
  
    
      
    
  


PROLOGUE

At that moment, before the sky was opened, it was all a flurry of this and that and the everyday at that moment, before the sky was opened, it was all a flurry of this and that and the everyday. But with the Opening, there came a stillness, a pause in the endless avalanche of life, if you will, as if the stars themselves whispered for us to turn away from what troubled us and glimpse what waited at our journey’s end. And the truth is, what the stars showed was no different from what we had already suspected: There were many paths to that final destination, and even in the Temple of All That Had Been and Was Still To Come, the place where all answers waited, it was up to us—to us—to choose our own way.

—JAKE SISKO, Anslem PROLOGUE In the Hands of the Prophets

“THERE was another time,” the Sisko says.

“It is not linear,” Jake answers. The twelve-year-old boy dangles his fishing line in the quiet water of the pond, rippling the reflections of towering trees, green fields, and the pure blue sky of Earth. The sun is strong, and the rich scent of the bridge’s sun-warmed wood makes uncounted summers happen all at once for the Sisko.

“But it is, was, will be...” The Sisko falters with the syntax of eternity. His father plays the upright piano in the restaurant in New Orleans as the Sisko plunges into the depths of the Fire Caves with Gul Dukat and first takes his captain’s chair on the bridge of the Starship Defiant, all within a single heartbeat— the same heartbeat.

—The heartbeat of his unborn child, now grown, now fulfilling a destiny unimaginable to the Sisko, a destiny now known to him, now unknown.

The Sisko laughs at the wonder of it all.

“You’re laughing again,” Jean-Luc Picard tells him in the ready room of the Enterprise, in orbit of Bajor.

The Sisko looks down at the old uniform he wears at this moment. The texture feels so real to him, even as it dissolves beneath his fingers and he is in his bathing suit on the beach carrying lemonade to the woman who will be/is/was his wife—still at this same moment.

“That is correct,” Solok confirms. The young Vulcan walks beside the Sisko on the path leading from Starfleet Academy’s zero-G gymnasium to the cadets’ residences. “All moments are the same.”

“In this time,” the Sisko says. He watches Boothby plant fall flowers by the statue of Admiral Chekov. “But there are other times. That’s my point.” The gar-dener now prunes bushes for the spring.

“This is not logical” Solok says. His cadet’s uni-form becomes that of a baseball player, and he tosses a small white ball into the air, then catches it with the same hand an infinite number of times.

“Logic has no place here,” the Sisko says. He reaches out and intercepts the ball even as Solok attempts to catch it. “Because logic is linear.”

“Some logic is absolute,” Sarah Sisko says. She % stands by the viewport in the Sisko’s quarters on Deep Space 9, the radiance of the opening doorway to the Celestial Temple filtering through her hair. Wormholes within wormholes. Temples within temples. An infinite regression. Or an eternal one.

“I think I finally know why I’m here,” the Sisko says. “Why you... had to be certain my mother would marry my father, give birth to me.”

“You are the Sisko,” Major Kira agrees. She stands at her station in Ops.

“You need me here,” the Sisko says.

“You are the Sisko,” Curzon Dax agrees, the vast spacedocks of Utopia Planitia orbiting with flawless precision beyond the viewport of his shuttle.

“You need me here to teach you,” the Sisko says.

Interruption.

The Sisko finds himself in the light space. Around him Sarah, Jake, Kira, Solok, Curzon, Worf, and Admi-ral Ross.

“You have much to learn,” the admiral says.

“Then shouldn’t I already know it? “

“Your language is imperfect for these matters,” Solok says.

“You have much to realize that you already know,” Worf says.

“That you have always known,” Jake says.

The Sisko holds up a finger, and each of his observers watches it, as he knows they will.

The Sisko regards their expectant faces and laughs again. “Look at you all,” he exclaims. “You want to know what I’m going to say next. Because you don’t know! “

The Prophets are silent The Sisko thinks of a thing, of a time, of a moment, makes it real.

And they are on the Promenade of Deep Space 9, as it is the day the Sisko first sets foot upon it.

The Sisko can smell stale smoke, hear the clamor of work crews. Feels what the Prophets cannot feel, the... anticipation.

He leads them to the entrance of the Bajoran Temple.

“Since you do not know time, how can you know of other times?” the Sisko asks, so much that is hidden now known to him.

As he knows they will, the Prophets continue their silence.

The Sisko holds out his hand to them. “Welcome, Prophets,” the Sisko says with a smile. “Your Emissary awaits you.”

All enter the Temple then. Intendant Kira and Jadzia and Ezri, Jake and Kasidy, Weyoun and Damar, Quark and Rom and Nog, Bashir and Gram, Vie and Worf, O’Brien and Keiko and Eddington and Vash. All at the invitation of the Sisko.

It takes hours for them all to pass through, all in a single moment.

The last is the Sisko, poised on the threshold of the Temple.

He remembers his own words the first time he stands here.

“Another time.”

An infinity of eternities in just two words. An infinity beyond the understanding of the Prophets.

Until now.

The Sisko enters the Temple.

Not to show them the beginning of things. Because that would be linear.

He enters the Temple to show them the end.

As it was.

As it is.

As it will be...



CHAPTER 1

On this day, like a beast with talons extended to claw through space itself, the Station stalked Bajor one final time.

Viewed from high above, from orbit, the dark, curved docking arms angled sharply downward, as if gouging the planet’s surface to leave blood-red wounds of flame. And from each blazing gash of destruction, wave after wave of ships lifted from the conquerors’ camps and garrisons, on fiery, untempered columns of full fusion exhaust.

As those ships exploded upward through the planet’s smoke-filled atmosphere, the sonic booms of their passing were like the echo of the death-screams of the ravished world they left behind. The jewel-like sparkle of the departing ships’ thrusters like the glitter-ing tears of that world’s lost gods.

On this day, on this world, sixty years of butchery and brutality had at last come to an end.

But on the dark station that was Terok Nor, with viewports that flashed with phaser bursts and shim-mered with the fire of its own inner destruction, there was still far worse to come.

On this day, the Day of Withdrawal, the Cardassians were leaving. But they had not left yet...

Held within the cold and patient silence of space, the Promenade of Terok Nor itself was a tumultuous pocket universe of heat and noise and confusion.

The security gates that had bisected its circular path had by now collapsed, twisted by hammers and wire-cutters and the frantically grasping hands of slaves set free. Glowing restraint conduits that once had bound the gates now cracked and sparked and sent strobing flashes into the dense blue haze that choked the air, still Cardassian-hot.

Hull plates resonated with the violent release of multiple, escaping shuttles and ships. A thrumming wall of sound sprang up as departing soldiers phasered equipment too heavy to steal.

Decks shook as rampaging looters forced inter-nal doors and shattered windows. Among the empty shelves of the Chemist’s shop, a Bajoran lay dy-ing, Cardassian blood on his hands, Cardassian bootprints on his back, his collaboration with the enemy no guarantee of safety in the madness of this day.

Turbolifts whined and ladders rattled against their moorings. Officers shouted hoarse commands. Soldiers cursed their victims. In counterpoint, a calm recorded voice recited the orders of the day. “Attention, all biorganic materials must be disposed of according to regulations. Attention...”

But on this day, the only response to that directive was the desperate, high-pitched shriek of a Ferengi in fear for his life. And in fear for good reason.

Quark the barkeep kicked and fought and shrieked again, as the Cardassian soldiers, safe in their scarred, hard-edged armor, dragged him from his bar, soiling and tearing his snug multicolored jacket.

Quark opened his eyes just long enough to recog-nize the scowling officer, Datar, a glinn, who waited for him with a coil of ODN cable. In the same quick glimpse, he saw the antigrav lifter from a cargo bay bobbing in the air nearby; he heard the soldiers as they mockingly chanted the last words he would hear before he stood at the doors of the Divine Treasury to give a full accounting of his life— “Dabo! Dabo! Dabo!”

Yet even as he faced his last minute of existence, Quark still couldn’t help automatically tallying the damages each time he heard a crash from his establish-ment as the Cardassian forces laid waste to it.

A sudden blow slammed Quark to the Promenade deck, and a quick, savage kick from a heavy leather boot forestalled any thought of escape.

But even as he cried out in pain, Quark wondered if his brother and nephew had made it to a shuttle, and if the Cardassians had found his latinum floor vault. He gasped in shock as he felt Glinn Datar’s rough hand claw at the sensitive lobes of his right ear, the viola-tion forcing him to his feet. In the same terrible moment, Quark found himself wondering just why it was Cardassians always had such truly disgusting breath.

“Quark!” the glinn growled at him. “You have no idea how it pains me to take my leave of you.”

“All good things,” Quark muttered as waves of incredible pain radiated from his crushed right ear lobe and across his skull and neck.

Datar’s swift, expert punch to the center of his stom-ach doubled Quark over, his lips gaping in vain for even a mouthful of air.

“Relax, Quark,” the glinn hissed, reaching out for Quark’s earlobe again. “It’s not necessary for you to speak—ever again!”

Quark felt himself hauled up until he stared right into Datar’s narrowed eyes. He felt his poor earlobe throb painfully, already starting to swell.

“My men and I are going to make this a real farewell.” The glinn nodded once and Quark felt huge hands forcibly secure his shoulders and arms from behind. Datar addressed his soldiers as if reading from a proclamation. “Quark of Terok Nor, you miserable mound of sluk scum: For the crime of rigging your dabo table, for the crime of watering your drinks, short-timing the holosuites, inflating tabs, and... most of all for the crime of being a Ferengi... I sentence you to death!”

Incredulous, Quark tried to plead his innocence, but his rasping exhortations were drowned out by the cheers of the surrounding soldiers. He tried to blurt out the combination of his floor vault, the shuttle access codes Rom and Nog were going to use to escape, even made-up names of resistance fighters, but the sharp cutting pressure of the ODN cable Glin Datar suddenly wrapped around his neck ended any chance he had of saying a word. Even the squeak that escaped him then registered as little more than a soon-to-be-dead man’s chocked-off wheeze.

Eyes bulging, each racing heartbeat thundering in bis cavernous ear tunnels, Quark could only watch as two soldiers hooked the other end of the thick cable to the grappler on the cargo antigrav.

Datar slammed his hand on the antigrav’s control and the meter-long device bucked up a few centime-ters, steadied itself, then rose smoothly and slowly and inexorably, trailing cable until it passed the Prome-nade’s second level.

The cable snapped taut against Quark’s neck, yank-ing him at last from the grip of the soldiers who had held him. Kicking frantically, he felt a boot fly free. He grimaced in embarrassment as he realized his toes were sticking through the holes worn in his foot wrap-pings. Hadn’t his moogie told him to always wear fresh underclothes?

Even Quark knew that was a foolish thought to have, especially at the moment in which he was draw-mg his last breath. His fingers scrabbled at the cable around his neck, but it was too tight and in too many layers for him to change the pressure.

Dimly through the pounding that now filled his bead, Quark could hear the soldiers’ laughter and hoot-ing. Even as his vision darkened, he raged at himself for having failed to predict how quickly the end of the Occupation would come.

He had seen the signs, discussed it with his suppli-ers. Another month, he had concluded, perhaps two. Time enough to profit from the Cardassian soldiers being shipped out, eager to convert their Bajoran “sou-venirs” to more easily transportable latinum. He had even already booked his passage on a freighter and— —Dark stars sparkled at the rapidly shrinking edge of Quark’s vision, as he mourned the deposit he had paid to Captain Yates. Just then the roar of something large approaching—something loud and silent all at the same time—swallowed the jeers of the Cardas-sians, and Quark felt himself fall, flooded with shock that he was not ascending to the Divine Treasury but apparently on his way to the Debtors’ Dungeon. How could that be possible? He had lived a life of greed and self-absorption. How could he not be rewarded with eternal dividends? He wanted to speak to someone in charge. He wanted to renegotiate the deal. He wanted his moogie!

And then the back of the deck of the Promenade smacked into the back of his bulbous head and scrawny neck.

Through starstruck vision, he saw the glow of a phaser emitter node by his chin, felt a searing flash of heat at his neck, and then the constriction of the ODN cable was gone.

“Breathe!” a harsh voice shouted from some distant place.

“Moogie?” Quark whispered. His mother was about the only person he could think of who might have any reason at all for saving him from the Cardassians.

Then Quark was roused from his lethargy by four nerve-sparking slaps across his face.

He wheezed with an enormous intake of breath, then choked as he saw who was saving him from the Cardassians.

Another Cardassian!?

This new Cardassian, gray-skinned and cobra-necked like all the others, was someone Quark had never seen before. He wore an ordinary soldier’s uni-4. form but had the bearing and diction of an officer, per-haps even of a gul. All this Quark observed in the split second it took for the new Cardassian to haul him to Ms feet. As a barkeep, Quark was a firm believer in the 194th Rule, and since he couldn’t always know about every new customer before that customer walked through the door, to protect his profits he had been required to become expert at deducing a customer’s likely needs and desires from but a moment’s quick observation.

This Cardassian, for instance, would order vintage kanar, and would always know if the Saurian brandy was watered. An officer and a gentleman. Quark (bought admiringly. Reflexively he considered the likelihood of the Cardassian also needing wise and seasoned—and not inexpensive—investment help.

But then the gray stranger locked his free arm around Quark’s neck to violently spin him around as he fired his phaser at two other Cardassian soldiers across the Promenade at the entrance to the Temple.

Quark flopped like a child’s doll in the stranger’s grip. He goggled in surprise as he saw the body of Glinn Datar sprawled on the deck nearby, smoke still curling up from the back of his head and adding to the Hue haze that filled the Promenade. Cardassians fight-ing Cardassians? It made no sense. Especially when it seemed they were fighting over him.

Suddenly Quark’s captor crouched down and misted to return fire to the second level. Still held in a stranglehold, Quark squealed as with an ear-bruising thump he was whacked backside-first against the deck. Crackling phaser bursts lanced past him, blackening the Promenade’s deck. The scent of burning carpet now warred with the stench of spoiled food wafting along from the ruined freezers in the Cardassian Cafe.

“... I’m going to be sick...” Quark whimpered.

But clearly, the Cardassian stranger didn’t hear, or didn’t care.

Quark felt his gorge begin to rise. Under other cir-cumstances, he woozily decided, he might wish he were dead rather than feel the way he felt now. But he seemed too close to that alternative already.

“... I have a stomach neutralizer in my bar...” Quark mumbled hoarsely. He waved a hand vaguely in the direction of an area behind his captor. If he could just get back to his bar...

But there was an abrupt lull in the phaser firefight, and the gray stranger jerked Quark to his feet. He pointed spinward toward the jewelry shop—or what was left of the jewelry shop. “That way!” he shouted. “As fast as you can!”

Protectively holding onto both of his oversize ears, Quark peered through the haze at what appeared to be other figures hiding among the debris in front of the gem store. Their silhouettes were unmistakable. More Cardassians.

“Could I ask a question?” Quark whispered.

The Cardassian glared at him, then shoved him down to the floor again and leaped to his feet, slam-ming both hands together on his phaser as he fired blast after blast at a group of Cardassians suddenly charging him from the other direction.

Quark risked looking up just long enough to see multiple shafts of disruptive energy blast his captor and send him flying across the Promenade. Alone now, Quark acted on pure instinct and did what any Ferengi would do.

He sped for his latinum, all injuries real and imag-ined forgotten.

Scuttling like a Ferengi banker crab, half crawling, half running across the deck, he finally reached the door of his bar.

Quark rolled through the door and jumped to his feet once he was securely inside his own domain. “Safe!” he cried out, then cursed as his one bootless foot trod on a piece of shattered glass.

Only after digging the glass out of his sole did he think of looking over his shoulder. The scene was one of mayhem. The Promenade had become a fullfledged war zone. Phaser fire streamed back and forth like lightning in the atmosphere of a gas giant. On the one hand, Quark had no problem with Cardassians killing Cardassians. Especially since it would be a few days before he could get his bar reopened, so a few missing customers wouldn’t be noticed. On the other hand, could it be possible they were killing themselves over him?

“Get down, you fool!”

Quark whirled around at the guttural command. He had no idea where it came from, but the rough voice was unmistakable.

“Odo?” Quark asked.

Suddenly, a humanoid hand shot out of a dark cor-ner behind the overturned dabo table, trailing a quasi-transparent golden shaft of shape-shifter flesh.

For an instant, Quark felt as if he were about to be engulfed by a Terran treefrog’s tongue, then the hand slurped around his already bruised neck and snapped him into the shadows.

With the enforced assistance, Quark somersaulted to a sitting position behind a tumble of broken chairs. Automatically, his barkeep mind tabulated the poten-tial cost of the damage. Half of them would have to be replaced, at two slips of latinum each. Three, he could see, could probably be repaired for half a slip each. He might even be able to get a deal from Morn if he could be persuaded to stay on the station. But the way Morn was always traveling around, never staying put for two days in a row— “Quark! Get your head down!”

Instantly, Quark flattened out on the floor beside Terok Kor’s shape-shifting constable. Odo’s half-finished humanoid face, with its disturbingly small ears, stared ahead toward the front of the bar, as if he were expecting an attack any moment.

“How long have you been here?” Quark hissed.

“An hour. Since Gul Dukat left the station.”

Quark felt a rush of indignation. If Dukat was already safely evacuated, why were all these other Cardassians still here? “You were hiding here when they dragged me out there?” he said accusingly.

Odo looked at him, nothing to hide. “Yes.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be the law on this station?”

“I am a duly appointed law-enforcement official.”

“Doesn’t that mean you’re supposed to protect law-abiding citizens?”

“Your point would be?”

“They were going to kill me!”

“Yes,” Odo said again.

Quark fairly vibrated with outrage as he tried to find the proper words to express his fury and sense of betrayal. “Then why didn’t you try to stop them?!” he finally said, adding sarcastically, “In your capacity, that is, as a duly appointed law-enforcement official.”

Odo shrugged as best he could for someone lying on his stomach among a cluster of broken bar chairs.

“A shrug?” Quark said. “That’s your answer? The law doesn’t apply to people like me? You’re not a law enforcement official, you’re the judge and jury too, is that it?”

As usual, Odo’s eerily smooth visage revealed no emotion, only the weary resignation of a teacher forced to repeat a lesson for the hundredth time. “Fifty-two hours ago, Terok Nor ceased to be a protec-torate of the Bajoran Cooperative Government. Martial Jaw was declared under the provisions of the Cardas-sian Uniform Code of Military Justice.”

Quark waited... and waited... but Odo said noth-ing more, as if his most unsatisfactory explanation had Been fully complete.

“And?” the Ferengi said in a state approaching apoplexy.

“Quark, I heard the charges the glinn read against you. You have rigged your dabo table. You do water jour drinks. You short-time the holosuites and inflate the tabs you run for customers who have consumed too much alcohol to be able to keep track of their spend-ing. Under military law, the Cardassians were within their legal rights to execute you.”

Quark’s mouth opened and closed silently as if the ODN cable were wrapped around his neck once more. The only words he managed to utter were, “But they were going to hang me for the crime of... of being a Ferengi!”

Odo shrugged again. “Even the Cardassians are allowed poetic license.” Then Odo held a finger to his lips and nodded sharply at the main entrance to the bar.

Quark looked out to the Promenade. The firefight had stopped. It was too much to hope that both sides had killed each other. Which could only mean one side or the other had won. “I hope someone steals your bucket,” he snarled at the shape-shifter.

His insolence, however justifiable, earned him a sharp jab in the ribs. Unfortunately in the very location where the brutish Cardassians had kicked him.

Then three figures stepped into the bar.

Quark recognized them at once. They were the same three he had seen silhouetted by the gem store. Which meant the loser in the fight he’d just survived had been the Cardassian who had tried to save him.

One of the three interlopers scanned the bar with a bulky Cardassian tricorder. It took only seconds for him to point to the mound of chairs by the overturned dabo table.

A second of the three stepped forward. “Ferengi. Constable Odo. Step into the open, hands raised.”

Quark looked at Odo. The shape-shifter had the expression of an addicted tongo player calculating the odds of calling a successful roll.

“Step out now,” the Cardassian threatened, “and you will have a chance to live. Remain where you are, and you will certainly die.”

“I’m convinced,” Quark said and pushed himself to his feet, in spite of Odo’s accusatory glare.

He frowned at the angry shape-shifter. “Oh, turn yourself into a broken chair or something.” Then he stepped forward, hands stretched overhead, wincing as his torn jacket sleeve momentarily brushed his injured earlobe.

As Quark limped heavily toward the three Cardas-sians, he actually heard Odo step out from cover behind him. But then his attention was diverted by another surprising observation that had escaped him on first seeing the three strangers: These Cardassians weren’t in uniforms. They were civilians. Three young males clothed in drab shades of blue, brown, and gray, without even the identity pins that might establish them as members of the Occupation bureaucracy or diplomatic corps. Two of them, though—the ones in blue and brown—carried military-issue phase-disruptor pistols, the housing of each weapon segmented like the abdomen of a golden beetle. What is it about Car-dassians and bugs? Quark wondered. If he could just understand that about them, he’d know exactly what would tempt them to buy, and he’d corner yet another market missed by others.

But then Quark’s soothing thoughts of profit were displaced by alarm as the gray-clad Cardassian shoved tricorder like a weapon in the barkeep’s face. This particular Cardassian was distinct from the others because he was bald. Quark had never seen a bald Cardassian before. In some ways, the sleekness of the Carrdassian’s skull made the alien look more intelli-gent. Except, of course, for his pathetically small ears. Not to mention the two secondary spinal cords running up the sides of his wide and flattened neck like cables of a suspension bridge. And the spoon-shaped flap of gray flesh on his forehead that made him look like a— The light from the tricorder’s small screen flashed a different set of colors across the bald Cardassian’s face. “This Ferengi’s Quark.”

The Cardassian in the blue tunic gestured at Quark with his phaser. Quark noticed that his overgarment was torn at the shoulder and smudged with black soot, as if its wearer had ripped it on burning debris. “There are two other Ferengi on the station.”

The Cardassian in blue didn’t have to ask the obvi-ous question for Quark to decide to answer it. There was no profit in withholding information for which they could easily torture him. “My brother and nephew. They left on a shuttle as soon as we heard what was happening on Bajor.” Quark was confident he could carry off the lie. He had been dealing with the Cardassians—and the gelatinous Odo—long enough to have developed a reasonably effective tongo face.

The Cardassian in the torn blue tunic stared at Quark a few moments longer, as if he expected the Ferengi to suddenly break down and confess the real whereabouts of Rom and Nog. But since Quark had no actual knowledge of where his cowardly brother and confused nephew were at this precise moment, it was doubly easy to stare back with an expression of total innocence.

At last, his interrogator turned to the bald Cardas-sian with the tricorder. “What setting do we need to kill the shape-shifter?”

Quark stared hard at Odo beside him. Let’s see how you like it, he thought peevishly.

But maddening as ever, Odo simply stared impas-sively at the three Cardassians, betraying not even a hint of emotion. The shape-shifter was as annoying, in his way, as a Vulcan.

“Wait.” It was the third Cardassian who intervened now. The one in the brown tunic, so blatantly new it still bore the creases from having been folded on some display shelf, probably in Garak’s tailor shop. This Cardassian was certainly not bald. His long black hair was drawn back in the same style as some soldiers Quark had seen. The new civilian clothes could mean he was a spy, but they could also mean he was a cow-ard. Which one, however, Quark couldn’t yet be sure. But because the brown-suited Cardassian didn’t seem eager to kill Odo, Quark was leaning toward the latter.

“Can you take on the appearance of a Ferengi?” the Cardassian in the suspiciously new civilian clothing asked Odo.

Odo frowned. “If I had to.”

Quark scowled at the constable. From the way the shape-shifter answered, it was obvious he’d rather change himself into a mound of garbage before he’d become a Ferengi.

“Would that work?” The question came from the Cardassian in the torn blue tunic, and was addressed to the bald Cardassian with the tricorder.

“We only have one Ferengi. If we need a backup...”

“.All right. We won’t kill you. Yet.” The imperious pronouncement from the Cardassian in blue made Quark think for the first time that the group had a leader. Whatever that information was worth.

“How generous of you,” Odo replied with ill-concealed sarcasm.

Responding immediately, the Cardassian leader smashed his phaser across Odo’s face as if to teach him a lesson in obedience.

Though Quark had seen it before, he still cringed as Odo’s face rippled into a honey-like jelly at the moment of impact, allowing the phaser to slip Trough his mutable flesh as if passing through smoke.

An instant later, Odo’s humanoid face had reformed, his expression still one of vague disinterest.

The Cardassian bared his teeth like a Klingon, as if he were about to attack Odo again and this time with more than a single blow. But the bald Cardassian put his hand on the attacker’s shoulder. “We can’t keep her waiting,” he said. Her? Quark thought. Now that was something new.

Perhaps there was another leader. But who? And for what reason?

The Cardassian in brown gestured harshly with his phaser. “Turbolift 5’s still working.”

This time it was Odo who made the first move. He started forward, onto the Promenade, and Quark fol-lowed gingerly—with each step he could feel another sliver of glass he’d missed get driven deeper into his exposed foot. “Could I just get my boot?” he asked plaintively.

“Only if you want to die,” the bald Cardassian growled.

Quark sighed heavily and gritted his teeth, stepping carefully around the sprawled bodies of the fallen Car-dassian soldiers. “Interesting negotiating technique you’ve got there,” he muttered.

“Faster,” was the bald Cardassian’s only reply.

Quark picked up his pace and followed Odo into the haze.

After they had passed a few empty shopfronts, Quark realized what was different about the Promenade. “Does it seem quiet to you?” he whispered to Odo.

Odo sighed. “Yes, Quark. Too quiet.”

Quark snorted as he recognized the line Odo had quoted. “And I thought you didn’t like holosuite pro-grams.”

“The next one of you who talks dies,” a Cardassian snarled from behind them.

This time, Odo smiled nastily at Quark as if to say, Please continue. But Quark walked on in dignified silence.

As they stepped cautiously over the torn-down and sparking security gate leading to the Bajoran half of the station, Quark looked up to see a fourth Cardassian, also in civilian clothes, crouching on the second level. For an instant, their eyes met. It was Garak.

Quark was just about to call out Garak’s name when he remembered the Cardassians’ two phasers and the order he and Odo had just been given.

But the bald Cardassian had already noticed where he was looking, and now glanced up at the second level as well. Quark held his breath, but the bald Car-dassian looked away, having seen no one. Garak had obviously jumped back, out of view.

Quark wasted no time trying to figure out why. No one had any reasonable explanation for why the Car-dassians were leaving Bajor after sixty years of the Occupation. They were aliens, so in Quark’s view— in the sensible, practical Ferengi view of things— they were obviously going to behave like aliens. As they should be allowed to do. Provided they paid their bills, of course. Alien or not, some laws were universal.

Turbolift 5 was on the Promenade’s inner ring, just across from the small Bajoran Infirmary. Though the door to the Infirmary was open, Quark could see there was no sign of damage within. And why would there be? There had never been anything of value in it. All the medical supplies that came aboard Terok Nor were destined for the fully equipped Cardassian Infirmary across from his bar. The Bajoran Infirmary might just as well have been a barber shop for all the medicine that was allowed to be practiced in it.

Against all logic, the turbolift car arrived. Another event that made no sense to Quark. All the main lights on the Promenade were out. Only emergency glow panels were operating. And virtually all other equip-ment, from automatic firefighting systems to station communicators and the replicators were off-line. But not, it seemed, Turbolift 5.

The bald Cardassian scanned the waiting car with his tricorder, then stepped inside. The leader in the torn blue tunic waved Quark and Odo in without speaking.

Quark looked out at the Promenade as the lift doors closed. For a moment, he saw Garak again, huddled behind the rolling door of the disabled security gate across the main floor. At least, the figure had looked like Garak. But what would Garak have put on a uni-form for... ? Quark couldn’t identify the tailor’s mili-tary-style outfit, other than that he knew it wasn’t Cardassian.

Quark looked to Odo to silently inquire if the shape-shifter had seen Garak, but Odo was still pointedly ignoring him.

Quark decided he could play that game every bit as well as Odo, and looked straight ahead as the lift descended. The movement felt unusually rough, as if the power grids were under strain. Quark tried his utmost not to think about that. The last thing he wanted was to be trapped in a turbolift with three surly Cardassians. Unlike Odo, he couldn’t count on conve-niently escaping by liquefying and slurping out between the doors...

Quark took another look at Odo as a sudden thought struck him. Why was the shape-shifter still here? He himself was trapped, of that there was no question. But Odo had already had at least a dozen opportunities to make his escape.

As Quark pondered the shape-shifter’s motives, that portion of his brain that constantly counted and calcu-lated registered that they had descended precisely ten levels. Almost unconsciously, Quark braced for the turbolift car’s change of direction as it would begin to move laterally along one of the station’s spokes.

But the direction didn’t change. The car kept descending past the level of the docking ring.

Quark began to feel again the clammy touch of panic. Up till now, he had been operating under the assumption that there was something these three Car-dassians—and she, whoever she was—wanted him to do. The fact that they wanted anything at all meant, reassuringly, that he was in the middle of a business transaction. And when it came to business, Quark knew he was definitely fighting on home soil.

But now, once again, he was heading into unknown territory. As far as he knew, the lower core of the sta-tion was the site of the fusion reactors, the power trans-fer manifolds and basic utilities, and its few residence levels were little more than prison cells for Bajoran ore workers. It was a realm for engineers, not business peo-ple. Even worse, he was not aware of any docking ports off the lower levels. The only way out of the lower core would be back up through the turbolift shafts.

Or through an emergency airlock, he thought queasily.

Quark moaned as he realized the trap he was enter-ing. Then moaned again when he realized he had been so thrown off-balance by the lift car’s continued descent that he had actually lost count of the levels they had passed. And every fool knew that a Ferengi who lost count had lost everything.

The two phaser-armed Cardassians continued to stare at him, their weapons held loosely at their sides as if daring him to break the rules and talk. But, finally, Turbolift 5 reached its destination.

The stop was so sudden, Quark felt the car rise back up a few centimeters as if it had overshot the desired deck. Then the doors opened.

The level beyond the open doors was so dark, it looked to Quark like the void of space itself.

But the Cardassian leader in the torn blue tunic pushed him forward anyway, and Odo at his side, even before a welcome pool of light from a palm torch sprang to life ahead of them.

“Straight ahead,” the Cardassian leader ordered, Quark limped on, as told. Adding to his resentful discomfort now was the fact that the deck plates on this lower level weren’t covered by any type of carpet. They were just bare hull metal as far as he could tell. And since the station’s lower core was terraced like a towering cake built upside down, Quark realized with a sinking feeling it was entirely possible that bound-less space was really only a few centimeters below his feet.

But then, why are the deck plates so hot? he won-dered.

He decided he absolutely hated Terok Nor. He’d be glad to leave it.

Alive, he added quickly, in case the Blessed Exche-quer or any of his Exalted Tellers happened to be lis-tening in.

The long, curving corridor on this level was nar-rower than others on the station. The ceiling lower. And except for a pale patch of light which Quark was just now beginning to perceive ahead, it seemed that none of the emergency glowpanels was functioning down here.

The spot of light from the palm torch kept skittering ahead, leading the way. On either side it was too gloomy for Quark to make out the Cardassian direc-tional and warning signs on the bulkheads, but every few meters he passed an inner door. Some of these were open, with total darkness beyond.

If I were Odo, Quark thought darkly, I’d be through one of those doors so fast the light from the palm torch couldn’t catch me.

But most inexplicably, the shape-shifter remained at Quark’s side, even letting the Ferengi’s injured foot set the pace.

Finally, just as Quark feared he would fall to the floor in exhaustion, the Cardassian leader ordered them to turn right at the next intersection. It was a cul-de-sac, where Quark would normally expect to find a turbolift. But instead, he halted before three more Car-dassians, all females this time. Two were in soldier’s armor, crisp, unmarked, the composite surfaces gleam-ing in the way Quark had come to recognize only the most elite Cardassian units were able to maintain. And despite the cold level of threat the two uniformed females presented, there was no doubt in Quark as to which female his three captors served.

She was the one in the middle, the only one in a matte-black civilian outfit that clung, Quark apprecia-tively noted, to the ridges of her spinal cords like a second skin.

“This is the only Ferengi on the station.” Surprisingly, it was not the Cardassian in the torn blue tunic who was the first to address the female. It was the bald Cardassian with the tricorder. But in any case, Quark knew they were now in the presence of the real leader of the entire group, male and female—She.

The female leader studied Quark as if he were live-stock at an auction. Quark straightened up, smirking engagingly, but her widely spaced dark eyes turned to Odo. “Why is that here?”

The bald Cardassian’s reply was instant. “I thought we could use him as a backup. He can take on the shape of a Ferengi.”

Quark’s evaluation of the female shot up in value with her skeptical response. “But can he take on the brain of a Ferengi?”

“Terrell,” the bald Cardassian said deferentially, “with respect, we are running out of options. Dukat has left. The station will be under Bajoran control in hours.”

Terrell frowned as she hunted for something in the engineer’s case she wore at the side of her wide belt. “Unlikely. In fifty-three minutes, the station will be a debris field and navigational hazard. Dukat activated the self-destruct.” She removed a palm phaser and without a moment’s pause shot Odo.

The constable grunted and slumped to his knees, gasping painfully for breath. But to Quark’s intense relief, Odo was only lightly stunned.

Terrell lowered her palm phaser and glared at the bald Cardassian. “Atrig, that thing is a shape-shifter. It could have escaped you whenever it chose. The fact that it didn’t, suggests it was spying on us.”

The bald Cardassian’s reaction to his leader’s admo-nition was most revealing to Quark. It was definitely not that of a soldier. The Cardassian in the gray tunic merely clenched his teeth, glanced down, embarrassed more than anything else. Definitely not the response of a soldier. Quark’s fuschia-rimmed eyes narrowed in speculation. If these two had come into his bar as cus-tomers, Quark would have instantly concluded that Atrig, Terrell’s bald subordinate, was desperately in love with his superior, while Terrell considered Atrig as nothing more than a useful tool she might carry in her case.

“Of course,” the bald Cardassian said, in almost a whisper, his head still respectfully lowered.

Terrell dropped the small phaser back into her case. “Just see you keep it stunned in case we do need it.” Then she turned her attention to Quark. “You will per-form a service for the Cardassian Union. If you suc-ceed, you will have time to reach an escape pod before the station self-destructs. If you fail...” Her smile was cruel.

Quark looked questioningly at Atrig. Atrig under-stood. “Now you can talk.”

“What kind of service?” Quark demanded. Let the negotiations begin, he thought.

“A simple one.” Terrell turned her back to him and faced a blank bulkhead. Though he couldn’t see exactly what she was doing, Quark could tell she was operating some kind of small device, for the bulkhead began to move to one side, revealing an extension of the corridor.

Quark’s first reaction was one of true surprise. His second was of true apprehension. Over the years he had mapped every hidden section of the station, to establish his network of smugglers’ tunnels—but here was a corridor extension completely unknown to him. And beyond it, there was a light source, about ten meters past the bulkhead.

Quirk squinted at the light. It appeared to be ema-nating from a door whose center glowed pale pink.

“What’s in there?” Quark asked nervously.

Terrell turned back to him. “Nothing for a Ferengi to fear.” Then she nodded, and Quark felt himself pushed forward, toward the light, a phaser jammed between his shoulder blades.

Halfway to the door, he heard a sudden commotion behind him, then phaser fire. Odo. The constable must have tried to make his escape, and not been fast enough.

Quark chanced glancing over his shoulder and did a relieved double take. Odo was still staggering along behind him, supported by the Cardassian in the torn blue tunic.

But now the two armor-clad female Cardassians held a third stunned captive.

Garak.

The Cardassian tailor was no longer in the strange uniform Quark had been unable to identify, but was back in his usual civilian garb. Quark didn’t stop to question the change. He had always suspected that Garak wasn’t the plain, simple tailor he made himself out to be. All Cardassians were masters of conspiracy, duplicity, and deviousness. The only remaining mystery for Quark was how the contentious aliens had managed to occupy Bajor as a cohesive force for as long as they had.

Atrig grabbed Quark’s shoulder, forcing him to a stop three meters from the glowing door.

Correction, Quark thought. The door wasn’t just glowing. It was pulsating. The effect was difficult to define precisely, but to Quark it seemed as if the door alternately bulged out and relaxed in, as if it were the flank of some large creature slowly breathing. The glow intensified with each intake of breath, changing from rose-pink to dark red, and Quark saw now that the light it created wasn’t uniform. Instead, the vertical surface rippled outward, like a rock-disturbed pool of water standing on its side.

But that shimmering surface wasn’t liquid, Quark knew. It was a solid layer protecting those on the out-side from something that these six Cardassians didn’t want to face—or couldn’t.

Yet for some reason, they believed a Ferengi could.

But why? Quark thought, even now still trying to find an angle to exploit. If whatever was causing the door to ripple and glow was some deadly form of radi-ation, the Cardassians could have captured anyone to... to do whatever it was they wanted done. It was a well-known fact to everyone on the station that no Cardassian officer would hesitate to order a fellow Cardassian soldier to face death.

So why do they need a Ferengi? And only a Fer-engi?

“Garak,” Terrell said with sarcastic condescension. “I don’t know which surprises me more. That you haven’t left the station already. Or that Dukat left you alive.”

Quark looked back to see Terrell standing before Garak. The tailor’s sagging body was held upright by the two female soldiers, each holding an arm. Garak shook his head as if to clear it.

“I was merely trying to warn you,” the tailor said faintly. “I believe that Gul Dukat may have failed to inform you that for some reason the station’s self-destruct system has been inadvertently activated. You should leave as quickly as possible.”

Terrell patted the tailor’s cheek. “Why, Garak, how noble of you.”

‘Terrell, my dear, given all that we mean to each other, I feel I owe it to you.”

Interesting, Quark thought.

“And I owe you. So much.”

Quark shivered at the unpleasant edge to Terrell’s cool voice.

Garak merely nodded as he glanced at the glowing door. In the rose-colored light, his gray Cardassian skin took on an almost sickening, raw-meat color. “Well, I can see you’re busy. So I’ll be on my way.”

“You’ll leave with me, Garak. Interrogating you will help pass the time on the way back home.” Now Ter-rell’s voice was openly menacing.

Garak’s careful civility gave way to cold rage. “You know I cannot go back to Cardassia.”

“I do know,” Terrell said. “That’s why I’ll execute you myself before we arrive.” Then she turned toward the glowing door, her back to the Cardassian tailor as if he no longer existed.

Quark’s eyes followed her movement to the door. He alone of the observers gasped at the change. It was as if Terrell now faced a vortex of glowing magma, blaz-ing with light, yet producing no heat. Pulsating coils of red light snaked out from the rapidly deforming sur-face of the door. Some tendrils seemed almost ready to break free of the surface, as if whatever lay beyond was increasing its efforts to escape confinement.

Quark felt himself pushed forward again by the bald Cardassian.

“Terrell,” Quark squeaked, his voice breaking in its urgency. “I’m going to need some information.” More than anything else, he longed to run home. But he knew that wasn’t possible. Perhaps he’d never see Ferenginar again. “What in the name of all that’s prof-itable is in there?”

“A lab,” Terrell said tersely. “What you’re seeing is merely a holographic illusion. A new type of holosuite technology.”

Quark couldn’t be certain of the truth. He couldn’t see any holoemitters in this hidden section of corridor. But then, they could be installed behind the illusion. Maybe— Don’t be a fool, Quark told himself.

Whatever was responsible for the phenomenon before him, it wasn’t an illusion, and it was dangerous. There was no other reason for him to be here.

“So what do I have to do?” Quark asked.

“Go into the lab—”

Quark couldn’t help himself. “Through that thing?! You’re crazy!” He flinched as Atrig shoved a phaser into his back. “My mistake,” he croaked.

“We will open the door,” Terrell continued. “You will go inside the lab, ignoring everything you hear, everything you see, except for the main lab console on the far wall.”

“Everything I hear?” Quark asked, his voice trail-ing off as his imagination got the best of him.

Terrell ignored his apprehension. “On the main console, you’ll see a... power unit. A... type of power crystal. Sixty-eight centimeters tall. Twenty-five wide at its top and bottom. Spindle-shaped. You can’t miss it.”

The corridor fell into momentary darkness as the door heaved inward.

“And you want me to bring it out,” Quark said weakly.

Terrell nodded at him. “Very perceptive. It’s in an open housing. Simply disconnect two power leads to detach it from the console, then carry the crystal out. As soon as you do... you’ll be free to go.”

Her very unconvincing smile confirmed the situa-tion for Quark. He instantly knew that if he did sueceed in retrieving the crystal from the lab, a minute later he’d be as dead as if he were still dangling at the end of an ODN cable on the Promenade.

Quark’s agile mind raced to identify the loopholes in this transaction.

But he had run out of time.

“Open the door,” Terrell ordered.

At once, the Cardassian with the torn blue tunic moved to place himself alongside the pulsating door, one arm stretched out before him. With one trem-bling hand, Quark shielded his eyes from the increas-ing red glare to see what the Cardassian was trying to do.

At the edge of distortion effect, Quark saw a door control. The Cardassian in blue touched it gingerly.

Incredibly, the door seemed to melt to one side, and Quark squinted as the light level reached an almost painful intensity.

“—YES— “

Startled, Quark looked around, trying to see who had just cried out.

It was Odo.

“YES! YES, I UNDERSTAND!” Odo shouted. He struggled in the grip of the Cardassian in the new brown tunic, the Cardassian who Quark suspected was either a soldier, a coward, a spy. “/ WILL—” Odo screamed. Then the shape-shifter began to reach out his arms, stretching away from his captor toward the blood red light of the lab.

“Stop him!” Terrell commanded.

Instantly, Atrig stunned Odo again and the shape-shifter slumped, as his semiconscious body slowly assumed its humanoid shape once more.

“What happened?” Quark demanded.

“You didn’t hear them?” Terrell asked in return. “The voices calling?”

“What voices?”

Terrell’s face blazed with reflected crimson light. “You’ll do fine,” she said. “Go! Now!”

Pushed relentlessly forward by Atrig, Quark swayed before the open doorway. He could see nothing in the lab except a swirl of light, a whirlpool of lumines-cence.

“Hurry!” Terrell shouted.

And then the light swirls fragmented before Quark, becoming writhing tendrils that seemed to reach out for him and— “TERRELL!”

This time the outcry came from Atrig, as the bald Cardassian leaped through the air to meet the coil of light heading directly for the woman he loved. The light hit Atrig square in the back, hurling him across the corridor as if a battering ram had struck him.

Atrig’s limp form crumpled to the deck, a glowing patch of carmine light flickering over him.

Quark ducked as two more tentacles of flame-red energy snapped out from the doorway. Beneath the crackle of their passage, he heard hideous screams. Saw the Cardassian in blue and the other in brown lifted up from the deck, wrapped in red light.

Their cries became muffled as the scarlet glow spread over them, flowing around them like a hungry wave. Then, horribly, slowly, their wildly flailing arms and legs ceased their struggle, as if the light itself were somehow thick and resistant.

Forgetting for a moment that Atrig no longer was behind him to prevent his escape, Quark stared at the faces of the two trapped Cardassians. Their gaping mouths were stretched in soundless wails. And then, like a plasma whip being cracked, the two were sucked back into the vortex of light, disappearing in an instant.

Odo—now held by no one—knelt on the deck and looked back at the light. Quark could see him silently mouth a single word, over and over—Yes... yes... yes...

The two female soldiers still held on to Garak, showing no fear, but clearly ready to leave as soon as they were ordered.

Quark turned to flee, but Terrell blocked his way. Her palm phaser was aimed directly at his head. “Hurry!”

Quark stared at Terrell. It was madness to do what she wanted. It was guaranteed suicide. But as much as he hated to admit it, if he didn’t do as she ordered, then that fool Odo would be on his feet and stumbling forward in Quark’s place, into something that for some unknown reason the Cardassians believed only a Fer-engi could survive.

Quark told himself it wasn’t respect he felt for Odo. It was just that after so many years of being adver-saries, he knew how the shape-shifter thought, knew his strategies. And most importantly, Quark thought, he knew how much he could get away with. And for some inexplicable reason, the shape-shifter had stayed at his side all the way from the Promenade, when he could have escaped and left Quark to his fate—alone.

Quark’s chest swelled out as he drew in a deep breath. As the old Ferengi saying had it, Better the Auditor you know, than the Auditor you don’t. Some-times, he told himself, you just have to sign the con-tract you negotiated.

“Now!” Terrell ordered.

Quark released his breath in a mighty sigh, covered his head with his arms, and ran straight through the doorway into the blinding red light and— —his cut and bleeding foot suddenly sank into a soft sludge of cooling mud.

It was raining. A soft mist, really.

Quark stood completely still, eyes tightly shut.

The air was sweetly perfumed with the fetid rot of a swamp.

The swamp.

Quark lowered his arms from his head. Opened one eye. Then the other. And then he gasped as through the dark silhouettes of reaching branches and hanging moss, he saw the soft and welcoming lights of the Fer-enginar capital city shining through the distance and the dark of night.

“Home...” he cried, delighting in the magical way the word created a delicate puff of mist before him.

But Quark was no believer in magic. He needed to know how it was he could see his breath as a delicate puff of mist. There had to be another source of light nearby.

He looked around trying to figure out where the lab had gone, where Terok Nor had gone, if he had finally died.

But all questions were erased as he saw a sparkle of blue-white brilliance approaching through the swamp trees, as if a living diamond were floating toward him.

Quark was completely overcome by the beauty of the spectacle. He stood transfixed until...

“Quark? Is that you, son?”

Quark’s mouth dropped open in incredulity. “Moo-gie?”

“Over here, Quark...”

Quark shifted in the mud of his homeworld, and suddenly the glittering diamond was before him, held in his beloved mother’s arms.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming home,” Quark’s mother said crankily. “I would have made your favorite mooshk.”

Quark’s mouth watered at the intense memory of his moogie’s mooshk. And to see her right now, glowing as if she were a part of the crystal she held, her com-pletely unclothed skin faceted with light.

“So the only thing I have to give you is this,” Quark’s mother said. She held out the glittering jewel to him, until it seemed to float by itself, a shining, hourglass-shaped orb of promise and hope and every-thing anyone could ever want. “Go ahead, Quark. Take it... .”

Quark reached for the orb like a child reaching for a toy. Everything was going to be perfect now.

But as his hands closed on the object his mother was giving him, one tiny nagging thought came to him.

Small. Subtle. Barely worth mentioning.

Something that might only occur to a Ferengi.

“Moogie,” Quark said. “Can I ask you a question?”

And as Quark’s mother began her transformation, Quark shrieked louder than any Ferengi had ever shrieked, as he saw—



CHAPTER 2

—Stars flashed before Quark’s eyes, and he slapped his hand to his expansive forehead, grimacing with pain.

“Who designed this frinxing bed...” he muttered, as he swung his feet over the edge of the narrow Car-dassian sleeping ledge and tried once more to sit up, this time without banging his head on the underside of a utility shelf.

Then he looked around at the stark holding cell in Deep Space 9’s Security Office and answered his own question.

“Cardassians. Ha!”

Quark had had it with Cardassians. In fact, even though the Cardassian Occupation had ended six long years ago, Quark had had it with this station. “Deep Space 9, Terok Nor... Federation bureaucrats, Car-dassian secret police... What’s the difference? I ask you...”

He stood in front of the holding cell’s forcefield and checked to make certain the Security Office beyond was still empty. Though the lighting levels were low, set for DS9’s night, the main door was still sealed and Quark remained safely alone. He cleared his throat. “Computer: Release the prisoner.”

The security screen flashed with silver scintillations, then shut down. At least, it appeared to shut down. Quark wasn’t a Ferengi to take anything for granted. He carefully flicked a finger toward the boundary of the forcefield, until he was certain the screen was off. Only then did he step over the lip of the cell doorway.

Quark trudged across the deck in his nightclothes, scratching where it itched. He came to the replicator, smacked his lips, then punched in his prisoner code for a cup of millipede juice, hold the shells. The cup appeared and Quark gulped the pale green bug squeez-ings down, looking around to check that he was still— “Bzzzt—you’re dead,” Odo said, only one meter behind him.

Quark choked, then sprayed a mouthful of millipede juice, forcing Odo to step back out of range.

“Don’t do that!” Quark sputtered indignantly, wip-ing bug juice off his sleep shirt.

Odo shook his head, not impressed. “Would you rather the Andorian sisters did that?”

Quark jammed the cup back into the replicator for recycling. “You’re supposed to be protecting me. That’s what this is, remember?” Quark waved his hands to include the entire security office. “Protective custody.”

Odo pointed to the holding cell. “In there. Behind a forcefield. That’s protective custody. Out here, you’re fair game.”

Quark rubbed at his temples, not knowing where the pain of his impact with the shelf left off, and his ten-sion headache began. Twenty meters away, just across the Promenade, his bar was in the hands of Rom. Engineer Rom. Turned-his-back-on-everything-Fer-engi, work-for-free, use-a-padd-to-total-all-bills, good-for-nothing Rom.

“Are you all right?” Odo asked.

“Do you care?”

Odo crossed his arms. “Not particularly.”

Quark muttered a partially satisfying Ferengi epithet under his breath and looked around for a padd.

“Now what?” Odo asked “I need something to read. Rom’s driving me into bankruptcy and there’s no way I can sleep.”

“Actually, the bar has seldom been busier.”

In a sudden wave of apprehension, Quark grabbed Odo’s tunic. “He’s cut prices, hasn’t he? Go ahead, I can take it.”

Odo firmly removed Quark’s hands from his chest. “Rom is treating the customers fairly. Word must have gotten out, and so business is up. You should be happy.”

Quark couldn’t believe the foul language Odo was capable of using. ” ‘Fairly.’ I’m... I’m ruined. I...” And then Quark could see no other way out. “All right, that’s it. Protective custody is over. Thank you. I’m going to my—”

Odo didn’t let him finish. And didn’t let him leave. “It’s not that simple, Quark.”

Quark had been battling Odo for more than a decade. He knew what that tone meant. “What do you mean, not that simple? Being in here was my idea.”

“It was your idea. Now, I’m afraid, it’s mine.”

Quark rocked back on Ms bare feet, studying Odo more closely in the dim light. “You are worried about me. I’m touched. But, I’m also running behind, so—”

Odo didn’t move from Quark’s path. “Please return to your cell.”

Quark laughed derisively, smiled broadly. “Odo... you almost make it seem as if you’re putting me under arrest.”

Odo said nothing. He didn’t have to.

“You can’t be serious,” Quark said. He knew his earlobes were flushing telltale red. “No, I take that back. You’re always serious. What I meant was, you’re joking. No, you don’t do that either. But what you do do is...” Quark’s throat tightened. He couldn’t bring himself to say the words.

Odo could. “Put people under arrest.”

“For what?!” Quark demanded. His face creased in a disbelieving grin as he said the most outrageous thing he could think of. “Murder?”

But Odo’s silence and unchanging expression made the grin fade.

Quark’s head throbbed unbearably. “Odo, you know me. How many times do I have to say it? I did not kill Dal Nortron.”

“That’s right. I do know you, Quark. Which is why I don’t believe that you planned and carried out the pre-meditated cold-blooded murder of your Andorian busi-ness partner.”

Quark sagged with relief. “Well, at least we can...” He looked up at Odo with sudden fear. ” ‘Business partner’?”

“Did you honestly think you could keep it from me?”

“The Andorian sisters did it! They killed him!”

“And they say that you killed him. Imagine that.”

“So you’re arresting me on their word but you’re not arresting them on mine?!”

Odo uncrossed his arms and shook his head. “Quark, we’ve been over this. If I arrest Satr and Leen while they are on DS9 as representatives of the Ando-rian government, they will file a diplomatic protest, I will have to release them, and I guarantee they will leave the station and my jurisdiction within the hour.”

“Sure! Right! So that’s why they can walk around the station free as a greeworm while I’m in here—”

“Where they can’t get you.”

“No!” Quark exploded. “Where / am under arrest!”

Odo looked away as if preparing to leave. Quark knew that was how the changeling preferred to solve most of his problems. By avoiding confrontation.

But then, Odo looked back at Quark, and there was almost an air of sorrow about him. “Quark, listen care-fully. This time, you are in serious trouble. Two nights ago, Dal Nortron won a considerable amount of lat-inum from you.”

“It happens, Odo,” Quark said tightly. “That’s why they call it gambling.”

But Odo did not allow himself to be interrupted. “Two hours later, Dal Nortron died—”

“Of unknown causes!”

“Under mysterious circumstances. The latinum— gone.”

“Odo, think about it. How long would I stay in busi-ness if I started killing everyone who won at my dabo table? Are you kidding? I give the winners presents! I give them unlimited holosuite sessions—even free drinks!” Quark shuddered at the thought of it. “I do whatever I can to get them to return to that table so I can win my latinum back. I don’t kill customers!”

“Satr and Leen say you had an argument with Nortron.”

Quark glared at the changeling. “I have arguments with you. And I haven’t killed you. Yet.”

“Quark—pay attention! If I hadn’t put you in pro-tective custody, the Andorians would have killed you for revenge. They see justice in rather more simplistic terms than I do.”

Now the sorrow was Quark’s, as well. “Justice? So you do think I’m a murderer.”

Odo reluctantly confirmed Quark’s conclusion. “There is the matter of Kozak—”

“Kozak?! That was almost four years ago. And it was an accident!”

“Exactly,” Odo agreed. “As I said, I do not believe you planned to kill Dal Nortron. But accidents do hap-pen. Especially in the heat of an argument between business partners.”

Quark swung his hand at Odo as if trying to clear the air. “Why don’t you just string me up on the Prom-enade and be—” He stopped speaking, suddenly over-whelmed by a powerful sense of deja vu.

A few moments of Quark staring blankly into space was apparently all Odo could take. “Quark—?”

“I was... having a dream. Just before I woke up. Hit my head.” Quark rubbed at his forehead again. The pain seemed diminished. He let his fingers trail to his throat and ran them lightly across his larynx, as if expecting to find rope burns there. “They were hang-ing me...”

Odo frowned. “Guilty conscience?” Quark knew he’d get nowhere arguing this any longer with Odo. He started back for his cell.

“We still have a few things to discuss,” Odo said. “I will need to know the details of your... ‘business arrangement’ with Dal Nortron.”

Quark stepped over the lip of the cell. ‘Talk to my lawyer.”

“You don’t have a lawyer.”

Quark shrugged. “Then I guess we have nothing to discuss until I do get one. Computer: Restore security field.”

The air between Quark and Odo flashed with silver sparkles.

“Quark, don’t make this more difficult than it has to be.”

But by this point, Quark didn’t care about making anything easier, especially not for Odo. “When is Cap-tain Sisko back?”

‘Tomorrow afternoon. If they don’t run into any Jem’Hadar patrols.” Odo’s stern attitude softened. “That captain they were trying to rescue... she was dead.”

“I suppose you think I killed her.”

“She had been dead for three years. Apparently, an energy field around the planet she’d crashed on shifted the subspace signals through time.”

“Odo, let’s get our priorities straight. What does any of this have to do with me?”

“Please forgive me,” Odo said icily. “I forgot with whom I was dealing. Pleasant dreams, Quark.”

Odo turned like a soldier on parade and marched toward his office.

He had just reached the doorway when Quark called out to him. “Odo, wait.”

Odo stopped, but didn’t look back.

“Can I ask you something?”

Odo looked over his shoulder. “You can ask.”

Quark held his hand to his throat again, trying to recapture the elusive threads of his half-forgotten dream. “Those last few days on the station...”

“What last few days?”

“The end of the Occupation. When the Cardassians withdrew.”

“What about them?”

“The Cardassians never liked me.”

Odo turned back to face Quark. “Can you blame them?”

Quark struggled to find the words for what he knew / he had to ask. “They destroyed so many things on the station... four Bajorans dead...”

“Your point, Quark?”

“Why didn’t they kill me? I mean, that’s what hap-pens when governments fall. People like me are lined up and...”

“Shot?”

Quark saw an image of Ferenginar’s capital city. He was there, doing something important in... in a swamp? “Hung,” Quark said quietly. “Strung up on... on the Promenade... ?”

“Sounds almost... poetic,” Odo said.

Quark stared at Odo, saw the glimmer of recogni-tion in the changeling’s eyes. “You’ve said that before. Or something like that. I can see it. I can remember it.”

And then something went dark in Odo. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” Quark said.

“I’ll tell Rom you want a lawyer. When you’re will-ing to talk about your business arrangement with Dal Nortron, we can talk again.” Odo turned to leave.

“Where were you on the Day of Withdrawal?”

Quark called after him. “You answer that and I’ll tell you everything about Dal Nortron!”

Quark saw Odo hesitate. “Come on, Odo, admit it. There’s only one way you can resist an offer like that.”

The hesitation ended. Without another word, Odo disappeared through the doorway to his office. He had resisted.

And to Quark, that could mean only one thing.

Odo didn’t remember what had happened to him on the Day of Withdrawal, any more than Quark did...



CHAPTER 3

Lieutenant Commander Jadzia Dax stood on the deck of the Starship Enterprise with her back to the captain’s chair. Because it was the first Enterprise, there was only one direction from which the final attack could come.

The turbolift.

Five minutes ago, when she had hurriedly studied the ship’s schematics on the desktop viewer in the briefing room, she had found it difficult to believe that the most critical command center on the entire ship was serviced by only one lift. But in the memories of her third host, Emony, she found the explanation. The more than century-old Constitution-class to which the original Enterprise belonged had been designed pri-marily as a vessel of scientific exploration. The engi-neers of the twenty-fourth century might perceive its design idiosyncrasies, such as a single turbolift serving the bridge or fixed-phaser emitters, as design flaws. Dax’s third host, however, considered such features to be the last echoes of the twenty-second century’s charmingly naive optimism toward space travel, inspired by the end of the Romulan Wars and the resulting birth of the Federation a mere two years later.

As a joined Trill possessing the memories of eight lifetimes, more or less spanning the past two centuries, Jadzia Dax understood she was more attuned than most beings to the similarities of every age. And the truth was that while technology might change, human hearts and minds seldom did. It definitely wasn’t the case that life was simpler or human nature less sophis-ticated in the past.

But in the case of this ship, Jadzia couldn’t help thinking, the designers were behind the curve. They really should have known better. After all, the first Enterprise had been launched a full twenty-seven years after the first contact with the Klingon Empire, a disastrous meeting that clearly proved that not every-one in the quadrant shared the Federation’s belief in coexistence. And right now, the proof of that was about to face her in a life-or-death confrontation.

Jadzia heard the distant rush of a turbolift car approaching the bridge. She hefted the sword in her hand and with one quick step vaulted over the stairs to the upper deck of die bridge. She reflexively tugged down on the ridiculously short skirt of her blue sci-ences uniform, changing her balance to be prepared to spring forward the instant the doors opened. If, that is, she could spring forward in the awkward, knee-height, high-heeled black boots that were also part of her uni-form.

The turbolift stopped. She held her breath as she faced the doors with only one thought in her mind... Klingons—can’t live with them, can’t— The red doors slid open. The lift was empty! Then a sudden crash made her spin to see a violently dis-lodged wall panel beside the main viewer fly into the center well of the bridge. The wall panel had covered the opening of an emergency-access tunnel, and now from its darkness emerged her enemy, resplendent in the glittering antique uniform of the Imperial Navy, a blood-dripping bat’leth held aloft, ready for use again.

Jadzia straightened up, unimpressed. “Worf, that wasn’t on the schematics.”

Lieutenant Commander Worf leaped down from the upper deck and moved warily around the central helm console, eyes afire. “I am not Worf. I am Kang, captain of the Thousand-Taloned Death. And you are my prey!”

Worf lunged past the elevated captain’s chair, swinging for Jadzia’s legs with a savage upsweep of his bat’leth.

Jadzia expertly deflected the ascending crescent blade with her sword as she flipped through the air to land behind the safety railing that ringed the upper deck to her right. Although he had missed his target, Worf’s momentum forced him to continue his spin until his bat’leth plunged deep into the captain’s chair behind him, shorting the communications relays in its shattered arm and causing a spectacular burst of sparks to shoot into the air.

“Worf, I’m serious,” Jadzia complained testily. “I was just in the briefing room. I specifically called up the bridge schematics.”

Worf grunted as he struggled to tug his weapon free of the chair. “You should not be talking. You should be running for your life.”

He turned away from her to give the stubborn bat’leth one final pull.

Jadzia saw her opportunity and took it. She leaned over the railing and swatted Worf’s backside with the flat of her sword.

Worf wheeled around in shock. “That was not a deathblow!”

“I said, I checked the schematics. There is no emer-gency tunnel beside the viewscreen. You’re cheating.”

Worf flashed a triumphant grin at her, his weapon finally free. “If you did not see the tunnel on the deck plans, it means you did not use the proper command codes to access them. To the computer, you might have been an enemy, and so you were not shown the correct configuration.”

“What?!”

“Defend yourself!” Worf shouted. He swung down to slice the safety railing in two, directly in front of Jadzia.

But Jadzia lashed out with her boot to slam Worf on the side of his head, at the same time she swung her sword against his bat’leth to send it spinning out of his grip to shatter the holographic viewer on Mr. Spock’s science station.

“You never told me about needing command codes!” she protested.

Worf put one huge hand to the side of his head, looked at the pink blood on his fingers, flared his nos-trils in what Jadzia, sighing, knew all too well was a sign of intense pleasure. There was nothing a Klingon liked better than a caring, loving mate who knew how to play rough. “You did not ask,” he said, breathing hard, then leaped over the twisted railing to land heav-ily on the upper deck two meters from Jadzia.

“You’re not playing fair,” Jadzia told him.

Worf shot a glance upward at the center of the bridge’s domed ceiling. “That is not the opinion of the Beta Entity,” he growled.

Jadzia risked a sudden look at the ceiling as well. It was maddening to admit, but Worf was right. The amorphous energy beast that fed on the psychic energy of hatred and conflict grew brighter as she watched.

Worf took a step closer. Jadzia took a step back.

“Do not attempt to delay the inevitable. Escape is impossible.”

Jadzia stood her ground, raised her sword. “Who said I wanted to escape?”

Worf took another step, arms reaching out to either side, eyes absolutely fixed on his quarry. “Ah, knowing you must lose, you choose to attempt to take your enemy with you. The w’Han Do. A warrior’s strategy.” Worf threw back his massive head and roared approv-ingly .

“Even better, I have no intention of losing, either.” Then Jadzia slashed her sword back and forth in an intricate display of k’Thatic ritual disembowelment that had taken her past host Audrid more than eight years to master, and finished the motion by unexpect-edly launching the sword across the bridge, where it crashed into an auxiliary life-support station.

Worf, who had been transfixed by Jadzia’s dazzling swordplay, appeared shocked by what could only have been a careless mistake. He stared at her sword as it twanged back and forth in a shower of sparks from a shattered display screen.

The diversion worked exactly as Jadzia had planned it. As Worf puzzled over the sword, she slammed into him, shoulder first, elbow in the stomach, driving him back until he collided with a station chair and pitched backward, falling flat on his back.

In an instant, Jadzia was astride him, hands raised, fingers scooped in the strike position for a Romulan deeth mok blow to crush the larynx.

Worf fought for breath, the air in his lungs knocked out of him by the violence of his impact. The sweat and blood that covered his face gleamed as the energy beast pulsated above them.

“... You can not defeat a Klingon with a pitiful deeth mok...” Worf wheezed defiantly.

“There’s more than one way to skin a Klingon,” Jadzia said.

Worf’s eyes widened in alarm at the thought—and also, Jadzia thought, more than a touch of anticipatory excitement.

And then she swiftly brought both hands down to the sides of Worf’s enormous ribcage and— Worf howled with laughter. He frantically wriggled under Jadzia, ineffectually trying to slap her hands away as he gasped for breath.

“Give up?” Jadzia asked.

Worf’s eyes teared as he snorted, “I will not surren-der! I am Kang!”

