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LI NEAR TI ME

THE DI STANT PAST

e Over the course of ten thousand years, the people of Bajor discover nine
nmysterious artifacts that

someti nes convey prophetic visions. Called "Tears of the Prophets" or "Orbs,"
they are believed to have

originated in the Celestial Tenple, the | egendary home of Bajor's gods, the
Prophet s.

2328

e The Cardassi an Union conquers Bajor. Eight of the nine Orbs are confiscated
for study. The ninth, the

O b of Prophecy and Change, is successfully hidden by Bajor's spiritual

| eaders.

2332

e On Earth, Benjamin Sisko is born, the child of Sarah and Joseph Si sko.
Unknown to anyone at this

time, Sarah is actually the host for a noncorporeal entity fromthe
as-yet - undi scovered Baj oran

wor mhol e, who has brought about the exact circunmstances necessary for Benjamn
Si sko to exist.

2345

e« Aliquid lifeformof unknown origin is discovered adrift in the Bajoran
system s Denorios Belt. It is

later found to be a shape-shifting sentient being, and accepts the nane Cdo.
2346

 The Cardassians construct space station Terok Nor in orbit of Bajor. It
becones the seat of the

Cccupation under @ul S. G Dukat.

* To ensure the survival of her husband and children, Kira Meru becones the
confort worman of Dukat .

She is never reunited with her famly

2347

« On Bajor, seven-year-old Ro Laren witnesses the torture and nurder of her
father by the Cardassians.

* Richard and Ansha Bashir subject their six-year-old son Jules to illega
geneti c enhancenment. The boy

| ater changes his nanme to Julian and keeps his enhancenent secret for nmany
years.

2354

 Ensign Benjamn Sisko neets joined Trill Curzon Dax at Pelios Station. Their
friendship continues

t hrough Dax's next two hosts.

2355

 On Bajor, twelve-year-old Kira Nerys, daughter of Meru, joins die Shakaar
resistance cell to fight the

Car dassi an QOccupation

 Jake Sisko is born to Benjanmin and Jennifer Sisko.

2358

* Ro, after living all her life in Bajoran resettlement canps, attends
Starfl eet Acadeny.

2360

e Quark opens a bar on Terok Nor after spending eight years as a cook on a
Ferengi freighter. Anong his

staff are his brother Rom and Ronml s young son, Nog.

2364



« Wiile serving aboard the U.S.S. Wellington, Ensign Ro di sobeys orders during
a mssion on Garon ||

resulting in the deaths of eight nmenbers of her away team She is
court-martial ed and sentenced to the

Starfl eet stockade on Jaros H

2365

* Odo comes to Terok Nor and begins arbitrating di sputes anong Baj or ans,

| eading to Dukat recruiting

himfor a nurder investigation. In the process, Odo neets Kira, with whom he
will eventually fall in

| ove, though he keeps that secret fromher for many years.

 Dukat makes Odo nme station's chief of security, replacing a Cardassian naned
Thr ax.

2367

e The Battle of WIf 359 between a Borg cube and forty Federation starships
clainms 11,000

lives -- including Jennifer Sisko. U S.S. Saratoga first officer Lieutenant
Conmander Benj am n Si sko

and his son Jake both survive. Sisko is subsequently assigned to the Utopia
Pl ani tia Shi pyards on Mars,

where he becones part of the Defiant-C ass Devel opment Project, a Starship
desi gned specifically to

fight and defeat the Borg.

e Curzon, seventh host of the Dax synbiont, dies. The symbiont is transferred
to Jadzi a.

2368

* Rois freed fromprison in order to cany out an illegal covert m ssion for
Starfleet Admiral Kennelly

aboard the U.S.S. Enterprise. Instead, she exposes Kennelly's duplicity. At

t he request of Captain

Jean-Luc Picard, her rank is restored and she is assigned to the Enterprise.
2369

e The Cardassian Union withdraws from Baj or and abandons Terok Nor. As Baj or
regains its

i ndependence, a provisional governnent and an arned militia are fornmed. Bajor
applies for Federation

menbership, and invites Starfleet to admi nistrate the station as a Federation
Starbase with an integrated

Starfl eet and Bajoran crew. Terok Nor is renanmed Deep Space 9.

 Cardassian exile ElimGarak, forner intelligence agent of the Qbsidian

O der, is left behind on the

station during the withdrawal. He remains an enignmatic station resident,
living as a tailor.

e Conmmander Sisko is made commandi ng of ficer of DS9, with Major Kira
reluctantly serving as his first

officer and liaison with Bajor. Lieutenant Jadzia Dax is assigned as science
of ficer. Lieutenant (j.g.) Dr.

Julian Bashir becomes chief nedical officer. Former Enterprise transporter
chief Mles OBrien is made

chief of operations. Odo stays on as chief of station security.

e Sisko nmeets Bajor's spiritual |eader, Kai Opaka, who tells himhe is the
Em ssary long foretold in

Baj oran prophecy, the one who will open the gates to the Celestial Tenple.

« After experiencing the Orb of Prophecy and Change, Sisko and Dax di scover a
stabl e wormhol e in the

Denorios Belt, linking the Al pha Quadrant to the Ganmma Quadrant The wor mhol e
is also found to be the

hone of noncorporeal entities who exist outside of linear time. DS9 is noved
to a position proximte to

t he wormmhol e, and becones a nmajor center of comerce and the exploration of



the Gamma Quadrant.

e The Bajoran faithful believe the wormhole is the Celestial Tenple, and mat
its inhabitants are the

Prophets. Sisko is hailed as the Emissary, a role with which he is never
conpl etely confortable.

e Opaka is killed on a planet in the Ganma Quadrant. Nanomachi nes previously
i ntroduced into the

pl anet's bi osphere revive her, but also nmake it inpossible for her to |eave.
* Ro leaves the Enterprise to receive Starfl eet advanced tactical training.
2370

e Mnister Jaro Essa and Vedek Wnn Adanmi conspire to seize power on Bajor and
oust the Federation.

The coup fails, and Jaro is disgraced, but Wnn energes unseaned.

« Kira and Vedek Bareil Antos becone ronantically involved

 Ferengi trade expeditions to the Gamma Quadrant first encounter runors of a
powerful civilization

known as the Doni ni on

» The Federation and the Cardassian Union sign an historic peace treaty,
leading to the creation of a

"Demilitarized

 Former resistance fighter Shakaar Edon is elected First Mnister of Bajor.
e Sisko is pronoted to captain.

« To save the Defiant and prevent the outbreak of a new war wi th Tzenket hi
Qdo kills a Founder

i npersonating a Federation anbassador. It is die first time that one

changel ing has kill ed anot her.

« Dax and Bashir are pronpoted to |ieutenant commander and full |ieutenant,
respectively.

e On Cardassia, the civilian Detapa Council overthrows the Cardassian Centra
Command and what's |eft

of the Cbsidian Order.

2372

« At the instigation of the Founder inpersonating Martok, the Klingon Enpire
i nvades Cardassia. The

Federation objects, and in response the Klingons wthdraw fromthe Khit-oner
Accords, ending their

alliance with the Federation. Hostilities between the Kl ingons and the

Car dassi ans, and between the

Kl i ngons and the Federation, continue for over a year

e Lieutenant Conmander Worf, former security chief of die Enterprise, is
assigned to DS9 as strategic

operations officer and commander of the Defiant.

e Bashir discovers that it is possible (though exceedingly rare) for a

Jem Hadar to be born w thout a

dependency upon ketracel -white.

* Nog leaves DS9 to attend Starfleet Acadeny.

» Fear of changeling infiltration |eads Adniral Leyton to attenpt a Starfl eet
coup d' etat. It is thwarted by

Si sko.

e Wiile on Earth, Odo is surreptitiously infected by the autononbus covert
organi zation Section 31 with

a virus intended to wi pe out the Founders.

« Kira and Shakaar becone romantically invol ved.

* Yates is arrested for snuggling supplies to the Maquis. She is convicted and
sentenced to six nmonths in

a Federation prison.

« A pregnant Keiko O Brien is seriously injured. Bashir is able save the
unborn child, but only by

inmplanting it in the body of Kira, who volunteers to carry the child to term
e Odo is found guilty of murder by the Founders and, as punishnment, is nade a



"solid." In the process, he

unknowi ngly infects the Founders' Geat Link with the genocidal virus created
by Section 31.

2373

e The Founder inpersonating Martok is exposed and killed on Ty' Gokor.

« Wrf and Dax become romantically invol ved.

e The Cardassians return the Ob of Tinme to the Bajorans.

 Bashir is abducted by the Dom nion and replaced by a Founder.

e Cadet Nog returns to DS9 as part of his Acadeny training.

 Yates conpl etes her prison sentence and returns to DS9.

« After suffering a neural shock, Sisko experiences visions that lead himto
unearth the Bajoran city of

B'hala, lost for mllennia. At the same tinme, prenonitions of disaster conpel
himto persuade Bajor to

delay its immnent entry into the Federation.

e Kira gives birth to the son of Mles and Kei ko O Brien, who name the child
Ki rayoshi .

e Odo finds an infant changeling, but it dies of radiation poisoning. Upon its
death, its remains are

absorbed into Qdo's body, turning himback into a changeli ng.

e« The Cardassian Union joins the Dom nion after nonths of secret negotiation
bet ween t he Doni ni on and

Dukat A massive Dominion fleet enters the A pha Quadrant to assune direct
control of Cardassia. The

Kl i ngon Enpire and the Federation renew their alliance. An attenpt to destroy
Baj or's sun by the

Founder inpersonating Bashir is thwarted.

« Wrf and Garak rescue the real Martok and Bashir froma Dom nion prison in
the Gamma Quadrant.

Mart ok becones the Klingon Empire's official representative on DS9.
 Bashir's genetic enhancenent is exposed, but he is all owed

to retain bis status in exchange for bis father's voluntary inprisonnent

* Kira and Shakaar end their romance.

« Working together, the Cardassians and the Jem Hadar exterminate the Maquis,
| eaving few survivors.

e Open war with me Domi ni on breaks out At Sisko's urging, Bajor signs a

non- aggressi on pact with the

Dom ni on. As Dominion forces take DS9, all Starfleet personnel wthdraw from
the region. The station is

renamed Terok Nor and put under the joint command of the Vorta Wyoun and
Dukat, with Kira, Gdo,

and the rest of the Bajoran staff still intact

2374

« Wth the aid of a resistance group on the station led by Kira, Starfleet
forces retake DS9. Dukat is

captured. At Sisko's insistence, the Prophets prevent Dom ni on reinforcenents
from coni ng through the

wor mhol e, but the entities warn Sisko that their intervention carries a
price.

e Dukat's former aide-de-canp Damar is pronbted to | egate and nade the new

| eader of Cardassi a under

t he Domi ni on.

* Nog earns a battlefield comm ssion of ensign.

e Martok is made Suprenme Commander of the Ninth Fleet.

« Wrf and Dax marry.

» Dukat escapes Starfl eet custody.

» Section 31 attenpts to recruit Bashir. Although be refuses to join, the
organi zation will continue to

consi der him an operative.

* Betazed falls to the Doni nion.



e Wth the aid of Garak, Sisko nmanipul ates the Romulans into allying with the
Federation and the

Kl i ngons agai nst the Doni ni on

« Kira and Odo become romantically invol ved.

o Dukat makes a pact with the Pah-waiths, the enenies of the wormhole
entities. Using Dukat as their

vessel, they seal die wornmhole, killing Jadzia in the process. The Dax

symbi ont survi ves.

e En route to Trill aboard the U S.S. Destiny, the Dax synbiont takes a turn
for the worse, necessitating

an energency inplantation into Ensign Ezri Tigan, a Trill who never intended

to be joined, but

reluctantly becones Dax's ninth host

« Kira is pronoted to col onel

2375

e On the planet Tyree, Sisko discovers the Ob of the Em ssary and | earns nat
the wornhol e entities

were responsible for his very existence. This previously unknown tenth orb

al so reopens the wormhol e.

e Ezri Dax is pronoted to lieutenant (j.g.) and is assigned to DS9 as a
counsel or.

 The disease created by Section 31 starts to mani fest anmong t he Founders.

e Ensign Nog loses a leg in battle on AR-558. The linb is subsequently

repl aced by a biosynthetic |eg.

 Dukat has hinmself surgically altered to pass as a Bajoran in order to turn
W nn agai nst the Prophets, and

to use her to unleash the Pah-waiths.

» Sisko and Yates marry. Shortly thereafter, they conceive a child.

e The Breen ally with the Dom nion. Fearing for Cardassia, Legate Damar rebels
agai nst the Domi ni on

and forns a Cardassi an resistance.

 Sisko sends Kira, Gdo, and Garak to the aid of Damar's resistance. To help
Kira gain the Cardassi ans

acceptance, Sisko grants her a Starfleet comm ssion with the rank of
conmmander .

e The Defiant is destroyed in battle against the Domi nion and the Breen at the
Chin'toka system

e Odo begins to mani fest synptons of the disease ravagi ng the Founders.

« Worf kills Klingon | eader Gowon in honorable conbat and nanes Martok the
new chancel | or of the

enpire.

* Bashir extracts the cure to the Founder disease fromthe mind of Section 31
operative Luther Sl oan.

Sl oan commits suicide, but Bashir succeeds in curing Cdo.

e The Defiant-class U S.S. Sao Paolo is assigned to DS9 under Sisko's comrand.
Speci al di spensation is

granted to rechristen the ship the U . S. S. Defiant.

 Bashir and Dax becone ronantically involved.

« Zek retires and appoints Rom bi s successor as G and Nagus of the Fereng
All'i ance.

* Federation, Klingon, Romulan, and rebellious Cardassian forces fight to
retake Cardassia fromthe

Dom nion and the Breen. In retaliation for the Cardassians' betrayal, the
Fermal e Changel ing orders the

entire planetary popul ation put to death. Odo provides the cure for the

di sease and bis return to the G eat

Li nk in exchange for the Dom nion's surrender, but at |least 800 million

Car dassi ans have al ready been

execut ed.

e Dukat and Wnn go to the fire caves of Bajor to unleash the Pah-waiths.



Si sko stops them but at a cost

Wnn is killed, and Dukat becones trapped with the Pah-waiths. Sisko joins
the entities in the

wor mhol e, but pronises to return

e« OBrien transfers to the faculty staff of Starfleet Acadeny on Earth. Worf

i s made Federation

Anmbassador to the Klingon Enpire. Garak returns honme to aid in the rebuilding
of Cardassia. Nog is

promoted to lieutenant (j.g.). Kira returns to her Bajoran rank of col onel and
beconmes commandi ng

of ficer of Deep Space 9.

2376

THREE MONTHS LATER

PROLOGUE

At night, when the tunnels of B hala were enpty, dust swept through on

tirel ess winds. The night breezes

were relentless in their irregular keening, the soft, lonely sounds trailing
over heaps of dry and crunbling

soil, lingering in the corners and dark spaces of the long lost city. Like the
gentle cries of shades and

spirits lamenting the daily disturbances of their tonb.

Sonetimes, particularly at night when he couldn't sleep, Jacob Isaac Sisko

t hought he might like to wite

about those ancient spirits -- a short piece of fiction, or even a poem-- but
those instances were few and

far between. For the first time in years he had put aside his witing padd,
and for the time being, at |east,

he didn't mss it nuch. Besides, by the end of each day, he was usually too
exhausted to do nore nan

eat, pull off his boots, and crawl into his cot, the sheets heavy with dust in
spite of the air recycler. His

sl eep was deep and

peaceful, and if he dreaned, he didn't renmenber upon waki ng.

Last night, though..

He wasn't quite ready to think about that; he concentrated instead on the
smal | patch of dry and faded

earth beneath his fingers, on the feel of the brush in his hand as he
carefully dusted. Behind him Prylar

Ei vos droned on about sone of the recent discoveries in the southernnost
section of the dig, his

ponderous voice seenming to draw the very life out of the tunnel's cool
recycled air. Eivos was a nice

enough man, but probably the nmpst dreadfully dry of all the student overseers;
t he agi ng nonk seened to

be perfectly happy with the sound of his own voice, regardl ess of whether or
not the content was rel evant

to anything. Jake tuned in for a nonent, still brushing at what woul d al nost
certainly turn out to be yet

anot her pottery shard.

" but there was one figurine anong the rest that was carved out of
jevonite,.which is nothing short of

extraordi nary," the prylar said, his tone suggesting that he'd devoted great

t hought to the matter. "As you

know, it has always been believed that jevonite could be found only on
Cardassia...'

Jake tuned out again, paying just enough attention to know when to nod
respectfully. From farther down

the tunnel he could hear the soft hum of the solids detec-. tors and the
repetitive chunk of manually

wor ked pi cks and shovels. They were pl easant sounds, a bright counterpart to



the nights of ghostly crying
from ancestors not his own....

