the landmark treaty with the Rilnar—he was widely regarded as one of the most influential people in the galaxy’s vast political landscape.  Additionally, if the rumors were to be believed, Eridar was very close to being named successor to his people’s throne.  Clearly, this was no ordinary man… and in less than five minutes, he would step through the airlock to meet with Phannah.

The airlock seemed bigger today.  Instead of the simple round hatch that Phannah was used to seeing, the doorway yawned before her like a cavern’s mouth.  She suspected the change was more a part of her active imagination than an actual alteration of the structure.  The arrival of such a noted dignitary was bound to fray the nerves, and Phannah suspected her imaginings would continue until her meeting with Professor Eridar was concluded.  Of course, since she was presently struggling to recall her own name, Phannah suspected that her recollection of their planned dialogue would also be less than successful.

And she was about to find out.

Amidst a mechanical symphony, the massive door spiraled into the thick wall, dramatically revealing the legendary dignitary.  Eridar stood patiently behind the door; he was clad in a hooded obsidian robe that draped onto the floor behind him.  It obscured almost all of his features, but as far as Phannah could tell, he looked rather average. 

The hooded Eridar remained in the airlock for a moment longer before finally glancing up to see his path no longer obstructed.  “This is truly an impressive facility, Ambassador,” he said as he vacated the airlock.  “In all my travels, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like it.”

Phannah couldn’t help but smile.  She knew her station was impressive, but Eridar’s glowing review gave her opinion that much more credence.  “My people have come a long way since the first Al-Bhed attack,” she said evenly.  “If they were to attack this facility, they would have quite a fight on their hands.”

Eridar chucked.  “They would indeed,” he agreed.  “But hopefully, after today, the Al-Bhed won’t be of much concern to you any longer.”

The Al-Bhed would always concern Phannah.  Ever since the first attack a thousand years ago, there had been concerned about this malevolent species, and there was little doubt in her mind that the concern would not fade until the Al-Bhed threat came to a decisive conclusion.  But as Eridar so kindly mentioned, there was always hope.

With her free hand, Phannah motioned for Eridar to walk with her.  He nodded and promptly took a few steps into the corridor, but paused after only a moment’s journey.  At first, Phannah suspected something was amiss, but her fears were immediately quelled when Eridar removed his dark hood.  There wasn’t anything wrong; in fact, everything appeared to be just right…

Much as Phannah had suspected, Eridar’s features were standard for his species.  His skin was a deathly shade of pale blue, which contrasted considerably with the fiery green eyes burning beneath his eternally furrowed brow.  He had long, nymph-like ears, and the grotesque, bony protrusion running the length of his nose burrowed into the pentagon-shaped plate on his forehead.  The rest of his domed skull rose independent of the forehead, giving him a rather fearsome persona.  “It has been a long trip,” Eridar explained wearily.

But no explanation was necessary in Phannah’s book.  She was simply relieved that he approved of the accommodations.  “If you would like, I can show you to your quarters.  You are more than welcome to rest before we begin…”

Eridar promptly raised a dismissive hand.  “It has been a long trip,” he said, “but I am nevertheless eager to see the rest of this impressive facility.”

A slight grin fell upon Phannah’s face.  “I hope you’ve cleared your schedule for the next couple of weeks,” she said wryly.  “I have been in command of this station for two years, and I don’t think I’ve explored more than five percent of it…”

The awe in Eridar’s face was apparent.  Despite the advanced technology possessed by his people, not even they had the ability to construct such an incredible structure.  “I may have to extend my stay,” he said.  “At the very least, I want to see the command module—and the genetic research lab.  I understand you’ve been working miracles there, as well.”

Phannah nodded, though her enthusiasm seemed to wane a bit.  “Another surprise for the Al-Bhed,” she quietly confirmed.  “Recent breakthroughs in genetic engineering have allowed us to create a new weapon to use against our nemesis.  We have yet to use it against them, but our preliminary studies indicate the Al-Bhed won’t be able to defend themselves against an attack.”

“Then I am eager to see this marvel,” said Eridar.  “My government has expressed some concerns about a few of the lesser species—the Elorg, for example…  We don’t believe they pose an immediate threat, but if push comes to shove…”

Though Eridar’s words faded away, Phannah nevertheless caught his drift.  “You wouldn’t mind having a few genetically created warriors to fight on your side,” she finished—but she knew his opinion would change…

Eridar still smiled.  “And if we can arrange a little something,” he said warmly, “then coming days should prove interesting…”

Chapter One

Blazing rays of golden sunlight scorched the grassy hillside, mercilessly transforming the formerly lush terrain into a barren scrubland.  Once in a great while, a billowing cumulus cloud would threaten rain as it drifted through the humid skies, but only on rare occasions were the floodgates unleashed.  The relentless sun would prevail for the next three months, leaving Ka’Tula Prime in the midst of a fairly average summer.

The weather control stations scattered across the planet could provide some relief at the peak of the summer season, bringing much needed rains to the sweltering planet—but no amount of technology could control the heat.  That was a change controlled entirely by nature.

But while the temperature outside was left to nature, technology could control the temperature inside, and as he looked upon the sweltering plains, Alan Christopher was very thankful.  “It has got to be at least forty degrees out there,” he mused from the large bay window in the dining room of his parents’ house.

The view out the expansive window was a familiar one.  The Kala River snaked through the rolling hills, which—in the aftermath of the Elorg War—were once again dotted with trees and flowers.  The plain stretched all the way to the horizon, where the majestic Farhelian Mountain range climbed into the cerulean skies.  It was an image forever burned into Alan Christopher’s mind… but as he turned his back to the impressive view, he was greeted with a far less familiar sight: his parents’ new dining room.  

The walls were covered in a pale shade of pink, and lavishly decorated with paintings of lush gardens and other placid scenes.  There were a few tall bookshelves along the back wall, filled to capacity with tomes of all shapes and sizes.  Beneath the skylight in the center of the room sat a large circular table; it was covered in a flowery tablecloth and adorned place settings for six people—five of whom were currently seated.  The sole vacancy was Alan, and as he stepped away from the window adjacent the bookshelves, he made haste to seat himself between Erin and Uncle Andrew.

Dinner was not a traditional Ka’Tulan meal.  Since Erin, Angela, and Andrew were all quite human, a traditional Ka’Tulan meal would likely be their last.  Thus, a menu better suited to the human pallet sat on the table before them: barbecued chicken, corn on the cob, potato salad, and the Ka’Tulan equivalent of tomatoes.

“You should have been here yesterday,” said Riana as she buttered her corn.  “It was at least forty-five outside!”

“The heat has been rather extreme this year.  We’ve managed to hit thirty-five degrees up at Antha’nuel,” said Andrew, motioning toward the mountains out the window.  “Now that’s not something that happens every day…”

“Well if you’re tired of the heat,” Ti’yenn interrupted, “you could always come visit the new colony on Ka’Tula IX.  The temperature there was so low I nearly got a touch of frostbite.”

Riana sighed.  “I told you to bring your hat!”

But Ti’yenn immediately dismissed the sentiment.  “It’s forty-below outside!  That damn hat wouldn’t have done any good!”

Riana arched a skeptical brow.  “It would have kept you warm!  You lose ninety percent of body heat through your head, you know!”

“You do not!” Ti’yenn grumbled.  He slowly sliced off a piece of chicken and stabbed at it with his fork.  “It’s probably more like… fifty percent.”

If there was one thing Alan loved to hear, it was his parents’ arguments.  They never argued over anything of consequence—and always seemed to pull some of the strangest facts out of thin air.  At times like this, it was very hard for Alan to deny his lineage.

“You’re thinking about the Andorians again,” Riana tersely continued.  “Andorians lose fifty percent of body heat through their head.  For us, it’s ninety percent!”

Ti’yenn adamantly shook his head.  “How could I possibly confuse myself with an Andorian?” he snapped.

“I don’t know!”  Riana threw her arms into the air.  “Maybe you were so cold on Ka’Tula IX that your skin started turning blue!  Of course, if you had your hat, none of this would have happened!”

As the bickering continued, its entertainment value waned, and Alan slowly phased it out of his hearing.  The ability to ignore one’s parents was probably innate to every child in the universe, but over the years, Alan had honed the skill to perfection.  Today, he could literally block out every last word uttered by his parents.

But while Alan could block his parents’ conversation with considerable ease, he was always captivated by every last word uttered by little Angela.  She was seated beside Erin, happily munching on her dinner when she suddenly proclaimed, “I went to the zoo, Mommy!”

The chipper announcement immediately restored calm to the table (though the mild bickering between the elder Christophers could hardly be considered a disturbance). 

A grin suddenly befell Erin’s face.  “Wow!” she exclaimed, turning her full attention to the little girl.  “Did you have fun?”

Angela’s head excitedly bobbed up and down as she recounted her adventure:  “I saw a bug!”

Erin chuckled.  “Wow!  Did you see any other animals?”

The little girl plucked a tomato from her plate and munched on it as she considered the question.  At first, nothing seemed to come to mind, but once her treat was swallowed, inspiration struck.  “I saw a big Cleo!  He waved at me!”

Having heard of Angela’s zoo adventures a couple of weeks ago, Alan was already familiar with some of his daughter’s tale.  But he just had to ask about her allegedly favorite animal.  “Angela, did you see any giraffes?”