“Ha! I knew Kang,” Jadzia said as she dug in, effort-lessly repelling his futile attempts to stop her. “Kang was a friend of mine. And you are no Kang!”

By now, Worf was totally incapable of speech. Any intelligent sound he attempted to make was over-whelmed by convulsive laughter.

Jadzia went for the kill. “Say ‘rumtag,’ ” she demanded as she drove home her attack, running her fingers over Worf’s ribs at warp nine. “Say it!”

The word erupted from Worf like a volcanic explo-sion. “Rumtag! Rumtag!”

With a whoop of victory, Jadzia rolled off her hus-band and stretched out on the floor beside him, hold-ing her head up on one elbow as she watched him struggle to catch his breath and regain his dignity.

His pitiful attempt to glare at her as he said, “You tickled me” made even Worf burst out laughing again. After a few more aborted tries, he took a deep breath and blurted out, suddenly deeply serious, “Now we are both in danger.”

“Something else you didn’t tell me?” Jadzia asked lightly.

She was suddenly aware of the light from the Beta Entity getting brighter, and then the creature was all around them both. She felt a mild electrical tingle over her body and tugged down on her short skirt again. Then the light winked out as the energy creature disap-peared.

“What happens next?” she asked, more curious than alarmed.

Worf took an even deeper breath, in an obvious attempt to restore his warrior’s concentration. “Noth-ing. We are both...” He fought to stifle an incipient giggle. “... dead.” He snorted again and rubbed his ribcage.

“Say that again.”

“The Beta Entity was not pleased with the change in our emotional mood. Thus, it enveloped us and drained us of our life energy.”

Jadzia screwed up her face in confusion. “That’s not right. I studied this mission at the Academy. The energy creature that captured Kirk and Kang and made their crews keep fighting to the death on the Enterprise fed on hate. When Kirk convinced everyone to stop fighting and to laugh, to express joyful emotions, the creature didn’t kill anyone. It just... left.”

Worf had finally regained his appropriately stern expression. “This is the Klingon version of the holosimulation. And besides, it was Kang who con-vinced the others to stop fighting.”

Jadzia raised an eyebrow and playfully placed a sin-gle finger against Worf’s side. “It was who?”

Worf smiled. “It was... your rumtag!” And then he was on her, running his fingers up and down her sides, until this time it was Jadzia who was reduced to help-less laughter.

Finally, exhausted, breathless, they both collapsed together on the lip of the upper deck, Jadzia sitting up, leaning against Worf’s broad chest, Worf’s fingers gently untangling the intricate weaving of her twenty-third-century hairstyle.

The bridge of the Enterprise was silent, filled with a soft haze colorfully lit by the shifting display screens that ringed the Trill and the Klingon, a ship out of rime.

“It’s almost romantic,” Jadzia said softly, sighing. She remembered being on this same bridge—in real-ity—when she and Captain Sisko had taken a trip into the past. She thought of the legendary Spock again, how close she had actually come to him. She sighed again.

Worf ran a finger along the spots that trailed from her temple. “Perhaps we should return to our quarters.”

Jadzia looked up at Worf and smiled teasingly. “Actually, I was thinking that maybe we could slip down to the captain’s quarters. Imagine—James T. Kirk’s bedroom. Think of the history.”

Worf frowned. “I would rather not. Besides, we only have the holosuite for another five minutes.”

Jadzia considered the possibilities of the bridge for a moment, but five minutes was more of a challenge than she was in the mood for right now. She ran a fin-ger along Worf’s sexily rippled brow. “There’s an arboretum a few decks down. Call Quark and book another hour.”

“That is not possible, Jadzia. Odo has requested all the holosuites beginning at oh-seven hundred.”

“All of them?” Jadzia sat up, away from Worf. “He’s having a party and he didn’t invite us?”

“It is for his investigation of the Andorian’s mur-der.”

“Ahh,” Jadzia said, understanding. Once highly-detailed scans had been made of crime scenes, they could be flawlessly recreated with holotechnology, and the computers could be used to call out various anom-alies with great precision. “Does he have any new leads?”

Worf blinked at his wife. “Why would he need new ones?”

It took a moment for Jadzia to realize what Worf was actually saying. “Worf, Quark didn’t kill the Andorian.”

“All the evidence points to him.”

“All the circumstantial evidence.”

Worf got to his feet. “It is my understanding that the evidence is more than circumstantial.” He adjusted his old-fashioned gold-fabric sash, then turned in the direction of the turbolift.

Jadzia jumped to her feet and grabbed his arm to stop him. “Not so fast, Kang.” She forced her groom to turn to face her. “What evidence does Odo have?”

Worf rolled his eyes, replying like a five-year-old asked to recite logarithmic tables. “The Andorian busi-nessman—”

“Dal Nortron,” Jadzia said. “Let’s concentrate on the facts.”

‘The Andorian businessman, Dal Nortron, arrived on DS9 last Sunday afternoon. Sunday evening, he won more than 100 bars of—”

“One hundred twenty-two bars.”

Worf glowered at Jadzia. “One-hundred twenty-two bars of gold-pressed latinum—after three consecutive wins at dabo. That fact alone is enough to suggest that Quark had arranged to pay off the Andorian—Dal Nortron—through rigged winnings.”

“Dabo’s a popular game in this quadrant. There are two documented cases of gamblers winning seven con-secutive dabos, which is within the statistical realm of probability.”

“Not at Quark’s,” Worf said.

“Come on, Worf. Odo inspects the table every week. Quark doesn’t rig it.”

Worf let his opinion be known with a grunt.

Jadzia shrugged. “Go on.”

“Two hours after Nortron left Quark’s, he was found dead, and the latinum was missing.”

“Stop right there. There’s no logic to what you’re saying.” Jadzia waited for Worf to interrupt, surprised when he didn’t. “If Quark had arranged to pay off Nortron with rigged dabo winnings, then why would he kill Nortron to get those winnings back?”

Worf shifted his considerable weight from one foot to the other. “Perhaps Nortron took advantage of the table once too often. Perhaps Quark wanted people to think he had settled a debt to Nortron and planned, when he had done so, to steal back his latinum. Per-haps he did not like the way Nortron was dressed.”

“Oh well, now, that is motivation for murder.”

“Jadzia, Quark is a Ferengi. Ferengi do not think the way other civilized beings do.”

Even though Worf’s sternly delivered pronounce-ment told Jadzia that her new husband was reaching the limits of his patience, she persisted. “Worf—this is the twenty-fourth century! That kind of stereotype belongs in the dark ages.”

“The Andorian was found dead near the reactor cores in the lower levels. Security monitoring is lim-ited there. Who else would know that better than Quark?”

“You, for one. Maybe we should suspect you. That makes about as much sense as suspecting Quark.”

Clearly upset by her lack of wifely loyalty, Worf glowered at Jadzia. “I am DS9’s strategic operations officer. It is my job to know the station’s security weaknesses—just it is in Quark’s interest to know them because of his long involvement in smuggling operations.”

Jadzia softened her tone and affectionately reached up to straighten Worf’s sash. “There’s a difference between smuggling and murder, Worf. Especially since some of Quark’s smuggling operations benefited the Bajoran resistance as well as the Federation.”

Mollified only slightly by her touch, Worf regarded her gravely. “He cares only for profit.”

“Granted. But not enough to kill for it.”

Worf brushed aside Jadzia’s hand. “This conversa-tion is useless. You have not listened to me at all. You have already made up your mind about the Ferengi’s innocence.”

“Me? How about you? You’ve already made up your mind he’s guilty.”

Worf stared at Jadzia as if he really didn’t under-stand what she was talking about. “Of course I have. Because he is.”

“Worf! We don’t even know if it was a murder!”

Worf’s heavy brow wrinkled, and Jadzia could see he was waging an internal debate. She decided that he knew something she didn’t and was wondering if he should tell her. Jadzia decided to help him make the right decision. There were better ways to defeat a Klingon than through combat.

She stepped closer to him, slipping her hand beneath his sash this time. The old Klingon uniforms had no armor, and the thin cloth of his shirt did little to interfere with the contact of her flesh against his. “Worf...” she whispered into his ear, “I’m your wife. We have no secrets from each other, remember?” Then she bit his ear lobe. Hard.

Worf took a quick breath, then spoke quickly, as if he was worried that he would change his mind. “Odo showed me Dr. Bashir’s preliminary autopsy report. Dal Nortron was killed by an energy-discharge weapon. Odo believes such a weapon would be too primitive to show up on the station’s automatic scan-ning system.”

“How primitive?” Jadzia asked, stilling her hand on his chest.

“Microwave radiation. Extremely intense. It... overheated every cell in his body. A weapon without honor.”

Jadzia swiftly reviewed everything she knew about microwave radiation. In this case, it was her own expe-riences as a science specialist that took precedence over the memories of Dax’s previous hosts.

Microwaves were part of the electromagnetic spec-trum, one of at least seven energy spectrums known to exist in normal space-time. In pre-subspace, EM-based civilizations—that converged toward rating C-451-5018-3 on Richter’s scale of culture—the pri-mary applications of microwave radiation were line-of-sight radio communications and nonmetallic industrial welding, typically with some half-hearted attempts to create first-generation beamed-energy weapons. On Earth, it had even been used for cooking food. Primitive was not the word for it. Prehistoric was more like it, right alongside stone knives and bearskins.

Jadzia took her hand from Worf’s chest, amused in spite of the situation to see her groom only then resume easy breathing. “Be reasonable, Worf. Why would Quark use an old-fashioned microwave weapon when he could have disintegrated Nortron with a phaser?”

Worf glanced over his shoulder at the turbolift doors, as if worried someone was about to join them. He took a step back from her. “Phaser residue can be detected for hours after a disintegration.”

But Jadzia curled one finger under his gold sash to gently pull him back to her. “Who would have known he was missing?”

Worf smoothed his sash again, trying to dislodge Jadzia’s grip. “Perhaps Quark didn’t want to put the latinum at risk.”

“So... stun Nortron, take the latinum, then disinte-grate him.”

“Just because I believe Quark is a criminal does not mean I believe he is a smart criminal. And would you please stop that!”

Jadzia was about to raise the stakes when she was interrupted by an announcement from hidden speakers.

“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls and morphs, this simulation will end in thirty seconds. Thank you for choosing Quark’s for your entertainment needs. Be sure to inquire about our half-price drink specials for holosuite customers when you turn in your mem-ory rods. Now, please gather your personal belong-ings and take small children by the appropriate grasping appendage. And remember, Quark’s is not responsible for lost or stolen articles or for damage caused by micro-forcefield fluctuations. Five... four... three...”

The bridge of the Enterprise melted from around Jadzia and Worf, retreating back into history. Now they stood in a simple unadorned room, its lower walls studded with the glowing green emitters of a compact holoprojector system.

“Please exit through the doors to the rear of the holosuite, and thank you for visiting Quark’s—the happiest place in the Bajoran Sector.”

Jadzia and Worf exchanged a look of shared puzzle-ment.

“That voice sounded like Leeta,” Jadzia said.

“I have heard that Rom is introducing new policies during Quark’s... incarceration.”

“If Rom is next in line for the bar, I’m surprised you haven’t started suspecting him of setting up his brother.”

The holosuite door slipped open to reveal Odo and two security officers.

“Commanders... I trust I’m not interrupting,” the constable said.

“We have finished,” Worf said brusquely. He started for the door.

“No, we haven’t,” Jadzia countered.

“I’m sorry,” Odo said, “but I do require the holo-suites for assembling—”

“That’s not what I meant,” Jadzia interrupted. “Odo, Worf told me that Dal Nortron died of exposure to microwave radiation.”

Odo frowned. “That is privileged information. At least,” he added gruffly as he looked at Worf, “it was.”

“Worf was conferring with me—security operations officer to science officer.”

Odo did not look convinced. But then, he rarely did. “Go on.”

“A microwave weapon seems such an unlikely choice to commit a murder, I was wondering if there might be another explanation.”

“I am open to suggestions.”

“Well, if the body was found near the reactor levels, have you ruled out energy leaks or power modulations coming from the power transfer-conduit linkages?”

Odo blinked. “I was not aware that fusion power-conduits could generate microwave radiation.”

Jadzia shrugged. “Not directly. But there’s so much other equipment on those levels, a fusion power surge could set up rapid oscillations in various circuits. That’s all you’d need to generate an electromagnetic field. And if the field was strong enough or close enough to something that might function as a wave-guide, it could reach microwave levels.”

Odo looked off to the side as if reprocessing the data she had just provided. “Could traces of such a field be detected after the fact?”

Jadzia ignored her husband’s disapproving frown. “Absolutely. You’d need to examine everything in the area for magnetic realignment, heat damage, even signs of electrical sparking between conductive mate-rials.

“Electrical?” Odo made a sound in the back of his throat, then nodded. “Very well. I’ll send a forensics team down at once. If they find evidence of anomalous energy discharges, I’ll let you know.”

“And if they don’t?” Jadzia asked.

Odo gave her a grim smile, as if he had successfully led her on. “Then it will be additional evidence that the murder was committed with a microwave weapon.”

Jadzia was surprised when Worf suddenly grunted. “Unless,” he said, and Jadzia could sense his reluc-tance, “the Andorian was killed by an anomalous power discharge somewhere else on the station and his body taken to the lower levels to confuse the investiga-tion.”

Jadzia was pleased that Worf had offered some sup-port for her theory, despite his conviction that the guilty party was already in custody.

But Odo rendered Worf’s suggestion unnecessary. We can rule that possibility out, Commander. I do have enough security tapes and computer logs to establish that Dal Nortron took a turbolift to the lower levels approximately twenty minutes before he was killed.”

“Before he died,” Jadzia corrected.

“He was murdered, Commander. Of that I have no doubt.”

Jadzia ignored Odo’s increasing air of formality.

“Do your security tapes and computer logs show that anyone else was in that area at the same time?” she asked.

Odo’s hesitation answered the question for her.

“I didn’t think so,” Jadzia said.

“There’s no such thing as a perfect crime,” Odo said bluntly. “I’ve already connected Quark to Nortron. They were involved in a business dealing together. They had a falling out. Quark killed him. Accidentally, more likely than not. But it is definitely murder.”

Jadzia studied Odo closely. She had seldom heard such emotion in the changeling’s voice. Almost as if he were personally involved in this case.

“Odo, did you know Dal Nortron?” Jadzia asked.

“Of course not. Why would you even ask such a thing?”

Eight lifetimes of experience told Jadzia she was on to something. “No reason. But I’d find someone who did know him,” she said. “Someone who can tell you why he came to DS9, and why he went down to the lower levels.”

Now it was Odo who was losing his patience. ‘To meet Quark.”

“But your own records say Quark wasn’t down there.”

“Records can be altered, Commander.”

Jadzia smiled sweetly. Now she had led him on. “Exactly. Altered to take someone out. Or to put some-one in. And if the records can be altered so easily, Quark and Dal Nortron could have met anywhere on the station without you knowing about it. And if they could have met anywhere, why did they choose the lower levels?”

Odo exhaled in frustration, but said nothing.



CHAPTER 4

They were called tiyerta ‘nok—literally, the life-flow of iron, or as the current usage had it, the arteries of the machine.

That was the term the Cardassians gave to the engi-neering access tunnels that riddled their mining sta-tion: a complex network of barely passable crawl spaces supporting a web of ODN cables, power con-duits, waste-, water-, and replicator-mass plumbing, and air-circulation channels. But as soon as Starfleet had taken control and Terok Nor became Deep Space 9, the tiyerta nok inevitably became known as Jefferies tubes, a term some said had its origins as far back as the very beginnings of Starship design. Others said even further.

But unlike DS9’s other Jefferies tubes—most of which by now had been retrofitted with new, Starfleet-standard lighting sources and ODN upgrades—the Jefferies tube on this lower level was dark, cramped, and cut off from the station’s main air-flow system. Not a whisper of a breeze passed through it, and Jake Sisko blinked as steady drips of sweat rolled into his eyes.

“You’re crazy,” Nog said. “It’ll never work.”

Jake was flat on his back at the end of this particular tiyerta nok, lifting his cramped arms directly overhead to work on the panel set into the uncomfortably low, sloping ceiling. The much shorter Nog was crouched at Jake’s feet, where the tunnel height was a bit more generous, keeping a palm torch on the panel above Jake and passing along tools as Jake requested them.

“Nog, it’s perfect,” Jake insisted. He wriggled a multispanner against the flathead mini-tagbolt he had finally loosened, and the second of three U-shaped clasps holding the egress panel in place dropped free, hitting him right between the eyes. “Oww!” It was more a cry of surprise than pain. “These things never used to be so tight.”

“Some of the old Cardassian subsystems are self-repairing.” Nog spoke with apparent disinterest, though he added with a chuckle, “Did that ever surprise the Chief when he finally figured out why some of his repairs kept reverting to Cardassian configurations. But anyway, the plan can’t work, because there’s no way you’ll ever get past the ambassador’s bodyguards.”

Jake carefully put the multispanner down beside him and groped for the intergrips. Three more minis to go. “That’s what the diversion’s for. When the body-guards go to help the dabo girls, we slip into the ambassador’s quarters, take the latinum—”

“What?! You never said anything about stealing lat-inum!”

Jake moaned and lowered his strained arms to rest them. “Technically, we’re not stealing it, Nog, we’re only taking it to confuse Odo about the motive. And even if we were really stealing it, so what? We’re mur-derers, remember? Cold-blooded and remorseless.”

Jake squinted as Nog aimed the palm torch directly into his eyes. “Jake, my friend, you have to start get-ting out more. We ‘re not murderers.”

“Okay, okay. You know what I mean. Quark and Morn are the murderers.”

Nog put down the palm torch, but even with the suddenly increased darkness Jake had no trouble sens-ing how annoyed his friend was. “I thought you said you couldn’t use their names.”

“You’re right. I mean ‘Higgs and Fermion.’ It’s just that I’ve been thinking about this story for so long, and while you were on patrol Quark let me watch one of his smuggling transactions—”

“Jake!” Nog hissed. “I’m wearing a communica-tor!” The Ferengi teenager lowered his chin to his chest and spoke loudly and precisely for the benefit of any potential eavesdroppers. “And I’m certain my Uncle Quark would never be involved in smuggling, or any other type of illegal—or even questionable—activ-ity. Perhaps he was just playing a joke on you by pre-tending that he was.”

“Oh, forget it,” Jake muttered. Then he went back to attacking the third mini-tagbolt. “No one ever told me writing was such hard work.”

“What’s so hard about sitting in front of a computer and talking?”

“Shine the light here,” Jake said. “And that part’s not hard. It’s all the work you have to do ahead of time so you can know what to say to the computer. That’s the hard—owwh!”

The third mini was much looser than the second, and left a dent in Jake’s forehead when it fell.

“We could have used the transporter to get down here,” Nog said.

Jake didn’t know why he bothered to keep explain-ing things to Nog, but he tried again. “That would leave a trace in the station security log.” He pried at the egress panel with just his fingers now; to his relief, it came out easily. “Huh. I thought that would have been stuck after all these years.”

Nog, uncharacteristically, said nothing, and Jake looked back at him with renewed suspicion. “You sure you haven’t been back here since the last time?”

Nog looked offended. “Why would I come down here?”

Jake smiled insinuatingly. ‘The ‘Room,’ remem-ber?” Then Jake used his feet to push himself back-wards until his head and upper body poked out through the wall-panel opening. A moment later, he had turned his body and swung his legs out and down, hung on to the edge of the opening, and then dropped lightly to the floor of a small stretch of corridor. The corridor was lit only by the reflected light coming in through a panel opening set high near the ceiling in the bulkhead behind him.

“Whoa... it’s still not hooked up to the main power grid,” Jake said.

Nog’s voice echoed in the Jeffries tube before he stuck his head through the wall-panel opening and brought the palm torch up beside him, letting it play around the area. “With the war, the Chief’s retrofit schedule lost its priority. Except, of course, when he needed to maintain critical functions.”

Jake’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. Starfleet had made the retrofitting of Deep Space 9 a high-profile project, and accordingly Chief O’Brien had been given the authority to set up a renovation-and-repair program that would eventually move through the entire station, from Ops to the lowest level. War or no war, it was hard to believe that after almost six years, no one on any of the retrofitting teams had stumbled upon this ten-meter stretch of corridor that somehow had been sealed off from all the other corridors on the level.

Jake glanced up at Nog. “Aren’t you coming down?”

“I thought you said you just wanted to time how long it would take for Quark and—I mean, for ‘Higgs and Fermion’ to escape through the Jefferies tube.”

That was the original reason why Jake had talked Nog into retracing their old routes through the Jefferies tubes. He had decided to put his semiautobiographical novel, Anslem, aside for the time being and try some-thing more commercial. So the new crime novel he was working on, The Ferengi Connection, was going to be set on a fictional Cardassian mining station still in orbit of Bajor. For that reason, he wanted to be com-pletely accurate about how long it would take his crime lords Higgs and Fermion to secretly move from one part of the station to another. When Quark had allowed him to observe the illegal sale of Denevan crystals last Saturday night, Jake had been most interested to learn that the Ferengi used a network of secret passageways different from the Jefferies tubes. That would allow him to move through the station without being observed by Odo. Unfortunately, Nog’s uncle wasn’t about to give Captain Sisko’s son, of all people, any details about the network, so Jake had decided to base the tunnels in his novel on the engineering ones he and Nog used to play in.

“Well, we’re here. You timed it. Let’s go back,” Nog said impatiently. He held out his hand to haul Jake back up to the panel opening.

“No,” Jake said as he looked around. “I can use this in the story. A lost section of the station... Maybe this is where Quark—Higgs, has his secret headquar-ters.”

“Jake, did you ever stop to think that maybe this section was sealed off for a reason?”

Jake didn’t understand why Nog was being so cau-tious. “Nog, we used to come down here almost every day after school. If there was anything danger-ous, we’d already know about it. Now get down here.”

Nog mumbled something in an obscure trading tongue that Jake couldn’t make out. But the young Ferengi squirmed through the panel opening and dropped with a loud thump to the uncarpeted deck beside his friend. He got up awkwardly, brushed dust from his Starfleet uniform, then aimed his palm torch to one end of the short corridor. The beam of light found only a standard, DS9 bulkhead, a dull, burnished-copper color, ridged and scalloped like the skin of a gigantic reptile. Nog shone the light in the other direction, but his torchlight uncovered only more of the same. “You know, we really have to tell Chief O’Brien about this,” he said.

Jake patted Nog on the back. “And what are we going to say when he asks us when we discovered a lost section of corridor?”

“We were children,” Nog said. “If we told anyone what we had found back then...” He laughed. “My father would have served me my lobes on a platter for playing in the tubes.”

“And for playing with a ‘hew-mon,’ ” Jake added.

Nog frowned, and Jake knew why. Despite the can-nibalism rumors that still refused to die, human-Ferengi relations had come a long way in the past decade; but those relations still weren’t so secure that many Ferengi would be comfortable joking about them.

“Would your father have been any more understand-ing?” Nog asked defiantly.

Jake snorted. “If I had told him about the tunnels back then, I’d still be confined to my room.”

“But... we are going to tell them now, correct?”

“Maybe not right this minute,” Jake said.

“Jake, we don’t have any excuse for keeping this to ourselves. In fact, it might be my duty as a Starfleet officer to tell my commanding officer that—where are you going?!”

Jake ignored Nog and his unfathomable anxiety, and walked toward the only door in the corridor. “Let’s just see if it’s still here,” Jake said.

Nog darted past him and stood in front of the lone door. “It is. Now let’s go to Ops and—”

Jake smiled at Nog and reached for the door control panel. “And now, let’s see if it’s still working.”

“It is working!” Nog bleated as he pushed Jake’s hand away from the door control.

Jake regarded his friend with a slight frown. “Nog, is there something you’d like to tell me?”

“Let’s go to Ops, find Chief O’Brien, and... and I’ll tell you everything.”

Even in the pale illumination from the palm torch, Jake saw Nog’s large ears flush. The explanation came to him suddenly.

“Nog... you have been coming down here, haven’t you?”

“No. Well, yes. But, not often. A few times. Five... maybe eight, ten times.”

Jake stared at Nog, nonplussed. “By yourself?”

Nog’s mouth opened and closed but nothing came out.

“Oh, I get it now.” Jake shook his head with a laugh, the sound oddly muffled in the enclosed space. “So... if I open this door, just what am I going to see?” He tried to remember the titles of the ‘special’ holosuite programs they used to ‘borrow’ from Quark’s bar, the ones Quark kept locked in the little box under the stale pistachios no one ever asked for. “Lauriento Spa? Vulcan Love Slave?”

At that, Nog started to laugh, too. “Part One or Part Two?”

There was only one answer to that question. “Part Two,” Jake said with a snicker. Then both friends com-pleted the title at the same time: “The Revenge!”

That was enough to make both double over in fits of uncontrolled giggling, both recalling how they would take the adult holosuite cylinders and try to run the graphic subroutines through their personal desk padds. At best, they were able to call up mildly suggestive sil-houettes of some of the holographic performers from the programs, usually obscured by blurred color and jagged outlines. But the two young friends, certain they were close to learning the secrets of the uni-verse—and equally certain they were going to be caught by their fathers at any minute—had stared at those flickering images for hours, trying desperately to see in them what it was that adults found so com-pelling.

Eventually, the laughter faded and Jake caught his breath. “So, you really don’t want me to open the door?” he asked.

Nog chewed at his lip. “And if I say No, as soon as we leave you’ll be right back here to open it anyway, right?”

“Right,” Jake agreed. That’s exactly what he had decided to do.

Nog sighed in resignation. “Go ahead.” He stepped aside.

Jake made a production out of pressing the door control. When the door slipped open, he comically placed both hands over his eyes.

Until he heard Nog say, “Hey, that’s not my pro-gram....” Jake took his hands away, looked into what had been the most exciting discovery of their child-hood on Deep Space 9, something not recorded on any deck plan or technical drawing. A lost Cardassian holosuite.

Nog was already inside the room, standing on a slightly inclined rocky landscape. Beyond him, about a holographic kilometer away, Jake spied a collection of small stone buildings reminiscent of a primitive vil-lage. It was night on the holosuite, but the buildings and the land were lit by a cool, blue-green illumina-tion. Jake couldn’t detect the source of that backlight-ing, though it appeared, improbably, to be coming from somewhere behind him.

He stepped inside to join Nog, then turned around to look past the improbable cutout of the doorway to the DS9 corridor, to an astounding holographic vista of a night sky.

At once he identified the source of the blue-green light.

A planet filled almost a tenth of the sky in the holographic scene, the bright light reflecting from the green oceans of its sunlit half enough to wash most of the stars from the heavens.

Then he recognized the planet. “Hey, that’s Bajor...”

“Really?” Nog said.

Jake pointed skyward. “By the terminator... see those mountains?” The distinctive pattern created where three tectonic plates had collided to form a per-fect X of intersecting mountain ranges was so well known as to almost be the galactic symbol for Bajor.

“Dahkur Province,” Nog murmured. He looked around the holographic landscape again. “So this must be one of Bajor’s moons. But I didn’t program this.”

“Neither did I,” Jake said.

The two friends looked at each other, and Jake could see that Nog had just reached the same conclusion he had. “Someone else has been down here.”

“Pretty dull program,” Jake said softly. “I don’t see a single Vulcan love slave.”

They stood in silence for a few moments, listening to the holographic wind. Jake looked back at the vil-lage and saw flickering lights in some of the windows of the small buildings.

“Does it feel as if something should be happening?” Nog asked.

Jake shook his head. “It’s not on pause. We’ve got wind, moving lights in that village.”

“But why would anyone want a holosimulation of... of nothing happening on a Bajoran moon?”

Jake shrugged. “Maybe the program’s caught in a loop. Or the holosuite’s broken.” He cleared his throat. “Room, this is Jake Sisko. Show me my fishing hole...”

Unlike any other type of holographic simulation Jake had ever seen, the distinctive program switchover of the Cardassian holosuite now began. At first, the colors and the shapes of the Bajoran moon’s landscape seemed to liquefy and swim into each other, and then, as if the plug had been pulled on reality, all the colors spun swiftly—dizzyingly—into a spiral vortex that made Jake feel as if he were about to be drawn down an endless tunnel. But, just as quickly as the vertigo of that transformation made itself felt, the spiralling stopped and with a strange optical bounce that Jake could almost feel, the new program took shape.

Jake and Nog were standing on a covered wooden bridge that spanned Jake’s favorite fishing hole. It was his father’s favorite, too, and six years ago, Jake had been delighted to discover that this secret Cardassian holosuite could access his father’s programs from DS9’s main computers.

Except...

“This isn’t my program, either,” Jake said to Nog. The perpetual summer sun wasn’t shining. In fact, the day was overcast. In fact, it was actually raining.”

“I, uh, sort of made some, uh, minor modifications,” Nog confessed with a shrug. “The rain makes me feel more... at home...”

Then Jake saw that he and Nog weren’t alone. There were people swimming in the fishing hole. “Who are they?” He stepped closer to the bridge’s railing, saw the impressive size and bulbous shape of the swim-mers’ bald heads. “Ferengi?”

“Uh-huh,” Nog said in a strangled croak, as if his throat was slowly closing in.

The Ferengi swimmers saw Jake and Nog on the bridge, and started waving enthusiastically.

Then Jake saw how small their ears were, and he began to really understand. “Ferengi females...”

“I’ve never really been much for... pointed ears,” Nog mumbled.

Two of the swimmers began climbing a wooden lad-der at the side of the bridge. They were calling Nog’s name, and as they stepped onto the bridge, leaving wet footprints behind, Jake was momentarily startled by the bulky, multilayered swimming costumes the Fer-engi females wore. Other than their heads, their hands, and their feet, not a square centimeter of skin was exposed, not a curve of their bodies could be dis-cerned.

Jake looked at Nog with a grin.

Nog’s open-mouth smile was so broad, it almost made him look as if he’d just been stunned by a phaser. The Ferengi teenager stared at the two fully clad females without blinking.

“You’re drooling,” Jake teased.

Nog looked up at his friend. “Vulcan love slaves don’t... wear any clothes,” he said sheepishly. “Where’s the fun in that?”

Jake took Nog by the arm, tugged him toward the door to the corridor. “Nog, you need to get out more. Let’s go find Chief O’Brien.”

Allowing Nog to wave a sad farewell to the Ferengi females, Jake pushed his glum friend out the door.

The Ferengi females—representing everything Nog could ever want—returned that wave sadly as Jake and Nog left, reverting to their true forms only when the door had completely closed, and the waiting began again.



CHAPTER 5

If miles O’BRIEN had his way, every Starship, every runabout, every shuttlecraft, and every space station in the galaxy would be as smooth and featureless as his little son’s bottom.

Not that DS9’s chief engineer minded a turn in space. Perhaps because he was a happily married par-ent of two young, active children, O’Brien greatly enjoyed putting on an environmental suit and slipping out of the artificial gravity fields for an hour or two, just as he was doing today to float above the Defiant, relatively speaking, of course. And stolen moments such as these, when he could just drift peacefully among the stars, hearing only the rhythms of his own heart, his own breathing, he found those moments truly restoring.

But to work in space? In the twenty-fourth century? What was Starfleet thinking?

To O’Brien, who had given the matter some thought, the perfect spacecraft would be without sur-face texture—not one exposed conduit, not a single inset panel, and absolutely no components that could only be serviced from the outside of the ship. Instead, in his opinion at least, everything should be accessible from within, so that engineers and repair technicians could work safely in a breathable atmosphere, under controlled temperatures, in conditions where an unex-pected sharp edge of metal would mean only a quick trip to the infirmary and not explosive decompression and a terrible, painful death.

Humans are far too fragile for space, O’Brien thought, not for the first time. Far too fragile for most things, actually. Which is why machines were so nec-essary. And why engineers in particular were human-ity’s best hope for a better future.

O’Brien smiled to himself just thinking about his engineer’s dream of that better tomorrow. Gleaming Starships, hulls like mirrors, blazing past the stars with their fragile cargo safely cocooned, and— “You still breathing out there, Chief?”

The brisk voice in O’Brien’s helmet communicator was as loud as it was unexpected.

“Who is this?” O’Brien demanded.

The short sharp burst of laughter that came in response to his startled request was enough to answer his question.

“Sorry, Major,” O’Brien said. “I was... I was con-centrating on the transionic power coupling.”

O’Brien regretted the words as soon as he said them. He could picture the wry smile on Kira’s face as she replied, “I’ll say. You were concentrating so hard we could hear you snoring.”

Blushing in spite of himself, O’Brien maneuvered gingerly around from the open coupling bay until he could look along the length of the Defiant’s upper hull, past the towering pylon and immense curve of DS9’s docking ring and up to the Operations Module, as if there were viewports there through which he could see the major. “I’m running a level-six diagnostic,” O’Brien explained. “There’s not a lot I can do while the computer’s working.”

“Which is why I was wondering if you’d like to lend a hand to the PTC work crew,” Kira said. The humor had gone from her voice. O’Brien thought he could detect the slightest undercurrent of concern.

“Have they run into trouble?”

“It’s not trouble yet, Chief. They were almost ready to lift off a hull plate, but then they got an anomalous density reading.”

Kira’s news hit O’Brien like a shock of translator current. “Tell them not to touch it!”

“I’m confident they know enough not to do that. Rom’s leading the team.”

“Ah, well, all right, then,” O’Brien said, his sudden concern subsiding to a more tolerable level of wari-ness. Rom was one of the best junior technicians he had ever trained. The hardworking Ferengi could be counted on to take a conservative approach to repairs—and to O’Brien, the conservative approach was always the best. “Let me seal this bay and I’ll join them.” O’Brien tapped his thruster controls to move closer to the Defiant’s hull and the open coupling bay.

“Want me to beam you over?” Kira asked.

O’Brien gazed up through the top of his helmet, admiring the towering spires of the station’s curved docking arms, picked out against the fathomless black of space by brilliant running lights. That a machine— an artificial construct built by intelligent hands—could even exist in this universe, could even dare to shine as brightly as the timeless stars, frankly thrilled him at such a visceral level that he couldn’t care less if those hands had been Cardassian or human. “That’s all right, Major. Looks like a nice day for a walk...”

As DS9’s chief engineer, O’Brien was well aware that, according to regulations, untethered spacewalks from one section of the station’s exterior to another were strictly forbidden. The massive station’s slow sta-bilization spin, almost imperceptible even at the outer edge of the docking ring, could induce in inexperi-enced personnel violent attacks of debilitating space-sickness. Poor Worf almost had to be prodded into his environmental suit for EVA drills.

But O’Brien had no such trouble with an exterior traverse of the station. In his mind, he saw the huge structure simply as a giant cog, moving within its per-fect circle, wholly predictable, reassuringly stable. Thus, after the transionic coupling bay was safely sealed and the diagnostic readers placed on standby, he oriented himself to the station’s local coordinates, cor-rectly pointing his feet at the Defiant’s hull, and tapped his thrusters. Then he smoothly slipped above the ship, effortlessly adjusting his vector so he would rise above the gentle slope of the docking ring beside the pylon, level out, then drop over the ring’s inner edge as if tak-ing a ski jump into an infinite valley filled with stars.

O’Brien sighed with pleasure. He loved this view, the sensation of this movement. In an old-style system of measurement he had mastered in order to be able to read old engineering texts, the distance to the far side of the ring was almost a mile. Certainly, he now reflected, he had seen larger artificial structures in his career in space. The planet-sized Dyson Sphere, for instance, which Captain Picard’s Enterprise had encountered when they had rescued the legendary Montgomery Scott. Contemplating that engineering feat still kept O’Brien awake at night, as he struggled to comprehend the staggering mechanical stresses on its hull components. But a Dyson Sphere was so enor-mous, he knew, that there was only one way to truly make sense of its size and scope, and that was through mathematical abstractions.

A mile-wide space station, though, that was some-thing concrete, something that could be seen and felt. In fact, Deep Space 9 was about as large as an artificial structure could be built and still be comprehensible to unenhanced human senses. It was part of the reason he had enjoyed this assignment so much. In some ways, DS9 was the ultimate machine. And its size and com-plexity were just below the level at which engineers were forced to rely on artificial intelligence and data reduction in order to grasp the structure of what they built. But DS9—well, by now, O’Brien felt he knew it well enough that he could almost have built a duplicate of it by himself.

As he dropped, O’Brien’s line of sight cleared the interior habitat ring. Now he could see the red glow of the fusion reactors’ exhaust cone at the relative bottom of the station. There, the saucer-shaped module con-taining the station’s main fusion reactors—of which only four had been certified safe enough to remain operational—was attached to the main core by a con-stricted airlock linkage. That airlock connector was what allowed the quick jettisoning of the module in an emergency with minimal loss of interior atmosphere.

The airlock connector, though, was strictly designed to allow only the passage of turbolift cars and life-sup-port services. The end-product of the fusion reactor— power—was delivered to the rest of the station through six exterior power transfer conduits that extended from the top hull of the fusion module to the bottom hull of the lower habitat. Again, in an emergency they were designed to be quickly separated from the station. A single conduit could supply the station’s minimal power needs for weeks.

But yesterday, when Odo’s murder-investigation team had detected an inexplicable modulation in the output of power-transfer conduit B almost exactly where it entered the main station, jettisoning the con-duit had fortunately not been required.

No Dominion warships were reported within tens of parsecs of the Bajoran system, so emergency condi-tions did not apply. O’Brien had called for a by-the-book shutdown of conduit B, using the remaining five to supply the station without requiring any power rationing. And once the conduit was cold, he had assigned an engineering team to open it up and remove all the exterior hull plates, so that they could conduct a visual inspection in addition to the molecular scan-ning. It was a time-consuming procedure to be sure, but also a conservative one. A chance to make repairs without danger of attack or risk of catastrophic disaster was something that came to O’Brien less and less these days. He found he was actually looking forward to helping Rom and his team.

There were three other engineers with Rom, floating by the top of the power conduit where it entered the lower hull of the main station. O’Brien could see they were each attached to the station by a memory tether— without them, DS9’s rotation would move the conduit away from anyone in an environmental suit within sixty seconds.

O’Brien expertly maneuvered himself into position beside Rom. Rom was easy to identify among the engineering team because he was the shortest of the four, and he wore a modified helmet that provided more room for his Ferengi skull.

“Chief O’Brien,” Rom said in greeting as he took O’Brien’s arm, “I didn’t mean for Major Kira to call you away from your important work.”

“That’s all right, Rom.” From any other Ferengi, O’Brien knew that those words would be a reflexive and meaningless expression of the 33rd Rule of Acqui-sition. But in Rom’s case, O’Brien believed that the Ferengi technician, gratifyingly enough, did consider anything the chief engineer of DS9 did to be of crucial importance to the station. Of course, it also was true that Rom always believed anything a chief of engineer-ing did to be more important than what a mere assis-tant did. Unsure whether the Ferengi technician’s belief stemmed from something in the Ferengi tradi-tion of apprenticeship or from Rom’s admiration for his chief’s skills, O’Brien rather hoped it was the latter.

Grateful for Rom’s steadying grip, O’Brien fired a memory tether from the mobility module around his right forearm. At once, the tether’s tip sought out the nearest spinward positioning cleat on the hull and magnetically attached itself to the metallic surface. Now, O’Brien knew, the tether would automatically adjust its length and tension to keep him in position over the very same point—power-transfer conduit B, hull plate B-OF-186-9776-3. The Cardassians were nothing if not impressive record keepers.

“So what do we have?” he asked Rom.

Rom tapped some controls on his forearm padd, and they watched as a holographic display of a tricorder screen sprang up and took shape a half-meter in front of O’Brien’s helmet.

O’Brien whistled as he interpreted the shifting, false-color display of a hull-plate scan. On a typical plate, the scan would show thirteen distinct color bars representing the thirteen composite layers used to form the station’s skin. But on this display, O’Brien noted with a frown, several segments of the hull plate’s inte-rior layers were mixed together as if sections of them had melted into each other.

He checked the coordinates of the display. “You’re sure this isn’t reversed?”

“Yes, sir,” Rom said earnestly. “See the outermost layer? Pure plasma-sprayed pyroceramic trianium.”

Rom was right. The PSPT layer was for micromete-oroid protection, a final fail-safe for the station in case the station-keeping deflectors went off-line. Even more importantly, it was always and only applied to the exterior of the hull plates. Which meant the mixing of layers was definitely on the inside.

“Good attention to detail,” O’Brien said. Even through his helmet he could see Rom’s broad smile in response to his compliment. “A lot of engineers would have automatically concluded that the sensor was in error.”

The smile left the Ferengi technician’s face as quickly as it had appeared. “Oh, no, Chief—the whole team agreed that this was an anomalous reading.”

O’Brien nodded. He didn’t know if that were true or not, but he appreciated the fact that Rom took respon-sibility for his team—two Bajorans and a new Vulcan ensign who had just been assigned to DS9 from the Academy. “Well done, people,” he said, with a glance that encompassed Rom’s three assistants.

This time, all except the Vulcan smiled back in acknowledgment of the praise.

“All right, Rom,” O’Brien said. “What do we do next?”

Though obviously startled that O’Brien wasn’t tak-ing over the operation, Rom rose to the challenge. “Well, the final decision will have to be based on an understanding of what has caused the mixing of the hull layers.”

“Very good. What possibilities should we investi-gate?” O’Brien effortlessly reassumed his role as instructor for the station’s engineering staff. It gave him real pleasure to see someone grasp and apply engineering concepts for the first time. Somedays, he even thought he might enjoy teaching at the Academy himself. Once the war was over, of course.

“Um, um...” Rom said as he gathered his thoughts. “Well... if we had found this kind of mixing on the exterior layers of the hull, we could conclude that... it was the result of an energy discharge. Maybe a stray... phaser hit from an old battle.”

“That’s one,” O’Brien confirmed.

“And... if we open up the plate and find that the innermost layer is not disturbed—that is, it appears to be undamaged, then... we might conclude the mixing of layers is a manufacturing flaw.”

O’Brien decided to challenge Rom once again. He frowned. “The Cardassians? Miss a manufacturing flaw as prominent as this?”

A look of momentary panic contorted Rom’s face. From long experience, O’Brien knew that many students folded at this point, unwilling to appear to con-tradict their teacher’s pronouncement.

But Rom swallowed hard and blurted out. “I really don’t mean to argue but...”

“But what?” O’Brien prompted, trying to keep a smile from his face.

“Well... Cardassian manufacturing standards fell drastically during... the last few years of the Occupa-tion and if this hull plate was manufactured during that period and Bajoran slave workers were part of the qual-ity assurance program then... then there’s a chance— a little tiny barely-worth-mentioning chance—that a manufacturing flaw like this could slip through.” Rom audibly gulped at his own temerity and the remainder of his words tumbled out in a rush. “But... you’re probably right. Don’t pay any attention to me.”

O’Brien shook his head. “Rom, never be afraid to question the chief engineer.”

Rom blinked in surprise. “Never? Really?”

O’Brien reconsidered. “Well, maybe not when you’re under enemy fire. But this is a stable situation, so we might as well enjoy the luxury of exploring all the possibilities. In this case, you’re right. It is possible we’re seeing a manufacturing flaw.”

Rom brightened like a puppy who’d been given a brand-new chew toy. O’Brien couldn’t help himself. He had to smile.

“Thank you, Chief.”

“But let’s not get carried away.” O’Brien was the teacher again. “I think there’s one more possibility we should consider. What about you?”

Rom nodded quickly in his helmet, making his entire weightless body rock slowly back and forth around his center of gravity.

“And that possibility would be... ?” O’Brien said.

“Oh, uh, a power conduit rupture!”

“Exactly,” O’Brien agreed. “Though because the hull plate surrounding the conduit isn’t de-formed....”

Rom got it at once. “It would be a very small rup-ture.”

“So given those three possibilities, what procedures do we follow to identify which one is the actual cause of the layer distortion?”

Rom looked off into space and recited the steps to be taken next, beginning with shutting down the power conduit—which had already been accomplished—to the final step of setting up a portable forcefield in order to keep any possible debris contained once the damaged hull plate had been removed.

Timing his actions to coincide with the completion of Rom’s list, O’Brien activated the memory tether override and used his thrusters to slip to the side. “Well, what are you waiting for, Rom?”

O’Brien chuckled at the expressions first of surprise and then delight that washed across Rom’s face as the Ferengi technician realized he was being permitted to continue with the examination.

With renewed confidence, Rom efficiently directed the others in setting up the forcefield generator that Kira now beamed to the engineering team. Then he positioned his team at the connection points of the hull plate they were about to remove.

Elapsed time for these preparations was approxi-mately twenty minutes, and O’Brien took full advan-tage of his position as an observer to use the time to watch the incomparable parade of the wonders of space: the steady shine of the untwinkling stars, the subtly shifting colorful filaments of the Denorios Belt, and the distant pure light of Bajor’s sun, Bajor-B’hava’el—the brightest star in space for DS9, though distant enough from the station that it was simply a brilliant point of light, not a blazing disk.

“We’re ready, Chief,” Rom announced.

Even from his position, floating five meters away, O’Brien could see that Rom’s team had properly installed the forcefield emitters and that the four engi-neers were correctly in position. “You’re in charge, Rom.”

Rom nodded and turned his attention to steadying himself on the multitorque defastener he had attached to the plate bolt, then gave a quick glance to reassure himself that each of his team members was also poised to use their own. “All right, everybody, on the... count of ten. One—”

“Uh, Rom?”

“Yes, Chief?”

“Why not make it the count of three?”

“Good idea. Everybody, forget what I said about going on the count of ten. That would take too much time and slow down the—”

“One!” O’Brien prompted.

Rom got the hint. “Uh... two... and three!”

O’Brien carefully monitored the spinning bits of each defastener as they counterrotated, detaching the hull-plate fasteners.

“Slowly...” Rom cautioned nervously. “Standing by to activate the forcefield... as soon as the hull plate is free...”

Then a few puffs of gas vented, as the hull-plate seal was broken and the plate itself began to drift away from the curved pillar of the conduit structure, propelled by the centripetal force imparted by DS9’s rota-tion.

O’Brien’s attention focused on what would happen next—in the next minute or two. When the plate had drifted about a meter away from the surface of the conduit, Rom would activate the forcefield so that any debris behind the plate would remain in place. Then, when the plate was about ten meters from the conduit, Jadzia was standing by in Ops to grab the plate with a construction tractor beam and hold it safely out of the way.

As far as O’Brien was concerned, his credits were on the cause of the distorted layers being a tiny rupture in the power-transfer conduit that had allowed plasma current to leak out and melt the inside of the hull plate. And a ruptured energy conduit would certainly explain the anomalous readings Odo’s people got from the lower levels when they were investigating the death of that Andorian businessman.

Then the loudest, highest-pitched Ferengi scream O’Brien had ever heard shoved every other thought from his mind as he slammed his gloved hands to the sides of his helmet in a useless attempt to block out the din.

“Computer!” O’Brien shouted. “Lower helmet vol-ume!”

Instantly, Rom’s squeal dropped to a more tolerable level, and O’Brien swiftly detached his memory tether and thrusted in to see whatever it was that had so upset Rom.

Dead bodies.

Two of them.

Cardassians.

Crammed into the insulating buffer zone between the power-transfer conduit’s inner and outer hulls.

The arms of the two corpses were stretched out as if desperately reaching to freedom. Their black, shriv-elled lips were drawn back exposing startlingly white teeth, their jaws agape in terror.

O’Brien shivered. The dessicated gray flesh still coating what could be seen of the two skeletons was fractured by deep-cut purple fissures, the result of pro-longed exposure to the absolute vacuum of space.

“It’s all right, Rom. Calm down. Breathe normally.” O’Brien stayed out of Rom’s reach in case the Ferengi panicked and started flailing. “O’Brien to Ops, lock on to Rom and prepare to beam him in on my order.”

“What is it, Chief?” Kira asked.

“I’m locked,” Jadzia’s voice added.

O’Brien kept his voice deliberately neutral, setting a proper example for his staff. “There are two bodies in the insulating space between the hulls. Cardassians.”

“Construction workers?” Kira asked.

O’Brien thrusted in closer. One of the skeletons was missing its hand—it had been severed cleanly at the wrist. “Don’t think so, Major. They’re not in environ-ment suits. In fact, they look to be civilians. Been here quite a while, though. All the moisture in them’s subli-mated long ago.”

O’Brien puzzled over the missing hand. He looked around to see if it had floated free.

It had. He could see it attached to the inside of the detached hull plate, as if it had been welded in posi-tion, exactly where scans had detected that strange mixing of the plate’s interior layers.

“Chief,” Kira asked carefully, “any chance they might have been put in there when the conduit was manufactured?”

O’Brien understood what the major was suggesting.

The two Cardassians might have been victims of the Bajoran resistance—walled up in the conduit to die when it was carried into space. They certainly looked as if they had been in vacuum long enough to have been killed during the Occupation.

But the theory didn’t hold because of one critical detail. “Probably not,” O’Brien said. “These conduits were all assembled in space when the station was con-structed. I don’t know how the blazes they got in there.”

Jadzia’s voice came over the comm link next. “Chief, we should transport the bodies to the Infirmary for Julian. But I can’t get a good lock on them. Is that conduit still live?”

“Dead cold, Commander. If you can lock onto Rom, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be able to lock onto the Cardassians.”

“Well, I can’t,” Jadzia replied, and O’Brien could hear her annoyance.

“How about I pull them out into the open?” O’Brien suggested.

“What a good idea,” Jadzia said, with more than a hint of sarcasm.

O’Brien looked back at Rom. The Ferengi engineer seemed calmer now. “Okay, Rom. Best thing to do is to climb back on the horse.”

Rom’s grimace of distaste was clear behind his face-plate. “There’s a horse in there, too?!”

O’Brien didn’t have the strength to explain. “Just give me a hand pulling them out so Jadzia can trans-port them.”

O’Brien could see that the Ferengi engineer would rather start a fight with Worf than handle dead Cardas-sians, but he gamely tapped his thruster controls and moved into position beside his teacher.

“You get the one on the right,” O’Brien said as he moved in to grab the arm stump of the Cardassian on the left. “And be gentle. They’re apt to be a bit... brittle.”

“Shouldn’t a medical team come out to do this?” Rom asked as he tentatively reached for the Cardas-sian on the right.

Exercising caution, O’Brien took hold of the other corpse’s arm. For a moment, he was disconcerted because the insulating gap was only about a meter and half deep, and he couldn’t see where the dead Cardassian’s legs were. But before he could stop to analyze the significance of what he saw, his hand reflexively gave his thruster controls a tap for reverse, and he abruptly tumbled away from the con-duit, pulling the upper half of the dead Cardassian with him.

At the very same moment, Rom’s renewed scream-ing in O’Brien’s helmet informed him that Rom had discovered where the missing legs were.

He could see it for himself.

The corpse he’d been reaching for was only half there.

Severed at the waist, the truncated body spun around in empty space, slipping away from the conduit with the momentum O’Brien had transferred to it.

And the fate of the lower half was now apparent.

All that remained of it was a shiny discolored patch of merged flesh and metal on the inner hull of the con-duit.

The lower half of the Cardassian’s body had been fused within the metal hull plate of the station.

No wonder Dax couldn’t get a clear lock on them, O’Brien thought. The poor devil must have been caught in the worst kind of transporter malfunction imaginable.

So bad that fifteen separate fail-safe systems made certain that such a tragedy could never happen by acci-dent.

Which meant only one thing to O’Brien, as the gigantic station wheeled around his tumbling form.

Odo had two more murders to investigate.



CHAPTER 6

An entire world lay before Captain Benjamin Sisko.

Its visage was smooth and pristine, like the all-enshrouding ice caps of a frozen planet. And its unmarked surface held no hidden secrets, nothing lost or obscured in deep caves or folded valleys.

Only smooth, featureless mountains broke the Pla-lonic ideal of that perfect sphere. One long, unending line of regular red stitches, interlocking the two halves of the skin of the world to make a single whole.

Yet from that unblemished perfection, from that bal-anced mass and absolute symmetry, unending diversity was born in unending combination. Like an omega particle exploding to become an entire universe of pos-sibilities in which— “Captain Sisko... ?”

Sisko looked up from the baseball he held in his hand to glance across his desk. He saw the questioning expression in Commander Aria Rees’s eyes and instantly knew this was no time for excuses. This very serious young Bajoran Starfleet officer deserved the absolute truth.

“I apologize, Commander. I must have tuned you out and—”

“That’s quite all right, sir. I read the report of your mission to save Captain Cusak. I understand it might take time to recover from such an encounter.”

Sisko regarded the attractive young commander with new interest. He had returned from the Defiant’s latest patrol—and the mission to save Cusak—to find that Starfleet had unexpectedly assigned him a new second-in-command to coordinate with Major Kira.

Kira’s reaction had been explosive. She believed Starfleet was passing judgment on her performance, or the perceived lack of it. Fortunately, Sisko had been able to quickly confirm that Commander Aria was here only on temporary assignment. After more than a decade of intricate negotiation and elaborate construction, the Farpoint Starbase on Deneb IV was finally about to be activated and Aria was slated for the number-two position on the base’s command staff. Given the complexities of Starfleet’s relationship with the Bandi of Deneb IV, the staffing wizards at head-quarters had decided that Aria could benefit from experiencing life on DS9, a living laboratory of cross-cultural complexity.

She ‘II need the benefit of a few other experiences, too, if she’s to survive out here, Sisko thought as he contemplated the Bajoran newcomer before him, whose sharp edges had yet to be blunted by the reali-ties of routine. But he remembered what he had been like when he was a freshly minted commander. He was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. Jean-Luc Picard had done the same for him when Sisko had taken this assignment, though the captain of the Enter-prise might not have realized it at the time.

“Thank you, Commander,” Sisko said. “But that’s no excuse for not listening to your report.”

Aria offered him a padd. “You could read it later.”

Sisko was tempted. The last thing he needed to hear right now was yet another report on Starfleet-Bajoran cultural referents in the workplace. But why was Com-mander Aria suggesting that she would be willing to forgo the official schedule? The scuttlebutt had it that Aria wasn’t allowing anyone on the station to bypass standing Starfleet orders. Why was she willing to bend the rules for him?

“I appreciate the offer,” Sisko said. He put his base-ball back in its display stand on his desk and pushed it away so he wouldn’t be tempted to reach for it again. “But you’ve worked hard on that report. I would like to hear it.”

Aria nodded, and looked back to the padd, as if try-ing to find her place. Sisko was momentarily caught by the particularly elegant line of the epinasal folds on the bridge of her nose. There was a slight downward curve to them, which gave her an intriguing expres-sion, as if she had just thought of a sly joke and was keeping it to herself.

Careful, Sisko cautioned himself. She had looked up without warning and caught him staring. Second time in this meeting alone.

“Captain? Is there something you wanted to say?”

Sisko shook his head, making a deliberate attempt to ignore her expression of shy amusement. “Please— continue.” Then he leaned back in his broad-backed chair, tugged down on Ms jacket, and forced himself to listen to every word Aria Rees had to say about the time-and-motion modification studies that had arisen from observations of Bajoran and Starfleet personnel working together.

Regrettably, but inevitably, the thirty-minute presen-tation was followed by Aria’s suggestions for over-coming the perceived difficulties of human-Bajoran interactions. Sisko struggled to give his full attention to each of her recommendations before responding.

“Very clearly thought out,” he announced when she had finished. And he meant it. The new commander’s report revealed exceptional intelligence. For just the briefest of instants, Sisko felt a rush of pride in know-ing that someone with the potential of Aria Rees— who could have chosen virtually any career in the galaxy—had been inspired to join Starfleet.

“Thank you, sir.”

“A most thorough analysis of the existing literature as well.”

Aria’s smile was tremulous, expectant.

Sisko wondered how far he’d have to go with this. “I’ll definitely circulate it among the command staff.” That should do it, he thought.

“And...” Aria prompted.

“And... I’ll ask them to read it.” Sisko didn’t know what else she wanted of him.

Well, obviously that wasn’t it, he thought as he saw Aria’s crestfallen expression.

“Shouldn’t we have a general meeting of all com-mand staff to discuss implementing my changes? Sir.”

Sisko leaned forward, trying to find the best possi-ble way to put what he knew he had to say.

“Commander, truthfully, those are all very insightful observations about working conditions on DS9. And your suggestions for improving things are just... fine. But they’re not necessary.” Before Aria could respond, Sisko quickly added. “And more than that, they won’t work. Can’t work.”

The dismayed young commander shook her head as if to be sure she had heard him properly, making the chain of her single silver earring sway against her olive-gold cheek.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but how can you know with-out trying?”

Sisko firmly reclaimed his usual air of detachment, settled back in his chair with a patient smile. “I have tried them, Commander. Everything you’ve suggested and more. And really, when it comes down to a choice between forcing everyone to do their work according to Starfleet’s textbook definition of perfection, or hav-ing everyone do their work in their own way, with respect for other people’s traditions and work habits, I have found it’s better for people to find their own way than to have it forced upon them by an unseen bureau-cracy.”

Aria’s chin lifted, in a way that reminded Sisko of Major Kira when she was not at all convinced of someone else’s argument. “But sir, the literature clearly suggests ways that humans and Bajorans could be more efficient as team workers.”

With a sigh, Sisko rose to his feet and waved a hand past the closed doors of his office, down the stairs to the lower level of Ops. “I have no doubt that’s true, Commander—for humans and Bajorans. But look out there. What about Commander Worf? Commander Dax? And I have a half-dozen other races staffing this station. Should we make Bolians adhere to some form of Bajoran-human work ethic? Should we force Mar-tians to celebrate the Bajoran Days of Atonement instead of Colonial Independence Day?”

Aria’s almond-brown eyes met his. “Well actually, sir, one of my suggestions is that all group religious celebrations be banned from the station. Not personal expressions of faith,” she hastily amended, as his look of consternation and lack of comprehension registered on her. “I’m not suggesting that. But for the good of the group, religious events really have no place in what is, after all, a military environment—which is what DS9 will be for the duration of the Dominion War.”

Sisko concentrated on keeping his voice calm in the face of Aria’s surprisingly insensitive conclusion. “Commander, war or no war, this station is first and foremost a civilian installation run by the Bajoran gov-ernment. Starfleet’s presence as an administrative authority is temporary, and strictly limited to security operations. In no way would we ever infringe on the religious rights of any culture—which makes your suggestion totally out of line.”

Aria’s face reddened. “Sir, I’m not suggesting Starfleet outlaw religion, just relegate it to private expression, off-duty. I... I don’t think there’s any-thing out of line with my suggestion.”

“No,” Sisko said slowly. “Not as a suggestion. But what surprises me, frankly, is that you—a Bajoran— are making it.”

“We’re not all religious fan—” and Aria hesitated, apparently rethinking her choice of words. “We’re not all religious to the same degree, sir.”

“So it would seem.”

“I don’t mean to offend you, sir. I mean, I know that many Bajorans believe that the wormhole aliens you’ve encountered are their Prophets.”

“And you don’t,” Sisko said, not bothering to make it a question.

“Sir, with all due respect, I’d be much more inclined to believe that the Bajoran wormhole was a celestial temple if it didn’t form with verteron nodes. I mean, if it’s truly a home for gods, shouldn’t it operate outside the normal laws of physics, instead of appearing as a natural phenomenon?”

Sisko sat down again and reached out for his base-ball. He decided he was going to have to take a closer look at Commander Aria Rees’s personnel file. He had met many Bajorans, with many different degrees of belief and many different traditions of worship. But he had never met one who so obviously rejected the idea that the beings in the wormhole were the Prophets.

“I have heard that argument,” Sisko said, noncom-mittally, tossing the baseball from one hand to another while he waited to see what else the surprising young Bajoran would come up with.

Aria didn’t keep him waiting, apparently most reluctant to accept such a neutral stance from him.

“Sir, do you believe the wormhole aliens are the Prophets? I mean, I know some people call you the Emissary, and I don’t mean to offend you, but... you’re an educated man.”

“And as such,” Sisko said lightly, “My eyes are open to the full range of wonder the universe contains.”

Aria’s spontaneous smile was full of quick, respon-sive humor. “You’re not answering my question, sir.”

Sisko stopped playing games. He placed his hands together as he thought for a moment. “Very well. What do I personally believe? I am sure there are entities who live in the wormhole. I have no doubt that these entities are the source of the Orbs which have had such a profound effect on your people’s history and culture. I have no doubt that these entities are, indeed, what the Bajoran people call their Prophets. And I have no doubt that the Prophets are inextricably involved in the fate of your people.”

“That’s still not an answer.” Now Aria, too, spoke in earnest. “And the question is so simple. Are... they... gods?”

“A wise man once said, ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’ Why should it be indistinguishable from the works of gods, Commander?”

“Sir, don’t you think there’s a difference—a pro-found difference—between having the attributes of a god, and being a god?”

If you only knew how many times I’ve asked myself that same question, Sisko thought wearily. “Yes,” he said. “I do.”

At that, Aria shot him a quick, almost triumphant look from beneath her improbably thick fringe of eye-lashes. “So—what is the answer to my question?”

Sisko suddenly felt the need to bring an end to their conversation. “In all honesty, I don’t know.”

Sisko could see this disconcerting young woman didn’t want their meeting to end with that pronounce-ment. But he could also see that she understood he did not wish to continue on this topic.

So, instead, she turned abruptly to look out the viewports in the main doors. Beyond her, in Ops, Starfleet uniforms mingled chaotically with Bajoran.

She glanced back at him. “So, ten races?”

Sisko reminded himself of his earlier resolve to give the young commander the benefit of the doubt. In her way she was, perhaps, trying to change the subject, to bring their discussion back to the work at hand. “And that doesn’t count the civilian staff,” he said.

Aria turned away from the viewports, glanced down at her padd, then hugged it close to her, as if she no longer had any intention of turning it over to him.

“I’m sorry, Captain Sisko,” she said quietly. “It’s all new to me but I was just... trying to help.”

“Believe me, Commander, I understand.”

Aria took an impulsive step closer to his desk, and Sisko couldn’t help noticing that the young command-er’s stiff military bearing, formerly so reminiscent of Kira’s, had suddenly relaxed. “You do understand, don’t you,” she said with an open, frank look of approval that reminded Sisko of earlier days, of his youth, when he too had been capable of uncomplicated emotion. “I... I felt you would from the moment I met you.”

Sisko might have been distracted before, but he was on full alert right now. There was only one way of dealing with what was happening, what might happen. “We should have dinner,” he announced, rising to his feet to meet her gaze directly, though he had to look up to do so. The young Bajoran was a half head taller than he.

Aria’s smile of pleasure was instantaneous. “I’d like that.”

“So would I. I’d like you to meet two very important people in my life. My son, Jake, and Captain Kasidy Yates.”

Aria regarded him quizzically. “I don’t remember a captain of that name from the Starfleet personnel lists.”

“Ah,” Sisko said, as he stepped around his desk and toward the main doors, moving close enough to trigger their sensors. “That’s because Kasidy is a civilian. A merchant captain.” The doors slid open and the noise of Ops filled Sisko’s office like a current of power. “She is also the woman I love,” Sisko added deliber-ately, knowing no better way to set the record straight than by a blunt statement of the facts.

He was greatly relieved to see Aria’s shoulders come back into square and her posture return to that of an officer. “I look forward to meeting them both,” she said politely.

“I’ll check with Kasidy, but I believe tomorrow night is open.”

Aria stood beside Sisko at the top of the stairs to his office. She handed him her padd after all, and as he took it, her long, slender fingers for the briefest of instants grazed his, generating a current of another kind. ‘Tomorrow night,” she said.

Startled by his own response, Sisko took the padd, promptly removing his hand from contact with Aria’s. He was about to dismiss her when his communicator chirped, followed by a familiar voice.

“Bashir to Sisko.”

Sisko tapped his communicator. “Go ahead, Doc-tor.”

“I’ve completed my preliminary scan of the two bodies Chief O’Brien found.”