He was feeling a bit on the poetic side lately, wasn't he? It was strange,
unearthing fragnments from an anci ent

culture, and stranger still that the culture wasn't even his --

-- Dad's, though, in a way, and in the dream --

He shut that thought down before it could get any further, afraid of the
concom tant feelings, afraid of
what he m ght uncover. And he realized that, beneath the soft bristles of his
brush, a sliver of color had

appeared, a dull red against the lighter soil
Jake waited for a break in Prylar Eivos's oratory.
" but men, quantumdating of the jevonite artifacts unearthed at the site
proves indi sputably that they
actually predate the First Hi betian civilization,'
took a deep bream
"I think I've found it," Jake said quickly.
The prylar sniled, stepping forward and crouching, using the tunnel wall as a
support. He pulled his own

brush froma fold in his robes and whi sked the remaining soil from around the
pi ece with practiced ease.
As Jake suspected, it was anot her broken clay shard. For every intact relic
that was uncovered at B hal a,

the nmonk stated firmy, and

nere seened to be about a billion broken ones.

And they all have to be catal ogued.

"Let's see what we have here... ah, very good, Jake!" The prylar stepped back
reaching for one of the

i nnurer abl e trays on the nearby cart. "And how gratifying -- it's kejelious,

one of the mpost inportant

material s used during the Sh'dama Age. Have | ever told you about kejelious?
don't know if anyone

truly appreciates how versatile it can be, when the liquid ratios are
altered..."

Jake nodded, smiling, seeing no point in remnding the nonk that he'd al ready
heard all about the virtues

of the stuff, twice. Eivos really was a nice old guy, and

seened to be genuinely excited about the work -- though for the first tine in
al l

his weeks at B' hala | ake found hinmself feeling disappointed, gazing at the

sl ender

fragnment as the nonk eased it fromthe ground.

Maybe because it's not what you came here to find, his mnd whispered, and it
was anot her thought mat he pushed away -- but not so quickly as he m ght have
only a few days before. Things were changi ng whether he liked it or not, and
t hough he knew it was inevitable, had known for some weeks, a part of him was
still fighting to avoid the next step

Accept ance

When the prylar suggested that they break for a neal, Jake was relieved. He
hurried away, suddenly eager to be out of the tunnels where the dead were
dust

and wi nd, where his father was a ghost that could only be | onged for

It was late in the afternoon before he thought of it again.

The dream Jake. Last night.

He felt a tingle at the back of his neck, a subtle shiver of remenbered

dreamreality -- something about the wornhole ...?
Jake sighed, still not sure he wanted to remenber. Not sure he was ready, in
spite

of the fact that he'd been having trouble concentrating for the | ast severa
days,
really. He was alone in one of the smaller catal og rooms, a constant, soft



dr one of
activity filtering in through several openings that had once been w ndows; he
| eaned back in his chair and cl osed his eyes, breathing deeply.
As far down as they were, second level up fromthe
tunnels, it was always pleasantly cool, and although a | ot of the volunteers
preferred to work in the larger, climate-controlled areas, he liked the fresh
air.
Usually it kept himalert, but he'd been daydreaning since lunch. Wll, since
breakfast, technically, although working with Prylar Ei vos would make an
android's mind wander.
Jake opened his eyes and returned his attention to the shard he'd been
handl i ng,
one of several fromthe area he thought of as the Kitchens, over at the
nort heast
end of the partially unearthed city. Nunber, 1601; Designation, C Utensil
The
fam | iar nunbers and keys of the database portable flew, he hardly had to | ook
at
the container tag, knowing fromthe curve and distinctive blue color that it
was
anot her one of (he goblet sets. He'd catal ogued at least thirty of themin the
| ast
few days, all fromthe sane coordinates. Standard estimation conments from
Prylar Krish, noted date of extraction ..

and had he been in the wornmhole with his father? It seemed so distant, but
he
t hought that the dream had been about hi mand Dad, together, flying..
Jake set the piece of clay aside, knowing mat he had to stop danci ng away
from
the truth of things. Away fromthe gentle physical and nental repetition that
hi s
time at B hala had been about, and towards why he had cone.
To accept the fact that | have to go on w thout him
The hesitant thought, so sinply worded on the page in his mnd s eye, struck
nun
as a little trite -- but no less true or powerful for mat. Wen no paral yzing
sorrow
cane, he allowed the thought again, accepting the
heaviness in his throat and chest For now, at |east, he had to make a life
for
hi nsel f.
It hurt, but there was also a forced quality toit. O, not forced, but..
del i ber ate.
He knew what had to happen, what he was supposed to do, but he didn't feel it
yet.
But Dax said that's normal, didn't she? That it could be a gradual thing, or
all at
once. Ezri had been very straightforward about what he m ght experience,
telling
himnot to underestimate or belittle bis loss, and to keep his expectations to
a
mnimm He'd talked to her a few tinmes, before and after |eaving the
station,
carefully skirting any real conversation about his father. Wen he'd told her
about
his intention to join the B hal a excavation, she'd suggested that not thinking
for a
whil e m ght be exactly what he needed; in the al nobst nine weeks since he'd
started, Jake had cone to agree whol eheartedly.
He' d been invited just about everywhere on Bajor after his father's



di sappear ance.

Li ke Kas, Jake had politely turned down each hopeful request -- to speak at
schools, to | ead prayer groups, to extend bl essings over everything from

| ocal

harvest festivals to the openings of new business ventures. Kasidy had
received

twice as many offers; he was the Emi ssary's son, but Kasidy was carrying the
Em ssary's unborn child, a somehow nore mracul ous connection. They'd shared
a quiet laugh about it the last tine they'd talked, some snall joke that was
nor e

af fectionate than funny. Jake |loved her for that, and had been glad to see
how

wel I she | ooked. Kasidy had the cel ebrated pregnancy gl ow about her, even if
her

eyes were a little sad.

You're still dancing, Jake, avoiding the inevitable --

Jake scowl ed at his inner voice. If it was inevitable, why rush? It wasn't

ti ke he

was on a schedul e.

Al t hough he hadn't realized it at the tine, getting away fromthe station had
been

di e best thing he could ve done. The initial invitation to visit B hala had
been

extended by a branch of the Order of the Tenple, the prylars who primarily
wor ked the dig, and had been offered as a chance to experience Bajoran

hi story

firsthand. Being the Emi ssary's son surely had plenty to do with it, but Jake
appreci ated the | ess-obvi ous wordi ng. He knew that B hala had been a speci al
pl ace for his father. And the fact of it was, the station had been too enpty
wi t hout

Dad, and the | ooks of synpathy -- or worse, the well-meant platitudes from
t he

Baj oran segnent, about the Emissary's great calling -- had only served to
rem nd

Jake of just how nuch he mi ssed his father. Kas had been great, and his
friends,

especially Ezri and Nog, but B hal a had been what he needed. He'd heard about
the volunteer program-- usually open only to religious initiates -- on the
second

ni ght of what had started as a four-day visit, and had only been back to the
station

once, to pick up a few personal itens.

He'd had tine here. Tine to not mnk, to categorize shards and books, to run
artifacts between scholars and techs and prylars and vedeks. In the nornings,
there were the digs, while afternoons were usually for catal oging.
Qccasional ly he

hel ped out the students who hand-cl eaned and preserved the crunbling stones
fromthe many small tenples that dotted the city, each etched with secrets
from

t housands of years past

For all the sense of community, there were enough people mlling around for
Jake
to feel anonynous -- well, nore so than on the station, anyway. Besides the

initiate program nere was also a | arge, seni-organized group of research
scientists on site. Mostly they were Bajoran archeol ogi sts, although there was
a

handful of recently arrived Vul can chronol ogists and a few assorted of f-world
t heol ogy groups -- not to nmention a constant trickle of the faithful, devout

si ghtseers who cane to pray and nmeditate hi the | ong shadow of B hala's

centra



bant aca. Jake generally avoi ded the spire daring the daylight hours, as
unconfortable as ever with being recogni zed --

"Jake Sisko?"

Jake blinked, then sniled amably at the small Baj oran woman in the doorway.
Speak of the devil, as his grandfather liked to say. He still felt uneasy with
t he

sem -reverent attitude that so often acconpanied his nane -- when spoken by a
Bajoran -- but it was actually a relief to have his neandering sel f-analysis

i nterrupted.

The stranger wore a prylar's robes, and was very obviously a menber of the
di g;

short, silver hair contrasted sharply with her deeply tanned skin, and she had
t he

| ook of leathery strength that he'd come to associate with the lifelong
archeol ogi sts who had come to work at B hala. She didn't |look famliar, but
there

were al ways new people coning to the city.

"Yes?

The nonk stepped inside, and in the few seconds it took her to cross the
room

Jake deci ded that she was nervous about sonething. She wal ked stiffly, her
expression polite but blank, her hands clutching at the shoul der strap of a
wel | -wor n sat chel

She stopped in front of himand seenmed to study his features, her pale eyes

i nt ent

with some enotion he

couldn't place. Jake waited for her to speak, interested; a break in routine,
with a

vague air of nystery...

Gve it up. She probably wants directions, or an entry readi ng.

The prylar snmiled, revealing snall white teeth and deeply etched | augh |ines.
LY

nane is Istani Reyla. 1'm-- | was one of the main overseers with Site

Ext ension.”

Jake nodded. Beneath the seeningly casual working atnosphere at B hala was a
wel | - organi zed system of conmittees and unions; Site Extension made the
deci si ons about where to dig next and sent in the first docunentation people,
nostly scientists or vedeks with years of archeol ogi cal experience.
Interesting

job; Jake had heard they'd recently excavated the ol dest shrine yet

di scovered, in

the ruins beneath B hal a.

"Nice to neet you. What can | help you with?"

The prylar reached into her bag and pulled out a narrow, |oosely w apped
bundl e,

vaguel y tube-shaped. The careful way she handed it to himsuggested that it
was

exceptionally valuable or fragile. The package was very tight, the cloth it
was

wrapped in organic and extrenely soft.

"It's a... docunent of sorts. Very old. If -- it may be -- | believe it's
i mportant that

you -- " She grinned suddenly, and shook her head. "lI'msorry, it's been a
| ong

week." Her voice was | ow and nusical, and Jake noticed how tired she seened.
There were dark circles under her eyes.

So much for intrigue. He sniled, setting the bundle on the counter in front of
hi m

She seened nice, if alittle odd; scientists. "I understand. | have these

di shes to go



t hrough, and there's a tray of jewelry ahead of you
but I can run it through the translator after that There's kind of a backl og
for the main conputer, but if
you don't mind a sinple text, | should have it done by -- -
Prylar |stani shook her head, her grin fading. "No, it's for you. It was
witten for you, for the son of the
Em ssary. | believe that unequivocally. Please, don't share it with anyone
until you've read it Whatever
you decide to do after that..."
She took a deep breath, nmeeting his gaze squarely. Her own was bright and
sincere. "Read it, and think
about it Trust your heart You'll know what to do."
Wt hout another word, she turned and wal ked out
Jake started to stand, then sat down again. That was interesting. After nine
weeks of quiet and routine, he
wasn't sore what to do ... besides the obvious.
He peel ed back the soft, fibrous covering, conscious of his heart beating
faster at the sight of the tattered
parchnent inside. "Very old" was an understatenent though Istani surely knew
that Jake hadn't becone
an expert by any nmeans, but from bis weeks of catal oging, he'd seen enough to
make a |l ayman's
eval uation. By the uneven texture of the single page and the |ight shade of
ink, it was the ol dest
docunent he'd yet handled. And he'd dated witings 23 millennia old.
He | ooked back at the suddenly boring spraw of pottery bits he was supposed
to finish and deci ded he
couldn't wait There was a text translation programback at his field shelter
the very one that Jadzia had
augrment ed during that crazy "Reckoni ng" business over a year ago; new synbols
wer e bei ng added all of
the tine. He was ahead of schedul e, anyway, and it wasn't as though anyone was
waiting urgently for his
next filing.
He marked where he'd left off with a tag and quickly strai ghtened the work
counter, excited about the
m ni -adventure -- until he realized that he was | ooking forward to telling Dad
about it To seeing Ms eyes
light up with interest, and the slight snile he'd wear as he |listened to Jake
recount the facts.
Jake took a deep breath, releasing the sorrow and anger as best he coul d,
deciding mat he'd worked on his
acceptance of truth enough for one day. He had a nystery to unravel -- and
t hough he woul d not have
admtted it out loud, he could not help the small but desperate hope nat
somehow, in sonme way,
what ever he uncovered nmight tell his heart something about why his father had
had to go.

battles fall and fail, and there is a tine of waiting, the space between
breaths as the land heals and its
children retire fromwar. The Tenpl e wel cones many home, the faithful and the
Chosen.
A Herald, unforgotten but lost to time, a Seer of Visions to whomthe Teacher
Prophets sing, will return
fromthe Tenple at the end of this tinme to attend the birth of Hope, the
I nfant Avatar. The wel coned
Heral d shares a new understanding of the Tenple with all the land' s children
Concei ved by |ights of
war, the alien Avatar opens its eyes upon a waxing tide of Awareness.
The journey to the land hides, but is difficult; prophecies are reveal ed and



hi dden. The first child, a son

enters the Tenple alone. Wth the Herald, he returns, and soon after, the

Avatar is born. A new breath is

drawn and the land rejoices in change and clarity.

Jake rubbed his eyes, wincing at the hot and grainy feel of them too excited

to care nmuch. It was |ate,

hours after he normally went to bed, but he couldn't steep. He sat at the

anci ent

chi pped desk in his small field shelter, the translation and the original in

front of

him witing and rewiting the text's story in his mnd. He'd | ost count of

how

many tinmes he'd read it, but if it was true... if he decided to believe it...
everyt hing changes, and how can | not believe it? Haw can | deny what's in

front of me ?

He'd already verified an approximate age, making it a credible artifact To get

an

exact date, he'd need access to equipnent in B hala's |ab conplex; they had a

sensor there for detecting the degradation of cytoplasm c proteins in plant

cells,

used specifically for pounded root parchnent It was anazi ng, how

wel | - preserved

nost of the ancient Bajoran witings were, the materials treated by sone

nmet hod

long lost to Bajor of the present; even the ol dest books seermed to have held

up

better than many stone carvings fromonly a few centuries ago.

The remant in front of himwas way beyond "old." H's tricorder had only been

able to run a basic biospec-tral analysis, but that still put it as witten
bet ween 30

and 32 nmillennia ago -- putting it in the era of the tablet mat had correctly
foretold

t he Reckoni ng.

And what it says.. .the son goes into the Tenple and comes back with the
Heral d, the | ost nessenger who

conmuned with the Prophets -- and in tine to witness the spiritually
significant birth of an alien child.

The translator's dictionary said that avatar nmeant "enbodi ment of revel ation”
in

t he docurment's context. The word for herald, "elipagh," could also be
transl at ed

as messenger or proxy, as carrier or bearer of news -- and as em ssary.
The son, him The elipagh, Benjam n Sisko. The

Avatar -- Kas and Dad's baby, conceived in wartine, due in... five nonths,
gi ve or

take. He'd have to get a ship, go into the wornmhol e by hinself...

' Propheci es are reveal ed and hidden,'" he said softly, and rubbed his eyes
agai n.

Was mat nmeant for hin? Did it nean that a reveal ed prophecy woul d be hi dden
or mat there were things mat woul dn't be reveal ed? Maybe it wasn't a prophecy
at

all; alot of the ancient witings contradicted one another, or foretold

t hi ngs that

had never happened.

But ...it feels right. True. He wasn't Bajoran, and didn't share the Bajoran
faith -- but he'd seen and experienced enough not to doubt that the Prophets,

what ever they really were, had an interest in the destiny of Bajor, and he
knew
fromhis father's encounters with the wornhol e beings that feelings counted
for a



lot It felt true, and he couldn't shake the distinct feeling mat he was neant
to see it

Jake shook his head, not sure where to put such an overwhel m ng thought --

t hat

m |l ennia ago, sonmeone had foreseen him And witten about it

He'd already tried to track down the prylar, but she was gone, or hiding. He
wanted to know nore, to ask her so many things. According to Site Extension
Prylar Istani Reyla had signed herself out for an indefinite | eave of absence
t he

day before. She'd been working alone in a newy excavated section of the
tunnel s,

beneath B hal a's foundation. The ranjen Jake had tal ked to obvi ously thought
hi ghly of her, commenting several times on both her dedication to the O der
and

her reputation as a scientist Jake had been careful not to ask too nany
guesti ons;

until he decided what to do, he planned to take Island s advice.

Thi nk about it, and trust my heart Easier said than done, when all he could

t hi nk about was that his father

m ght be waiting, expecting Jake to cone and bring himhone.

He was too tired to think about much of anything anynore. Jake carefully

wr apped t he ragged par chnent

up and slid it into the top drawer of the desk, then stood and stretched. He
had to try to get sone sleep

He crawl ed into bed, tapping the manual |ight panel at the head of the cot and
pul ling the dusty coverl et

to his chest in the sudden dark. He doubted he'd be able to fall asleep right
away, but it was his |ast

coherent thought before he drifted off into an uneasy slunmber -- and he
dreaned agai n of Dad, dreaned

that the two of themwere flying through space without a ship, his father

| aughi ng and hol ding his small

child's hand as they swam t hrough the infinite bl ack.