Her jaw dropped and her bright blue eyes immediately lit up with excitement.  “He was BIG!” she exclaimed, gesturing grandly with her little arms.  “He could eat high up in the trees and see things way far away!  And his name was Daddy!”

In all his years, Alan had never been compared to a giraffe.  Aside from having a fair amount of height, Alan was in no way similar to the exotic animal… Thus, he didn’t know exactly what to think about the comparison. Then again, considering the source, it was probably more of a cute tribute than anything else—not that Alan had the chance to ponder those possibilities.

Just as Angela started to talk about the matoya, a Ka’Tulan grazing animal similar to a cow, the sound of heavy footsteps in the kitchen brought about an end to the conversation.  Alan wasn’t expecting an invasion, but he nevertheless rose to his feet, just in case his expectations were wrong.

Moments later, Drayan appeared at the threshold.  She stood in silent observation of her family for a short moment before dropping the heavy bag slung over her shoulder onto the floor.  “Alan,” she said, stepping over the lumpy bag.  “Just the person I wanted to see…”

Even though the Dominion threat passed decades ago, Alan immediately suspected a changeling had replaced Drayan.  It was the only explanation for the odd shift in her behavior; usually, Alan was the last person she wanted to see.  “Are you feeling well?” he asked instead, knowing the Dominion reference would end Drayan’s good mood in a hurry.  “I don’t think you’ve ever been glad to see me…”

Drayan shook her head.  “I said that I wanted to see you—not that I was glad to see you.  There’s a difference.”

And in that instant, Alan’s concerns waned.  Drayan was Drayan all right.  “How was Bajor?”

“It was fine.”  She slowly wandered around the table to greet her parents, but got distracted by her tale about halfway there.  “We found some interesting artifacts in the Kendra Valley, but it wasn’t anything for the history books…”

“But…” 

A passionate fire suddenly burned deep within Drayan’s bright pink eyes.  “On the way back to the Kilka Sector, the Bering Strait picked up an interesting derelict ship on long-range sensors.  We were unable to investigate, but based upon the limited data we did collect, the ship was very old…”

Alan’s interest was suddenly piqued—and apparently, so was Andrew Hartman’s, for the good doctor spoke even before Alan could manifest his interest into a coherent thought.  “How old are we talking about?”

“Two hundred thousand years old,” said Drayan excitedly.  “We have to check it out!”

Since the Elorg’s return more than three years ago, vessels from that era were a fairly common site throughout the Beta Quadrant—but then again, most of those vessels were incredibly powerful Elorg warships hell-bent on destroying the Federation.  Drayan’s description painted something far more docile—perhaps not even Elorg in origin.

“Where did you see the ship?” Alan inquired a moment later.

Drayan quickly searched her racing mind for the data.  “It was by the Klingon border,” she recalled after a moment.  “We can get the exact coordinates from the Bering Strait.”

Though it wasn’t an epic voyage worthy of song, Alan knew the journey from Ka’Tula Prime to the Klingon Empire was far from a pleasant stroll.  In fact, he suspected it would be a fairly long journey.  He knitted his brow, and turned to Erin for confirmation.

“I would guess that we’re a good seven or eight days from the nearest Klingon outpost,” she said.  “Maybe more.”

Since the Starlight had been granted only four days at Ka’Tula Prime, Alan knew there was no way he could possibly go off on this excursion without first consulting with Starfleet.  Thankfully, the process wasn’t likely to be a very painful one.  “We haven’t received new orders yet,” he stated evenly.  “Given my infallible looks and incredible charm, I can probably convince Starfleet to divert us to the Klingon border and begin an investigation.”

Though Riana seemed a bit crestfallen by the announcement, both Drayan and Andrew couldn’t have been more pleased.  And Alan couldn’t blame them, for even he was intrigued by this derelict craft.  He flashed them an excited smile, but instead of leaving to contact Starfleet, Alan glanced back at his mother.  

She didn’t particularly care about the derelict craft.  Unless there was something absolutely incredible contained within its metallic walls, the vessel was a nonentity to her.  Of much greater value was her family…

At one time, Alan would have dismissed the notion and gone off on his mission without a second thought—but now that he had a family of his own, Alan could finally appreciate his mother’s feelings.  She wanted him to stay.  And he would do so, as long as possible…

* * *

Somewhere between the command module and the central core, time had become a nonentity to Eridar.  In fact, he was beginning to think his earlier appraisals of Fa’dael Station were insufficient.  Never before had he been witness to such a magnificent facility; this was truly a technological marvel, and the words to truly express Eridar’s awe did not yet exist.  “Once again, I must praise your engineers, Phannah…”

As was quickly becoming standard, the Ambassador took the compliment in stride.  “Our engineers have worked diligently to complete the facility,” she said, leading Eridar through one of the millions—if not billions—of corridors winding through the station.  “Without them, none of this would have been possible.”

They walked in silence for a short while before coming upon a T-junction in the corridor.  Both pathways looked similar—long narrow corridors lined with doors, hatches, and junctions for as far as the eye could see.  Without proper knowledge, one could very easily become lost inside the maze of corridors, but thankfully, Phannah was in possession of such knowledge.  She immediately turned to the left.

Not wanting to get left behind, Eridar followed—but the moment he completed the turn, a golden forcefield zapped into place behind him.  Startled, he turned to Phannah for an explanation.

“We are approaching the genetic research lab,” she casually explained.  “The forcefields are a necessary precaution, designed not only to keep intruders out… but certain research projects in.”

Eridar’s interest was immediately piqued.  While Fa’dael Station was indeed a marvel to behold, it was the genetic research lab that had interested him long before his arrival.  After wandering about for such a long time, he was beginning to wonder whether or not they would ever get to it.  “I am eager to see what your scientists have been doing.  This new weapon you mentioned sounds very promising…”

A cryptic smile crept across Phannah’s otherwise stoic face.  She was proud of their achievements, despite… everything.  “About fifty years ago, one of our scout ships encountered a very unique alien species near the Sra’xa’diin Nebula.  They were a primitive species… but clearly one inclined to fight.”

“What did you do?” asked Eridar, eager to hear the rest of the tale.

“We captured a few of the aliens,” Phannah explained, “and studied them in our labs.  Their DNA was so densely encoded that it took our scientists a decade to decipher it.  But it was worth it.  It turns out that these aliens—the Sra’xa’diin—are impervious to all forms of technological assault: phasers… disruptors… ion canons… they’re all useless.”

Eridar’s heavy brow rose with surprise.  “I can see why you are eager to test them against the Al-Bhed…”

“Oh, it gets better,” said Phannah.  “Using Sra’xa’diin DNA as a template, we have been able to create an organic vessel with similar defenses.  The next time the Al-Bhed attack, they won’t only suffer a defeat—their forces will be decimated.”

The very notion stopped Eridar dead in his tracks.  “I have established many treaties over the years,” he said thoughtfully.  “All of them have either resolved a conflict or sought to prevent one.  But I know that it is only a matter of time before someone, somewhere violates one of those treaties—and when that day comes, I want to be ready.”

“You want access to the Sra’xa’diin,” Phannah quickly surmised.  

Eridar nodded.  “I will soon be the leader of my people—and I want to ensure my reign will be a prosperous one.”

Ambassador Phannah smiled pleasantly and began to respond, but the words died in her throat—and the deck began to rumble.  Given Fa’dael Station’s massive size, Eridar doubted they were under attack; not even the Al-Bhed could muster enough ships to rattle this place… 

“A disruption in your EPS grid, perhaps?” It was the only thing Eridar could think of.

But Phannah immediately shook her head.  “I don’t think so…”

The deck rattled again, this time with a bit more vigor.  Instinctively, Eridar started to grab the wall for support—but suddenly a strident, mind-numbing roar pierced the air and stopped Eridar dead in his tracks.  He quickly came about on his heel to see a massive, three-legged beast less than ten meters behind him, and closing fast…

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75379.6: After a week at transwarp, the Starlight has reached the edge of Klingon territory.  We are still more than an hour away from the derelict vessel, but our long-range sensor scans already look promising.

“The ship was less than a tenth of a light year from Klingon space when the Bering Strait detected it on sensors,” said Drayan Christopher evenly.  She stood beside her brother in the center of the platform in the astrometrics lab, carefully scrutinizing the map of Klingon space prominently displayed on the viewscreen.

“I see it,” said Erin Keller a moment later.  She tapped a few commands into her workstation, and a moment later, a little red circle framed a greenish-blue blob near the Klingon border.  “The vessel is drifting very near the Krai’jih’na Nebula—but until we get a little closer, I can’t provide anything more than that.  We’re still relying on long-range sensor data for most of our information.”

“But the long-range data at least confirms some of Drayan’s suspicions,” noted Andrew Hartman.  He stood just behind Erin, casually glancing at the data flitting across her console.  “I’ve never seen a starship with that configuration before…  This could be quite a find we’ve got here—but I can’t figure out why nobody has come across this vessel yet…”

The thought had occurred to Christopher, as well.  This part of space wasn’t heavily trafficked, but it saw enough activity that someone should have come across the vessel by now.  “We know the Klingons aren’t the greatest scientists—and they controlled this entire region for decades.  I suppose the nebula could have occluded the ship from sensors…”

“Or the Klingons never bothered to chart the nebula in the first place,” Drayan quickly offered.  “As you said, they aren’t the greatest scientists.  If this nebula didn’t have any strategic value, they might have ignored it completely.”

“That too,” said Christopher.  He swiftly turned on his heel to face Erin.  “How long until we can conduct a detailed sensor analysis?”