Sisko could sense Bashir’s unspoken conviction that his captain wasn’t going to like what he heard next.

“What’s the bad news?” Sisko asked.

“The Chief was right,” Bashir answered. “I’d say we’re looking at two more murders. And at least from a preliminary analysis, it appears both were killed by the same type of weapon that killed the Andorian.”

Sisko’s jaw tightened, and he felt his back stiffen as he reached a conclusion he suspected Bashir was about to share with him. “I see. Does Quark have a connec-tion to the Cardassians?”

“I’ve asked Odo to bring him over to the Infirmary. I think you should be here.”

“On my way, Doctor.” Sisko paused for a moment, and then made a sudden decision. “Speaking of inter-species relations, Commander Aria, have you ever seen a changeling and a Ferengi interact?”

“Oil and water?” she asked.

Sisko shook his head. “Matter and antimatter. And you’re about to experience it first-hand.”



CHAPTER 7

“Quark, Quark, Quark...” The expression in Sisko’s eyes revealed such an unsettling combination of exasperation and pity that Quark couldn’t hold the captain’s gaze. Instead, he glanced furtively around the infirmary to avoid it—but everyone else present was looking at him too.

Everyone except the two very dead Cardassians on the examination table.

What was left of them.

“Can’t you... cover them up or something?” Quark finally asked. “It’s disgusting.”

“Hmm,” Odo said.

“What ‘hmm’?” Quark demanded. “And don’t say it’s another sign of a guilty conscience. I’ve never seen them before. My conscience isn’t guilty.”

“I wasn’t aware you had one,” Odo said.

“Besides, Quark,” Dr. Julian Bashir added, looking up from his continuing inspection of the corpses, “after being blasted with microwaves, transporter-fused to hull metal, and exposed to vacuum for a few years, these two are so mummified that one of them could be Garak and you wouldn’t be able to recognize him.”

“However,” Garak added with a polite cough from his position overlooking Bashir’s shoulder, “one has-tens to add that a simple process of elimination should serve to confirm that I am not one of the dear departed.”

With open-mouthed disbelief, Quark watched the decidedly striking new Bajoran Starfleet officer who had entered the Infirmary with Captain Sisko turn to address DS9’s sole Cardassian inhabitant. “Oh, are you Garak?” She held out her hand. “I’m Commander Aria. I’ve heard so much about you.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Garak shook the Bajo-ran officer’s hand as if it were coated with a Brigellian nerve toxin. “I’m sure you have.”

“Excuse me,” Quark interrupted, “but can we get back to me for a minute?”

“That depends,” Odo said gruffly. “Are you ready to make a confession?”

“That’s it! That is absolutely it!” Quark bared his artfully stained fangs, which had cost his parents a small fortune in orthodontic bills to twist into such Ferengi perfection. “You people—oh, you take the spore pie, all of you. Two nights ago, an unexplained death, and what do you do? You play Let’s Blame the Ferengi! And now, two more unexplained deaths— from ten years ago—and what do you do? The same thing! Well, I’m sick of it.” He jabbed an accusatory finger at Odo. “I’m sick of being your one-size-fits-all answer to crime on DS9!” Then he pointed at Sisko. “And I’m fed up with Starfleet not standing up to Odo’s lax standards and sloppy investigations!”

Odo bristled with predictable indignation. “Let’s talk about ‘sloppy’ after we’ve discussed those Denevan crystals you sold to the Nausicaan last Satur-day night. You thought I didn’t know, didn’t you?”

“Arrrghh! You’re doing it again! Changing the sub-ject! Every time I make a point in my own defense, it’s as if you people don’t even want to pretend you’ve heard me.”

Quark turned to Captain Sisko. “When the Cardas-sians withdrew, you were the one who wanted me to stay on this station as an example to others. To keep the community together.”

“As I recall,” Sisko said calmly, “first I had to threaten to put Nog in jail.”

Quark waved his hand dismissively. “Negotiations. That’s all that was. The point is, I stayed, didn’t I? Even in the middle of this war, the Promenade is thriv-ing. Do you have any problem hiring workers to live on board these days? No. Because I’ve done exactly what you wanted me to do.”

“Let’s not forget you made considerable profit at the same time,” Major Kira said pointedly.

Quark felt as if he were in a shuttle spiraling out of control. “Of course I’m in it for profit! I’m a business-man! But there are rules to business!”

“Two hundred and eighty-five. Isn’t that right, Quark? Some of which have never been revealed to a non-Ferengi.” Odo’s condescendingly snide tone was utterly maddening to Quark.

Quark was so overcome by frustration, his voice almost rose to shouting level. “When the Dominion took over this station, I could have made immense profit by turning in the major and... and your son, Captain... and everyone else working in the Resis-tance. I could have become an honorary Vorta and ended up with a ship made of latinum. But I stayed here and I risked my life—and my business—for you people! And this—this is how you repay me. You should all be ashamed of yourselves.”

This time, there was only silence in the Infirmary. Quark straightened his jacket, wondering if it just might be possible that he had finally managed to get through to these small-lobed, microencephalic aliens.

And then Sisko ruined it all by saying, “Why ten years?”

Quark sighed. “Didn’t you hear a word I said?”

“Every one of them,” Sisko confirmed. “And the two that concern me are ‘ten years.’ How do you know when these two Cardassians were killed?”

Quark’s ridged brow crinkled in puzzlement. “Isn’t... isn’t that what Dr. Bashir said? That they were killed during the Occupation? That was ten years ago.”

‘Technically,” Kira said, “the Occupation spans anywhere from six to sixty-six years ago. Though the station wasn’t built until twenty-four years ago.”

“All right!” Quark sputtered. “I confess! I took a number out of thin air! I was confused! I suppose the almighty Federation has laws against Ferengi busi-nessmen being confused and I deserve everything I’ve got coming to me!”

“Calm down, Quark,” Bashir said. “You’re jumping to far too many conclusions.”

“Me?!”

Bashir nodded. “The only reason I’ve called everyone in here is to see if we can’t get some answers.” He turned to Garak, who was still hovering behind the examination table on which the Cardassian corpses were displayed. “Garak, may I call upon your exper-tise?”

Garak regarded the doctor warily, the reptilian gray nobs of his forehead bunching together in deep fur-rows. “Oh, Doctor, I’m afraid that in matters of myste-rious deaths, I am entirely bereft of experience.”

Quark took some comfort in noting that no one in the Infirmary appeared to believe Garak any more than they appeared to believe him.

“I was speaking of your expertise as a tailor,” Bashir clarified.

Now smiling expansively, Garak nodded graciously. “But of course. You’d like me to examine the clothes these two are wearing.”

“Please,” Bashir said. “They’re carrying no artifacts, no currency, weapons, I.D. rods... all they have is their clothes.”

Without further hesitation, Garak bent over the table as if he saw such grotesquely mutilated bodies every day of his life. The only reason Quark watched what happened next was because the thought had occurred to him that his freedom might be dependent on the outcome of Garak’s examination.

Garak’s sharp gaze traveled from one wizened corpse to the next. One body—the one truncated at the waist—was clothed in an undistinguished tunic of brown fabric. The other body, which had been severed approximately at the knees, wore a similar garment, this time of blue.

Quark held his position as Garak picked up a pair of medical tongs from the side of the examination table and pushed them through the slightly elastic resistance of the medical containment field that surrounded the bodies. No doubt Bashir had set up the field more to protect the sensibilities of his visitors than out of con-cern for medical contamination. That simple act, how-ever, released a sudden and most unpleasant odor of charred flesh mixed with the sickly-sweet-smelling antiseptic spray the doctor had used to coat the bodies. Quark turned away, coughing and gagging, noticing that even the doctor held a hand against his mouth.

Garak, however, appeared impervious to the stench. Concentrating on his task, he delicately nudged the head of the body in the brown suit. Quark’s eyes nar-rowed. The Cardassian tailor’s handling of the tongs made it seem as if he was quite experienced with autopsy procedures. “Ah, here’s your first clue, Doctor, and one doesn’t have to be a tailor to see it.”

Quark stopped breathing so he could take a closer glance at the gruesome mess on the table. He stepped back quickly, having seen nothing that told him what Garak was talking about. From his expression, neither had Bashir.

“His hair,” Garak said. “See how long it is? The way it’s tied? Very characteristic. This man was a soldier in the Invidian Battalion. They managed the southern provinces.”

“Managed?” Kira repeated angrily. “They were a death squad.”

Sisko put a hand on Kira’s shoulder as if passing her an unspoken signal. “Then why is he in civilian clothes?” he asked.

Hew-mons, Quark thought, with a shake of his head. Always changing the subject.

“Perhaps he died on his day off,” Garak said lightly, directing his answer to Kira. “Whatever his reason for choosing this attire, I’m sure his DNA profile will be on file at Central Records. Determining his identity should make it easier to discover his date of death.”

“What about the other one?” Bashir asked.

Garak glanced over at the slightly more complete body in the blue tunic. He used the tongs to lift up a tattered flap of cloth from the corpse’s chest. “This one... I believe he might have been in a struggle. See how the fabric is torn on the shoulder?”

Now everyone crowded around the table to verify the tear in the body’s tunic, then just as quickly reeled back. With all of Garak’s movement through the sur-face of the medical containment field, the distressingly sweet, cloying odors of death and disinfectant had become even stronger.

“Any way of dating the clothes?” Bashir asked, with a hand shielding his nose. “The width of the lapels? Length of the sleeves?”

Garak cocked his head, as if puzzled. “Fashion is more a function of geography than time, Doctor. What is stylish on one world is hopelessly garish on the next. There are colony worlds in the Union right now where this brown tunic would be the latest word in male furnishings. And other worlds where a man wear-ing anything blue would be arrested for disrupting public morals.”

“Can you at least make a guess as to where the clothes were made?”

Still holding the torn shoulder fabric in the tongs, Garak frowned in disapproval. “I’m afraid this tunic was replicated. It could come from thousands—tens of thousands of different suppliers across the quadrant.” He released the fabric remnant, then turned his attention to the second corpse’s brown tunic with an approving smile. “Ahh, but this is—or at least was—a hand-tailored garment of the finest quality.” With his customary, fastidious touch, he manipulated the tongs to open up the tunic to examine its lining. “It should be possible to trace the fabric, and from there...” Garak froze.

“Do you see something?” Bashir asked, though everyone, including Quark was aware that something had shocked the Cardassian tailor into utter stillness.

“The lining.” The tone of Garak’s voice seemed oddly flat to Quark.

The doctor looked over Garak’s shoulder. “What about it?”

“I often used this fabric myself. It’s from a very small mill on Argellius II. I... look at the exquisite workmanship of that cross-stitching... oh my.” Garak looked up at the curious faces of the people who sur-rounded him. “This is one of mine.”

“That’s an enormous help,” Bashir said to Garak. ‘Isn’t it?”

“I’m... not absolutely certain that’s true,” Garak replied, almost haltingly.

Quark couldn’t remain silent any longer. Did he have to do everything himself? “Are you kidding? The kind of records the Cardassians keep put Ferengi records to shame. And I guarantee you, if I had sold someone a hand-tailored suit twenty years ago, I’d still know the name of his mate, his offspring, and his pet vole.”

Whatever honest reflection of mood that had been revealed in Garak’s face disappeared as quickly as if an Ark had been closed on an Orb of the Prophets. From across the examination table, Garak delivered a withering cold glare in Quark’s direction. “Ordinarily, I might say that the random sand scratchings of an unhatched krimanganee would put Ferengi records to shame, but alas, this is not the time for banter.” Resent-fully, Quark noted how the Cardassian tailor softened his expression as he turned to Bashir. “And again, ordi-narily, I would have to agree with you, Doctor. It should be a simple matter to discover to whom I sold this tunic, because I, too, never forget a customer.” Garak’s face showed he was as in the dark as they were. “Unfortunately, though, it appears I have forgot-ten this one.”

Kira voiced the next logical question before Quark could shout it out. “Is it possible someone else bought the tunic and gave it to this man as a gift? Or that he stole it?”

“No, no, Major, you misunderstand,” Garak said with an exaggerated display of patience. “Obviously, I could not remember this customer by his features, given the condition he’s in. What I meant to say is, I have no recollection of selling this tunic to anyone. In fact, I have no recollection of even making it. Yet it is unquestionably my handiwork.”

While everyone else looked mystified, Quark sud-denly saw the pattern that was emerging from the void of confusion. But before he could act to confirm his suspicions, he saw Odo looking thoughtfully at Garak.

Aha, Quark thought, Odo sees it, too.

The changeling’s next question was proof enough.

“Garak, is it possible that you made or sold this tunic about the time of the Withdrawal?”

‘The lining fabric is old enough. It’s... possible,” the tailor admitted.

But Quark had no intention of standing idly by while Odo proceeded with his typically, time-consum-ing, step-by-step approach to an investigation. It was as if the changeling had never heard of the 9th Rule and the value of acting on raw instinct.

“Garak,” Quark quickly said, “tell me—can you remember anything that happened on the Day of With-drawal?”

“Of course,” Garak said forcefully. “Every detail. Why are you smiling at me like that?”

Quark shot a sideways glance at Odo. The changeling was frowning, but Quark knew it was for the same reason that he himself smiled.

Garak was lying.

And Quark and Odo knew it.

“Would you like to try answering that again?” Odo asked Garak.

Garak looked at Quark, looked back to Odo, drew himself up rigidly. “I would not. And now, since I appear to have answered everything I can about these garments, I have a business to attend to.”

Then Garak turned and left the Infirmary without another word.

Quark grinned at Odo, daring him to tell the others about what they both knew to be true. “See? The same thing happened to him.”

“Am I the only one who’s missing the point of this conversation?” Sisko asked.

Odo said nothing so Quark moved immediately to exploit the changeling’s reluctance. “Captain,” he announced, “allow me. Because unlike Odo, / have nothing to hide. You see, neither Odo nor I can recall anything about what happened to us on the Day of Withdrawal. And I think it’s obvious that Garak doesn’t remember anything, either.”

“It was a long time ago,” Sisko said.

“Not to me,” Kira interrupted.

“Not to any Bajoran,” Commander Aria added.

“And certainly not to any Cardassian,” Quark said, “or Ferengi, or changeling who was on the station at the time. I’d say we’ve got a real mystery brewing here.”

Sisko rubbed at his goatee. Quark suppressed a shudder of distaste. Even though the captain had worn the look for several years now, Quark still thought it made him look half-Klingon. “Quark, why am I feel-ing that you’re changing the subject now?”

“It’s the same subject, Captain. Two Cardassians dead from ten—I mean six years ago. An Andorian dead today. Dr. Bashir says everyone was killed by the same type of microwave energy discharge. Now what you have to do is find someone with a link to all three victims.”

“We have,” Odo said firmly. “You.”

Quark turned in a full circle, appealing to the rest of them. “Does anyone else find it suspicious that Odo is going out of his way to blame these murders on me?”

Odo leaned forward and put his hands on the edge of the examination table. “You’re heading into danger-ous territory, Quark.”

“See?” Quark said to Sisko. “See how defensive he is?”

Odo’s voice actually shook with anger. “Quark, I’m warning you...”

But, undaunted, Quark pressed the attack. “So, where were you on the Day of Withdrawal, Odo? In fact, where were you when Dal Nortron was killed? By a weapon that couldn’t be detected by your own security scanners, I might add.”

“That’s it! You’re going back to your cell.” The changeling made a move as if to vault over the exami-nation table and its grisly contents.

To Quark’s relief, Sisko intervened again. He held up a hand. “That’s enough, Constable. This is an open investigation.”

“Not with Odo in charge,” Quark complained through clenched teeth. He turned to Sisko. “Cap-tain, I formally request you take him off this case because of conflict of interest. He should be a sus-pect, too.”

“I will do no such thing. As far as I’m concerned, I agree with Dr. Bashir. Too many people are jumping to too many conclusions on too little information.” Sisko looked at the doctor. “I want you to prepare complete DNA profiles for these two bodies so we can identify them.”

“Through Cardassian Central Records?” Bashir asked.

“That’s right.”

“I’ll prepare the records,” Bashir said, “but aren’t we at war with the Cardassians?”

“For humanitarian purposes, Starfleet and the Car-dassian Union have established unofficial lines of communication to facilitate the identification of war dead and the repatriation of remains. You give me the profiles, I’ll handle the rest.”

Then Sisko faced Odo. “As for you, Constable, I want a complete report on Dal Nortron’s death on my desk within the hour. And I don’t want to read any conclusions not supported by incontrovertible evi-dence. Is that understood?”

Odo’s initial reply was terse. “Yes.” But then he continued. “Unfortunately, I will not be able to provide a complete report because Quark has refused to co-operate with my investigation.”

“Is that right, Quark?

Quark squirmed under Sisko’s intent gaze, but he remained defiant. “Why should I cooperate?” Quark said. “Odo’s not interested in the truth.”

The captain’s reply was so loud, it echoed off the hard surfaces of the Infirmary walls and ceiling, and Quark reflexively covered his sensitive ear channels to protect them from the assault. “I am tired of this game you two are playing. Even if you don’t think Odo’s interested in the truth, you can be certain I am. Co-operate.”

Quark knew a bluff when he heard one. “You can’t order me to do anything,” he countered.

“You’re absolutely right,” Sisko agreed. “But what I can do is decide that neither Bajor nor Starfleet has jurisdiction over the death of two Cardassian nationals. Which means, I could turn over these bodies to the Cardassians, along with our prime suspect, and let them settle this matter.”

Quark swallowed. Hard.

“The choice is yours, Quark,” the captain con-cluded. “You can either cooperate with Odo, or you can ‘cooperate’ with the Cardassians.”

Quark frantically sought to extract some benefit from a deal he knew he would be forced to accept. “All right, but I want Odo to release me from custody, and to provide me with a bodyguard.”

The look on Sisko’s face told Quark that was the last thing he had expected the Ferengi to say. “What do you need a bodyguard for?”

“Dal Nortron’s partners,” Quark said. “The Ando-rian sisters.”

Sisko looked at Odo for clarification.

“Their names are Satr and Leen. They claim to be representatives of a trade mission from Andor so they have limited diplomatic immunity. They both believe Quark murdered Nortron and have filed for the Ando-rian Rite of Kanlee.”

“And just what is the Andorian Rite of Kanlee?” Sisko asked.

“Roughly translated,” Quark said darkly, “it means kill the Ferengi.”

Odo ignored the interruption. “It’s an old Andorian tradition,” the changeling told Sisko. “They believe Quark killed Nortron. To maintain the balance of good and evil in the universe, they want to kill him. They are... a passionate people.”

For a very long moment, Sisko stared at Quark, and Quark could tell the captain was making his decision. Quark felt almost sure he could predict what it was going to be.

“Here’s my offer, Quark. You cooperate with Odo in the investigation of Dal Nortron’s death, answer all the questions he asks, and instead of being confined to your cell, you’ll be under station arrest, with a body-guard.”

Sisko’s terms were exactly what Quark had expected. He took it as a minor victory. “Thank you, Captain.”

But also as he expected, Odo didn’t approve. “What about the murder of these two Cardassians?”

“For now,” Sisko said, “I’ll handle that investiga-tion.” He glanced around the Infirmary once, as if to make sure no one else had anything to say, then con-cluded, “I think we’re finished here.”

“But—but—” Quark protested, “what about the Day of Withdrawal?”

“One investigation at a time,” Sisko told him. The captain looked back at the incomplete bodies of the unknown Cardassians. “This is one mystery where time is no longer of the essence.” Sisko then nodded at Kira and the new Bajoran officer. “Major Kira, Com-mander Aria, you’re with me.” Then the captain and the two Bajoran officers left the infirmary.

Odo gestured sarcastically toward the door. “Come along, Quark. You’re with me.”

But it appeared Dr. Bashir wasn’t quite finished with either of them. “Just a minute, you two. Is it true what you both said about not being able to remember what happened on the Day of Withdrawal?”

“A complete blank,” Quark said emphatically. “I remember starting to pack up the breakables in the bar when the first reports of the troop transport launches started coming through... and then... next thing I knew, Rom and Nog found me asleep in the storage room and it was the next day.”

Bashir looked at Odo. “How about you, Constable?”

“Nothing so mysterious,” the changeling growled. “I’ve been thinking more about it, and I do remember breaking up a fight outside the chemist’s shop. I was obviously hit by phaser fire, and woke up a day later when the Bajoran provisionals arrived.”

“You’re sure that’s what happened?” Bashir asked. “I mean, someone saw you get shot, or you confirmed there was a fight at the chemists?”

Odo nodded. “Now that you mention it, yes. I do recall looking into it over the next few days. When the fighting broke out, I went to the Promenade, and the next thing I knew I was waking up and the whole thing was over—the withdrawal, Gul Dukat’s departure, I missed it all.”

Quark hid a smile of victory. Odo had just told his biggest lie of the day—one that would be easy to dis-prove. At a time when it would be most profitable to do so, that is.

“Well,” Bashir said, “a phaser stun would certainly explain a loss of short-term memory.”

But Quark wasn’t willing to let Odo escape so eas-ily. “Tell me, Doctor, would Odo’s getting hit by phaser fire explain why / don’t remember what hap-pened that day? Or why Garak doesn’t remember?”

Bashir looked confused. “Garak said he remem-bered everything perfectly.”

Quark rolled his eyes at the doctor’s incredible gullibility. “Dr. Bashir, Garak says he’s a tailor. You don’t believe that, do you?”

Bashir hesitated, then apparently decided to sidestep Quark’s question. “There are techniques available, completely harmless, that I can use to see if either of you—or Garak—might be suffering from some type of post-traumatic stress syndrome, perhaps causing you to block out some kind of unpleasant memory of the Day of Withdrawal. I’d be happy to... see if I could help.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Odo said. “But I doubt if I have anything to remember other than being in a phaser coma.”

“I’ll get back to you,” Quark said drily. He would need many more details about how Bashir’s techniques worked before he allowed himself to be in a position where someone might have access to his safe combi-nations and account passwords.

Bashir seemed disappointed by Quark’s and Odo’s lack of enthusiasm for his suggestion. “Well, you know where I am.”

With that, Odo escorted Quark from the Infirmary, and they both made their way along the Promenade to the Security Office. Quark was only too glad to leave the unsettling smell of death and disinfectant and return to the bustling life of commerce the Promenade represented. Appreciatively, he sniffed the sweet tang of frozen jutnja mixed with the incense from the Ba-joran Temple, all overlaid with the exotic perfumes of twice a dozen worlds. It all was pure magic to Quark. Because to him, the combination of all these scents from all these potential customers gathered together to shop in one place invariably coalesced into the sweet-est scent of all—latinum.

His snug jacket expanded to the breaking point as he breathed in deeply, happily. Then he saw the crowds in his bar to the left and instantly his sense of well-being evaporated. His eyes widened in alarm. There was no way his idiot brother Rom could handle that kind of crowd. He started toward the entrance. “I’m just going to check in with—”

But Odo grabbed him by the ear. “After you’ve ‘cooperated,’ ” he hissed, and pulled Quark after him.

It was only with immense effort that Quark kept himself from squealing in public. Odo knew how much that hurt. But Quark continued without protest, because in just those few seconds he had had to look in through the main entrance to his bar he had seen three people who he did not want to notice him in his current state of custody.

Two of the people were those Andorian sisters, together at a small table and leaning so close together in intent and sibilant conversation that their blue antennae almost touched.

But the third person, sitting at the bar, trying and failing to look interested as Morn prattled on and on and on to her, was far more important to avoid than either of the Andorians.

She was Vash, a human female who had traveled the galaxy not only with Jean-Luc Picard of the Enterprise but with the unfathomable entity known only as Q. She was also Quark’s favorite archaeologist—the one potential business partner he constantly thought of with real regret, as the one who got away.

And if Vash had returned to Deep Space 9 ahead of schedule, then Quark had no doubt that the news of Dal Nortron’s untimely end had already spread across the quadrant—and all of Quark’s other ‘special’ cus-tomers were already on their way.

Unfortunately, for that exact same reason—Dal Nortron’s death—Quark had been left with nothing to sell.

Which meant that over the next few days, the Ando-rian sisters were not the only ones on Deep Space 9 who’d be looking to kill a certain Ferengi barkeep.



CHAPTER 8

“ALL right,” Sisko said to Kira and Aria as the turbo-lift began its short trip from the Promenade to the Operations Center, “who wants to start? The Day of Withdrawal.”

Kira looked at Aria, who shook her head. “It only took a day on DS9,” Kira said. “But it was more like a week of withdrawal on Bajor. The Cardassians pulled back to their garrisons and the spaceports in stages.” She paused for a moment, clearly remembering scenes of devastating destruction, then doggedly continued. “Burning the villages, poisoning the land and the rivers. For the first few days, the Resistance didn’t know it was happening everywhere. Each cell thought it was seeing the leadup to a concentrated regional bombing attack. The Cardassians had done that sort of thing before.”

The lift rose up through the final deck and, as always, Sisko felt a familiar sense of coming home. Ops was the heart of Deep Space 9, as much so as the bridge of a Starship. Even the harsh angles and bare metal of its towering Cardassian components had become an oddly welcoming sight to him.

He exited the lift car with Kira and Aria close behind him and headed off in the direction of the sci-ence station, where Jadzia was on duty. She was run-ning a metallurgical analysis on her screens.

“Dax,” Sisko said, “join us.” He nodded at the short flight of stairs leading to his office. Jadzia rose from her station to follow him at once.

As Sisko started up those stairs, he asked Kira if she could remember exactly where she had been on the Day of Withdrawal.

She shook her head with a rueful smile. “I missed it. Twenty years in the Resistance, and the week the Car-dassians left I was in a triage center in Dahkur, burn-ing with fever and pretty much delirious. Lake flu. It swept through the whole province that year.”

“No lasting effects, I hope.”

Kira shrugged. “So do I.”

Behind them, Jadzia stepped through the entrance-way, and the doors to Sisko’s office slid shut.

“What about you, Commander?” Sisko asked Aria. He was pleased to see that whatever air of over-famil-iarity she had exhibited an hour ago, she was keeping it in check now.

“Oh, I was on the Solok.”

Sisko hadn’t recalled that posting from his quick glance at the Bajoran newcomer’s file. “The Vulcan science vessel?”

Aria nodded. “We were at Qo’noS. A very dull assignment to remap the Praxis Ring.”

“So, you weren’t involved in any of the events of Withdrawal either?”

Kira broke in. “She wasn’t involved in the Occupa-tion. Period.”

As if a ship had just decloaked before him, Sisko was suddenly aware of the tension between the two Bajoran officers, and realized with a start that it had been there since he had first seen them meet.

He exchanged a quick glance with Jadzia and her subtle nod confirmed that she saw the same animosity. Sisko wondered how he had missed it. But he could guess what was behind it.

“Is that right?” he asked in as neutral a fashion as he could.

Aria kept her eyes on him, ignoring Kira. “My grandparents lived on B’hal Ta. A Bajoran colony world. When the Cardassians annexed Bajor, my fam-ily was able to relocate to New Sydney. That’s where I was born.”

“You were fortunate,” Sisko said. He decided that that accident of fate was more than enough reason to account for the major’s feelings toward Aria Rees. He knew that there were those on Bajor—especially those who had served in the Resistance like Kira—who believed that expatriate Bajorans who had not suffered through the Occupation, and who had not voluntarily returned to their homeworld or taken up arms against Cardassia, were only one step removed from being collaborators.

“Yes, sir, very fortunate.”

Sisko decided to bring the conversation back to the less-controversial present. “So, from your experience, Major, and from any research you might have done, Commander, can you think of any reason why personnel on board DS9 on the Day of Withdrawal might have suffered from memory loss, selective or other-wise?”

“Benjamin?” Jadzia asked. “Who’s suffering from memory loss?”

Sisko quickly summarized for his old friend Quark’s claim to be missing memories of the day in question, and the Ferengi’s suspicions that Odo and Garak were similarly affected.

“Fascinating,” Jadzia said. “The old name for it is ‘Missing Time Syndrome.’ On Earth, it goes back cen-turies, before first contact, when the Reticulii were conducting their genetic profiling of humans and didn’t want anyone in the sample group to know they had been transported to the orbiting medical ships. Today, the Federation’s own First Contact Office uses the same techniques if a duck blind’s exposed or a pre-contact investigator is detected.”

“In this case,” Sisko said, “I think we can rale out any involvement by the Reticulii or the First Contact Office. What other possibilities should we consider? Medical experimentation?”

Kira shook her head. “The Cardassians conducted a horrendous amount of so-called medical research on Bajoran prisoners. Some of it involved mind control. But that was mostly in the camps. Up here, they kept the slave workers in line with force and random execu-tions. So I think it’s unlikely anyone experimented on Quark—especially since, if the Cardassians had exper-imented on him, their protocols usually called for the experimental subjects to be killed when the experiment was finished.”

Aria looked hesitant, but now offered her own the-ory. “I don’t know how relevant this is, but Starships use anesthezine gas to disable intruders, and memory lapses are sometimes reported as a side effect.”

Sisko looked at Kira. “We have a Starfleet anesthezine system installed on DS9. But there’re also the remnants of a Cardassian neurozine gas dispersal network which, as I recall, was kept on hand in case of worker revolt.”

Kira’s voice was bitter. “Crowd-control inhalants like anesthezine are nonlethal. And nonlethality was never a concern of the Cardassians. They used neu-rozine at fatal concentrations, and if they had used it up here on the Day of Withdrawal, there would have been a lot more than just four Bajorans dead.”

Sisko turned to Dax, who had so many times in the past been able to share the wisdom and experience of her past hosts. “Old Man?”

But she didn’t look hopeful. “Benjamin, there’re so many methods of blocking memories that I wouldn’t know where to begin without more information.”

“What kind of information?”

Jadzia pressed her lips together in thought. “Well, I’d like to know how much time Quark believes he’s missing. Is it the same length of time that Odo and Garak can’t account for? Is it the exact same period of time? Were they together on the Day of Withdrawal? Were they exposed to... a radiation leak? An unusual subspace discharge?” Her face brightened as if she had just had a sudden insight.

“Something just occurred to you,” Sisko said.

“I talked with Odo yesterday about his investigation into the Andorian’s death. He thinks a microwave weapon was used, but I think it’s possible some sort of accidental energy pulse could have caused similar injuries.”

Sisko smiled at Jadzia. “Old Man, you’ve been spending too much time in the holosuites with Worf. You were the reason we even found the Cardassians’ bodies. Right after your talk with him, Odo sent a team down to the lower levels to look for energy anomalies. They found one where a power conduit entered the lower module. And Rom’s team found that the cause of the anomaly was that the Cardassians had been transporter-fused into the inner hull plates, weak-ening the shielding.”

Jadzia made a face at Sisko. After so many years of friendship, she was allowed more freedom with Starfleet protocol. “I knew that, Benjamin. I was standing by with the tractor beam when Rom found the bodies. I was just wondering if an anomalous energy event that resulted in microwave radiation could also be tied to an anomalous temporal event.”

“An anomalous temporal event?” Aria said. “Those are incredibly rare.”

“Not on DS9,” Sisko said. “Unexpected time shifts are quite common in this region of space.”

Jadzia confirmed it. “Actually, the odd temporal events we’ve experienced in the past almost all arise in some way out of our proximity to the wormhole. The structure of subspace is extremely twisted in this region. What’s really surprising is that we don’t expe-rience even more jumps in time than we do. But on the Day of Withdrawal, the station was still in orbit of Bajor. And the planet’s gravity well would have pro-vided a great deal of shielding against almost any wormhole-related phenomena.”

Sisko sat down on the corner of his desk, reached back, and picked up his baseball. “Okay, so we can rule that possibility out, too. But I still want this looked into.

“Major Kira,” he said, rolling the ball back and forth in his fingers, feeling its comforting contours relax him as they always did, freeing him to think more clearly. “The constable seemed reluctant to discuss the Day of Withdrawal in the Infirmary. Perhaps he won’t be as reluctant speaking with you. See if you can get him to talk about what he remembers from that day.”

Kira seemed surprised by the request. “Captain, I’m not sure I feel comfortable doing that.”

Sisko understood her reluctance. Everyone on the station knew about the love affair that had blossomed between Kira and Odo in the last month. And as their friend and colleague, Sisko was happy for both of them. “I’m not asking you to betray a trust, Major. Let Odo know that you’re asking on my behalf. Let him know that I understand his reluctance to discuss what he remembers in front of Garak, but that I would appreciate a more forthright account that will remain confidential.”

Kira nodded, accepting his argument.

Sisko tossed his baseball up a few centimeters, then caught it again. “Commander Aria, since I’m assuming you’ve had few if any dealings with Cardassians, I’m assigning you to question Garak.”

Aria’s eyes widened. “Question him about what, sir?”

“What Dax wants to know. I want a timeline of everything that happened to Odo and Garak and Quark on the Day of Withdrawal.” Then he smiled winningly at Jadzia.

“Don’t tell me,” she said, pouting. “I get to talk to Quark.”

Sisko’s grin grew. “I can’t imagine anyone else he’d rather open up to.”

“Captain,” Kira broke in briskly, “can I ask why something that happened six years ago is important enough for us to drop our other duties and—”

“No one’s dropping their other duties,” Sisko said. “There’s a war on.”

“Exactly,” Kira agreed. “And I don’t see the point of expending extra effort just to solve the deaths of two Cardassians, especially one who was in a death squad.”

Sisko replaced his ball on his desk, then stood up to address Kira and the others, not as their coworker and friend but as their commanding officer and captain of Deep Space 9. “Major, those two dead Cardassians represent a mystery. And I will not have mysteries on my station. Because until we find out how those Car-dassians died, and why Quark and perhaps two other people on this station had their memories interfered with, I can’t be certain if any of it might happen again. And believe me, if an attack wing of Jem’Hadar fight-ers is bearing down at us, I want to know that my offi-cers are not suddenly going to develop a case of amnesia and end up fused into the hull plates. Is that clear?”

Kira, Aria, and even Jadzia stood at attention. “Yes, sir.” Kira said.

“Right away, sir,” Aria added.

“Ben, I’ll speak to Quark as soon as Odo’s finished with him,” Jadzia confirmed.

Sisko could see that there was more that Jadzia wanted to say. “Something else?” he asked.

“What about the Andorian?”

“Quark’s many things,” Sisko said reluctantly, “but he’s no murderer. Though I do think Odo’s enjoying this chance to make him sweat. And at the same time, I think that by appearing to be convinced that Quark is guilty, Odo’s making the real murderer feel overconfi-dent.”

Aria seemed shocked by Sisko’s statement. “Sir, do you honestly believe that the constable has the wrong man, and that the real killer is still free on the station?”

“That’s exactly what I think, Commander.”

“But...” Aria said, obviously disturbed by the thought, “isn’t knowingly permitting the continued custody of an innocent man a violation of Starfleet directives concerning the application of local laws? And aren’t you risking the real murderer escaping? Not to mention putting the other personnel on this sta-tion at risk of being killed?”

“Commander. Starfleet regulations are written by bureaucrats in comfortable offices back on Earth. As captain of this station, I do have the authority to... be flexible in how I choose to follow those regulations, whenever I feel a given situation is outside the param-eters Starfleet considered when the regulations were written. Believe me, Commander, this entire station falls outside those parameters.”

Jadzia smiled at Sisko, and then took the confused commander’s arm. “Odo won’t be through questioning Quark for a while. Why don’t we get some raktajino and... we’ll talk.”

Sisko could see that Aria was flattered by Jadzia’s request; she left the office with her, Major Kira follow-ing a moment later.

As Sisko stood in the doorway to his office watch-ing the three officers head for the turbolift, he was pleased to unexpectedly see his son, Jake, just emerg-ing from the lift on the main deck below. The love he felt for his boy, this anchor for him in the storm of events that regularly engulfed this station, filled Sisko with a transcendent joy.

But his sudden smile was undercut as he saw who stepped out of the lift behind Jake: Jake’s best friend, Nog, and Chief O’Brien.

Jake looked up to wave at him, and Sisko returned the gesture, growing even more concerned as he noted Jake’s half-hearted smile, Nog’s nervous expression, and O’Brien’s flushed cheeks.

“Hi, Dad,” Jake called out as he took the stairs to the upper level, two at a time.

“Sir,” Nog added crisply, just behind Jake.

Sisko frowned, and the three visitors froze where they stood. “You know, if this were six years ago and I saw you three coming up here like this, I’d think Chief O’Brien had caught you boys playing in the Jefferies rubes again. But you two young men are too old for that now, aren’t you?”

O’Brien was wheezing slightly as he resumed climbing the stairs. “Funny you should say that, sir.”

Sisko sighed. “Should we step inside?”

“Yes, sir,” Jake said glumly.

Sisko followed the three into his office, suspecting hie wasn’t going to like what they had to tell him.

He was right.



CHAPTER 9

For the second time in two days, Jake Sisko opened the small egress panel and slid it to the side of the cramped Jefferies tube.

“It’s open,” he said. Then he heard Nog’s communi-cator badge chirp as his friend passed on the report to Chief O’Brien.

The chief’s voice came back, echoing along the metal-walled tube. “According to your position on the station plans, you two lads should be facing another fifteen meters of unobstructed passageway.”

Jake sighed. He and Nog had finally done what they should have done years ago, and told DS9’s chief engi-neer about the hidden section of the station. Then, with an agitated O’Brien at their side, they had told Jake’s father. And then—Jake was sure it was just to com-pound the humiliation he and Nog felt—Sisko and the chief had insisted they repeat their story to the forbidding, and strongly disapproving, Lieutenant Comman-der Worf.

But even though it was plainly evident through all the reporting that his father was keenly disappointed in him for having kept something like this a secret for so long, Jake could also see that neither his father nor the chief nor Commander Worf actually believed the story when they first heard it. So why were they upset? Not that they shouldn’t be, because the story was true. It was just... Jake didn’t know. He only hoped that in a million years or so, when he was his father’s age, he would have a better grasp of a teenager’s way of thinking.

Jake lifted his head to look back down the narrow Jefferies tube at Nog. “I don’t get it. Do they still think we’re making this up?”

Apparently, Nog’s comm channel was still open because O’Brien answered. “No, I don’t think you’re making it up. I’m just telling you what’s on the screen.”

“Sorry, Chief,” Jake said with a grimace. “I’m going to climb through the opening now.”

Jake pushed himself up through the open access way just as he had before, then again swung his body around to free his legs so he could drop down into the dark section of corridor. Nog followed a moment later, much more quickly and smoothly than the last time. Once again, his palm torch was the only source of light.

-Tell them,” Jake said.

Nog tapped his communicator. “We are in the corri-dor.” Nog made it sound as if they were commandos who had just beamed in behind enemy lines.

A few seconds later, the short section of corridor lit up with the golden energy of the transporter effect, and three sparkling columns of quantum mist resolved into Jake’s father, O’Brien, and Worf. Each of them carried their own palm torch. Jake wasn’t quite sure why Worf had his hand on the phaser he wore. But then, Worf was like that.

Benjamin Sisko’s expression was unreadable. “Chief?” was all he said. Jake had noticed that his father had a shorthand way of dealing with his com-mand staff, almost as if they shared some low-level telepathic link.

Chief O’Brien’s attention jumped back and forth between the corridor and the large engineering padd he carried. The padd was similar to the kind Jake had seen artists sometimes use for sketching. “This makes absolutely no sense,” the chief said. “Look at the deck plan for this section.”

As Sisko and Worf stood on one side of O’Brien to study the engineering display, Jake stood with Nog on the other.

On the padd, Jake could see four yellow dots repre-senting the team’s active communicators tightly grouped together, blinking in the middle of what a label identified as a storage room.

“This is clearly not a storage room,” Worf stated in his deep, somber voice.

O’Brien nodded, pointing to various bulkheads that surrounded the blinking lights on the padd display. “I think I can see what’s happened here. The Cardas-sians’ own official plans have been altered to show that these two storage rooms, here and here—” O’Brien’s finger touched the surface of the padd, “—have back walls that extend an extra three meters or so. Notice this relay room extends two more meters. And this heat-exchange conduit is... maybe a half-meter wider than it has to be. And the two corridor sections running to either side are the same. So I’m betting the conduits that are supposed to be running right above us have been rerouted to either side, too, probably passing through the deck plates instead of running through that Jefferies tube that just isn’t there.”

Jake was surprised by how seriously the three men were reacting to the unmarked corridor’s existence. His father, especially, looked grim. “Why weren’t these deviations noticed when the first retrofit team went through the station to confirm the Cardassian plans?”

O’Brien looked apologetic. “I’m betting they were noticed. But there are lots of discrepancies between me Cardassians’ plans for the station and how they were executed. A project this big, there would have to be. I’ve noticed little things over the years myself— pipes in the wrong order, a junction box on the left wall instead of the right... it gets so you come to expect it. But they’re usually not major enough to bother altering the plans to fit.”

“Yet this stretch of corridor is...” Sisko swung the beam of his palm torch from one end of the section to the other. “... at least ten meters long, Chief. That’s a lot of station to go missing.”

“No argument from me, sir. All I can say is that this is a noncritical section of the station, so with the war changing our priorities, we just haven’t had a full refit team down here yet. For what it’s worth, we would save found this... missing space... eventually.”

Sisko levelled his gaze at Jake. “For what it’s worth, we should have been informed about this missing space six years ago.”

Jake was about to remind his father how many times he had apologized already, when Nog nudged him in the side. Jake understood. Nog had gone to great lengths to explain to Jake that their best defense was to behave like Starfleet cadets—limiting their responses to Yes, sir; No, sir; and most importantly, No excuse, sir. “It’s a good way to avoid arguments,” Nog had emphasized.

So Jake remained silent until his father said, “All right then, where’s this... hidden holosuite?”

Nog hurried ahead. “Right down here, Captain. It’s the only door in that bulkhead.”

The team followed Nog until they were gathered together by the closed door. Worf and O’Brien imme-diately scanned the door and the area beyond it with their tricorders—one set for engineering readings, the other for security.

Jake shifted his weight from one leg to the other, impatient with the delay. He wanted this over with. “Dad, there’s nothing dangerous in there. We’ve been inside a lot of—”

Sisko cut him off with an icy glare. “And maybe you’ve been lucky. Before they left, the Cardassians booby-trapped all sorts of equipment and facilities in this station, especially anything with a military func-tion. And the only reason I can think of for putting a holosuite down here is for training purposes.”

“Yes, sir,” Jake said dispiritedly.

“I detect no explosives or triggering devices behind the door,” Worf announced as he lowered his tricorder.

“Captain,” O’Brien added, “I’m not even picking up any evidence of power flow. The tricorder’s telling me there’s a room beyond the door, about five meters by six. But I don’t think anything inside is even connected to the station’s power grid.” The chief made an adjust-ment on his tricorder. “In fact, I’m not even picking up any evidence of holo equipment. Either projectors or microforcefield emitters.”

Nervously, Jake looked up and down the corridor to see if there was any chance they could somehow be at the wrong door. But just as every time before, there was only the one.

“You’re certain it was a holosuite?” his father asked him.

“Dad, it could run our fishing hole program per-fectly. Water and everything.”

His father looked back to O’Brien. ‘Then it has to be a holosuite, and for it to run a program from my own data library it has to have some type of interface with the station’s main computer network.”

O’Brien made more adjustments, then frowned. “If there is, sir, I’m going to have to make a more detailed -can. From inside.”

Sisko nodded at Worf. Worf tapped the door control and the door opened.

Jake almost smiled as he heard Nog take a deep breath. His best friend was preparing himself for the embarrassment of having everyone see his adolescent modification of the fishing-hole program, complete with Ferengi bathing beauties.

But as the light from the palm torches stabbed into the room, it revealed... only a room.

Jake and Nog both tried to push ahead, but were held back by Worf.

“I’ve never seen that before,” Jake said to his father.

“Sir, this holosuite has always been in operation,” Nog added.

Sisko looked at O’Brien. “Any chance the holosuite ran on batteries and yesterday’s visit finally exhausted them?”

O’Brien was skeptical. “No battery powerful enough for a holosuite goes completely dead that fast. I’d still be able to pick up some residual charge somewhere. And even taking a direct reading from the far wall, there are no holoprojector on it or in it.”

Sisko nodded at Worf again and he and the Klingon stepped into the room together. Jake watched as his father and Worf reached the middle, then turned slowly, playing their palm torches around in a circle like all-seeing scanners.

“It appears to be a lab of some sort,” Worf said slowly.

“Maybe,” Sisko said. “It does look as if they were building things in here. Maybe a machine shop? Chief O’Brien?”

O’Brien stepped in next and Jake watched him make the same careful examination of the room, this time giving a running inventory of everything he saw. “Circuit testbed, communications console, a Type-IV computer interface...” He gave Sisko a significant look. “That’s identical to Dax’s science station in Ops.” He returned to his assessment of the room. “A few storage lockers, maybe for lab coats or tools or lunches... None of them locked.”

“What about that?” Sisko asked, aiming his torch to a corner of the room Jake couldn’t see.

“Well, it’s a console,” O’Brien said. “But I don’t recognize the configuration.”

Sisko looked at both O’Brien and Worf. “Gentle-men, any energy readings?” he asked.

Worf and O’Brien replied at the same time. “No, sir.”

Sisko motioned to Jake and Nog. “You two. In here.”

Jake and Nog stepped over the lip of the door and into the room. In this nonoperational mode it was com-pletely unfamiliar to Jake, and he could see the same lack of recognition in Nog.

“Really, sir. We never saw it this way,” Nog said.

“You two said you were able to change whatever program it was displaying,” Sisko prompted.

“That’s right,” Jake said. “I’ll give it a try.” He cleared his throat. “Room, this is Jake Sisko. Show me my fishing hole.”

Jake unconsciously braced himself for the sudden swirl of holopixels and the odd optical bounce that had always followed that command.

But nothing happened.

“Anything?” Sisko asked O’Brien.

“I’ve set this at full sensitivity, Captain. If there were a single acoustical pickup in this room, I would have detected the current flow created when Jake spoke.” He showed the tricorder’s flashing face to Jake’s father.

Sisko answered his own question. “Nothing.”

Jake winced at his father’s tone of voice. “Dad, this was a holodeck. We played in my fishing hole. And Nog had a really great Ferenginar adventure play-ground.” The playground had been at the edge of a dis-mal, rain-misted swamp, Jake remembered, but the programmable swinging vines had been a lot of fun.

“What else?” Sisko asked sternly.

Jake shrugged, perplexed by what he had no way to explain, or prove. “A couple of other programs from our personal library. You know, the theme park at Tran-quility Base, the Klingon Zoo...” He glanced at Nog.

“We could only ever ran programs that were in your personal files or my father’s,” Nog said. “I mean, we could customize elements of them with voice com-mands, but... we never really figured out the room’s full operating interface.”

Sisko looked again at O’Brien and Worf as if silently soliciting their opinions.

In response, Worf asked the next question. “Are you certain you never saw a holoprogram that was Cardas-sian in nature? A military training scenario? Cardas-sian history reenactments?”

Both Jake and Nog shook their heads.

“Oh,” Nog suddenly added. “There was the moon. The Bajoran moon.”

“Which moon?” Sisko asked sharply.

Jake stared beseechingly at Nog, who shrugged. “Dad, I don’t know. One of the inhabited ones. That was the program that was running yesterday when we came in. That’s what made us think that someone else had been in here.”

Sisko rubbed his free hand over his clean-shaven scalp. It was a gesture Jake had seen his father make a thousand times, most often when Dax was forcing him into checkmate in three-dimensional chess.

“Chief,” Sisko said, “if we don’t know what that console is, is there any chance it could be some radi-cally different form of holoprojector?”

Jake took a look at the unidentified console as O’Brien walked over to it and the four palm torches in the room converged upon it.

The console was definitely Cardassian in design—a large, jagged boomerang shape, tilted slightly toward the operator, finished with the familiar dull-gray bond-ing metal. The flat-panel controls were unlit, though the light from the palm torches showed that the con-trols were arranged in standard Cardassian logic groupings. About the only detail that made the console unusual was that in the center of its slanting surface, a section had been inset in order to hold a flat shelf about a half-meter square.

Even to Jake’s untrained eye, it seemed obvious that whatever had been connected to the console on that shelf had been ripped out. Two power leads dangled to either side, their interior component wires roughly torn apart. Jake could even see heat damage on the console just beneath the lead ends, as well as in the center of the shelf.

“Now this is interesting,” O’Brien said as he held his tricorder only centimeters from the damaged con-sole.

“Was it a holoprojector?” Sisko asked.

“I doubt it,” O’Brien answered. “But I don’t think I’ve ever seen energy traces like this before.”

“What kind of energy?” Worf asked.

“Hard to say, Commander. I don’t think it’s from a weapon. But... whatever was on this section here—” O’Brien pointed his tricorder at the console’s inset shelf, “—it was radiating... something I haven’t seen before.”

Jake stepped back as his father moved in front of him and Nog as if to shield them from the console. “Dangerous?” his father asked.

“Not now, sir. And there’s no way to know if what I’m picking up came about because it was a slow release of radiation over a long period of time—in which case, I don’t think it ever would have been dan-gerous—or if it came in a sudden, explosive release, in a short time—in which case, it might have been.”

O’Brien snapped his tricorder shut with a practiced flip of his hand. “Sorry, Captain. But that’s the best I can do with this. I’m going to need a full team to take it apart. Couldn’t hurt to have Dax take a look, too.”

“Maybe in a day or two,” Sisko said. “I’ve already got her helping out with the dead Cardassians.”

Jake was surprised to hear Commander Worf snort.

Sisko raised his eyebrows. “A problem, Mr. Worf?”

Worf looked up at the ceiling. “Sir, it is not any of my business.”

“But... ?”

“For Quark to say that he has lost his memory to provide an alibi for his actions at the time the Cardas-sians were killed is... ludicrous.”

“You’re right,” Sisko agreed. Jake was as surprised to hear his father say that as it appeared Commander Worf was. But then his father finished his statement. “It is none of your business.”

“Yes, sir,” Worf growled grumpily.

Jake caught the lightning-quick wink and a smile that his father meant just for him. Then he watched as his father tugged down on his jacket and transformed himself from Jake’s father into a Starfleet captain again.

“Anything else you feel we should know?” he asked Jake and Nog. “Any detail, however small, you think might help us out?”

Jake and Nog looked at each other, shook their heads.

Sisko accepted their answer. “All right. You two can—”

“I have a question,” Chief O’Brien suddenly said. “How did you two find this room in the first place?”

“We used to explore the Jefferies tubes,” Jake said.

“I can understand that,” O’Brien replied. “But what possessed you to go to all the trouble of opening up that access hatch? It couldn’t have been easy.”

Jake looked down at the deck, trying to remember the first day he and Nog had found the room. “I think it was because we had never seen one so small. It’s not exactly a standard size.”

Nog coughed. “We were... looking for hidden Car-dassian treasure, Chief.”

“Ah,” O’Brien said. “For a couple of twelve-year-olds, that makes perfect sense. But then, when you came in here, to the room, for the first time, how did you know it was a holosuite? It couldn’t have been running any of your own programs without your hav-ing given it a command, right?”

“Right,” Jake said with surprise. He looked down at Nog. “What was running when we came in?”

Jake felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. “Jake, do you have any sense that you can’t remember the first time you came into this room?”

“I don’t think so,” Jake said, wondering why his father suddenly sounded so worried.

“Wait! I remember,” Nog said.

Everyone looked at him. He looked up at Jake. “You didn’t want to go inside, remember?”

Jake laughed. “Oh yeah. I was... I was afraid. I remember now.”

Nog looked back to Sisko. “So Jake dared me to go in first.”

“And what program was running?” O’Brien asked.

“That’s what was so great,” Nog said excitedly. “It was Ferenginar. The swamp outside the capital city. It was dark, and wet, and raining. I was so excited. I came out to tell Jake it was just like my adventure playground program, and when we both came back in, we found the playground just a few hundred meters away.”

O’Brien looked at Sisko. “The room recognized him. Called up his favorite program from his father’s personal library. And all in the space of time it took to open the door.”

Jake looked at the serious expression that his father, O’Brien, and Worf all shared now. “Why’s that bad?”

O’Brien answered. “Jake, there’s no power coming into this room. There’s no computer link through that Type-IV console or through any other piece of equip-ment in the room. Yet somehow this room had the data-processing capability to identify Nog and call up a program from his father’s personal library in sec-onds. Not even the holodecks they use at Starfleet Academy have that kind of processing ability.” O’Brien turned to Sisko as if making a formal report. “Sir, with this new information, I think it’s reasonable to assume that this was a top-secret Cardassian research facility, probably involving advanced comput-ers and holo-replication technology far beyond any-thing we have.”

“I agree,” Sisko said. “So why did the Cardassians leave it behind?”

“Perhaps,” Worf said in a voice full of grave con-cern, “the equipment in here was too complex to be removed in time during the Withdrawal, and was con-sidered too valuable to be destroyed.”

Jake could see that his father was definitely intrigued—and disturbed—by that possibility. “You know,” he said softly as if talking to himself, “Starfleet has never been able to come up with a satisfactory explanation for why the Cardassians didn’t activate DS9’s self-destruct system when they withdrew. I wonder if this room—this lab—is the reason. Did they achieve a breakthrough here that they hoped to keep hidden until they could return?”

“But they did return, Captain,” Worf said. “Last year. Why did they not reclaim their equipment then?”

Sisko looked up, and Jake could see he was enjoy-ing the challenge this room was presenting. “Perhaps the work being done here was so secret that only a handful of people knew about it. Perhaps they died during the Withdrawal, or shortly after. There could be a dozen reasons, Worf.”

“But if the work was so secret and so valuable,” O’Brien said, “then why was it being carried out here? In a mining station? In an occupied sector subject to attack by Bajoran resistance fighters?”

“I don’t know, Chief,” Sisko admitted, and didn’t seem troubled by his lack of an answer. “But you can be sure there was a reason. We’re dealing with Cardas-sians here, and they have a reason for everything they do.” He looked around the room, deep in thought. “If this was a Cardassian research facility, then you can be sure that the reason it is here, is because this is the only place it could be.”

Jake saw that O’Brien didn’t share his captain’s sense of urgency for the problem at hand. “But, sir, why would that be?”

Jake could see his father was in his element now. His face was alive with new purpose. “Who knows, Chief. But one thing’s for sure—even after six years, this old place still has a few surprises left in it.”



CHAPTER 10

The only thing worse than a Ferengi with a headache was a Ferengi with an earache. And at this moment, in his darkened bar in the middle of DS9’s night, Quark suffered from both—unquestionably the aftermath of the past eight hours he had spent with Odo.

And now his woes intensified as he saw the after-hours condition of his establishment. The chairs had not been placed on top of the tables. There were still glasses on the dabo table. And behind the bar, the replicator had been left on.

“Why do I even bother?” Quark said to the empty room. He gazed up at the vivid orange, red, and yellow stained-glass mural that dominated the first floor of his bar. All its backglow panels had been left on, too. “What about you, Admiral? Do you have an answer?”

The mural kept its silence, which was no great surprise. Quark shuffled over to the bar to pour himself a very large drink.

Exactly what the mural was, Quark really wasn’t sure. For years, that same wall had been dominated by a large Cardassian galor, courtesy of Gul Dukat.

Quark seldom cared about politics, and if the com-mandant of Terok Nor had wanted his grandmother hung on the wall, it would have been fine with the Fer-engi. So the lurid green, pink, and yellow symbol of the Cardassian Union, which looked to Quark like some improbable combination of the hooded Smiling Partner of Ferengi legend and a short-handled screw-driver, had remained proudly in place—until Gul Dukat had swaggered in one day to announce he had just won a spectacular work of rare and valuable art in a late-night game of tongo. And since Quark’s was the only public facility on the station with a ceiling high enough to properly display this great treasure, Dukat proclaimed Quark’s would be its new home.

At the time, Quark had cared as much about his establishment’s decor as he did about politics. His was the only bar on the Cardassian half of the station— indeed, it was the only bar on the entire station, the closest thing to competition being the Cardassian Cafe. And if a tired Cardassian soldier or Bajoran trustee would rather eat replicated Cardassian neemuk without benefit of kanar to wash it down or the com-pany of luscious dabo girls, then Quark was just as happy not to have those lackluster, boring slugs taking up valuable space in his bar.

So, Cardassian galor or Dukat’s esteemed art trea-sure, it mattered little to Quark at the time what was on the back wall of his bar. True, he had had to shut down for two days while a team of Bajoran artisans were brought up to install the mural, and Subcommandant Akris had not granted Quark’s request for a matching percentage decrease in the weekly kickback—that is, licensing fee—that Quark had to pay the station man-agement office. But Dukat had more than made up for Quark’s initial lost profits by pretentiously buying end-less rounds for his staff on the night the mural was grandly unveiled—to mostly diffident though polite applause.

As Quark had worked the tables that night, he had overheard the Bajoran comfort women saying that at least the orange light helped bring a more Bajoran flush to the cold gray faces of the Cardassian officers they were forced to entertain. Quark himself liked the orange light, because it made it easier to use short measures in amber-colored drinks. And Dukat got to proudly trumpet on about the addition he had made to culture on Terok Nor—making the station an uplifting beacon of Cardassian light amidst the primitive dark-ness of the Bajoran sector.

It was just that no one seemed to be sure what the mural was supposed to represent—until finally, that first night, when much kanar had been consumed and two glinns had already been dragged off to the Infir-mary after a particularly brutish fight (which fortu-nately had lasted long enough for Quark to take bets and clear five slips of latinum), Dukat toasted the mural in such a way that it was clear what he thought it was.

“To a mighty enemy,” Dukat had proclaimed, “defeated at last, now sentenced to look on the works of the Cardassian Union and despair! Ladies and gen-tlemen, I give you the portrait of Admiral Alkene, late of the Tholian Assembly!”

After Dukat and his guests had left that evening, Quark and Rom and two Cardassian mining engineers had closed the place, leaning on the bar, staring thoughtfully up at what was now called the Tholian mural.

One mining engineer drunkenly offered up the observation that Tholians had faceted heads.

The other, in an equal state of disequilibrium, dis-agreed, maintaining it was the Tholian helmets that were faceted, and that the shape of Tholian heads was closer to the long and pointed sections included in the mural. Except that he was positive the mural had been installed upside down.

Rom had volunteered that he was fairly certain the mural was actually a version of the traditional good-luck banners that were always hung over the drinking troughs in what he delicately referred to as Tellarite mud-pits of ill repute. “Yep, they... make them by the hundreds on Tellarus,” Rom had sniggered. “And you see that same crazy design on Tellarite scarves and pill boxes and... lingerie.”

Quark remembered glaring at his idiot brother, demanding to know why the Tellarites would put a portrait of a Tholian admiral on lingerie!

Rom had simply shrugged and gone on to explain in excruciatingly precise and clinical detail that the shape in the mural was not that of a Tholian head at all, but of an entirely different, but equally remarkable part of Tellarite male anatomy.

Even as he began to laugh at Rom’s hilariously rib-ald description, Quark had felt his heart actually stop beating as he suddenly remembered the presence of the two Cardassian engineers. Fortunately, both were so drunk that they didn’t hear Rom dismiss the Gul’s great work of art as nothing more than a big Tellarite... well, even in private, Quark had not been able to say the word, though he relished the aptness of the image.

For at least a year after that, he and Rom had shared a rare moment of rapport in their guilty, private plea-sure every time Dukat came to the bar with whoever his latest comfort woman was and regaled her with the story of Admiral Alkene, ending with a grandiloquent toast and salute to the mural.

Only Quark and his brother knew to what the gul was really raising his glass, and they kept that knowl-edge to themselves. And if any other visitors to Quark’s during those last years of the Occupation rec-ognized what was hanging on the wall for what it was, they also wisely kept their expert knowledge—and their laughter—to themselves.

Though Quark had never been able to confirm Rom’s saucy identification of the mural’s subject mat-ter, and for that matter had never been able to deter-mine how his idiot brother had come to have such deep knowledge of Tellarite mud-pits of ill repute, it was always in Quark’s mind that if the day ever came that the Cardassians left Terok Nor, he would celebrate that glorious occasion by shattering Gul Dukat’s mural into ten thousand shards.

But that day had come and gone, six long years ago, and the mural remained, with both he and Rom still referring to it, in private, as the Admiral.

But the Tholian mural was of no importance this night, and Quark tried not to think of the disarray the bar had been left in—or the overtime it would cost him to get it back in shape for Morn’s arrival in the morning. Instead, he poured himself a snoggin of Romulan ale.

And since old traditions are hard to ignore, he did hold up the glass to the mural. “To you, Admiral—or whatever you are. Because you’re still here, and I’m still here, and I have absolutely no idea why that should be.” He gulped down a mouthful of the ale, shivering as the blue fluid sliced through him like a protoplaser. “Except, that is,” he coughed to finish his toast, “as some twisted reminder of the 117th Rule: You can’t free a fish from water.”

“Actually...” a distant, muffled voice interjected, “that’s the 217th Rule. A lot of people make that mis-take.”

The empty glass slipped from Quark’s hand and shattered on the counter of the bar as he stared at the mural. For just a split second, visions of latinum came to his mind as he calculated the increased busi-ness he could attract with a talking wall decoration that knew the Rules of Acquisition. But only for a split second.

“Rommm...” Quark sighed. “What are you doing back there?”

“Uh, up here, Brother.” Quark looked up. Rom was standing on the second floor, holding a large tray stacked with dirty dishes. He carried a server’s billing padd in his mouth, accounting for the muffled nature of his voice.

“My mistake,” Quark said in exasperation, “what are you doing up there?”

“Uh, cleaning up.” Rom started down the stairs, eyes fixed on the precariously balanced dishes before him. “We had three different parties in the holosuites tonight, sooo... things are still a bit messy.”

Rom made it to the bar and put down his tray just as Quark lunged to catch the first falling glass. “Where are the servers?” Quark demanded. “Did they all quit? Or did you talk them into going on strike again?”

Rom took the padd from his mouth and wiped the edge of it on his sleeve. “Well, no. I... sent them home.”

Quark shook his head, having a hard time believing he was actually having this conversation. “How could you send them home when the place looks like this?!”

“Because... it takes longer to clean up when we’ve been this busy—and then we have to pay them over-time.” Quark blinked. Had his brother actually said some-thing sensible? “Wait a minute. You sent them home— to save money?”

Rom nodded excitedly. “Well... yes. You see, tomorrow’s my day off from station duty, so I can stay up all night to clean the bar, and that saves us the over-time charges for the serving staff.”

Quark snorted cynically. “Sure. So you can pocket that money for yourself.”

“Uh, no, Brother. If we can keep overtime to a mini-mum for the next two weeks, then when we get our next beverage shipment, we’ll be able to pay on deliv-ery, and that will net us a one-point-six-seven percent discount for cash. Which, when you multiply by our standard adjusted gross markup, works out to an addi-tional profit of—”

“I know what it works out to,” Quark said. “Who gave you that idea?”

Rom looked around the empty bar and shrugged. “Uh,... you’ve been saying we need to cut overhead, and that made me think of how Chief O’Brien tries to... optimize the station’s engineering resources, so I used his Starfleet scheduling programs to examine the bar’s operations. And... it worked! Didn’t it?”

Whether it was the headache/earache assault, the exhaustion he felt after Odo’s interrogation, or—more probably—the Romulan ale, Quark ran out of things to complain about. “You surprise me, Rom.”

Rom grinned. “Uh, you surprise me, too. I... heard you talking to...” He started to snicker. “... the Admiral.”

Quark poured another snoggin of ale. “I didn’t know you were eavesdropping.” Quark went to swallow the drink, but stopped when he saw Rom staring at him. “What?”

“I heard what you said, Brother. Why is the mural still here? I mean, you always said you wanted to... get rid of it as soon as the Cardassians were gone.”

Quark took a deep breath, realized he had no answer, so he made one up. “I got used to it. It’s the same reason you’re still here.”

Rom’s gap-toothed grin was knowing. “Oh, I know that’s not true. You’re just tired after being in that cell for so long. I sent a message to the Nagus!”