I

The freighter was Cardassi an, of an ol der class, and everyone on board was
about to die.

" mdream ng, Kira thought She had to be, but the awareness brought no relief.
The details were too real

the sensations too vivid. She stood at the entrance of a |arge cargo bay, the
curved and heavy lines of the

shi p obviously Cardassi an, the kind once used to transport |aborers and

pl under during the GCccupation

And in front of her, sprawl ed ami dst the broken crates and overturned bins,
were a few dozen raggedly

dressed Bajorans and a handful of Cardassian soldiers, gasping for air, many
of them al ready

unconsci ous, bathed in the dull glow of the ship's emergency lights.

Li f e- support failure.

She cl anped down on a flutter of panic, inhaling deeply -- and though she
could breathe easily, she had

to clanp down even harder, her senses telling her that she couldn't possibly
be asl eep. The air was cold

and

sharp, and she could snell the fading scents of sweat and fear and watery
katterpod bean gruel, the snell

of the Baj oran canps where she'd spent her short childhood. It was dark, the
only light coming from

ener gency backup, casting everything in deep red shadow, and the only sound --
besi des the poundi ng of

her heart -- was the hopel ess, |aboring beat of slow asphyxiation, a chorus of



strained and pitiful hisses.

She stepped into the storage bay, afraid, struggling to stay calm to try to
make sense of what was

happeni ng.

The cl othes, the Cardassi an's weapons, the very status of the Bajorans --
Cccupation. And fromthe

bul ki -ness of the guard's uniforns, probably from before she was bom

Kira stepped further inside, feeling old defenses rise to the surface,
grateful for them Though bl oodl ess,

it was as terrible a death scene as any she'd w tnessed. Except for the
struggl e to breathe, nobody noved.

Most of the Bajorans had huddl ed into couples and small groups to die,
clinging to one another for

what ever pitiful confort they could find. There were several children, their
smal I, unnovi ng bodi es

cradled in the thin arms of their elders. Kira saw a dead woman cl utching a
pal e infant to her breast and

| ooked away, fighting to maintain control. The Cardassian soldiers were in no
better shape; they stil

gri pped their weapons but were obviously helpless to use them their gray,
reptilian faces nore ashen

than they shoul d have been, then-nouths opening and cl osing usel essly. The

i mge of fish out of water

cane to her, and wouldn't go away.

Kira turned in a circle, dizzy fromthe helpless terror she saw reflected in
SO many eyes, SO nany nore

gl azing as they greeted death -- and saw sonet hing so unlikely

that the disaster's full inmpact finally gripped her, sank its dark teeth into
her and held on tightly.

Two young men, slunped together against the wall to her right, their
stiffening arms around each other in

a | ast desperate need for solace, for the consol ation of another soul wth
whomto nmeet the |onely

shadows of death. One was Bajoran. The other, a Cardassian

What ' s happeni ng, why is this happeni ng? Her conposure was slipping, the

t hi ngs she saw al

wrong -- foreign to her mind and spirit, a nightmare fromw t hout her

consci ousness. She was lost in

some place she had never known, wi tnessing the final, wenching nonents of
peopl e she'd never net

Stop, this has to stop, wake up, Nerys, wake up

A new light filtered through her haze of near-panic. It filled the room

com ng from somewhere above

and toward the back of the cavernous space. It was the pale blue |light she'd
al ways thought of as

m racul ous and beautiful, the light of the Prophets. Now it threw strange
shadows over the dying faces of

t he doomed nen, wonen, and children, conmbining with the energency lights to
pai nt everything a harsh

purpl e.

She felt herself drawn toward the source of the tight, breathing the air of
her youth. For some reason, she

couldn't pinpoint the light's origin. It was bright enough, and well defined
-- but nere was a sort of haze

at the back of the bay, obscuring the exact location. It was tike |ooking at a
sun from under deep water,

the Iight source shifting and unsteady, far away. Kira wal ked on -- and then
she was in the haze, tike a

m st of darkness, and the tight was as bright as a star's, only a few neters
in front of her.



Nerys.

Sonme of us nore than others. As if. they didn't have enough to do, DS9 had

al so been designated the

official coordinator for the multi-societal relief efforts to Cardassia, which
nmeant extra work for

everyone on staff. Wth supply and aid ships fromover a dozen worlds arriving
and departing

daily -- supplenented by an ever-changi ng nunber of freelance "ships for hire"
-- there seened to be a

near - const ant stream of problenms great and snmall. Add to that a strange new
enotional climte on the

station, like nothing the colonel had ever experienced. Al though Kira had
faith in the good intentions of

her people, with the overwhelmng majority of the station's nearly 7500

i nhabi tants bei ng Baj oran, she

wasn't so certain that DS9 was the best choice for the restoration effort,
regardl ess of their position and

capacity.

First Mnister Shakaar had di sagreed, arguing that Bajor's willingness to take
point in die relief efforts

woul d be an inportant step toward rapprochenent with the Cardassians... as

well as in Bajor's renewed

petition to join the Federation. "Besides, Nerys," Shakaar had said, "you were
there. You saw what it was

like. How can we not help then"

The question, so gently asked, had left Kira unable to argue as she recalled
t he carnage and destruction

t he Dom ni on had wrought. There was a tinme, she knew, when she night have

| ooked on Cardassia's fate

as a kind of poetic justice. But thinking back on the bl ackened, snoking
ruins, the corpses that |ay

everywhere, the shocked and vacant faces of the survivors... It was no |onger
possible to view them as

the enenmy mat had raped Bajor for half a century.

But while convincing Kira of the role that Bajor, and

DS9 especially, was to play in the healing of Cardassia had been rel atively
easy... me Bajoran popul ace

was another matter. A Bajoran installation providing aid to the Cardassian
honmewor |1 d? | rony was

sel dom so obvi ous, and the atnosphere of reluctant, often grudging charity
from sone of the Bajorans

aboard the station was |ess than ideal

At least Starfleet had given her This last. The commander had al ready proven
herself able to work

mracles when it canme to adnministrative matters, anmong other things; after a
somewhat rocky start, Kira's

new first officer had turned out to be a definite asset

It wasn't until Kira checked herself in the mrror on the way out the door

t hat she thought about the

dream agai n, and was surprised by the sudden | oneliness she felt, the

| oneliness she saw in her tired

reflection. WAs it just a drean? And if it wasn't, what neani ng was she
supposed to take fromit?

It would have been nice to talk to Benjam n again, under any

ci rcumnst ances. . .

"CGet moving, Colonel," she said softly, straightening her shoul ders, her gaze
har deni ng. She was the

conmandi ng of ficer of Starbase Deep Space 9, arguably the single nost

i mportant outpost in the Al pha

Quadrant, and there was a matter on board requiring her i mediate attention.



How she felt about it -- or

anything, lately -- was of secondary consideration

W1l of the Prophets, she told herself, and taking a deep bream she stepped
out of her quarters and started

for Md-Core.

The col onel marched hi | ooking alert and fully rested, |ike always, naking Ro
Laren wonder -- and not

for the first time -- if the woman ever slept Ro herself had been dragged out
of

bed on four hours of sleep, and was feeling it; her days of catching a few
nmonents here and there and calling it even were | ong gone.

"Report, Lieutenant”

Brisk and efficient, undoubtedly Kira's finest qualities; Ro could respect
her, at

| east Too bad it didn't seemto be nutual

"At ms point it appears to be a botched robbery attenpt” Ro said. "Two dead,
t he

victimand ne perpetrator, both Bajoran civilians. Dr. Bashir is conducting

t he

autopsies -- "

"Where did it happen?" Kira interrupted. "The at-tack?"

"Pronenade, in front of Quark's. |'ve got people talking to the w tnesses
now. .."

The col onel's eyes had narrowed slightly, and Ro hurried on, renmenbering
their
| ast terse encounter. "There was a strong security presence in and around
Quark' s,
as you, ah, suggested, but it didn't seemto matter. He stabbed the woman in
front
of a crowd, took her bag, and ran. Two of ny deputies chased himto the
second
| evel , where he attenpted to junp one of the railings. He fell badly, he
died."
Kira nodded. "Wo was her
"We don't have an ID yet He came to the station yesterday, but apparently he
was
using a fal se nane. He wasn't much of a thief, whoever he was; there was
not hi ng
in her bag but a few personal items. The woman was a nonk, a Prylar |stan
Reyl a; she'd only been here two days, which makes nme wonder if he sonehow
cane after her specifically -- "
Ro broke off, surprised at the change in Kira' s demeanor
The col or had drained fromher face, and her eyes were w de and
shocked. "Reyla? Istani Reyla?" Kira whispered.
Ro nodded, unconfortably aware mat Kira knew the victim "Yes. Colonel... are
you all right?"
Kira didn't answer. She turned and wal ked away, headed for the door that I|ed
into
t he autopsy room Ro hesitated, then followed her, wondering if she should
say
somet hing el se. Somet hing conforting. She and Kira didn't get along, but they
weren't exactly enem es, either. Soar had been pushing the idea that they were
t oo
much alike -- both strong, stubborn Bajoran wonmen with histories of follow ng
their own rules...

and if | was also judgrmental and blindly pious, we 'd definitely have
somet hi ng i n conmon
Ro sighed inwardly as she stepped into the autopsy room rem nding herself
t hat
she'd rarely been accused of open-m ndedness. Besides, she'd only been on the



station for six weeks, and although she didn't feel the need to prove herself
to the

many doubters on board -- and doubted herself that it was possible -- she
was

aware that even a grudgi ng acceptance woul d take tine.

Dr. Bashir was speaking softly, standing over Istani's body as Kira stared
down

nunbly at die woman's still face. Ragged circles of blood radiated from
severa

wounds in the old woman's chest staining her nonk's robes a dark, shining
crinson.

" several tines, and with an erose blade. The atri-oventricular node was
destroyed, effectively severing neuronuscul ar comruni cati on between the
chanmbers of the heart Even if |1'd been standing by with a surgical team it's
unli kely that she could have been saved."

Ro saw the pain in Kira's wet gaze and i medi ately

regretted her unkind thoughts. It was the first time she'd seen the col one

di spl ay

any emotion beyond inpatient irritation, at least in front of her, and it had
t he

instant effect of nmaking her want to | eave, to allow Kira sonme privacy with
her

pain. If Ro had just lost a Mend, she'd hope for the same consideration

Kira reached out and gently touched Istani's face with the back of her hand.
Bashir's deneanor changed abruptly, from subdued respect to open concern.
"Nerys, did you know her?'

Kira's hand trenbl ed against Istani's slack cheek. "At the canps, when | was
a

child. At Singha. She was a good friend to nmy parents, and after ny nother
left...

she was a good friend. She watched out for us."

The doctor's voi ce becanme even softer. "I'mso sorry. If it's any help to you,
I

don't believe she suffered.”

The three of mem stood for a nonent, Bashir's words lingering in the cool
sterile

air, Ro feeling out of place as a witness to Kira's grief. She was about to
excuse

hersel f when the col onel began to speak again, alnost to herself.

"I"ve been meaning to contact her, it's been... five years? The last tine we
spoke,

she was on her way to Beta Kupsic, for an archeol ogi cal dig.
Ro couldn't stop herself. "Do you know when she got back?"
Kira | ooked up and seened to collect herself, straightening away fromthe
body.

"Just before the Pel-dor Festival, | think, for the Meditation for Peace; the
Vedek

Assenbly call ed everyone hone. That was five nonths ago."

Ro nodded, biting her tongue. She knew when the Pel dor Festival was. "Did you
know she was com ng here? To the station?"

Kira shook her head. There was another awkward silence, for Ro, at least, and
then the colonel turned to her, seeming entirely in control once nore. "I

expect a

full investigation, Lieutenant, and I want to know what you find as soon as
you

find it I'Il expect your initial report before the end of the day."

"Yes, sir," Ro said. Her first real case; a flutter of anxiety touched her and
was

gone. She was ready.

"If there's anything | can do..

Bashir started.



The col onel managed a faint smle. Thank you, Julian. I'Il be fine."

She nodded briskly at Ro and wal ked out of the room wi thout a backward

gl ance,

as conposed as when she'd entered.

She had to admire the woman's self-control. Ro had lived through resettl ement
canps, and knew sonet hi ng about the kinds of bonds that could be forged under
dire conditions. When she was with the Maquis, too... the friends she had
made

and lost...

"Was mere sonething el se you needed, Lieutenant?"

Not inpolite by any means, but the doctor's voice had lost its former warnth
She

supposed she should be grateful it wasn't open hostility; her history with
Starfl eet

wasn't going to win her any friends anong its personnel

"No, thank you, Doctor. |'msure your report will answer any questions

m ght

have. "

Bashir smled civilly and picked up a padd, turning away. Her cue. Ro started
to

| eave, but couldn't help a final |look at Istani Reyla. Such gentle character
in the

lines around her eyes and nourn; to have survived the canps and the war, to
have

lived a life devoted to hunble faith, only to die in a robbery...

What woul d a prylar have worth stealing? Wrth being nurdered for?

That was the question, wasn't it? Istani's bag was | ocked up in the security
of fice, and Ro decided that she

needed to take a closer ook at its contents. She wasn't going to give anyone
a reason to doubt her

appoi ntnent to DS9; they didn't have to like her, any of them but she would
do her job, and do it well.

"Doctor," she said, as way of good-bye, and left himto his work.

Kira was on the lift to ops when it hit her. She acted w thout thinking,
slammi ng her fist into the wall

once, tw ce, the skin breaking across two of her knuckles. No pain, or at

| east nothing close to the boiling

dar kness inside of her, the acid of sorrow and | oneliness grasping at her
heart She was sick with it. Reyla,

dead. Murdered.

She let out a | ow nban and sagged agai nst the wall, cradling her wounded hand.
For a second, it
threatened to overwhelmher, all of it -- Reyla; the dream |ike sonme dark

onen; the fading nmenory of
Qdo's arms around her when she felt alone, so al one..

deal with it. You don't have tine for this, and you will deal with it, and
everything will be as it should
be, have faith, have faith...
Kira took a few deep breaths, talking herself through it, letting go... and by
the tinme she reached ops she
was through the very worst of it, and prepared to bear the weight of another
day.
Al t hough he was only three mnutes |ate, Kasidy was already waiting when
Bashir got to the infirmary,
sitting on the edge of one of the diagnostic tables and chatting with Dr.
Tar ses.

"... and I'"lIl want to do sone planting in the spring," Kasidy was saying, her
back to Bashir as he
approached. "Kava, | think. If I"'mnot too fat to bend over by then."

Bashir noted the readout over the bed with a practiced eye as he joined nem



pl eased with the slight
wei ght gain since her |ast checkup. Perfectly within normal hunman paraneters.
"In five months you'll be
big as a runabout, | inmagine" he said. "Bending over shouldn't be a problem
t hough standi ng back up
m ght take work."
Hs listeners |aughed, and Julian felt his spirits lift. Getting up early to
conduct autopsies was not his idea
of a pleasant norning, and for Kira's friend to have been nurdered..
Poor Nerys. Bad enough to | ose soneone inportant, but practically, the tining
couldn't be worse. Kira
wasn't al ways good at del egating responsibility, too often overburdening
hersel f, and the current
upgrades to the station were no exception. Wth the Federati on and Baj or both
re-organi zing their
resources and personnel -- along with practically everyone else in the Al pha
Quadrant -- DS9 had been
operating understaffed anyway; technical support personnel were in short
supply, and even with Jast to
take over arrangenents with Starfleet, Kira wasn't sniling as nuch as she used
to. The | ook on her face
when she'd touched her friend..

Ezri should speak to her, professionally. Assum ng she can find the tine
in the next year or two.
The slightly sour thought surprised him although only until he remenbered the
reason. Ezri had al ready
been gone when he'd gotten the call that woke him off to help Nog with sone
engi neeri ng conundrum
Agai n. Funny, how quickly he'd gotten used to having her beside himwhen he
woke. And how nuch he
m ssed her when she wasn't there.
Tarses handed over the shift report and said his good-byes, |leaving themin
rel ative privacy. Both nurses
on duty, Bajorans, stayed a respectful distance away -- although he woul d have
to speak to them about the
beam ng gl ances they couldn't seemto help shooting in Kasidy's direction. He
knew that the Emi ssary's
wife didn't care much for the attention, resigned to it or no.
Julian pulled up a chair and sat, calling up Kasidy's charts on a w descreen
padd. It had been two weeks
since he'd seen her last, for a topical rash she'd picked up on her last run
to the Orias system It had
turned out
to be an extrenely mld allergic reaction to a shipment of Rakalian p'losie
t hat had gone bad, thanks to a
mal f unctioning refrigeration unit
"So. Tell nme how you're feeling these days.'

He gl anced at her hands. "No nore

bunps, | see. | assune

you' re staying away from Rakalian fruit?

Kasi dy nodded, smiling. "Absolutely. In fact, |I'mstaying away fromthe cargo
hol ds al t oget her. O her

than that, let's see... | feel pretty good, | guess. Still no nore norning
sickness. I'ma little tired, even

though it seens like |I'msleeping at |least ten hours a night. Ch, and I've
recently devel oped a craving for

anyt hi ng made with ginger root, of all things."