She glanced at her console.  “About twenty-five minutes.  I’ll keep you posted.”

Christopher nodded his approval and started to make his way toward the exit—but he got no further than a couple of centimeters before he noticed Lieutenant Bator approaching the top of the platform.  Given the Phobian’s placid facade, Christopher assumed the situation wasn’t dire, but he nevertheless postponed his exit.

Bator reached the top of the platform a few seconds later, and immediately produced a padd for Christopher’s inspection.  “The tactical analysis you wanted…”

In addition to the Klingons’ disinterest and the other myriad reasons attributed to the derelict vessel’s lengthy seclusion, Alan Christopher had one other theory:  “This could be a trap.  The Garidians or the Elorg… or any number of other alien species could have planted this ship for us to stumble upon.  Instead of wonder and mystery inside that little ship, we could very easily find a horrid, painful death.”

Erin crinkled her nose.  “Thank you very much for that pleasant ray of sunshine, Alan.”

“You’re welcome,” he deadpanned.  “And for the record, I just want to be prepared.  In fact, you should praise me for putting a little thought into something.  My actions here today could very well lead us to—”

“Will you shut up?” Drayan tersely interjected.  She wearily turned to Erin and said, “I don’t know how you can stand to live with him!”

Erin smiled faintly.  “I do my best,” she said quietly.

Deciding it would be better for his health if he complied with Drayan’s order, Alan cut short his soliloquy and turned back to Bator.  “So if this is a trap, how do we stack up against the competition?”

“The vessel poses no threat.  Assuming the battle does not drift into the nebula, we will likely be able to destroy the ship with a single volley of transphasic torpedoes.”

Christopher flashed a devious grin.  Engineering teams were still repairing the Aztec after the incident in the Celendi Nebula a couple of weeks ago.  “We’ll just have to make sure we don’t put your new shield modifications to work,” he quipped.  

But Bator did not laugh.  Nor did he smile—or even smirk.  The stoic Phobian simply stood there, transfixed by… something.  Christopher quickly followed Bator’s dark eyes back to the viewscreen, where the limited sensor data on the derelict ship still displayed… but Bator wasn’t simply looking at the data—he was mesmerized by it.  “Is that the derelict ship?”

“Yes,” said Christopher.  He briefly peered back at the sensor data, just in case he had missed something incredible—but the data was the same unremarkable stuff he had seen just moments earlier.  “Is there something wrong, Bator?”

The Phobian shook his head.  “I don’t believe so,” he mumbled.  “There is just something about that vessel that looks… familiar…”

Using the long-range sensors data, the computer had managed to piece together a fairly good representation of the derelict craft.  It was a simple little craft—a saucer with two large nacelles attached to either side, and a fairly complex sensor array near the top.  “We’ve checked several times,” said Christopher.  “There aren’t any vessels like that in our database…”

Bator shook his head.  “No,” he insisted.  “I have seen this vessel somewhere…” He glared at the viewscreen for a moment longer—and then it dawned on him:  “That’s a Phobian ship!”

Sarah Hartman was curled up on the floor in her quarters, tirelessly pouring over the latest research on the Cylurian Plague.  It wasn’t the most interesting research she had ever read—in fact, since Cylurian Plague was strictly a Cardassian disease, she highly doubted the knowledge would be of any use to her.  But then again, she didn’t really have anything better to do.

Though she deigned herself to acquiesce some of Alan Christopher’s demands—she got herself a bed and a few chairs—Sarah was still banned from entering sickbay.  Apparently, she would not be allowed back inside until her quarters were properly decorated… whatever the hell that meant.  As far as Sarah was concerned, a bed and a few chairs was decoration enough.

With her interest in Cylurian Plague beginning to wane, Sarah indolently skimmed through the last few pages of research.  When she finally reached the file’s end a moment later, she toyed with the idea of perusing one of the other four hundred papers contained inside the padd, but a brief review of their contents quickly brought an end to that line of thought.  None of the papers looked particularly interesting and some of them, like the treatise on Talarian digestion, were downright inane.

For the first time in ages, it didn’t take much for Sarah to put down her padd and search for something else to do.  But as she inspected her Spartan quarters, she realized two chairs and a bed were not likely to provide much in the way of entertainment, anyway…  And it was then, in one brief moment of enlightenment, that Sarah Hartman realized she had no life—nothing outside of sickbay to keep her occupied.

Unfortunately, she didn’t know what to do about it—not that she had time to consider it, for an instant later, the door chimed.

Sarah immediately rose to her feet.   “Enter,” she said, straightening out her uniform—her uniform!  After two weeks away from duty, she was still wearing a uniform!

The doors parted with a hiss and Sarah immediately began to prepare herself for another long discussion with Alan, but when her eyes wandered to the doorway, the Captain was nowhere to be found.  Much to Sarah’s surprise, Uncle Andrew stood at the door, arms folded upon his chest.  “You didn’t visit,” he said sternly as he entered.

Sarah frowned.  “I didn’t know you were aboard!”

“I’ve been here a week.”  The doors slid shut behind him as he entered the room.  “And the Starlight was in orbit of Ka’Tula Prime for about two days prior to my arrival.  I also sent you three communiqués…”

“I received all three of them,” Sarah immediately replied—but she didn’t have the heart to mention that all three when unread while she poured over the latest data regarding the Imolean flu.  “I’ve just been busy,” she lied.

Andrew’s skeptical eyes darted around her sparse quarters.  “With what?” he asked.

Sarah shook her head.  “I don’t know,” she admitted, tucking a lock of stray hair back behind her ear.  “I’ve been in here for two weeks and… I don’t think I’ve done a damn thing, aside from read up on the wonders of Vulcan indigestion.”

And for the first time since his arrival, Andrew allowed himself to smile.  “I’ll bet that was an interesting read…”

“Not really,” Sarah replied.  Vulcan indigestion turned out to be a dreadfully uninteresting facet of their biology.

Andrew slowly approached one of the chairs in the center of the room.  It was a standard gray chair, unmoved—and unused—since it was beamed in from the industrial replicator in cargo bay one.  He gently ran his fingers across the back of the chair before finally resting his hands on the back.  “I’m worried about you, Sarah,” he said bluntly.  “Granted, you were never the most congenial person in the universe—but you always returned my calls and never missed a chance to visit me… Oh, yes, and Alan tells me that you’ve been relieved of duty?”

“…It’s true,” Sarah replied, though she was ashamed to admit it.  “According to Alan, I was spending too much time in sickbay—which is ridiculous, of course.  As usual, he’s just been an ass.”

 “I don’t think so,” said Andrew.  “I think he was being your friend.”

“He said the same thing,” Sarah scoffed.

“Then perhaps you should listen to him?”

Sarah paused before she spoke.  Instinct demanded she defend her position—to prove that she was right and that Alan was wrong… but as she looked at her sparse quarters, her uniform, her life, she was well aware that there was no use in defending that position, because it was wrong.  “I probably have been spending too much time in sickbay,” she admitted.  “At first I would stay and extra hour here… an extra hour there… Then it was an extra two or three hours—and by the time the Drusari got around to destroying my quarters, I didn’t even need them anymore.  Work consumed so much of my life that there was literally nothing left of it.”  She sighed.  “I don’t know what to do about it…”

Thankfully, Uncle Andrew had a few tricks up his sleeve.  “Why don’t you join me for lunch?”

And for the first time in recent memory, Sarah Hartman smiled.  “You know what?  I think I might like that.  You’ll just have to remind me where the mess hall is located!”

The medical bay was not something Eridar had planned on seeing.  Thus, as one might imagine, he certainly hadn’t planned on being a patient there—but now he lay motionless on a biobed while one of the medics treated the deep wounds in his shoulder.

“The Sra’xa’diin are truly an impressive weapon,” grunted Eridar as the medic ran an osteoregenerator over the wound.  The shoulder still throbbed with pain, even after several doses of jacyethyn, and Eridar suspected it would continue to do so for some time to come. 

Phannah’s nervous face suddenly crept into sight.  “I hadn’t intended for you to experience their wrath first-hand,” she said.  “Please, accept my sincere apologies.”

With his free hand, Eridar dismissed the very notion of an apology.  “There is no need to apologize,” he said evenly.  “It was an isolated incident—though I would suggest you increase security around the Sra’xa’diin.  It would be unfortunate if they were to attack again.  More people might be injured… or even worse, killed.”

“Rest assured,” said Phannah, “I have already tripled security around the genetic research lab—and level ten forcefields now restrain the Sra’xa’diin.  They won’t be going anywhere anytime soon.”

The medic suddenly placed a gentle hand upon Eridar’s muscular arm, holding it still as he waved the osteoregenerator over the broken bones.  Ten seconds later, the wounds were fully healed and Eridar was a new man—or at least, the same man he had been prior to the Sra’xa’diin attack.  “The shoulder feels as good as new,” he said to the medic.

Phannah smiled and promptly dismissed the medic.  “We have detected a small fleet of Al-Bhed destroyers approaching the Namadra V corridor,” she whispered as she helped Eridar to his feet.  “We believe they intend to attack our listening post at the far end of the corridor, but…”

A faint smile crept across Eridar’s pale face.  “You’re not going to let them,” he concluded.  “Are you going to test the organic vessel?”