Quark felt as if he had just been slapped awake. ‘About what?!”

“Well... Odo told Leeta to tell me that you said that you needed a lawyer.”

“Doesn’t anyone on this station know about negotia-tions?” Quark exclaimed in disgust. “You know, when you make an outrageous demand that you know won’t be met, in order to counter the outrageous demand made by the other party?”

Now it was Rom’s turn to look confused. “You mean... you don’t need a lawyer?”

“No.”

“But—”

“But what?”

Rom shrugged. “You killed that Andorian.”

“Rom! I did not kill anyone! “

Rom blinked innocently. “You killed that Klingon.”

“An accident! What are you? Working for Odo now?”

“But, Brother, if... you didn’t kill the Andorian, why have you been under arrest for the past two days?”

“Because Odo is one of those rare individuals on this station who is actually more of an idiot than you are!” Even as the words were leaving his mouth, Quark could see he had hurt his brother’s feelings. “I’m sorry, Rom. Really. I didn’t mean it. It’s Odo who’s put me in such a bad mood.” Quark set up a second glass. “C’mon, have a drink to celebrate my release.”

Rom watched carefully as Quark poured more ale. “But... wasn’t it supposed to be a good idea that you were in protective custody?”

Quark handed the glass to his brother. “It was, until Odo decided I really was guilty and made it a real arrest. He still thinks I’m guilty.”

The two Ferengi clinked glasses and toasted the Admiral. Then Rom gaped like a drowning fish as the Romulan ale scorched his insides. “I... I don’t... understand...” he gasped.

“You drank it too fast,” Quark explained.

“N-no,” Rom wheezed. “If Odo still thinks you’re guilty, then why did he let you go?”

“Captain Sisko listened to reason. Hew-mons do that occasionally, you know, Rom. He made Odo release me and give me a bodyguard.”

“What bodyguard?”

Quark pointed out to the Promenade. “That body— oh, for—”

The Bajoran security officer he had left standing watch at the main door to the bar was gone.

Quark crouched down and waved his hand at Rom. “Check the other door. Hurry!”

Rom jumped back to look spinward at the smaller entrance to the left of the bar. “Uh, there’s no one there either.”

Quark’s desperately racing mind tried to make sense of the situation. The bodyguard had been Bajoran, so he probably hadn’t been bribed to abandon his post. And if Vash was making a move on him, she wouldn’t kill an uninvolved party, so she had either stunned the guard and— “The Andorian sisters,” Quark hissed.

Rom nodded with a happy smile. “They’re very pretty.”

“They want to kill me!” Quark yelped from behind the bar.

Rom leaned over to peer down at his hiding brother. “But... that was only because they thought you killed Dal Nortron. And since you didn’t...”

“But they still think I did!”

Rom nodded with understanding. “Oh... then you are in big trouble. Huge trouble. Gigantic trou-ble.”

The only thing that stopped Quark from slapping his brother silly was his desire to stay down, out of the line of fire. “Thank you for figuring that out for me, idiot! Now listen carefully...”

“Brother, I don’t like it when you call me names. Chief O’Brien—”

“Shut up! Shut up and go to security. Get Odo. I don’t care if you have to pour him out of his pail—”

“Uh, I don’t think he lives in a pail anymore—”

“I don’t care! It’s not important! Just tell him his guard is gone and he needs to—”

A sudden series of swift knocks froze Quark in mid-command.

He mouthed the words, “Who... is... it?”

Rom mouthed back the words, “I... don’t... know.”

Quark made fists with both hands, and sputtered out loud, “Of course you don’t know—you...” He caught himself, dropped his voice to a whisper. “You didn’t look.”

“Oh,” Rom said, as if the concept of seeing who was at a door was startlingly new. “I can do that.” He left the bar.

Quark sank deeper behind it, knowing there was nowhere to run. The closest entrance to his network of smugglers’ tunnels was in a wall halfway across the bar. Then he brightened. The lights were out. Maybe... just maybe whoever was at the door who had come to kill him would think Rom was Quark, kill Rom, then leave. Quark chewed his bottom lip, trying not to jinx the possibility of good fortune by thinking too much about it. But it was possible. There could still be a happy ending to this tawdry mess after all.

“Hello?” Quark heard Rom speaking softly in the distance. “Is... someone there?”

Quark braced for the sound of a phaser. My poor brother, he thought. How brave he is to risk his life for me. He began to plan Rom’s memorial party. He was sure he could get Chief O’Brien to pay for it.

“Hello?” Rom said again.

Quark heard the hum of the door inductors as they began to slide open.

“Is someone—ah!”

Quark grimaced as he heard his brother’s death cry swallowed by the crackle of an energy discharge. At least it was fast, he thought. He’d be sure that his nephew Nog took comfort in that knowledge.

But then he heard footsteps—a sound so faint only Ferengi ears could perceive it.

Vash, Quark thought, outraged. She knew what he looked like. That hew-mon female had killed Rom out of spite. You ‘d think spite would be enough for her.

Then Quark heard a second set of footsteps. He sti-fled a groan. Two sets could only mean he was wrong about Vash. It was the Andorian sisters. They knew what he looked like too.

Who am I fooling? Quark suddenly thought. It was one thing to sit back and hope for disaster to strike others in order to save him. But the 236th Rule said it best: You can’t buy fate.

/ have to be brave, he told himself. / have to avenge Rom’s brave sacrifice. I have to stand up for what I believe in.

Slowly, Quark craned his head around and reached for the bottle of Romulan ale, grabbing it by its neck. In his mind, he painstakingly choreographed the moves he would have to make to go on the offensive— a sudden leap to his feet, smash the bottle to create a jagged makeshift weapon, then prepare for victory. If there were any other result, he wouldn’t know it until he was on the steps of the Divine Treasury bribing the Nagul Doorman.

So be it, Quark thought with utter finality.

And then in a brilliant burst of speed and grace, Quark thrust himself to his feet, spun around like a dancer, swung the bottle of Romulan ale against the edge of the bar and— —screamed in high-pitched mortal agony as the entire bottle shattered, slicing his palm with shards from the fragile neck.

“Frinx!” Quark squealed, as he clasped his bloody hand to his chest and looked out across the bar to see the last person he expected to see— “Rom?!”

“Uh... sorry brother... but there was nothing I could do.”

Quark blinked through a haze of pain. Now his hand throbbed as badly as did his head and ears. “Nothing you could do about what?!”

“Well... he made me open the door.”

Quark wrapped a bar rag around his bleeding hand, but that only drove the bottle shards in more deeply. And despite Rom’s babbling, there was no one else present.

“Who made you open the door?!”

Rom looked down at something on his side of the bar. “He did. He... said you wanted to see him.”

“Rom,” Quark said as he rocked from foot to foot, “I can’t see anyone!”

“Uh... because you’re not looking?”

Quark sighed and trembled and wanted to cry, all at the same time. He leaned forward, looked over the edge of the bar, and saw— —multicolored stars explode in his vision like the prettiest globular cluster he had ever seen.

As Quark fell into those stars, he heard what could only be the laughter of the much-maligned Tholian Admiral echoing in his poor wounded ears. And he suspected that the basic underpinning of his personal philosophy had been proven true once again.

No matter how bad things look, they can always get worse.



CHAPTER 11

Sometimes Sisko felt that he had never left the wormhole after his first meeting with the aliens. That after his first encounter with the Prophets in their Celestial Temple, everything that had happened since—or that appeared to have happened—was somehow already a memory. A memory he was merely reliving.

Standing before the sink in the tiny kitchen alcove of his quarters on Deep Space 9, Sisko whisked at the eggs in their copper bowl, smearing out the streaks of dark pepper sauce, frothing the egg mixture into a whirlpool just as the wormhole frothed the quantum foam of normal space-time.

How many times had he done this—made an omelette? How many times had he made this omelette? Or could it be they were all part of the exact same moment in time and— —he was a child standing on a low wooden step-stool in the kitchen of his father’s New Orleans restau-rant. His father—Joseph—stood behind him, his large, comforting hand guiding his son’s small hand on the whisk as it swept through the eggs, teaching him as his father had taught him, and— —he was a father looking over his own son’s shoul-der. Little Jake-O was standing on a low wooden step-stool in the cooking corner of that cramped apartment he and Jennifer had rented in San Francisco as they waited for the Saratoga to return to port so they could finally share their careers, and their dreams, as a fam-ily. He held Jake’s small hand in his, guiding it as his father had guided him, as Jake might someday guide his own child’s hand— —all the same moment, these memories of things long ago and of things still to be, yet all bound up together in the soothing traditions of those kitchens.

He laughed, softly, caught up in his discovery.

“That sounds nice,” Kasidy Yates said.

Drawn suddenly from all moments to this moment, Sisko turned to Kasidy Yates where she sat on a chair at the dining table set for breakfast. Her lithe form was draped in one of his caftans, a textured cotton with a bold brown and white blockprint pattern from Old Zimbabwe. Her long brown fingers gracefully cradled a cup of morning coffee, her soft dark hair still mussed from bed, her clear brown eyes not quite yet open. Her infectious smile transfixed him, as it had from the first day they’d met.

“I’ve missed that,” he heard her say. “You laughing.”

Sisko held the copper bowl against his hip as with-out conscious thought he continued to fluff the eggs. “I was thinking that the reason the Prophets made me their Emissary is because I already knew about nonlin-ear time.”

Kasidy frowned, didn’t understand.

Sisko’s smile widened. “The kitchen!”

Kasidy nodded with sudden understanding. “Cook-ing does seem to carry you away,” she said with an answering smile. Sisko leaned over to give her a kiss on the forehead. “But it always brings me back to you.” The light moment transformed when he did not move away.

Kasidy put down her coffee, Sisko his bowl, as Kasidy reached up to his face and kissed him as they had not kissed in weeks, in months, perhaps ever.

“I... thought I had lost you,” she whispered, her breath soft against his cheek.

Sisko felt her body tremble, as if she were fighting back tears.

He knew why.

A week ago, they had been on the Defiant. Kasidy had volunteered to be a convoy liaison officer for Starfleet escort duty to Vega. So they could be together.

It had been a terrible mistake. And the mistake had been his.

In loving Kasidy, he had made her a part of his life that was separate from Starfleet and the Dominion War. In tearing down the barriers between his life and his duty, he had only succeeded in putting her in harm’s way—at his side.

Once before, he had done that to the woman he loved, and it had cost her her life. Surviving the conse-quences of that mistake had taken him twelve years and the intervention of beings beyond human compre-hension.

And he had.

Yet even now he could still see Jennifer, motionless on the deck of the Saratoga, her soul forever lost to him except in memory.

As protection from the cruel uncaring universe that might still end the existence of Kasidy Yates, Sisko now took refuge behind a different shield around his heart, a shield he had begun constructing the moment he and Kasidy had found themselves in active service together on the Defiant.

If Kasidy died under his command, the only way he could be certain he could still function to save his ship and his crew was to see her already among the dead, to mourn her before the fact, to be prepared for the awful day he might lose her. But even as he tried to reduce his vulnerability, Sisko knew it was impossible. He was in love and he was loved.

He stroked her hair, knowing how wrong it all was. First to put her at risk, and then to try to remove her from his heart.

“You can’t lose me. Nothing will keep me from you,” he murmured. For whether it was a memory of a past dream or a memory of something still to come, at the very end of whatever pain and whatever tragedy this universe and this war held for him, Sisko knew— knew with a conviction of faith and hope and love that would outlast the stars—he would always come back to the arms of Kasidy Yates.

And somehow, through some living bond still to be formed between them, he knew that Kasidy accepted his vow.

“Does this mean you’re going to make me break-fast?” she teased even as her eyes told him she knew what he felt.

“Eventually.” Sisko leaned down to kiss her again.

And as their lips met, their eyes closed, and time became nonlinear once again. Until— A discreet throat-clearing cough.

Sisko opened his eyes at the same moment as Kasidy, brought back to this moment by—.

“Hey, guys.”

Sisko couldn’t resist reaching out a hand to tousle his son’s hair as Jake, smiling sheepishly, skirted past them to the replicator. He remembered when he had had to bend down to touch the top of his son’s head. Now it seemed he had to touch the stars to do the same.

“Hey, Jake-O,” Sisko said as his son ordered and retrieved and drank in one gulp a tall glass of orange juice.

“I heard you went on a treasure hunt,” Kasidy said.

Sisko saw Jake’s swift glance at him, but he had no recriminations for his son. He and Jake had talked at length about Jake’s actions—and his lack of action— last night. And Sisko had been deeply gratified to learn that almost everything he had to say to his son had already been in Jake’s mind. Jake’s and Nog’s omission, not telling anyone about the mysterious Cardassian holosuite, was simply a leftover piece of business from when the two young men were little more than children.

Jake knew he had been wrong, and Sisko knew that doing the wrong thing and learning from it was what the process of maturing and growing was all about. All life was about such learning. What was important to Sisko, and what made him feel so proud of his son, was that for all the missteps the boy did make—and some days their number was truly astounding—he sel-dom made the same misstep twice.

As long as Jake kept that same spirit, Sisko could never really be angry with him—or disappointed.

“Buried treasure,” Sisko said, picking up the copper bowl to give the eggs a final flourish. “Buried and for-gotten.” He set the bowl on the counter, cut a square of Imolian butter, and turned away to heat the empty omelette pan.

He could see that Jake heard and understood his tone of voice. The past was the past. They had moved on. They must always move on.

Jake pulled up a chair to sit down beside Kasidy at the table. “I was really surprised no one else had found that room by now.”

Kasidy looked over at Sisko. “Do you think there could be other sealed-off sections in the station?”

Sisko dropped the butter into the hot omelette pan, then swirled it around to melt it evenly. “If there are, Chief O’Brien will know about them in a week. He’s going to use the Defiant’s tactical sensors to conduct a full survey scan of DS9, then correlate that scan with the Cardassian’s blueprints to look for deviations. He says he should have done it years ago.”

“Any reason why the holosuite was sealed off?” Kasidy asked.

Sisko poured the beaten eggs from the copper bowl into the pan, tilting the pan expertly to lightly coat the top of the egg mixture with the melted butter. “We don’t even know that it is a holosuite,” he said.

“What else could it be?” Jake asked.

Sisko reached for a handful of grated jack cheese and trailed it perfectly along one side of the gently bubbling mass of eggs. “Just because we don’t know the answer doesn’t mean we have to settle for a guess.” Biting his bottom lip in concentration, he sprinkled in chopped scallions, and then added a dusting of the secret ingredient in all the great recipes of Sisko’s Cre-ole Kitchen—the Cajun spices his father sent him on a more or less regular basis. “That would be too easy.”

The door announcer chimed.

Sisko prodded the edge of the cooking eggs and glanced at his son. “I can’t leave the pan now...”

He heard the door to his quarters slide open just as he judged that the texture of his creation was perfect. With a rapid twist and a flip of the pan, he held his breath as he slid the golden disk toward the forward edge of the pan, then folded it expertly over on itself, achieving a half moon of Creole perfection.

“Uh, Dad...” Jake said.

Sisko looked up, saw Jadzia, was delighted. “Old Man! You’re just in time for breakfast.”

But Jadzia didn’t share Sisko’s enthusiasm—not today. She frowned. “Sorry, Benjamin, but... Quark’s gone.”

Sisko’s sense of disbelief changed quickly to dis-may, betrayal. “He’s left the station?”

“I can’t be sure. If he did, he did it in disguise. There’s a chance he’s simply hiding out here. But... well, maybe you should come down to the bar and... see for yourself. I think the situation’s more complicated than we first thought.”

Sisko’s wrist jerked as he sharply snapped the pan again and the omelette flipped over with Starfleet pre-cision. The bottom was an elegant combination of rich yellow and crispy brown. Sisko sighed. “Jake, it’s up to you to uphold the family honor. You know what your grandfather always said.” He slipped the omelette onto a plate already warmed by the inductor oven.

His son stepped into the alcove as Sisko stepped out. “No one leaves the table unsatisfied,” Jake said.

“Do I have time to put on my uniform?” Sisko asked Jadzia.

She nodded. “This is going to be a Starfleet matter.”

Sisko had been afraid of that. Somehow, when Quark was involved, situations always became more complicated.

Quark’s bar looked normal for this early in the morning. The dabo table was silent. A rambunctious group of young Starfleet fighter pilots from the Thun-derchild who hadn’t yet switched over to station local time were ending their duty day around a large collec-tion of bar tables they’d pulled together. A handful of the station’s Bajoran morning-shift personnel were eat-ing replicator breakfasts, a handful of night-shift per-sonnel were eating replicator suppers. And faithful Morn was on his stool—so much a part of the place that he was sometimes easy to overlook, except for the nonstop droning of his voice.

“So far so good,” Sisko said to Jadzia.

She gestured to the bar. “Let me buy you a rakta-jino.”

They chose stools as far away from the loquacious Morn as possible. “When did you find out Quark was gone?” Sisko asked.

“Odo told me he finished questioning Quark early this morning, around four. So I went to Quark’s quarters at nine—I thought I’d let him get some sleep.”

“And?”

“He wasn’t there. Isn’t anywhere.”

“Anything missing? Signs of a struggle?”

“Nothing I could see. Odo’s people are going through it now.”

“That’s not like Quark.”

Jadzia almost laughed. “Not like Quark to run away from trouble? Benjamin, that’s exactly like him.”

Sisko shook his head. That wasn’t what he had meant. “He and I had a deal. And... Quark usually keeps his deals. At least with me.” He saw Jadzia’s look of amazement. “Oh, he’ll look for and exploit every loophole he can find. And just making the deal can be... an adventure in frustration. But when all is said and done, Quark, in his own Ferengi way, is one of the most honorable people on this station. Not,” Sisko added quickly, “that I would ever tell him that to his face. It could undercut me in future negotiations.”

“Let’s hope there are future negotiations,” Jadzia muttered.

A sudden worrisome thought struck Sisko. “He didn’t run into trouble with the Andorian sisters, did he?”

Jadzia shook her head. “Odo has them under twenty-six-hour surveillance. They’ve been keeping to themselves.”

“Then what is it you suspect, Old Man?”

His old friend merely answered his question with another. “Do you have your raktajino, yet?”

Sisko looked around. Though the establishment was open for business—he recognized the usual servers managing the tables—no one was behind the bar. Yet he had heard the rattle of glasses in the recycler trays, and the hum of the replicator. That was why he hadn’t noticed the absence of anyone—because it still sounded as if someone was present.

“All right,” Sisko said, “I’ll admit it. I’m confused. Care to enlighten me?”

Jadzia nodded. Tapped on the bartop. “Barkeep! We want to order!”

Sisko blinked with surprise as a Ferengi jumped up into view from behind the bar.

A very small Ferengi.

His skull and features were the size of any other adult of his species, complete with an unusual black headskirt, but the rest of his body was dramatically foreshortened. A meter tall at most.

“What do you want?” he snarled.

“Benjamin,” Jadzia said, “meet Base. Base, meet Captain Benjamin Sisko, commander of Deep Space 9.”

“Yeah, yeah, right, whatever,” Base snapped. “You want to order? Or you want to stop bothering me?”

‘Two raktajinos, please,” Jadzia said.

“You actually drink that crap?” Base gargled in dis-gust, then whirled around and dropped below the level of the bar again.

Sisko couldn’t suppress his curiosity. He stood up and leaned over the bar to see that a series of stools had been arranged behind it, presumably so the small barkeep could jump up to serve—if that’s what such an unwelcoming manner could be called—the customers.

Sisko sat back down. “Base?” he asked Jadzia.

“Rom says he’s an old friend of the family, helping look after the family’s interests during... Quark’s troubles.”

“Does Rom know where Quark is?”

Jadzia rolled her eyes. “Here’s where it gets inter-esting. Rom claims that he didn’t know Quark had been released. Odo, on the other hand, says that Quark told him he was going directly here after he was released. And all the servers say that Rom sent them home early last night.”

“Ah,” Sisko said, rubbing the fingers of one hand against his temple to forestall the headache that Quark could so easily provoke. “So Quark could have come here, and the only witness would have been Rom.”

“Exactly.”

Sisko sat up straighter with a sigh. “All right. I see how this might complicate matters. But why do you think it might be a Starfleet matter?”

“Base isn’t your ordinary Ferengi.”

Sisko gave Jadzia a look of mock surprise. “No.”

“Settle down, Benjamin. He’s a smuggler.”

“A Ferengi smuggler. That is unusual.”

“Who operates in the Klingon Empire.”

Sisko toned down his skepticism, recalling that the dismemberment and vivisection penalties Klingons assessed on captured smugglers tended to keep most Ferengi from becoming involved in illegal shipping in that region of space. “That makes him either the bravest Ferengi I’ve ever heard of, or the stupidest.”

“Or,” Jadzia added, “the most desperate. He has a number of warrants outstanding among the Ferengi Alliance, so by law he can’t conduct business with any other Ferengi.”

“Yet he’s here,” Sisko said, drumming his fingers on the bartop. There was still no sign of the raktajinos. “Presumably working for Quark.”

” ‘Helping Quark,’ is what Rom said.”

Sisko saw Jadzia staring at his fingers and forced himself to stop fidgeting. “Helping him do what, is the question. Clearly, he’s not experienced in bartending. Is there any connection between Base and the Andorians?”

“Odo’s working on it,” Jadzia said. “Though I think he has other things on his mind.” She nodded for Sisko to look down the length of the bar.

Sisko did, and this time he did not have to pretend to be surprised.

“Vash?!”

“The one and only.”

The calculating archaeologist, known for her ques-tionable ethics as much as for her beauty, was seated at the last stool at the bar, leaning forward and having an intense conversation with Quark’s diminutive replace-ment.

“I bet she’s not ordering raktajino,” Sisko said.

“Shall we?” Jadzia asked as she rose to her feet.

Sisko followed Jadzia down to the end of the bar, until they both stood behind Vash. At that same instant Base looked up and saw them. A fierce scowl darkened his face. “Go away, go way. I’ll get your stupid drinks when it’s your turn. I have other customers, y’know.”

Her conversation interrupted, Vash turned around on her bar stool to see the cause of Base’s displeasure.

Sisko caught the naked look of shock that illumi-nated Vash’s pale face before she turned on her spec-tacular smile. “Captain Sisko, what a pleasure. I heard you’d been promoted.”

His return smile equalled hers in sincerity. “And I’d heard the Siladians had put a price on your head for desecrating their burial moons.”

“A misunderstanding,” Vash said airily. “All the arti-facts were returned.”

“I’d heard that as well. Counterfeits, every one.”

“They were counterfeits when I... retrieved them, Captain. The Siladians have been looting their own burial moons for generations, and replacing what they steal with replicas so they can keep the tourists com-ing. It’s a rather clever operation.”

“Or a rather clever story,” Sisko said. He knew better than to trust a word she said. “Are you here on your own this time? Or... ?”

“No Q, if that’s who you mean. He did come back a few times.” For a moment, her face took on a strange expression, as if she were remembering things that were inexpressible. “But... I haven’t seen him for... centuries, it feels like.”

Sisko studied the wayward archaeologist thought-fully. The way Vash said it, it sounded as if she really did mean centuries. He wondered what other types of adventures the superbeing known as Q had taken her on.

“Then what can we do for you?” he asked.

“I said, go away!” Base thumped the base of a glass tumbler on the bartop for emphasis.

“Why don’t you look after your other customers?” Jadzia said with an easy smile.

“Why don’t you and the captain take one of those barstools and—”

“Base!” Vash interrupted. “Captain Sisko is in com-mand of this station. He can shut Quark’s down any-time he feels like it.”

“That barstool’d give them both something to feel,” Base muttered, his small dark deep-set eyes burning into Sisko’s.

“Why don’t we take a walk?” Vash slipped off her bar stool and companionably took Sisko’s arm in hers.

Jadzia locked eyes with the Ferengi barkeep. “Good idea, Benjamin.”

“I’m still going to charge you for the stinkin’ rak-tacrappos!” Base huffed as Jadzia and Vash walked out of the bar with him, one on each side.

Once out onto the Promenade, Sisko tugged at the collar of his duty jacket, puzzled by the Ferengi’s anger—and over nothing. “How can anyone stay in business with an attitude like that?”

“He does business with Klingons,” Jadzia re-minded him.

“It’s a bit more peculiar than that,” Vash said as she quickly scanned the Promenade, both levels, right and left. “Did you notice Base’s headskirt?”

Sisko thought back. “It was black. I don’t often see that color.”

Vash shot him a glance. “It isn’t a headskirt. It’s hair.”

Sisko and Jadzia glanced at each other. “On a Fer-engi?” Sisko asked. They had hair enough in their ears, Sisko knew, especially as they grew older. But he couldn’t recall ever having seen a Ferengi that wasn’t bald.

Vash’s sharp eyes studied the customers at the gift shop. “Obviously neither of you is aware that on Fer-enginar, the civil standardization authorities use Base as an example of what happens when pregnant Ferengi females travel in space and are subjected to radiation: They give birth to something like... well, Base.”

“His mother left the planet?” Sisko knew that Jadzia’s curiosity was warranted. Off-planet travel was still most unusual for a Ferengi female. Only in the past two months had Grand Nagus Zek introduced any gender-related reforms in Ferengi Society. Decades ago, when Base was born, it would have been almost inconceivable for a female to leave her family com-pound, let alone her homeworld.

Vash turned abruptly and began walking antispin-ward, leading Sisko and Dax toward what used to be the school, away from the gift shop. Sisko wasn’t cer-tain, but it was possible Vash had recognized someone at the gift shop. “Oh, Ferengi females leave the planet all the time,” she said, in answer to Jadzia’s question. “Always have. Otherwise, how would they have colony worlds?”

“By transporting their females in stasis,” Jadzia said.

“And sometimes things go wrong.” Vash gave Sisko a sly smile. “Stasis fields break down. A colony ship is raided on the outskirts of the Klingon Empire and one lone Ferengi female sets off on her own. Or, a lonely Ferengi businessman on a trip to Qo’noS decides to partake of the local pleasures...”

“Are you suggesting Base is a Ferengi-Klingon hybrid?”

Vash innocently widened her eyes at him. “Captain Sisko, with the enmity between those two species, and their physical differences, that would be impossible. I’m surprised you’d even think such a thing.”

“Then why go to such detail explaining Base’s ori-gins?”

“Just because something is impossible doesn’t pre-vent people from speculating. You mentioned Base’s attitude. Well, imagine how’d you feel if you were a Ferengi and everyone else thought you were half Klingon. You might have a bad attitude, too. Don’t you think?”

“I think you’re avoiding the question I asked back in the bar.” Sisko looked at Jadzia and both of them stopped walking at the same moment. “How can we help you?”

Vash paused and Sisko saw her look past him, back in the direction they had come from. “Tell me, Cap-tain, do you take such a personal interest in all the visi-tors to this station?”

“Only when they’re thieves and scoundrels.”

Vash nodded appreciatively. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Captain.” She started forward again, turn-ing toward the entrance to Cavor’s shop.

Sisko put out a hand to hold her back, outside Cavor’s display window. The featured floating antigrav balls were a popular attraction on the Promenade, and several other visitors were standing enthralled in front of the display. “I’m serious, Vash. We are in the mid-dle of a war zone here, and I have no time for games. Either convince me that you are on DS9 for a legiti-mate reason, or you’re on the next shuttle leaving for Bajor.”

“Now who has an attitude?”

“You want to understand my attitude? Very well. Last week, three Andorians came to this station— Andorians with troubled legal histories involving smuggling. Then Base shows up in Quark’s bar, and now you. The last time we had so many smugglers onboard at one time was, coincidentally enough, the last time you were here. When Quark was going to hold an auction of your stolen Gamma Quadrant arti-facts.”

“They weren’t stolen,” Vash said virtuously.

“Excuse me? What about the energy creature’s crys-talline offspring?”

“Well, not all of them...” she amended.

Sisko turned to Jadzia. “I think I see what’s going on here. Quark was going to hold another auction. Which means that either he came into possession of something he thought would be of interest to the likes of Vash, the Andorians, and Base—” He looked at Vash. “—And whoever else it is who’s on this station that you seem to be so concerned about. Or that you, the Andorians, or Base, or whoever, have come into possession of something you want Quark to sell.”

Vash’s studied silence told Sisko he was close.

“Ordinarily,” he continued, “I really wouldn’t care about what you people are up to. I’d leave you all to Odo and the Bajoran authorities. But in this case, I have one Andorian visitor dead, and one Ferengi inhabitant of this station missing. And that makes what you’re doing here my business.”

Vash turned away from her contemplation of the window display. “Who’s missing?”

Sisko kept his expression carefully neutral. He didn’t even risk looking at Jadzia. “Rultan. One of Quark’s servers.”

Vash shrugged. “Don’t know him.”

“When are you and Quark supposed to meet?” Sisko asked, as if he had just suddenly thought of the ques-tion.

“I had no plans to see Quark,” Vash said.

“Not even for old times’ sake?” Jadzia asked.

Vash looked at Jadzia, looked back at Sisko, and it was as if Sisko could hear isolinear circuits at work in her mind. “Quark’s the Ferengi who’s missing?”

Sisko didn’t see the point in continuing the decep-tion. He nodded.

“How missing?”

Sisko didn’t understand.

“Any sign of foul play?”

“Nothing apparent,” Jadzia said. “But he disap-peared last night—which is when Base appeared.”

Vash shook her head. “Base wouldn’t hurt Quark. There’d be no profit in it.”

“Vash,” Sisko said, “this is your last chance. What’s going on here?”

The way Vash looked at him, he could tell she knew at least part of the answer. This woman was madden-ing in her infernal duplicity. What would it take for her to share what she knew?

But, first, Vash had a question of her own. “The Andorian... Dal Nortron? How was he killed?” “Lethal exposure to microwave radiation,” Jadzia answered. “Odo believes it was a weapon. I think there’s a chance it might have been accidental.”

Vash nodded and turned back to Cavor’s window display.

Though it was a struggle, Sisko succeeded in keep-ing his patience because it appeared Vash was in the midst of thinking something through. Finally, she turned and looked directly into his eyes. “Captain, do you believe what they say about Quark? That he killed Nortron?”

Sisko met her sharp gaze directly. “No.” Believing that Vash was reaching her own moment of truth and would act on it momentarily, he offered no further qualifications.

“Do exactly as I say,” Vash suddenly said in a low voice, confirming his supposition. “I’m going to walk away from you. I’m going to look angry. You’re going to grab me and say that you don’t believe me, and that you’re taking me for questioning. Then do it, and make it look good. Understand?”

Sisko signaled his understanding by making no move to look around to see who might be watching. He felt certain that Vash knew who their charade was going to play for. So, he gave her the reason she needed to walk away. ‘That’s not good enough, Vash,” he said harshly. “I want answers.”

Vash threw up her hands. “What’s wrong with you people?! I’ve already told you everything I know! Now leave me alone!”

She spun around and started to walk away.

Sisko took two quick steps and then took her arm.

“Let me go!” Vash shouted. “You have no right to hold me!”

Jadzia took Vash’s other arm. “Yes, he does.”

Sisko hit his communicator badge. “Sisko to secu-rity. I need a team on the Promenade, Main Floor South, now.”

Vash tugged back and forth between Sisko and Jadzia. “You can’t be serious! I haven’t done any-thing!”

All signs were good that they were putting on a con-vincing show. By the time two Bajoran security offi-cers hurried around the curve of the Promenade, they were surrounded by an inquisitive crowd that was growing by the minute.

“I want this woman held for questioning,” Sisko said loudly. He let go of Vash as the security officers took her. And just in that brief instant, Vash slapped a hand to the side of her neck and staggered, losing her balance.

Startled, Sisko caught her as she began to fall. On the side of her slender neck, he saw a small bronze-metal dart, no larger than a fingertip. He grabbed it, pulled, and a half-centimeter-long needle emerged from Vash’s neck, dripping a fluorescent blue fluid.

Vash shuddered uncontrollably as Jadzia called Worf for an immediate transporter evacuation to the Infirmary. Sisko swiftly scanned the crowd, but there was nothing to see except the concerned faces of onlookers. Discov-ering whoever had fired the dart would have to wait until the station’s security recordings could be studied.

“Quark...” Vash whispered urgently, her voice slurred. “... the auction....”

Sisko bent nearer, cradling her as he waited for the transporter lock. “They’re on their way, Vash. You have to hold on.”

“Must listen... was going to sell...”

Sisko leaned closer, put his ear to her lips. “What, Vash? What was he going to sell?”

Vash’s eyes rolled up and her eyelids fluttered, and what she said next made Sisko’s blood run cold.

“... an... Orb...” Vash gasped. “.. . Jalba-dor...”

And then the transporter took them.



CHAPTER 12

Jadzia smiled as she watched Julian Bashir hold the neural dart up to a light and examine it closely by eye. It was so typical of him, and also what made him so endearing.

Here he was in DS9’s Infirmary, a state-of-the-art Cardassian medical facility that had been full upgraded with the latest Starfleet innovations, sur- rounded by scanners and sensors that could shuffle through the dart’s composition molecule by molecule and more often than not identify the planet of origin for every mineral compound used in its manufacture. Yet Julian still had to look at the dart himself, using his own hands and his own eyes to be certain no detail had been missed.

It was so... well, Jadzia could find only one way to explain that kind of self-absorbed conviction in the superiority of his abilities, and that word was “cute.”

Bashir glanced over at her and returned her smile, but seemed confused about why he was doing so. “What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Jadzia shrugged, lips still pursed in a smile. “Just remembering something Emony said. It was more than a hundred years ago.”

“Ah.” Bashir nodded as if that explained everything, and went back to peering at the dart.

That was one of the advantages to being a Trill, Jadzia knew. In fact, except for Leia, the first, all of Dax’s previous hosts had known it too: A joined Trill could get away with the most outrageous behavior imaginable, and then simply explain it away by blaming it on a previous host.

Since most unjoined species could never even imagine what it must be like for two minds to share a single body and several lifetimes of experiences, they would accept such an explanation without question. What would be the point? To be honest, Jadzia thought, most people looked on joined Trills as some kind of zombie held in thrall to a neural parasite.

But the truth was that she herself had found that joining with Dax had been incredibly liberating. It was exhilarating to be able to decide to do anything at all— and that included indulging herself in harmless flirtation with Julian right up to taking part in the most radically charged physical challenge in the quadrant, euphemistically called ‘wrestling’ Galeo-Manada style—and because she was joined, anything she chose to do was all acceptable.

Of course, part of the trick of deciding which passions and pastimes to explore came from trying to think of something that none of the other hosts had been familiar with—which usually meant that the more lifetimes a symbiont shared, the more idiosyn-cratic and eccentric its hosts became.

Personally, before she was joined Jadzia had always had a particular curiosity about Vulcans, and had hoped that sometime during her career in Starfleet she’d have a chance to experience Pan farr on a more personal level than the textbooks allowed. But after joining, when she had instantly been able to look back on several Ponfarr encounters—from both sides of the Teiresian veil, as it were—there was little there that remained mysterious to her, and that lost mystery had been the key to her fascination.

Oh, someday, a century or two down the road, the right Vulcan might come along at the right time for the Dax symbiont to decide it was time to travel down that road again. But for now, Jadzia was more than happy, deliriously happy in fact, with her sweet cuddly-bear of a Klingon mate.

Jadzia coughed to cover her sudden giggle, as she suddenly recalled the look on Worf’s face when she’d startled him with the endearment at precisely the wrong moment—as if there were ever a right moment to call a rough, tough Klingon a sweet cuddly-bear. But fortunately, she’d been able to blame the trans-gression on her ever-useful past host Audrid.

Bashir gave her another perplexed smile. “Emony again?”

“Audrid. I’m sorry.”

“No need.” He placed the dart back in a small sam-ple dish, then entered notes on his padd.

Jadzia admired the dark curls of Julian’s close-cropped hair. He was close, she recalled with a sigh. If Worf had been unable to transcend his insular Klingon heritage enough to fully admit a Trill into his life.

Jadzia had little doubt that her heart could have been won by Julian Bashir. That was the other advantage to being a Trill. Life’s choices that could last a lifetime for others were not necessarily a limiting factor. Other lifetimes and other choices waited to provide near infi-nite possibilities.

Bashir stopped writing on the padd, then tapped the small device against his hand.

“You’ve reached a conclusion?” Jadzia asked.

He had. “A linear-induction dart. Centuries-old technology. So primitive the launch tube would never show up on the Promenade weapons scanners. Car-dassian design, of course, like most assassination implements, but its manufacture, interesting enough, is Andorian, as is the neural toxin inside: bicuprodya-nide.”

Jadzia frowned. “That’s fatal to Andorians.”

“And Bolians,” Bashir added. “In fact, it has near one hundred percent lethality in any species with a bicupric-based oxygen-transport metabolism. Which means almost anything with blue skin.”

“But... it’s not fatal in humans,” Jadzia said, per-plexed.

Bashir dropped his padd on his medical work station m a gesture of finality. “In a high enough dose it can be, Jadzia. Just from ordinary metal toxicity. But Vash, mind you, would have to have ingested a coffee mug-roll of the stuff, and even then we’d have a good ten to twelve hours to treat her. As it is, with the few milliliters that actually got into her bloodstream, she’ll only have a had headache for a day or two. Nothing more serious.”

“In other words,” Jadzia said slowly as she worked : out, “whoever used the dart against Vash either didn’t know about human biochemistry—”

“Or,” Bashir interjected, “was equipped to kill an Andorian and shooting Vash was an unexpected, spur-of-the-moment decision—”

“Which,” Jadzia continued, getting into Bashir’s rhythm, “could indicate that the attacker was desperate to stop Vash from talking—”

“—so he struck as quickly as he could to render her unconscious—”

“—and he—”

“—or she—”

“—plans on coming back to finish the job before Vash wakes up—”

“—which should be in the next thirty minutes!” Bashir grinned at her, quite obviously enjoying the chance to play detective. “I must say, Jadzia, we make a wonderful team.”

Being a Trill, Jadzia simply returned Julian’s grin and said, “I’ve always thought so. But for now,” she went on, “maybe we should have Odo post more guards?”

Bashir nodded, “Good idea. I’ll call—”

“Where is she?!”

Major Kira burst into the Infirmary like an avenging Pah-wraith, fury expressed in every line of her being.

Jadzia could guess what had caused Kira’s reaction, and it seemed Julian had also, because at once he took on the manner of someone outside the jurisdiction of both Starfleet protocol and Bajoran laws. He faced Kira as a physician with a patient in his care—a patient no one would be allowed to harm.

“If you mean Vash, she’s still recovering,” Bashir said firmly.

Kira took a swift look around the Infirmary, saw the analysis bed was empty in the treatment alcove and started for the surgery. “I don’t care. I’m talking to her.”

Bashir immediately stepped in front of Kira, to block her advance. “Not until she’s awake, Major.”

They were centimeters apart, neither one willing to yield. Kira’s hands were balled into fists at her side. Restlessly, she shifted her weight from foot to foot. Her voice was demanding, belligerent. “Then wake her, Doctor. Use some of those magic potions of yours to bring her around now.”

Bashir held his ground, unconvinced. “There is no medical need to do so.”

With that, Kira’s military bluster gave way to a plea of personal indignation. “Julian! She is involved in try-ing to sell an Orb of the Prophets. That is an outrage! To me, my world, to ten thousand years of Bajorans who have sought to follow the Prophets’ teachings. I demand to speak to her.”

Bashir still didn’t move, though Jadzia was pleased to see Julian’s attitude soften. “Major, first of all, Vash isn’t going anywhere. And second, any questioning you conduct might be more useful if you had a few moments to... gather your thoughts, so it won’t be... as personal.”

“How can it not be personal?”

Bashir sighed. “Listen, Nerys, whatever Vash said to Captain Sisko, you have to remember she had just received a jolt of a disruptive neural toxin, almost directly to her brain. Maybe what she said did make sense. Maybe it didn’t. But in any case, the captain said he couldn’t understand everything she said. The point is, we won’t know for certain until she wakes up.”

Kira stared hard at Bashir. “A ‘disruptive’ neural toxin? Not a fatal one?”

“Fatal to Andorians, not humans. She’ll be fine.”

Jadzia saw the major’s rigid posture relax as she stepped back from Bashir, lowering the level of con-frontation, but not ending it. “You’re surprised by that,” Jadzia said to her.

Kira nodded, taking a deep breath to further com-pose herself. “I thought... I didn’t have much time. That I might lose her before... . Why would someone try to kill Vash with an Andorian toxin?”

“To make it appear as if an Andorian is the attempted murderer,” Odo said, startling everyone as he suddenly entered the Infirmary.

“Did you find something on the scanner records?” Jadzia asked. She knew that was what Odo had been doing for the past ten minutes: analyzing the security tapes taken of the crowds on the Promenade at the time Vash was hit by the dart. Normally, she knew, visual scanners weren’t used in the public areas of the station on an ongoing basis. But there were few things Odo hated more than an unsolved crime in his territory, and Jadzia was aware DS9’s security officer was determined to use every means he could to solve Dal Nortron’s death and erase what he would no doubt consider a per-sonal affront to his abilities as station constable.

“No, I did not,” Odo said gruffly. “Whoever the shooter was, he must have positioned himself just by the gym, under the banners. Precisely where there is a gap in the scanner coverage.”

Bashir shot a sideways glance at Jadzia, clearly intrigued by Odo’s reasoning. “That could indicate the shooter is someone with highly detailed knowledge of station security.”

Odo folded his arms. “Just what are trying to sug-gest, Doctor?”

Odo’s challenging tone seemed to unsettle Bashir. “I’m... suggesting nothing.”

To divert Odo before he could directly accuse Julian of suspecting him, Jadzia bestowed a winning smile on the constable. “Odo, Julian and I were just trying to find a pattern to the... the clues in this case. So far, when you put them all together, they don’t make a lot of sense, so any extra piece of information should be considered carefully.”

“Of course they don’t make sense,” Odo said darkly. “Quark is involved.”

Jadzia wasn’t willing to let that stand. “Maybe,” she said.

Odo was silent, but the pained expression on his face conveyed his thoughts well enough.

“Well,” Kira said, “the one person who might be able to make sense out of whatever is going on is still in there.” She pointed to the surgery.

But Vash’s doctor still wasn’t ready to yield. “And she’ll be waking up soon. Odo, just in case whoever attacked Vash tries to come back and finish the job, could you—”

“I already have three officers stationed outside the Infirmary, Doctor. And Worf has placed transporter-suppression shields around this section of the Prome-nade to prevent anyone or anything being beamed in or out.”

“I certainly couldn’t ask for more than that. Thank you, Constable.”

Odo’s stiff response told Jadzia that the constable wasn’t swayed by Julian’s attempt to create a more cooperative mood. “Don’t mention it, Doctor. How-ever, in the interests of full security, I would appreciate being in the room with Vash when she wakes up.”

Before Bashir could answer, Kira added, “So would I.”

“She’s not going to be in the best of shape,” Bashir warned.

But Kira was in control of her emotions now. “Julian, an Orb of the Prophets. Vash is no longer just a smuggler who can pay a fine and move on to the next system. Even an attempt to interfere with an Orb makes her liable to life imprisonment under Bajoran law. What she’s done—or even planned to do—is so serious, I’ve reported it to Kai Winn. Three Vedek Inquisitors are already on their way.”

“The Inquisitors function as a war crimes investiga-tive tribunal.” Bashir’s voice betrayed his alarm.

Kira’s jaw tightened. “Up until now, all missing Orbs were the result of Cardassian looting. We are talking war crimes.”

Jadzia finally saw her chance to act as mediator. “Nerys, let’s say Vash is involved in... oh, I don’t know... some extralegal transaction involving obtain-ing an Orb from one of the Cardassians who stole it in the first place. If she were doing this so she could, say, return the Orb to the Bajoran people—the way Grand Nagus Zek returned the Orb of Wisdom—don’t you think it possible that no charges would be brought? I mean, the Inquisitors didn’t file charges against Zek.”

“Are you defending her, Jadzia?” Kira’s voice was incredulous.

“If she’s done what you think she’s done, not at all. But what I am trying to do is to point out that we don’t know everything yet, and that there might be some alternate explanation. And if we keep that in mind, then maybe we’ll be able to talk to Vash, instead of interrogate her. And maybe she can help us right now, instead of deciding to say nothing until her legal defender spends months negotiating an... accommo-dation with the Inquisitors. If we keep open minds, maybe we can get to the bottom of this much faster than if we jump to conclusions. That’s all.” Jadzia held steady under Kira’s measuring gaze.

The major made her decision. She nodded to Jadzia. “All right, I won’t threaten her with life in prison right away. And since you seem to be open to more possibil-ities than the rest of us, why don’t you start the ques-tioning—I mean, the conversation.”

Odo cleared his throat. “In case any of you were wondering,” the changeling said heavily, reminding them all of his presence, “I have no problem with Dax asking the questions. At first.”

Now everyone looked at Bashir.

“Too much stress will delay her full recovery. A conversation will be much better than the third degree.”

Kira blinked. “The third degree of what?”

“I’ll explain later,” Odo said.

But Kira wasn’t willing to let it go. She frowned. “What are the first two degrees?”

“I’m sure ‘interrogation’ is what Julian meant to say,” Jadzia said smoothly, glaring at Julian to stop him from adding anything else provocative. Jadzia could see that Kira was losing the fight to control her impatience. “So, Doctor, keeping our minds open, promising not to be a source of stress for her, is it pos-sible you’ll allow us to see your patient?”

“Yes. But...”

“But what?” Kira snapped.

Bashir raised his eyebrows. “Doesn’t anyone think we should wait for Captain Sisko?”

“He’s involved with Chief O’Brien,” Odo said. “He’ll be expecting a report from me, and from you, Doctor, when we’re finished with the prisoner... that is, the patient.”

“All right,” Bashir shrugged. “Then just let me check on her first.”

Odo bowed his head as if giving his approval.

Bashir went into the surgery.

Jadzia looked at Kira and Odo. “Why does it feel that we’re on opposite sides all of a sudden?”

“We’re not,” Kira said testily as if offended even by Jadzia’s question.

“I hope you don’t think that Julian and I are insensi-tive to the Orbs, or to the Bajoran religion,” Jadzia said.

Kira stared at a point over Jadzia’s shoulder as she seemed to think over many different possible replies before she said, “Not intentionally.”

Now Jadzia felt offense. “Then I apologize,” she said tersely.

“No need.”

“Well, obviously, something is needed.”

Kira’s gaze shifted. Her eyes met Jadzia’s. Again, it seemed she struggled with finding the right answer before she muttered, “All right. It couldn’t hurt for you to spend some time in the temple.”

Jadzia felt her spots prickle, never a good sign when it came to her mood. “Major, since coming to this sta-tion six years ago, you know very well I have made the Orbs one of my chief areas of study.”

Kira’s smile was condescending, almost one of pity. “Dax, you’ve spent six years studying what you believe to be solidified energy vortices. And you can spend the next six hundred years doing the same, and you will learn absolutely nothing because they are not vortices, they are the Tears of the Prophets. And until you understand that, you won’t—”

“She’s awake,” Bashir announced as he walked from the surgery. “Doing fine as a matter of fact.” He looked around uncertainly, as if he sensed residual traces of the argument that had just begun between Kira and Jadzia. “You can... come in now... if you still want to, that is...”

Kira pushed straight past Jadzia into the surgery. A moment later, Odo gave Jadzia a small shrug, and fol-lowed after Kira.

Bashir stared at Jadzia. “I was only gone a minute.”

“Around here, that’s all it takes,” Jadzia said drily. Then she followed the good doctor into the surgery, wondering what the next minute would bring.



CHAPTER 13

O’BRIEN shifted uncomfortably in the center chair of the Defiant. It wasn’t that he had never taken com-mand of the ship before. But he had never done so when Captain Sisko was standing at his side “We’re at 50 kilometers and holding,” Commander Arla said from her position at the flight operations console. Beyond her, on the Defiant’s main viewer, Deep Space 9 was a distant, sparkling smear of jew-eled radiance against the translucent lavender plasma wisps of the Denorios Belt. There was no atmospheric distortion in space to account for the constant flicker-ing of the station’s lights, O’Brien knew. Instead, it was DS9’s slow rotation that caused lights to flare erratically from viewports and disappear behind defense sails and docked spacecraft, like the twinkling of stars.

“Um, what do I do now?” Arla asked.

It was obvious to O’Brien that the young Bajoran Starfleet officer was about as at ease as he was with their new assignment—which was to say, not at all. And for good reason. Apart from Captain Sisko, Arla and O’Brien were the ship’s only crew for this mis-sion. Arla claimed she hadn’t piloted anything larger than a shuttle since she’d graduated the Academy, and now she was at the conn of one of the most over-powered, hard-to-handle Starships in the fleet.

“Activate automatic station keeping,” O’Brien told her. Reflexively, he looked up at Sisko to make sure he had said the right thing. The captain’s nod told him he had.

“Relax, Chief. Worf is standing by at Ops. If any-thing even looks like it’s about to go wrong, you can have a full crew beamed on board in less than a minute.”

But the cause of O’Brien’s unease wasn’t the prospect of disaster. He couldn’t resist the impulse any longer. He started to get out of the chair. The chair. “You sure you wouldn’t feel more comfortable doing this yourself, sir?”

“The Defiant’s in good hands, Chief. Now sit down.”

O’Brien sighed as he did. But it still didn’t feel right.

“Are the tactical sensors reconfigured?” Sisko asked.

“As best they can be,” O’Brien answered. “Though they really were never designed for this kind of detail. I mean, I had to modify the gravity generators to create an artificial inertial-matrix aperture for the—”

“I don’t need a lecture, Mr. O’Brien,” Sisko said gently. “Just your assurance that they’re going to work.”

“Oh, they’ll work, sir. Just not as fast as if she were the Enterprise.”

“How long then?”

O’Brien had already done the duration calculations, but he worked through them again just to be sure. “I’d say ten hours for the full sensor sweep. Maybe another hour for the computer to finish the comparison between the Cardassian schematics and the scan results.”

“And then we’ll have a complete interior map of the station—”

“—with all deviations from the original designs called out by the computer. If there are any more hid-den rooms in there, we’ll definitely find them.”

“Very good,” Sisko said. “Now I’m wondering if while you’re conducting the station scan, you can look for something else that’s gone missing.”

O’Brien sat forward in his chair, apprehensive. “I can try, sir. What is it?”

“Quark.”

O’Brien frowned at the viewer before him as he contemplated the computational effort that would be required by what the captain was asking of him. On the Enterprise, with her special-purpose science sen-sors and multiband hyperspectral arrays, O’Brien would have felt confident he could do a biosweep of Deep Space 9 and find an hour-old outbreak of mold on a single slice of bread in a neutronium-lined food cooler inside of fifteen minutes. Finding a full-grown Ferengi would have taken less than half that time.

But the Defiant wasn’t built primarily for science.

Her scanners and sensors were designed to locate and analyze targets first and further humanity’s under-standing of the universe second. To tune and focus sensor emanations to ignore all living matter in approximately two cubic kilometers of space, except for one Ferengi...

A sudden thought struck O’Brien. “Captain, are you sure Quark’s even on the station?”

“That’s what I’m hoping you will tell me.”

O’Brien’s brow became deeply furrowed as he cal-culated his chances of success. “Is there any chance you might get all the other Ferengi to leave the station for the day?”

“As I said, I don’t want anyone to know that any kind of a scan or a search is under way. That’s why you and Commander Arla got the job. And only you two. Do you think you can do it, Chief?”

O’Brien nodded, his head already filling with a list of the adjustments he’d have to make to the sensor scan rates, the density-overlap mapping algorithms, even the power-output waveguides. The subspace reso-nance patterns would have to be tuned to the exact salt content of Ferengi muscle tissue and... He suddenly realized he hadn’t answered the captain’s question because he’d already become caught up in the how of his assignment. Not to mention the why. “Yes, I can, sir. Is Quark in trouble, Captain?”

Sisko nodded gravely. “He might be.”

O’Brien found himself wondering if Quark had become the victim of a kidnapping. If so, then his sympathy was with the kidnappers. “Then should I scan the docked ships, as well? Just in case he’s on one of them?”

“Good idea, Chief. And keep scanning them as they dock, just in case someone’s going to try to slip him onto one that’s arriving later.” Sisko tugged down on his jacket. “Anything else before I go?”

O’Brien reviewed the assignment again. “Well, it would help if I knew where Rom and Nog and all the other Ferengi staff from Quark’s are, so I can rule them out as the sensors find them.”

“Very well. I’ll have Odo put someone on it. But I think it’s a good bet that if Quark is on the station, he won’t be on the Promenade. You’d be safe ruling out any Ferengi contacts you make there. At least, at first.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Carry on, Chief.” Sisko touched his communicator. “Sisko to Worf. One to beam out.”

O’Brien watched as his captain dissolved into light, and then the Defiant suddenly felt as if she were twice the size of any other Starship he had ever been aboard.

But at least with no one around to tell him other-wise, O’Brien could finally get out of the chair.

He headed over to his familiar engineering station, settling into his own chair with a relieved sigh. He was home. “Computer,” he said, “transfer command func-tions to the engineering station.”

“Command functions transferred,” the computer promptly acknowledged.

O’Brien took a few minutes to enter the standard biological assay parameters that would have to be implemented to search for Ferengi life-forms, then announced, “Activating sensor sweep,” as if somehow the bridge was staffed by a full crew. He touched his finger to the ‘initiate programmed sequence’ control, and the display screen above his station changed its subspace-frequency-response graph to show that the scanning had begun.

“So that’s it.” He looked over at Arla.

The young Bajoran officer looked back at him. “Ten hours?”

O’Brien understood what she meant. “I’m afraid so.”

“Afraid isn’t the word for it. I mean, automatic sta-tion keeping, automatic sensor sweep. What are we doing here, Chief?”

O’Brien got up from his chair to walk over to the empty science station. He preferred to be on his feet anyway, rather than sit around waiting for things to happen. “Well, the one thing you have to expect in space is that nothing will ever go the way you expect it will. So, today we’re the Defiant’s insurance and her last-ditch backup system.”

As if restless also, Arla swung her tall form around in her chair to watch the Chief cross the bridge. “I want to run a Starbase, not pilot a Starship.”

As if his hands had minds of their own, O’Brien leaned down to the science workstation and entered the commands that would start a level-four diagnostic running in the science subsystems. Just to be on the safe side. Couldn’t hurt. He smiled as the science dis-plays came to life, running through their paces. He glanced sideways at the young Bajoran officer, tried to remember what it was she had just said... Oh, yes. “It’s good to know how to do different things, Com-mander. So in an emergency, everyone can trade off Watch each other’s back. That sort of thing.”

“Would you call this an emergency?”

“I don’t know what the captain knows.” O’Brien kept his attention on the science displays.

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

Arla’s voice was serious. O’Brien sighed. “It’s not my position to be bothered by it, Commander. But I can see that you are.” He could see where this conver-sation would be going. He straightened up, deciding he might as well head back to his engineering station. If Arla was going to talk his ear off, at least he’d be com-fortable.

Arla, it seemed, had come to a decision of her own. “Can I speak freely, Chief?”

Safe in his chair, O’Brien nodded, giving her a half-smile. “You’re the commander, Commander.”

“Captain Sisko, he’s not the most orthodox com-manding officer, is he?”

“Well, let me say that this isn’t the most orthodox command. Y’know, before I came here, I served on the Enterprise—”

“Under Picard?” Arla asked, with true admiration in the way she said that famous name.

O’Brien appreciated that attitude. “The one and only,” he said proudly. “And for a Starship captain on the cutting edge of the frontier, out where no one’s gone before, you need exceptional flexibility, because the situation’s always changing. Picard was brilliant at that kind of give-and-take. Still is, from what I’ve heard. But, when I took this assignment at DS9, I thought I’d be settling back into a more normal rou-tine, like being at a Starbase.”

“From what I’ve heard, I didn’t think anyone ever got tired of serving on the Enterprise.”

“Oh, I didn’t get tired.” O’Brien chuckled. “I got married. Had a little girl. And all of a sudden, as much as I loved the Enterprise...” He thought back to those agonizing days, when he’d debated endlessly with himself about putting in for a transfer. And the terrible nights, when he awoke from stomach-twisting nightmares in which the Enterprise ran afoul of Borg cubes, black holes, runaway warp cores... a thousand and one disasters that must never touch Keiko and Molly.

And how he’d felt when he read the reports of what happened at Veridian III, the ship blown from space to a terrifying crashlanding, with all its crew and its fami-lies and the children... at the same time that he’d said a prayer for the survivors he’d thanked the stars that he and his wife and their daughter were safe and not with them.

“You were saying, Chief—as much as you loved the Enterprise... ?”

O’Brien, still distracted, made an effort to retrace his thoughts. “What I meant to say was, Commander, as... as complicated as I thought commanding that ship was, I’ve found DS9 to be even more... chal-lenging. I suppose that’s the word. I mean, Captain Picard could take us to a planet in trouble, we’d show the flag, do what we could to resolve things, and then we’d move on, knowing that three other ships and half the Federation’s bureaucracy would be in our wake to follow up on what we had done. But here,” O’Brien looked at the young Bajoran officer, wonder-ing if she could understand what he was trying to stay, with life experience so different from his own, “staying in one sector, dealing with the same worlds over so many years, there’s no chance to move on. Captain Sisko has to live with the consequences of his decisions. It calls for... a very creative approach to command.”

“Plus,” Arla said carefully, “he’s the Emissary.”

“Ah, now, I wouldn’t know about that.” O’Brien knew his limitations, and this kind of discussion was not his strong suit.

“So you don’t believe the wormhole aliens are gods?”

O’Brien knew the right way, for him, to answer this one. “When I was at the Academy, one of the best lessons I learned didn’t come from a classroom, or an instructor. It came from Boothby.”

Arla blinked. “The gardener?”

“Among other things. But he told me—Miles, when you find yourself locked up on a ship hundreds of light-years from nowhere and no chance of escape from your crewmates, there are three things you must never discuss: Politics, religion, and another crew-mate’s spouse.” O’Brien stretched back in his chair. “So, right about now is when I think it’s a good time for me to follow old Boothby’s advice.”

Arla tapped her fingers on the edge of her flight console. “There are a lot of cautious people on Deep Space 9.”

“Goes with the territory.”

Arla nodded. “I had a long talk with Dax about Cap-tain Sisko.”

That didn’t surprise O’Brien. Dax was the most experienced member of the DS9 crew, and she was never reluctant to pass on whatever help or advice she could. All anyone ever had to do was ask. “They’ve been friends for a long time, those two.”

“She wouldn’t answer my question, either. About the wormhole aliens being gods.”

O’Brien felt he was going to regret being sucked into this debate, but he didn’t see as how the young commander was giving him any choice. If Julian were here, O’Brien knew, the doctor would view the situa-tion entirely differently. Julian would relish the argu-ment. O’Brien didn’t. But it was either join the discussion or spend the next ten hours watching level-four diagnostics run. “I take it, then, that you don’t believe the entities in the wormhole are gods.”

Arla shook her head, and O’Brien thought he could detect a hint of unhappiness. “That’s why I’m trying to understand how it is that Captain Sisko, an educated, intelligent man, an alien, brought up without any cul-tural influence from Bajor—how could he accept that they’re gods? I mean, someone born on Bajor—fine, I can understand that. I don’t agree with it, but I under-stand. They don’t really have a choice. The whole primitive Prophet belief system permeates every aspect of our culture. There’s no escape.”

“You escaped.”

“I wasn’t born on Bajor.”

That explains a lot, O’Brien thought.

After a few moments of silence, Arla leaned for-ward. “You’re not saying anything.”

O’Brien shrugged, looked around the unnaturally empty and quiet bridge. “I don’t see that there’s a lot I can say. Obviously, the type of environment someone’s born into has a lot to do with what they end up believ-ing in life. Vulcans embrace logic. Klingons find honor in battle.

“So what do you believe, Chief? Not about the Prophets. But about... whatever faith you were raised in.”

O’Brien relaxed. This was one of the questions he could answer, one that rarely caused offense. “Oh, I’m a great believer in EDIC, Commander. Infinite diversity in infinite combination. The beauty of it is that nobody’s wrong. Logic. Battle. They’re all facets of the same thing. As if the true reality of the universe, whatever final answers there are to be discovered—if they can be discovered—is like a hyperdimensional string. Look at it one way it’s an electron. Another way and it’s a proton. Yet another one, you see a verteron. But it’s all the same thing, just different ways of look-ing is all.”

As pleased as O’Brien was with his answer, he didn’t like the way Arla was staring at him, as if she had heard those exact words too many times before.

“Well, I’m not afraid to say when something’s wrong.”

Oh, oh, O’Brien thought. This is where it can get ugly.

“I think,” Arla proclaimed, “that my people’s delu-sional worship of the Prophets turned them into the galaxy’s biggest victims.”

“Now, that’s harsh, don’t you think?” O’Brien asked.

“No, I don’t. Do you know how old Bajoran cul-ture is?”

O’Brien wasn’t sure. He thought back to that lost city the captain had rediscovered. “Twenty thousand years, I believe.”

‘Try five hundred thousand years,” Arla said. “Think of that, Chief. Half a million years of almost unbroken continuity of culture. No notable worldwide disasters. No great empires fell. No dark ages. And no natural ebb and flow to history like on so many other worlds. But one, unbroken strand of culture that has lasted since before your species ever evolved.”

“Quite impressive,” O’Brien said.

Now Arla’s sadness abruptly became disgust. “Quite a waste.” She stood up, started to pace. “Half a million years of utter, contemptible passivity! That whole time, we did nothing but pray and wait for the gods to guide us. And ten thousand years ago, when it finally looked as if some forward-thinking communities were at last going to throw off the yoke of stagnant religious belief, what happens?”

“I wouldn’t know,” O’Brien said nervously, though he could guess. He had heard the number ten thousand before. But somehow, he didn’t think Arla was really interested in what he knew. She was working her way through some argument that had nothing to do with him. And one he wished that he knew how to deflect.

“The first Orb lands on Bajor.” Arla’s face twisted with loathing. “It was the worst thing that could have happened to my people.”

O’Brien didn’t like the hostility Arla was express-ing. He wondered how anyone could get through the Academy with such negative views of an alien culture. Since Arla wasn’t born on Bajor, he felt justified in thinking of the Bajoran culture as an alien one from Arla’s perspective. “To be fair, Commander, I don’t think you’ll find a lot of Bajorans agreeing with you on that.”

“Of course not,” Arla said. “Because for the past ten thousand years, the wormhole aliens have been manip-ulating our culture, breeding us, in fact, to develop even greater passivity.”

O’Brien couldn’t believe what she had said. Even at the risk of provoking her further, he felt he had to object. “You’re going to have to explain that, Com-mander. I’ve known too many Bajorans from the Resistance to think of you as a passive bunch.”

“The facts are simple, Chief. Ten thousand years ago, humans were just getting ready to invent the wheel and the roads that go with it. Vulcans were bloodthirsty savages. Klingons were less than Vulcans.

And Cardassians? Ha! They were still swimming in swamps catching fish in their mouths. But we Ba-jorans were peaceful, advanced, and shared a world government.”

“What’s your point, Commander?” O’Brien won-dered if it were too late to make a call to Worf. Just to check in. That sort of thing.

“My point is, ten thousand years later, every other race in the quadrant is busy carving up the galaxy— except Bajor. Instead, we’ve been brutalized, terror-ized, occupied, and looted. And do you know why?”

“No,” O’Brien said, his hand on his communicator, “but somehow I know you’re going to tell me.”

“Because for the past ten thousand years, the worm-hole aliens have dropped their Orbs on us, deluding us into thinking that there are gods above managing our fates. And since the gods are taking care of us, why should we bother taking care of ourselves?” Arla now stood in the center of the bridge, arms spread wide in frustrated anger. “Honestly, can you think of a better way to cripple a species than by telling them that if they just wait peacefully, everything will be given to them? There’s no need to study, to learn, to explore. Or even to dream. Just sit down, make yourself comfort-able, and wait for the next dispatch from heaven.” She shook her head, oblivious to O’Brien now, caught up in her own speechmaking. “You humans, and the Vul-cans, and Klingons, and Cardassians... you reached out to the universe. You built Starships and went look-ing for your gods. But on Bajor, with those hideous Orbs, the gods kept coming down to us, telling us not to worry, and not to try to better ourselves.”