Julian ran the bed' s diagnostic against a hand-held tricorder's as she spoke,
careful to keep the screen

away from her line of sight; Kasidy insisted on keeping to a famly tradition
regardi ng i gnorance of



gender prior to birth. The child's sex was listed in the upper |left conmer,
along with the series of nunbers

t hat suggested textbook normal devel opnent for the fourth nonth. Both she and
the child were doing

remarkably well .

"I guess | shouldn't be surprised," Kasidy continued. "Ben | oved ginger. He
said..." Her smile faded

slightly, her hands noving to her belly. "He said there was no such thing as a
good stir-fry w thout

gi nger."

Julian nodded, setting aside his tricorder and focusing his full attention on
Kasidy. "I remenber. He

made it for me once, with Bajoran shrinp. It was wonderful."

Kasidy smled crookedly, still holding her |lower belly. "I've been thinking

shoul d take up cooking. |

never wanted to, before, but | set up the kitchen just like he wanted. It
seens a shanme to let it goto

waste. "

Si sko' s dream house, in the Kendra province on

Baj or. He'd bought the land just before the end of the war, and Kasidy had
decided to build the honme he'd

designed and live there until his return. Through Kira, Julian knew that she'd
agoni zed over the kitchen

about everything fromwhether or not to put in a dividing wall to what kind of
appl i ances Si sko woul d

want .

"It's finished already?" Julian asked. "Last | heard, there was sone problem
finding the right kind of, ah,

cooki ng device."

"Quark cane through," Kasidy said. "Don't ask nme where he found it, either
Oiginal wood stoves are

hard to cone by these days. As for the rest of the house, you' d be surprised
how qui ckly things go when

everyone on the planet wants you to get settled in."

"That's all right with you, isn't it?" Julian asked gently.

"Most of the tine. They care about him too, in their own way."

She seened a bit nelancholy, but not actually depressed. Under the
circunstances, it was the best he

could hope for. Having one's | ove whisked away to fulfill his own spiritua
destiny coul dn't be easy,

particularly with a baby on the way. Love could be such a tenuous thing,
runni ng from enotional ecstasy

to fear of |loss and back again in a matter of days, hours, really. There were
tinmes he felt so connected to

Ezri, so elated with what they had, mat it was hard to accept the distance
that could grow up between

t hem soneti mes, as sudden and strange as ..

" a robbery on board. Julian?"

He started. "I'msorry, I'"'ma bit distracted this noming. You were sayi ng?"
"l said that the station seens different now. Even
As usual, there was a lull in business as the last of the |ate-night drinkers

straggl ed out and the early

breakfast crowd chirped in, but there was a fifteen percent

drop fromthe day before, which meant Quark wasn't happy. It was those

dammed security guards, hassling his clientele and the staff for details about
t he

murder. Not only had he lost half of bis breakfasters to T'Pril's -- although
why

someone woul d dare Vul can cuisine first tiling in the nmorning was anyone's
guess -- he'd had to offer several of his |less reputable custoners free



drinks just

to keep themfromfleeing. So when he saw Ro Laren walk into the bar, he
wasn' t

nearly as charmng as usual; as entirely awe-inspiring as she was, fifteen
per cent

was enough to shrivel his |obes.

"How about you tell your people to |l eave ny custoners al one?" he snapped, in
lieu of a greeting. "If | remenber correctly -- and | do -- die incident
occurred

outsi de, on the Pronmenade. Not in here.”

Ro sat at the bar, her |lean body bent toward him a slight, curling smle

pl ayi ng

across her lips. "And a good nobrning to you, Quark. Wuld you do ne a favor
and take a | ook at this?"

Still smiling, she dropped a slip of paper on the bar and | eaned back
crossi ng her

arnms. Quark ignored the slip and studied her for a noment, not sure what she
was

up to. He'd heard a lot of interesting things about Ro, of course,
practically

everyone on the station had, but he hadn't had nuch of a chance to interact
with

her on a professional level. Fromthe stories that had preceded her arrival,
he' d

expected DS9's new head of security to run around throwi ng tantrums, stealing
Federation supplies, and shooting people -- but so far she'd been a

di sappoi nt nent, enploying al nobst Odo-like tactics to interfere with his Iess
t han

| egal enterprises. She'd already managed to re-route several contraband

shi pnents, and with Rom gone and Nog too

busy to help his own uncle, Quark had been forced to actually buy a program
to

further random ze his security code generator

At | east Ro doesn't gloat about it. And unlike her predecessor, she's not in
| ove

with Kira. Nowhere close. The friction between the two wonen was al ready

wel | -established, a definite point in her favor; between that and her | ooks,
Quark

wasn't quite prepared to wite her off as a liability.

"OfF course," he said, picking up the slip of paper and nustering his nobst
seductive smle. "Anything for you, Lieutenant -- "

He saw what was on the slip and his smle froze; his name and a series of
nunbers, witten by that Bajoran nonk. She'd pronised that she would commit
her storage code to nenory and destroy the hard-copy scrap, but it seened
she' d

gone and died before getting around to it Aware of Ro's close scrutiny, he
casually dropped it on the bar and shrugged, silently cursing. The woman was
dead, but there was his reputation to consider

"Doesn't nmean a thing to me. Were did you say you found it?"

"I didn't."

He waited, but she didn't el aborate any further, only gazed at hi mserenely,
ever

smling. Quark shrugged agai n, wondering how much she actually knew.

And to think, ny nephew could have been security chief..

"I really have no idea," Quark said finally. "Maybe she was going to neet
someone here, that's why it says ny nane, and those nunbers -- could nean a
tine..."

He realized his m stake before Ro could point it out, and did his best to
cover. He

had to start getting to bed earlier; these late nights were killing him "I



mean, |
assune this is sonething about that murdered woman. Isn't it?"

"Gve it up, Quark. I found it in her bag and you know it, and you al so know
what

it means." Her dark eyes sparkled. "You already owe nme for not telling Kira
about that shipnent of phaser scopes.”

Quark feigned i nnocence. "Wat phaser scopes? Really, Lieutenant, | don't
know -- "

Ro noved so fast he didn't have time to react, reaching across the bar and
taking a

firmhold of both his ears -- not hard enough to hurt, but pain was inmm nent

Quark froze, shocked, afraid to breathe. She |eaned over, so close mat her
sof t

voice tickled his left tynmpanic nenbrane, arousing in hima strange

conbi nati on

of excitenment and terror. Her tone was as firmand unyi el ding as her grasp.
"Listen carefully, Quark," she hal f-whi spered, sweet and deadly at once. "I
don't

have a problemw th your petty schenmes to nmake noney, and unless you're

dealing in something dangerous or unethical, I'moften as not willing to | ook
t he

other way. I'mnot Kira and I"'mnot Starfleet and a victimess crine is just
t hat ,

right? But if you don't tell ne what | want to know when | ask for it, I'll
teach you

new meani ngs of the word 'sorry.' And what | want to know right now is what
you

know about |stani Reyla. Make no mistake, this is not open to negotiation.”
She abruptly let go, |eaving himstunned but unhurt, and in the time it took
himto
catch his breath, Quark decided two things: one, that it was in his best
interests
to tell her about the nonk -- she'd really only paid hima pittance, anyway --
and
two, he was halfway in | ove
Kasi dy wal ked back to her quarters slowy, thinking about Dax and the doctor.
She didn't know either of themas well as Ben had, especially Dax...

but some things never change, and probably never will Ah, |ove!
Kasi dy grinned. The | ook on Julian's face had been so sincere, so entirely
heartfelt as he tal ked about Ezri, and nme "problenms" so nornmal. He worried
t hat
they thought differently about sone things, and said she soneti nes seened
bor ed
by his work. He felt lonely sometines, and didn't know what she was thi nking.
He said she wanted to be al one occasionally, and that he did, too, but was
afraid
for diemto spend too nuch time apart Every now and then, he felt overwhel ned

by ermotion for her -- and every now and then, she got on his nerves, and what
did

t hat nmean?

The brilliant doctor was certainly clueless in sone ways, and Kasidy
suspect ed

that Ezri, for all her lifetimes, was probably on die same ship. They were in
| ove,

that was all. In love and finding out what drat neant, once die initial shine
wor e

off. Falling in |love was easy; nmaintaining a relationship was work, no natter
how

enotionally or intellectually devel oped die participants were, and it wasn't
al ways



fun.

"l just want us to be happy. | don't want dungs to becone dull for her. O
ne, "

Bashir had stated, so honestly that Kasidy had been hard-pressed to keep a
straight face. And he'd been visibly distressed by her advice, that nere was
no

way to set everything up in advance, to avoid nistakes before they

happened -- that

it would take tine to | earn about each other, to let things unfold.

In a way, being smart probably made it harder, Kasidy imagined mat they were
both trying to reason out their differences, to logically define their roles
in each

other's lives. To decide how to feel

And nothing's nore frustrating than having feelings you didn't decide to
have.

Kasi dy stopped wal ki ng, struck by the intensity of the menory. Ben had said

t hat ,

not long after they'd becone a regular thing. He'd been teasing her about
somet hi ng, she couldn't remenber what, exactly, although she recalled mat
they'd

been in bed together, tal king. He had a way of doing that, of gently pointing
out

to her the nost basic truths hi life -- things that she'd | earned, that they'd
bot h

| earned but sometines misplaced. It was the nmiracle of their time together

mat

capacity for understanding the truth that they'd been able to share...

The sense of |oss flooded through her, so like a physical pain that she had to
cl ose

her eyes. Ch, baby, | know you had to go, but | niss you so nmuch, | want you
here, with nme --

Kasidy felt tears threatening, and hurriedly Walked on, firmy telling herself
t hat

she woul d not cry, would not, not in public. She even nanaged a snmile and a
nod

for a Bajoran couple passing by. She'd had no real choice in the natter about
giving Ben up to the Prophets, but her feelings about it, at |east, she could
keep as

her own.

My feelings. As if anyone el se woul d want them

It had becone a full-tinme job for her just to keep track, so many things were
changi ng. The connecti on

she already felt with the baby woul dn't allow her to be truly unhappy; she
was

already in love with the small life, and that |ove kept her from descending
into

real sorrow -- but in all, it was a very strange tinme for her. Mst days she
feh

strong, positive about a future mat would allow for her and Ben to be with
each

other, with Jake and with their child. But there were al so nmonents that she
felt a

ki nd of enptiness inside, a fear for what could be -- mat too much tine would
pass and he would return a stranger to her, their paths so far apart that
t hey

woul dn't even be able to see each other. He was with the Prophets, after all,
experienci ng things she couldn't begin to inmagine. And as the Em ssary, what
if

he cane back and nmen was call ed away agai n? What further sacrifices m ght

t hey



have to make? Wen those thoughts welled up, she felt |ike everything she was

doi ng was madness -- |eaving her job, nmoving away from everything she'd known
to wait for a man who m ght not return for nonths, even years...
and that's okay. That's okay because ny life will be as full as | want it

to be, because | had a life

before I met Benjamin Sisko and | have a life now Two lives, she anended
happily, and felt the sl ow

heavy warmth in her |lower belly, where their child slept and grew.. ..

Her hornones were certainly in an uproar. She felt vulnerable to herself, to
t he

wanderings of her own nind in a way she never had been before. It was al nost
funny; from anusenent to tears and back again, in the time it took her to
wal k

fromthe turbolift to her quarters. She thought she m ght be able to rel ax
once she

actually noved off the station and got settled on Bajor. She could hope,
anyway.

As she wal ked into her quarters, she realized suddenly

that she was tired. Tired and in a state of nild chaos. She was a strong,

i ndependent woman, on the verge of beginning a newlife for herself -- but at
t he

nmonent, she thought she mght Iike to go back to bed.

Maybe with a cup of tea, and sanme of those gi nger cookies..

That sounded good. Kasidy yawned, and decided mat there wasn't anything on
her slate mat couldn't be put off for another couple of hours. If she could
nap, get

away from her own turbulent noods for a little while, so much the better

"Ch, kid," she said, smiling, patting her |lower belly as she headed for the
replicator. "You're really sonething else."

The col onel had not been happy with the status reports, although Shar had the
i mpressi on she just wasn't happy, not this norning. He'd hardly finished
listing

t he various systens and subsystens mat were still offline before she'd

di sappeared into her office, and she hadn't come out again. Not mat he could
bl ame her, given how things were progressing.

Short-range shield emtters, down. Tractor beamemtters, down. Six of the
RCS

t hruster nodul es were being re-panel ed, alnost half of the ODN system stil
needed re-wiring, and the entire conputer network was runni ng on one
processing core w thout backup. In short, the station was barely functi onal
Shar sat cross-legged on the floor of the engineering station next to a

partially

di sassenbl ed consol e checki ng pl asma power |evels and hal f-w shing he hadn't
offered to work a double shift He didn't need as much sl eep as nost -- about
hah7

as much as a human or Baj oran

-- but it had been a I ong week and he was tired. The constant |owl evel

dr one

of conversation, of tools clattering and the occasional soft curse, was making
hi m
sl eepy, and he could honestly say he'd run enough system di agnostics to | ast
hi m

alifetime. Everything had to be checked and tri pl e-checked.
This climate isn't hel ping nuch, either. The station's conmon areas were set
to 22

degrees Celsius, 18 percent humidity; cold and dry by Andori an standards,
maki ng himlong for the confort of his quarters. Even after Starfleet Acadeny
and a year on the U S.S. Tamberkune -- with a primarily human crew -- he
still

couldn't get used to the environmental conditions.



Shar tapped a key on the padd next to himand saw mat he still had two hours
to

go. He briefly considered finishing with the console and leaving early -- Kira
and

| ast had both urged himto take on half-shifts, if he insisted on working
extra

hours -- but a |l ook around made hi m deci de agai nst it Everywhere, stacks of
partially wired sensor panels |eaked from gapi ng consol e chasns, the nen and
worren in front of themcertainly as tired as he. They were already three days
past

the original deadline for finishing, and he estimated it woul d be anot her

f our

bef ore everything was back up and running. And mat wasn't including the
Defiant; Lieutenant Nog's last report had suggested at |east another week.

If the SCE would just send a few nore people... Typically, DS9 boasted
thirty-five resident engineers fromthe corps, plus an affiliate group of

al nost as

many techs fromthe Bajoran Mlitia. But in spite of Starfleet's assurances
about

nore hel p com ng soon, the station had been running with | ess man hal f that
nunber since the war's end. Anyone with any engi neering experience was being
put to work.

I ncl udi ng Ensign Thirishar ch' Thane, science officer; if that isn't
desperat e,

nothing is. He wasn't an egotistical person, or at |east he hoped not, though
he

was aware of his worth in his field -- top of his class, already published
severa

times over, and assigned to DS9 just four weeks earlier; only his second
assignment, too. When he'd first graduated fromthe Acadeny, he'd been fought
over by sonme of the best Starfleet scientists working. But he wouldn't pretend
to

be any nechani cal genius; when it came to the physical application of his
abilities, he thought "clunsy" was probably nost apt.

"Taking a break from your troubles, Ensign?"

Shar started, realizing he'd been staring blankly. He | ooked up into the

t easi ng

gaze of Commander |ast and smled, pleased to see her, to hear her

di stinctively

accented voice. Although she was considered cold by some, he liked This |ast;
t here was sonet hi ng about her, sonething inspiring. She projected strength
and

confidence, as would any good commander, but there was al so an unapol ogetic
frankness in her manner that was rare in higher-ranking Starfleet officers.
She

openly di scussed her feelings as well as her ideas, and not for any effect;
she

appeared to sinply believe in expressing herself, whether or not it was

di pl omatic

to do so. An interesting person and a superb officer, Shar considered hinself
fortunate to be working with her.

Besi des whi ch, she knows what it's like to suffer these conditions. |ast was

Bol i an,

but came froma sinmlar environment. In the short time that he'd been
aboard, they'd conmmi serated nore man once over the chill aridity of the
station.

"Commander. No, sir. I'mjust alittle tired, nearing me end of my shift"

| ast shook her head. "Your second, | imagine. What have | said to you about

wor ki ng doubl es?"
Shar nodded, trying to recall the exact phrasing. "That 1'll end up



freeze-dried if |

don't get back to ny quarters occasionally. Sir."

"That's correct" last glanced around, then |eaned cl oser to Shar, speaking
[ow. "I

know things are in disarray ... but | think you could probably slip away, if
you

hurry. No one is |ooking."

Shar grinned, fully aware that she was granting himperm ssion to end his
shift

early, and relieved that he was starting to recognize it when she was being
hunorous, last was |ike mat; she could be as officially Starfleet as they
cane

when necessary, but didn't flaunt her rank once she becane acquainted wth

t hose

under her conmand. O at |east in his observation

"If it's all right, sir, I think "Il stay. The colonel wanted to get as much
of ops

finished today as possible."

| ast nodded toward the science station, where several people were working.
"Remi nd me why you're not handling the sensor arrays, Shar."