“Now is as good a time as any,” said Phannah.  They promptly vacated the medical bay and assumed a fairly quick stride as they negotiated the station’s myriad corridors.  “Namadra V is a strategic listening post, and if it is destroyed by the Al-Bhed, they will have a considerable tactical advantage over us.  That cannot be allowed to happen, so… yes, I intend to test the organic vessels.”

Though the Sra’xa’diin attack had somewhat dulled Eridar’s desire to see them in action, the opportunity to see an entire fleet of Al-Bhed destroyers obliterated did seem to help to reignite the flame.  “I assume we will be observing the battle aboard one of the organic vessels?”

Phannah shook her head.  “For one reason or another, the organic vessels will only respond to Sra’xa’diin pilots.  A few adjustments to the genetic code will eventually fix the aberration, but until that day comes, I wouldn’t recommend traveling in an organic vessel…”

Eridar would not complain—still, he wanted to see the battle first-hand.  “Perhaps we can take my shuttle to Namadra V?”

“A generous offer,” said Phannah, “but one of our Saltorgin-class cruisers is already making preparations to depart.  We should be ready to leave within the hour.”

Eridar nodded his approval.  Even though his own vessel was much more heavily armed than a simple Saltorgin-class cruiser, the presence of the organic vessels on the battlefield belayed most of his concerns.  All he had to do was sit back and watch the beginning of the end of the Al-Bhed…

Chapter Three

“We are approaching the Krai’jih’na Nebula,” said Neelar Drayge, his deft fingers dancing over the helm’s controls.

At hearing the Bolian’s crisp announcement, Matthew Harrison wasted no time in devising his response: “Drop out of warp.”

And while that was indeed sufficient, Captain Christopher wasn’t content to simply drop out of warp near the ship—he wanted to see this derelict craft.  “Hold position at eight hundred meters,” he quickly appended.

Drayge nodded.  “Aye, Captain.”

Within moments, their transwarp conduit broke apart, and the greenish-blue cloud known as the Krai’jih’na Nebula hung ominously on the viewscreen.  Some nebulas were beautiful.  Others were mysterious.  This one, with its immense gaseous pillars and great arcs of golden electricity, was decidedly haunting.  Considering the circumstances, Christopher supposed it was fitting.

Next to the vast nebula, the derelict ship looked microscopic—barely a speck against the verdant clouds.  From the data Christopher had seen, he knew the ship wasn’t gigantic—less than a quarter of the Starlight’s size—rather the Krai’jih’na Nebula was simply that large.  Christopher guessed the massive gas pillars sweeping across the viewscreen were more than half a light year across.

“I’m not detecting any life signs or energy signatures,” Erin Keller reported a moment later.  “But I am still reading some atmosphere aboard the ship.  Of course, after two hundred thousand years, I’d be willing to guess it’s a little stale.”

Nobody liked to take in a deep lungful of stale air, Alan Christopher included.  Still, he had to concede that it was better than nothing.  “Might we be able to coerce the environmental systems into spewing some fresh air into the fray?”

Keller considered her sensor data for a moment.  “If you can restore main power, I don’t see why not.  And as far as I can tell, everything is still in working order…”

Simply seeing the ancient vessel made the Starlight’s seven-day journey worthwhile, but Christopher knew that setting foot aboard the craft would make things even better.  He could tell that Matthew was already bristling in his seat, ready to lead an away team—but he was about to get a dose of disappointment.  “I will lead the away team,” Christopher declared.  “Bator, Meg—”

“Alan,” interjected Erin, “I’m detecting a massive tetryon surge off our port nacelle…”

Thoughts of the away team immediately vanished, and Christopher bolted to his feet.  “Bator?”

“A Klingon vessel is decloaking,” he reported.  “Fek’lhr class—they are hailing us.”

Christopher clenched his fists.  “The Klingons picked an awfully bad time to take an interest in archaeology,” he mused before turning his attention to the viewscreen.  “On screen.”

Moments later, a burly Klingon with a broad, craggy forehead flitted onto the viewscreen.  He feigned his rotted teeth and sneered,  “This is Captain Kayvok… of the Imperial Klingon Starship Dugaras.  I assume you are here to investigate the derelict starship inside the nebula?”

Christopher hadn’t had the pleasure of dealing with many Klingons thus far in his career.  In fact, this was only the second time he could recall the Starlight encountering them.  Still, he knew it would be in everyone’s best interest if he set aside his ego and got to the point.  “As a matter of fact, I was just about to lead an away team over to the ship and begin an investigation,” he said evenly.  “Would you care to join us?”

Kayvok’s dark eyes widened, both with surprise and a hint of anger.  “It might be dangerous over there, Captain.  I would hate for something unfortunate to happen to you or your crew… perhaps you should allow my crew to handle this investigation.  We would be… delighted to share all of our findings with you.”

Somehow, Christopher doubted that.  In fact, he doubted just about everything Kayvok had uttered.  Of course, he also knew that it would be incredibly unwise to say as much; it was time for a bit of compromise.  “That is a very generous offer, Captain—”

The Klingon abruptly raised a dismissive hand.  “Captain!  I thought we were friends?  Call me Kayvok!”

Apparently it was rather easy to make friends with a Klingon.  Christopher smiled, and promptly corrected his error.  “That is a very generous offer, Kayvok.  Unfortunately, I can’t accept it.”

The glimmer of friendship in Kayvok’s dark eyes suddenly vanished.  “Why not?” he demanded, half-rising from his command chair.

“You see, I want to know what’s aboard that vessel just as much as you do,” Christopher promptly explained.  “And I’m going to over there and check it out whether you want me to or not.  So, you can either join me… or go away.”

Kayvok simply stared into the viewscreen for a long moment, as if he had been stunned by a phaser or frozen in time.  He didn’t know what to think—but when his thoughts suddenly registered into a response, it was not the one Christopher had been anticipating: Kayvok laughed.  “I like you, human!” he exclaimed, waving a thick finger in the air.  “I will call you Gagh, after my favorite food!  We will meet aboard the vessel in five minutes.  Dugaras out!”

Even before Kayvok blinked away, Christopher could hear snickering behind him—and once the Klingon was gone, several crewmembers, most notably Erin, couldn’t help but expel a considerable guffaw.

“You are not human,” Harrison promptly noted.

That much was certain, but it was Kayvok’s other sentiment that Christopher found to be far more noteworthy.  “I’m not gagh, either…”

“Well,” said Harrison, “you are now…”

Stale, musty air filled Bator’s lungs as the shimmering blue transporter beam deposited him on the rickety deck of the old Phobian vessel.

Officially, the craft was still considered an “unidentified derelict.”  Aside from Bator’s simple observation in the astrometrics lab, there was no evidence to indicate the craft was affiliated with the Phobians, or any other race for that matter—it was just a ship.  But after spending so many years wondering about his people, Bator felt a little bit of optimism was in order.

The vessel was illuminated by little more than the fading starlight streaming through the windows along the front wall.  It was dim, but still enough for Bator to get an idea of the room’s layout.

He stood beside Talyere and Megan Reinbold in what appeared to be some sort of observation dome.  The back wall was covered with dusty computer terminals, all of them inactive.  Every couple of meters or so, a giant gray pillar jutted out of the wall.  These pillars ringed the entire room and arched into the expansive apse in the ceiling.

A metallic rail surrounded the small black spire in the center of the room; three workstations were attached to the rail, and all but one of them were dysfunctional.  Bator carefully approached the lone working console and cleared the thick layer of dust from its surface.  While the complex interface beneath the thick dust was certainly daunting, Bator immediately recognized the text.  “It is Phobian,” he said excitedly.  “This is a Phobian ship!”

“Indeed,” said Talyere, readily nodding his agreement.  “Its layout is virtually identical to the Phobian laboratory we found buried on Aurillac VII.”

Bator remembered the lab well.  A few years ago, while seeking shelter from the quantum inversion field sweeping through the Aurillac System, he and Talyere inadvertently stumbled upon the lab.  It was an amazing discovery to begin with—but when Species 8472 appeared, it became that much more important.

“I’m not detecting any organic components,” Megan Reinbold gleaned from her tricorder.  “This thing is definitely not a bioship in disguise.”

Bator gently tapped a few tentative commands into the workstation.  The computer responded, but nothing happened.  He shrugged, and decided to try again.  “We do not believe the Phobians were attempting to disguise the bioships,” he explained.  “They were attempting to modify them, somehow… but we don’t know why.”

Talyere nodded his concurrence.  “Unfortunately, Species 8472 was not forthcoming with answers—and we were besieged by the Romulans.  Idle conversation was hardly appropriate at the time.”

Reinbold gently snapped shut her tricorder and approached Bator’s side.  “Maybe this time you’ll get some answers,” she said softly.

The Phobian certainly hoped answers were in his future, but given his foul luck with the computer, his optimism was starting to wane.  “Restoring main power does not appear to be a simple task,” he muttered, his fingers still pecking away at the controls.  “The Phobians obviously knew nothing of user-friendly interfaces…”

From afar, Talyere’s bright orange eyes grazed the complex interface.  “It appears to be a standard layout,” he stated.  “Two hundred thousand years ago, such complexities were considered the apex of computer design.”

Bator grunted.  “I can’t imagine why.”  He slowly worked his way through a vast series of subsystems before coming upon what appeared to be the main power grid configuration.  “These menus are confusing… and in serious need of an overhaul.  A first-year academy student could have come up with a better design…”

Talyere chuckled.  “I have come to realize that all societies in all periods of history believe that their ideas and technologies are the apex of civilization.  They pity the people in earlier ages for not knowing the true facts… But unfailingly, societies pity their ancestors and forget that their descendants will pity them for the same reasons.”