Arla flung herself down in her chair as if exhausted. O’Brien regarded her warily, wondering if she would settle down soon. “The Prophets occupied our world long before the Cardassians ever did,” she concluded bitterly. “And that makes them the biggest enemy of the Bajoran people.”

“Commander Arla, I don’t mean any disrespect. But I certainly hope you know better than to go spouting off like that in public.”

Her frown wrinkled her epinasal ridges. “I do know. But I asked if I could speak freely... .”

“You did that all right.”

“Sorry, Chief,” Arla said. “It’s just that, coming to Bajor, seeing the shape my people are in, when I know how much more we could be capable of...”

O’Brien nodded, relieved that her outburst was over, and that he hadn’t had to alert anyone else. That he’d been able to handle the situation himself. Even Julian could not have done better. “That’s all right. It’s all off the record.”

Arla nodded and turned her chair back to the board and the distant view of Deep Space 9.

“Someday, the Prophets are going to destroy us,” she said quietly. “And the horrible thing is, sometimes I think I’m the only Bajoran who realizes it.”

O’Brien didn’t begrudge her having the last word, though he suspected there was something else the young commander wasn’t telling him—whether about the Prophets, about her past, he couldn’t be sure. But now was perhaps not the time to probe for it, not when the topic was so disturbing to her. There’d been enough emotional venting for now.

The Chief contemplated the next ten hours of silence with more equanimity than he had before.

It wasn’t as if they had to be unproductive hours.

With his spirits already rising in pleasant anticipa- tion, he asked the computer to run a level-five diagnos-tic on the engineering subsystems.

In all the confusing diversity of the universe, O’Brien knew he could always find his peace in the beauty of a well-constructed machine, operating according to the inalterable laws of physics.

He wondered where Arla and others who felt as she did would find their answers—their peace. And what might happen if they didn’t find it soon.



CHAPTER 14

In the surgery, Vash was sitting up in the angled examination bed. She had shadowed circles under her large, expressive eyes and her lustrous skin was pale, but Jadzia could see no signs of trembling or weak-ness.

Vash’s query was unspoken but obvious to all who observed her.

Kira started to speak but Odo coughed and she reluctantly turned to Jadzia.

“You’re safe for now, Vash. Odo’s using suppression screens to protect against unauthorized transportation.” Jadzia moved to block Kira and Odo from Vash’s line of sight. Julian was standing on the other side of the examination table with his hands behind his back, keeping watch on the Cardassian diagnostic displays above his patient. “And there are security officers standing guard outside the Infirmary.”

Vash wasn’t impressed. “Oh, I see. Being safe must be some new Starfleet term for being a prisoner.”

Jadzia smiled. Sweetly. “You’re not under arrest. Yet.”

Vash’s answering smile was just as sweet. “Why would I be under arrest? Is it against some Bajoran law to be the target of an assassin? Or did I obstruct traffic on the Promenade when I collapsed?”

Interesting, Jadzia thought. Of all the experiences of all Dax’s previous hosts she had to draw on, the ones she usually found herself returning to least were those of Joran, her sixth. He’d been a mistake, his existence still suppressed by the Symbiosis Commission to avoid alarming the Trill public with the revelation that the selection process was not perfect. Joran had been unbalanced. He’d committed murder.

Jadzia now took the rare step of brushing lightly against the disturbing memories of that perverted mind and its hideous act. Because she sensed a similar lack of equilibrium in Vash.

But could Vash kill? Jadzia wondered. Not in self-defense, because almost anyone was capable of that. Could she kill in the way that Joran had, merely for sport, or lust, or greed?

“On Bajor,” Jadzia said severely, “even the attempt to traffic in Orbs is one of the most serious crimes in their system.”

Vash stretched and moved her shoulders as if verify-ing the health of her body. “I told him that, huh? The captain? About Quark being involved in selling the Orbs?”

Jadzia nodded, looking beyond Vash to see Kira now caught in an impressive struggle to remain silent.

The archaeologist bent forward, rubbed gingerly at the side of her head. “On the Promenade, when I got hit... I thought I was dying, you know? I remember wanting to tell someone... the captain... something that might make it easier for him to find who killed me.” She gave a sudden, rueful laugh. “My bad luck I didn’t die.” She twisted around to look over her shoul-der at Bashir. “Why is that, Doc?”

Bashir looked away from the Cardassian readouts. “The dart contained an Andorian toxin.”

Vash suddenly laid back against the angled table, as if all the strength had left her. “Satr and Leen. They’ve been after me for a long time. Ever since the Mandylion retrieval.”

Jadzia saw Odo shake his head ‘No’ at the possibil-ity that the two Andorian sisters were involved in the attack on Vash. But Jadzia had already deduced the improbability of that for herself. Even if Odo did not have visual records of whoever had fired the dart at Vash, Jadzia was aware the Andorian sisters were under constant surveillance. If they had been anywhere near Vash at the time of the attack, Odo’s officers would have known it.

Right now there was no advantage to be gained in sharing that news with Vash. But if her cooperation were needed later, such information would be as valu-able as latinum. So Jadzia did not contradict Vash’s supposition. She merely said, “Odo’s working on tracking the sisters’ movements.”

Then Jadzia added, as if the question were unimpor-tant, “Anyone else who might be after you? Captain Sisko said he thought you saw someone you knew on the Promenade, just before the attack.”

Vash stared up at the ceiling, frowning. “This’ll sound crazy, but...”

“I know all about crazy,” Jadzia murmured comfort-ingly. “Believe me.”

“Yeah? Well, I thought I saw Dal Nortron following us. How’s that for crazy?”

With that, Odo reached his breaking point. “Excuse me, ladies, but there are only two Andorians on the station, and had one of them been on the Promenade at any time close to the instant you were attacked, they’d stand out on the surveillance tapes like... well, like Andorians.” Odo stepped back, a hand held up in apol-ogy. “I apologize for breaking in.”

But the damage was done. Jadzia had seen a worri-some little flash of calculation in Vash, as if the archaeologist had just learned something of impor-tance from Odo’s outburst—such as the fact that the Andorian sisters had not been on the Promenade and thus could hardly be considered suspects.

“What I meant was, he was in disguise,” Vash said, recovering smoothly, but not smoothly enough for Jadzia, who was on full alert, now. “Or altered or something. I mean, no antennae, sort of brown skin. He might even have had Bajoran epinasal ridges. Like I said, I couldn’t be sure.”

“We’ll study the visual scans again,” Jadzia said evenly, more and more determined not to let Vash con-trol this interrogation. “But in the meantime—Quark and the Orbs. Let’s talk about that.”

“What’s the point?” All sense of hesitation or unease gone, Vash sat up again and ruffled her hair into place. “If I do, I go to prison. If I don’t, it’s just something I said when I had a shot of bicuprodyanide bubbling in my brain. I think what I meant to say to Captain Sisko is, Damn, I’m sorry I’m dying before I ever got a chance to have Quark show me an Orb like he promised he would the last time I was on the sta-tion. There’s one in the Temple on the Promenade, isn’t there? Yeah,” the archaeologist continued, staring brazenly right into Jadzia’s eyes, betraying no guilt whatsoever, “I’m sure that’s the one Quark said he’d show me. Did you actually think I’d deal in a stolen Orb when I know what they mean to the Bajoran peo-ple?”

Now it was Kira who was close to the breaking point. Jadzia heard her give a muffled exclamation, but the major said nothing more, keeping to her promise not to interfere.

Julian, on the other hand, was suddenly looking ridiculously pleased with himself. But all he did in reply to Jadzia’s questioning look was grin foolishly, once again appearing much too cute for his own good. A good Galeo-Manada workout would cure that in a hurry, Jadzia thought.

“I can certainly see how your explanation of what you said to Captain Sisko might make sense,” Jadzia told Vash. “Of course, part of the problem is that the captain didn’t understand every word.”

“I guess I was lucky to be able to say anything at all.”

“One of the more interesting things he said you told him was that Quark was going to have an auction to sell an Orb.”

“Did I say auction or action?” Vash suddenly seemed busy rearranging her tunic. “Sell an Orb, or see an Orb? I bet I wasn’t too clear.” She looked up and smiled brightly at her interrogator.

“And then there was a word you used, one he didn’t quite get, maybe something... Bajoran?”

Vash stopped fussing with her clothing for a moment, looked thoughtful for a moment, then shook her head.

“Let’s try it this way, then,” Jadzia suggested help-fully. “What Orb was Quark going to show you at the temple?”

“Oh,” Vash said. She swung her legs off the side of the examination table. “Sure, that was it. The Orb of Jalbador.”

“What?” Kira sputtered. She moved so quickly to Vash’s side that she was between Jadzia and the archaeologist before Jadzia had even realized what she was doing. Odo moved forward but Jadzia quietly sig-naled him to hold back. Perhaps Kira could shake something out of Vash. It was worth a try.

” ‘Jalbador’?” Kira said to Vash. “Is that what you said?”

Vash shrugged, unintimidated. “Yeah, so?”

“Not one Orb, but the Lost Orbs? The Lost Red Orbs of Jalbador? Is that what this is about?”

“You should talk to Quark,” Vash said. “But, yeah, that’s what he said he’d show me. A Red Orb of Jal-bador.”

Kira hung her head and shook it, as if berating her-self for being a fool. “That’s it, we’re done here.” She turned away from Vash, as if she had lost all interest in the archaeologist.

“I beg your pardon?” Jadzia asked.

“This is... more than ridiculous. I have to contact the Kai at once.”

“Major, why?”

“Because, Dax, the Red Orbs of Jalbador don’t exist. They are... I don’t know a non-Bajoran exam-ple. But, they’re not part of any of the legitimate teach-ings of our religion.”

“Apocryphal?” Bashir suggested.

“That’s as good a word as any,” Kira said. “But more than that, they’re something that... fringe people and fortune seekers and...” She waved a dismissive hand at Vash, who made a face back at her. “... and petty thieves go after all the time. I mean, at least once or twice a year there’s some unbelievable story about the Lost Orbs being found, hidden in the ice on Mount Ba’Lavael. Or deep in the Tracian Sea in the sunken ruins of B’hala.”

“But Major,” Bashir objected, “B’hala didn’t sink in the Tracian Sea. Captain Sisko found it under the Ir’Abehr Shield.”

“Exactly, Doctor. But until the Emissary found it, B’hala had been lost for twenty thousand years! That’s twenty thousand years of legends and lies and outright fraud. Do you know how many people on Bajor—and on a dozen other worlds, I’m sure—have been bilked by swindlers who claim to have an ancient map that shows the location of B’hala or the resting places of the Red Orbs?”

“The Brooklyn Bridge,” Bashir suddenly blurted out. It made so little sense to Jadzia and everyone else in the surgery that they all turned to look at him.

“On old Earth,” he continued, his expression some-how conveying the impression that he expected every-one else to know exactly what he meant. “The late 1800s. People newly arrived in what used to be called New York City were offered deeds to the Brooklyn Bridge—a spectacular public works built and owned by the local government. To buy the Brooklyn Bridge became a colloquialism for gullibility.” Jadzia winced as Julian enthusiastically adopted a broad dialect as he quoted, ” ‘Well, if you believe dat, buddy, then I have a bridge in Brooklyn I wanna sell ya.’ “

No one said anything right away. But Odo finally broke the silence. “Excuse me, Doctor, but is this the same Brooklyn Bridge that’s installed at the big amusement park on Earth’s moon?”

“Why, yes,” Bashir said eagerly. “Taking it apart, moving it in sections, rebuilding it—it was one of the most phenomenal engineering feats of the twenty-third century.”

“In other words, eventually, someone really did buy the Brooklyn Bridge?”

Jadzia tried not to laugh as Julian’s face fell.

“Well, yes, Odo, but the point is...” He looked plaintively around the surgery, loath as always to accept that no one was really up to appreciating what-ever his point was. “Never mind.”

“I really have to go,” Kira said abruptly. “Odo, for-get everything I sent you on Orb law. As far as I’m concerned, you can charge this woman with being a public nuisance, or you can... ship her out to wher-ever she’s planning on selling her ‘Orbs’ next. Jadzia. Doctor.” Kira left.

“That’s it?” Vash asked, slipping off the examina-tion table to stand upright, without any signs of ever having been affected by anything.

“Apparently so,” Jadzia said.

Odo stepped around so that Vash could see him without straining. “Tell me, Vash, what are your plans now?”

“Staying alive is always high on my list of things to do.”

“Then obviously, staying safely behind transporter-proof shields and being guarded by my officers is agreeable to you?”

“That depends on what the price is.”

“Quark,” Odo said. “Where is he?”

“Frankly, constable, I don’t know. I was surprised to hear he had disappeared.”

“Where were you going to meet him?”

Vash cocked her head at the constable. “I already had this conversation with the captain and Commander Dax.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“At the bar, Odo. Where else would I meet him?”

“And what were you meeting him about?”

“According to the major there, not much.” Vash sighed at Odo’s poorly concealed look of exasperation. “All right. This is everything I know. Quark put the word out that he had been asked to be the broker for a transaction involving... the Red Orbs of Jalbador.” Jadzia was impressed by Vash’s attempt to make it seem she was embarrassed to even say the name of the Orbs. Vash was really good.

“The broker,” Odo repeated gruffly. “So, presum-ably someone else had possession of the Orbs—”

“And Quark asked me if I knew of any prospective buyers.”

“And did you?”

“Are you kidding? Half the antiquarian collectors in the Alpha Quadrant would bankrupt themselves for a chance to own a Bajoran Orb. Odo, seriously, this was shaping up to be the biggest transaction since the Fajo collection went on the block. I’m talking big.”

“Did you put those interested collectors in touch with Quark?”

Vash drew back in surprise that seemed genuine even to Jadzia, who was increasingly fascinated by the archaeologist’s behavior. Her performance, filtered as it was through poor Joran, seemed to Jadzia as if it were being dictated by an already written script. Somehow, the archaeologist had manipulated the situa-tion so that Odo was asking all the questions Vash wanted him to ask. The performance was brilliant.

“Did you?” Odo repeated.

“Be serious,” Vash said. “If I brought in my... clients, the bidding would... well, you could buy and sell planets for what some people would be willing to spend. And my cut would only be ten percent of Quark’s commission.” Vash sat forward, as if suddenly excited by the prospect of such a deal. “But, if I kept my people out of it, well, Quark doesn’t have the con-nections I do. The bidding wouldn’t go anywhere as high, and...”

“You planned to buy it for yourself,” Odo said, “and then hold your own auction for the people who could really pay.”

Vash held up her hands as if surrendering. “Guilty.”

“My sentiments exactly,” Odo told her. “You know, of course, what the penalties are for trading in Orbs. Not just in Bajoran law, but under the Federation’s own protection-of-antiquities statutes.”

Vash curled a finger at Odo, asking him to move closer. “Odo, remember what the major said? There are no Red Orbs of Jalbador. If someone wants to buy something he only thinks is illegal, that’s not a crime.”

Odo rocked back and crossed his arms. “Oh, you are a piece of work.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

For a moment, Jadzia’s Trill-constant swirl of con-sciousness paused and then coalesced into the pattern she’d been seeking as she realized what Vash was try-ing to do. There was now only one last question for Odo to ask.

As if on cue, she heard the constable say, “One last thing. If all of this... confusion was brought about by the potential sale of an artifact that you and whoever else was involved knew was a fraud, why would some-one want to kill you?”

Jadzia caught her breath as Vash delivered her answer: “I’m not the only one who deals in rare antiq-uities. My clients buy from several different sources, so... any one of them could have decided that the potential payoff was worth taking me out of the pic-ture.”

Odo gazed down at the floor and Jadzia knew exactly what he was going to say next. The only thing a man like Odo could say after the story he had just been told.

“Vash, I have far better things to do with my time than try to stop criminals from killing other criminals. I’ll keep all the security precautions in place while you’re in the Infirmary, but as soon as Doctor Bashir says you can be released, I want you off this station. Is that understood?”

For once, Vash seemed truly serious. “Yeah, I under-stand. And... it may not mean much coming from someone like me, Odo, but thank you for... the trans-porter shields and the guards. I’ll be on my way as soon as the doctor says.”

Odo nodded his head once, said his good-byes to Jadzia and Bashir, then left.

Vash turned to Bashir. “So Doc? How long have I got?”

Bashir studied the Cardassian readouts. “How’s your head?”

“Like I’ve got Gorns playing ten-pin behind my eyeballs.”

Bashir nodded as if he knew exactly what that felt like. “I thought so. At least another twenty-six hours of observation, then I’ll make a decision.” He reached into a tray by the table and brought up a hypospray. “In the meantime, this should take the Gorns down to five-pin, at least.”

Vash smiled as Bashir touched the hypospray to the side of her neck opposite to where the dart had struck. She still had a small dressing on that wound. Bashir had not wanted to use a protoplaser to speed the heal-ing of the puncture because any residual toxin might have been trapped in the new tissue growth.

“Are you a bowler?” Vash asked.

“I’m afraid darts are more my game.” Vash laughed softly, seductively, and being a young attractive woman herself, Jadzia did not need to call upon the experiences of any of Dax’s previous hosts to know exactly what Vash was trying to do.

“Maybe we should play sometime,” Vash said.

“Darts or bowling?”

“Or... something else?” Vash’s smile was sly, knowing. “You can choose. I’m open to just about any-thing.”

Jadzia rolled her eyes as she saw the sudden flush that came to Bashir’s cheeks as he finally realized Vash was no longer talking about the same indoor sports he was. “You get some sleep,” he said.

Vash reached out to touch his hand. “Thank you, Doctor.”

Jadzia had to admire Vash’s technique. The touch had clinched it. Bashir was definitely on the hook, though she knew him well enough that he would do nothing to pursue this new opportunity until after Vash was no longer in his care.

Bashir eased away from her hand. “Uh, you’re quite welcome. I’ll... check in on you later, then.”

“I’ll be here.”

/ don’t believe it, Jadzia thought as she started for the door. The silly creature actually batted her eye-lashes at him.

Then Jadzia hooked her arm around Julian’s and guided him to the door at her side. “Come along, Doc-tor. You have other patients.”

“I do?”

The surgery door slid shut behind them, and they were in the main work area. Without Vash.

Immediately, Jadzia said, “Julian, I’m surprised at you.”

“Why me? On the contrary, I’m surprised at you and at Odo.”

“That woman was... wait a minute. Why are you surprised at me ?”

Bashir headed over to the workstation where he had left the neural dart. “Because you—and Odo—were falling for everything Vash said.”

Now Jadzia was doubly surprised. “I wasn’t falling for everything she said. You were.” She batted her eye-lashes at Bashir. “Oh, Doctor, I’m open to anything. Really, Julian.”

Bashir gave her a look of amusement. “Could it be you’re jealous?”

“I am a happily married woman, thank you. I just happen to be concerned for my friend.”

Bashir rolled the dart in his fingers, as if looking for something he and the most sophisticated collection of medical scanners and analyzers this side of Starbase 375 had missed the first time. “Well, your friend is equally concerned about you.” He brought up his other hand and adjusted the position of the dart. “So you should know that everything Vash was saying in there was a lie.” He began rolling the dart again, as if trying to feel for some slight imperfection.

Jadzia sighed with relief. There was hope for Julian yet. “Thank goodness you were able to sense it, too. I really was getting worried about you.”

Bashir looked as if he hadn’t quite understood what Jadzia had said. He continued to roll the dart in his fin-gers. Jadzia eyed him with renewed concern. She didn’t like the way he was handling the dart, and she trusted he wasn’t going to do something stupid, like accidentally prick himself with the dart’s small needle. “I didn’t have to sense anything, Jadzia. I knew what was going on the instant she made her mistake.”

“What mistake?”

“Dax! You musn’t have been paying attention. Now I’m even more surprised.”

Jadzia put her hands on her hips. “Julian, unlike Miss Batty-Eyes in there, I am not fond of this kind of game. What mistake did she make?”

“Bicuprodyanide,” Bashir said happily, entirely too happily in Jadzia’s estimation. “She said she had it bubbling in her brain, if you recall.”

Jadzia thought back. Yes, she could remember Vash saying exactly that. “But what about it? She did have bicuprodyanide in her system, didn’t she?”

“Absolutely. Except... I never told her that’s what it was. All I said was she had been exposed to an Andorian neural toxin.”

Jadzia tapped her forehead with her fingers. It had slipped right by her. But then she thought she detected a flaw. “Just a minute, Julian. Maybe it was a lucky guess. I mean, how many Andorian neural toxins can there be?”

Bashir held up the medical padd he had been work-ing with earlier. “In common use or easily replicated with nonspecialized equipment, one hundred ninety seven. I have no doubt that Vash knew exactly what was in this dart, and because of that, there was no pos-sible way she thought she was dying when she told Captain Sisko about the Red Orbs.”

Jadzia was struggling now to deal not only with what Bashir was suggesting, but with the fact that he had jumped so far ahead of her own assumptions. “But Julian, how could she take the chance that her accom-plice would be able to shoot her at the right time, with the right toxin, without being seen?”

Then Jadzia felt Dax lurch within her abdominal pocket as Bashir suddenly slapped his hand to the side of his neck, driving the neural dart needle into his flesh. “Julian!”

But Bashir’s only response was to seem to pluck the dart from his neck and then roll it forward in his fin-gers so that Jadzia could see the needle had been removed. It was in his other hand.

“What better way to make us believe she’s telling us the truth, than by making us think that someone would rather kill her than have us hear what she had to say?”

To Jadzia, that moment of revelation was as power-ful as if an Altonian sphere had just turned monochro-matic. She had become so caught up in the idea that Vash was manipulating the truth in the surgery that she hadn’t stopped to consider that that manipulation might have started much earlier.

“She’s been lying from the beginning,” Jadzia said wonderingly.

“I think that’s likely,” Bashir agreed.

“Which could mean... she does know where Quark is—”

“—and she knows who claims to have the Red Orbs—”

Then Jadzia and Bashir hesitated as they drew the ultimate conclusion from what they had discovered.

“And the Red Orbs themselves...” Jadzia said slowly.

Bashir nodded. “... could very well be real.” He smiled at Jadzia’s look of concentration. “As I said, we could be a great team.”

Even his persistence struck her as endearing. But she deflected him by saying, “Julian, we already are a great team.”

He stepped closer to her. “So what does the team do now?”

“Now... we go see Benjamin.”

She could see it in his eyes: It wasn’t what he had wanted to hear her say, but he knew it was the right thing for her to have said.

What a sweet hopeless romantic Julian is, Jadzia thought with real affection as they left the Infirmary together. Someday, the woman who gets Julian is going to be the luckiest woman in the quadrant.

She wondered who that lucky woman would be.



CHAPTER 15

“You’re crazy,” Nog said.

Jake shrugged. “My granddad says that’s not so bad in a writer.”

“Then may I say your grandfather is crazy, too.”

Jake straightened up from the safety railing on the second level of the Promenade. Years ago, when he and Nog had first met and made the first tentative steps in forging a friendship that would transcend the tradi-tional boundaries of their respective species, they would sit on the deck here, letting their legs swing over the side until Odo or one of his officers told them they should have something better to do and it was time to move along.

But now, Jake realized there had been nothing better for the two of them to be doing than watching the parade of life that had passed by beneath them. Because those long hours of observation, speculation, and just plain talking had helped them become the young men they were today—the writer and the Starfleet officer.

It was from this vantage point by the safety railing that Jake first began noticing the intricate details of people’s behavior: how some couples walked close together, some apart; how some people smiled secretly to themselves, while others fought back hidden tears. He’d seen the confidence of the newly arrived visitor, fresh from the shuttle, striding in to face the challenge of Quark’s dabo table. Hours later, he’d watched the defeated shuffle of that same person as he crept away with only the clothes he wore.

Nog had learned no less than Jake. He had explained the Great Material River to his hew-mon friend, and how the Promenade was a perfect tributary of that mighty cascade that shaped the universe. On the shores of the Promenade—that is, its shops and kiosks—were pockets of accumulation, areas that had too much of one thing or another. Flowing between those shores were the rushing waters of customers— that is, those who had too little of what the shops had too much of.

On the other side of the equation, the shopkeepers had far too little latinum, and so an endless rebalanc-ing of accounts ensued as the waters lapped at the shores, eroding a little here, building up a little there, always working to achieve a balance that forever remained out of reach.

Jake had been brought up in a Starfleet home and was fascinated by the Ferengi outlook on the universe. Nog, who had been brought up to accept the Great Material River as the only reasonable way to see the universe, had been equally fascinated to learn about Jake’s alien perspective. The idea that it was accept-able—even desirable—to accumulate knowledge for no other purpose than to increase understanding, and the entire concept of helping others without any prospect of profit, were staggering to the young Fer-engi.

But once both boys got over their initial dismissal of each others’ viewpoints and began to truly try to see what the other meant, whole new vistas opened before them.

In Jake was born the need to see how other minds— not just human and Ferengi—viewed the universe, and then to illuminate those views for others through the written word. In Nog, a mad dream was born in which the precision of Ferengi thought could be applied to the romantic altruism of the Federation in order to cre-ate a new paradigm of galactic organization, one in which the most extreme imbalances in the Great Mate-rial River—meaning those that invariably led to con-flict—would be forever eliminated, while still leaving ample opportunity for individuals to profit.

Thus Jake and Nog had set their lives’ goals and directions, all in the idle pastimes of children, and all from this one corner of the Promenade.

Not that any of that made it easier for them to rec-oncile their differences today.

“You know what your problem is?” Nog asked.

“I don’t get out enough?” Jake answered.

The Ferengi frowned. “No. It is that you are always trying to understand life in terms of a made-up novel.”

“Nog, that’s my job.”

“How can it be a job if you make no money from it? Writing news articles is your job. Writing novels for no money, that is... an affliction.”

Jake put an elbow on the safety railing and rested his head on his hand. “Nog, when you were at the Academy, did you make any profit?”

Nog reacted suspiciously to Jake’s abrupt change of topic. “No...”

“But someday you expect to profit from your Starfleet experience, don’t you?”

Nog appeared to be selecting his words with extreme care. “I would hope that... many individuals, commercial concerns, and government agencies will profit from... what I will learn during my career in Starfleet.”

Jake pounced as soon as Nog had cornered himself. “So you admit that—”

Nog realized the trap he’d been caught in and wouldn’t let Jake finish. He did it himself. “Yes, yes, that I performed certain activities with no chance of immediate profit, but with the expectation of earning profit at a later time.”

Jake’s smirk let Nog know who had won this partic-ular argument. “So, as I was saying, from the perspec-tive of a made-up novel, there’s something going on here on Deep Space 9. Something that your uncle’s involved with. And something that’s brought smug-glers in from across the quadrant. And it’s not what Vash told Dax and Odo.”

“And as / was saying, you’re crazy. You’re drawing connections where none exist. You’re trying to make my uncle into that Fermion character—”

“Higgs. Higgs is based on Quark. Fermion is based on Morn.”

“—that unbelievable character in your novel. And he’s not.”

Jake stretched and straightened up again. A wave of new visitors was arriving on the Promenade from the turbolifts and airlocks. Not too many were Bajoran, so Jake decided the commercial cruiser from Sagittarius HI had finally arrived. The Sagittarians were neutral in the Dominion War, and as a result their cruisers carried cargo and passengers from most of the nonaligned worlds. Whenever a Sagittarian ship docked at the sta-tion, there was always a good chance a rarely seen alien might be on board, and Jake found himself watching the crowd closely, hoping he might catch his first glimpse of a Nanth.

But he hadn’t forgotten his friend, and even as his gaze remained on the lower Promenade level he said, “Nog, if I gave you ten crates of stem bolts, self-sealing or not, your imagination would run wild think-ing up new schemes for selling them, or trading them, or... somehow turning them into latinum. When it comes to business, you won’t accept any limits.”

“Of course not.”

“Then why is it you have no imagination when it comes to how people behave?”

After a few moments of silence, Jake glanced side-ways to see that Nog was just staring at him, as if he could think of nothing more to say.

Jake sighed. “Let’s try it again.” He held up a finger. “First of all, Quark called in a group of smugglers to take part in the sale of a counterfeit Bajoran artifact.” He held up a second finger. “Then, one of the Ando-rian smugglers was murdered.” He held up a third fin-ger. “And then, someone tried to murder Vash.” He held up a fourth finger. “And despite Vash explaining the whole thing to Dax and Odo, mere are still at least four smugglers on the station—Vash, the Andorian sis-ters, and that guy, Base.” Jake waved his hand back and forth, trying to emphasize the importance of those facts. “So put all that together, and what do you have?”

“Four fingers.”

Jake closed his eyes. “Nog, use your imagination.”

“All right. I will now imagine the impossible.” Nog put his hand over his eyes, a thumb on one temple, a forefinger on the other. “I am imagining that you are giving up this stupid line of reasoning. I am imagining that... that you are buying me lunch at the Replimat. I am imagining that—”

But by then, Jake’s laughter had become contagious and Nog began laughing, too.

“I am not buying you lunch,” Jake laughed. “It’s your turn.”

“That is why I was using my imagination,” Nog said.

They both began walking toward the closest spiral stairway.

“Anyway,” Jake said, undeterred by his friend’s resistance. “I still think I’m right.”

“That the counterfeit Bajoran artifact isn’t counter-feit?”

They came to the staircase, and Jake waited for Nog to go first. “If it were all a scam like Vash said, the smugglers would have left by now, right? After all, Odo knows all about it, so what’s the point of sticking around?”

“To obtain the counterfeit artifact and take it some-place where potential customers don’t know it’s coun-terfeit,” Nog said.

They arrived on the Promenade’s main level, and Jake was surprised by the noise and bustle of the new arrivals. Many of them were looking around as if they had never seen a space station before.

“That still doesn’t answer the big mystery,” Jake said as he and Nog started for the Replimat. “Why would professional smugglers get involved with mur-der for a counterfeit artifact? I mean, I understand the idea of trying to make a profit for low risk—”

“I would certainly hope so.”

“—but to commit murder?” Jake said. ‘That’s a high-risk crime. Which means the potential profits have to be equally high. Isn’t that one of your rules? The riskier the road, the greater the profit?”

This time when Jake looked at Nog, he could see the Ferengi looking thoughtful.

“All right,” Nog said. “You have a point. A small one. And it probably has nothing at all to do with what’s really going on here. But...”

Jake grinned. “But what?”

“It is probably good enough for The Ferengi Cor-rection.”

“Connection. The title is, The Ferengi Connection.”

“Whatever.”

Jake stopped Nog by the directory monolith. “Okay. I’m being serious now.”

“When aren’t you serious?”

“I mean it, Nog. How am I ever going to be able to convince a reader that a story I write might be true, if I can’t even convince you that what we’re really seeing go on all around us is a story?”

Now Nog looked worried. “I do not have the slight-est idea what you’re talking about.”

Jake took a breath, oblivious to the crowds of peo-ple passing by. “Given everything that’s happened here over the past three days, what do you think is going on?”

“Anything other than what you think is going on.”

“You’re doing this on purpose.”

“Jake, be reasonable. Let us say you are right. Let us say that Uncle Fermion—”

“Quark.”

“—Quark is selling a real Bajoran artifact with a value worth killing for. First of all, what kind of an artifact is that valuable? I mean, the rarest Bajoran artifact that I have ever heard of was that icon of the city of B’hala. And nobody was trying to kill to get that. The Cardassians just... gave it back to Bajor.”

Jake glanced up at the Promenade’s high ceiling. Nog had a point. Even Jake had never heard of an artifact so valuable that—he had it! “Nog! It’s an Orb!”

Nog reacted with outraged shock. “An Orb is not an ‘artifact.’ It is... an Orb. And my uncle would not be stupid enough to risk buying or selling an Orb, no mat-ter how great the profit.”

“But there would be incredible profit for someone not as... law-abiding as Quark? Like a real crimi-nal?”

Nog clearly did not want to be having this conversa-tion. “I suppose.”

“All right. Then that’s what it is. Thank you, Nog. You’ve solved an important story point. Quark— Higgs—is trying to sell an Orb. And since we haven’t heard any news about an Orb being stolen, it’s got to be one of the Orbs that went missing during the Occu-pation that the Cardassians haven’t returned yet.”

Nog looked disappointed. “So now you are suggest-ing that either a Cardassian is selling a stolen Orb or that someone with more lobes than brains stole an Orb from the Cardassians.”

“Isn’t there some Rule of Acquisition to cover this?”

Jake asked. “You know, Profit plus more profit equals temporary insanity for a desperate criminal?”

Nog screwed up his face in concentration. “Perhaps in one of the reform editions. But not in the...” He frowned. “You are not being serious. There is no such law.”

“All I’m looking for is a possibility. A willing sus-pension of disbelief. What’s it going to take to con-vince you?”

“Really?”

“Nog, if I can convince you, I can convince anyone. Now, let me have it. What do you need to believe the story?”

Nog looked around at the milling crowd. “More smugglers. If someone’s trying to sell an Orb, there should be a great many more than four smugglers on board DS9. There should be dozens, if not hundreds.”

“Okay, I can live with that. Quark put out the word a few days ago. The closest smugglers arrive in a day or two. With more continuing to arrive. So there will be more by now, we just don’t know about them. What else?”

Nog shrugged. “Cardassians.”

“Why Cardassians?”

“They’re trying to recover their stolen property.”

That was going too far for Jake. “Nog, there won’t be any Cardassians coming to DS9. We’re at war with them.”

Nog shook his head. “The Federation is at war with Cardassia. Bajor is not a member of the Federation. Technically, it has been given neutral status by the Dominion. And technically, this station is Bajoran ter-ritory.”

“But it’s in Federation space.”

Nog held his hands out as if he had nothing more to offer. “You asked what it would take. I answered. Now you really do have to buy me lunch.”

Jake started walking again, with Nog hurrying to keep up. “I don’t have to buy you anything. I asked for help. You set up impossible conditions.”

The Replimat was full, every table taken. There was even a line outside. The Sagittarians did not have a reputation for palatable food. Too many of their flavor-ings were self-organizing slime molds, which often tried to reconstitute themselves and then escape from whatever dish they had been mixed into.

“Not impossible,” Nog insisted. “Necessary. As in necessary for me to accept your premise. Should we try the Klingon Cafe?”

“Impossible, because there’s no way anyone will believe that Cardassians will come to DS9. Why don’t we try Quark’s?”

Nog looked uncomfortable. “That little Base... he makes me nervous. Did you know he has hair? On his... scalp? Uh, no offense.”

“We’ll eat upstairs.”

“All right.” Nog suddenly brightened. “Maybe Leeta will be on duty. Then we can negotiate a family dis-count!”

The young men left the Replimat and started back toward Quark’s. “You have to pay to eat at your uncle’s?” Jake asked.

“Exploitation begins at home,” Nog said, as if quot-ing another of the Ferengi Rules. “And if the Orb is really an Orb and you want your story to be believed, then you have to do something dramatic so the reader will understand the stakes have been raised.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Cardassians on DS9.”

“Forget it. I’m not writing a fantasy. I’m writing a heist novel and there are rules I have to follow. And one of them is...” Jake hesitated. Couldn’t quite believe what he saw—who he saw—stepping through the airlock across from Quark’s, beyond the Infirmary.

“Is what?” Nog prompted.

“Cardassians,” Jake said.

Nog sounded as confused as Jake felt. “That’s a rule?”

Jake reached out, took Nog’s shoulder, and pointed him in the same direction he was looking. “No,” Jake said. “That’s your proof.”

Cardassians.

Three of them. Just outside the circular door of the airlock. One was female, the other two male. And one of them was unlike any Cardassian Jake had ever seen before: He was bald.

Jake felt Nog tense, and instantly the Ferengi tapped his communicator badge.

“Nog to Commander Worf. Security breach on the Promenade. Airlock Alpha. Three enemy personnel.”

Jake wheeled to Nog. “Nog, they’re not enemy personnel. Look at them—they’re civilians. No weap-ons. No—”

Jake stopped talking as the crowd reacted to five columns of shimmering light that formed around the airlock stairs.

Jake stared in fascination as four Starfleet security officers beamed in with Worf and scattered the crowd. Each of the five had a phaser. Each phaser was aimed at the Cardassians.

“Isn’t that a bit of an overreaction?” Jake asked.

“We are at war,” Nog said.

Jake had tried, but he still didn’t understand the mil-itary mind-set that had become so much a part of Starfleet in the past year. But the one thing he felt he did know was motivation, both in the characters he wrote about and in real life. And he understood the motivation that had led to the scene being played out before him right now.

“Okay, Nog—this proves my point,” Jake said as Worf and his team took the Cardassians into custody. “What possible reason could three Cardassians have for risking a trip into Federation space to set foot on a Starfleet-controlled space station?”

Nog looked up at Jake, and Jake could see that this time his friend knew exactly what he was talking about.

“You said it yourself,” Jake continued. “They want their Orb back. It’s the only possible reason they could have for coming here.”

Nog looked grim. “We shall see.” Then he went to offer his assistance to Worf.

Jake remained behind. But as he watched the Car-dassians being led away, he was filled with an over-powering sense of just being right.

He was the only person on Deep Space 9 who truly knew what was going on, and it was time to start let-ting people know it.



CHAPTER 16

“I am Leej Terrell,” the leader of the Cardassian mis-sion said in the relative calm of the Wardroom. “And these are our credentials.”

Sisko accepted the articulated Cardassian padd she gave him. The excitement of the unannounced arrival of three Cardassians on a neutral cruiser had finally lessened throughout the station. But the security con-cerns remained.

As he took his seat across from his visitors at the conference table, Sisko studied the padd, comparing the identity dossiers it displayed as the station’s com-puter automatically tested the authentication codes in the padd’s memory.

According to the padd, Leej Terrell was the widow of a minor trade diplomat from Cardassia Prime. Her technical specialist, Dr. Phraim Betan, was a physician retired from the Cardassian Home Battalions. And her associate, Atrig, of no specified job function, was a businessman who ran an import-export company among the Cardassian colony worlds. The three Car-dassians were, each dossier proclaimed, volunteers working for the Amber Star, with no official connec-tion to the Cardassian government.

Sisko, however, didn’t believe a word of the dossiers. For a diplomat’s wife, Terrell was too clearly used to giving orders, not practicing diplomacy. Dr. Betan was too young to have retired from anything. And Atrig—perhaps the most striking Cardassian Sisko had ever seen—had not lost his hair nor been so badly scarred at the base of his neck and across one of his wide shoulder membranes ferrying goods from one world to another. Atrig had been in battle.

Decked out though they were with false identities, innocuous civilian outfits, and singularly hollow smiles, Sisko had no doubt he was seated across the table from three Cardassian soldiers. Three very active, and dangerous, Cardassian soldiers.

A Federation authorization window opened on the padd’s display—the authentication codes had been confirmed. Terrell, Betan, and Atrig had been cleared for travel within the Bajoran sector.

But Sisko didn’t really care. He placed the padd on the table as if it held nothing of interest or of value for him.

“So, you are traveling under the guise of a humani-tarian mission,” Sisko began.

“Not under the guise,” Terrell replied easily. “We are a humanitarian mission, accepted by both the Fed-eration and the Dominion during this terrible conflict.”

Sisko folded his hands. “Then why didn’t you make travel arrangements directly with this station? If you are permitted to travel through Federation space, why arrive unannounced?”

Seated directly across the table from him, Terrell matched Sisko’s gesture, folding her own hands in a mirror image of his. “In times such as these,” she said, “I often find it is more expedient to beg forgiveness than ask permission. If I had requested your approval to travel here, would you have given it to me?”

“No,” Sisko said, registering Terrell’s surprise at his decision not to hide the truth through the more stan-dard practice of equivocation and diversion.

‘Then I was right to do as I did,” she said with a smile.

“Again, no,” Sisko said, keeping his tone deliber-ately impassive and uninformative. “You have dis-rupted my station. You have raised many questions in the mind of my strategic operations officer. Whatever delay you might have expected if you had contacted me ahead of time you can be sure will now be even longer, as Commander Worf tries to uncover what you’re hiding.”

Sisko saw Terrell shoot a swift glance at Dr. Betan. And then as if the glance had been a signal for his action, the doctor spoke next.

“Captain Sisko, I assure you we have nothing to hide. We are volunteer workers of the Amber Star, pri-vate citizens aligned with no political group. We are merely here to repatriate the remains of the unfortu-nate Cardassians you discovered fused within the hull of this station. I’m sure you’ll understand how this humanitarian act will at last bring closure to their fam-ilies, as their fates are now known and the two unfortu-nates can be laid to rest according to their own customs.”

“Ah, but I understand completely, Doctor,” Sisko said. “And I am very pleased that the genetic profiles of the soldiers have allowed you to identify them.” Hastily suppressed reactions from all three Cardas-sians informed Sisko that his statement had startled them, a suspicion Terrell quickly confirmed.

“I believe you have reached an incorrect conclu-sion, Captain Sisko. The dead whose remains we are recovering are not—were not—soldiers. Their identi-fication files are in the padd, as well. You will see that they were civilian support staff for the Terok Nor mining operation. Low-level. Of course, they worked for the military in trying to restore order to Bajor—”

“Excuse me?” Sisko said, not sure he had heard Ter-rell correctly.

Undeterred by his interruption, Terrell proceeded silkily. “Captain, you know what a troubled world Bajor is today. Believe me when I say that in the past, it was even more so. Remember that the Bajorans endured centuries of petty political and religious squabbling. And almost sixty years ago, when we could see these poor people were about to allow those conflicts to erupt into the horrors of all-out world war, well, we had to act, didn’t we? We’re a compassionate people, Captain. If we had not brought order to these people—our closest neighbors in space, after all— when we did, Bajor would be a wasteland today.”

Sisko clenched and unclenched his hands so vigor-ously during Terrell’s vile tirade that the popping of his knuckles rang out in the Wardroom. “Parts of Bajor are a wasteland today, because of what you and your Occupation forces did to it.”

“And we regret that,” Terrell said. “If you could only know how it pained us whenever we had to discipline these people.”

Terrell paused as if to let him take part in the con-versation. But Sisko remained silent because he knew if he opened his mouth to say a single word, he’d end up screaming at these sanctimonious monsters.

“I understand what you’re feeling,” Terrell said with infuriating condescension. “I know how attached one can get to Bajorans. In a way, they’re so much like children. In fact, our research has proven without doubt that the reason they remain so backward, and so dangerously unable to consider the consequences of their actions, is that their brains are not as developed is most other sentient creatures. Those parts of the neural structure responsible for higher-order thought are stunted, more like those found in less evolved ani-mals such as—”

‘That is quite enough,” Sisko said through clenched teeth.

Terrell waved her hand as if what she had to say was of no real importance. “I know, I know.”

Sisko could hear his heart thundering in his ears. He wanted nothing more than to end this meeting and escape from Terrell’s presence. He put his hands on the table, prepared to stand, to... he saw the padd.

He forced himself to relax back into his chair.

Terrell had almost succeeded in perfectly deflecting him off the topic they’d been discussing.

He looked at her with new respect—as an adversary.

He decided it was time to deflect her. “To return to the topic at hand, your identification of the bodies as those of ‘civilians’ does not match other details we’ve obtained from our investigation.” Now Sisko stood to end the meeting. “I can only surmise that the Amber Star has made some error, and so we will not be able to release the bodies until a more detailed analysis is completed.”

Terrell was on her feet at once. “Captain Sisko, there is no error.”

Sisko smiled. “I know an error would be unlikely coming from your military’s Central Records. But as you said yourself, the Amber Star is a civilian organi-zation. I’d prefer my medical staff continuing with—”

“I would be happy to be of assistance,” Dr. Betan interjected. “There are subtleties to Cardassian bio-chemistry and physiology with which an alien doctor might not be familiar.”

“Thank you, but it won’t be necessary,” Sisko said. “Our Doctor Bashir is one of the finest in Starfleet. And he has the advantage of working in a Cardassian medical facility.” He gestured to the door. “I’m sure we’ll clear this up in oh... a week or two.”

Terrell gave no sign of leaving. Her voice turned harsh and her manner seemed more threatening. “Cap-tain, do not turn this into a diplomatic incident. What-ever slim chance for peace exists now will be lost forever if the population of Cardassia believes the Fed-eration would play politics with the bodies of Cardas-sian citizens. That they will not forgive.”

“I don’t understand,” Sisko said.

Terrell’s eyes narrowed. “That we care for and respect our honored dead?”

“No,” Sisko said. “That you think Cardassia has anything to do with the disposition of this war.” Sisko made no effort to disguise his pleasure at his Terrell’s displeasure. “Admit it, Terrell, your world is as con-trolled by the Dominion as Bajor was controlled by you during the Occupation. In fact, I wonder how far down the evolutionary scale the Founders rank Car-dassian neural structures.”

“You are making a mistake,” Terrell hissed.

Sisko actually laughed. “I’m not the one who’s stepped into the middle of enemy territory.” He turned his back on the Cardassians and walked to the doors. “The Sagittarian cruiser is departing tomorrow at fif-teen hundred hours. You will be leaving with it. In the meantime, I’ll have you escorted to guest quarters.”

“Captain Sisko,” Dr. Betan fluttered as he looked nervously at Terrell, “for the sake of galactic peace, please reconsider this deadly insult.”

The doors slid open and Sisko looked up to see Major Kira approaching. He allowed himself a moment to contemplate what this meeting might have been like with Kira involved. The Cardassians would be badly injured or dead by now. Neither of which states would have been desirable.

“Captain,” Kira said urgently, “we have a problem.” Sisko was relieved to see that her attention was solely focused on him and not on his visitors.

“It’s take care of, Major. I’ve dealt with the Car-dassian delegation.” It was safer not allowing the fiery Bajoran any contact with Terrell and her com-panions. If she did, a second front could open up right here on DS9.

But Kira was not interested in Sisko’s visitors. She glanced back over her shoulder. “Not a Cardassian problem. A Bajoran one.”

Sisko stepped out of the Wardroom to look down the corridor in the same direction Kira did. Past Worf’s security detail. Where, surprisingly, four Bajoran monks were striding toward him in great haste.

“Didn’t you say you contacted the Kai and the Inquisitors?” Sisko asked Kira. “That they were no longer needed because the Red Orbs of Jalbador don’t exist?”

“These aren’t Inquisitors,” Kira replied. “And they aren’t here about Quark’s Orbs.” She frowned at Sisko, lowered her voice. “Word got out about the Cardas-sians arriving for the bodies.”

“Captain Sisko,” the lead monk called out in a booming voice. “I am Prylar Obanak. It is most urgent we speak.”

Sisko was doubly taken aback. First, by the fact that a Bajoran monk had addressed him without calling him ‘Emissary.’ And second, by the narrow band of red cloth the prylar wore tied around his forehead under his hood. Recent events had compelled Sisko to study a wide range of ancient Bajoran texts dealing with the fallen Prophets known as the Pah-wraiths and he had learned that a strip of red fabric was often worn by those who worshiped them. When the red cloth was worn about the arm, Sisko knew, it was a symbol of a Pah-wraith cult which had been around for years, but which most Bajorans treated as a joke. What the fabric meant when tied around a monk’s head—well Sisko wasn’t actually sure, now that he thought about it—but each of the three monks accompanying Obanak was also wearing one in that position.

Sisko was not anxious to become involved in a new distraction. He still had O’Brien’s search to contend with, along with the mysteries of the murdered Ando-rian and the dead Cardassians. He tried to deflect Obanak into Kira’s care. “You can discuss anything you’d like with Major Kira and—”

“This does not involve Nerys,” the prylar rumbled. Even though he pitched his voice at normal speaking level now, its timbre was still remarkably deep and res-onant.

And once again he had surprised Sisko. For a monk, it seemed to Sisko that the prylar was unduly familiar with Major Kira, addressing her as he had by her given name. But then, even before he had uttered a word it was clear to the most casual observer that Obanak was not a typical prylar. He was a full head taller than Sisko, and despite the loosely fitted robes he wore, it — as clear the monk had the musculature of a plus-grav powerlifter. Whatever kind of religious he was, Obanak did not appear to be living a life of quiet con-templation.

Kira offered her own explanation to Sisko. “We were in the Resistance together.”

Obanak bared his teeth in a fierce smile, revealing ess than a full set. Sisko wondered if the missing ones had been knocked out in battle and if so, in the past or more recently. “And my followers and I consider our-selves to be in the Resistance today.”

Now Sisko was thoroughly confused. “Resistance to—” But that was all he was able to say before being cut off by a deafening roar. “Murderer!” Obanak raised his arm and pointed accusingly past Sisko and into the Wardroom.

To Sisko, there was no doubt that Obanak meant one of the three Cardassians behind him and, as cap-tain of DS9, he acted swiftly to prevent escalation of a potential incident that could involve the entire station.

Setting aside any consideration of how deserving his visitors might be of Bajoran wrath, Sisko twisted the enraged prylar’s arm down and pushed Obanak back against the far bulkhead of the corridor. At the same time, Worf’s two security officers held back the other three monks. Meanwhile, Kira stepped in to keep the Cardassians safely in the Wardroom.

As he held Obanak in position, Sisko became aware of the monk’s improbably massive biceps. The only reason Obanak wasn’t moving was clearly because he chose not to—it was doubtful even Worf would have been able to stop the Bajoran prylar.

With order restored, Sisko spoke sternly to the four Bajoran and the three Cardassians that he and his staff now held apart from each other. “You are all guests on this station. Do I have your word you will not disturb the peace again?”

“Of course, Captain,” Obanak said thickly. “I apolo-gize. I was unprepared for the sight of such kheet’agh in this place.”

Sisko frowned, but he released his grip on the pry-lar, whose only response, fortunately, was to adjust the position of his robes. Though the term Obanak had hurled at the Cardassians was unfamiliar to Sisko, he could guess it was not a flattering one. His own atten-tion, moreover, had been caught by the prylar’s omis-sion of a term that he was accustomed to hearing from Bajoran religious figures. It now seemed somehow wrong not to be addressed as ‘Emissary.’ But that was the least of his concerns at the moment.

Sisko turned back to Terrell, Dr. Betan, and Atrig, who had yet to give their word that they would not cause trouble.

Atrig had moved into position directly in front of Terrell, as if to shield her from attack. His legs and arms were in an unmistakable fighting rest-stance. Now Sisko was positive that the bald Cardassian was no more a civilian than the two dead Cardassians in the Infirmary had been.

“I assure you, you are in no danger,” Sisko informed his visitors. Terrell stepped out from behind Atrig, though Atrig was still poised to defend her. “So you say, Captain,” she said. “Of course, we’ve come to expect this sort of overwrought emotional outburst from Bajorans. It’s not their fault, you know, any more than a beaten dog is responsible for snapping at its rescuer. It’s that the Bajoran neural—”

A powerful voice drowned hers out as Prylar Obanak intoned dramatically: “Leej Terrell. Prefect of the Applied Science Directorate, Bajor Division. Per-sonally responsible for the deaths of over two thou-sand Bajoran citizens during the conduct of medical implant experiments. It was said that even the Obsid-ian Order feared her for her ability to make opponents simply disappear.”

The silence in the corridor lasted only a moment.

“Is that all?” Terrell said, unperturbed and now in command of herself again. “Surely you’re not finished. There are so many more crimes I’m supposed to have been responsible for. Prefect of medical research. Commandant of a work camp on a colony world. In charge of mining operations here on Terok Nor. I think once someone claimed I was even responsible for the assassination of Kai Opaka.”

“Kai Opaka wasn’t assassinated,” Kira said grimly.

“Of course she wasn’t,” Terrell agreed soothingly. ‘And neither was I responsible for any of the other crimes I supposedly committed. It’s just that your peo-ple have a great deal of displaced anger, and you—”

“I think you should leave it at that,” Sisko warned.

“Good idea,” Kira added.

Terrell looked past Kira as if she didn’t exist. “Captain Sisko, again I appeal to your humanity. Given the unwarranted hostility you can see we’re facing here, and the unfortunate consequences that might ensue if it’s allowed to continue, would it not be to everyone’s advantage if you simply let us receive the bodies of our fellow citizens with dignity and—”

“They cannot take the bodies,” Obanak thundered.

Terrell’s cold glance flicked off the prylar. “Sir, be reasonable. No matter how your mind’s been twisted against us, you can only kill a Cardassian once.”

“Unfortunately,” Kira muttered.

“That’s enough, Major,” Sisko said firmly. He turned to the Bajoran prylar. “Why is it any concern of yours what happens to those bodies?”

Obanak nodded his head in the direction of the cor-ridor. “May we talk in private?”

Sisko gestured to Worf and Kira to maintain the sep-aration of the remaining Bajorans and Cardassians. Then, together with the prylar, he walked away from the Wardroom and down the corridor, until not even Obanak’s deep voice could be overheard. And it was then that the prylar dropped his posturing and made the case for his position.

“Captain, I don’t know how much you know about what happened on this station during Withdrawal, but there were many deaths.”

Sisko knew that wasn’t the case. He braced him-self for other untruths. “The official death toll was four.”

“Four Bajorans,” Obanak said. “Among the Cardas-sians... well, certain Resistance members undercover on Terok Nor saw the confusion of Withdrawal as their chance to strike a final blow against the enemy. At least one hundred Cardassians were killed on that last day.”

“That’s never been part of any account I’ve heard.” Sisko could not recall Major Kira ever alluding to such an event. But then she did not readily discuss the dark days before the Federation had taken over Deep Space 9.

“Why would it be? If the Cardassian people ever learned that their troops were slaughtered during a retreat, don’t you think they would demand retribu-tion? Either against the Bajoran people or against the Cardassian leaders who accepted the slaughter without retaliation?”

Sisko could see the logic in that, though it was still not a full explanation. “But then why didn’t the Bajo-ran Resistance publicize their great victory against the oppressors?”

“Captain, think of the consequences.” Sisko couldn’t help noticing that the Bajoran prylar out of the pres-ence of the Cardassians was a most persuasive fellow who presented his arguments in a reasonable, not a rigid manner. “In the past,” Obanak continued, “it would be quite one thing for the Resistance to take credit for wiping out one hundred Cardassians on patrol in some desolate mountain region. Under condi-tions such as those, it was next to impossible for the Cardassians to be sure which cell was responsible. But up here, as I’m sure you know, the situation was more tightly defined. Consider this: The names of every Bajoran on the station at the time of the Withdrawal exist in Cardassia’s Central Records. Among them, inevitably, are the Resistance members responsible for those last acts of righteous revenge. So my point is this: If the Cardassians show no signs of making an issue over what happened, then why would any Bajoran risk calling attention to it?”

“All right,” Sisko conceded. “I agree that both sides have something to gain from hiding the truth. But what does that have to do with Terrell and the bodies we found?”

Obanak paused and took a particularly long, deep breath. The action reminded Sisko of a stress-reducing Bajoran meditation technique Kira had once recom-mended he try. “As of now, Captain, those actions, those deaths .,. they belong in the past. The two bod-ies you found, chances are they are two of the hundred from the Day of Withdrawal.”

Sisko saw a shadow pass over the prylar’s face as he gave name to the terrible last day of the Cardassian occupation of the station. “Now, what happens when those bodies return to Cardassia and an investigation begins? We on Bajor believe that witnesses will be tracked down, events reconstructed, someone will remember that a certain Bajoran was the last to see a certain dead Cardassian. A few days later, that Bajoran will be murdered in his home by assassins hired by the grieving family.

“And we can’t forget the possibility of physical evi-dence as well,” Obanak added. “A physical altercation during Withdrawal might have produced a fleck of Bajoran blood, a scraping of Bajoran skin under a fin-gernail, or a single strand of Bajoran hair caught in the fabric of a dead man’s suit. Each body could provide hundreds of different ways for Cardassian investiga-tors to identify a member of the resistance who may or may not have been responsible for a Cardassian’s death.” Coming to the end of his argument for Sisko’s help, Obanak folded his arms within his robes. “If you allow that to happen, Captain, then the cycle of vio-lence will continue.”

Sisko studied the prylar. He still hadn’t decided on a course of action. But he now understood Obanak’s position. “What would you suggest I do?” he asked, truly interested in the Bajoran monk’s answer.

“My followers and I will take the bodies and, in accordance with Cardassian rituals, we shall cleanse them, prepare them for their journey through their Divine Labyrinth, and then cremate them.”

“Evidence and all?” Sisko asked.

Obanak nodded. “To keep the past in the past, where it belongs.”

Sisko considered his options. Obanak seemed sin-cere but hopelessly naive. “Prylar Obanak, do you honestly believe I can convince Terrell and her people that you—a Bajoran monk—will perform any sort of Cardassian funeral rite with the proper respect?”

“We are incapable of doing anything except show the proper respect. Captain, my followers and I are not the type of religious with which you are familiar. I refer to the misguided ones who adhere to flawed texts imperfectly chosen from the long legacy of our world’s relationships with the True Gods of Creation. Such misguided ones as might call you Emissary.”

That explains his reluctance to call me by that title, Sisko thought. “You’re right,” he said. “I’m not famil-iar with your approach—”

“More than an approach, Captain. We follow the One True Way.”

This encounter with Obanak was causing Sisko to feel both intrigued and uncomfortable. He was well aware that there were many sects on Bajor. Many dif-ferent ways of interpreting holy texts, the Prophets, and their actions. But for all those different ap-proaches, Bajoran religion was rarely, if ever, confrontational. All but a few Bajoran religions were based on the one central tenet of the Prophets’ undeni-able existence. But past that point, any group was free to go its own way. Most accepted the guidance and leadership of Kai Winn. Some did not. And, at least in Sisko’s experience, Bajor was unique among most worlds of the Federation in that in the face of such diversity, religious intolerance did not appear to exist. Of course, he had also thought that given that the proof of their gods’ existence was so tangible—in the form of the Orbs—there wasn’t room for much argument.

“You will forgive me,” Sisko began as diplomati-cally as he could, “but I have seen on Bajor that there appear to be many ways to worship the Prophets.”

“Many ways,” Obanak agreed. “But only one way that is correct above all others.”

Sisko looked back down the corridor toward the door to the Wardroom. Obanak’s three companions were still waiting there with Worf’s security officers. Kira was standing with them, apparently having no desire to remain in the Wardroom with Terrell and the other two Cardassians.

Cardassians, Sisko thought. Cardassians back on DS9. A Bajoran monk from a sect he had never heard of. Two murdered Cardassians from six years ago— perhaps from the very same day Quark, Odo, and Garak could not remember. One murdered Andorian from four days ago. Quark missing. Smugglers every-where. Counterfeit Orbs and...

Where is the pattern? Sisko asked himself. He could envision all the separate pieces swirling around like flotsam on the steep sides of a whirlpool or like tiny runabouts tossed by the negative energy flux of the wormhole. Yet he couldn’t help but feel mat somehow, in some way, all those pieces should fit together—if not among themselves, then around some missing final piece.

“Captain?” Obanak asked.

Sisko returned his attention to the Bajoran monk, not quite sure how long he had been staring blankly down the hall in search of answers.

“Were you with them?”

“You mean, with the Prophets?”

Obanak nodded.

“No,” Sisko said. “But I thought you didn’t believe I was the Emissary.”

“Clearly, you are not,” Obanak said. His thick brow suddenly deepened over his large, dark eyes. “Do you believe you are?”

Sisko paused before answering. It was ironic, but that was exactly what Commander Arla—a Bajoran of no religious beliefs—had asked him. And now he was being asked the same question by someone on the exact opposite end of the curve of religious possibili-ties—a Bajoran who seemed to believe that all other Bajoran beliefs were wrong.

“That is what the Prophets call me,” Sisko said. “And that is what many Bajorans call me. So I accept that that is what I am—to them. What it means, though, I really cannot say.”

Obanak regarded Sisko gravely. Almost, it seemed to Sisko, with respect. “I must say I hadn’t expected you to be so open-minded, Captain. Usually, when the False Prophets cloud an innocent mind, that mind remains closed.”

“False Prophets?” Sisko was certain he had never heard a Bajoran use the word ‘false’ in the same breath as ‘prophets.’ “Those that dwell in the Jalkaree. The Sundered Temple. What the unenlightened call the wormhole.”

It was then that Sisko realized why the prylar wore the sign of the Pah-wraiths. “I see: you consider the Pah-wraiths to be the true Prophets.”

Obanak touched the thin red cloth strip on his fore-head. “Oh, no, Captain. Open your mind even more. This compulsion that exists for people to choose only one path or the other—that of the Prophets of the Jalkaree or of the Pah-wraiths in their prison of fire—it is a deliberate obstruction of the One True Way.”

“And what way would that be?” Sisko asked, won-dering if he would ever truly understand Bajorans and Bajoran belief systems.

Obanak held the edge of his robe like an ancient orator about to deliver a speech. “Not so long ago, the misguided believed that a long-prophesied confronta-tion took place on this very station—the Gateway to the Temple. Is that not right?”

“The Reckoning,” Sisko said. He still had night-mares about that horrifying event, when a Prophet had inhabited the body of Major Kira and a Pah-wraith— Kosst Amojan, the Evil One—had taken over the body of his own son Jake in order to fight an apocalyptic battle between good and evil.

“The Reckoning,” Obanak repeated. “First prophe-sied twenty-five thousand years ago. Yet what hap-pened?”

“Nothing.” Sisko had trusted in the Prophets and had been prepared to let the battle take place, no mat-ter the personal cost. But Kai Winn had flooded the Promenade with chroniton particles, creating an imbal-ance in space-time and preventing the noncorporeal entities from remaining within their selected corporeal vessels. Thus nothing had been resolved.

“Exactly. And nothing is all that will ever occur as long as the different sides remain in conflict. No progress. No enlightenment. No rest. And no end.”

“I still don’t understand,” Sisko said. Just what did this sect of Obanak’s believe in or want to have happen for the good of Bajor? “What is the True Way?”

Obanak beamed at Sisko with an expression of almost transcendental bliss. “The One True Way is that path which shall be revealed when no other paths remain to be chosen.” Sisko stared at the monk, mystified. For a moment, he had actually believed he might be about to learn something new about Bajoran religious beliefs. But instead, Obanak had responded with a typically obscure pronouncement so imperfectly defined it might mean anything.

“I see you doubt me,” Obanak said.

“I don’t understand you,” Sisko said truthfully. “There is a difference.”

“Understanding is simple to those whose minds are open, Captain Sisko. When the Temple is restored, there will be no false paths to chose from. No False Prophets. No Pah-wraiths. No good. No evil. Simply the one True Temple. The one True Prophets. And the one True Way to a glorious new existence beyond this one.”

Sisko shook his head. “That sounds just like what was supposed to happen after the Reckoning.”

But Obanak was full of even more surprises. “The Reckoning,” he said sternly, “was a petty conflict between the False Prophets and the Pah-wraiths of the Fire Caves. The True Way will be revealed when the False Prophets and the True Prophets are at last recon-ciled.”

Sisko suddenly realized that Obanak might be refer-ring to a third group of entities. He hadn’t heard any discussion of that possibility before. “Are you saying that your True Prophets are not the Pah-wraiths?”

“Pah-wraiths and False Prophets and True proph-ets... they are all one and the same, Captain. And in a long-ago time beyond measure, their home—their Temple—was sundered, and they were driven apart. Some to dwell in the Jalkaree. Some in the Fire Caves. And some in the Jalbador.”

“The Red Orbs,” Sisko said with abrupt under-standing.

“I beg your pardon?”

“That’s why you’re here?” Sisko said. “For the Red Orbs of Jalbador?”

Obanak shook his head. “Captain, really, what do you take me for? The Red Orbs of Jalbador are a child’s bedtime story. They don’t exist, they never have. Don’t tell me someone’s trying to sell them to you—the Emissary!”