Shar held up his hands, flexing his long -- but sonehow i ncapable -- fingers.
"The

work is a bit too delicate for me. I'"'msort of acting as a... technica

consul tant™

"Sir," Jast added, her eyes twinkling. "You'll get better with practice,

Ensi gn.

Per haps you shoul d take up a mnusical instrunment, or sone sort of

cl ot h- weavi ng.

Work on inproving your dexterity."

"Yes, sir." Now he wasn't sure if she was being serious or not. Hunor was
still

difficult for him Andorians smiled often, but primarily |ooked upon it as a
di plomatic tool; they were a serious-ninded people, and he was no exception
Fromhis tine in Starfleet, however, he'd come to appreciate hunor in other
speci es, whereas nost Andorians viewed too nmuch laughter as frivolity. O
Wit essness.

The conmmander certainly seened amused. "Carry on, Ensign. And no nore extra
shifts for a few days, all right?"

"Yes, Commander. Thank you, sir."

Jast headed for Kira's office and Shar picked up the diagnostic padd again,

gl ad
that she'd taken the tinme to speak with him Although still quite newto the
station, he already |iked everyone he'd nmet -- Jast, Colonel Kira, Ro Laren
Ezri
and Prynn and Turo Ane... Even Quark, whose hard-hearted reputation preceded

him had been very friendly, going out of his way to offer discounts on
Andori an

delicacies in his bar. Shar was pleased with bis assignnent to DS9, and hoped
very much that he wouldn't be forced to | eave.

The t hought was a shadow, a darkness. He pushed it away and went back to

wor K,

losing hinself in the sinplicity of the display screen's tolinite matrix,
tired but

happy to be where he was.

Kira was on an audi o channel with the Aldebaran's first officer, a pleasantly
ef ficient woman nanmed Hs-severlin Janna. After giving the |ieutenant

conmmander

an update on station repairs and a rundown on expected arrivals and

depart ures,

Kira dutifully listened as Janna briefly went over the day's schedul ed



of f-duty

boar di ng

patties. She al so had several questions about the station's environnental
contro

capabilities, particularly in the holosuites. The Al debaran's two Denebi an
crewnenbers were up for |eave, and were hoping to be able to get out of their
suits for a while; it seened the Al debaran's holo facilities couldn't manage
t he

i ntense conditions they required for nore man an hour at a tine.

I'"msure Quark has a program" Kira offered, her voice sounding far away, as
if

someone el se was speaking. "W had a freighter crew come through just a
coupl e

of nmonths ago, and they had a Denebian on board. He spent a lot of tinme at
Quark's."

Janna sai d sonet hing about how grateful the two ensigns would be, and started
telling an anecdote about one of their suits |eaking heated slinme in the
captain's

ready room but with their business concluded, Kira's thoughts were already
el sewhere. She |iked Janna, but she wasn't in the nood to tal k. She needed to
work, to move, to not dwell on Reyla. A friendly chat would bring her too

cl ose

to letting her guard down, and having to force polite |aughter was probably
beyond her current capabilities. A though she'd gotten a lot better at it

si nce

t aki ng conmand, dipl omacy had never been her strong suite.

When | ast showed up for their daily progress nmeeting, Kira, relieved,
apol ogi zed

for having to cut Janna's story short and quickly signed off. Jast waited

patiently,

padd i n hand, | ooking as conposed and cal m as al ways.

"Good norning, Colonel," Jast said. "I'msorry |I didn't get here sooner, |
spent the

| ast few hours dealing with the Defiant's conputer refit. Have you had a
chance

to |l ook over Nog's proposal for expanding the

tactical capacity? You know, | was concerned when | first met him he's so
young, but his ideas are quite innovative."

Kira nodded. "He inherited sonething of his father's technol ogical genius."
"Ah, the Grand Nagus. Rom isn't it?"

Kira nodded again. \Wat do | say about the nurder? How do | start?

Jast accidentally saved her, her bright countenance fading to solem. '1
haven't

had a chance to read any reports on what happened this norning, but Ezri
mentioned it. Terrible, Anything Starfleet should know, or was it a civilian
matter?"

Kira cleared her throat, "Ro is looking into it. At this point, there doesn't
seemto

be any notive beyond robbery."

"Good. It's a sorrowful affair, but with the state of things, we don't need
anot her

Federation conplication. |1've already worn out nmy wel come with Starfleet on
our

behal f; they keep telling ne that we'll just have to wait for nore techs, that
with

t he Al debaran keepi ng watch we don't need to hurry with the weapons

arrays..."

Kira felt she was putting up a good front, but Jast must have seen sonet hi ng.
She
frowned, the raised ridge that ran down the center of her face winkling.



"Colonel... what is it? Wat's wong?"

Wth the huge responsibilities that they shared, the comrander had becone a
friend in a relatively short period. Jast had been hard to get used to at the
begi nning, then* relationship initially somewhat adversarial, but This had
finally

rel axed. She'd made an effort to see how things worked at a deep space
station,

and

started accommodating. Kira had come to respect the wonan's honesty and
sincerity, and thought [ast was coning to feel the sane.

On the other hand, she and Jast were still at the foundation |evel of a
fri endshi p,
and... it just didn't feel right, not yet Besides, Kira had conme to pride

hersel f on
t he high degree of professionalismshe had reached with all of her new
officers; it
made t hi ngs easier, having a cl ean separation between the private and
prof essi onal areas of her life. Bad enough that she'd already slipped in front
of Ro
Laren, of all people, who had been obstinately unfriendly since the day she'd
xarrived. ...

"I don't know if Ro can handle the investigation," Kira said abruptly,
answeri ng
last's question with a partial truth. "She's never done anything like this
before, and
what if it wasn't a robbery? | thought security would work out for her, but I

nmay

have been wong. She hasn't even been able to identify the killer yet"
Expressionl ess, Jast watched her for a nmonent -- and then spoke slowy, as if
choosi ng her words carefully. "She is new... but maybe you should see how

t hi ngs progress before you consider repl acing her."

Kira was surprised. "You're in Starfleet"

"Yes, and | know her history," Jast conceded. "Her Starfleet file actually
makes

rather interesting reading, especially once you realize what's mssing fromit
But

there are multiple truths to a story, and for all of Ro's... missteps, she's
al so not

afraid to cause a disturbance in order to reach her objective. That's why she
was

sent here, wasn't it? It would seemto ne mat you'd want someone in security
to

be headstrong, even

aggressive sonetimes. And she does have the tactical background." ,

She had a point, though Kira found herself reluctant to recognize it R wasn't

j ust

Ro's past, although Kira was anything but reassured by her record -- her
Starfl eet

career had been a disaster, marked by bad calls and questionabl e choi ces.
Many

of the Starfleet people in the crew considered her a traitor and a crimna
twice

over, and being forced to work al ongsi de her because the Baj oran gover nnent
had i nsisted on her assignnent to DS9 was doi ng nothing good for the tension
level on the station. There was al so her abrasive manner, and her obvi ous

di sinterest, even scorn, for her own heritage, her own cultural beliefs.

Qur cultural beliefs. Ro didn't hide her rejection of the Prophets, in
everyt hi ng

fromconversation all the way down to deliberately wearing her earring on the
wrong side, as if she was daring anyone to object... maybe Kira was letting



her

personal feelings about Ro influence her ability to evaluate her performance.
Kira sighed, deciding that it could wait for further analysis. Picking herself
apart

after the norning she'd had was nore than she could stand

"I want to be fair," Kira said. "And it's not as if we have anyone to repl ace
her

with." They didn't, either. Nog had acted as head of security for a couple
weeks

after Odo's departure, but it had been a tenporary measure ... nuch to
Quark's

eternal di sappoi ntment Nog was nuch better suited to engi neering, anyway.
"It's your territory, of course,"” Jast said. "As for our ongoi ng upgrade
frustrations,

why don't we go to an early lunch and work through a new schedul e? Nog
insists

mat things will progress faster.if we regulate the EPS conduit outflow for

t he

next few days."

| ast smiled, suddenly. "Maybe we can have Quark nmake us up a couple of Black
Hol es. Just to enhance our creativity, of course.”

In spite of how very wung-out she felt, Kira found herself smiling back --
and

thi nking that perhaps it wasn't too soon, after all, to mink of last as a good
friend.

H e Prophets knew she needed as many as she coul d get.

Wth the U . S.S. Al debaran working its sixth day of sentinel detail for the
space

station, the bridge wasn't overly crowded or overly busy. The hel m and

sci ence

officers weren't present, and comuni cati ons was represented by a second-year
cadet, one of several trainees currently earning hours on the Al debaran
Capt ai n

Ro- bi son was in his ready room probably catching up on paperwork, and

al t hough Ti ss Janna occupi ed the captain's chair, she | ooked as di stant-eyed
as

everyone el se on duty -- excepting the cadet, of course, who stared intently
at his

consol e panel, watching for any incomng calls. Trainees; it was sonetines
hard

not to pat then-heads, they were so adorably vigilant

Thomas Chang, the Al debaran's counselor for just over seven years, wasn't
officially on duty, but he spent a tot of his off hours on the bridge. He

enj oyed the

at nosphere of efficiency, |iked watching the people he'd come to know so wel |
as

they applied their talents. O course, watching themduring downtinme could
often

be just as interesting... but men, finding people interesting was how he'd
cone to

be a ship's counsel or.

Pretending to be absorbed in the contents of a science

di gest, Chang surreptitiously watched the nen and worren around him
occasionally tapping at the padd in order to deflect suspicion.. He didn't
want to

make anyone unconfortable and besides, it was part of nme gane, trying to
figure

out what someone m ght be nink-ing about just by watching nem their gestures
and body | anguage. Shannon liked to joke that it was the Romulan in him
driving



himto spy on the unwary. Because he was falling in love with her, Chang

al ways

| aughed -- but he couldn't help feeling a vague sadness when the topic cane
up,

recalling the story of his great-grandnmother's capture, and how that story

had

haunted himas a child. That the Romul ans eventually rel eased her, and mat

her

life had been happy and full ever after... it couldn't take away the nenory
of

hearing me awful truth for the first time, mat a brutal nman had once hurt her
-- and

that that man's blood ran in his own veins...

It seened mat be wasn't above a little daydreani ng hinself; Chang let the
unhappy feelings go, letting his attention wander back to the pleasantly
directionl ess analysis of his friends and co-workers. Tiss Janna, for

exanpl e;

fromthe softly calculating gleamin her eyes, the way she kept pulling on a
| ock

of her curly dark hair, Chang inagined that she was thinking about those
green

opal -and-quillion earrings that the Ferengi bartender had shown her the first
ni ght

they'd arrived at DS9. She wanted mem but wasn't willing to pay the

obnoxi ously

hi gh price mat the bartender had quoted. Even now, she was thinking of a
counteroffer... and perhaps imagi ni ng what Lieutenant Commander Hopping Bird
woul d say about nemon their next date.

Chang shifted in his chair, casting a sidelong glance at the officer in
guesti on.

M ke Hopping Bird, chief

tactical officer and Tiss's recent love interest Only a few people knew, of
course; Chang had heard it

fromM ke hinself, and had been pleased. Mke and Tiss were a good match, and
al t hough they probably

woul dn't let their romance be wi dely known, M ke was going to give it away if
he didn't stop gazing at

her with such obvious and ardent affection. It wasn't much of a junp for Chang
to guess what M ke was

t hi nki ng about, particularly considering his own devel oping relationship with
Shannon.

There was a definite rise in the number of romantic rel ationshi ps on board..
and, Chang i magi ned, al

across the Al pha Quadrant. There were innunerable statistics and psychol ogi ca
studies he could cite to

prove his point, but put sinply, as Captain Robison hinmself had said, "It's an
end- of -t he-war thing."

Not that everyone was after romance. Kelly Ei de-man, the dynam c young wonan
currently sl ouched

confortably at the engineering station, had already been to DS9 three tinmes to
pl ay dabo, and had done

fairly well... although Chang couldn't rule out a ronmance there, either. Somne
of the dabo girls at Quark's

were extrenmely attractive. As practical as the junior grade |ieutenant was,
however, he inmagined that the

slight smle she wore was for the clacking spin of the wheel, and the
delighted cries of the watching

crowd over each dabo win.

He didn't care nmuch for dabo hinsel f, but Shannon had been pushing for themto
try out one of DS9's



hol osui te prograns, one recommended to her by Dr. Bashir. It was for sonme sort
of conbi ned

ganbl i ng-restaurant-entertai nment center, set on Earth in the md-20th
century, and nmere was a game

cal | ed baccarat that Shannon

very much wanted to try. Shannon, a researcher on the Al debaran's nedica
staff, had been

corresponding with Bashir off and on for several years, debating sonething or
ot her about chronmatin

formation, and bad been excited to neet him The doctor had turned out to be a
very personabl e young

man, and was apparently involved with the station's counsel or, one Ezri Dax.
Dax was Trill, a species

mat Chang found to be highly perceptive as a general rule, and although he
hadn't met her yet, he was

i nterested hi hearing her take on Vanl e-den's newest theories about focus
charting --

"You're just pretending to read, aren't you?"

At the sound of Tiss's voice, Chang | ooked up guiltily. Tiss was smling

pl ayful ly.

"What an odd question," he said. "Wat else could | possibly be doing?"

He tried, but couldn't keep a smile fromcreeping up as he spoke. As well as
he'd come to know so many

of the crew, they had come to know him The thought was warm inspiring a
sense of bel ongi ng, and

al t hough he' d been caught out at his guessing gane, he didn't mind a bit
Tiss started to answer -- and then Lieutenant Ei de-man was standi ng and
turning, running to the hel m

even as M ke Hopping Bird's usually calmvoice was rising to a near shout
"Commander, the wormhole-it's opening!"

Then Tiss was noving, calling for on-screen, calling for bridge personnel as
Capt ai n Robi son strode

fromhis ready room head up and eyes bright as he noved to his chair.

Chang felt an instant of cold shock, watching nunbly as the brilliant colors
spread out in front of

them The wormnhol e hadn't opened since the |last of the Dom nion forces had
returned to the Ganma Quadrant three nonths ago, and al though the Al debaran
had been assigned to guard DS9 against any possibility of attack during their
repairs, no one on the ship had really expected anything to happen

Thomas Chang swal | owed hi s disbelief, hoping desperately nmat not hi ng woul d
happen, refusing the idea that they mght be in trouble. And even as he
accepted

mat he was in denial, the first of the ships canme through

They were just finishing up their informal meeting when both of their
conbadges

trilled at once. Qutside Kira's office window, nen and wonan were | anping to
their feet, dropping tools and running to their half-assenbled stations. On
Kira's

desk, an incoming call blinked urgently; the Al debaran was hailing.

Kira and | ast both stood, turning to |l ook out at ops. Shar's voice spilled
into the

room the young officer speaking quickly as he |ooked in at memfrom his
position on the main floor.

"Col onel, Conmmander -- three Jenl Hadar strike ships have just conme through
t he

wor mhol e in attack formati on, weapons and shields up, and they -- they're
headi ng for the Al debaran.™

No.

It was the unthinkable, the reason she'd put off upgrades for so | ong. Now,
after



three nonths of dead silence fromthe Domnion, it seenmed that soneone had
deci ded to make contact, just when the station's defenses were at a m ni num
"Red alert. Battle stations," she ordered. "Shar, send

out a distress call, lock off nonessential systems and get me everything on
our
weapons. | need to know where we are exactly. Inplenent emergency shelter

protocols, try to get us visuals on the main screen, and tell Nog to get the
Def i ant

ready, now'

She nodded at |ast, who took her cue and hurried out or the office and across
ops,

toward its transporter stage. Kira reached for the blinking Iight of the

Al de-baran's call, already calculating the kind of damage they coul d expect if
t he

ship couldn't stop the fighters, her mnd flooded with too-recent inmages of
burni ng starships and a growing dread. No tractor beans, |linited shields, al
of

the new tactical systens that aren't even assenbled yet --

Kira felt sick and put it aside, praying that things weren't as bad as she

f ear ed,

suspecting mat they were worse.

" and, considering all of that, do you think it could increase the energy
di ssipation effectiveness of the hull plating, in the event of shield

envel ope

di sruption?"

Ezri sighed, wondering if she could just pretend to be asleep. Probably not;
she

was on her back beneath the flight control console, but Nog could see her face
if

he turned around... and she had encouraged himinto a conversation

Next time, 1'll be sure to suggest a topic. Nothing so vague as, "Wat's on
your mnd, Nog?"

"Honestly, I'mnot sure," she said, reaching up into the ODN bundl e that
swayed

above her face and twisting two of the wire patches together. Ensign Tennei
woul d have to integrate nem she had the fiber torch, but she was bel ow,
wor Ki ng

on the pul se phaser assenblies. It would have to wait 'It sounds good to ne,
Nog,

but that's really not saying nuch."

The probl em was that Tobin Dax, her second host,

had been a theoretical engineer two centuries ago; not only were the nenories
hazy, technol ogy had progressed nore than a few running steps past Tobin's
experience. And yet, as often as Ezri had told Nog that, he continued to ask
qguestions and run his every idea past her, delivering each as enthusiastically
as

possi bl e, the salesman in himshining through. As if she was actually an

engi neer,

or possessed Jadzia's natural ability toward technical problemsolving. Even
with

an of the synbionts experiences to draw upon, she wasn't going to wi n any
physi cs awards.