“In a thousand years, archaeologists will find the decrepit remains of the Starlight and declare its systems cumbersome and antiquated,” Bator promptly realized. 

“Time flows like a river,” Talyere continued, “but history repeats.”

“Sage advice,” said Bator a moment later.  He tapped a few more commands into the interface and at long last, many of the lab’s workstations ended their two-hundred-thousand-year slumber.  Main power was not yet restored, but at least some of the secondary systems were back online.  “It will take several more minutes to restore main power,” Bator guessed.

Talyere nodded and swiftly turned on his heel.  “I will inform the Captain,” he said, approaching the exit.

Over the past week or so, Alan Christopher had plenty of time to imagine what the bridge of the derelict ship might look like.  He had been expecting a vast, extravagant chamber filled with wonders beyond belief—but now that he stood beside the command chair, he had to express a bit of disappointment.

The bridge was little more than a closet with a command chair and a few workstations.  There was dust and debris all over the place, and huge bulkhead sitting just in front of the viewscreen.  A mess of EPS conduits hung from the ceiling, and there was more than one small hole in the decking.  Wondrous it was not.

“This was obviously not a luxury cruiser,” he mused, his voice sounding a bit crestfallen.

Andrew and Drayan were both milling about the debris, but given their phlegmatic motions, Christopher could tell that even they were a bit disappointed.

“We seem to have stumbled upon little more than an escort ship,” Andrew guessed.  “Make no mistake about it, this is still an important find…”

Drayan huffed.  “It’s just not a very exciting one,” she bluntly concluded.

It seemed that Captain Kayvok was the only one unfazed by the disappointment.  He simply wandered the bridge—disruptor in hand—searching for the alleged danger lurking in the shadows.  “Do not give up so easily, Gagh!  There may still be something worthy of song aboard this garbage scow!”

Christopher let out a deep sigh, and pretended not to hear his Klingon counterpart.  Unfortunately, Kayvok always seemed to be very nearby, and given his incredibly loud tone, it was next to impossible to ignore him.  “Maybe you could explore the lower decks,” suggested Christopher.  “If you’re lucky, you’ll find something worthy of ten songs down there—and then you could release a Kayvok’s Greatest Hits album.  You’d go down—”

“You talk too much,” Kayvok tersely interjected.   He peered at Christopher through a pair of dark eyes and grinned devilishly.  “Shut up.”

Despite the grin, Christopher detected some serious force behind Kayvok’s words.  Klingons didn’t make idle threats, after all.  Thus, he wisely decided to heed the warning.  “You know,” he said quietly, “I was just thinking the same thing.  I really need to streamline my thought process…”

The doors in the far corner of the bridge suddenly clanked apart.  Eager to leave behind his conversation with Kayvok, Christopher immediately turned on his heel to face their new guest, Talyere.  The Elorg stood at the threshold for a moment to survey his surroundings, and once satisfied, he stepped onto the bridge; Megan Reinbold followed only a few steps behind.

“This vessel has seen better days,” Talyere stated a moment later.  “The observation dome was also in pitiable condition.”

“Whatever happened was purely an internal incident,” said Andrew.  He wandered around the command chair and stopped a meter away from Christopher and Kayvok.  “The outside of the ship is still in pristine condition…”

“Perhaps there was a mutiny,” suggested the Klingon.  “Or an intruder…”

Both were valid suggestions, but given the extent of the damage, Christopher felt the latter choice was a better explanation.  “In general, the crew—”

“—wants to keep the ship intact,” Drayan swiftly concluded.  She tapped a few commands into the darkened helm, but much as Christopher expected, her actions did nothing.  “Intruder it is.  Now we just have to figure out who.”

“Lieutenant Bator has concluded this vessel is indeed Phobian,” said Talyere.  “Given his people’s conflict with Species 8472, it is conceivable that they are responsible for the destruction.”

And at the very mention of the malevolent species, Megan Reinbold withdrew her tricorder and started to scan.  Being one of Starfleet’s leading experts on the species, it didn’t take long for her to find something of interest.  Using the tricorder as her guide, she slowly meandered across the bridge to the pile of debris behind Kayvok.  “I’m detecting some inert bio-matter under there,” she said.  “It’s probably nothing more than dry blood, but the readings are consistent with Species 8472—in fact, it’s quite similar to that derelict bioship we encountered in Klingon space about a year ago.”

“Could this be some of the pilot’s remains?” asked Christopher.

Reinbold shook her head indolently.  “I’m detecting some skeletal structures beneath the debris… I guess it’s possible.”

Kayvok quickly shoved his disruptor into its holster and turned to the mangled bulkhead.  He sized it up for a moment and then with one quick motion, shoved it aside with his bare hands.  The bulkhead rolled off the pile of debris and clattered to the deck with a metallic cacophony.  Obviously pleased with his efforts, Kayvok expelled a series of self-congratulatory grunts.

Meanwhile, Drayan infiltrated the newly uncovered debris pile.  With the skill of a renowned archaeologist, she picked through the dirt and debris until something of interest caught her eye—a grotesque humanoid skull.  And as she hefted it from the debris, it became quite obvious that it was unlike anything anyone had ever seen before.

Almost.

While the others were completely awestruck with the mysterious head, a mortified Talyere took a deliberate step backward.  “That skull is Iconian,” he fearfully hissed.

* * *

Eridar watched intently as great tendrils of electric energy arced across the bloodied battlefield, striking down the Al-Bhed fleet with fervor.  Immense bursts of fire and light exploded into the twinkling heavens, and everything appeared to be going as planned.  Before long, the Al-Bhed threat would be nonexistent, and the Phobian Republic would be well on its way to restoration.

Pleased with the results thus far, a pleased Eridar turned his fervent eyes upon Phannah.  The Phobian quietly watched the destruction from the comfort of her command chair, and while she was clearly pleased to see the Al-Bhed fall, her optimism seemed somewhat restrained.

Eridar approached her.  “Are you not convinced by your own genius?” he asked. 

She briefly turned away from the battle, and glanced up at her Iconian counterpart.  “The Sra’xa’diin have proven themselves worthy,” she said.  “Before long, the Al-Bhed will be decimated…”

“But you seem troubled,” Eridar noted.

She sighed heavily.  “Even in our most optimistic projections, the battle would have taken more than a hour, with light casualties,” she said.  “We have been here fifteen minutes, and already the Al-Bhed fleet has fallen… with no casualties.”

“Then this is a decisive victory,” said Eridar.  “You simply underestimated the power of the Sra’xa’diin…”

Phannah nodded.  “And that, Eridar, would be the heart of the problem…”

Chapter Four

Lieutenant Bator was not an engineer. In the past, that small facet had never bothered the Phobian.  In an emergency, he possessed enough knowledge to make some minor repairs to the Starlight’s engines, but ultimately, there were always engineers to take care of a starship’s engineering.

Until now.

Aside from Bator’s escape pod—the one that launched him from the city ship and sent him to the Alpha Quadrant—Starfleet had virtually no experience with Phobian technology.  While studying the pod two years ago, even Commander Tompkins was baffled by the technology.  The engineer lost more than couple of tricorders to the pod’s security systems.

Thankfully, as he meddled with the myriad controls in the observation dome, Bator didn’t come across any of those lethal security devices.  Deciphering the Phobian language was tough enough without having to worry about being killed by some freak phaser beam.

He wasn’t sure how long he had been tapping away at the controls.  After about five minutes, time seemed to become a bit of a blur—besides the odd Phobian chronometer kept time in such an odd fashion that Bator couldn’t even begin to fathom how his people measured time—based upon the rapidly churning numbers, the only certainty was that time passed rather quickly in the Phobian Republic.

Finally, fifteen, perhaps twenty minutes later (or more if the Phobian chronometer was to be believed), a spark of light flitted through the darkened console.  The entire interface subsequently vanished, but when it reappeared moments later, every other workstation in the observation dome simultaneously hummed back to life: main power was restored.

Talyere allowed himself a faint smile as the myriad workstations throughout the bridge hummed back to life.  Many of them were damaged beyond repair, but the few that were spared the wrath of Species 8472 appeared to be fully functional.  “Lieutenant Bator is more proficient than he believes,” he stated a moment later.

Captain Christopher smirked.  “Lucky us,” he said, making certain he didn’t stray too far from his Elorg comrade.  At first, Talyere couldn’t figure out the reason for Christopher’s sudden attachment—but on several occasions since then, Talyere met Captain Kayvok’s gaze.  The Klingon obviously wasn’t going to kill Christopher—at least not yet—he was simply fond of the Starlight’s Captain…

With Talyere in tow, the Captain made his way toward the small workstation adjacent to the command chair.  Half of its display was missing, but the few keys that remained were likely enough to operate the station.  Christopher pulled out his tricorder and interfaced with the computer, but unfortunately, Phobian text was not easily translated. The tricorder bleeped wildly as it searched the Phobian databanks, but ultimately, it was unable to establish a translation matrix.  “We should probably try another station,” he suggested.  “We need to gather as much data as possible about—”

“We should explore the lower decks,” Drayan promptly interrupted.  Christopher sent a terse glare in her direction, but she was oblivious.

As Drayan made her way toward the exit, Captain Kayvok closed the distance between himself and Christopher.  “Gagh, you slimy little worm, I though you were the Captain!?”