But before Sisko could say more, he heard loud footsteps in the corridor, and saw Kira’s compact form hurrying toward him, urgency expressed in every stride.

He called out to her, “What is it, Major?”

“It’s O’Brien, sir. He has to see you.”

“Why?”

He’s found something with the scan.”

“What is it?”

“He’s refusing to tell anyone but you, sir. All he’ll say is that it’s something that just shouldn’t be.”



CHAPTER 17

“I know all about the Orb,” Jake said.

Jadzia Dax looked up at him from her science sta-tion in Ops and thought again how much Jake reminded her of his father. “I see. And which Orb would that be?”

Jake leaned in close, dropping his voice to a con-spiratorial whisper. “You know. The one that was stolen from the Cardassians. The one that Quark’s try-ing to sell. The one that all the smugglers are after.” His eyebrows moved rapidly up and down as if to sig-nal her that he was telling her something particularly special.

Jadzia found the rather juvenile gesture endearing, and she adored the feeling it gave her—that she was joining a game in progress. Her love of play had not been a characteristic of any one of her past hosts more than another. She shared it equally with all of them, because after a few centuries of life it had become obvious to the full series of Dax’s hosts that opportuni-ties for fun must be exploited at every turn. Over the centuries, such opportunities came by far too seldom.

Thus, Jadzia leaned even closer to Jake, made her own whisper even softer, and attempted to move her eyebrows up and down as he had. “This is for your novel, right?”

“No,” Jake said. “This is for real. I’ve figured it all out, Jadzia, but I haven’t been able to tell my dad yet. Do you know where he is?”

Jadzia sat back. Jake wasn’t playing a game after all. “You just missed him. He beamed over to the Defiant.”

“Beamed over? Isn’t the ship docked?” Jake seemed troubled by her news.

Jadzia hesitated. She was well aware that Sisko made it a firm rule to never mislead or lie to his son. But Sisko’s present mission was classified and he had left orders instructing that no one be given details about what O’Brien and Arla were doing with the Defiant’s sensors. So she compromised. “The Chief’s testing some new equipment modifications,” she said, neither lying nor telling the whole truth. “They’re just fifty kilometers out.”

“Can I beam over?” Jake asked.

“This wouldn’t be a good time. Your dad’s really busy.”

“I know he is—because of the Orbs and the Cardas-sians and... well, everything. But I’m trying to help and—”

Jadzia held a hand up to forestall any further men-tion of the Orbs as she took a quick look around Ops. Again his father’s son, Jake caught on right away and waited quietly for her next instruction. Jadzia’s cursory visual sweep of the staff revealed to her that several of them were close enough to be half paying attention to what Jake was saying. Just in case he was on to some-thing, she decided, his father’s office would be a more prudent location for the details of whatever it was Jake had discovered.

Discreetly signalling that he follow her, Jadzia ush-ered Jake into the turbolift and then escorted him to Sisko’s office. The instant the door had closed behind them, she asked Jake how he knew about the Orb. “Did your father tell you?”

“No. I figured it out on my own. At least, I figured it out when I was talking with Nog. I mean, I heard that Vash was supposed to be after some rare Bajoran artifact. And I figured that the only type of artifact valuable enough to motivate people to commit mur-der—well, it had to be an Orb.”

Jadzia sat down on the corner edge of Sisko’s desk as she mulled over what Jake had learned on his own and tried to decide how much she should reveal to him, in turn.

“Well?” Jake asked. “Am I right?”

Oh, why not? Jadzia thought. Jake’s very intelligent. He’s even able to work out the convolutions of Vulcan murder mysteries—the true test of intellect. Maybe it was time she started thinking of him as an asset to the investigation and not merely as Sisko’s son.

“All right,” she said, “let’s talk about this. But,” she cautioned the eager youngster, “you can’t tell anyone else what we’ve discussed except for your father. He’ll let you know if you can tell anyone else. And that means Nog.”

Jake nodded vigorously. “So, it is an Orb!”

“Yes and no,” Jadzia said. “Vash said it was an Orb, maybe more than one. Something special called a Red Orb of Jalbador.”

“I was right!”

“But,” Jadzia added, “Major Kira says the Red Orbs are just a legend. They don’t exist.”

Jake looked confused. “Why would Cardassians come to Deep Space 9 to get back something that doesn’t exist?”

“The Cardassians say they are here to claim the bodies Rom and O’Brien found in the power con-duit.”

“A cover story,” Jake said with a dismissive shake of his head.

“Maybe so,” Jadzia allowed. “I didn’t meet with them. But apparently a delegation of Bajoran monks also came aboard to demand that the bodies not be turned over, so someone thinks those bodies are impor-tant.”

Jake’s face took on a faraway look. He stared past her and through the large viewport behind his father’s desk, muttering as if speaking only to himself. “So there’s got to be a connection...”

“Between what and what?”

“The Orbs and the bodies.”

Jadzia sighed. A discussion of real facts and logical supposition was one thing. Making up fairy tales was another. “One major problem,” she said as she eased off the desk and got to her feet. “The bodies are real, Jake. The Orbs still might not be.”

Jake raised a triumphant finger. “Aha! My point exactly. A minute ago, you said that Major Kira said they didn’t exist. But now you’re saying they might not exist. What else aren’t you telling me?”

Jadzia pursed her lips in admiration. The kid had her. “Well, you’re not alone. Julian thinks the Orbs might be real, too.”

Jake’s shoulders went back and he straightened up to his full, impressive height. It was almost as if she were watching the actual inflation of Jake’s ego. She could just imagine what he was telling himself—that he, a mere novice writer, had independently reached the same conclusion as DS9’s genetically enhanced medical genius.

“Before you give yourself the Carrington Award,” Jadzia said drily, “there might be a few more details to consider.”

Jake’s increased enthusiasm was all too evident to Jadzia. But it was too late to turn back. She had brought him into the investigation and now she would have to try to control his participation—for his own sake and hers. “Like what?” he asked, ready, it seemed, for anything she might ask of him.

“For one, where’s Quark?”

“I’ve figured that out, too.”

Jadzia sat back down, wondering if he had the abil-ity to surprise her again, and half hoping he could. “Have you now?”

“Sure. My dad knows exactly where he is, or Odo does or someone like that. Because otherwise, every-one would be looking for him. And since they’re not... I don’t know, maybe they’re using him for bait to catch more of the smugglers.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Jadzia said, getting up from the desk. Jake’s ideas were at the predictable level after all. “And remember you can’t talk about this with anyone except your father—but that’s exactly what the Defiant is doing right now: a complete tactical sweep of the station looking for Quark. And any more of those hidden sections you and Nog found.” “Damn,” Jake said. Then quickly added, “Sorry.” Jadzia accepted his apology without letting him see how sweet she thought he was for offering it. She started walking toward the door, Jake following her as he recited a list to himself, “Orbs, Cardassians, bodies, smugglers...”

Jake gave Jadzia an intent look. “As long as I’ve promised not to talk about this with anyone else, is there anything else you think I should know?”

Her hand already on the door, Jadzia paused, con-sidering, then deciding no harm would likely come from telling him a bit more, she turned back to face Jake. “There is one other mystery your father’s con-tending with. And again, it’s like the Orbs. It might be real or it might be... just a mistaken recollection.” “Great,” Jake said. “What?”

“Quark claims he can’t remember what happened to him on the Day of Withdrawal. Odo claims he himself was knocked out by a phaser blast and missed the Withdrawal. And Garak says he remembers every detail, but... it’s pretty clear there’re some details he’s completely forgotten.”

“Whoa,” Jake said. “Missing Time Syndrome.” Jadzia laughed. “You know about that, too?” “Yeah, sure, I wanted to use it in a story some day. About a guy from way back in the twentieth century or so who gets involved in a Starfleet temporal operation and finds out about the future, so they wipe his mem-ory, leaving him with Missing Time Syndrome. And the trick is,” Jake said, the words all coming out of him in an excited rush, “the memory wipe isn’t absolutely complete, and all these memories of the future come bubbling up in him, so he writes them down as if they’re fiction. But they’re real. And it’s only now, looking back, that people today realize this guy actu-ally did write about what was going to happen.” He paused expectantly, as if waiting for her reaction.

Jadzia said the first thing that came into her head. “Sounds like a good children’s story.”

He frowned. “It’s not for children.”

Jadzia tried another approach. “The trouble is, the techniques the Department of Temporal Investigations use are foolproof. When they wipe a memory, it’s gone. It won’t even come back as a dream.”

But Jake wasn’t interested in talking about that story. “I’ll think of some way around it. Tell me more about Quark and Odo and Garak.”

“That’s everything I know.”

Jake clapped his hands. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got it! On the Day of Withdrawal, they killed the Cardassians and so... so the Bajoran Resistance wiped their mem-ories so if they were ever interrogated, they’d really believe they were innocent!”

Jadzia put a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Jake. This is real life. Not everything has to fit together that neatly. Sometimes things happen that just aren’t connected to each other.”

“Then why are all these things happening at once?” Jake asked. “There has to be some connection, Jadzia.”

“Maybe the only connection is your imagination,” Jadzia said, not wishing to sound condescending but definitely wanting to find some way to calm Jake down.

But Jake just shook his head, as if he’d just thought of something important. “No. The connection is the Andorian. Dal Nortron. His murder is what started everything.”

“If it was a murder.” The door slid open and Jadzia walked out into the small landing. But Jake wasn’t behind her. He was still standing in his father’s office, the expression on his young face grim.

“What is it?” Jadzia asked.

“Nothing,” Jake said, unconvincingly. He stepped out into the landing to stand beside her. “Can I see the file on Nortron’s death?”

“That might be pushing research too far, Jake. I think that’s up to Odo, and I doubt if he would approve it.”

Jake nodded without protest.

Her interest caught, Jadzia couldn’t help asking. “If you did have access to Nortron’s file, what do you think you might find?”

“I don’t know,” Jake said. “I was just wondering where exactly his body was found. It’s not impor-tant.”

Jadzia began walking down the stairs with him. “Well, you’re coming up with some good thoughts,” she said encouragingly.

“Even if they’re wrong.” Jake gave her a wry smile which Jadzia found reassuring, under the circum-stances.

They came to the turbolift. She gestured to Jake to enter first. “The only way we learn is by gaining expe-rience. And the only way we gain experience is by—”

“—making mistakes,” Jake said as he stepped into the lift. “So at least now I know where my dad got that saying.”

Jadzia hid her smile as she joined him. “After three hundred years, believe me—I’ve made enough mistakes to know what I’m talking about. As soon as your father gets back, I’ll—”

The sudden scream of a warning siren interrupted her, as at the same time all the main lights in Ops began flickering.

Jadzia ran from the lift. “Worf, what is it?!”

Worf looked up from his security station, sweat already glistening within the deep ridges of his fore-head. “The main computer has been compromised. All security subsystems are off-line.”

Jadzia rushed for her own station, Jake forgotten behind her. “What the hell does that mean?” she demanded.

“Only one thing,” Worf growled. “It is a prelude to attack!”



CHAPTER 18

“There,” O’Brien said. “That’s the hidden stretch of corridor with the holosuite. The one Jake and Nog found.”

On the Defiant’s main viewer, a small red dot flashed in the lower section of a three-dimensional wire-frame schematic of Deep Space 9. Only a third of the station’s outline was filled with detailed depictions of bulkheads and decks, conduits and waveguides, tur-bolift shafts and structural support beams. The other two-thirds of the station remained featureless. But that was to be expected. O’Brien had been conducting his tactical sweep for only a little more than three hours, and it was still underway.

Sisko watched as another pulsing light joined the first on the screen, a few decks higher and closer to the station’s core. “What about that?” he asked, pointing to a second red dot. “Over there, two levels up.”

“Ah,” the chief said as he rotated the schematic on the viewer. “That’s a deficiency we already knew about. The original plans called for that section to hold about ten additional living units. But the Cardassians never got around to finishing them, so they left it as one large room. The dock management people use it as a storeroom for unclaimed goods. Odo checks it for contraband every week or so.”

A third red dot began flashing. Sisko leaned forward to get a closer look. “What about that one, Chief?” He tried to place the third location’s features from mem-ory. “Is that the water-recycling plant?”

“Yes, sir. That’s the one I called Major Kira about. That’s the part that just shouldn’t be there.”

Finally, Sisko thought. “I need an explanation, Chief.”

Sisko watched as O’Brien expanded the schematic of the station until the viewer displayed a section only three decks tall, the third red dot now an irregular rec-tangle pulsing precisely where a network of pipes seemed to come to an end.

“Well, first off, sir, it is the water plant. I’m in there at least once a month for inspection. I know the speci-fications of all the pipes, the filters, the evaporators. And after six years of me crawling all over this station, well, if there were a single deviation or deficiency from the schematics, I’d know about it. And I can vouch for that whole section being spot on to the Car-dassians’ original plans.” O’Brien paused to qualify his statement. “Of course, it does have documented upgrades from when the Starfleet Corps of Engineers rebuilt it three years ago. But I can vouch for those, too.”

“So,” Sisko said, “if you know that the physical layout of the water plant is in perfect agreement with the Cardassian schematics, then why is that flashing light saying the two patterns don’t match?”

“Because they don’t, sir.”

Sisko turned to regard his chief engineer with grow-ing impatience. He was vaguely aware of Commander Arla standing nearby, but the young Bajoran officer was wisely choosing to observe, not take part.

“You’re confusing me, Chief,” Sisko said. “And I don’t like to be confused.” But from the look he now saw on O’Brien’s flushed, red face, it was clear that the engineer was as mystified as he.

“Sir, according to the tactical sensor sweep I’ve con-ducted, DS9’s water treatment facility no longer even exists. Somehow, and don’t ask me how, it’s turned into a large, empty room. And that’s why the red light’s flashing.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, Chief, but if the water plant had truly disappeared, shouldn’t we know about it?”

“Oh, we’d know about it,” O’Brien said, perplexed. “We’d have a thousand calls in from the habitat ring about no running water. We’d have transporter venting of all the water being spilled into the plant from the severed pipes. The whole station would look to be floating in a cloud of ice crystals.”

“And since it’s not... ?”

“Someone’s got to be running a sensor mask in the treatment facility,” O’Brien concluded with a frus-trated frown. “Something small, tightly focused, no appreciable power signature. Intended, I’d say, to defeat any tricorders being used to conduct a search. A tricorder that encountered that mask wouldn’t register that anything was trying to jam its sensors. All it would show is that there was nothing in the room.”

“In other words, that’s where Quark is.”

“Frankly, Captain,” O’Brien said, “there could be a hundred Jem’Hadar hiding behind that thing and we’d be the last to know about it.”

That was all Sisko needed to hear. He activated his communicator. “Mr. Worf, we have a probable target. Prepare transporter suppression fields and arm the anesthezine dispensers for the following coordinates.”

Sisko recited four groups of digits, each correspond-ing to a specific location’s deck, ring, corridor, and door number in DS9. But each number was offset by a different, predetermined amount, so that anyone listen-ing in to his transmission would not be able to deter-mine Sisko’s real target. Only Worf had the key to the code, and his reply, as usual, was to the point.

“Understood. Implementing security measures. I will beam you to the perimeter of the location.”

“No,” Sisko said. He wasn’t looking forward to any type of violent encounter around the equipment that supplied water to the station. “The Chief and I will beam to Ops. We’ll leave from there with a full secu-rity team.”

“Excuse me,” Arla said. “You’re leaving me here?”

Sisko didn’t even glance at the Bajoran commander as he replied. “Regulations don’t permit me to com-pletely abandon a ship.”

“But... I’m not rated for this class of ship. Not on my own.”

Arla’s qualifications or lack thereof were not one of Sisko’s priorities right now. “Commander, trust me, all you have to do is sit. As soon as we’re finished on the station, I’ll have a crew beamed out.” Sisko didn’t understand why the young Bajoran officer was so trou-bled by the prospect of being alone on the Defiant.

Most people in Starfleet dreamed of a chance to be the only person on a Starship. It was a powerful experi-ence, Sisko knew, to be the sole person in the presence of so much power and potential. But perhaps Arla Rees was better suited to flying a desk.

“Yes, sir,” she said and made her way quickly toward the lone flight operations chair as if she expected the artificial gravity to cut out at any second.

Arla’s disappointing reaction to opportunity slipped from Sisko’s thoughts almost immediately. He was anxious to get moving. “Status, Mr. Worf?”

“Anesthezine systems are on-line. I am now recon-figuring the interior security fields to—”

A high-pitched squeal blared from Sisko’s commu-nicator.

Sisko hit his communicator twice to reset it, tried opening a frequency again, and got nothing. In an instant he was on his way to the Defiant’s communica-tions console, even as O’Brien scrambled to the tacti-cal station.

It took only seconds for Sisko to see that all of DS9’s communications arrays were dead: No carrier waves. No navigation beacons. No subspace repeater signals.

Sisko turned to face O’Brien. “Report!”

The chief didn’t take his eyes off the madly flashing tactical displays he studied. “I have no idea what’s going on. Massive power fluctuations. All external and internal communications are down. They’re on emer-gency lighting, life-support, gravity... unless a quan-tum torpedo hit Ops dead center, I’d say we’re looking at a total computer failure.” The screens stopped flash-ing. O’Brien looked stunned. “Sir, there’s not a single automated system operating on the station. It’s as if the computer’s disappeared.”

“This is not a coincidence,” Sisko said angrily. “Worf was adjusting the security fields. They were waiting for us to make our move.”

“Who was?” O’Brien asked.

“Whoever’s got Quark. Whoever put up that sensor mask so we can’t see what’s behind it. But they couldn’t know we’d be on the Defiant.” Sisko rushed back to the auxiliary engineering console. “Chief! We need to shut down the Defiant’s computers.”

“What?!” O’Brien and Arla said it together.

“If the station’s computer has been infected by a programming virus, or some type of disruptive radia-tion, the Defiant’s computers might be vulnerable, too. Let’s move it!”

With O’Brien at his side, Sisko transformed the Defiant into little more than an inert chunk of dead mass within two minutes.

“Now what?” O’Brien asked.

“Now we’re beaming directly to the water plant. Or, at least to the edge of that sensor mask.”

Sisko saw O’Brien glance over at Arla, who was staring at the screen in front of her. Her olive-gold face was pale, her mouth hung slightly open. “Captain,” the chief said, “I think I should stay here and keep the ship under manual control.”

“I need you on DS9,” Sisko said. That was the end of the argument. “Commander Arla, you are going to drift. But as long as you’re moving away from the sta-tion, there’s nothing you have to do.”

Arla’s words were rasping as if her throat were bone dry. “What... what if I do start drifting toward the station?”

“Use the docking thrusters to alter your trajectory,” Sisko said sharply. He wondered how he had thought just a short time earlier that Arla was exactly the kind of officer material that Starfleet needed more of. The young Bajoran was not behaving as if she were even worthy of the command rank she now possessed.

“Just don’t try to reverse course,” O’Brien added. “With the impulse engines powered down, you don’t have enough thruster propellant to manage it.”

Arla’s nod was hesitant. Incredibly, it seemed to Sisko she could not even control her appearance of ner-vousness. “And... if I’m heading for the wormhole?”

“It’s going to take you a couple of hours to drift that far,” Sisko said, trying to sound reassuring, when all he wanted to do was shout at her to pull herself together. “This’ll be over by then.”

“Captain,” O’Brien suddenly suggested, “what if I just set a course for her now? Steer her away from the station and the wormhole. Only take a minute.”

But Sisko shook his head. O’Brien was a good man, but he was needed elsewhere. “If there’s anyone on that station keeping track of this ship, I don’t want them to see Commander Arla changing course, because that will make her a target. I want them to think she’s either disabled or abandoned. Com-mander—you have the conn. I suggest you sit back and enjoy the ride.”

Then Sisko headed at double speed for the main doors and O’Brien followed just as quickly.

The Defiant was a compact ship, designed for the efficient movement of information and personnel in battle. It took only seconds to run down the corridor and reach the closer of the ship’s two transporter rooms.

Sisko pushed through the doors before they had fin-ished opening and headed directly for the equipment locker. “Set the coordinates, Chief. I’ll get the phasers.”

“Not rifles!” O’Brien warned as he entered beaming coordinates on the console. “None of the pipes in the water plant is shielded. Take hand phasers and don’t set them for anything higher than force three. Other-wise, one miss and we’ll all be swimming.”

Sisko knew better than to question O’Brien’s techni-cal expertise. But he took four hand phasers along with two tricorders. One phaser he attached to the holster strips on his uniform along with a tricorder. One he held in his hand. And the other two phasers he handed to O’Brien, along with the second tricorder, the moment his chief engineer joined him on the trans-porter pad.

O’Brien attached one of the phasers to his own hol-ster strips. “We’ll materialize just to the side of the equipment transfer doors leading into the main treat-ment room,” he told Sisko. “And brace yourself, sir. I don’t know what the gravity’s going to be like.”

Then Sisko felt a momentary tingle Like that of a cool breeze, as the Defiant’s transporter room turned into a spray of sparkling light. Almost immediately, the light faded to reveal a dark corridor ribbed and ringed by Cardassian struts. He and O’Brien had returned to Deep Space 9.

It took a few disorienting moments, and slippage of more than a few centimeters, before Sisko’s inner ear caught up to the fact that the deck was slanted by four or five degrees. For his part, O’Brien made a series of small jumps, rising up from the deck only a centimeter or two each time. Trust the chief to come up with his own way to measure an artificial gravity field, Sisko thought.

“Okay, not that bad,” the chief engineer said, con-firming Sisko’s guess about the reason for his impromptu athletic performance. “The station’s gone to emergency gravity, and I’m guessing the old units in section 3 are barely holding on at fifty percent effi-ciency.”

“What can we expect if they fail?” Sisko asked, phaser held ready as he made sure the short stretch of corridor was deserted.

“If the old units shut down all at once, it’ll feel like the station’s suddenly lurched a few more degrees.”

Sisko didn’t like the image. “Like an old sinking ship.”

“At least we won’t drown,” O’Brien said. He looked at the closed doors to the water treatment facility. “I hope.”

Sisko frowned, tapped his communicator. “Sisko to Worf.” No response. “Sisko to Ops.” Still nothing.

There was no time to waste. Sisko moved cautiously along the slanted corridor to the edge of the oversize water-plant doors. They had been designed to allow large pieces of equipment to be moved in and out, so they and the corridor ceiling were twice the height of most other similar structures in the station.

Sisko flipped open his tricorder and scanned through the doors for life-signs. But the readings indi-cated there were no life-forms in the facility.

He flipped the device shut and put it back on its hol-ster strip. “I don’t know what to expect in there,” Sisko said in a low voice, “but since we’re only using heavy stun, feel free to shoot first and ask questions later.”

O’Brien gave a quiet chuckle. “Careful, sir, you’re starting to sound like Worf.”

Sisko tapped the door control.

The doors to the water plant remained closed.

Sisko tapped in his command override code.

This time the doors opened.

Then Sisko and O’Brien both moaned at the same time as the overwhelming stench of raw sewage enveloped them.

Sisko blocked his nostrils with one hand, but his action did nothing to diminish the awful smell.

“Must have been quite a spill when the gravity gen-erators switched over to the back-ups,” O’Brien coughed. “We should get used to it in a few minutes.”

Sisko had to force himself to open his mouth to speak. “You have such a way of looking on the bright side of things.”

Sisko led the way into the huge facility—one of the largest open spaces in DS9. It was three decks high, forty meters deep, fifty wide, filled with a maze of pipes, metal vats, and overhead walkways.

It also reverberated with the deafening roar of rush-ing water.

Sisko hadn’t been down here for years, but he didn’t remember it being so loud. He stepped closer to O’Brien so the chief could hear him. “Is it supposed to sound like this?” he shouted.

O’Brien nodded, then shouted back. “The sound bafflers must be off-line, or—” Abruptly, the chief engineer pointed up to the left. “Captain, over there!”

Sisko saw what he meant at once.

What appeared to be a silver flower had sprouted on the top of a five-meter-tall vat of dull, copper-colored metal emblazoned with a Cardassian warning glyph. The ‘flower’ was perhaps a meter across, with three pulsing blue lights on the tip of each of its five gleam-ing petals.

It was not Cardassian technology. Neither was it Starfleet.

“The sensor mask?” Sisko asked.

“That’s my guess,” O’Brien confirmed, then he took aim with his phaser.

Sisko could only hope that a force-three setting would be enough to overload whatever the alien device used for circuitry. Any phaser blast more powerful would risk puncturing the vat.

“Here goes,” O’Brien said.

Then an object flashed through the air. O’Brien grunted as something hit his arm and his phaser went flying. Spun around by the impact, he collided full force with Sisko.

Sisko staggered back. Without stopping to think, he pulled O’Brien into the shelter of an immense pipe that emerged from the deck and curved away over-head. Pushing the chief down to a sitting position against the pipe, Sisko immediately reached out to examine O’Brien’s arm.

“Careful,” the chief gasped. The sleeve of his black jumpsuit was wet with blood where a slender gold dagger, a kind Sisko had never seen before, impaled the chief’s forearm. A rivulet of blood was dripping from his cuff.

The golden blade was edged with a series of angled barbs, making for easy penetration but near-impossible extraction. Sisko kneeled down and leaned closer. He yelled directly into the chief’s ear to be heard over the thunderous roar of the water. “I’m not going to be able to pull that out.”

O’Brien nodded, sweat mingling with tears of pain on his cheeks. “It’s going numb,” he murmured weakly, and Sisko was only able to understand him by reading his lips. He knew at once the blade had to have been coated with some type of poison.

“Chief—I’m going to take out the sensor mask,” Sisko shouted. “Keep trying to get through to Worf on your communicator.”

He didn’t like the way O’Brien looked Wearily at him then, as if the engineer didn’t believe that Worf was ever going to appear, or that he’d still be alive when Worf did.

“I’ll—come—back—for—you,” Sisko shouted, emphasizing each word as if that made his promise more valid.

Silently, O’Brien mouthed his response, “I know you will...” And then the engineer’s head slumped forward, eyes closed.

Filled with furious purpose, Sisko leapt to his feet, edged around the pipe until he could just see the silver blossom of the sensor mask emitter against the dark edge of the vat.

With the tracking precision of the Defiant’s sen-sors, he checked each catwalk, each potential hiding place for the enemy. But there were too many shad-ows, too many dark corners. He realized there was no way he could know where a potential enemy was hiding until a knife struck him just as it had the chief.

Sisko frowned. That particular choice of weapon troubled him. Why a knife? One phaser burst and the chief would have been killed. One wide burst, and we ‘d both have been stunned.

Again he used the tricorder to scan for life-signs, but it was useless. This close to the emitter its displays flashed erratically.

Sisko made his decision. He set his phaser to force six, medium dispersal. There was no time to take care-ful aim at the emitter as the chief had done.

He swung out and fired at once, ducking back behind the pipe even as a dagger clanged against it. The sensor mask emitter exploded in a shower of translator sparks. The sensor mask was down.

Breathing hard, but feeling victorious, Sisko leaned back against the pipe, tried his communica-tor again. No response. But it didn’t matter. Sisko knew that as soon as Worf was able to restore emer-gency communications in Ops, he’d be able to get through.

Suddenly, the thick odor of sewage intensified. Involuntarily gagging, Sisko stuck his head out to take a quick glance around the pipe and saw a gout of dark water spraying from the top edge of the vat where the sensor mask emitter had been. His phaser blast had obviously punctured the vat wall. And the vat had to be a waste separator, designed to send liquids to the recycling evaporators and solids to the replicator mass reclaimers.

Only now, both liquids and solids were splattering down on the metal deck of the facility, and because of the imbalance in the artificial gravity fields, the odifer-ous sludge from the vat was oozing toward the back of the cavernous water-plant room.

In a vain attempt to shield himself from the terrible smell, Sisko pulled the neck of his duty shirt up over his mouth and his nose. He had to keep going. At least now he knew where to go.

And with the emitter gone, his tricorder should be functional again. Sisko checked its display. It was. There were two life-signs twenty meters ahead.

Still keeping to the cover of the pipes, Sisko headed in the direction of the indicated life-signs, not certain what he was looking for.

But what he found wasn’t surprising.

Quark.

In chains.

Hanging head down.

Over an open collection tank filled to the brim with dark, bubbling sludge.

Quark’s hands were tied behind his back and thick black wires were cruelly clipped to the edges of his prodigious ears.

And the only way Sisko was able to tell that the Ferengi was even alive was because the tricorder said he was.

Sisko checked the reading again. “Damn,” he whis-pered. One of the two life-signs had disappeared. Now there was only one—Quark. The other had moved out of range, or else had— Pain seared Sisko’s back as he was thrown forward to the slippery deck, his phaser and tricorder both tum-bling away.

Throwing off the shock of the attack, Sisko rolled to his feet, leaping up to face whatever, whoever, had felled him.

An Andorian female. Three meters away. Crouched in fight-ready position, the stark-blue ten-drils of her antennae jutting from her distinctive blue-white, Vulcan-short hair. In one blue hand, she held a golden dagger like the one that injured O’Brien.

His attacker was one of the two sisters Odo had been watching. But which sister, Sisko didn’t know.

The Andorian moved closer, hypnotically waving her dagger in circles, her dark, blue-rimmed eyes absolutely fixed on his own. Sisko could see muscles ripple in her bare blue arms and midriff. She was dressed more for a workout in a zero-G gym than she was for any trade mission, wearing only a snug black leather vest, black leggings, and low-cut gripshoes.

A spasm twisted Sisko’s back where the Andorian had kicked him. The fact she hadn’t stabbed him as she had O’Brien meant she didn’t consider him a wor-thy opponent. She intended to toy with him.

But Sisko was in no mood to be toyed with.

He slapped his hand down to his second phaser, ripped it from its holster strips, and—even as the Andorian launched herself at him with an ear-splitting shriek—fired point-blank.

She collapsed at his feet, her eyes rolled back, her body unmoving.

Sisko kicked the dagger from her limp hand, then twisted her over on her back to keep her nose and mouth clear of the sewage whose level was still rising. The movement of her chest attested to the fact that she was still breathing.

Sisko checked to be sure she had no other weapons, then started for Quark, who was still trussed and help-less, suspended from the ceiling.

Quark’s mouth was moving at warp ten, but say-ing nothing Sisko could hear above the increasing din in the vast chamber. Sisko muttered to himself as he studied the chains from which the Ferengi dan-gled over the sludge tank. “Quark, I don’t know what you did to those people, but—” Sisko stopped sud-denly, remembering. People. And he whirled around just in time to be thrown against the sludge tank, as the second Andorian sister’s hand stabbed at his neck.

This Andorian female was even more threatening than her sibling. While only slightly taller, she was much, much stronger. She wore almost the same outfit as her sister, but her long blue-white hair was pulled back tightly and braided, and the smooth blue skin of her left arm was intricately tattooed in black from wrist to shoulder.

With a shriek even louder than her sister’s, she launched herself at Sisko before he had a chance to regain his balance.

Sisko tried to feint sideways, but stumbled.

The Andorian changed her angle of approach in midair, transferring her momentum into a spinning high kick that struck Sisko’s shoulder, knocking him back against the edge of the sludge tank, so that his arm fell back into it.

Then the Andorian dropped to one knee beside Sisko, raised her hand to deliver a lethal punch-down blow to his chest.

But Sisko summoned all of his strength to fling his arm up, splashing raw sewage in her eyes.

The Andorian screamed as she shrank back from him, her hands clawing at her face.

Sisko twisted away, swinging one of his legs under hers, tripping her, so that she fell to the deck.

Ignoring his still-twinging back, he staggered to his feet.

In a heartbeat, the Andorian’s body flexed power-fully, and she was once again standing upright before him, her blazing, dark eyes intent on revenge.

Sisko reached for his phaser, but it was gone.

The Andorian threw herself at him.

Instinctively, Sisko tucked and rolled toward her, forcing contact before she had anticipated.

He lost his breath in one explosive moment as her foot slammed into his ribs, but then the pressure was gone and he looked up, gasping, in time to see her flailing form flip over him and land in the sewage tank ejecting a fountain of disgusting liquid that struck and soaked Quark as precisely as if the Ferengi had been its chosen target.

Slowly, clutching his side, Sisko struggled to his feet, trying not to laugh because it hurt too much as Quark maniacally spun and sputtered and sprayed droplets of a dark substance whose origin was too ter-rible for Sisko even to contemplate.

“Calm down, Quark,” Sisko finally managed to shout. “I’ll get you down.”

Quark screamed something indecipherable—two words? Sisko couldn’t be sure. But the Ferengi was shaking and swinging back and forth on his chains, clearly panicked by something. Probably the fear of falling into the sludge tank, Sisko decided.

“What?” Sisko called up to Quark. The Ferengi’s neck veins were now bulging as Quark screeched again. But it was impossible to hear him over the incessant rush and roar of the liquids in the pipes all around.

The second Andorian sister was trying to pull her-self toward the edge of the tank, to drag herself out. She was moving so slowly, Sisko doubted she’d cause him any more trouble. He decided to leave Quark to Worf’s security staff, and instead to go back to get O’Brien and deliver him to the Infirmary. Quark might be uncomfortable but he wasn’t in any danger now.

He looked up to wave at Quark to somehow signal him that someone would come back for him, when he finally realized that the Ferengi wasn’t looking at him, but at something beyond him.

With a sudden flash of alarm, Sisko turned about.

A moment too late.

A black shape enveloped him like a tidal wave sink-ing a ship, and the roar of the room fell away into silence as he drowned in a sea of darkness.



CHAPTER 19

“Behind you,” Quark muttered as Benjamin Sisko col-lapsed on the filthy deck of the din-filled water-plant room. “I was trying to say, behind you...”

But, as usual to Quark’s view of things, no one ever paid him any attention until it was too late.

And it was much too late for Sisko, just as it was too late for those ghastly Andorian sisters.

Quark had absolutely no idea who it was who had struck Sisko down. All he knew was that Sisko’s attacker was outfitted in a shiny black, wrinkled, class-two environmental suit, one designed to operate within normal life-support pressure and temperature ranges, and that such a garment was worn usually to protect against biological or chemical contamination. Know-ing this did not make Quark feel any better.

Or smell better, Quark thought bitterly. Ever since something had happened to momentarily interrupt the station’s gravity fields a few minutes ago, the water treatment facility had begun to stink worse that he most likely did, thanks to that clumsy Andorian female and her spectacular fall into the sludge vat. In fact, now that he thought about it, this place smelled even worse than a Medusan moulting pit.

Quark hung motionless in his chains, shutting out the cacophony of the incessant sound of rushing liq-uid, regarding the floor and the latest interloper, as he stoked his internal fires of resentment. Trust the Car-dassians to economize by treating waste water in a centralized location, instead of using personal recy-clers. I mean, Quark thought indignantly, there’s an understandable desire for profit, and then there’s being obsessed by it. And right now, suffering the dis-astrous olfactory consequences arising from the imbe-cilic decision of whichever Cardassian genius thought he’d save some latinum on Terok Nor’s waste-recycling system, he himself would actually be willing to trade a year’s worth of profits from his bar for just one last lungful of fresh air before the stranger in black killed him as he had just killed DS9’s chief executive.

Quark reconsidered the odds. After all, this close to the wormhole, one could never be too certain which prayers were going to be answered. Better make that six months’ worth, Quark amended as he saw Sisko’s murderer heading toward him, toward the sludge vat above which he dangled helpless, head first, and beside which Satr now lay, recovering her breath after climbing out of the vat.

Of the two sisters, Quark remembered thinking when he had first met them that Satr was the cute one. And that the other, Leen, was the smart one. But incredible though it now seemed to him, he had been willing to overlook that classic character flaw in a female. Instead, he had stupidly looked forward to see-ing how long he might be able to prolong negotiations with both Satr and Leen. He’d been in the bartending business long enough to have heard what they said about females with blue skin. And the chance to feel four female Andorian hands on his lobes at the same time had always been a little fantasy of his.

But then Dal Nortron had gone and got himself killed and spoiled everything—he’d had to avoid the sisters instead of cultivating them. Before long Odo had him in protective custody, and then had arrested him, only to let him go just in time to be waylaid by that miserable excuse for a Ferengi—Base. And all to be dragged down here to meet Satr and Leen again.

Quark moaned just recalling the degrading treat-ment he’d been subjected to. His head hurt like the devil, and it wasn’t simply because he had been left hanging by his heels like a Mongonian eelbat for the past day and half.

He’d been a perfect gentlemen with those two Andorian monsters. Even after that ingrate Base had dragged him in a sack through the smugglers’ tunnels and dumped him out in front of Satr and Leen, he’d made the two sisters a completely reasonable request in his most charming manner. Something along the lines of: “Ladies, such a pleasure to see you again. Is it time to do some... business?”

Satr’s reply had involved a sharp elbow in his stom-ach, and Leen had trussed him up in chains like the Friday night special at the Klingon Cafe. It was then that Quark knew for certain that he had been betrayed by them and Base.

Base. The name should have warned him. The little insect had come into Quark’s back office and launched into his oh-so-sincere sales pitch, about how he wanted to protect his investment in the Orbs, how he wanted to make sure Quark stayed safe before, during, and after the auction, how he planned to take care of Satr and Leen personally—and for only an extra eighteen per-cent of Quark’s commission on the auction proceeds.

That percentage had been so out of line that Quark had actually spent twenty minutes negotiating a reduc-tion, never once questioning why it was that Base should be on his side for eighteen percent, when the little gnat could kill him and have a shot at the full one hundred percent.

They had settled on nine-and-a-half. Plus Base could keep half the tips all the bar’s wait staff earned during the days he replaced Quark as barkeep. In the meantime, Quark would be safe behind a sensor mask where no one could find him.

And worst of all, in Quark’s recollection, was that the entire deal had been negotiated in front of his own idiot brother. Base had set the whole thing up so that when Quark disappeared, Rom would dimwittedly think that was part of the plan and would not be con-cerned. No one would be concerned.

As if anyone would anyway, Quark thought with a self-pitying half-sob.

And then, even more humiliating to recall, that conniving Base convinced him to put himself into the sack with an antigrav ballast, supposedly so he could be taken to a safe place deep within the sta-tion.

“Why the sack?” he remembered asking Base.

“For a stinkin’ nine-and-a-half points,” that little vole had squeaked persuasively, “no way you’re going to find out about the perfect hiding place I figured out. But for twelve and-a-half...”

It had been the perfect argument. No hiding place on the station was worth an extra three percent, and like a targ to the Klingon wedding feast, Quark had climbed willingly into the sack, hugging the antigrav, until Base tossed him out on the deck of the water-plant room—and the four female Andorian hands went to work on him in a terrible travesty of his fantasy.

Now, suspended directly above a dark substance which was as good a metaphor for his life as any, Quark mulled over those he considered his enemies as if he were fingering a pocketful of well-worn worry stones.

First, Rom, his idiot brother who betrayed him by letting that half-sized, half-son-of-a-Klingon into Quark’s bar in the first place. Second, Base. Third and fourth, Leen and— Quark saw the black-suited figure below draw a small phaser and shoot Satr with a soundless flash of energy, then splash through the sludge-strewn deck to dispatch Leen next.

Wincing in commiseration for their bad luck, Quark amended his list of enemies, at the same time wonder-ing where the Andorian sisters had hidden their lat-inum. It would be quite a tidy sum for someone fortunate enough to find it.

But not for him. His own luck, no matter how poor it had been, had obviously run out. It was his turn now.

The black figure, face completely obscured by a wrinkled black hood and a full-face breathing mask, looked up at Quark, then adjusted the small phaser’s setting and took careful aim.

Even though he was resigned to his fate and determined to face it as a rational being, Quark instinctively reached back to his childhood lessons from the weekly Celestial Market classes his loving parents had forced him to attend. Trying not to breathe in any more of the noxious fumes that he had to, he reflexively mumbled the Ferengi prayer that was his people’s traditional ward against impending disaster. “All right, this is my final offer...”

But the shooter below was in no mood to negotiate.

He fired.

In one timeless instant, Quark realized that the shooter’s beam wasn’t aimed at him but at the chain that bound his feet.

A second timeless instant later, as he felt his stomach fall up toward his knees, Quark dropped—the chains melted through—straight into the bubbling vat of— “Frinx!” Quark gasped, as a strong hand grabbed him just before he hit the liquid sewage.

Still in midair, he kicked wildly to be free of what was left of the chains still loosely draped around his ankles.

The figure in black deposited him on the deck, standing upright on his own two feet, right beside the motionless body of poor Captain Sisko.

Quark opened his mouth and let loose with a string of invective in the Trading Tongue such that his moo-gie would have scrubbed out his mouth with carapace gel if she had heard a single syllable—swearing like a philanthropist his moogie would call it. Not that any-one could hear him in the roar of the outflow from the system pipes.

The figure in black regarded him impassively, then seemed to come to a decision, stepped back and pulled off his breather mask.

Just as Quark bravely barked out, “I don’t care who the greeb you are. If you’re going to shoot me like the rest of them, go ahead—kill me and be done with it.” He realized that once again—big surprise—the Choir of Celestial Accountants had been braying his name in jest.

The murderer wasn’t male.

He was a female.

Vash.

She delicately wrinkled her button-like human nose at the stench of the place, then yelled out the sweetest words Quark had ever heard—not that he’d ever admit that to her. “Is that any way to talk to your new part-ner?”

“Just what I need,” Quark muttered as he looked at the sprawled bodies of Satr and Leen. “Another new partner...” Then relief flooded through him. Vash was no murderer. The odds were very good that both Andorians were only heavily stunned, not dead.

Vash snapped her breather back into place, then motioned for Quark to follow her.

But much as he wanted to get out of this foul pit, there was something Quark had to do first. He reached down and got a good grip on Captain Sisko’s jacket to drag the unconscious hew-mon toward an open metal staircase beside the sludge vat.

When Vash saw what he was doing, she tried to pull him away, but Quark refused to let go of Sisko. Maybe Satr and Leen deserved to remain in the muck where they fell, and maybe the captain wasn’t the best friend a Ferengi barkeep ever had, but Quark wasn’t about to leave him to drown in such an undignified fashion.

With Vash’s reluctant assistance, Quark hoisted Sisko up on a platform on the staircase, well above the steadily rising sewage.

Motioning to Quark to follow her across the room to the exit, Vash turned to look back at him, pulling aside her breathing mask long enough to shout, “I don’t get it, Quark—what did he ever do for you?”

Breathing heavily as he dragged his boots through the disgusting deck debris—the hew-mon had been surprisingly heavy, and Quark’s body was still telling him how badly abused it had been by its hanging ordeal—Quark looked back down at Sisko. “Nothing,” he said, out of earshot of Vash. She’d never understand anyway. Not that anyone else ever had. Or ever would. “But he never did anything to me, either.”

Even without looking at Vash, he could feel her sus-picion, and he could almost hear her thinking, How could she trust someone who went out of his way to help a Starfleet officer?

Quark wearily cupped a hand to his mouth and yelled ahead to her, as he shook something unmention-able off his foot, “He owes me money!” The terrible thing was, he knew, that there had to be easier ways to earn latinum. But the even worse thing was that, all other things being equal, he hadn’t found it. Yet.

“Stay still and keep your eyes closed,” Vash told him.

In the dimly lit kitchen at the back of his bar, Quark did as he was told. “If you only knew how many times I imagined you saying those words to me,” he mur-mured. Then he heard a frothy hissing noise and was suddenly engulfed in a thick foam. He started to protest, but the medicinal-smelling lather bubbled into his mouth the moment he tried to speak.

“And keep your mouth shut!” Vash snapped.

Quark suddenly felt cold. He started to shiver. As he did, he felt the foam begin to drop off him in clumps.

When his face felt free of bubbles, he risked open-ing one eye. Then the other.

Vash was in front of him, kicking off the last of her environmental suit, a large, carryall duffel bag beside her, along with a pressurized tank and nozzle, dripping foam. Quark could see that portions of her protective suit were covered in rapidly evaporating bubbles as well.

And then he realized with delight that the dreadful stench of the raw sewage was gone. “What is that foam?” He looked down at his suit jacket. It was still wet, but there wasn’t a single stain on it. Neither was there any muck on his boots or on the floor beneath them.

Vash leaned back against an inductor stove with a sigh. “A cleansing agent from Troyius. Their pherom-onal systems are so volatile, they need something that will break down all organic waste completely and instantly—otherwise, they couldn’t leave their planet.”

“Well, that’s fantastic” Quark said admiringly. “Tell me, do they have a good distribution network?”

Vash gave him an odd, measuring look. “Oh, it’s not what you’d call a perfect product. There are a few drawbacks.”

“Really.” Quark grinned. Anything that could eradi-cate all traces of what he had just been through smelled like pure latinum to him. “I can’t imagine what they’d be.”

“That suit of yours—replicated from synthetics?” Vash asked, curious. “Or is it natural?”

Stung by the insult, Quark smoothed the multicolored fabric of his snug, tapestry jacket. “I am a suc-cessful businessman. Of course, all my suits are nat-ural fiber.”

Vash smiled. “You sure?”

Quark glanced down. “AAAAAA!” His jacket and trousers were in the process of melting, consumed by the same polyenzymic action that had neutralized the sewage.

The last curling streamers of his suit flickered out of existence just as he ducked for cover behind a food locker. Quark found himself facing the bulkhead whose small access door led to the unmapped tunnel through which he and Vash had escaped from the water plant.

Leaning out from behind the locker, ears flushed, as naked as a female in public, Quark blustered, “Well, don’t just stand there, woman! Get me something to wear!”

Vash looked up at the lighting panels on the kitchen ceiling. They were dark. Only the emergency glow-strips on the walls were operating. “Bad timing, Quark. My guess is there’s some trouble on the station. I don’t think Garak’s will be open.”

Quark pointed imperiously to the locker behind her. “The locker by the door! Staff uniforms!”

Vash stuck her head in the locker and brought out a clothes holder with a few wispy strands of glitter cloth. “Not your size,” she smirked, “but it’ll bring out the yellow in your eyes.”

Quark fumed. “That’s a dabo costume. Give me a waiter’s suit!”

“Oh, come on,” Vash said as peeked at him through the almost transparent cloth. “You wear something like this, I might stay at the dabo table all night.”

Quark couldn’t help himself. “Really?” He ran the calculations comparing how much someone could lose at dabo in a single night against the irreparable loss of his self-esteem. It was a close call. As the 189th Rule had it: Let others keep their reputation, you keep their latinum. Maybe he had been hasty when he stopped having Female Nights at the bar. Even though Rom had put up such a fuss over wearing a dress the last time...

“I’ll take it under advisement,” Quark said thought-fully. “But now, a waiter’s suit?”

Vash pulled one out of the locker and handed it over to Quark, making a show of covering her eyes. “Don’t worry, I won’t look,” she said. “I just ate.”

The pale-green jacket, brocade vest, and ruksilk shirt were too large, the trousers were too long, and the boots were so large they were almost unwearable. All in all, the lamentably unfashionable outfit reminded Quark of his years as a cabin boy on the old Ferengi freighter, the Latinum Queen. But it would do for now. It had to.

Decently covered, Quark emerged from behind the food locker, his steps necessarily mincing because of the unseen oversized shoes beneath the overlong trousers. “Now what did you say happened to the sta-tion?”

Vash looked him up and down with a broad grin as she hefted her strap-on carryall over her shoulder. But she merely opened the door leading to the main-level room of the bar without commenting on his appear-ance.

The room beyond was dark, but the light from the kitchen in which Quark and Vash stood revealed sev-eral overturned chairs, as if customers had run out of the bar in a hurry. There were still drinks and dishes on the tables.

Quark stepped into the bar. He picked up a glass, sniffed it. Groaned. It had held a Deltan-on-the-Beach cocktail with a full measure of triple-proof Romulan ale. Was Rom trying to ruin him?

“Satr and Leen rigged a Pakled sensor mask in the water plant,” Vash now told him, “so that if anyone went searching for you, you and they wouldn’t show up as lifesigns on anyone’s tricorders.”

Quark looked around his bar. It looked to him as if it had been hit by something much more powerful than a sensor mask. “And that’s not all they arranged,” Vash said as she walked past him to open the closed doors of the bar.

Quark sighed. At least his idiot brother had remem-bered to lock up. Not that it mattered. Beyond the doors, the Promenade, lit only by emergency strips like his bar, looked deserted.

“I’m listening,” Quark said, squinting to see what was in the shadows at the end of the bar, and frowning when he did.

“They also slipped a programming worm into the station’s computer system,” Vash said, turning to reclose the doors to the bar.

“Is that possible?” Quark began walking to the end of the bar.

“A little something they picked up on Bynaus,” Vash said as she turned away from the door. “Until the worm detected someone setting up security screens around the water plant, trying to contain the area, the worm was dormant. The bad new is, once it was trig-gered, it reproduced so quickly it used up all available processing space. All the automatic systems locked up.

They’d have needed a cold start to reset all the com-puters. The good news is there’s no permanent harm done. DS9 should be up and running in about ten min-utes or so.”

“Good,” Quark said, reaching out to touch what he had noticed in the bar’s shadows. “I’d like to see Satr and Leen talk their way out of Odo’s cell this time.”

Vash’s voice suddenly became tense. “Is someone at the bar?”

“Just Morn,” Quark chuckled, affectionately. He poked at the lugubrious alien’s shoulder. His voice became a stage whisper. “Mor-ornnn? Hellooo? Are you in there?”

The huge Lurian snuffled something unintelligible and shifted slightly on the bar stool, driving his mas-sive head deeper into the crook of his well-padded arm, as he remained slumped face-down on the bar. Very faintly, he began to snore, each exhalation accompanied by the pungent perfume of Martian tequila. And judging from the strength of each puff, Quark calculated that at two slips a shot for the extra-premium blend, Morn had had enough this evening to more than pay for a bartender’s brand-new suit—even if Rom hadn’t properly watered the goods.

“Look at him,” Quark crooned. “Sleeping like a baby. A great big, wrinkled, prune-faced baby.”

“Well, wake him up and get him out of here,” Vash said sharply. “We have business to conduct.”

But Quark stood defensively in front of his first, best, and most treasured customer. “I’m sorry, but even 7 have to draw the line somewhere. If Morn wants to sleep on my bar, well then—may the Divine Treasurer bless him and keep him solvent all the days of his life—I am not going to be the one who says no.

Besides, I can charge him half a bar of latinum for rent. And...” he added in a half-whisper, “if we wake him up now, he won’t stop talking for hours.” Quark smoothed his jacket, feeling better than he had since Base came into his bar. “If you want to discuss busi-ness, we can do it down there where we won’t disturb...” His voice softened as he gazed down at the lovable lump of his constant and continuous con-sumer. “... the customer.”

Vash eyed Morn’s hunched-over and snoring body with distaste. She reached out to him, gave his bald scalp a sharp flick with one of her long nails. Morn’s only response was to blow a series of small, quickly popping bubbles from his open mouth.

“Don’t make him drool now,” Quark warned. He took Vash firmly by the arm and led her to the other end of the bar. “Just think of him as part of the furniture.”

“Now,” Quark said as he took his usual place behind the bar, and placed both hands flat on the bartop. “What kind of business did my favorite archaeologist have in mind?”

Vash shrugged off her carryall, carefully lowering it to the deck, then rubbed at the spot on her shoulder where the carryall strap had been. “Not my business, Quark. Your business.”

Quark blinked at her. “I’m not sure I follow. Would you like a reward for rescuing me? I’m sure I can work out an equitable payment schedule, though business has been slow and—”

Quark winced as Vash leaned over the bar and pinched one of his earlobes. Painfully. “Quark! I’m not talking about new business. I’m talking about the rea-son why I risked arrest in three systems to get here as soon as I did.”

Quark’s eyes widened nervously. He pulled back, but Vash did not release her grip on his ear. “You don’t mean... ?”

“Yes, I do,” Vash said. “The Red Orbs of Jalbador. You made it clear you were ready to deal. That’s why I’m here. And that’s why I saved your wrinkled Fer-engi butt.”

“You said you wouldn’t peek!”

Vash increased the pressure on his ear. Quark had to stand on one foot, just to keep his balance, to spare his delicate earflesh. “Listen, Ferengi. I’m serious. When this station comes back on line, security’s going to be all over the place trying to figure out what went wrong. And when they find out I’m not all cozy and warm in the Infirmary, they’re going to come looking for me. And that’s not going to happen, understand? Because I’m going to be on my way with what I came for. Now let’s do it!”

Quark squealed as Vash suddenly yanked up on his earlobe, lifting him right off his feet. Then just as sud-denly she released him, and he fell stomach first onto the bartop. His first thought was to look down the length of the bar at Morn, to make certain at least he wasn’t disturbed. Then he flopped back, regaining his footing.

“It... it’s not that easy...” he stammered, one hand to his injured earlobe.

Vash reached a hand inside a small pouch on her belt as if going for a knife. “Then I suggest you make it easy.”

Quark waved his hands in a vain attempt to deflect whatever it was she was about to cut him with. “I’m just the middleman. The goods are with a... a third party.”

“Then get him down here.”

“I really wish I could. You have no idea. But, the fact of the matter is, he’s dead.”

Vash narrowed her eyes and Quark knew his other ear was doomed. Just knew it.

“Who?” Vash demanded.

“Dal Nortron. The Andorian who came here with Satr and Leen. Those heartless females were his body-guards—and they killed him.”

Vash snorted. “Bodyguards don’t kill their clients. It tends to cut into repeat business.”

Quark was outraged. “Base was my bodyguard, and he sold me out to Satr and Leen!”

Vash held the heel of one hand to her forehead and sighed. “Oh, sleem me... .”

Quark brightened. He sensed a slight lessening in her resolve to do something unspeakable to him. “Maybe your visit doesn’t have to be a total loss. We can work out another deal.”

“Another deal?” Vash leaned over, digging into her carryall from the sound of it. Then she straightened up and slammed a spindle-shaped chunk of dark crystal on the bar. It was maybe two-thirds of a meter tall, a quarter-meter at its widest, top and bottom. And except for the fact that it was oddly dull in the way it reflected what little light there was, it looked exactly like— Quark choked.

“... Oh, no...” he whispered.

“Oh, yes,” Vash said. “A Red Orb of Jalbador.”

Quark could scarcely draw a breath. Shocked. Unprepared. “You mean...” he gasped, “they are real?”

“This one is.” Vash leaned over the bar counter and in the same, moment. Quark leaned back, thus ensuring the continued health of his other, as yet uninjured, ear-lobe. “But without the other two,” she said in disgust, “it’s worse than useless.”

Quark’s business sense quickened. He felt a strong sense of finality within Vash. There would be no more negotiations. He was right.

“Time’s up, Quark. I want the map.”

A commotion behind Vash made Quark’s heart flut-ter like a grubworm on a toothpick, with no hope of escape.

“You mean, this one?” Satr hissed.

Vash wheeled around, phaser already in her hand and aimed behind her.

But the danger was above her, not behind. Satr and Leen—clearly recovered from whatever miserably low-setting stun Vash had used on them—were on the bar’s second level, and the golden dagger Leen now threw down knocked the phaser directly out of Vash’s hand before she could even fire it.

Instantly Satr flipped over the railing, her lithe, tat-tooed body spinning through the air, to land like a feline in a crouch, braced by one hand. In the next instant, the Andorian spun around on both hands and reverse-kicked Vash, sending her skidding across the floor of Quark’s bar.

By the time the archaeologist regained her feet, Leen had slid halfway down the stairway railing to the main level and flipped over to land on her feet, a golden dagger in each hand.

The spectacle of fully-clothed feminine physicality was too much for Quark, and he shivered with forbid-den pleasure. Rather than slide the Red Orb off the bar, he continued to watch the action in anticipation of the females’ killing each other. Yet if even one of them survived, Quark had little doubt that he’d be the next victim.

Satr held up a slender cylinder of amber crystal. “We have the map, Vash. Without it, your Orb is nothing more than a sparkly rock. Let us buy it from you.”

Vash was breathing hard, weaponless, holding her side where Satr had kicked her, but Quark suspected the resourceful archaeologist wouldn’t admit defeat yet. And he was right again.

“Without an Orb, your map might as well be a Fer-engi ear probe. Let me buy the map from you.”

The one thing Quark never forgot was that he was Ferengi. He saw his opportunity and he acted upon it immediately. “Ladies, please... you each have some-thing the other wants. What better situation could there be for striking a deal? A deal, I might add, I’d be glad to broker for just a small commission—”

Leen’s bare blue arm flexed and a golden dagger flashed through the air to pin Quark’s too-large jacket—with him inside it—to die wall.

“Or not...” Quark whispered.

Satr and Leen moved to flank Vash, one heading to either side of her. The archaeologist was forced up against the bar counter, with no way to escape them.

Leen drew a third golden dagger from the set of scabbards at her back, and once again held a wickedly sharp blade in each hand.

Satr tossed her crystal cylinder tauntingly, back and forth, from one hand to the other.

“You want the Orb, I want the map,” Vash said, her eyes moving quickly from one to the other. “The Fer-engi is right. We can work out a deal.”

“Dal Nortron wanted to work out a deal,” Satr sneered. “He hired us, so of course we supported his decision. And then the Ferengi killed him.”

“What?!” Quark protested. “I didn’t kill anyone! I thought you were all lying! That the map was a forgery!”

“You were willing to be the broker at the auction,” Leen said.

“I make no representations as to the suitability of the product for the use to which the purchaser intends—”

“Silence!”

Quark knew much better than to argue with a blue tattooed female. Each intricate black scroll on her arm represented a man she had killed—after having had her way with him. And though Quark suspected he would not necessarily object to the second interaction, he would definitely have issues with the first.

He nodded, not even risking a single word to say he agreed with her.

“If you didn’t kill Nortron,” Vash said, “and the Fer-engi didn’t, then who did?”

“Do I look like the changeling?” Leen snarled viciously.

“We don’t care who killed him,” Satr said quickly, with a sharp glance at her sister. “The fact is, he’s dead. We’re not. So now we do things our way. And we want your Orb.”

“It won’t do any good without knowing where to use it,” Vash countered.

Satr brandished her crystal wand. “This map tells us which world we must take the Orb to.”

“And when we get close enough to the second Orb,” Leen said triumphantly, “the first will glow to lead us along the final path.”

“You actually believe that kragh?” Vash asked.

Quark caught his breath as Satr’s head jerked men-acingly forward like a striking snake. “If you didn’t believe it, you’d sell us your Orb.”

“You wouldn’t believe what I went through to get this,” Vash said, undaunted. “I’m not selling anything.”

The three of them faced each other, drenched in sweat, ready to fight to the death, taut muscles rippling beneath the Andorian sisters’ glistening blue skin, Vash’s long, lustrous hair a dark fountain against creamy-white shoulders... Quark trembled, took a canning breath. He was falling in love, and he didn’t care with which one.

A moment before he had been on the verge of slip-ping to safety and obscurity behind the bar. But now he paused, unsure.

“We’re not selling anything, either,” Satr said.

“Which leaves us only one alternative,” Leen added.

“Exactly,” Base squeaked. “It means I’ll take both!”

“Oh, for—” Quark snorted in disgust, as Base jumped up on the bar waving aloft his comically puny bat’leth. The little betrayer could only have been hid-ing among the crates of glasses across from the repli-cator, waiting for his moment to strike.

Moron, Quark thought. Base would probably last about fifteen seconds against the blue sisters. And Vash would— “What are you?” Satr said.

“Your worst nightmare, bluecheeks,” Base chirped.

Leen hooted at the thought, then suddenly threw both daggers at the minute Ferengi.

And then, to Quark’s utter astonishment, Base twisted his bat’leth in an expert blur and deflected both daggers. He hadn’t even tried to duck.

“I can throw this a skrell of a lot faster than you blues can run,” Base crowed. “Now bring me the map crystal,” he said to Satr. Then he glared at Quark. “And you, you lobeless hunk of greeworm castings, you bring me the Orb.”

Quark tugged at his jacket where its shoulder was still fixed to the wall by Leen’s dagger, trusting Base would see that he was otherwise detained.

But Vash provided distraction enough.

“You backstabbing little hardinak,” she spat at him. “You’re supposed to be working for me!”

“Ha!” Quark said, much that had been unclear at last becoming clear to him. “He was supposed to be working for me!”

“You’re both fools!” Leen snarled.

“We paid him off so he’d work for us!” Satr added.

“Which begs the question,” Vash said. “Who the hell are you working for now?”

Base shrugged his shoulders. “What can I tell you half-wits? With all the latinum you slugs gave me, I finally had enough to go into business for myself.” Base jabbed his thumb against his small chest. “You’d better believe it. I’m pure Ferengi, in it for the profit and nothing else!”

That was too much for Quark. “Oh, will someone step on him and crush him flat.”

Base squealed, enraged, as he whirled around to confront Quark, holding his miniature bat’leth high—relatively speaking—above his head with both hands.

Quark fought to wriggle out of his borrowed jacket, still pinned securely to the wall. The only way that pitiful excuse for a Ferengi would actually kill him was if he died first from embarrassment.

But Vash got to Base first, knocking him straight off the bar to the deck.

Squeaking in outrage, Base rolled to his feet, still waving his bat’leth, but in the wrong direction. Because Satr and Leen now attacked him from behind, Satr sweeping him up in the bare, muscled arms Quark thought had definite potential, Leen drawing her own well-exposed arm back to slap him, and then— —Quark moaned as everything went wrong. Again.

Even though Base’s bat’leth didn’t have the finely honed cutting edges of the traditional Klingon weapon—and he certainly didn’t have the skill to slice an artery or bisect a key muscle group—all he seemed to need to do to cause havoc was make contact between the blade and any part of his opponent’s body, and Ferengi plasma-whip circuits did the rest. Which is just what he did.

Quark watched in disbelief as Base swung the bat’leth wildly at Leen until he provoked her suffi-ciently to reach out to swat it away. At that precise moment of contact with Base’s weapon, the blue Andorian flew back in a shimmering nimbus of disrup-tive neural energy.

Startled, Leen’s sister dropped her prey; he took the opportunity to tuck, roll, and come up swinging, bash-ing Satr across the knees with his bat’leth so that she, too, collapsed in the throes of neural disruption.

Vash still hadn’t regained her feet, and being at Base’s level didn’t have a chance. Quark covered his eyes with both hands, but peered through his fingers, appalled and fascinated at the same time.

After vanquishing his last female enemy with a glancing blow to the ankles, Base now threw back his head and cackled like a mad paultillian as he used his bat’leth like a vaulter’s pole and sprang back up onto the bar.

He swaggered toward Quark.

Quark pulled and struggled mightily, but the barbs on the dagger just wouldn’t let go. He was a sitting Grumpackian tortoise.

“Base, can’t we talk about this?” Quark pleaded.

The little Ferengi spun his bat’leth around his wrist just like Bus Betar in the old Marauder Mo holos. The classic ones, not the remakes. “I don’t think so, frinx-for-brains. For the first time in my life, it’s winner-take-all.” He stopped the bat’leth in midspin, tapped one pudgy finger against the tip of his weapon. “It’s the 242nd Rule, after all... More is good, all is better. Prepare to meet your Accountant.” Then Base raised his weapon. “The Orb is mine. The map is mine. Everything is mine! Do you hear me?! For the first time in my life, Base wins!”

“I don’t think so, you miserable scrap of a sentient being!”

For a moment, Base stopped in midstride, staring at Quark as if those combative words had dared come from his intended victim’s mouth.

Quark shrank down into his oversize green jacket, wondering if he had be stupid enough to utter those words. True as they might be.

And then, as the truth finally dawned on both hunter and hunted, Quark and Base both slowly turned to look at the person who had uttered them.

Morn.

No longer deep in his cups on the bartop.

Instead, the hulking Lurian was on his feet, a gigan-tic dark silhouette looming against the light filtering through the doors to the Promenade.

“Drop the bat’leth,” Morn growled.

“Make me!” Base squeaked back in defiance.

“I will.”