"But you think it'lIl work?" he asked, turning around to | ook at her, his
shar pened

teeth bared in a sincere grin. "You don't see a problemw th the nunbers, do
you?"

Be patient, he's under a lot of pressure,

Despite assurances to the contrary, Nog seened to insist on holding hinself
personal |y responsible for how slowy things were going. Technically, he had
taken over Mles OBrien's job. And while nmere were certainly nore



experi enced

engineers in Starfleet, none of themknew the station as Nog did, and no

ot her

engi neer had received his formal field training on both DS9 and the Defi ant.
He

was still terrible at the admi nistrative aspect, often relying on Kira or |ast
to dea

with master reports to Starfleet, and he didn't have the easy sel f-assurance
about

his ideas or work that the chief had, but he was determ ned, tal ented, and
extrenel y eager.

"No, | don't see a problemwith the nunbers," Ezri said truthfully. She'd

al r eady

forgotten the nunbers. "I think you should wite it up and neet with Kira
about
it -- but if I were you, 1'd wait a few days."

Nog turned back to the bridge's | ess than whol e engi neering station, nodding.
"You're right And that would give ne a chance to, ah, iron out the details. |
still
haven't cal cul ated the density of the subsequent particle cloud, which could
interfere with shield harnonics ..."
She listened with half an ear, her wandering thoughts noving back to Kira.
Ezri
wasn't one to push counseling, but she thought it'd be a good idea to seek her
out
later, to at |east make herself available. Even with half the conmmunications
systenms on the station operating sporadically, at best, word had gotten
around
about the nmurder -- although she supposed not many knew that Kira had been a
friend of the nurdered prylar. Julian had told her that
And so soon after losing Odo. It's so unfair. Kira projected a confortable
understanding of Qdo's choice to return to the Great Link, but Ezri suspected
t hat
it still hurt her -- and having to deal with the murder of a childhood friend
woul d
rei nforce consci ous and subconsci ous stresses of abandonment That was the
psychol ogi cal standard, anyway; Ezri had been acting as station counsel or for
| ong enough to know mat enotional reactions weren't exactly set in titanium
/
hope she'll talk to someone about it, though. Before she has time to bury Ae
pai n.
She woul d have gone to see Kira already, except for the incredible workl oad
t hat
had practically everyone on the station occupied; as disheartening as it was,
Kira
undoubt edl y needed Dax's engineering skills nmore than her ability to listen
The
original plan, pushed for by the Federation and Bajor, had seened feasible
enough -- take it all apart with the Al debaran keeping
wat ch, refurbish the Defiant's tactical systens and arnor, rewire
conmmuni cat i ons
and nost of the subspace systems for the station, and put it all back together
agai n
in one short and brutal push. An updated Defiant, but nore inmportantly, no
nor e
endl essly overl appi ng mai nt enance shutdowns for the station, no nore
makeshi ft
pat ches between Cardassi an and Federation technol ogy that only seenmed to test
until it was really inportant for themto work...

and if ninety percent of the SCE techs weren't off repairing war damage,



we coul d have gotten away
with it, too. They just didn't have the staff they needed to get everything
done in a reasonabl e amount of
tine.

Nog' s conbadge chirped, and he sat up a little straighter as he answered,
drawi ng

Ezri's attention. The obvious pride he took in his position was good to see;
they'd

all suffered in the war, and deserved a little happi ness --

-- and tile strangest thing happened. She was still on her back and was

| ooki ng up

at Nog, and the change that came over his upside-down face -- a flash of pure
panic that started in his eyes and seenmed to spread, contorting his rounded
features -- had her believing, just for a second, that he was having sonme ki nd
of a
convul si on.
"Nog, what is it?"

He couldn't seemto catch his breath. He stood and stunbled to
communi cat i ons,

runni ng his hands over the console, and as she squirmed out from beneath the
flight controls, Shar's voice spilled out into the bridge.
" -- is on her way, but power up now. | repeat the station has gone to red
alert. W

need the Defiant's interface on-line, and a full status report. Comander | ast
is

beam ng over, but the colonel says to get ready i mediately, attack ships
are -- they're firing on the Al de-baranf”

Nog | ooked positively ill. He ran back to where he'd been working and started
digging frantically through his tools, calling for the conputer to assess the
Defiant's current condition. There was a sudden flurry of novenent behind
t hem
as the three other techs on the bridge rushed to various inpanel ed consol es
and
started powering things up
" in-line inmpulse systemoperating at forty-two percent Secondary
subsyst ens
for engineering interface, reaction control, science control, and torpedo

| aunchers,

i noperative. Primary subsystens for..."
As the computer's calmvoice continued to list all that was wong with DS9's
best
defense, as only a handful of engineers raced to put it back together again,
Ezri
was suddenly quite sure that people were going to die. She tapped the flight
control interface and scanned the nunbers, Nog yelling for an interphasic
coi |
spanner over the conmputer's grow ng index of problens.

Maybe a | ot of us.

It happened faster than Shar woul d have thought possi bl e.
Only m nutes ago, he'd been trying to stay awake, vaguely wi shing for the
warnth of his quarters. Now he stood at the central ops table am d flashing
red
lights, relaying orders to Nog and trying to activate the display screen at
the same
time, about to call for an engineering status on the shield emtters -- when
t he
station's sensors registered a hit on the Al debaran. Even as the
ship's data flow fluctuated wildly, the screen that dom nated ops spun to
life,
di splaying the fierce battle.



The trio of fighters were pulling away fromtheir first run, flashes of
brilliant Iight

sparking froma series of shield deflections across the rapidly approaching
Al debaran's bow. The Nebul a-cl ass Starship seened sl ow and | unbering as the

t hree Jem Hadar peel ed away and | ooped back, strafing the saucer's
under bel |y,

their tactical choreography alnost |ike hunting -- a pack of vicious

car ni vor es

attacki ng some mammot h beast .

Al'l around Shar, techs were calling out instructions in |ow, tense voices,
novi ng

about purposefully and quickly, making roomfor the small crowd that erupted
fromthe turbolift. Status reports started trickling in fromall around the
station,

appearing on the table's master display. Shar ran a collation and fed it to
Kira's

of fice, channeling his body's el evated awareness and need for action --
stinmul ated

by the situation, his antennae fairly throbbed with it -- into |l ending him
greater

speed.

When he | ooked up next, he could only see two of the darting fighters. Both
twi ned back and forth in front of the Aldebaran as if taunting it, narrowy
dodgi ng a series of phaser blasts, the energy streans dissipating harm essly
into

t he darkness. He tapped at the table's display, |ooking for the third ship,
but nere
were problens with several of the station's short-range sensors. He could only
get

a partial read, a suggestion of functional energy behind the Al debaran's
st ar board

Hank - -

-- and there was an explosion low on the ship's structure, a msty spray of
l'i ght

and escapi ng gases
form ng behind what could only be the Al debaran's main engi neering decks. The
third fighter flew down and away.

"Their shields ace gone!" soneone behind himshouted, and a gl ance at the
Al debaran's interface confirmed it. A second |ater, the interface bl anked out,
but
the station's sensors picked up evidence of the powerful blast, rmuch nore
power ful man coul d have been caused by a Jem Hadar striker's phased pol aron
beam It was sone type of quantum warhead, and even as Shar sent the newest
data into command, Kira burst out of her office, a |look of angry shock on her
face.

"We've lost contact with the Al debaran. Tactical, can we get targeting for
guantum t or pedoes?" she called out, turning to face the main screen. Al three
of
the ships were starting another run at the Al debaran. The Starship was
t ur ni ng,

but slowy, rmuch too slowy.

Li eut enant Bowers was tapping frantically at his station's consol e.
"Negative

. Launcher sets three, four, and seven are down, and the station's interna

| ocks are

unreliable on five and six."
"Shar, establish comunications with the Defiant, and try to get our
interface
with the Al debaran back, at |east text,'
t eam

Kira said. "M. Nguyen, take your



and get to engineering, | want you and Terek's crew on the shield-emtters. If
we

can get the Al debaran close enough to one of ne docki ng pylons --
But it was already too late. Even with the visual danpening, the cascade of
l'i ght

that flashed through ops fromthe main screen was blinding. Shar was suddenly
too busy struggling to conpensate the station through the shockwave to see it,
but

enough of the sensors

were working to tell himthe terrible, inprobable truth, as hundreds upon

t housands of pieces blew outward fromwhere the Starship Al debaran had been
No. Ck, no

Just over nine hundred people on the Al debaran, and Kira couldn't all ow

her sel f

the luxury of disbelief or sorrow It didn't matter that it shouldn't have
happened,

mat an outgunned trio of tiny fighters shouldn't have had a chance; the ship
was

gone, and the second they finished dodgi ng what was | eft of the Al debaran

t he

Jem Hadar woul d be back to run at the station. Their intent couldn't be

cl earer,

and her options were linmted. Shar called out that the nmajority of the

wr eckage

fromme Starship probably woul dn't affect the station, but she barely heard
hi m

her thoughts racing to get ahead of what was happeni ng.

Shi el ds practically nonexi stent, weapons arrays are out -- if we could
conmandeer the docked ships -- She rejected the idea i mediately,
rememnberi ng

what was around. Four freighters and a couple of survey ships, maybe a dozen
personal craft, and even with the runabouts and the evac pods, they woul dn't
get a

tenth of the popul ation out before the attack, think, think --

Shar's usually nel odic voice was strained, rough. "Sir, we're receiving a
response

to our priority distress call fromthe I . K S. -- "

"How far away?" Kira interrupted, not caring who it was, hoping wldly.

"Ah, 22 mnutes.”

In 22 minutes, it would be over. She'd seen the report that Nog had fl ashed,
knew

mat the Defiant's crew wouldn't have nade it to the ship yet, and it didn't
mat - | er;

t hey had no choi ce. She tapped her comnbadge.

"Commander |ast," she said, silently hating Starfleet and herself for letting
this

happen, cursing the false security that they'd all been lulled into. "The

Al debar an

has been destroyed. Hie Defiant is the station's best hope for defense; are
you

ready?"

Jast didn't hesitate. "W're ready."

"Do what you can," Kira said, and with a silent prayer, she turned to watch

t he

screen, men and wonen cal ling out nunbers and names behind her as they fought
to keep the station safe, as pieces of the Al de-baran began to hammer at
their

shi el ds.

A few seconds |l ater, the Jem Hadar started their first run at DS9.

After Ro's not-so-gentle persuasion, Quark had produced a Cass 1 isolinear



rod

that he'd been storing for Istani Reyla; he had immediately followed up with
an

invitation to dinner, ostensibly to ensure no hard feelings, which she had

refused -- but pleasantly, for the sane reason. She saw no reason to nake an
eneny of the Ferengi... and, she had to adnit, she had a soft spot for people
who

didn't strictly abide by the rules.

She had just gotten back to the security office when (he red alert hit, and

t he

conputer instructed her to inplement emergency shelter protocols due to an
unnamed threat to the station; it wouldn't or couldn't el aborate any further
She

had the conputer display a checklist as she calmMy | ocked the data rod away,
hopi ng that her staff was better prepared. They had to be -- i hough prepared
for

what, exactly, she didn't know. Comunications between ops and the security

of fice were down, Shar wouldn't answer his conbadge, and

she didn't feel confortable bothering anyone el se during a crisis.

Doesn't matter anyway, the plan's the sane for nme. Direct civilians to the
reinforced areas, evacuate and

secure prisoners if there were any. There weren't, and a |ocator check for the
security officers on duty

i nfornmed her that she was the only one who wasn't in position

Ro | ocked the office and stepped back out into the river of people rushing

t hrough the Pronenade, finally

unabl e to continue denying her own fear as she saw it all around her, A smal
child was sobbi ng

somewhere in the crowd, a terrified sound of irrepressible angst, inspiring in
Ro her own.

Is it war, again? Is it ever going to be over?

She was no stranger to battle. After the Domi nion had effectively obliterated
the Maquis, she'd led a

smal | team of independent guerillas against the Cardassians and the Jem Hadar
and | ater the Breen. Her

group had held no all egiances other than to each other, earning no accol ades
for their efforts, nor needing

any -- as with the Maquis, the righteousness of the cause had been enough. She
had been in as many

conflicts as any Federation officer, if not nore, and had done so with fewer
peopl e, |ess powerful

weapons, and no outside support.

The difference is, I'"'mnot in control here. |1'mone of many, and the deci sions
aren't mne to make. It

wasn't battle or even death that frightened her, it was feeling helpless. The
station was under attack, and

all she could do -- all she was supposed to do -- was try to limt casualties.
And trust that soneone el se

woul d make the right decisions, when trust was the one thing she'd never given
lightly or easily.

However she felt about it, it was happening. Ro spotted

two of her deputies working to control the crowd and nmoved to join them
wondering if she would

ever feel |like she belonged on DS9... or anywhere el se mat required her to pat
her faith in others.

Bashir hurried past lines of muttering, frightened people filing through the
corridors of the Habitat R ng,

his energency kit slung, his heart pounding with fear, Ezri was on the

Defi ant .

Where | should be. If they'd only called a nonent earlier. He'd been seconds



too late, and the first

expl osion had hit the station even as he'd turned away fromthe seal ed
airlock. He'd seen a half dozen

Defiant crewrenbers on his ran back to the Pronenade, all of them as unhappy
as he was to have

m ssed the ship's hasty departure. Unhappy, and not a little anxious; the
Defi ant had di senbar ked,

presunably to go into battle, with a crew of techs.

Since he'd been unable to join the Defiant's crew, bis next priority was to
coordinate with the other

doctors on board, to help activate all of the contingency nedical stations and
prepare for trauma cases.

He reached the Pronenade and saw Ro Laren and her security teamdirecting
groups of civilians to the

desi gnated shelter areas M d-Core.

As he approached Ro, the station rocked again, the thunder of another bl ast
resoundi ng t hrough the hull

drawi ng startled cries fromthe hurrying crowd. The air was charged with fear
the constant bl eat of

al arns pronoting urgency rather than calm

"Li eutenant, do you know what's happeni ng?" Al he'd gotten from ops was the
order to report to the

De- hunt, and that the station was under attack

She seened surprised by the question. "Don't you?"

There was no point in stating the obvious as the station trenbled anew with
power flux; they were being

fired upon by someone, conmunications were down all over, and their defenses
were negligi ble at best.

And with what Ezri had been telling himabout the Defiant..

"We're hi trouble,"” Bashir said, and Ro nodded grinmy. There was nothing el se
that needed to be said.

Ezri, be safe. The force of feeling behind the thought was so powerful that he
felt short of breath, an

intensity mat startled him They had sl ept together for the first tinme just
before the last great battle of the

war agai nst the Dom nion, and going to fight then had been difficult, fearing
for her as well as

hinself -- but things had still been so uncertain, and at |east they had been
together. In only a few nonths,

so much had changed. ..

"Ah, Doctor, | have to go nake sure the shops have been evacuated -- " Ro
began.
"OfF course. |... good luck, Ro. Be careful" Bashir said, and saw that he'd

surprised her again, although he

wasn't sure how. He didn't have tine to consider it, either, or how his
feelings for Ezri had conplicated

his life, or all of the things that could go wong; he had his own duties to
see to.

Wth a nod to the others, Julian turned away and ran for the infirmary,

t hi nki ng that he would give

anything to be on the Defiant, anything at all

When Kira gave the command to engage the eneny, Nog tried to keep an open
mnd, to work the

probl ems rather than consider how di sastrous the situation was, but it wasn't
easy. He knew better nan

anyone just how

pitiful their defenses were right now, how many systens were down, how many
weapons off-line -- and

wi th the Al debaran destroyed, their chances of conm ng away unscat hed had
dropped to a negligible



per cent age.

Focus, stay focused, reassign pul se phasers two and four to manual, got to
divert partial inpulse to

shiel ds- --

Conmander | ast took control the second she beaned aboard, assigning positions
and prioritizing system

checks, but she was naking decisions in part based on what he told her. Nog
st epped between the

engi neering station and tactical, trying desperately to direct power where it
was needed nost, while Ezri

struggled with the partially disabled comunications interface -- the science
station was nostly
di smant| ed, sensor arrays routed through tactical -- and Prynn Tennei sat at

the helm Wth the exception

of the commander, Ensign Tennei was the only person aboard who was where she
was supposed to

be -- not a reassuring thought in spite of her piloting skills, because that
was it for the bridge crew. The

other techs were below, grappling with the weapons systens. The standard
operational crew was forty;

they had fourteen

At least they weren't relying on the cloaking device, although that was small
confort. After the war, the

Rormul an governnment had agreed to let the Defiant keep it As the Al pha
Quadrant's first |ine of defense

agai nst anything that came through the wornmhole, it only made sense -- even to
the characteristically

skeptical Romul an Senate -- to provide DS9 and the Defiant with every possible
advant age.