Christopher arched a curious brow as he watched Drayan depart.  “So did I,” he mumbled.

While Andrew Hartman seemed content to follow Drayan Christopher’s lead, Talyere would not abandon his Captain so quickly.  He promptly affirmed his position at Christopher’s side and started to profess his loyalty—but the words died in his throat.  The ship suddenly jolted, nearly throwing Talyere to the ground.  “What was that?”

The helm bleeped, and Neelar Drayge immediately knew something was amiss.  A quick glance at sensors confirmed his suspicion: “The derelict vessel’s engines are powering up,” he exclaimed.  “They’re jumping to warp!”

“What?!”  Commander Harrison was instantly on his feet.  Since this was allegedly a routine scouting expedition, he wasn’t expecting anything out of the ordinary to occur—and while this incident wasn’t cataclysmic, it certainly qualified as unexpected.  “Commander Keller,” he called, “open a channel to the vessel!”

Moving at lightning speed, Keller’s fingers input the necessary commands into the computer—only to be utterly rejected.  “They’re not responding,” she said.  She didn’t sound panicked, but there was a mounting sense of urgency in her voice.

Harrison knew the feeling.  The Captain was on an alien vessel of unknown origin, hurtling through the stars to some unknown destination.  This was definitely his last away mission.  “Lieutenant Drayge,” Harrison quickly shouted, “lay in a pursuit course, maximum warp!”

Drayge immediately complied.  “Course laid in, sir!”

Harrison nodded and returned to his seat.  “Engage!”

The ship shuddered wildly as it hurtled through the cosmos at some unknown speed.  Andrew Hartman frantically tapped at the dusty helm controls, desperate to bring the Phobian craft to a halt, but his efforts elicited nothing more than a symphony of computer bleeps.  The ship held its course into the unknown.

The ship suddenly jolted again, jostling everyone about before resuming the previous level of trembling.  “We just hit warp 9.997,” Megan Reinbold gleaned from her tricorder.  “I don’t think this ship has transwarp, but I guess we’re about to find out…”

For his part, Alan Christopher wasn’t eager to find out.  He pulled out his tricorder and scanned the computer systems again, hoping he might have better luck establishing a translation matrix.  The tricorder seemed to process a little bit more data—and even sprouted a few nonsensical words across the screen—but ultimately the results were the same as before: useless.

“We need to get out of warp now,” Drayan announced.  For once, the two siblings were in agreement, but not once did Drayan make an effort to consult her brother; obviously she didn’t think him capable of devising a solution.  Instead, she turned her attention to Megan Reinbold.  “What is our current heading?”

“One-one-seven, mark six,” she replied.

“We are headed straight for unexplored space,” Talyere promptly realized.  Normally he wouldn’t have concerned himself over such a proclamation, but given the Phobian vessel’s poor condition, the possibility of marooned in the midst of the unknown was suddenly a distinct possibility.

Alan Christopher’s mind was racing with ideas—none of them very good.  He knew he needed to come up with a plan quickly… and not only that, he needed to come up with brilliant plan faster than his sister.  It was probably not the best time to settle his dispute with Drayan, but after years of disrespect, she had finally pushed Alan to the brink.  It was now or never.  Unfortunately, Alan’s mind kept drawing blanks…

The ship jolted again.  In tandem with Talyere, Alan took a haphazard step backward to keep from falling to the deck—but unfortunately a second, more powerful tremor pitched the rickety Phobian craft in the opposite direction, completely destabilizing the deck.  Alan stumbled backward into a dusty wall before tumbling to the deck; Talyere managed to hang on a moment longer, but even he succumbed to the manic rumblings after a moment.

“We’ve entered transwarp!” shouted Megan over the continued dissonance.  She scrambled to her feet and desperately tried to smooth out their flight at the helm, but much like Andrew, her luck was nominal.

Just then, the turbolift doors clanked apart.  Christopher glanced up to see Bator standing at the threshold—and he couldn’t have been more relieved.  “Am I glad to see you!” he shouted.

The Phobian said nothing in return.  In fact, he seemed rather stoic given the circumstances.  Christopher frowned and turned to Talyere, who was equally perplexed.  “What is wrong?” asked the Elorg.

Bator pulled in a deep lungful of air as he stepped aside.  In the shadowy depths of the turbolift lurked Species 8472…

At the sight of the ghastly alien, Phannah scrambled to the nearest workstation.  Working at speeds greater than she thought possible, she erected a level twelve forcefield around the beast and hoped that it would hold long enough for them to escape. 

“You seem to be having a run of bad luck with these aliens,” Eridar calmly observed from across the bridge.  Phannah knew it was necessary to keep a level head during stressful situations, but she couldn’t help but think that her Iconian comrade was just a bit too calm…

“This is more than bad luck,” she stated.  “I’m trying to realign the transporters so we can beam out of here… but the alien’s bio-electric field is scattering the beam.”

Eridar scratched his thick brow.  “Narrow the annular confinement beam,” he suggested.  “That should be able to cut through some of the interference…”

Phannah complied, but much to her chagrin, the results were nominal.  “We might be able to transport through the interference,” she said.  “But then again… we might not.”

The forcefield suddenly zapped as the towering Sra’xa’diin slashed into it with his branch-like hand.  A maelstrom of yellow electricity crackled around the point of impact, but quickly faded with the alien withdrew.  But the retreat was only temporary; he wouldn’t give up that easily.

“In recent months, we’ve started to have trouble controlling the Sra’xa’diin,” Phannah suddenly whispered.  “What started with a few aggressive aliens has gradually turned into a dark, malevolent species…  We fear that, by the time the war with the Al-Bhed has concluded, the Sra’xa’diin will have become too powerful for us to control.”

And suddenly, Eridar’s calm demeanor vanished.  “In your bloodlust to defeat the Al-Bhed, you inadvertently created your own worst nightmare,” he surmised. 

Phannah nodded her agreement.  “After the Sra’xa’diin have driven the Al-Bhed to extinction, we fear they will turn to the Phobians next.  There may be no stopping them…”

“…without Iconian intervention,” Eridar concluded.  He glanced up at the tripedal abomination, but there was little hope in his jade-stained eyes.  “Unfortunately, I fear there is little we can do.  As you have indicated, they are impervious to almost all forms of attack…”

Those were not the words Phannah wanted to hear.  “At the very least, you can try!” she pleaded.  “Surely the grand Iconian fleet can be retrofitted with new weaponry!”

When his government informed him of the Phobian Republic’s invitation to tour Fa’dael Station, Eridar had his reservations.  While the two species were not bitter nemeses, they were also not staunch allies.  In fact, in the history of the Iconian Confederation, Eridar could only recall a handful of encounters between the two species—all of them passing without incident.  A peace treaty or non-aggression pact was possible, but Eridar always suspected the motives were something else—and now he knew.  “Your people didn’t need me to sign a non-aggression pact…” 

“No,” Phannah admitted.  “We need you to pledge the Iconian fleet to our protection!  Without it, our civilization will be obliterated by the Sra’xa’diin!”

Eridar blinked.  “You gave life to the Sra’xa’diin,” he said sternly.  “You designed them to obliterate the Al-Bhed—and there was nothing wrong with that…  But now that the Sra’xa’diin have devoted themselves to your destruction, you find fault in your creation.”  Eridar rose from his seat and approached Phannah.  “Your species is nothing more than a bunch of hypocrites—you designed the Sra’xa’diin to kill and that is exactly what they are doing.  I see no reason to halt their natural evolution.”

Phannah’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “Sooner or later, they will turn on the Iconians…  You should stop the threat now, before it is too late!”

Theoretically, it was possible.  The Iconian gateways recently discovered a vast expanse of fluidic space located in a barren alternate dimension.  Sealing the Sra’xa’diin inside fluidic space was certainly an option… but not one that Eridar was overly eager to explore.   He still hoped that one day, the Sra’xa’diin could be tamed and employed in the Iconian fleet.  “We will put an end to the Sra’xa’diin,” he ultimately decided.  “But not until it is absolutely necessary…”

“That is not acceptable,” Phannah hissed.  “You must act now!”

But Eridar’s mind was already made.  “No,” he said.  “You should have given the Sra’xa’diin a little more consideration before you turned them into malevolent warriors.  You should have considered your actions more thoroughly…  Now you will suffer the consequences of those actions, Ambassador.  I am sorry…”

“So am I,” said Phannah.  She swiftly tapped a few commands into the control interface, and before Eridar knew it, the forcefield around the Sra’xa’diin warrior zapped away.

Reveling in its newfound freedom, the gigantic beast shrieked a haunting, strident cry.  The call seemed to echo in Eridar’s head for an eternity, burning a hole into his racing mind that delved deep into his soul.  As waves of pain began to pulse through his convulsing body, Eridar grabbed his pounding head and screamed.

Phannah watched intently as Eridar fell to his knees, but did little to help the Iconian.  He was doomed, as was she—but at least she was able to take some perverse pleasure in watching the wretch die.  “You could have prevented this,” she reminded.  