Quark’s mouth dropped open in awe and respect. Not only was Morn his best customer, he was about to senselessly sacrifice his life in a tragic and doomed attempt to save him.

What a noble gesture, Quark thought. A totally inef-fective, inadequate, useless gesture.

If he lived, Quark decided, he’d retire Morn’s stool. Or—even better—charge people extra to sit in it.

“Prepare to die,” Base yodeled.

Morn grunted. “Not today,” he said.

And then, even as tiny Base raised his bat’leth for the attack, Morn swung up his huge arm and— —it snaked out along the bar like golden lightning, until Morn’s immense hand closed on the bat’leth, and crushed it, dropping the shards to the ground, and then snapped back like a tentacle around Base’s scrawny neck, still eerily flowing like the pseudopod of a hew-mon-sized amoeba.

As Base gargled helplessly in Morn’s unforgiving grip, Quark recovered his senses.

“Why didn’t you wait until the little monster had killed me?” he snapped. “Wouldn’t that have given you an even better reason to act, Mom?”

Morn shook his huge wrinkled head once, then soft-ened, melted, into a gelatinous amber statue before resolidifying as Odo, though one Morn-like arm retained its grip on Base.

“Ohhh, you enjoyed that, didn’t you?” Quark accused the shape-shifting constable. “Seeing me almost killed.”

“As a matter of fact, I did,” Odo said. “By the way, Quark, nice suit.”

“That’s not funny.”

“And you’ll notice I’m not laughing. Whatever else is going on around here—and I assure you, I did hear everything—Dal Nortron’s still dead. And if you didn’t kill him, and the Andorians didn’t kill him, then there’s still a murderer walking free on DS9.”

Quark threw up his hands. “Finding murderers is not my job,” he said piously. With much relish, Odo gazed at Base’s stumpy legs kicking frantically as he held the snarling little Ferengi above the deck just high enough to keep Base from connecting with anything solid.

“Fortunately,” Odo said gravely, “it happens to be mine. And in this case, I think my job has just become much simpler.”

Quark saw where Odo was looking—directly at the Red Orb of Jalbador, still sitting on the counter of Quark’s bar. Shocked and appalled, Quark realized he’d forgotten what a Ferengi must never forget. Profit and the potential thereof.

“As a wise man once explained,” the constable said, “all we have to do now to solve the crime is follow the Orb...”



CHAPTER 20

Empty of its lifeblood of people, the station seemed a melancholy place to Sisko.

After five cold restarts, Dax’s computer team still wasn’t rid of whatever type of Bynar code Satr and Leen had input into DS9’s computers, and all internal automated systems remained off-line. Even the main gravity generators hadn’t been brought back into ser-vice. As a result, the banners decorating the Prome-nade all hung at the same skewed angle, and the deck itself was at a slant as if, impossible though it was, the entire station were listing in space.

The litter on the carpeted sections of the deck was a sad reminder of the hasty evacuation of all nonessen-tial station personnel into the habitat ring. And aside from the dim emergency lighting, some fixtures of which were finally beginning to flicker after having been on too long, the only signs of life that remained were the faint sounds of chanting coming from the Bajoran Temple and the opening and closing of the doors to Odo’s office.

Sisko now headed for the Security Office to join the others assembling there.

His ears still rang from the twenty minutes he had stood within the sonic shower, ridding himself of the malodorous sludge of the water-treatment facility, and every muscle in his body still felt the effects of the stun Vash had fired at him. But the physical disorienta-tion he still suffered was not his biggest problem; it was his continued mental confusion. With the uncover-ing of each new piece of the puzzle—the seemingly unconnected and unexplainable events on the station, the one key element that would make sense of them all, was still missing. And that was annoying the hell out of him.

Halfway between the turbolift and the Security Office Sisko turned to see Bashir striding quickly along the corridor toward him.

“How is he?” Sisko asked. Despite every other threat to the station, O’Brien was his first priority. Worf and his security team had been beamed into the water plant the moment the transporter systems had finally been manually tuned. They’d found Sisko, just coming to, and O’Brien unconscious. Sisko had given the order to evacuate the wounded chief to the Infir-mary first.

Bashir’s report offered more mystery. “Interestingly enough, there was another Andorian toxin on the dag-ger that hit him. Not the same one Vash used on her-self, but one intended to incapacitate almost any species. But don’t worry,” the doctor said quickly, see- ing the anxious look that Sisko could not keep from his face, “it’s not fatal. At least, not to Miles. He’s too stubborn.”

The doctor glanced around at the unsettling state of the Promenade as they walked towards Odo’s office. “I suppose you’ve already thought about this—but what happens if the Dominion hears about our condi-tion?”

Sisko had thought about that, right after Worf’s team beamed the chief out to the Infirmary. “Admiral Ross has already dispatched the Bondar and the Gar-neau to provide us support.” “Akira-class,” Bashir said.

Sisko nodded. “They’ll stand up to anything the Dominion can throw at us. At least for the time being.”

They’d reached the doors of the Security Office. Sisko paused before entering, gathering his strength. “Something wrong, Captain?” Bashir asked. Sisko shrugged. “There’s something going on here I don’t understand. And, to be honest, it makes me uneasy.”

“For what it’s worth,” the doctor offered, “when I heard Vash actually had one of the Red Orbs, I thought that explained everything. I mean, I had halfway fig-ured out for myself that the Orbs might be real. So maybe we should look at this as just another one of Quark’s scams—albeit blown up to immense propor-tions because of the potential for... mind-boggling profit.”

Sisko understood, but was unconvinced. “I hope you’re right. A simple explanation is always the best.” “Unless it’s the wrong one, of course,” Bashir added with a charming, self-deprecating smile. Then the door to the Security Office slid open and he stepped through.

Instead of following the doctor, Sisko wheeled about suddenly, aware of eyes upon him. He looked down the corridor to the right, toward the entrance of the Temple where the large, solid, unmistakable form of Prylar Obanak stood in the doorway, arms folded within bright saffron robes, watching.

Both men nodded to each other in silent acknowl-edgment.

Then Sisko turned and entered Odo’s office. He instantly wished he hadn’t. A wall of sound assaulted his still-ringing ears. Odo and Quark were heatedly arguing in the front office. Satr and Leen and Vash were shouting at each other and at anyone who was close to their holding cells. And a particularly irritating high-pitched howl that Sisko had never heard before seemed to be coming from all directions at once.

To save what was left of his hearing, Sisko issued an immediate command prerogative. “BE QUIET! EVERYONE!” In the sudden silence, the fluctuating siren-like howl seemed even louder.

“Is there something wrong with a wall communica-tor?” Sisko struggled not to sound as cross as he felt.

“That’s Base,” Odo said gruffly. “Apparently he’s claustrophobic.”

Sisko lost his battle with his nerves. ‘Tell him if he doesn’t stop that infernal squealing, I’ll have him hauled off to an escape module. And then he’ll know what claustrophobia really feels like.”

Odo almost smiled as he headed for the holding cells off to one side of his office area.

“All right,” Sisko said brusquely to Quark, “where’s the Orb. and where’s the map?”

Quark led Sisko and Bashir to the other side of the constable’s office, where a small doorway led to a secure storage room. The outer wall of the storage room was lined with stasis safes, and one of the safes was open.

But Sisko’s attention was on the storage room’s cen-ter scanning table. On it was a spindle-cut chunk of what appeared to be randomly faceted red glass, and a small amber cylinder.

“That doesn’t look like an Orb,” he said, referring to the red glass-like object. All the Orbs of the Prophets Sisko had seen resembled shimmering hour-glass shapes of solid light. They were so breathtak-ingly compelling, so disorienting, that ages ago Bajoran monks had fashioned jewelled arks to shield and hold them so that they could be carried among the faithful.

“Word has it, it’s only supposed to glow when it’s close to the next Orb,” Quark explained.

Sisko picked up the faceted artifact to examine it more closely. “The next Orb?”

“Actually, there’re supposed to be three,” Quark said. “You use one to find the next one, then use those two to find the third.”

Sisko touched the edge of the artifact, felt nothing, sensed no trace of the Prophets. “I see.” He put the artifact down with a sigh. “And how much were you going to make by allowing this travesty of the Bajoran religion to take place?”

“Captain Sisko,” Quark said emphatically, “I swear I had no idea the Orb was real. I thought I was going to be selling a map. This thing!” He picked up the amber cylinder from the screening table and held it out to Sisko. “That’s all. I make my living from the Bajorans.

Do you really think I’d risk my livelihood by insulting them?”

Sisko took the cylinder from Quark, turned it over in his fingers, still skeptical.

So, apparently, was Bashir. “Vash told Dax and me that an Orb could fetch the kind of money that can buy and sell planets.”

Quark’s eyes widened and he swallowed hard. “Really?” Then he recovered. “But I wasn’t selling an Orb! Just the map! A treasure map! I must sell a half-dozen of them every year!” He faltered, then quickly added, “Not for Orbs, of course. But for the lost planet of Atlantis, missing ships, T’Kon por-tals, Qui’Tu and Vorta Vor. Classic stuff. Nothing more.”

Bashir seemed to be convinced. “I believe him, sir. Especially since the penalties for dealing in Orbs can-not be plea-bargained.”

“Exactly,” Quark said with a shiver. “Why risk get-ting involved with a criminal-justice system that has such a rigid view of wrong and right when they’re so many other ways to... uh, that doesn’t sound right either, does it?”

“Quit while you’re ahead, Quark.” Sisko held up the amber map cylinder. ‘Tell me about this.”

Quark shrugged. “I never saw it till Dal Nortron brought it to the bar the day he arrived. And I told that whole story to Odo just like you told me to.”

“That’s right,” Odo said, making his appearance in the storage room just as Sisko noticed thankfully that Base’s squealing had finally stopped. “According to Quark, the Andorian contacted him to arrange an auc-tion for the map.”

“Where did Nortron say he got it?” Sisko asked.

“He didn’t tell,” Quark answered. “And I didn’t ask. There are some traditions in trade, you know.”

“What’s it a map of, Quark? Or did traditions pre-vent you from asking about that, too?”

“Captain, really. I had to write the promotional copy, didn’t I?”

“And?” Sisko prompted.

Quark sighed dramatically. “According to the Jal-bador legend, the three Red Orbs were scattered so they could never be brought together.”

“Why not?” Sisko asked.

“It’s a legend,” Quark said testily. “Why three wishes? Why a magic greeworm? Someone told a bed-time story once and it got taken way too seriously, if you ask me.”

Sisko waved a hand, realizing it was probably unre-alistic to demand much more depth from Quark’s explanation. “Continue.”

“So—whoever hid them made a map of where they were hidden. End of mystery.”

“Well, that makes no sense,” Bashir complained. “If the Orbs aren’t supposed to ever be found, why make maps? Why not just launch them into the sun?”

Quark rolled his eyes. “Bajorans didn’t have space travel back then, all right? Now, do you want to hear this story or not?”

“It gets better,” Odo pointed out.

“Thank you,” Quark said. “So, the point is, the map Dal Nortron obtained—from whatever source—appar-ently reveals the world on which the second Red Orb is hidden.”

“A world’s a large place to hide something so small,” Sisko said.

“Exactly, Captain. Which means, you need the first Orb to find the second. They react to each other, like a... a location beacon or something. And the thing is, I didn’t know Vash had the first Orb.”

Sisko handed the map cylinder to Odo. “Constable, is there any way we can see what’s on this?”

Odo studied the transparent amber rod. “Looks like a standard Cardassian memory rod...” He walked over to a wall display, pressed a control and a rod holder slid out.

“Quark,” Sisko warned the Ferengi barkeep, “no games now. I’ll accept that you’re too smart to risk alienating the entire Bajoran population. But I need an honest answer.” Sisko tried not to react to Quark’s sud-den look of panic at his use of the word, ‘honest.’ “Who else—smuggler or collector or buyer—is on this station who might have been responsible for Dal Nortron’s murder?”

Only Quark could look contrite, worried, and embarrassed all at the same time. “Captain, I don’t know. The Andorian sisters. Base, of course. Vash. Those are the only ones my inform—I mean, they’re the only ones I’ve seen.”

“Here it is,” the constable said from his position by the display screen.

Sisko left Quark, who likely had nothing more to offer, and walked over to join Odo and Bashir.

The amber cylinder did contain a map, but not of an entire planet. Instead, it outlined a city layout, of streets and dwelling blocks.

And nothing was labeled.

“That’s not going to do anyone any good,” Sisko said.

Odo studied the schematics on the display screen. “Maybe the legend was wrong. Instead of showing a world, the map shows a place on a world.”

“But, Odo,” Bashir said, “there are millions of worlds in the galaxy.”

“Maybe there’s another map that goes with this one,” Odo suggested.

Sisko tried a different approach. “How old is that cylinder?”

Odo tapped a few controls, read a line of Cardassian script. “According to the manufacturer’s code, five years.”

“So this is a copy,” Bashir concluded.

“Of a copy of a copy of a copy,” Sisko added. “And if this truly dates back to ten thousand years ago, when the first Orbs started to appear, then the first version of the map would probably have been carved into rock or—” He stopped and then smiled broadly. “No. It can’t be hidden on any one of millions of worlds.” He turned to the Ferengi and exclaimed, “Quark! You’re right!”

“I am?”

“You said it yourself. Ten millennia ago, Bajorans didn’t have space travel. So the Orbs had to have been hidden on Bajor itself.”

This time it was Bashir who seemed uncon-vinced.’But if the hiding place is Bajor, then why all the interest in a map that supposedly shows some world on which the orbs can be found?”

Sisko wasn’t certain about that, himself, but he didn’t think it was important. “The old Bajoran ideograms can be difficult to translate. They have so many meanings that change according to context. It could be as simple as the phrase, ‘the world,’ meaning the known world of Bajor, having been translated as ‘a world,’ a few thousand years ago.”

Sisko shook his head to ward off any other questions that could sidetrack them again. “In any case, the mystery that should concern us right now is who killed Dal Nortron.”

“Hey, Dad.”

Sisko turned, automatically smiling at the sound of his son’s voice.

Jake and Jadzia stepped cautiously into the storage room of Odo’s security office, neither of them com-fortable with the sharply slanting deck.

“Jake-O, Old Man—who’s minding the store?”

“Worf,” Jadzia said with a playful smile. “We’re running another diagnostic on the computer and I had to get away from those screens for a few minutes.”

Under current conditions, Sisko could accept Jadzia’s presence. But not Jake’s.

“You know you shouldn’t be here,” he told his son. “The whole station’s on gravity alert and I want you back at our quarters to look after Kasidy.”

Jake looked at him as if he were hearing a deliber-ately bad joke. “Like I’m supposed to look after the captain of an interstellar freighter. Sure, that’s just the sort of job for a helpless female.”

Sisko smiled but made his request again. “You know what I mean. I want my family out of harm’s way.”

Jake grinned. “Really? Family? Does Kasidy know about this?”

“Don’t start,” Sisko warned. “Now get moving, and don’t use the turbolifts.”

Jake hesitated, looked at Jadzia, and Jadzia coughed.

Something was obviously going on between them. “All right, you two,” Sisko said. “I know a conspiracy when I see one.”

“Benjamin,” Jadzia said, “just before the computer was compromised, when you had just beamed out to the Defiant, Jake and I were having a... talk.”

“You were in Ops?” Sisko frowned at his son.

Jadzia answered before Jake could. “He’s been help-ing out with the computer restarts, copying files. Ant-ting down subsystems.”

Sisko relaxed, reminded of what he sometimes for-got these days, of all the time Jake used to spend with O’Brien. He gave his son the benefit of the doubt. 1 take it this ‘talk’ was important?”

Jadzia exchanged glances with Jake. “Well, the bud-ding novelist here figured out on his own that someone was trying to sell an Orb, and that the Orb was real. He had a few other interesting conclusions, too, so I thought maybe you could use his input while you’re trying to put all this together.”

Sisko sighed. “Okay. But let’s do that tonight, Jake. Right now, things are still too much up in the air.” He could see the disappointment in his son’s eyes, under-stood how the boy felt, but for now, the station had to come first.

Jake nodded without protest. He wasn’t the only one who was disappointed, though.

“Don’t give me that look, Old Man.”

“A good commander makes full use of all his assets.”

“I see. The conspiracy is turning into a mutiny.” Not for the first time, Sisko observed that Jadzia and Jake were alike in that they both knew exactly how far they could push him, and when they reached that point without success, they backed off without recrimina-tion.

Almost without recrimination.

Jadzia leaned closer and whispered into Sisko’s ear, “I’d watch out, Benjamin. Someday Jake’s going to write a book about you and you do want to come off as one of the good guys, don’t you?”

“Tonight,” Sisko repeated firmly.

Jake said his good-byes to Odo, the doctor, and Quark and then, just before stepping out of the storage room, he glanced up at the display screen with a bright smile. “Hey, you got the interface going!”

Everyone looked at him in surprise, including his father.

“What interface?” Sisko asked.

“With the Cardassian holosuite.” Jake pointed to the display screen. “Isn’t what that is? It sure looks like the layout of the village Nog and I saw.”

“What village?” Odo asked sharply.

“The one on the Bajoran moon.”

Just for a moment, Sisko felt Deep Space 9 wheel crazily around him. And the effect had nothing to do with the canted slant of the deck or with failing gravity.

Without any logic or hard data, he suddenly was certain that the last piece of the puzzle had just fallen into place.

And the truly maddening thing was, it had been there all along.



CHAPTER 21

This is it,” Nog said. Then he looked up at Jake. “Wouldn’t you say?”

Jake studied the holographic image that surrounded him and all the other onlookers in the holosuite at Quark’s. As far as he could tell, it was a close repro-duction of the primitive village he and Nog had seen in the distance four days ago, when they had entered the Cardassian holosuite. Fortunately, the computers that ran Quark’s holosuites were separate from the sta-tion’s, and were still fully operational.

The resolution, however, was low, the sky was an unreal shade of dark purple without stars or Bajor, and the recreation was missing details like an evening breeze and the flickering of lights in the windows. But from the arrangement of the buildings and the sweep of the landscape, Jake would have to say Jadzia had done a great job of turning the two-dimensional map on the Cardassian memory rod into a three-dimen-sional simulation. Best of all, she had adjusted the gravity in the suite to compensate for the station’s list, so that for the first time in almost two hours everyone was standing on level ground.

“I agree,” Jake said. “This is the village we saw.”

He looked over at his father, secretly pleased to be able to make an important contribution to the investi-gation. Especially after being so publicly dismissed in front of so many people—who were now here to see that he wasn’t just the captain’s kid, who had to be kept ‘out of harm’s way.’ Even his father looked impressed. He turned to Odo. “Constable? Theories?”

“I think it’s obvious, Captain. Dal Nortron somehow knew about the Cardassian holosuite in the hidden sec-tion of corridor. He used it to create a simulation of this Bajoran lunar village, no doubt attempting to nar-row down the location of the second Orb.”

“And he was killed for his trouble.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Which brings us back to Vash, Satr, and Leen as suspects. But how could any of them know about the hidden section of the station?”

“You might as well ask how could Nortron?” Odo said. “And again, I think the answer is obvious. The map is recorded on a Cardassian memory rod. That implies Nortron obtained it from a Cardassian source, and that it was a Cardassian who knew about what was hidden on Terok Nor and then told Nortron.”

Even though everything Odo had said sounded rea-sonable, somehow it didn’t strike Jake as right. There had to be another explanation for what had happened. He tried to think about how he would make everything come out if this were a novel he was writing, but unfortunately all that kept springing into his mind was the usual shock ending in which the station com-mander is revealed to be the killer.

Jake suddenly stared at his father, who turned to him as if he sensed the intensity of his son’s gaze. “What is it, Jake?”

“Um, Dad, are we... still following the starfleet changeling-detection protocols?”

Sisko shrugged. “All the time.” Then he grinned as if he could read his son’s mind. “Anyone in particular you suspect?”

“No, not really,” Jake said diffidently.

“Jake,” Sisko said, “if the Dominion was behind any of this, a Jem’Hadar attack wing would have started pounding us the instant our computers went off-line. The fact that we’re still here means this doesn’t have anything at all to do with the Founders.”

But that didn’t sound right to Jake, either. “But it does have something to do with the Cardassians, right? And they’re part of the Dominion, sort of.”

Jadzia looked at Sisko. “See? That’s a good point.”

“No, no, no,” Major Kira suddenly interjected. She had gone off to walk through the simulated village and had just returned. “This reconstruction doesn’t match any village on any of the inhabited Bajoran moons. It’s a fake. A typical Quark forgery.”

“I resent that,” Quark said huffily. “My forgeries are anything but typ—never mind.”

“Captain,” Kira said, “we’re wasting our time with this.”

But Jake could see that Kira’s argument had made his father think of something else. “Just a minute, Major. Let’s accept that this simulation doesn’t match an existing lunar village. But could it match an ancient one?”

“Lunar villages aren’t that ancient, sir. The oldest ones, even going right back to the first landings, would only be a thousand years old.”

Jake understood the reason for his father’s quick smile. It didn’t mean that he was taking what Kira said lightly. His amusement stemmed from the fact that Bajoran culture went so far back that a thousand years to them was like a long weekend to anyone else.

“Forgive me, Major.” Sisko’s apology was sincere. “Rather than ‘ancient,’ let’s say ‘old.’ Could this repre-sent an old lunar village?”

Kira turned around to stare back at the simulation. “Well, the architecture is right, even if the layout isn’t. But if the Red Orbs are supposed to have been split up ten thousand years ago, how could one of them have been buried on a Bajoran moon one thousand years ago?”

“Maybe someone’s keeping track of them,” Jake suggested.

Kira shook her head. “Oh, no, Jake, you can’t have it both ways. Either the Orbs are hidden or they’re not. It doesn’t make sense for anyone to be moving around Orbs that supposedly can never be brought together.”

“Of course,” Bashir said slowly, “there is one way for everyone to be right.”

That the doctor suddenly had everyone’s undivided attention was an understatement. Jake felt a little envi-ous that Bashir and not he might be about to solve the mystery, but he was excited, too, to be here on the spot, as his father’s murder investigation proceeded to its solution, step by step. All of this was vastly preferable to being sequestered somewhere safe while all the really interesting activities on the station were going on without him.

The doctor gave a little bow toward Major Kira. “What if these Orbs are forgeries, but ones manufac-tured a thousand years ago which would give them certain air of authenticity. This would make them rare Bajoran artifacts that could have been hidden a millen-nium ago, and would mean they could still serve as a motive for murder today. At the same time, they would then also not be the legendary, and possibly, apoc-ryphal, Red Orbs of Jalbador.”

“Makes sense to me,” Kira said.

“Except for that Cardassian connection,” Sisko said. “I wish we knew what moon this was supposed to be...” He turned to Jake. “Where was Bajor in the sky?”

Jake and Nog both turned and pointed away from the village. “Up there,” Jake told his father.

“We were beyond the terminator,” Nog added, “but we could still see part of the sunlit side.”

“Computer,” Sisko said, “add Bajor to the night sky, as seen from the Bajoran moon of Baraddo.”

Jake looked up as the purple sky suddenly rippled and turned black, now dotted with twinkling stars. A few moments later, a full Bajor appeared against the stars, green oceans sparkling with the brilliant reflec-tion of Bajor-B’hava-el.

“Too small,” Nog said at once.

“That’s right,” Jake said. “It was twice that size at least.”

Sisko nodded. “Computer, which moon of Bajor would correspond to an apparent diameter of the planet twice the width of what’s displayed now?”

“Unable to comply,” the computer answered. “Li-brary access has been temporarily interrupted.”

Jake knew that meant the computer had tried to con-tact the station’s central computer banks, which were still off-line.

Sisko gave the challenge to Kira. “Major, pick a moon. There’re only five that are inhabited.”

Kira looked troubled. “But some have eccentric orbits... Computer, adjust the sky as seen from the moon of Penraddo.”

Jake watched as Bajor seemed to jump closer in the sky, almost doubling in apparent diameter.

‘That is still not quite right,” Nog said, frowning. “Is there any moon that orbits the planet even closer?”

“Not habitable,” Kira said.

“You mean, not habitable now!” Sisko’s smile was triumphant.

Jake didn’t know what his father was talking about. But Kira apparently did.

“Jeraddo?” she said.

“If I wanted to hide something so that it could never be found,” Sisko said, “what better place than a moon that will kill anyone who tries to land there? Computer: Show Bajor as it would have appeared from the moon of Jeraddo before the moon’s atmosphere was converted.”

Instantly, Bajor jumped even closer in the sky.

“Now that is the right size,” Nog said.

Jake nodded.

But Kira wasn’t convinced. “Jeraddo was only con-verted to an energy source five years ago, not a thou-sand.”

Jake had a sudden flash of inspiration. “Which means,” he said excitedly, “someone could have hid-den the Orb on Jeraddo five years ago! To keep it out of the hands of Whoever’s been trying to find the Orbs and bring them together!”

Kira suddenly developed a pained expression. “Jake, where did that come from?”

Jake could tell that his interruption had surprised her. He was getting more and more used to that reac-tion. It was hard for the adults on the station to stop thinking of him as the little kid they’d always known. And it was hard for him to suppress the ideas he had about just about everything around him.

“Well,” he began explaining enthusiastically, “Jer-addo was converted into an energy moon five years ago. The memory cylinder the map is on is five years old. So maybe the map isn’t a copy—maybe it’s only five years old...” Jake could see Kira wasn’t buying a word. And neither was anyone else. Too bad, Jake thought. It would make a great conspiracy novel. He could even use his father’s suggestion and call it The Cardassian Connection. He could write a whole series. He could... see the almost pitying look on Major Kira’s face. “Never mind,” he said.

“I won’t,” Kira replied. She turned to Sisko. “Shouldn’t we all get back to work?”

Jake could see his father wasn’t ready to let go of this latest lead that he and Nog had provided. “Don’t you have any curiosity for making an even more detailed simulation from the map? Maybe find out exactly where the Orb is hidden?” Sisko asked.

“Absolutely none,” Kira said. “That Orb will never be found because it either doesn’t exist, or if it does, because it’s hidden on Jeraddo. Either way, that map means nothing.”

Jake watched as his father’s glance polled the rest of the group in the holosuite—Odo, Bashir, Quark, even Nog and him. No one else offered an objection to Kira’s conclusion, so neither did Jake.

“All right,” Sisko said. “We move on.”

Jake braced himself for the return of the station’s unbalanced gravity field.

“Computer,” Sisko said, “end program.”

But nothing changed.

“Computer,” Sisko repeated, “end program.”

The simulation remained.

“That Rom” Quark sputtered. “Computer, this is Quark. Implement safety override in holosuite C.”

But again, nothing happened. Quark looked franti-cally back and forth at the unchanging Bajoran lunar village. “We’re doomed,” he said.

“Not yet,” a disembodied voice replied.

Jake looked at Nog as everyone else scanned their surroundings, trying to find the source of the voice.

“Stay calm, and no one will get hurt,” the voice said again.

Jake saw his father and Major Kira turn to look at one another at the same moment.

“Leej Terrell.” To Jake, the way Kira said the name, it sounded like she was cursing.

Then something even more unusual happened. Jake was amazed to see the distant landscape shimmer just for an instant, as three Cardassians—one female and two males, including one who was bald and badly scarred—stepped through the holographic simulation to join the group in the holosuite.

Except they weren’t here to play games.

Each held a Cardassian phaser.

“Thank you, Captain Sisko,” the female said. “You finally found our missing Orb.”
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Sisko stepped between Terrell and his son. If she so much as aims her weapon in Jake’s direction— The Cardassian seemed to recognize the reason for his move. “Noble, Captain, but unnecessary.”

“How did you get in here!” Quark demanded of Ter-rell. “I demand to see your admittance receipt!” And he slapped at her bald associate as Atrig roughly marched through Quark’s ill-fitting green brocade waiter’s suit for possible weapons.

At the same time, Dr. Betan retrieved all communi-cators, along with Jadzia’s tricorder and Jake’s note padd. Sisko’s holosuite party was now completely cut off from the rest of the station, captives of the three Cardassians.

Terrell stared at the indignant Quark. “You don’t recognize me?”

Sisko saw the sudden flash of fear that moved through Quark, as if the Ferengi barkeep did recognize her, but was somehow terrified to acknowledge that fact.

“Should I?” Quark asked.

“I’m not the one to ask,” Terrell said. She turned her attention to Odo. “How about you, shape-shifter?”

“What about me?” Odo growled.

Terrell seemed only amused by his attitude. “Some things never change.” She casually lifted her phaser and shot Odo point-blank.

As the constable fell, Kira’s attempt to run to his side was aborted by Betan’s menacing sweep of his phaser in her direction.

Bashir knelt quickly beside Odo’s fallen form to use his medical tricorder to check the constable’s condi-tion. He looked up at Sisko as Atrig relieved him of the device. “Just stunned.”

“You had no need to do that,” Sisko told Terrell.

But all the Cardassian said was, “You’d be sur-prised, Captain. Whenever Odo permits himself to be captured, I can’t help but be suspicious.”

Terrell spoke as if she knew Odo. That meant to Sisko that it was possible that she had been on DS9 before. Perhaps during the Cardassian Occupation of Bajor. He realized it was also possible that he was looking at yet another piece of the puzzle that involved his people and his station.

Sisko caught the eyes of the rest of his staff and shook his head, to instruct them not to try what Odo had done. He was aware of the frustration that tor-mented all of them—Jadzia, Bashir, Nog, Jake, and especially Kira. But even Quark would realize it was suicide to risk a frontal assault on three phasers.

Terrell approached Sisko. “We’ve been listening to everything you’ve discussed in here,” she said. “AD this talk about Orbs. Do they exist, don’t they exist? Are they a fraud? A forgery? Apocryphal? You’ve been so caught up in the search for the real story about the Orbs that you’ve completely neglected the greater truth.”

Sisko watched her closely, waiting for her to show the slightest inattention to her weapon. If he could get it then the odds would be closer to even.

“What greater truth?” he asked. He didn’t care what she gave as an answer. He only wanted to keep her talk-ing, to increase the odds she’d be distracted. Having Jake here under these conditions was just as harrowing as when Kasidy had been with him on the Defiant. One way or another, these threats to his family had to end.

“Captain Sisko... Emissary,” Terrell said mock-ingly. “You’re familiar with the Orbs the Bajorans call the Tears of the Prophets. Tell me, where do those Blue Orbs come from?”

Sisko stared at her, measuring her, judging her. He would not play her game.

‘That’s right,” she said, as if content to conduct both sides of the conversation herself. “The Celestial Tem-ple. Jalkaree. The wormhole.” Her narrow, gray face twisted into an unpleasant smile. “So, where do you think the Red Orbs come from?

“Correct again,” Terrell said, without even waiting for Sisko to respond. “See how easy this is? They come from another wormhole. You see, Captain, it turns out you weren’t the first to discover the worm-hole in the Bajoran system. Or, rather, should I say, you weren’t the first to discover the first wormhole. Because there are two of them. Care to make a com-ment now?”

Sisko shot a glance at Jadzia, but the scientist shook her head, her expression of disbelief confirming what he already knew. “That’s impossible,” he said.

“There can’t be two,” Jadzia added. “The entire Bajoran sector’s been subjected to one of the most intensive subspace structural analyses the Federation has ever undertaken. I helped design the project. There is no second wormhole.”

The Cardassian sneered at Jadzia, “I don’t suppose that thorough analysis of yours included the effects of the three Orbs of Jalbador? No? I didn’t think so.”

“You’re lying,” Kira cried. “There is only one Celes-tial Temple and the Prophets are those who dwell within it!”

Without even glancing at her target, the Cardassian swept out her arm and smashed her phaser across Kira’s face, knocking the Bajoran officer down beside Odo’s still form. Blood trickled from the ridges of Kira’s nose.

Sisko lunged forward, ignoring his own order, only to be stopped by a phaser burst at his feet and the real-ization that Atrig’s next shot would hit Jake.

Bashir helped Kira to her feet as Terrell said coldly. “Spare me the superstitious prattle, Bajoran. Do you think yours is the first planet of simpletons who have been toyed with by a more advanced species? Your Prophets are exploitive aliens and they’ve treated your world like their own personal chess board for twenty millennia. You people are nothing but their pawns. You’ve all been bred for ignorance and servility and— for all you know—pure entertainment.”

“That is enough!” Sisko shouted. His voice was oddly flat in the dead air of the simulated holographic village, but it was loud enough to make his point.

Terrell’s phaser swung back to cover him. “Of course it’s enough. This dismal creature doesn’t have the mental capacity to understand the truth. But you. Captain, and your Federation... you understand You’ve always known about the corruption poised to consume the souls of those races that dare to think of themselves as gods. Why else would you hive your Prime Directive except to spare yourselves that fate?”

Sisko shuddered as Terrell favored him with a look of approval. “That’s one of the few things we Cardas-sians admire about your kind, you know. The Prime Directive. It shows that at some point you were like us—an ethical race. Your downfall, though, is that you lack the moral strength to distinguish between true sentient beings—like the Vulcans—and simple stock Like the Bajorans, who have been so debased by their Prophets that—”

Kira pushed Bashir aside, launched herself at Ter-rell, arms outstretched, her hands her only weapons.

She almost reached the startled Cardassian. But Dr. Betan caught her in time, spun her around, and shoved xt forward, where Atrig stunned her with his phaser.

Kira collapsed instantly, her body sprawling awk-wardly across the holographic rocks.

“The rest of you. Get down on your knees,” Dr. Betan ordered crisply. “With your hands on your heads.”

No one in Sisko’s party moved, their eyes all on Kira. The stun had been a heavy one.

Dr. Betan pointed his phaser at Bashir’s head, close enough that even a stun would be fatal. “We only need one of you to answer our questions. No loss to us if the rest have to die.”

At that moment, Kira stirred and faintly moaned.

Thanking the Prophets, Sisko took action. He had to learn what questions the Cardassians needed answered. If there was anything he knew that they didn’t, then in some small way he would have power over them.

Knowing his people had to be his first priority, Sisko knelt on the stones then, beneath the night sky and the brilliance of a full Bajor. And he placed his hands on his head.

The others immediately followed the example of their commander.

“Ask your questions,” Sisko said to Terrell.

She looked pleased at his compliance. “You and I are alike, you know. You’ve seen the Blue Orbs. You’ve contacted the wormhole aliens. In my way, I’ve shared those experiences.”

“If you really had,” Sisko said, “you would find it impossible to behave as you do.”

Terrell cocked her head. “You surprise me, Captain. You know that’s not true. You’ve devoted many of the scientific assets of this station to the study of the Blue Orbs. Each month I read an intercept of the latest installment of the never-ending report this Trill scien-tist of yours is compiling. And I want you to know, I understand. The Orbs are the artifacts of an advanced civilization. You’re compelled to study them, just as we were when we discovered them on Bajor. But then again, we found more than just the Blue Orbs. We also found a red one. And do you know one of the things that distinguishes a Red Orb from a Blue? Other than the color, of course.”

Sisko remained silent as before. The more she talked the more chance he had to learn what he knew that they didn’t.

“Verteron traces,” she said proudly. ‘That’s what gives the Red Orb its color—a subspace-particle colli-sion that traps chromic oxide atoms in a solidified energy vortex.”

The sound of her voice rattling on while Major Kira lay untended not a meter away, made Sisko’s head ache. How soon would it be before Worf would won-der why the meeting in the holosuite was taking so long?

“Not actually solidified energy, of course,” Terrell said with a chuckle, “but one with a relativistic rate of temporal decay a billion times slower than the local inertial frame of reference. Am I boring you, Cap-tain?”

“You’ll never be able to leave this station,” Sisko said challengingly. The safety of his people depended upon his keeping her off-balance, distracted until Worf could make his move.

Terrell’s harsh, barking laugh was scornful. “My people built this station. We know more about it than you ever will.”

The Cardassian waved her phaser at Quark, who ducked forward, lowering his head to his knees, his eyes tightly shut, expecting the worst. When it didn’t come, he opened them one at a time to find Terrell regarding him with amusement. “Those smugglers’ tunnels that you use for all your petty crimes, how do you think they came to be built, Ferengi? Because the designers of Terok Nor made an error? Or at the com-mand of the Obsidian Order?”

Quark whimpered at the dreaded name and closed his eyes again.

“There is no Obsidian Order anymore,” Sisko said.

Terrell shrugged, as if she were beginning to lose interest in their conversation. “They had outlived their usefulness. But rest assured a dozen other groups are now battling to see who will emerge as the Order’s replacement on the Detapa Council.”

Sisko strove to regain her attention. “Do you hon-estly think the Dominion will allow any group to attain the power of the Obsidian Order?”

Provoked, as he had hoped, Terrell threw the ques-tion back at him. “Do you think Cardassian patriots will allow their home to be enslaved by the Founders forever?” She shook her head in contempt. “In one guise or another, Captain, the Order will be reborn. Just as Cardassia will throw off her oppressors. And the key to this great new victory is the second worm-hole in the Bajoran system.”

“But what you’re saying is impossible!” Sisko said quickly. Inwardly, he sighed with relief as the Cardas-sian picked up the challenge and began talking rapidly, intensely.

“Captain, / studied the Red Orb. Right here. On this station. That single Red Orb had verteron traces differ-ent from those of the Blue Orbs. We were able to tell from those traces that it had been exposed to multiple bursts of negative energy—exactly the energy signa-ture created by the sudden intrusion of a wormhole into normal space-time. A form of hyperdimensional Cerenkov radiation, if you will. But where the Blue Orbs contained very slight verteron tracks—almost impossible to measure—the Red Orb had multiple tracks. And that meant that though it was possible the Blue Orbs might have passed through a wormhole once—whatever the Orbs were, wherever they had come from—there was no doubt the red one had been close to an opening wormhole many times.

“You can see why that Orb captured the interest of everyone in the rarefied assemblage of the Order’s sci-ence directorate. Somehow, that Red Orb could be the key to actually creating a wormhole.”

Sisko’s eyes widened with her next words. He tried not to look at Jake and Nog, praying that they would not speak or draw the Cardassian’s attention to them.

“I set up my lab right here on Terok Nor,” Terrell said. “In that hidden section of corridor you found. But it wasn’t hidden from you. It was hidden from Gul Dukat, who never had a clue as to what I was doing here. And it was in that lab, with that Red Orb con-nected to a... well, let’s just say, the right equipment, that I was able to release just enough of the solidified energy trapped within it. What I am saying, Captain Sisko, is that / was the first to create a wormhole pre-cursor field—a thinning of the surface tension of space-time such that only a small push would be required to break through into a nonlinear realm. The realm of—”

Sisko’s arms dropped to his side. He regarded Ter-rell with amazement. “Are you saying you made con-tact with the Prophets?”

“The aliens!” Terrell snapped. She gestured with her phaser and Sisko placed his hands on his head again. “Wormhole aliens. Not face to face, but oh, they were in there. And they contacted us before we could contact them. Some of us could hear their thoughts. Almost all of us could see the images they created for us, enticing us into their realm as they opened door-ways to whatever place it was we each most wanted to go. Disturbing, wouldn’t you say? An alien race reach-ing into our minds, knowing our deepest desires like that?”

“Sounds like something only the gods would know,” Sisko said softly.

Terrell’s response was harsh and blunt. “It’s also something that could be known by telepaths. Tele-pathic aliens with a perverted desire to make less-advanced beings worship them.”

The Cardassian looked away from him, up to the holographic image of Bajor in the simulated night sky. “But even knowing what we were dealing with, there were those on my research team who heard the aliens’ voices and... obeyed them, stepping through the pre-cursor membrane.”

Terrell closed her eyes for an instant. Sisko saw Atrig and Dr. Betan look at her with concern. “Most never came back.”

Sisko seized the opportunity to make eye contact with Bashir and Nog, who gave him imperceptible nods of agreement. Even though they were on their knees, they were ready to move the instant he judged the Cardassians’ weapons would not be a threat. Sisko wished there were some way he could signal Jake to run for cover ahead of time.

“And then, when we were so close—” Terrell was now so caught up in completing her story that she had begun to pace back and forth. The gaze of her two associates followed her as she continued to speak, “—when / was so close to finally controlling the Red Orb’s energy, the order came to withdraw from Bajor. Who knows the reason? I think it was because the patience of the Cardassian people had reached an end. Here we had spent decades and the lives of so many good soldiers and trillions of bars of latinum to help restore some semblance of order to this ungrateful world, and still its pathetic natives resisted us. What was the point of continuing? If the Bajorans wanted to remain the playthings of the alien telepaths they called the Prophets, then at some point we had to say, ‘Enough.’ We can’t save everyone. We couldn’t save them from themselves. Anymore than we can save you from yourselves.”

Sisko shifted his knees against the rough stones, getting ready, still forced to listen to the Cardassian’s self-serving, offensive recollection without objec-tion.

“I knew I couldn’t leave my lab behind for the Bajo-rans to discover,” Terrell mused thoughtfully. “As chal-lenged as they are, some of them have a certain natural, Pakled-like aptitude for machinery. They would never have understood the subtle complexities of subspace manipulation, but they might have been able to duplicate my equipment and quite by accident stumble upon a method for completing it. For that rea-son, the Obsidian Order gave the command to have the station self-destruct once all Cardassian personnel had been evacuated.”

Sisko couldn’t help the retort that rose to his lips. “So the station’s continued existence is yet another example of the Order’s effectiveness.”

Terrell paused for a moment in her pacing, idly rubbed her thumb against the force selector switch on her phaser. Sisko heard the series of faint clicks that indicated the selector was dialling through its possible settings, like the spinning of a dabo wheel. “Captain, you’re an intelligent being. The ability to open an arti-ficial, stable wormhole between any two points in the galaxy, perhaps in the universe, would be the ultimate defense against aggression. Cardassian fleets could take off from Cardassia Prime and in minutes be in the atmosphere of any enemy’s homeworld, having com-pletely bypassed all that world’s defenses.”

Though he did not comment on what Terrell was saying, Sisko was perfectly aware of what wormhole technology offered the galaxy—or, in the eyes of some within Starfleet, how it threatened the galaxy.

“In a day,” Terrell said calmly, “the Dominion would cease to exist. In a week, the Alpha and Beta Quadrants would begin an era of peace unsurpassed in galactic history.”

Terrell now crouched down beside him. Sisko sup-pressed the urge to draw back from her in distaste. “You see, I know what drives humans to join Starfleet. I even know what you are, Captain. You’re an explorer, a dreamer, someone who needs to propel his species beyond all limits of knowledge. In other words, you are just like me... like any other Cardassian.”

“Don’t count on it,” Sisko said grimly. Surely Worf had had enough time to make his realization. He could feel the eyes of his own staff on him, expectant.

Terrell gave his shoulder an indulgent pat, and then stood up again. “You’ll see. When the Dominion has been crushed. When the Pax Cardassia embraces all our worlds. When a bold new age of peaceful explo-ration and development of the galaxy has begun. I’ve no doubt you’ll be there. On the bridge of a Cardassian science vessel or one of your own, it doesn’t matter. Because we will all be joined in a common cause—”

“Never.”

But Terrell was no longer listening to him. She was looking up once again at the simulated Bajor. “Com-puter, download current program to memory channel Alpha Prime. Authorization, Terrell, level 9, Green.”

When the computer responded, Sisko was surprised to hear not the voice of Quark’s holosuite management unit but the station’s own synthetic voice.

Terrell smiled at his reaction. “The Andorians weren’t the only ones to augment your station’s com-puters with their own codes,” she said. ‘Terok Nor will remain nonoperational until I have completed my mis-sion.”

“What is your mission?!” Sisko demanded. There was no time left for subtlety.

And, as if she felt the same way, Terrell finally told him. “The one thing that held back my work,” she said, “was the fact that I only had one Red Orb. After all, Bajoran legends say that the doorway to Jalbador shall be opened only when all three are brought together. But in sixty years, the entire might of Car-dassia could only locate one of those three. Until Quark so helpfully announced that he had a map to sell.”

“This is not my fault!” Quark said vehemently.

“Calm down, Ferengi. You’ll be a hero to my people if to no one else.”

“So what?” Quark grumbled. “That and a slip of lat-inum aren’t even worth a slip of latinum.”

“So,” Terrell continued for Sisko’s benefit, “with the chance to find a second Red Orb—which could possi-bly provide the means to recover the Orb lost on the Day of Withdrawal—it was time for me to return to my old home.

“And that is my mission, Captain Sisko. To obtain the three Red Orbs. To wrest from them the secret of creating a translocatable wormhole. And then, finally, to destroy the aliens within it so its full power will be in the hands of the greatest force for galactic peace ever imagined.”

Sisko heard the station’s computer voice again. “Program-transfer completed.”

“End program,” Terrell said, and the crude recon-struction of the Jeraddon lunar village began to dis-solve.

The familiar hardness of the holosuite’s smooth deck replaced the rough stones previously beneath Sisko’s knees. The lighting brightened. In the green glow from the standby holoprojectors, the three Car-dassians resembled supernatural beings emerging from some alien pit.

But all Sisko was conscious of was that at last he knew what Terrell’s weakness was. “You lost an Orb,” he said, making his statement an accusation.

“I prefer to think of it as... misplaced,” she said, her attention alarmingly now focused on Jake. “But the fact that your internal reports are full of references to the ‘lost Cardassian holosuite’ leads me to believe that the Red Orb is nearby, its residual power still with enough of a contact to my old lab to maintain the pre-cursor condition.”

Terrell poked Jake’s shoulder with her phaser. “You weren’t in a holosuite, young human. You were look-ing at visions of what you wanted most, created by the wormhole aliens to lure you into their realm.” She looked back to Sisko, whose heart was pounding at the Cardassian’s closeness to his son. “And if the Red Orb had still been connected to my equipment, your son might have stepped through the boundary layer into that realm and been lost forever.”

And as quickly, as unexpectedly as that, it all came together for Sisko. Everything Terrell had said and, more importantly, what she had not said. He took a deep breath. “I know the questions you need answered,” he said. He nodded at the other prisoners.

“Let them go.”

“And you’ll tell me everything I want to know?”

“Yes,” Sisko said. It was not a lie, and it was not capitulation. The truth was, he could answer her ques-tions now, but she would not be able to use what he told her.

“Very well,” Terrell said. She aimed her phaser at Jake. “But you will tell me everything I want to know before I let everyone go. Or I will kill them all, starting with this one.”

It took all of Sisko’s self-control not to respond automatically. He told himself her threat was hollow. After all, she could have killed everyone but him the moment she and Atrig and Dr. Betan made their pres-ence known. But she didn’t. Could it be she actually does see herself as a force for peace? he asked him-self. In her twisted mind, is there really some ethical compunction not to kill?

He made his decision. “You don’t want to kill them, Terrell. You told me yourself. You’re a scientist, an explorer. All you really want is information. And I will give it to you. Once I know my son and the rest of my people are safe.”

His eyes met hers without flinching.

‘Terrell,” Dr. Betan warned. “You can’t trust him.”

Terrell didn’t turn away from Sisko’s steady gaze. She motioned him to rise to his feet. “I believe I can. Computer: Run Odo Ital, One.”

At once, the holosuite became a duplicate of the sta-tion’s security office. Sisko looked around carefully, noting that it was not an exact duplicate. Some of the wall displays were different. And the Promenade beyond the transparent door panels was drab, washed out by dim blue light. Then he realized where he was, and when.

“Odo’s office from the time of the Occupation,” he said.

“Fitting, don’t you think?” Terrell said. She gestured to Atrig and Dr. Betan to move the rest of their prison-ers into the simulated holding cells.

Sisko heard Quark’s indignant protest, “This is not one of my programs.”

“The systems of Terok Nor are integrated in ways you can’t imagine,” Terrell said to Sisko in explana-tion.

“The Obsidian Order?” Sisko said, rather than asked.

“Precisely, Captain. As you know, to observe every-one all the time requires immense computational abil-ity. Even these holosuites are connected to the station’s main computers, though not by links any of your engi-neers would ever suspect.”

The last prisoner to be locked up was Odo. By now, the constable had regained consciousness, though he was still groggy. Atrig and Dr. Betan pushed him into the last cell, then activated the force field.

Now, only Sisko and the three Cardassians were free.

Sisko stood outside the force field sealing the hold-ing cells. He looked at Jake.

“Satisfied?” Terrell asked.

“How long will this simulation run?” Sisko asked.

“Thirteen hours. More than enough time for me to go where I need to go next, and for you to tell me what I need to know.”

Sisko stiffened. She was changing the rules on him again. “Why don’t I tell you what you need to know, and then you go wherever it is you have to go.”

Terrell shook her head. “I’m willing to trust you. Captain. But only to a point.”

She lifted her wrist communicator. ‘This is Terrell. Four to beam out. Energize.”

And then, before Sisko could protest or even say a last word to Jake, he was lifted out of Deep Space 9, on his way to wherever it was that Terrell needed him to go.



CHAPTER 23

The moon of Jeraddo was a seething crimson orb of gas wreathed in violent, thousand-kilometer filaments of blazing-blue lightning.

Three years ago, the moon’s molten core had been tapped to produce power for Bajor, the world it orbited, an ingenious concept first developed by the Klingons. Decades ago, that initial concept’s design flaws had caused the spectacular destruction of the Empire’s main generation facility on the moon of Praxis. The flaws had since been corrected by assidu-ous Federation engineers focusing a low-level sub-space inversion field on the moon’s core. As a result, the normal convection of heat generated by the decay of natural radioactives had been accelerated a thou-sandfold.

In less than a year, the end result of the convection would have been to turn the entire moon into molten rock. But a clever feedback loop allowed the excess heat of the moon’s core to be shunted into subspace and collected by orbiting conversion platforms. There, the enormous energy imbalance was transformed. Extremely high-frequency subspace waves were changed to more-easily-controlled midrange frequen-cies, which could be safely transmitted to Bajor’s power grid.

The engineers who maintained the system likened it to setting off an antimatter bomb in a flimsy wooden box, and then only allowing the energy to escape through a very small hole in one side. The slightest miscalculation could result in the sudden release of all the energy at once, vaporizing the box—or, in this case, Jeraddo and whatever hemisphere of Bajor it was over at the time. But as long as everything performed according to specs, Jeraddo would be providing power to Bajor for the next thousand years.

And the only cost for that benefit was that what had once been an inhabited class-M moon, was now a class-Y demon world on which an unprotected visitor would live for less time than it took to draw a breath. Whether death would come from the toxic corrosive crimson clouds, the sudden atmospheric pressure waves of 1200-degrees-Celsius heat, or the wildly fluctuating gravity fields that were a byproduct of the subspace inversion at the moon’s core no one could predict. Nor did anyone particularly care. All possibili-ties were equally unpleasant and equally fatal.

The ship that now took up a nonstandard orbit around the hellish moon appeared to be an ordinary Sagittarian cruiser, its gleaming yellow hull making electric contrast with Jeraddo’s red clouds.

The cruiser was as long as the Defiant but no more than half its width. For redundancy—not efficiency— its back third was ringed by four half-size warp nacelles. Its middle third was covered almost com-pletely with pressure hatches for twenty-four escape modules—one for every five passengers and crew, though each had seating and supplies for ten. And the front third was thick with ablative shielding on its for-ward surfaces. Any impact with an unexpected body would first be absorbed by the hull, then by the “crush zone” provided by the forward cargo storage holds. All was designed to protect the all-important passenger cabins amidships.

In short, it was a typical conservative, civilian ship, designed for safety above all else.

Which is why it looked so out of place this close to Jeraddo, a world where even establishing a standard orbit risked the survival of a ship.

Inside the cruiser, though, Sisko had a better sense of the vessel’s survivability. Though it looked Sagittar-ian on the outside, it was pure Cardassian within.

“A Chimera-class, vessel” Terrell had called it. She and Sisko both knew that in times of war, a neutral vessel could be a much safer means of transportation. Especially when it was liberally outfitted with hidden weapons and capable of outrunning almost any other ship in the sector.

“You actually plan to beam down there?” Sisko asked as he watched a false-color image of the moon’s hidden surface scroll across the main bridge viewer of Terrell’s cruiser. Though the thick clouds of the moon prevented any direct visual observation of its surface, the cruiser’s sensors had no difficulty picking up ground detail.

“We’ve found the abandoned village,” Terrell said. She was in the command chair—an imposing black structure that had the silhouette of a looming bat. Atrig was her navigator, seated at a forward console. Sisko didn’t know where Dr. Betan was.”And from the details on that map, we can narrow down the Orb’s; location to perhaps a square kilometer surface area, and search.”

“I’m curious,” Sisko said.

“I should hope so,” Terrell replied.

“How did you manage to misplace an Orb on the station and have it turn up on this moon?”

Terrell stood up from her chair. Typical of Cardas-sian design, the chair was mounted on a meter-high platform so that the commander would always be above the crew. “It’s not the same Orb, Captain. It’s the second. When I find it, then I can return to Terok Nor and find the first.”

“And then what?”

“And then, with Vash’s Orb I will have all three, and I will not need equipment to open a wormhole. According to the ancient texts we’ve deciphered, I merely have to bring the three Orbs together... any-where I choose.” She stepped down from her com-mand platform and walked forward to Atrig’s navigation console to check the readings on his dis-play. “We’re coming up on the village now.”

On the viewer, Sisko detected a grouping of primi-tive, blocky structures slide into view, arranged just as he recalled seeing on Dal Nortron’s map. Though the crisp layout of the village seemed to be obscured, somehow.

“Is that debris?” he asked.

Terrell made more adjustments on the console and the sensor image of the village expanded on the screen and became more detailed.

“Some of the buildings appear to have collapsed,” Terrell observed. “But with the winds and the gravity fluctuations, that’s to be expected.”

A door slipped open, and Dr. Betan walked slowly onto the bridge. He was wearing a bulky Cardassian environmental suit, shiny green-black in color, made up of curved segments to look even more like a bee-tle’s carapace than any other Cardassian uniform Sisko had seen.

In his gloved hands, Dr. Betan carried the red hourglass-shaped crystal which Vash had brought to DS9. Sisko was startled to see that it wasn’t as impen-etrably dark as it had first appeared to be.

“See that?” Terrell said. “That glow inside?” She looked at Sisko. “It means it’s getting closer to its missing mate.”

“You seem to have everything under control,” Sisko said.

“Not quite,” Terrell said curtly. “You still have to answer my questions.”

Sisko had known that was coming. “You won’t like the answers.”

“I think I will. Because if you’re thinking of disap-pointing me, remember that Terok Nor is still running under manual-control conditions, and it will be several hours before anyone goes looking for your missing staff and your son. They are right where I left them— which makes them easy for me to find.”

“All right. You want to know how to negotiate with the wormhole aliens,” Sisko said.

Terrell nodded. “I know the science of wormholes. But the aliens are an X-factor. You’ve dealt with them and returned. My people never did. What’s your secret?”

Dr. Betan pressed a small control on a side bulkhead and a panel beside a small transporter platform skid open to reveal four environmental suits in storage racks. Terrell gestured to them. “We don’t have much time.”

Sisko went to the suit Dr. Betan pointed out It seemed to be the right size.

“There is no secret,” he said. “The Prophets—the aliens—are in complete control the entire time. They initiate contact. They control the length of contact. And then they terminate contact.” He stepped into the trouser section of the suit, and then watched as the imbedded pressure rings expanded to extend the legs to the proper length.

Terrell’s voice was tense. “Then under what condi-tions could you see them refusing to let a traveler leave their wormhole?”

Sisko held up his arms so Dr. Betan could slide the chest piece over his head.

‘Terrell, you told me I was too caught up in think-ing about the Orbs. What if you’re too caught up in thinking about the wormhole as simply another dimen-sion?”

Terrell was more used to the suits than was Sisko. She was already dressed, needing only to attach her helmet. “Explain.”

“The Bajorans believe their wormhole, the Blue Wormhole, is the home of their gods. In a sense, it’s their heaven. But if you’ve truly discovered a second wormhole...”

“Don’t even suggest it,” Terrell threatened. “Heaven and hell, as you call them—supernatural realms of eternal reward and eternal punishment—are not wor-thy of scientific discussion or consideration.” She strode over to Sisko and lifted a helmet from the rack behind him. “Life is everywhere in our universe, Cap-tain. In the most unlikely ecological niche, on almost every world, we find something that qualifies as living matter. Why can’t you accept that different dimen-sional realms also harbor life, without having to invoke superstition?”

“Just a suggestion,” Sisko said. “The Prophets or aliens or whatever you’d like to call them can be unnerving, I’ll admit. And I don’t usually have any idea what it is they want when they contact me. But they’ve never kept me in their realm against my will. Why they, or beings like them, didn’t allow your peo-ple to return, I can’t say.”

“Keep thinking,” Terrell said tersely as she snapped Sisko’s helmet closed and sealed it. The helmet was a hemisphere of something transparent that curved from a shell-like shoulder unit. At once, all sound was muf-fled except for the rasp of Terrell and Dr. Betan breath-ing over the suit’s comm link, and Terrell’s voice. “I’m sure you’ll come up with something more useful in the next hour.”

“Why an hour?”

“Because that’s just about how long these suits will stand up to the corrosive atmosphere down there.” She stepped up on the transporter platform at the side of the bridge. Sisko saw Dr. Betan do the same and followed.

Here we go, Sisko thought.

“Atrig,” Terrell said tensely. “Energize.”

And then Sisko dissolved into light, and reformed in absolute darkness.



CHAPTER 24

Quark didn’t know what made him feel worse. The fact that Captain Sisko had been kidnapped by crazed Cardassians who might soon have the means to con-quer the galaxy, or the fact that his holosuites were wired into the station’s main computers and apparently had far more computational capability than he had ever dreamed of, let alone charged for, in the past ten years.

He lightly moved his finger toward the open area at the front of his holding cell and marveled again at the sudden shock of the simulated security forcefield. “Amazing,” he said.

“Oh, be quiet,” Odo grumbled.

The changeling was sitting on the edge of the bunk at the back of the cell, holding his head.

“Well, I see you’re back to being your old self,” Quark said.

“Quark, I’m warning you...”

“No need. No need. In fact, I’m going to be espe-cially nice to you while we’re in here.”

Quark loved the way Odo looked up at him then. The constable was so easy to bait.

“And why would that be?” Odo asked, sounding as if he already regretted saying anything at all.

“Because we’re finally in a position where everyone will have to listen to me, and you can’t walk out, or threaten to haul me off to your office.”

“You’re babbling, Quark.”

Quark went back to the cell opening and called out to the others. “Excuse me! Can I have everyone’s attention, please?”

The cell across from Quark’s held Bashir, Kira, and Jadzia. Jake and Nog were in the cell to the right. They all stepped forward to the limits of their own security forcefields to look at Quark.

“We’re listening,” Bashir said. The doctor sounded exhausted. Or frustrated. Or hungry. With Hew-mons, Quark knew, it was difficult to tell.

“Well, I just wanted to remind everyone what Odo said about what happened to him on the Day of With-drawal.”

Quark heard Odo get to his feet and come up behind him.

“Let it go, Quark. I got stunned by a looter. I missed the whole day.”

But Quark shook his finger at his nemesis. “Uh, uh, uh. Not so fast. When Dr. Bashir asked if you were sure, you launched into a most convincing story about how one of the things you missed was Gul Dukat scur-rying off like a vole deserting a ship seized by bailiffs.”

Odo glared at him, but said nothing. Quark knew it was because there was nothing he could say. Not now.

Quark finished the conversation by calling out to the others. “But even I remember when Gul Dukat left because it was early in the day, before the fighting broke out. So if Odo remembers coming down to die Promenade to break up a fight, then he has to remem-ber Dukat’s leaving, so one way or another, he’s hiding something—which means he’s tying to us!”

“Happy now?” Odo asked.

“I’ll be happy when you admit you can’t remem-ber what happened to you on the Day of With-drawal.”

“Then you’ll never be happy again,” Odo said, and walked back to the bunk and sat down with a grunt.

“Quark!” Jadzia called out to him. “This might not be the time to revisit the past. We should try and find a way to shut down this simulation.”

Quark put his hands on his hips, thoroughly miffed. “Oh, I get it. I get caught in a small white lie like, I thought you wanted me to keep the change, or, I logged the payment into your account yesterday—it must be the computer, and what happens? Everyone points their fingers at me like... like suddenly my pants are on fire. Typical Ferengi, you say. Isn’t that just like Quark, you say.

“But catch Odo, our constable, our shining exemplar of truth, justice, and the Federation way, in a lie of supernova proportions, and what do you say?” Quark raised his voice in a not very convincing parody of Jadzia. “This isn’t the time to revisit the past.” He turned his back on everyone. “Well, I’m sick of it.”

His ears tingled as he heard Jadzia sigh. Then she called out, “Anyway, Quark, you must have some kind of override on your holosuites. Can’t you try shutting it down?”

Quark raised his hands to the simulated ceiling. “Don’t you people get it? This isn’t one of my holo-programs. My prisons have chains on the wall, metal rings on the floor, a complete selection of whips and restraints for every taste, and your choice of beverage. I have no idea where this came from.”

“Could you at least try?” Jadzia asked.

Quark huffed with impatience. “Computer, end pro-gram. There, are you happy?”

“Try an override, please.”

“Computer, this is Quark. I need an emergency shut-down in holosuite A.”

“Please state your password,” the computer voice replied.

Quark froze. How could he reveal his password to... everyone?

Odo seemed to be able to read his mind. “Quark, you can change your password later. We need to get out now.”

Quark cleared his throat. “Computer... this is Quark. Password... and I don’t want to hear any snickering,” he suddenly warned his audience. “Pass-word... Big Lobes.”

Quark rolled his eyes as Nog covered his mouth and seemed to go into either a gagging or a coughing fit, Quark really didn’t care to think which.

“Big Lobes authenticated,” the computer con-firmed. “Emergency shutdown procedure is not avail-able.”

“What?! Why not?” Quark demanded.

“Priority override is in effect during state of emer-gency. This simulation will run for an additional two hours, thirty-three minutes, or until terminated by Pre-fect Terrell.”

Quark shrugged, totally defeated. His lot in Me. “Well, that’s that. The station’s computer is controlling mine.”

“But it can’t be in complete control.” Nog said with sudden inspiration. “For this simulation to exist the station’s computer has to be using subroutines from your computer.”

“So?” Quark said.

“So,” Nog answered as he stepped to the back of the holding cell he shared with Jake, “maybe one of those subroutines is the safety override, which means these forcefields might be just for show.”

Quark wasn’t impressed with his nephew’s idea. “And how do you expect to find out if—”

“Nog!” The shout came from Jake as the young Ferengi charged forward to test his theory and— —hit a full-power forcefield that threw him back against the far wall of the cell with twice the force with which he had launched himself.

Quark saw his nephew slide unconscious to the deck with a soft moan as his headskirt slid up the back of bis head until it flopped forward to cover his face like a baby’s sleeping bonnet.

Quark sighed. “That’s Starfleet initiative for you.”

He looked out past the Security Office to the doors to the Promenade. As gloomy as it was out there, in the abnormal blue Cardassian lighting Quark remem-bered so well and hated so much from the old days on the station, he could see simulated people walking back and forth. Bajoran slave workers and Cardassian soldiers, mostly. It was a very realistic effect, but it was still only window dressing. “If this simulation is so accurate, I wish we could get one of those pedestri-ans out there to come in,” Quark sighed.

Odo snorted. “If it’s an accurate simulation from the Occupation, no one will. This wasn’t the favorite place on the station for Bajorans or Cardassians.”

“Or Ferengi,” Quark said.

And then the main doors slid open and someone entered.

“Anyone home?” a familiar voice shouted.

Quark stared in amazement, along with everyone else in the holding cells, as a human in a tuxedo four hundred years out of style strolled into the cell area, smiling with blinding white teeth.

“Vic!” Quark burbled.

“Hey, gang,” the holographic mid-twentieth-century lounge singer said as he gazed around the room. “Looks like you cats could use a cake with a file baked in it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I don’t care,” Quark said. “Ya gotta get us outta here!”

“I know, I know,” Vic said calmly. “You’re innocent, right?”