Unfortunately, like virtually everything el se on board, the cloak wasn't even

functional at the nonent

-- try to transfer the transporter EPS tap to the navigationa

deflector, | can do this, | know this ship. Another thought that wasn't
particularly reassuring,

considering the state of the Defiant, but he was too busy to cone up with
anyt hi ng better.
The Jem Hadar scored their first hits against the station even as Kira gave
the word. Nog had had

ni ght mares worse man what was happeni ng, but not by mnuch.

"Ensign, take us out," Jast said. "The arnor over the warp nacelles is stil
tenmp, so try to keep the targets

bel ow and in front of us. Nog, what can we do about the lag tinme on beam

I aunch?"

Nog stunbl ed over to tactical as Tenmei disengaged the docking cl anps and
tapped thrusters, the ship's
AG lurching with tile power flux. "Ah, not nuch, sir. Point six-five seconds,
m ni mum "

Jast took it in stride. "W'Il just have to fire early, then. Shields up. Stay
with tactical, Lieutenant."
She spoke casually, as if the Jem Hadar ships would hold still, waiting for

the Defiant's phasers to catch

up. Nog had been intinidated by Jast's generally cool disposition since she
arrived, but considering the

situation, her calmwas a definite asset

The main screen showed a bl ank expanse of space until the Defiant swung
around, just in tine for them

to see the station take another series of hits. Nog struggled to quash
feelings of panic; all three of the

attackers were apparently concentrating on the fusion reactors, at the base of
the Lower Core. He could



see dark streaks of polaron damage all across the section's hull, visually
war ped by the disrupted shields.

They' Il hold, they can take a lot nmore than that. They could... except with

t he upgrades, a heavy

percentage of the station's power was tied up in bypass circuiting,

and nothing was certain; the short-range shield emtters were essentially
down, running with no backup

If the strike fighters continued to hit any one area, they could inflict
serious danage

"Coul d," they already have. Taking out a Nebul a-class Starship hadn't proved
much of a probl em

"Positions, Lieutenant And run course probabilities. Wthout targeting it may
be the best we can do."

Most of the directional sensors were working. Nog read the nunbers al oud,
tapping in trajectory

cal cul ati ons as he spoke. The Jem Hadar had turned back toward the station
wheeling into a | oose

formation, point high.

"Dax, how s the station doing?" Jast asked.

"Unable to establish a full interface," Ezri said. "Their shields are down at
| east forty percent”

Jast seenmed unfazed. "Let's see if we can tenpt them away, people. Ensign, get
us as close as you can to

point at full inpulse, bearing two-two-seven nmark nine, and be prepared to run
evasi ve pattern Theta 16

at my word. Lieutenant Nog, when we're 20 kiloneters out to range, |lay down a
cal cul at ed phaser spread

in front of the lead ship, firing at will. Better they mnk we're a bad shot
t han under powered." Nog coul d

hear the grimhunor in her voice. "W knows, enough runs and we may get

[ ucky."

It was a clever schenme. The Jenmi Hadar coul d be fanatic about follow ng point
and al t hough the conputer

predi ctions had a m nimal chance of scoring a hit, die phasers would cone

cl ose enough to be

t hreateni ng. The evasive pattern would turn the Defiant back to run a
two-degree parallel toits "strafing"

course, keeping i he well-shielded front of the ship facing the attackers.
The Defiant sped away fromthe station, angling into the path of the point
shi p.

The instant they went to fall inpulse, Nog could see they were in serious
troubl e.

At the unmanned engi neering station, a bank of lights started to flash. Al

acr oss

the bridge, lights brightened -- and abruptly dimed, filling me tool-strewn
deck

with shadows.

"Sir, the md-hull RCS thrusters are bl eeding power fromthe electrica
system "

Nog shouted. He knew t he danger woul d be obvious to last; an electrical crash
woul d shut everything down.

Wth a full crew, it would have been noticed i mediately. O if |I'd bothered
to

| ook closer. | should have checked that, | should have --

"Conpensate! Cut inpulse to half and run a tap," |ast snapped.

"Sir, if we boost it fromhere w thout checking the source -- Nog began.

"I know," last said. "W risk an overload, but we don't have a choice."

Nog stepped away fromtactical, but the commander was al ready out of her
chair

and headed for the engineering station. "Stay at your post, Lieutenant, |I'm OB



it

Ensi gn, report."
"One hundred and ten kilometers and cl osing,’
"I ntercept
projected course in el even seconds."
As Nog knew from experience, experience he'd hoped never to revisit, those
seconds seened to stretch into eternity, time slowing, his senses recording it
all.
The trio of Jem Hadar ships streaked toward the station, their flat, insectile
shapes
shimering |like water mrages beneath heavy shields. The | ow hum of the
bri dge systens increased, the lights strengthening as Jast nanipul ated the
power
flow Ezri called out the stats fromDS9, confirmng the toss of shield
ef ficiency
to thirty-seven percent and severe energy surges in every mgjor system Nog
laid

in the phaser directionals, intensely conscious of the sweat trickling down
t he

back of his neck, the hot, acrid snell of scorched optical cable -- and the
crawl of

nunbers on the console that told himthe Defiant was being targeted.

Forty... thirty... now

Nog fired, a series of |layered shots mat responded wi th agoni zi ng sl owness to
hi s
conmand -- and as the bright pulse bolts shot out into space, he could fee
t hat
they were lucky, the triunph blossoming in his gut, visual proof follow ng an
instant |ater.
Yes!
The right flank ship took a massive hit to its port side and fell away,
spi nni ng out
of control as hull plates tore and at nosphere escaped. A veil of light and

m st
trailed behind the dying ship like a conet's tail, a pale streak lost in the
brilliance
of the final explosion a second | ater

Everything sped up then, as if making up for the eternity of waiting,
happeni ng
too fast for Nog to absorb all at once. He started to call out the information
to last,
who was still at engineering; Tennmei was shouting at the sane tine that the

| ead
ship was shifting position; and, fromthe pul se phaser mains bel ow, Turo Ane
was
trying to tell him sonething about the hull, her voice filtering through the
comin

a haze of sudden, violent static --

-- because the Jem Hadar point ship was firing, scoring a jagged hit across
t he

Defiant's bow. A terrible

light filled the screen. Nog hugged his console as the gravity net pitched, as
t he
ship bounced and jerked, and Jast let out a short, sharp scream
Ti ae commander flew back fromthe engineering station in a shower of sparks
and fell heavily to the deck. Nog stared at her for a half second before
shappi ng

his attention back to his screens, tapping up danage reports and checki ng
their
shields -- but that half second was enough, the inage of her face clear in his

Ten-nei said tensely.



m nd

Commander Jast was dead.

The two remai ni ng Jem Hadar ships continued toward the station, apparently
uninterested in the faltering Defiant as it rapidly angled away fromnem The
conmander wasn't noving, and for a second, in spite of a thousand small
indicator alarms, it seened strangely quiet on the bridge.

Because soneone shoul d be giving orders.

Ezri was on her feet before she considered what she was doing, her heart
poundi ng, a number of powerful menories strong in her mind -- nostly from
Jadzia, confident and in control, moving about the Defiant's bridge, speaking
as

firmy as she was now.

"Nog, report"

Nog was obviously flustered, practically shouting the information. "Single

i ntensity pol aron, shields down to eighty percent! There was an electrica

sur ge

straight through the ship's structural body, warp plasma

i njectors are down, and we've | ost conmmunications with the station!"

El ectrical surge. Ezri had crouched next to Jast and touched the wonman's brow,
runni ng her finger along

the central vertical ridge. A Bolian's pul se could be detected there,
somet hi ng she hadn't known she

knew, the nenory was Curzon's, vague, holding a Bolian baby at a politica
dinner, feeling the flutter of

life through the ridge of flesh and bone. Tiris Jast had no pul se. Her eyes
were wi de and fixed, and there

was a settling of her features that Dax had seen often enough to recognize --
life had left them

transformng the strong and delicate face into a waxy |ikeness of Jast's, into
a mask.

Even if there was still a chance... No doctor aboard, they couldn't transport
her, and no one on the

Defiant could be spared for the shuttle. As quickly as that, the decision was
made; she could doubt it

| ater. Maybe. If they were very | ucky.

"Tennei, execute evasive pattern Theta 16," Ezri said, standing, stepping in
front of the captain's chair.

Jadzi a had commanded the Defiant on nore than one conbat mi ssion, which nade
her the only person

on board with the experience for it It'll have to be cl ose enough

"Nog, shut down the bridge's engineering console, route it down to Turo. Is

t he shi pwi de wor ki ng?" She

was surprised at how cal m she sounded, and it seenmed to have a positive effect
on Nog. He took a deep

breath before answering.

"Negative."

"Then comthemdirectly, tell memto put everything they can into repairing
t he phaser lag -- we need

t hem

nmore than shields or thrust And keep trying to reestab-lish contact with the
station. Tennei, get ready,

we' re about to go on the offensive."

The Defiant swung back toward DS9, Ezri's stomach reeling as the inertial
danpeners wavered. Both of

the strike ships had reached their objective and were firing, brilliant arrows
of light flashing up agai nst

the dark, glowing hull of the Lower Core. The ships dropped down and split as
they conpleted their run

each darting away in a different direction, spinning and curving between

pi eces of the Aldebaran like



strange, deadly fish

They were rmuch smaller man the Defiant, and faster, but only in sprints. If we
can bear down on them

one at a time, refine phaser accuracy through constant bonbardment and hone
in... The Defiant would

probably take heavy fire fromthe second ship, but it was a solid plan and
they had to do sonething

i medi ately. The station was practically defensel ess.

"Hard to port, close in, and fire as soon as we're in range," Ezri said,
feeling too many things to sort

t hrough, hi dden anobng thema tiny astoni shnment as the full realization hit --
she was conmmandi ng t he

Defiant by nenories of Jadzia, but with a confidence all her own.

Except for the docking ring and the upper pylons, ops was situated at the
point farthest fromthe attack on

the Lower Core, but each hit resonated through all of the structure's
segnents. Ops trenbled, lights and

consol es wavering, streanms of information |ost as backup networks crashed --
but enough cane through

Shar's consol e to show himhow fortunate they were conreared

to other parts of the station-Damage reports fromthe Lower and Md

Cores were serious, bordering on critical, and the Defiant had only managed
to

destroy one of the fighters. Unless |ast stopped them another attack could
prove

di sastrous to the already fluttering shields.

Kira shouted orders to divert power, to shut down noncritical systens, to
evacuat e

everyone into the Upper Core. Even occupi ed as he was, Shar couldn't hel p but
noti ce how well Kira handl ed herself. Her reputation for being indonmtable
under

pressure was wel | - deserved.

As the trenors subsided and the Jem Hadar coursed away, the Defiant veered
sharply after the point ship.

"Defiant's status?" Kira call ed.

"Unabl e to | ock sensors, and there was an energy surge after they were hit

t hat

wi ped out the interface.” Shar resisted the urge to extrapolate aloud on the
state of

t he subspace sensors. He felt very focused, very alert, his ability to absorb
and

process information at its peak. He didn't glory in conflict or seek it out,
but he

couldn't help his body's natural response, an Andorian's response; the

stimul us of

the situati on was now prof ound enough mat he had no fear of injury or death.
And though he was deeply anxious for the station and horrified by the | oss of
life

that the Al debaran's destruction represented, he couldn't help his objectivity
or

hi s exhil arati on.

The peace broken so soon; cruel and inpractical. W' re w tnessing the
creation

of new woes. The obvious inplications of the Jem Hadar's actions had not been
voi ced, there was no benefit to it, but Shar silently

| anented the breaking of the treaty. Wars of ignorance benefited no one.

On me mam screen, the Defiant maneuvered into position behind the point ship
and fired, multiple pulses that went wide, the striker gliding easily anong

t he

unt arget ed beanms. The second ship was streaking back to join the battle, the



Defiant and the point ship roughly 200 kiloneters fromthe station at varying
pl anes of altitude.

As the lead ship continued to elude the Defiant's attack, the second ship
reached

its weapons range and opened fire. The Defiant's rear shields sparked
violently,

but she held her course, closing on the target. Shar was inpressed by last's
conmitment to their course of action, the Defiant taking several severe bits
from

behi nd as they continued their pursuit.

The tension in ops built upon itself, every spare glance on the nmain screen
every

awareness at |least partially toned to the Defiant's conflict She fifed again
and

again on the point ship as it swerved and dove, each series of shots com ng
cl oser,

accuracy inproving in costly increnents as the second ship bl asted

nmercil essly

away.
Wthin the data streamthat flowed across his console, an alarmng series of
nunbers caught bis full attention -- a partial sensor read on the Defiant that
he

hoped was faulty. If it was correct, Jast was about to | ose her shields. And
if mat

happened with both Jem Hadar still in conmission, it was all over

"Col onel, we're picking up the Defiant, they're losing their shields," he
said, as

t here was another volley of shots fromthe second Jem Hadar, brutal and
effective

that proved his words out. The Defiant's shield envel ope

burst, the only visible sign of her immnent demise a brief, brilliant
flicker

of her aura --

-- and the Jem Hadar point ship expl oded, becomnmi ng an expandi ng wave of
energy and debris. last's ganble had paid off; die Defiant was certainly
danmaged
but even wi thout shields, they stood a likely chance at victory over a | one
strike
ship. The Defiant sailed up and over her victory, the |ast Jenm Hadar ship
retreating rapidly as their target turned to confront them
Nobody cheered. People had died and there was still an eneny to deal with,
but
t he atnosphere in ops expressed a release of tension, a partial conquest
under stood. Techs returned to their work with renewed fervor. Shar was warned
by the rel ease physically, his skin flushing in reaction to the el evated
bi oel ectrica
charge in the air. Hs left antenna itched madly.

Colonel Kira stood a few meters away with her fists clenched, watching the
screen with an expression of total concentration, her body rigid.

"They're going to attack us again," she said, alnmpst to herself, startling
Shar. O

course they were, but somehow, it hadn't occurred to himuntil she spoke. The
ship wasn't retreating fromthe Defiant; it was com ng back for another run at
t he

station.

The Jem Hadar had to know they woul dn't survive, they shouldn't even have made
it this far. Why woul d

they stop firing on the station now, just because they'll certainly die?

"Put everything into shields, everything," Kira shouted, as the Jenl Hadar set
its



course back for the station --

-- and as if sone unloving god had decided to put a stop to their hopes, die
Defiant died in space. Shar

didn't need to | ook at whatever scant information the station's sensors could
tell

him it was there on the screen in front of themall.
The suddenly dark Defiant plummeted on nonentum al one after the Jem Hadar
ship, no longer firing as the attacker closed on the station
The noney was all safe, of course. No good busi nessman woul d | eave his

[ati num

box or account access codes behind just because a few shots were fired. But in
al |
the excitement, Quark had forgotten the kai wager sheet in the bar's hidden
fl oor

conpartnent An easy m stake, considering how hectic evacuations were,
securing the bar, having to keep track of each fleeing custoner's bill, but a
m stake all the sane. He'd been two steps fromhis heavily fortified

st oreroom
when he remenbered, and had been forced to risk Iife and linb to cone back
for

t he hard copy.
At least the firing seens to have stopped, | could probably just wait it out
her e.

The bar was silent and enpty, a depressing sight but strangely peacef ul
Extendi ng the bar's hours had been a wi se decision, the profit margin
respect abl e,

but he sometines missed the quiet times, the silence of the dabo tables when
t he

lights were low. ...
/ have got to get nore sleep. Maybe his stress | evel was higher man he

t hought .

The station was under attack, after all, and his nephew was unaccounted for --

al t hough Quark figured Nog was probably slaving away on an engi neering | evel
somewhere, w shing he had taken the advice of his elders and kept the
security

assignment. As for the attack, it was probably a pack of drunk Klingons, or
sone

randomterrorist elenent..

the station had been fired upon nore than once in recent years, and hadn't
Mown

up yet.

And if there was even a whisper of war in the air, | would have caught it.
The

proverbi al "grapevine" enjoyed a healthy of fshoot at Quark's, and he couldn't
hel p

overhearing a few things. Quite sinply, nothing vast was brew ng anywhere, or
at

| east nothing within a troubling distance.

Quark replaced the floor panel behind the bar and stood, tucking the paper in
hi s

jacket Kira had been adanmant about no nore pools when she found out he was
taki ng bets on Wnn's successor (as it had turned out, her timng couldn't
have

been nore fortuitous; he'd given easy odds on Ungtae, who was barely in the
runni ng anynmore), and since he didn't want to spend any tone in a cell, he'd
decided to keep mat one, at |east, on paper. Prograns could al ways be traced;
anyone could draw up a list, if they renenbered to use DNA-resistant paper

Al t hough consi dering who woul d arrest nme, maybe | should I et nyself get
caught. ..



"What the hell are you doi ng here?"

Startled, Quark |ooked up -- and saw the source of his budding prison fantasy
glaring down at himfromthe bal cony.