It did not take the Sra’xa’diin warrior very long to decimate the bridge; consoles were ripped from their foundations, bulkheads fell from the ceiling, and fires began to burn amidst the debris.  The lumbering alien reveled in the destruction, but for him, the excitement was only beginning…

Finally regaining his senses, Eridar grabbed hold of the small rail behind the command chair and pulled himself back to his feet.  It was his intent to scold Phannah for her insolence, but the Phobian was nowhere to be seen.  There was a considerable pile of debris in the space she once occupied, but no sign of a body.  She had either been thoroughly crushed—or somehow managed to escape.  For his part, Eridar was not so lucky…

As he stood in consideration of Phannah’s fate, the Iconian suddenly felt a clawed hand fall upon his shoulder.  He briefly glanced up to see a pair of malevolent eyes drilling into his skull; Eridar could see his future in those eyes, and it was not a pleasant one.  He immediately closed his eyes and prepared for the inevitable.

Eridar’s dead body almost immediately fell to the burning deck.  His severed head joined him a moment later.

Chapter Five

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 75394.5: After a six-day journey, the Starlight and the Dugaras have finally reached the derelict vessel just outside the Alpha Surias System.  Unfortunately, some unusual sensor interference has prevented us from performing a more in-depth analysis of the vessel and its occupants…

“They are dropping out of warp,” said Neelar Drayge, diligently pecking away at the helm in anticipation of Harrison’s next order.

The Commander considered his few options for only a moment before obliging the young Bolian: “Drop out of warp,” he said.

With a brilliant flash of verdant light, the Starlight streaked out of its transwarp conduit and came to a halt very near the dilapidated alien craft.  Harrison, of course, knew that looks were certainly deceiving, for the tiny craft very easily could have left the Starlight behind and continued deeper into unexplored space.  Yet, for some reason, it stopped…

“Matthew.”  Commander Keller’s tentative voice chimed across the bridge, immediately piquing Harrison’s interest.

Slowly, he rose from the command chair and turned face Keller.  “What is it?”

She brooded over her console for a long moment, obviously trying to make some sense of the data flitting across the screen.  “I’m detecting a fairly large structure in the vicinity of Alpha Surias,” she reported.

Harrison furrowed his brow.  A ‘large structure’ didn’t usually require such uncertainty—a large structure was a large structure.  Still, there was something in Keller’s voice that indicated the ‘things are not quite what they seem’ trend was about to continue.  Curious, Harrison turned his attention to the viewscreen and said,  “On screen.”

Moments later, the derelict vessel’s image flitted away, replaced by an unfathomably huge metallic torus slowly rotating around the Alpha Surias star.

“What is that?” asked Marizex. The lieutenant was manning the tactical in Bator’s absence, and much like the rest of the bridge crew, he was completely dumbfounded by the sight.

Commander Keller referred back to her workstation a few times before providing an answer.  “I’m quite certain that we’re looking at a Niven Ring,” she said.  “Way back in the twentieth century, scientists postulated that a vast ring could be built around a star.  I guess it’s kinda like a huge planet…”

“But heavily fortified,” Marizex quickly added.  “I’m detecting hundreds of thousands of torpedo tubes… millions of phaser banks.  They could decimate the entire ship in the blink of an eye.”

“They could decimate an entire fleet in the blink of an eye,” Keller promptly corrected.  “We’re currently out of their weapons range, though.  I strongly suggest we keep it that way.”

“You will find no argument here,” said Harrison.  He teetered on the edge of his chair for a moment before finally deciding to remain seated.  In case they needed to make a hasty departure, he wanted to be ready.

Suddenly, the Dugaras darted across the viewscreen, weapons ablaze.

“What the hell are they doing?” exclaimed Keller as her console lit up with sensor alerts.

Dozens of jade-stained torpedoes stormed through the void of space as the Dugaras charged the Niven Ring.  Explosions rippled along the structure’s hull, leaving a swath of destruction in their fiery wake—even so, the assault was akin to a flea striking a human.  Within seconds of the Klingon assault, a ragged beam of golden light surged through the cosmos.  It effortlessly tore through the Klingon’s defenses and engulfed their entire ship in a sea of flame.

After six days, Bator would have expected Captain Christopher to execute some sort of escape plan.  However, much to the Phobian’s chagrin, no such thing ever came to be—but it wasn’t due to a lack of trying.  They had attempted escape on more than one occasion, even getting as far as the escape pods before realizing that all of the pods had either been used or destroyed.  Every other attempt ended with Species 8472 intercepting the away team and kindly escorting them back to the observation dome.

The aliens didn’t seem particularly hostile; perhaps they were aware of the tentative alliance between the Federation and 8472?  Or perhaps they were simply postponing the inevitable?  Whatever the case, Bator knew they would soon find out.

At the onset of the sixth day of captivity, the Phobian craft abandoned its transwarp conduit and assumed a position near the edge of the Fa’dael System—and there it sat.

“What do you think they’re going to do to us?” asked Megan Reinbold after about an hour.  She sat beside Captain Christopher on the floor near the towering obelisk in the middle of the dome.

The Captain shook his head.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “But I’m under the impression they’re not about to invite us out to lunch…  Which as a shame because I could really go—”

“Shut up!”  Drayan expelled a weary sigh as she dismissed the Captain for what seemed like the millionth time.  “You are really getting on my nerves!”

Alan climbed to his feet.  “Likewise,” he muttered.  “I really wish I could get through a sentence without you telling me to shut up!”

Drayan’s jaw suddenly clenched.  “Well, if you’d say something intelligent once and awhile, maybe I would listen to you!”

“You never listen!” Alan quickly shot back.  “Even when I do have something intelligent to say, you immediately dismiss me!”

She shrugged.  “What do you want me to say, Alan?”

Alan moved his lips to respond, but his words were cut off by the clank of the opening doors.  He swiftly turned on his heel—in concert with Bator—to see Species 8472 standing at the threshold.

This was not the first time the alien had made an appearance.  In fact, he visited at least once a day to deliver food rations—but given the lack of rations in his clawed hands, Bator suspected this was not such a delivery.  The Phobian immediately placed himself between 8472 and the Captain, just in case this was an attack—but before he could prepare himself to take action, Bator found his entire world shimmering away amidst a golden transporter beam…

Moments later, Bator rematerialized with his comrades inside of a small laboratory.  It was filled with computer workstations, test chambers, and several other alien contraptions that were beyond Bator’s ability to identify.  Standing very near the exit was Species 8472.

The three-legged alien gracelessly lumbered over to the nearest workstation and keyed a few commands into the control interface—which Bator noted, was also Phobian in origin.  At first, nothing seemed to happen, but after a moment, the lights throughout the lab dimmed, and a bright red circle of light appeared on the floor.  Species 8472 keyed a few additional commands into his workstation, and then stepped aside.

Moments later, a petite female Phobian flitted to life inside the red circle.  Given the myriad decorations on her uniform, Bator assumed she was of some stature, but until he knew more about his people, there was no way to be certain.  The woman—most likely a hologram—stood motionless for long moment before her designated program began.  Her image jumped about as she assumed a new, more casual stance, and then she began to speak.

“I am Ambassador Phannah, commanding officer of Fa’dael Station—once a major installation within the Phobian Republic.  If you are seeing this message, it means the Republic has fallen.

“We ask of you but one simple task—make certain that we are not forgotten… Make certain that the name ‘Phobian’ is still spoken in the centuries to come… and that the horrible mistakes that led us to our doom are not repeated…”

Bator’s heart was pounding in his chest with the might of a thousand stars.  His entire life, he had wondered what cruel fate had befallen his people—and now, the moment he had long sought to witness was at hand.  He carefully approached the circle of light and accepted Phannah’s challenge.  “I will ensure the Republic’s longevity,” he said.  “I will keep our people alive!”

A faint smile crept across the hologram’s face as she realized her story would not be forgotten.  “Then accept this gift…”

The circle of light suddenly expanded to include Bator within its crimson border.  Wisps of blue light slowly began to creep around the Phobian’s boot, gracefully dancing around his legs as they ascended his body.  Already, visions of the past were beginning to creep into Bator’s mind.  He saw the Sra’xa’diin… the Al-Bhed… the Iconians… and at long last, he saw enlightenment…

With the Dugaras’ smoldering remains serving as a stark reminder of the Niven Ring’s immense power, Matthew Harrison was apprehensive about mounting a rescue operation.  He suspected that, even if the Starlight approached the station with weapons offline, the ship would nevertheless be obliterated.  Caution was definitely in order.  “Lieutenant Drayge,” he called, “make certain we keep our distance.  I would hate to meet the Klingons’ fate.”

“Well that might keep us sitting fine and dandy,” Erin Keller politely interjected, “but we’ll never be able to save Alan and the others.  As far as I can tell, the Niven Ring’s weapon range is more than double our transporter range.”

“What about the Aztec?” asked Neelar Drayge.  “The Romulans recently provided us with a brand new cloaking device.  I realize the station can probably penetrate the cloak, but… can they do it before we can rescue Captain Christopher and the others?”

“That is a good question,” said Harrison.  It was also a fairly decent plan as far as he was concerned—but unfortunately, he lacked the technical expertise to reach a definitive answer.  He promptly turned his attention back to Commander Keller.

She conferred with the computer for a scant moment before reaching a conclusion.  “We might be able to sneak the Aztec close enough to the station to beam the away team back,” she said, “but the moment the ship uncloaks, I suspect no amount of nifty piloting would be able to save it.”

“We could reprogram the Aztec to immediately transfer their transport patterns into the Starlight’s buffer,” Marizex suggested.  “That would save the away team… but we’d still lose the Aztec’s crew.”