“We’re more than innocent,” Odo said. “We’ve been put here by the real criminals who are now running loose.”

“Oh, I believe it, Constable. A straight arrow like you’d never end up in a joint like this.” Vic looked over to see Kira and smiled at her. “Unless it was on accounta some dame. How ya doin’, sweetheart? Stretch still treating you right?”

“Vic,” Kira said, “how can you be here?”

Vic shrugged. “Ya got me, dollface. There I am, up on stage at my joint, singing my heart out for the blue-rinse set, next thing I know the lights start flickering and the power goes out. Well, management’s not too upset, ‘cause they’ve got lots of battery lights to keep the gaming tables going, but me, I got no mike. And the ice is starting to melt.”

“Vic,” Odo said, “I’m sure this is all fascinating but could you go back to the center office, and open the little drawer to the left of the chair, right under the dis-play screen.”

“Is that going to help get the power back on?”

It was suddenly all too much for Quark. “How can you care about power when your program wasn’t even running? When we came up here, all the holosuites were off except for this one.”

“Quark, bubeleh, I keep hearing you people say the holosuite’s off, how can I keep hanging around? But I gotta tell ya, Vic’s is the original we-never-close baby. Now how that works, I don’t have clue one. I’m just a hologram remember, and it sounds like you have issues you need to take up with the big guy upstairs.”

“The big guy upstairs?” Quark asked.

“Felix,” Vic explained. “My programmer.”

“Vic,” Odo pleaded. “The drawer.”

“You got it, pallie. What exactly am I looking for?”

“An optolithic data rod,” Odo said.

Vic held up his hands. “Whoa, slow down, Stretch. I’m strictly a twentieth-century hologram.”

“It’s going to look like a pencil,” Jadzia suddenly said. “A fat, transparent, green pencil. Like it’s made out of... oh, what was it... plexiglass! “

“That new space-age plastic. Sure, I’m with ya.” Vic stretched out his arms to make his white cuffs show against his black jacket. “Little drawer, ya said? On the left?”

“If you would be so kind,” Odo said.

“Always willing to do a favor for the customers.”

Vic walked out of the holding-cell area. Quark heard him whistle one of his twentieth-century songs. Something about “that old black magic...”

“How can this be possible?” Kira asked wonderingly.

“Vic’s stepped into other holographic simulations before,” Bashir explained. “If his program’s being affected by all the computer disruption that’s going on, it seems to make sense that he might go looking for a cause.”

“The important thing is,” Jadzia added, “that how-ever he got here, he’s going to get us out.”

“Don’t be too sure about that,” Vic said. He was standing back in the doorway, holding the optolithic crystal in his hand. “I mean, this is something cats like me can only dream of.” He paused, smiled at everyone until Quark almost screamed with frustration to have him get to the point. “A real captive audience,” Vic said. “Badda bing!”

“Put the fat green pencil in the slot by the door frame,” Odo said.

“Captive audience?” Vie asked. “Anybody? I know you’re out there. I can hear ya breathing.”

“Vic,” Jadzia said. “If we don’t get out of here as quickly as possible, there’s a chance that the station’s entire power grid could fail and—”

“I get the picture, Spots. The Big Lights Out.” Vic went to the security operations control panel beside the door, held up the data rod. “Here?”

“That’s it,” Odo said. “Slide it in, then punch in this number.”

Vic slid the rod into the memory reader, then scratched his head as he stared at the Cardassian con-trol pad. “Punch it in where?”

Jadzia came to the rescue again. “What’s the num-ber, Odo?”

“Fifty-five, twenty-two, eight. Alpha,” Odo said.

Quark repeated it to himself, then noticed Odo frowning at him.

“It’s an old passcode. Big Lobes.”

Then Jadzia carefully described the Cardassian sym-bols Vic would have to touch to input those numbers. “It’s all Greek to me, doll,” Vic said as he entered the final Alpha designator.

But at once the security forcefields flickered and Jadzia and Kira and Bashir jumped out of their cells to join Vic, while Jake carefully carried the still-unconscious Nog. Quark hung back to let Odo walk through their cell opening first. Once he knew it was safe, he quickly followed. By then Odo had left the others and hurried into the center office.

Vic rubbed his hands together. “So, whaddaya say you all come back to my place—drinks are on the house.”

“We can’t just yet,” Jadzia said. “We still have to shut down this simulation.”

Vic looked alarmed. “Hold your horses. You can’t shut anything down while I’m in here.”

“Can’t?” Jadzia asked. “Or shouldn’t?”

“Ya got me, Spots. I just said the first thing Felix put in my head. You people going to be okay, now?”

Odo appeared in the doorway holding a Cardassian phaser. “We will be soon.”

“What kinda crazy pea-shooter is that?” Vic asked.

Odo adjusted the power setting on the weapon. “A Cardassian Model III phase-disruption weapon.”

“Well, I’m glad you cleared that up,” Vic said.

“Stand back everyone,” Odo said, then aimed the weapon at the far wall.

“What good is a simulated weapon going to do?” Kira asked.

“You don’t spend enough time in the holosuites,” Odo said. “Small props like these are usually repli-cated, not simulated. This should be a fully operational phaser, and as Nog was good enough to demonstrate, all safety protocols are switched off.”

Quark groaned. “There goes my insurance...”

“You might want to avert your eyes,” Odo warned. Then he fired.

At first, it appeared as if the lance of energy shot out eight meters to hit a wall. But then, that half of the holding cell area began to waver, and finally winked out, as it now appeared that the phaser beam had hit a wall only half that distance away.

Quark grimaced as three clusters of green holoemit-ters exploded and the entire simulation of the security office disappeared.

“Someone’s going to pay for that,” he complained.

“Oh, be quiet, Quark.”

Quark couldn’t be sure who had said that, because almost everyone did. Then Quark saw Vic. It was not a pleasant sight.

The hologram was wavering, sparking with holo-graphic scan lines, and going transparent.

“Y’know, gang, all of a sudden, I’m not feeling so hot.”

Bashir went to Vic as if his medical skills might have some use for a hologram. “Maybe you should head back to the club, Vic.”

“You’re not just whistlin’ Dixie.”

“Uh,” Bashir said, “is that a Yes?”

Vic nodded. “And I thought Rocket to the Moon at Disneyland was an E-ticket...”

Quark looked at Odo who looked at Jake who looked at Kira who looked at Jadzia who looked at Bashir... but it was unanimous. Nobody knew what Vic was talking about.

Vic shuffled toward a wall of functional holoemit-ters and Quark was surprised to see a gray metal door materialize, with a red sign reading exit just above it. “‘See ya in the funny papers,” Vic said, then opened the door and stepped through it. At once, his holographic body stopped shifting and he stood upright. From beyond him, Quark could hear laughter, the clinking of coins, and the sound of a twentieth-century band.

Vic spun around and pointed a finger at Quark. “Next time, pallie, pay the man the light bill.” Then he gave them all a casual salute, the door swung shut, and he was gone.

“I have got to talk to Felix,” Bashir said.

“That can wait,” Jadzia told him.

It was Jake who explained why to Quark. “Now we rescue my dad.”



CHAPTER 25

Sisko was in hell. It was the only way to describe what Jeraddo had become.

The ground was nothing more than stone and shift-ing ribbons of storm-driven dirt. The air was like something alive, one moment so thick that all Sisko could see was his own reflection in the curve of his helmet, then thin enough that the lights mounted on his shoulders stabbed ahead a few meters. He cringed as roiling crimson swirls and eddies of corrosive gas appeared like entrails, twisting all around him.

Sweat poured from Sisko’s face and dripped from his beard. He tried to tell himself that the environmen-tal suit had been set for Cardassian temperatures, but the temperature indicator on the narrow status display board at the bottom of his helmet showed an outside temperature of more than 800 degrees, with wild swings of several hundred more degrees every few minutes. He utterly failed to convince himself that the suit’s insulation was as robust as the type Starfleet used.

“Stop, Captain!” Terrell’s harsh voice crackled at him through his helmet speakers. The same subspace distortions that caused Jeraddo’s gravity to intensify and weaken, as if Sisko were on the deck of a madly pitching sailing ship, also interfered with the suit’s communicator. In the twenty minutes they had already spent on the surface, Sisko had calculated that the communicators wouldn’t work past ten meters, and even then he and the Cardassians had to shout to make themselves heard over the static. He doubted Terrell’s tricorder could extend past that range, as well. And the only way they could be beamed back to Terrell’s dis-guised ship was because of the high-power, tight-beam transporter beacons they each wore.

But even if he managed to run off and get out of range before Terrell could fire at him, what good would it do him? Right now, his suit had forty min-utes’ worth of life in it. If he pulled off his beacon so he couldn’t be traced, he still wouldn’t be able to beam back to Terrell’s ship. In less than an hour he’d become another featureless mound of Jeraddo debris.

Terrell and Dr. Betan stepped up on either side of Sisko, their own shoulder lights blinding as they con-verged on him.

Terrell pointed to the left. “In that building,” she said.

Dr. Betan held up the Red Orb and swung it slowly toward the ancient stone wall to which Terrell pointed. The pale red light within the Orb intensified slightly, then died down when Dr. Betan moved it away again.

Sisko trudged ahead. By now, he didn’t need to be told that he must always lead the way. Terrell had made it clear that she was not willing to turn her back on him. The building, perhaps a craft hall or a farmers’ market a millennium ago, was larger than most in the village. The wind-eroded outer wall was made of giant blocks of local stone fitted together only with excep-tional skill, not mortar.

The doorway through the wall was still in perfect condition, and Sisko did not have to duck down as he stepped through it, though he half-bent at the waist to aim his shoulder lights on what lay before him.

As he had suspected, the ground was littered with stones and tiles from the collapsed roof. There might have been wooden beams involved in the building’s construction, but anything organic had been eaten away by the corrosive atmosphere years ago.

“Watch your step!” he shouted to the two behind him. “The floor is covered with roofing tiles.” Then he stepped aside to let Terrell and Betan enter.

Though billows of red cloud still roiled through the building, the windblown dust and debris seemed less-ened by the shelter of the walls. Sisko noticed that his shoulder lights reached a bit farther, and the buffeting of the gale-force winds that had threatened to topple him from time to time was no longer in evidence.

Terrell and Dr. Betan were discussing something. They had a comm-link channel separate from the one Terrell used with Sisko.

The glow of the Red Orb was much stronger now.

Sisko watched as Terrell used a tricorder, aiming it at the ground and showing the results to Dr. Betan.

“There’s a chamber under this floor,” she informed Sisko. “Dr. Betan’s going to find a way down.” Then Sisko and Terrell stood and waited while Dr. Betan walked carefully back and forth across the rubble-strewn floor, using the Red Orb as if it primitive dowsing tool. Sisko appreciated the to rest.

He looked over at the tall Cardassian, through the flare of light reflecting from Her dark eyes were wide. She was chewing “You don’t need me down here,” he shouted with some difficulty. His throat was becoming more and more raw. But he wanted to learn if she had any inten-tion of allowing him back to her ship. If she didn’t, then that might make it easier to... make sure no one else made it back, either.

“I will,” Terrell shouted back. “Dr. Betan will keep Vash’s Orb, but I need you to carry the second.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve survived contact with Orbs before. You of all people must understand the danger these artifacts represent.”

“The Orbs of the Prophets have never put me in danger,” Sisko shouted. The exertion provoked a brief coughing jag. For a moment, he wondered if his suit might already be leaking Terrell peered at Sisko through her helmet. Its trans-parent surface was already clouded from the corrosive atmosphere. “The Red Orb claimed seven of my researchers. I won’t risk touching them.”

“What about Dr. Betan?”

“He handled the first Orb years ago on Terok Nor.

After that, he became addicted to neural depressants. By taking them, he can’t hear the voices. But it has left him with... certain other deficiencies. His temper, among them.”

“Have any of you thought that perhaps these Orbs aren’t shaping up to be the best transportation sys-tem?” Sisko asked. “Especially if they’re driving the people who use them insane or to drugs.”

“There’re ways around the Orb’s psychic effects,” Terrell said enigmatically. “That’s why I had my sol-diers save Quark from hanging on the Day of With-drawal. That Ferengi owes me his life.”

Sisko didn’t understand. Terrell gave him the expla-nation.

“Because he’s a Ferengi. They’re resistant to most forms of telepathy. Even Betazoids can’t get past those four brain lobes. Too complex? Too simple? Who knows? Who cares? But I needed to get my Orb out of my lab before the station self-destructed. So I told Atrig to bring me one of the Ferengi from the Prome-nade, and he brought me Quark—and Odo.”

Quark and Odo on the Day of Withdrawal, Sisko thought. He saw another pattern forming.

“What about Garak?” he asked.

“Very good, Captain. Garak came on his own. He and I never really got along but Gul Dukat and he were involved in something... it’s not important.” Terrell frowned, as if remembering something unpleasant. “But he and Odo and Quark did enter my lab that day—along with the two soldiers whose bodies you found fused to the hull. I always wondered what hap-pened to them.” She fell silent, as if lost in thought.

Sisko touched her arm. “What happened to Quark and Odo and Garak?”

Terrell roused herself, checking ahead for Dr. Betan. who was still wandering back and forth with the Orb, then turned again to Sisko. ‘Twenty-two minutes before the self-destruct went off, the three of them staggered out of my lab. The precursor effect had. already faded, and when I looked inside, the Red Orb was gone. At first, I was certain Quark had stolen it and hidden it somewhere. But then, why would he have come back to me? There wasn’t any time for an investigation so I stunned them again and left the sta-tion. I thought everything would be lost when it autodestructed.”

“But it didn’t.”

Even through her clouded helmet, Sisko could see Terrell’s terrifying smile as she bared her teeth at him. “And if you knew how much time the Obsidian Order spent investigating why the autodestruct system failed... the record number of executions... Even for the Order.”

“Starfleet could never understand why you left the station behind.”

“Well, now you know,” Terrell rasped. “We never intended to.”

Then Terrell turned sharply away from him, and Sisko realized she must have received a transmission from Dr. Betan, who was about fifteen meters ahead of them, pointing down at the ground and— Sisko blinked as he saw Dr. Betan fire a phaser blast into the ground. Then he heard Terrell again.

“He’s found a way down. The Orb’s not far.”

Terrell began trudging toward Dr. Betan. Sisko walked beside her. He checked his suit display. Thirty-two minutes of life remaining. If the Cardassian suit design could be trusted.

Halfway to Dr. Betan, Sisko caught sight of the liq-uid wave of rock that rose up behind the Cardassian, then swept forward, heading directly for him.

Instinctively he cried out, “GRAVITY WAVE!” then spun around to see Terrell beside him, screaming silently in her helmet to warn her associate.

Sisko dropped to his knees and wrapped both arms tight across his helmet. A moment later he felt as if he were falling, as the local gravity gradient dropped by at least ninety percent and then shot up by an almost instant tripling.

He was driven into the rubble so hard he felt stones push up into his flesh through all the insulating layers of his suit. Sisko lay unmoving on his back, instinc-tively holding his breath as he listened for the telltale hiss of atmosphere that would mean his death. But finally, all he heard was Terrell’s harsh voice telling him to get up and hurry.

Apparently, Dr. Betan had also survived the sudden gravitational anomaly, but the hole the Cardassian had blasted into the stone floor of the building was now half-filled with rubble. Under one arm, Dr. Betan still held the Red Orb Vash had brought to the station. It glowed steadily now. The red light within seeming almost to pulsate.

“Down there,” Terrell ordered as she aimed her shoulder lights into the pit Dr. Batan had created.

Sisko moved cautiously to the side of the opening, then peered down, awkward in his stiff suit. There was another stone floor about four meters below. Dr. Betan had already thrown a rope down to assist Sisko’s descent. The other end was attached to an anchor loop on his belt, and Terrell stood beside him, coiling the rest of the rope in her gloved hands.

“Dr. Betan says that according to the way the Orb is glowing, the other Orb is no more than five meters in that direction.” She pointed, and Sisko found a refer-ence mark on the floor below. He took the rope in his clumsy Cardassian gloves and slowly edged himself off the side and into the hole.

Sisko dropped the first two meters at an alarmingly rapid rate before Terrell and Dr. Betan steadied him. A few seconds later, he was standing on the floor and looking around at— Sisko gasped.

Across from him, in the direction in which the sec-ond Orb was supposed to be found, was a pristine wall carved with the largest Bajoran mural he had ever seen.

“What’s wrong?” Terrell’s voice crackled in his helmet.

“Nothing,” Sisko shouted back. “If the Orb’s down here, it might be hidden in a wall. I’ll check it out.”

Then he walked slowly over to the mural and lightly traced its exquisite details with his gloved fingers. He recognized some of the older word-forms that ran along the top and bottom of the mural and felt an odd combi-nation of relief and disappointment when he could not find any reference to “the Sisko.” But still, whatever events were depicted in the carving, they involved the Bajoran wormhole and the Prophets. Those word-forms and symbols he was able to read easily.

“Twenty-five minutes,” Terrell’s voice announced.

Sisko couldn’t let this opportunity go to waste. He fumbled with the Cardassian tricorder built into his suit and programmed it for a full spectral scan of the mural. At the same time, he stepped back to see if he could find any place that an Orb might be...

There. In the mural. The distinctive Bajoran spiral that signified the opening of the Celestial Temple. Though this spiral curved the opposite way from most others Sisko had seen.

“I think I might have found something,” Sisko called out. “Just a minute.”

He moved closer to the stone block in which the spi-ral was carved. It didn’t fit tightly to the other stones in the wall. He pressed his body against it.

The stone block swung up, little more than a slender slab of rock.

And behind it, in a hollow chamber no larger than an Orb Ark, a second Red Orb glowed brightly, throw-ing off small flares of red light, almost like the Blue Orbs Sisko had seen in the past.

“I’ve found it,” Sisko reported to Terrell.

Her only answer was, “Nineteen minutes.”

Carefully, Sisko removed the Orb from its protective shelter. As he did so, he felt no ill effects. Heard no voices. Sensed no sudden disorientation, the way he usually did at the start of an Orb experience. Whatever this thing was, it was not an Orb of the Prophets. At least, there was nothing in its behavior to suggest it was one.

Sisko carried the Orb back to the point at which he was below the opening Dr. Betan had made. He paused, half-expecting to hear Terrell tell him to tie the Orb to the rope for them pull it up, to be left here to spend the rest of his life—all eighteen minutes of it— to contemplate their betrayal.

Instead, Terrell told him to tie the rope to his belt, so they could pull both him and the Orb up.

Sisko did, keeping a tight grip on the Orb.

By the time he had emerged from the hole in the floor, both Orbs were blazing brightly enough that they couldn’t be looked at directly. The brilliance of their internal light also made it clear how badly his own helmet had been scarred and etched by Jeraddo’s atmosphere.

Terrell’s helmet glowed as if lit from within by flames. Sisko couldn’t see her face. “Excellent,” he heard her say before she called out for Atrig. “Lock onto our beacons and energize.”

In that split second, as he waited for the transporter effect, Sisko suddenly knew that Terrell couldn’t be allowed to control the Red Orbs.

Almost without thought, he swung the Orb he had retrieved directly at Dr. Betan’s helmet.

As the Cardassian doctor stumbled backward, horri-fied, dropping Vash’s Orb to press his gloves to the rapidly growing network of cracks that spread across his corroded helmet, Sisko yanked his own transporter beacon off and threw it away.

Terrell was still fumbling for her phaser as she began to dissolve in the transporter beam.

Dr. Betan’s helmet suddenly exploded like fine crys-tal an instant before he was beamed away as well. And then, a moment later, Sisko saw the pale glimmer of his own discarded transporter beacon as it also disappeared.

Sisko didn’t stop to ask himself what he thought he had done. Instead, with only fifteen minutes of life remaining, he concentrated only on what he still had to do.

He tucked Vash’s Orb under one arm, secured the second Orb under his other arm, then began to run.

He knew he had only fifteen minutes in which to hide the Red Orbs so they could never be found again. Not by Terrell, not by anyone.

Within seconds, Sisko was through a breach in the wall and onto a narrow path between two collapsed buildings. The Orbs, so close together now, were throwing off almost the same amount of light as his shoulder lights. But visibility was still less than a handful of meters. By now, he knew, with the subspace distortion Terrell’s ship would never be able to scan for him.

In fact, Sisko realized, if he were Terrell, he wouldn’t come chasing after him at once. Instead, he’d wait the fifteen minutes for his target to die and use the time to put on a new environmental suit, knowing that when his target’s suit finally succumbed to the atmos-phere, the Orbs would not be going anywhere.

Reasoning that he would not be pursued at once, Sisko paused to get his bearings, recalling that there was another large building to his left. One with a sin-gle standing wall. If he could place the two Orbs near that wall and somehow topple the wall onto them, with any luck he’d shatter one or both Orbs, or at least make certain they were buried under tonnes of rubble.

Terrell’s cruiser couldn’t remain in orbit of Jeraddo for too long. All Sisko had to do was introduce a delay.

This last mission would become his life’s work. All twelve minutes of it.

Sisko hurried through the ground-level twisting, crimson clouds, the red of the atmosphere swirling around him merging with the red nimbus of the glow-ing Orbs he carried.

Finally, he located the wall, and made out the shape of a relatively flat paving stone on which he could place the Orbs. All that he needed now was some way to dislodge the wall, get it started falling in the right direction.

He decided to check out the far side. He couldn’t afford to waste the time it would take to make his way around it. So he risked tearing his suit as he half-clambered over a pile of rubble at its side and— —wedged his boot.

Sisko groaned.

He was trapped two meters above ground level, visi-ble from any direction, with no place to hide the Orbs.

To die for a cause was something every member of Starfleet had to prepare for. It was part of their oath.

But to die for nothing?

Sisko trembled with frustration as he tugged at his boot. He picked up another rock and bashed the offending boot with it. But ah1 he managed to do was wedge it in deeper.

“Warning,” his suit’s computer suddenly announced. “Loss of atmospheric integrity in three minutes.”

“No!” Sisko roared. “You’re wrong. I have ten min-utes at least!”

But there was no arguing with his internal displays. The insulation field was within five minutes of failing. His backup air supply was completely exhausted, its tanks probably already dissolved by the acid air.

He wondered how far he could get if he took off his boot and decompressed. Maybe he could last thirty seconds. But would he even be able to move with his exposed foot contacting 800-degree rocks?

“No,” Sisko whispered. And then there was nothing for him to do but to lift up the rock in his hand and smash it against the Red Orbs of Jalbador.

Again and again he brought the rock down.

His suit informed him that only two minutes remained before loss of atmospheric integrity.

Again he smashed the Orbs.

But the simple matter of normal space-time was no match for the solidified energy vortices of a nonlinear realm.

The Orbs withstood his attack. Untouched.

“One minute...” his suit announced.

Sisko absolutely refused to give up without achieving his last mission. He lifted one Orb over his head and with all his strength brought it down on the other Orb.

The light they both shed did not change in the least.

Sisko girded himself to try again. Maybe I didn’t do it hard enough, he told himself. Maybe it will work the next time.

Again he lifted the Orb above his head, swung it down.

Again, nothing. “Thirty seconds The next time... Once more he it has to work the next time... lifted. He swung. He lifted. He swung.

“Five seconds...”

With a cry of hope, rage, determination, he lifted that Red Orb as high as he could possibly stretch and— —he couldn’t swing it down.

His arms were locked in position. Something was holding them.

He twisted around in the bulky Cardassian suit to see a white shape glowing in the brilliance of his shoulder lights.

A luminous being.

Sisko gazed up at that form, at that being, and in that moment, without knowing what he saw or how it could be that he saw anything on this hellish world on which he was destined to die within an instant, he knew the Orbs were safe.

The luminous being moved closer to nun, leaned down, details of its existence impossible to see through the clouded corroded surface of his helmet.

The luminous being put its arm around Sisko’s shoulders, tapped itself once, then all was still.

And an endless eternity later, an endless moment later, a new light played over him as he stood locked in the embrace of the luminous being, in the depths of this inferno.

In the light of a transporter beam, Sisko could finally see through his helmet and the helmet of the angel who had come to save him.

Everything would be all right now.

It was Jake.



CHAPTER 26

“Emissary,” Kira said, “are you absolutely sure this is what you want to do?”

Sisko stood on the Promenade, outside the entrance to the Bajoran Temple. In each hand he carried a sim-ple cloth bag. And in each bag was a Red Orb of Jal-bador.

Less than twenty-six hours after his dramatic rescue on Jeraddo, Deep Space 9 was nearly back to normal, if not yet fully recovered. There was still a slight slant to the deck, but O’Brien had been released from the Infirmary and was now leading the gravity-repair teams himself.

While most automated computer systems were still off-line, Jadzia, with an unexpected assist from Garak, had finally located the long-hidden Cardassian over-ride programs Terrell had activated, and was replacing all the individual isolinear rods on which they had been encoded. Nog was fully recovered from his run-in with the holographic forcefield and was in Ops with Jadzia and Garak, helping them with their restoration efforts.

Of Terrell’s fate no one knew. There was no record of a Sagittarian cruiser breaking orbit of Jeraddo. The Bajoran Lunar Power Commission had searched its records and had found sensor traces of the ship’s arrival. But preliminary evidence seemed to indicate a gravity disturbance might have pulled it into a deadly descent.

Sisko had told Quark, Odo, and Garak what Terrell had told him about what had happened to them on the Day of Withdrawal. Garak and Odo flatly refused to believe her account. But Quark had started talking to Jake about collaborating on a novel based on the inci-dent—Marauder Mo and the Treasure of Jalbador Quark wanted to call it. Jake had already warned Quark there might be some copyright problems with his main character.

The Defiant was safely in dock again, after fielding the massive search party that had led to his discovery at the very last moment. Sisko had since learned that more than forty Starfleet personnel had taken part in the intensive search of the abandoned village.

Moreover, Sisko reflected thankfully, in the time since the Defiant’s return, Commander Arla Rees hadn’t engaged him in a single discussion about Bajoran religion. Nor had she taken him up on his din-ner invitation to meet Kasidy Yates. And Prylar Obanak and his followers appeared to have disap-peared just as thoroughly as Terrell had managed to vanish over the clouds of Jeraddo. Though no doubt the group of monks had gone back to ground on Bajor.

“I’m sure,” Sisko now said to Kira, satisfied that he was doing the right thing. “It’s time to end it.”

“We still don’t know who killed Dal Nortron.”

“Or who hid the Orb on Jeraddo,” Sisko agreed. He lifted the bags. “But with these in safe hands, we’ll have time to sort it all out at our leisure. The important thing is, the Orbs won’t be in Cardassian hands.”

“I’d still feel better if Vash were off the station.”

“And Satr and Leen. And Base. But Odo’s dealing with them. When it comes down to it, those four scoundrels are just petty thieves, led astray by what these Orbs represent.”

Kira suddenly looked serious. “What do they repre-sent?”

Sisko smiled at her. “Let’s leave that to the experts.” He entered the Temple, once again marveling at how each time he stepped through the doorway, it felt like the first time.

Kai Winn was there to greet him, and she bowed her head much too graciously. “Welcome, Emissary. It is always a pleasure to receive your summons and put aside all that I am doing to come and see you here. I find the long ride from Bajor to be an especially pro-ductive time for meditation and prayer.”

Every once in a while, Sisko was sorely tempted to just tell the Kai to stow it, but he let her play out her little game.

“And you, my child,” Kai Winn said ingratiatingly to Kira, “how fulfilled you must be to stand at the Emissary’s side during these important events, watch-ing all that he does.”

“Very fulfilled,” Kira replied, not a trace of convic-tion within her voice.

“And these are the artifacts?” the Kai asked, looking at the bags.

Sisko carefully pulled the Orbs from their wrap-pings and placed them on a small table. The steady glow they had developed on Jeraddo had now become a gentle pulsing, slowly dimming, slowly brightening, three times each minute.

“Oh, my,” the Kai said, “they are clever, aren’t they? I could see how many people might think they are somehow related to the Orbs of the Prophets.”

“I beg your pardon?” Sisko said. “These are the Red Orbs of Jalbador.”

The Kai smiled beatifically at Sisko. “Oh, Emissary, I know you are new to our ancient traditions. Indeed, sometimes I wonder if anyone not born on Bajor could ever come to grasp the rich complexities of our beliefs. But I am not here to discuss the wisdom of the Prophets. Still, these... Red Orbs of Jalbador, they are but a legend from a troubled time in our past.” She shook her head. “And since they do not exist, I do not believe that I, as a humble servant of the people of Bajor, can accept them. It might lend an unwanted cre-dence to their existence, and to other unfortunate leg-ends best left in children’s storybooks.”

Kira was outraged. “Kai Winn, you knew why we asked you up here. These are the Orbs. Look at the way they’re glowing.”

“Child, though my ways are simple and I am cer-tainly not as worldly as some who look to me for guid-ance, I am no stranger to the wonders of our age. I have seen many things glow, from phaser beams to a child’s glitterball. I am sure that as much as you and the Emissary might want to believe in the tales of Jal-bador, a few days of study would reveal the secret of these objects to be nothing more than some novel chemical reaction.”

“Then perform that study,” Sisko said. “In fact, I hope you do. Nothing could make me feel better than to know that these are some ingenious forgery.”

“Emissary, again I think you overestimate my abili-ties. Which is not to say I am not flattered by your high esteem. But really, I believe it is here, on Deep Space 9, in a temple of secular science as it were, that the objects should be studied.”

Sisko took a breath to calm himself. “Kai Winn, I am asking for your help.”

The Kai was barely able to look at Sisko, as if she were embarrassed beyond words. “Emissary, you do me an honor for which I know I am not worthy. But in this matter, I truly have no help to give.” She glanced disapprovingly at Kira. “May we speak in private?”

“Major Kira has my full confidence and trust.”

The Kai’s false smile became exceptionally brittle. “Very well. I only wish to point out that many people look up to the Emissary as a role model, a person who sets an example which can help them find their own paths to the Prophets. And, with all humility, Emissary, to express your belief in the legends of Jalbador, and in these so-called Orbs, well, that is not an example right-thinking Bajoran people would want their chil-dren to follow.”

“I would think,” Kira said angrily, “that the best role model for Bajoran children would be one who encour-aged the search for truth.”

The Kai blessed Kira with another blindingly insin-cere smile. “Why, yes, my child, that is what you’d think.”

“Kai Winn,” Sisko said before Kira could escalate the confrontation, “I’ll make this simple. Take these Orbs to Bajor and subject them to examination, or I will find some other religious leader who will.And if these prove to have any connection to the Prophets, I promise I will make the Bajoran people know that you tried to stand in the Prophets’ way.”

That was the end of any pretence on the part of the Kai. She drew herself up, the perpetual smile gone. “Your acceptance of those objects as the Orbs of Jal-bador marks your first step on the path to heresy. Do you understand? Do you think you can remain Emis-sary with half the population of Bajor believing you’ve become a religious fanatic?”

But Sisko knew this was an argument he couldn’t lose. “You forget, Kai, I wasn’t elected Emissary. For whatever reason, the Prophets chose me. And as their Emissary, I’m saying you don’t have a choice. Take the Orbs.”

The Kai’s chin lifted in defiance. “Very well, if you are so certain these are the legendary Orbs, prove it. Find the third.”

“It took sixty years to find these two. I have better things to do.”

“But it cannot be difficult, Emissary. Look how they’re pulsating with the fabled light of Jalbador.”

Sisko wasn’t sure what she meant and he could see that she knew it.

The Kai’s cruel smile was predatory. “You mean you claim these are the Red Orbs—without knowing the whole legend?”

“Enlighten me,” Sisko said.

The Kai clapped her hands together in delight, almost laughing at him. “Two Orbs glow when coming close to each other. But three Orbs pulse. It has been years since I read the legends, Emissary, but I would say that from the behavior of these... Orbs, the third one is quite nearby.”

Sisko looked at Kira. “The one Terrell lost.”

Kira couldn’t resist adding, “You mean, the one Ter-rell thought Quark had stolen.”

Sisko looked back at Kai Winn. “So if we find the third Orb, you will take them back to Bajor for study?”

The Kai’s ingratiating smile returned in full force. “Oh, that will hardly be necessary, because you will be able to prove they are real right away. You see, when the three Red Orbs are brought together, the doors to Jalbador open freely, and then... well, it is all in the legends, Emissary.”

“And then what, Kai?”

“Why then... the world comes to an end.” This time the Kai really did laugh at him. “So you can see where a great deal of study would not be necessary. Either the objects are frauds, or they are real. And if they are real, Emissary, you will have the singular pleasure of knowing you have brought on the apoca-lypse.” She sighed with pleasure. “Now you know why the stories of the Red Orbs are so popular with chil-dren and the unenlightened. They are quite... lurid, wouldn’t you say?”

“I’m sure you’d know better than we would,” Kira said. She gave Sisko a conspiratorial wink. “What do you say? Shall we go on a wild Orb hunt?”

“You’re not worried about the end of the world?” Sisko asked with a smile, accepting the Bajoran major’s challenge.

Kira looked directly at the Kai. “Somehow, I don’t think the Prophets would spend twenty thousand years trying to teach us about the universe and our place in it, and at the same time leave a big ‘off’ switch lying around.”

Sisko picked up a Red Orb in each hand. “Kai Winn, we’ll be back.”

“Of course you will be, Emissary. Because there are no such things as the Red Orbs of Jalbador.”

A few moments later, Sisko was standing on the slanted deck of the Promenade, slowly moving the Orbs back and forth.

“That direction,” Kira said, pointing spinward toward Quark’s. “The pulsing seemed to speed up a bit.”

“Why, Major, I think you’re enjoying this.”

“What I’m going to really enjoy is helping the Kai carry three of these things onto her shuttle.”

Then it was Sisko’s turn to laugh as he walked up the center of the Promenade, swinging the Orbs to the left and to the right.

And he didn’t need Kira to tell him that the pulsing increased the closer they got to Quark’s Kira looked at Sisko. “Do you think he really did steal the third one?”

“Only one way to find out,” Sisko said lightly, and he carried the Red Orbs of Jalbador into Quark’s, where they proceeded to pulse faster than Sisko’s sud-denly racing heart.



CHAPTER 27

“On, no,” quark said. “Not so fast! I don’t want any of that in here!”

But he was too late, because Captain Sisko walked straight up to the bar counter and put both Red Orbs side by side on it.

“Captain, please, those things are more trouble than they could ever be worth. Things are—” Quark gave a strangled cry as he saw one of the most terrifying sights he had ever seen in his life! Morn was running out of his establishment of busi-ness!

“Morn! Wait! Come... oh, for... now look what you did!” Quark threw his dish towel down on the bar, in disgust. “My holosuites are broken. My replicators are off-line. This stupid gravity imbalance is making people dizzy without the need to consume any drinks, no one wants to play dabo because the wheel won’t spin straight, and now you chase off my best customer. If you’ve got a phaser on you, you might as well just shoot me now.”

“Glad to see you, too, Quark,” Kira said.

Sisko pointed to the Orbs. Quark had a turn! tine even looking at them because they were flashing fife emergency strobe lights on Port Authority inspection shuttles. And that just unleashed too many bad memo-ries.

“We have reason to believe the third missing Orb is in your bar and we want to take a look,” Sisko said.

“I don’t think so,” Quark told him. “Unless we’d like to discuss compensation for what Odo did to my holosuite.”

“Maybe we’d like to discuss an increase in rent instead?” Sisko suggested.

“For what?!”

“For what your inviting so many smugglers onboard is going to cost us.” Sisko looked up at the ceiling. “Let’s see now, we could begin with the bill for Odo’s investigation. Then there’s the replacement of the dam-aged hull plates.”

“Oh, no—you can’t blame that one on me.”

“Oh, yes he can,” Kira said.

“Oh, yes I will,” Sisko added.

“This is blackmail!” Quark protested.

“Then we’re in complete agreement,” Sisko said. “You give us what we want—a few minutes to search the bar. And we’ll give you what you want—peace and quiet.”

“And no rent increase.”

Sisko picked up the flashing Orbs again. “May I?”

“Oh, go ahead,” Quark said. “And I hope if you find it, a Prophet jumps out and bites you.” Then Quark did the only thing he could do in the circumstances. He put an elbow on the bar, rested his head in his hand, and watched his customers leave in droves.

At any other time in his life, Quark might have found what Sisko and Kira were doing amusing. The hew-mon and the Bajoran were walking back and forth through the bar as if Odo had asked them to walk a white line.

But what wasn’t amusing was that even Quark could see that every time Sisko passed through the center of the main level, the Orbs flashed faster and faster.

In less than ten minutes, all of his regular cus-tomers were gone. Instead, the bar was packed with Starfleet types. Dull, boring, root-beer-swilling slugs who wouldn’t know a good time if M’Pella invited them up to her room for a nightcap. And they were all on duty, too.

Then, just to make matters worse—and lately, someone or something was always making matters worse—his idiot brother Rom chose this moment to walk in. With a construction team.

“Is it too much to ask what’s going on?” Quark called out to anyone who might care to pay any atten-tion to him.

Sisko came back to Quark. He pointed to the backlit glass mural on the wall facing the bar counter. “How long has that been there?”

“You mean the... uh, Admiral?” Quark asked, looking at the colorful artwork that was the center-piece of his bar.

“Admiral?”

“Gul Dukat put it up. He said it was Admiral Alkene of the Tholian Assembly. Go figure.”

Sisko studied the admittedly abstract portrait with a frown. “So it was here on the Day of Withdrawal?’ “You’re not going to do something stupid, are you?” Quark asked nervously.

“I hope not,” Sisko said.

Quark was getting the definite impression that the captain was deliberately tormenting him. Well, it took two to play that kind of game and, he wasn’t one of them.

He closed the till, locked the order padds, then left the bar to join the Starfleet types at the base of the mural. The Orbs were now on the deck in front of it, flashing madly. Chief O’Brien and Rom were kneel-ing to either side, waving tricorders around like they knew what they were doing. Jadzia stood behind them, looking exceptionally lovely as always, Quark thought.

“Is there a problem?” he asked plaintively.

“I don’t know,” Sisko said. “According to the way these two Orbs are reacting, the third Orb is behind that mural. But according to the tricorders, it’s just glass, plasma lights, and a cheap metal frame.”

“It wasn’t cheap, believe you me.”

O’Brien got to his feet and joined Sisko and Quark. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say there was a miniature sensor mask in there, just like the one Satr and Leen used in the water plant.”

That was too much for Quark. “Why would anyone put a sensor mask inside a mural of a Tholian...” He couldn’t finish the statement. All he could think of was how much he hated the mural. How he had sworn he would tear it down the moment Gul Dukat left the sta-tion. And how, six years later, he still hadn’t brought himself to do anything about it.

Almost as if he couldn’t do anything about it.

“Something wrong, Quark?” Jadzia asked.

Quark shook his head. Wasn’t there something Ter-rell had told him... not recently, but before... ?

“I’m so confused,” Quark said. “I think I need to sit—”

A near-ultrasonic Ferengi scream pierced the bar.

Quark recognized it, and shoved aside Sisko and O’Brien to peer around the back of the mural to see— Rom, on his knees, staring into a small open access panel at the back of the mural, his face bathed in a rapidly flashing red light.

“I... found it!” Rom squealed. “I... found the third Orb!”

Suddenly, Odo was behind Quark, arms folded, his attitude letting Quark know he was ready to make an arrest.

“Anything you’d like to tell me, Quark?”

“Odo, I didn’t know it was there. I swear I didn’t know!”

“According to Dr. Bashir, next you’re going to try to sell me the Brooklyn Bridge.”

But then Sisko was at Quark’s side. “That’s all right, Constable. I don’t think he did know the Orb was there.”

Odo snorted, disbelieving. “How could he not?”

“For the same reason,” Sisko said, “you and Garak don’t remember what happened to you on the Day of Withdrawal. Both your memories were tampered with. And so were Quark’s. And before you ask why, I’ll tell you right now I can’t give you an answer. All I know is that it has something to do with Terrell and these Orbs.”

“Hmphh,” Odo said.

Quark stood closer to his new best friend, the great Captain Sisko.

“Well?” Kira asked, puzzling Quark but apparently not Sisko.

“Put the three orbs together?” Sisko suggested.

“Maybe that’s not a good idea,” Kira said.

“You think they might actually cause the end of the world?”

“What?!” Quark exploded.

“Calm down, Quark,” Sisko chided him. “It’s part of the legend of Jalbador that when the three Orbs are brought together, the Temple doors open and the world ends.”

“I don’t want the world to end in my bar,” Quark said. “Talk about being bad for business.”

“Probably not a good idea to get them too close together,” O’Brien said. Quark could see the chief’s attention was fixed on his tricorder. “I’m picking up a lot of neutrino flux. Almost as if some type of feed-back loop is starting. That might explain the source of the light those things are producing. I don’t think the world’s going to come to an end, but we could get a blast of radiation that might do some harm.”

“All right,” Sisko said, holding up a hand that silenced Quark. “You call it, Chief. Five meters apart? Two meters?”

O’Brien made an adjustment on his tricorder, then showed it to Jadzia. “What would you say, Command-er? Four meters should be safe?”

“Sure,” Jadzia said. “And if you’re going to send these back with the Kai, I’d recommend sending at least one on a separate shuttle. Just so an accident doesn’t force them together.”

Sisko smiled at Kira. “The Kai,” he said. “Major, why don’t you go back to the Temple and invite Kai Winn to visit Quark’s.”

Kira grinned fiercely. “With pleasure.” Then she marched out into the Promenade.

“The Kai,” Quark muttered. “In my bar. Might as well close early.”

He watched anxiously as Sisko lifted the newly dis-covered Red Orb and carried it to the bar, keeping it well away from the other two still on the deck in front of the mural.

While everyone else packed away their tools and prepared to leave, Quark walked around behind the mural again. He looked inside the access panel.

“Uh... I never knew about that tunnel, brother.”

Rom’s sudden, without-warning appearance was enough to make Quark bang his head against the top of the opening.

“Neither did I,” Quark said under his breath.

“But, it’s a... good one to know about now,” Rom said happily.

“Why not?” Quark said. “Everyone else knows about it now, too.”

“Oh... yeah. I forgot.”

Quark walked back to the front of the mural. He couldn’t believe there was another maintenance tunnel coming into his bar that he didn’t know about. Espe-cially one that would have been so convenient for... he shook his head. For a moment, he thought he did remember the tunnel after all. But if he did, then why hadn’t he been using it? And why hadn’t he discovered the third Orb?

He was standing behind the bar when Sisko brought the second Orb up to the counter.

In a gesture of good will he knew would come back to haunt him, Quark started pouring mugs of root beer and passing them out to everyone for free. For Jadzia. he even hand-mixed a raktajino.

Then all three Orbs were on the bar, one at each end and one dead center, all of them flashing so rapidly that they almost appeared to glow with steady lights.

“I... think they’re pretty,” Rom said, beside him.

“I think I’d like them out of my bar.”

“You know, brother, you... really should learn to take time to appreciate the wonders all around us every day.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’re married to Leeta.”

“I’m serious.” Rom pointed to the Orb in the middle of the countertop. “Just look at how... gloriously the light comes alive in that.”

“Are you feeling all right?” Quark asked. Whenever Rom’s babbling began to veer toward poetry, Quark worried about his sibling.

“You’re not paying attention, brother. Look more closely.” Rom started to push Quark forward, toward the Orb.

“Careful there, Rom,” O’Brien warned. “Don’t want to knock one of those things over.”

Quark pushed himself away from his brother. “See the trouble you almost caused. These aren’t play-things.” Quark turned to the Red Orb directly in front of him. “They’re...” He stopped as he tried to see what was inside the Orb.

There definitely was something inside. He knew because there had been the last time he had... “Oh, this is feeling too strange,” he whispered.

“Brother?” Rom said.

Quark peered deep within the Orb. Yes. He could see it now. The city in the swamp. The glowing light approaching through the trees. The...

Quark popped open his eyes in Ferengi alarm.

“You’re not moogie!”

He struck at the hideous monster before him, only at the last moment dimly realizing it was a reflection within a reflection within the sparkling red facets of the Orb.

“QUARK, NO!”

It could have been Captain Sisko who shouted. Or Jadzia or Chief O’Brien.

It might even have been Terrell or Odo or Garak, because they had all been there that day, in one way or another.

But by then it was too late, and Quark held the Orb in his hand and felt himself swung around through the air, as if he were dangling from a length of ODN cable stretching down from an antigrav high above the Promenade and then, when he let go and fell to the deck and looked up...

He had no idea what he was seeing.

Besides the Orbs, of course.

The three of them were floating in midair, just a meter or so above the deck, spinning and glowing, each just like an Orb of the Prophets, except their lights were crimson red, flame red, blood red.

The Orbs seemed to have moved themselves to the points of an equilateral triangle, and now twisting tendrils of light snaked out from each Orb to link up with the others. Defining the triangle’s edges. Creat-ing a... glow. A darkness. A distortion of some strange type. Exactly in the middle of their forma-tion.

Quark felt Rom drag him to his feet. He saw O’Brien try to touch one of the Orbs and he flung back in a flash of red lightning.

He saw Jadzia standing close to the floating Orbs, aiming a tricorder at them, a sudden strong breeze tug-ging at tendrils of her hair, which fluttered past her face as if flying right into the center of the Orbs.

“Do you feel that, brother?” Rom asked.

Quark braced himself against the deck. Somehow, it felt as if the deck were sinking in the center of his bar, drawing everything toward it.

The breeze was getting stronger. Now the flow of air blew into the bar, swirling napkins and debris into the center of the Orbs’ pattern.

And that debris wasn’t being blown back out.

“We’ve got intensive neutrino flux!” Jadzia called out over the intensifying wind. “A definite wormhole precursor!”

“Here?!” Sisko shouted.

Quark saw someone in a Starfleet uniform fire a phaser at one of the Orbs, but the beam suddenly dou-bled in width and flashed back at the shooter, disinte-grating him.

And then Kai Winn and Major Kira were at the doorway of the bar, the Kai’s saffron robes billowed around her.

“Emissary!” she cried. “What have you done?!”

And then Quark heard the deck creak as it seemed to distort even more and the station’s pressure-failure sirens began to sound.

Quark could see Sisko tapping his communicator, giving orders, looking wild.

His brother Rom pulled on his arm, dragging him around the bar, giving the floating Orbs the widest possible berth.

Then the lights went out, as if the entire power grid had blown.

For a moment, the torrential wind died down and the red glow of the Orbs diminished. Quark and Rom stumbled and ran to join the last Starfleet stragglers fleeing his bar.

Outside in the Promenade, in the dim red glow that came from the three floating Orbs in the bar— the only source of light in the station, it seemed— Quark could see he was near to Captain Sisko. Without the roar of the wind, Quark discovered he could hear again, as well. O’Brien, at Sisko’s side, was saying that the Red Orbs were drawing power from the station’s fusion reactors. With the power failure, they too had lost power. If they could just shut down the reactors, the Orbs would be power-less.

“It’s worth a try,” Sisko said.

And then a dark shadow passed between Quark and Sisko, and Quark saw Sisko go down, struck by a sud-den blow to the head by some crazed assailant.

“Abandon station!” Sisko suddenly shouted. “Chief! Jadzia! Pass the order on to abandon station!”

“What about the reactors?” O’Brien’s voice was urgent.

“Now, Chief!”

Then the pressure alarms were replaced by a siren that Quark had only heard during drills. And never thought he’d live to hear.

Two long bursts. Two short ones.

The order to abandon the station had been relayed to Ops.

In the dim light and shadows, Quark saw Sisko push himself to his feet, rubbing at his jaw. The captain looked around in confusion, then tapped at his chest as he shouted more orders.

Suddenly new sources of light appeared on the Promenade.

Golden columns of quantum mist.

Emergency beam-outs.

“Uh... hold on to me, brother.”

Quark felt Rom’s fingernails dig into his arms. The wind began to rise again. The whole station seemed to creak and flex. The glow from the bar became brighter.

“Rom!” O’Brien shouted. “You’re with me!”

Quark saw O’Brien lunge for Rom and grab his brother’s arm just as Rom held onto Quark’s “Chief!” Quark shouted. “What’s happening?”

“There’s a wormhole opening in the station!”

Quark felt his heart stop. A wormhole was opening in the station? A wormhole was opening in his bar!

Quark looked past Rom and O’Brien as it seemed his bar was lit by the literal flames of hell. Gul Dukat’s pride and joy, the ridiculous mural of Tholian or Tel-larite design, suddenly exploded into a spray of splin-tered glass, each glittering shard spinning madly as it was sucked down into the center of the triangle formed by the floating, glowing Orbs.

It was the last thing Quark saw before the station flickered out of existence before him in the swirl of the transporter.

But then, since he had lost everything, it was the last thing he ever wanted to see.

As far as he was concerned, the legends of the Red Orbs of Jalbador were true.

His world had come to an end.



CHAPTER 28

Sisko jumped down from the Defiant’s transporter pad and ran into the corridor and to the bridge. He could already hear the ship’s impulse engines coming on line as she prepared to undock from the station.

Worf was in the command chair and he stepped out as soon as Sisko appeared. On the main viewer, Deep Space 9 stretched out to the stars. But it was only a dark silhouette against the Denorios Belt. All station lights were out.

“How did you get the order to evacuate?” Sisko asked, slipping into his chair.

“It came into Ops through Jadzia,” Worf said. He was already at tactical. “More than one thousand peo-ple are already away.”

Sisko knew just how fortunate the inhabitants and crew of the station were. With the two Akira-class star-ships Admiral Ross had dispatched to help with the evacuation, more than twelve banks of transporters were operating at once. And the main personnel banks on the Garneau and the Bondar could retrieve more than one hundred evacuees every minute between them.

Jadzia and O’Brien were next on the bridge, fol-lowed by Bashir and Kira.

Bashir held a medical tricorder to Sisko and Sisko winced, suddenly realizing his jaw hurt.

“How’s that feel?” the doctor asked.

“You should see the other guy,” Sisko quipped. He didn’t know with whom he had collided during the evacuation, but this wasn’t the time to worry about it.

“Oh, Prophets!”

Sisko leaned forward with a smile. The exclamation had come from Commander Arla at flight operations, the least religious Bajoran he had yet to meet.

But before he could say anything to her about her apparent change in faith, he saw what she saw on the viewer and all sense of amusement fled.

A large glowing sphere of red energy blossomed over a section of the Promenade, just below Ops.

“What is that?” Sisko asked.

“The wormhole precursor,” Jadzia replied. “It must have found a new source of power, because it’s contin-uing to accelerate.”

“Worf! What’s the status of the evacuation?”

“Fifteen hundred people away,” Worf reported. “But there is growing gravimetric distortion interfering with—”

Worf fell silent as a chorus of gasps filled the bridge.

The section of the habitat ring closest to the grow-ing red sphere of energy was beginning to buckle, bending like a broken wheel.

Sisko stared at the screen in sickened fascination. “How many people are still on board... ?”

“Communications are down, sir. We must with-draw.”

“Release the docking clamps,” he ordered.

Arla fumbled with her console until Kira touched the young Bajoran commander on her shoulder and swiftly took over the position.

On the viewer, three escape modules launched from the habitat ring, but instead of flying free of the sta-tion they were drawn on perfect arcs into the red sphere.

“This can’t be happening,” Bashir said in shock. ” The impact of the three modules set off a series of explosions that ringed the Promenade, and in a chain reaction they traveled up the central core to Ops.

“Jake...” Sisko whispered, as if an icy hand clutched his heart,’ then spoke more strongly, “Did anyone see Jake?”

“He’s on board,” Bashir said at once.

“What about Kasidy?”

Sisko’s heart sank. No one had seen her on the Defi-ant. His hands tightened on the arms of his chair. Surely with the combined might of all the vessels using transporters now, Kasidy had been among the lucky ones.

A new wave of horrified gasps escaped those observing the viewer as a section of the habitat ring broke off and fell up into the red sphere.

“We are beginning to experience tidal distortions from an intense gravitational source,” Worf announced.

Then Jadzia made her report. “It’s a wormhole, Ben-jamin. For some reason it’s opening about a hundred times more slowly than the one we’re used to, but it is opening.”

“Get us out of here, Major.”

“Aye, sir.”

On the viewer, the image of Deep Space 9—what was left of it—angled abruptly as the Defiant banked away.

And then the Starship shook violently as the viewer flared with blue energy.

“We are under attack!” Worf shouted.

“Full power to shields!” Sisko ordered. He knew it had to be the Jem’Hadar. The Dominion had finally reacted to— “You’re not going anywhere,” Leej Terrell said from the viewer.

Sisko leapt to his feet to face her. He recognized the bridge of her Sagittarian cruiser. “Mr. Worf, lock on all weapons,” he said.

“I cannot acquire a target.”

On the viewer, Terrell was a study in triumphant rage. She pounded a fist on the arm of her looming command chair. “Go back to your station, Captain. You found the third Orb. Now you must join it.”

“I thought you wanted the Orbs for yourself,” Sisko said, trying to goad her, as he had so recently, so long ago.

“If Cardassia can’t have them, then no one can. Fire!”

Instantly the Defiant shook under another fusillade of phaser fire.

“Worf! Where is she!”

“Her ship is cloaked, sir! I can pick up a slight mod-ulation when she fires, but not enough to extrapolate a course.”

“Where did a Cardassian ship get a cloaking device?” Sisko demanded to know.

The Defiant trembled as another round of phaser fire found her.

Then Sisko heard the ship’s own capacitors dis-charge with return fire.

“I believe I hit her,” Worf called out. “I will con-tinue to—”

The biggest blast yet hit the Defiant, and the ship spun on her axis.

Each time DS9 slipped past the viewer, the red sphere was larger. Now Sisko could see the rotating vortex was composed of red spiraling tendrils of energy. In form, it looked just like the wormhole he had seen open so many times. Only its color was dif-ferent.

“Major Kira,” Sisko said. “We need to be stabilized so Worf can return fire.”

“She’s picked her targets,” Kira warned. “Our thrusters are off-line. Impulse is out. All we’ve got is warp and that’s not powered up yet.”

“Working on it, sir!” O’Brien volunteered before he had been asked.

“Can we get support from another ship?” Sisko asked.

“All channels are down,” Jadzia said. “The other ships are withdrawing.”

“How can that be? Surely they can see we’re in dif-ficulty!”

Jadzia turned from her science station to Sisko. “Benjamin, we’re so close to that wormhole we could be within some kind of event horizon. Those other ships might not even know we’re still here.”

O’Brien chimed in. “That could explain why the wormhole seems to be opening so slowly. Those other ships might have seen it move as quickly as the blue wormhole does. And we might have been sucked in.”

Sisko tried to follow the reasoning of his two experts. “So we’re in some kind of temporal bubble?”

“Not necessarily,” Jadzia said. “It could be straight-forward relativistic time displacement We should be able to warp out when the engines are ready, just like jumping out of a black hole.”

“Thirty seconds to warp,” O’Brien reported.

The Defiant shuddered as another volley hit her, then rang with her own phasers as Worf once more returned fire. “I think I may have hit her again,” Worf said.

“Twenty seconds to warp,” O’Brien counted down.

On the viewer, the red wormhole now obscured more than half of DS9. Sisko watched as the station’s upper docking pylons begin to twist down to the red distortion, hull plates popping loose like autumn leaves in a storm. Then one of the pylons broke free entirely as an explosion engulfed its base. It tumbled into the wormhole, visibly breaking up into still smaller pieces. Then it disappeared.

Another explosion shook the Defiant. Translator sparks erupted from Worf’s tactical station and the Klingon had to jump back as the automatic fire-suppression system engulfed his console with anaero-bic vapor.

“Ten seconds,” O’Brien said.

“Major,” Sisko ordered, “prepare to get us out of here.”

Another hit.

“Shields at thirty-seven percent,” Kira announced. “We can’t take much more.”

And then on the viewer, as if it were no more than a crumpled piece of tissue being pulled down a drain, Deep Space 9 fell in on itself, shattering like brittle ice, each shard drawn spinning into the endless, infi-nite tunnel of the red wormhole at its heart.

Sisko felt a part of himself vanishing into that rav-enous maw, to be lost forever along with his station.

“They all got off in time,” he chanted softly to him-self, willing his words to be true. “They had to get off in time.”

“We have warp!” O’Brien announced.

On screen, the red wormhole continued to expand, continued to open, its unwinding coils of negative energy now reaching out for the Defiant.

Sisko fell back in his chair, gripped the arms. “Now, Major!”

“Never!” Terrell’s voice echoed from all the bridge speakers at once.

And then a final blast of phaser fire hit the Starship just as she went to warp. And the first tendrils of the wormhole brushed across her hull to claim her.

No one on board the Defiant had a chance.

They were all engulfed in a red flash of overwhelm-ing intensity, the sheer magnitude of which exceeded anything in their entire experience of existence.

And then each moment dissolved into the next.

Until there was only the silence and the darkness of endless infinite space...



CHAPTER 29

She tumbled dead in space. No running lights. No engine glow. Her only signature a faint infrared glow which testified to a barely functioning life-support sys-tem, and the fragile lives of the thirty-three people who still survived onboard.

There was no wormhole near her now. No sun. No planets.

And no hope.

Sisko awoke to the cool sting of a hypospray.

The bridge was dark, but enough display screens functioned for him to see Bashir kneeling at his side.

“Casualties?” It was any captain’s first thought, first worry.

“Five dead in engineering,” Bashir said. “A coolant leak. A dozen injuries. Nothing serious. And Jake’s fine. He’s helping clean up sickbay.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

Sisko reached out, found the edge of his command chair, and used it to brace himself as he rose to his feet.

He could smell smoke and ozone, and the damp soapy scent of the fire-suppression sprays. But there were no wailing sirens. The ship was in one piece. They had survived.

Then he looked at the viewer, saw only stars there.

Closed his eyes. Saw Deep Space 9.

He found Jadzia. A small medical patch on her fore-head. “Your hair’s a mess, Old Man,” he said.

Jadzia smiled up at him, tightly. “Thank you, Ben-jamin. You know exactly what to say to make a girl feel her best.”

“Any sign of Terrell?”

Jadzia shook her head.

“Communications back on-line?”

“There’s no subspace distortion, if that’s what you mean. But I’m not picking up anything.”

Sisko looked back at the viewer with a sudden rush of apprehension. “Did we travel through the worm-hole?”

The last thing he wanted was for the Defiant to become another Voyager, tossed tens of thousands of light-years from home.

“No. Those are local stars,” Jadzia said. “But we are having trouble getting a fix on exactly where we are.”

Sisko was suddenly aware of Major Kira beside him. Her face drawn, her eyes dark. She held out a padd. “I found out why our navigation charts aren’t working.” She handed Jadzia the padd. “It’s not a question of where we are. It’s when we are.”

Sisko squinted sideways at the calculations Jadzia scrolled through on the padd. “We’ve travelled through time?”

Jadzia nodded. “From the drift in star positions... twenty-four... almost twenty-five years.” She looked up. Her face held the same haunted expression as Kira’s. “Benjamin, we’ve come forward to the year 2400.”

Sisko exhaled in shock. “How can that be?”

“It has to be the wormhole,” Jadzia said.

“Captain,” Kira asked, “we will be able to go back, won’t we?”

“Of... of course,” Sisko said. “We can... we can slingshot back around a star...”

“Not really, Benjamin.” Jadzia seemed apologetic. “If we didn’t travel here along a slingshot trajectory, we have no path to follow back.”

“But there has to be a way, doesn’t there?” Kira asked.

Sisko mind raced with possibilities. “We’ll find a way. We’ll contact the Federation Department of Tem-poral Investigations. Twenty-five years is a long time. There must have been some major breakthroughs in temporal mechanics. They’ll be able to help us.” Sisko turned to address his bridge crew. “Just remember, we have to follow Starfleet regulations to the letter. We can’t afford to learn anything about the time we’re in, so we won’t alter the timeline when we—”

Sisko flew through the air as the bridge echoed with thunder.

“We are under attack again!” Worf said. “Cloaked vessel dead ahead!”

Sisko forced himself to stand. He could taste blood in his mouth from his fall. “Terrell...” he said. “However we got here, she came with us.”

“I do not think so,” Worf said as a collision alarm began sounding. “The ship is decloaking, and it is not hers.”

Sisko stared at the viewer as a strange rippling checkerboard effect, unlike any cloak he had ever seen, distorted the stars until a ship became visible.

And though it was a class he didn’t know, his apprehension became relief as he recognized the hall-marks of Starfleet design: twin warp nacelles set back for safety, a lower engineering hull, an upper command hull. Each element was elongated to an extreme degree, and the command hull had what appeared to be two forward-facing projections that resembled battering rams, but overall it was a wel-come sight.

“That’s quite a ship, Benjamin. It’s close to a kilometer long, and I’m reading eighteen different phaser systems onboard. At least I think they’re phasers.”

Sisko smiled. “That’s all right, Old Man. At least it’s on our side. Commander Worf, open a channel.”

“Channel open, sir.”

“Attention, unidentified Starfleet vessel. This is Captain Benjamin Sisko of the Starship Defiant. My crew and I have been displaced in time and—”

“That’s impossible,” Kira said.

Sisko saw it, too. Didn’t understand.

The huge vessel had come about so that its forward hull filled the viewer. And from that angle, the ship’s name was clear.

Opaka.

“How could a warship be named for a woman of peace?” Kira asked, incredulous.

Sisko was uncomfortable with even seeing the details of the ship’s design and learning its name. “Dax, degrade viewer resolution by fifty percent and disable recording. We can’t take any of these details home with us.”

He returned to stand by his command chair. “This is Captain Sisko of the Defiant to the captain of the U.S.S. Opaka. We are displaced in time. Under Starfleet regulations, we request that you do not com-municate directly with us in order to allow us to pre-serve our timeline. We will require—”

“Incoming message,” Worf interrupted.

“They have to know better,” Sisko said. “We can’t risk receiving it. Jam it, Mr. Worf.”

“No good, Captain. They’re using a type of multi-plexing I have not—”

And then a familiar face formed on the viewer. His hair and beard were pure white, his features lined and wrinkled, but he was unmistakable to everyone on the Defiant who had encountered him four years ago—or twenty-nine years ago.

“Captain Sisko,” the commander of the Starship Opaka began, “this is Captain Thomas Riker. Good to see you again, sir. And welcome back.”

Sisko tried to make sense of the uniform Riker wore. It seemed to be closer to a Bajoran style, though in black and rust colors. Yet on his chest he wore a ver-sion of the classic Starfleet delta in gold, backed by an upside-down triangle in blue.

“Captain Riker,” Sisko said. “I appreciate the con-tact, and I’m glad to see you’re no longer in Cardas-sian custody. But by talking to us directly, you’re making it difficult for us to go back to our own time.”

Riker laughed. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Cap-tain. You can learn all you want about the future— because this is where you and your crew are going to stay.”

Sisko squared his shoulders. “No, Captain Riker, we are not. One way or another, we want to return to our own time and our own lives.”

Riker leaned to the side of his chair as if his back was sore. “Captain, I don’t care what the hell you want to do. Your place is here and always has been. As for your ship and crew, every resource is needed for the war, and I’m not letting the Defiant get away.”

“What war?” Sisko asked. Could it be possible that the Federation and the Dominion were still battling for control of the quadrant?

“Sir!” Worf suddenly announced. “Three ships approaching on an attack vector!”

“Cardassian?” Sisko asked. “Jem’Hadar?”

Worf looked up at Sisko in surprise. “No, sir... from their identification signals, they are also Starfleet vessels.”

Suddenly a barrage of explosions surrounded the Defiant, shaking her badly.

On the viewer, Riker vanished and was replaced by an image of the Opaka firing needle-thin lances of sil-ver energy at the approaching ships.

“All three of the new vessels have locked their weapons on us,” Worf reported.

Riker reappeared on the viewer, eyes afire with rage.

“The War of the Prophets is coming! Choose your side, Emissary—because this is your war now!”

Then the bridge of the Defiant fell silent, as everyone turned to their captain. And waited for Sisko to make his decision.
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