Harrison shook his head.  Nobody was going to die today, not if he could help it.  “We need another plan,” he insisted.  “And I suspect the sooner we get that plan, the better…”

After spending several minutes practically engulfed in the mysterious wisps of blue light, Lieutenant Bator’s body slowly returned to normal—and Talyere couldn’t have been more relieved.  Though he considered most everyone aboard the Starlight an acquaintance, Bator was perhaps one of the few people he considered a friend.  And though the Phobian Ambassador’s gift seemed harmless enough, Talyere nonetheless felt better knowing that no harm was done.

Slowly, the circle of crimson light receded into oblivion, taking with it Ambassador Phannah and the remaining wisps.  Even so, it left behind quite a legacy within Bator’s mind.

“I know… everything,” he said softly.  He was quite obviously dazed by the situation—still trying to sort through the flood of new memories… but it was clear that he was a changed man.  “My people were fighting a war against the Al-Bhed…”

Talyere’s attention was immediately piqued.  “I thought your people were at war with Species 8472?”

Bator nodded.  “They grew desperate, and created a race of warriors called the Sra’xa’diin to defeat the Al-Bhed.  But once the Al-Bhed were destroyed, the Sra’xa’diin—Species 8472—embarked upon a campaign to rid the galaxy of the…”

 The floor suddenly rumbled beneath Talyere’s feet, pausing for only a moment before a second wave passed through—and then a third and a fourth…  By the time the sixth wave jolted the deck, Talyere knew something was very wrong…

“A quantum singularity just opened on the other side of the ring,” Erin Keller exclaimed over her chirping station.  “Twenty-seven bioships have emerged from the rift!”

“Shields up!  Red alert!”  The report immediately struck terror in Matthew Harrison’s racing heart.  A single bioship was enough to obliterate an entire fleet of starships… but twenty-seven?

A second wave of sensor alerts suddenly chimed throughout the bridge—only this time, Harrison could see the terror up close on the viewscreen: another blazing singularity ripped through the very fabric of space, granting even more of the bioships access to normal space—but not nearly as many as Harrison had expected… only one small ship emerged, and it was of a design far less menacing than the standard bioship.  It seemed to hang at the threshold of the singularity for a long moment… just waiting.

“What is it doing?” asked Harrison.

Marizex started to say something, but the words were lost somewhere between his mouth and Harrison’s ear—for the monstrosity that subsequently emerged from the singularity had the Commander’s complete and total attention.

It was a vessel not unlike a bioship—but it was a behemoth, measuring ten, perhaps twenty times larger than its brethren.  Three long, deathly prongs loomed on the bow of the ship, already crackling with electric energy.  Once the behemoth cleared the singularity, it merged with the smaller vessel and, flanked by nine of the twenty-seven bioships, approached the Niven Ring…

“Two more behemoths are emerging,” Marizex announced moments later.  “The remaining bioships are…”

Great tendrils of burning energy suddenly arced between the bioships and the behemoth, forming one massive wheel of destruction.  Harrison could see two similar manifestations of chaos looming in the distance; the trio seemed to be converging upon the Niven Ring, and he certainly didn’t want to be present when they executed their nefarious plan.

“We need to vacate this region of space with due haste,” said Harrison in as calm a voice as he could muster.  He succeeded—to an extent.  “If my plan is within the realm of sanity, we are going to jump to warp, and beam the away team out as we pass over the Niven Ring…”

Keller immediately sighed.  “That’s not going to be easy, little buddy.  It’s hard enough to transport when both ships are at warp—that station isn’t even moving.”

Harrison had suspected as much.  “Do you have a better plan?”

Keller shook her head.  “Unfortunately, no.”

“Then I wish you luck,” said Harrison, almost managing to muster a smile.  “You are going to need it.”

The Starlight hung still in space for only a moment before coming about to face the great theater of war in its path.  The three behemoths were each channeling a great stream of ragged energy into a quantum singularity beneath the Niven Ring.  With each moment that passed, the singularity grew, carving a massive rift into the fabric of space that would soon be large enough to swallow the station whole.  But before the hellish maw could imbibe its meal, the Starlight’s engines flashed blue, and streaked into the chaos.  Seconds later, the tiny ship was little more than a flash of light in the distance…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75400.2: In the aftermath of our encounter with Species 8472, there is no sign of the Niven Ring, the Alpha Surias System, or the derelict Phobian ship.  We can assume they were destroyed or taken into fluidic space, but either way, it is unlikely we will ever know for certain.

Meanwhile, the Starlight has set course for Federation territory.  Even at maximum warp, we’re still about two weeks away from home…

The day shift reached its conclusion no less than ten minutes ago, and already the mess hall was abuzz with activity.  While most everyone tried to make their afternoon meal appear to be business as usual, they couldn’t help but try to listen in on the tantalizing conversation taking place in the center of the mess hall.

Lieutenant Bator sat gathered with Talyere, Neelar, Megan, Andrew, and Drayan, wistfully regaling them with his experience aboard Fa’dael Station.  He spoke of everything from the war with the Al-Bhed to the creation of the Sra’xa’diin, and everything in between.   There was still much he didn’t know about his people, but he was nevertheless pleased to know as much as he now did.

“I understand there is a Phobian ritual—the aldoraei—that involves taking five of my closest comrades on a quest to  find ones’ inner-self,” said Bator as he nursed a smoldering mug of grulog.

The ritual immediately intrigued Talyere.  “Do you intend to complete the ritual?” he asked.

Bator took a gulp of his beverage.  “I am thinking about it,” he stated.  “Do you intend to come with me?”

“Of course,” said Talyere with a smile.

Though he seemed to hang on Bator’s every last word, Andrew Hartman finally found an opportunity to pose a few questions of his own.  “I am eager to hear more about your history before the Al-Bhed conflict.  Our database is rather lacking in that department.”

Bator, of course, was more than happy to oblige the good Doctor—but before a single word could fall from his lips, another doctor by the name of Hartman casually approached the table.  She stood still for only a moment before loudly clearing her throat.  “I think someone owes me dinner…”

Andrew Hartman suddenly peered up at Sarah, and his smile immediately widened.  “Yes, of course!” he exclaimed.

He started to excuse himself from the table, but before he could move more than an inch, Sarah placed a firm hand upon her uncle’s shoulder.  “Actually, I was thinking we could eat here,” she said, motioning toward her shipmates.  She paused, and then added, “That is… if you’ll have me.  It has recently come to my attention that I’m quite the bitch…”

The subsequent laughter that erupted around the table served as Sarah’s cue to take a seat.  She quickly scanned the mess hall for an available chair, but much to her chagrin, there were none.  The place was quite literally filled to capacity.

But before anyone had a chance to get one of the extra chairs from the nearby storage locker, Drayan pushed herself away from the table and relinquished her seat to Sarah.  “You can have it,” she insisted before turning back to the others.  “If you guys will excuse me, there is something I have to do…”

Alan Christopher never quite imagined himself as a bright pink blob with three arms, one leg, and blazing purple hair—but as he stared at the picture presented to him by Angela, he suddenly found a new appreciation for his physique.  He carefully set the artwork aside and turned his attention to the little girl.  “That is… very good, Angela!” he commended, trying to sound as sincere as possible.

Apparently he succeeded, for the grin on her little face grew exponentially.  “I’m gonna draw Mommy next!” she exclaimed.  “She’s gonna ride on a giraffe!”

Alan immediately smiled at the thought of Erin on a giraffe—and the smile widened considerably when he took Angela’s unique artistic skills into account.  “We’re going to hang that picture on the wall,” he assured the girl.  “So you go and do a good job!”

Her head nodded agreeably.  “I will, Daddy!” she exclaimed, and then scampered off to her bedroom to draw.

Alan smiled, and then plucked his portrait from the tabletop.  “Maybe I should get purple hair,” he mused, just as the door chimed.  “Come in…”

The doors slid apart, and much to Alan’s surprise, Drayan stood at the threshold.  She hesitated for a moment, and then stepped inside.  “Can I come in?”

“Are you going to insist I shut up every other time I open my mouth?” he asked, sounding only half-serious.

She considered the question.  “Well… only if you say something really stupid.”

He grinned, and motioned for Drayan to enter.  “Then by all means, come inside.  If you’re really lucky, our resident artist will draw a picture of you,” he chirped, holding up Angela’s drawing for her to see.

Drayan carefully grabbed the picture and then compared it to Alan.  “I see some resemblance,” she deadpanned.  She stared at the picture a moment longer, and then set it back on the table.  “Alan—or should I say Gagh?”

“Please, no!” exclaimed Alan.  Though he suspected the nickname would not die for at least another two weeks, when Kavyok was returned to the Klingon Empire.

Drayan smiled faintly.  “Alan, then… I guess I should apologize—for everything.  I know haven’t exactly been the greatest sister over the years—of course, you could have been a little less annoying.”

“Apology accepted,” said Alan softly.  “And I only annoyed you because I cared.”

“I’ll keep that in mind from now on,” Drayan said.  She stood for a moment longer and then seated herself beside Alan at the table.  “And I guess there were some times when you were fun to be around…”

Though no amazing blue wisps were involved, a flood of memories suddenly invaded Alan’s mind.  “Remember the time we switched bikes and I popped both of your tires when I drove through that glass garden on Jimu Drive?”

“Yeah,” said Drayan, with a laugh.  “You took back your bike and made me walk home with mine!”

Alan laughed at the memory.  “And then there was the time we were at Natasha and Rachel’s house…”
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