"Lieutenant Ro!" He smiled up at her, pleased with the opportunity to

i nt eract

wi th her again... assunming she hadn't seen him pocket the list. "I was just
maki ng

sure that everything is secured here. You know, it's my responsibility to
mai ntain

Federation and Bajoran safety standards during all emergency procedures --
"Fine, don't tell ne," she said dismssively, heading

for the stairs. "But whatever it is, it's not worth risking your life over."
Quar k nodded, simulating agreenment The wager sheet was worth a few bars of
gol d-pressed latinum easily. "Wy are you here, if you don't mind ne

aski ng?"

"I had to check the hol osuites,"
t he

way. Now if you don't mind, | think we should get --
There was a sudden, violent quake, knocking Quark off his feet The al ready
dinmred lights flickered, and there was the sound of gl ass breaking in one of
t he

unshi el ded cabi nets behind him a high, clear sound over the heavy,

t hr eat eni ng

runbl e of uncertain machinery.

Pl ease, let that be nachinery!

He stayed where he was for a few seconds after the runbling stopped, waiting
for

she said, starting down. "They're enpty, by

the station to evaporate around nun in a ball of flanme -- but other than his
stomach, which seenmed to be in serious disagreenment with his breakfast,
not hi ng

seemed to be broken

He stood up, brushing at his coattails, suddenly quite anxious to get to a
better-shi el ded area. "Lieutenant?"

No response. Then he heard a | ow groan, fromthe shadowy recess at the bottom
of the stairs. Quark hurried to the end of the bar and out onto the main
fl oor,
worri ed about Ro, about the attack, wondering if he could be held liable
sonehow
for any injury she mght have incurred --

-- and saw her lying on the floor, far enough fromthe stairs that she had to
have

been pitched off. Her eyes were closed and she groaned again, the sound

hal f - consci ous.

Quark hesitated, thinking it might be better if he
went to the nicely reinforced infirmary and organi zed a few rescue personne
to

cone back for her. It made nore sense, really; he didn't have the appropriate
trai ning, and she had seened angry that he'd risked his life to cone to the
bar; she

certainly wouldn't want himto remain in an unsafe area. ..

Bef ore he coul d decide, the station was hit again, and nore fiercely than any
previous attack. Quark grabbed a table and held on as the roomteetered wildly
al |

around him The lights went out conpletely as nore bottles crashed behind the
bar, emergency lights powering on a second later, the floor settling back to

| evel

i n one sweepi ng, nauseating lurch. Al was uncomonly quiet, even the distant
blare of the red alert finally silenced.

Quark stood up, wincing at the depressingly sharp scent of spilled Iiquors,
still



clutching the table tightly with one hand as he | ooked around for Ro. Her
body

had tunbl ed several nmeters fromits original position, comng to rest against
a

bolted chair. She'd stopped groaning.

The internal argunent was brief but to the point, both positions clear. He had
to

get out immediately. And if he left her there, and the station took another
hit Iike

that, she was going to get hurt a | ot worse

Pl us, what are the chances she could ever |ave the man who | eft her behind?
And

heroically saving the life of the head of security... contrary to popul ar
bel i ef,

Ferengi were not cowards; the benefits just needed to outweigh the risks in
some

value, if not latinum Latinum of course, was preferable, but for Ro, he'd
be

content with her undying gratitude.

Quark hurried to her side and knelt down, nunbly

aware that he'd hugely underestimated the seriousness of the situation

"Li eut enant? Can you hear ne?"

Ro's eyes cracked open, then closed again. Her voice was weak but clear
"Quark? Ht ny head, on the stairs..."

"Yeah, | figured. Cone on, we've got to get out of here."” He slipped his arm
beneat h her shoulders and lifted, pulling her into a sitting position
relieved that

she was consci ous enough to hel p.

Wth Quark supporting her, they managed to stunble through the bar toward the
door, barely staying upright as the station trenbled yet again. Quark steeled
hi s

nerves with pride at his own good deed and the pleasantly firm pressure of
her

body | eani ng against his. If they survived, he had no doubt mat this would be
t he

begi nning of a lucrative rel ationship.

They had run through their fewideas in thirty seconds, discarding each as
qui ckly as they were said out

l oud; they just didn't have the resources or the tine to inplenent any of
them It wasn't a matter of

routi ng power or clever rewiring. The final hit fromthe strike ship had
effectively destroyed the main

pl asma transfer conduits, fromwhich the warp core operated. That, in turn
had instantly taken the drive

off-line, creating a surge that had pushed the inpul se fusion reactors into
overl oading ... which had

basically killed absolutely everything. There was sinply nothing they could do
to make the Defiant have

power that it didn't have.

Except for the viewscreen, of course, Nog thought bitterly. No gravity, no

[ ight except for a few charged

energency spots -- but a working viewscreen with a near perfect picture,
because hol ographi c systens on

Starfl eet vessels operated from an i ndependent power

grid. Fate had apparently decided that it wasn't enough to just kil

everybody; that woul d be too easy. No,

fate had al so deened it necessary to keep the Defiant around as an audi ence
for the grand finale, and had

given thema primary vantage point fromwhich to see it happen. The expl osion
woul d bl ow mem apart,



of course, but they'd get to see their friends and fanmilies die first

Al one on the bridge, Ezri and Nog watched silently us the tiny strike ship
battered the station. After

gently securing Conmander |ast's body, Tennei had gone below to tell the rest
of the crew what was

happeni ng... assumi ng nmere was anyone left to tell.

The Defiant continued to coast forward. DS9' s shields seened to be hol ding,
but Nog figured it was only

a matter of noments before they went -- and once they were gone, the station
woul d go even faster than

t hat

Ezri's strategy had al nbst worked -- taking a beating in order to halve the

attack forces wasn't necessarily

inspired, but it was a sound enough plan. If the shields had | asted just
another minute, it would have

wor ked. . ..

Wthout a word, Ezri reached out and took his hand, squeezing it with her own.
Nog was grateful, and

gl ad she didn't say anything. In the face of what was happening, of the sheer
enormty of the imm nent

apocal ypse, words woul d be usel ess. The station was now obviously faltering,
tilting, the translationa

controls probably down, the Lower Core's lights all gone.

After everything we've been through, for it to end like this..

He couldn't conplete the thought, and as the screen suddenly flared, a wash

of

[ ight envel oping the station, Nog al nost convinced hinself that he was seeing
t he

end -- until he realized that the brilliant blue light wasn't nearly brilliant
enough to

be an expl osi on.

The wormhol e had opened, and sonethi ng was coni ng out

Kira felt her responsibility |like a deadwei ght as the Jem Hadar ship continued
its

attack, as the station beneath themwent critical -- shields down to eight

per cent,

structural damage throughout the Lower Core, environnental systens on the
brink of collapse. She shoul d have rejected the ridicul ous upgrade schedul e,
or

demanded additional engineers, or fought harder for a second guard ship.
Shoul d have, and didn't.

"Evacuate the station," she said, knowing the failure to be hers. "Cvilian

priority
for runabouts and escape pods, everyone el se to Docking R ng airlocks three,
four, and six -- nake rare Ae freighters are full and prepped for warp, and

programthe ops transporter for the inpulse shuttle at Upper Pylon Three. Sea
of f
everything el se."

If | had handl ed things better, |I could have prevented this. The idea, that a
trio of
strike fighters could successfully disable the Defiant, could actually destroy
t he
Al debaran and DS9 ... she wouldn't have believed it possible, and now al
t hat
was |left was to flee --

-- and it's probably too late for us but we have to try, we have to keep
trying --
There was another solid blowto the station. A second

| ater, Lieutenant Bowers said the inevitable, horrible words Kira had dreaded
hearing, the sound of them worse than she coul d have i magi ned.



"Col onel, we've tost shields."
She nodded, not trusting herself to speak as he conti nued.

"We can't expect nore than a few mnutes before a full breach in -- sir! The
wor nhol e, it's opening again!"

Kira's heart skipped a beat, sudden thoughts of the Prophets filling her with
a

mani ¢ hope. "On screen!”

The view was angl ed badly and blurred, a testinony to the station's dying
power ,

but it was clear enough. They saw a snmall ship bursting out of the wormhole,
riding the funnel of swirling light into the Al pha Quadrant. It streaked past
t he

hel pl ess Defiant toward the station, as small as one of the attack fighters --

Damm it, no!

It was anot her Jem Hadar strike ship, and though it appeared to be damaged,
much of its starboard hull black and crushed, it was obviously prepared to
fight

How many nore Domi nion ships were waiting on the other side, they'd never
know, with a second ship firing on them there wouldn't be enough tinme for
any

ki nd of evacuati on.

If even a quarter survive, we'll be lucky. Myst -- if not all -- of the
departing ships

and escape pods woul d be caught in the expl osion

The station rocked, and Kira called out for Shar to .send the new information
to

Starfleet on the |long range, the thought mat it was her final report a dagger
to her

heart. She prayed for tinme, furious with herself for not starting an
evacuati on

earlier. It didn't occur her that

there hadn't been an "earlier"; she felt too guilty and desperate to all ow
her sel f

such consol ati on

"Anyt hi ng on sensors?' Kira asked. Perhaps the fourth ship to exit the

wor mhol e

was too damaged to fire.

"Negative, external banks are all down," Shar said. 'l can attenpt to
transfer

power from one of the auxiliary generators.”

"No," she said, and raised her voice, aware that the newest strike ship would
be

within range in seconds. The battle was lost; it was time to let go, and hope
there

m ght still be a chance for sone to survive.

"W have to evacuate sow. Everyone stand down and get to die transporter --
Li eutenant Bowers interrupted, pointing at the screen, his voice hoarse with
enotion. "Col onel, the second ship!"

Kira turned, sick with sorrow, she could at |east race the final nonent- --
and

wat ched, stunned, as the newest arrival fired upon their attacker

"It's fighting them" Nog breat hed.

He et go of her hand, pulling hinself closer to the viewscreen, |ooking as
shocked as Ezri felt. She barely dared to hope that the damaged ship could
stop

the attack; it was obviously in bad shape, only one of its weapons firing,
but

maybe it had a backup weapon, an override code for the attacker's ship,
tractor



beam capabi lities.
or sone kind of warhead.
Ezri suddenly felt |like her mind was being flushed with heat, the realization
and
the possibilities conmng so fast that she could barely think. It was

i mpossi bl e,

the strike ships were too close to the station and it had never been done --
-- but if they nove away... and if the comand codes will work...

"Nog, " she said, the hope taking a definite shape even as she spoke. "I have

an

i dea."

The danmaged striker only appeared to have one of its polaron phasers
functioning, but it was as fast and agile as the attacker, managing to score
severa

hits to the aggressor's port weapons array. The attacker stopped firing on

t he

station, turning to dart after the damaged ship as it dropped into an evasive
maneuver .

No one spoke, staring in mute disbelief as the two strike fighters engaged.
They

t agged each ot her around and beneath the station, firing and dodging. Kira
refused to think about how close they were to an irreparabl e breach, or why

t he

damaged Jem Hadar ship would attack one of its own. Wat mattered was what
was being played out in front of nem

Their protector was good, the pilot well-trained and bold, but they coul dn't
overcome their handicap; after a few hits fromthe attacking ship, its daring
noves becane stilted. It linped around the Lower Core, still firing -- but
anot her

hit fromthe eneny stilled even that, knocking out its |ast phaser array.

The danmged fighter didn't retreat Kira stared at the screen, unable to
bel i eve

what she was seeing as it placed itself hi harms way, actually noving to

bl ock

the attacker fromfiring on the station

The attack ship didn't hesitate, blasting pitilessly at i he interloper. Their

pr ot ect or
suddenly barreled straight into the fire, apparently planning for a suicide
collision -- and streaked up and over the aggressor at the last second in an

unexpect ed burst of energy,

speedi ng away, headi ng back toward the wornhol e.

Wt hout another shot to the dying station, the point ship wheel ed around and
took off after it, firing

intermttently. It seemed determined to finish the interloper off before doing
anyt hing el se -- although

while the actions were clear, the notivations were anything but Kira couldn't
begin to guess at either

pilot's reasoning, attack or defense.

Don't care, Prophets be praised, we 're still alive --

The two ships raced toward the wormhol e, the nostly undamaged attacker quickly
gai ni ng, scoring one

hit, then another. They circled around, spinning back and racing forward
agai n, gradually noving cl oser

to the wormhol e as the danaged ship worked to save itself, as the attacker
tried to take it out Their

protector wasn't going to nake it, it had taken too nmuch damage -- and as soon
as it was gone, the point

ship woul d be back

Silently, Kira began to pray.

There was no way to gain access fromthe bridge. Nog got through to Ensign



Tenmei on his conbadge,

filling her in as he and Ezri dropped into the turbo shaft that woul d take nmem
down to deck two -- one
step closer to warhead control. It was a room Nog had been in only once, when

Chief O Brien had given

himhis first full tour of the original Defiant. The nenory was sharp in his
mnd as he and Ezri hurriedly

swam t hrough the dark, the air already growing cold in the lifeless ship.
"Neat, huh?" O Brien said, |ooking around at the

tightly packed, tiny roomw th sonething |ike |love. "Part of the autodestruct
system .. The whol e thing

can be launched fromhere in a worst-case conbat scenario, though | doubt it
ever will be. Cone on, let's

head back I want to show you the pul se phaser system. ..
Not much of a nenory, and although he'd studied the schematics nore man once
since that |ong-ago

day, Nog still only had the nost basic understandi ng of how the depl oyabl e

war head operated. He

deci ded that he would gladly pay his future inheritance as the only son of the
Grand Nagus if the chief

was on his way to the control roominstead of him

The war head nodule -- -that forempst section of the Defiant's hull that al so
housed t he navi gati ona
deflector -- was equipped with its own inmpul se engines for propul sion as well

as an i ndependent power
supply, plus a magazi ne of six photon torpedo warheads. As the chief had told
him it was neant to be
used only in the nost dire circunstances, which was probably why it hadn't
occurred to Nog at all -- their
current circumnstances were probably as dire as any ever got, but he'd just
never expected to be in them
He dredged up what he renenbered, maki ng nmental notes based on what needed to
happen. This close to
the station, they would only armone of the torpedoes, he'd have to punch in a
saf e-di stance shutoff and a
single signature target into the guidance system It was dangerous, but it
could work. ..

assumng | don't mess it up, like | nessed up the repair schedule -- Nog
swal | owed t he thought,
concentrating on renmenbering the codes they woul d need, anxi ous and sweati ng
in spite of the cold.
They reached deck two, Ezri |eading the way as they kicked off bottom and
swam
fore, the conbined sound of their breathing seenming incredibly Ioud in the
featurel ess dark.
"Don't worry, we're alnost there," Ezri said, and the firm cal mtone of her
Voi ce
made Nog feel infinitely better. Not the sweet, |aughing voice of Ezri Dax,
but
the determ ned, reassuring pitch of a leader. He was too relieved to feel any
surprise; a commandi ng of ficer was present and all he had to do was |isten
and
carry out her

orders.

They hurried on, Nog breathing nore evenly, feeling his own spark of
determ nation. He was still scared, and they were still probably going to
di e,

anyway -- but at feast they wouldn't be sitting around waiting for it.

The danmaged Jeni Hadar ship managed to draw the chase out |onger than Kira
woul d have thought possible, the pilot maneuvering well, the tiny ship |ike



sone

wild animal running for its life. It had lured the aggressor away fromits
attack, at

| east -- but as they | ooped ever closer to the wornhole, another hit spun the
devast ated ship around, pieces of its tattered arnmor bursting outward into
space. It

sprinted forward, back toward the station -- but the eneny ship was on top of
it,

nmercil essly blasting away, and Kira could see mat it was over

The final blow cane a split second later, and the ship that had tried to

pr ot ect

DS9 shattered, a small but sparkling fan of weckage and gases expl oding from
where it had been.

Kira's gut knotted as the people around her gasped

and cursed and softly cried out in nmuted despair, as the attack ship started
back to

finish off the station.

What did | expect, sane kind of mracle, some beam of celestial |light to shoot
out of the Tenple and save
us all?

Maybe she had, maybe --

-- what is mat?

From of fscreen, a tiny blur of notion, a glow ng streak chasing after the
novi ng

strike ship. The ship apparently saw it coming at the same tinme she did. It
pi cked

up speed, diving down and away -- and that tiny snmear of light followed it,
catching up --

-- torpedo --

-- and Kira understood what was happening just as it hit the diving
Jem Hadar
ship, as the light of a small sun bl ossomed and expanded fromthe tiny craft,
t he

i ght becom ng everyt hing.

"CGot it, we got it!" Nog shouted, and Ezri pounded the control panel with a
triunphant fist, the fire of victory surging through her heart, filling her
up.

Yes!

"Hang on!" Kira shouted, and suddenly ops tw sted and shook around nmem
peopl e crashing into consol es and one another as the unshielded station
suf fered
the force of the warhead explosion. Kira grabbed a railing, forgetting to
br eat he,
seeing only the bright destruction on the screen in front of them

Please let it be over --

-- and in a few seconds, the short and violent ride ceased, the station
comng to

rest For a monent, nobody noved or spoke. Kira inagined she could fee

DS9' s wounds, could feel the |oss of power and die conpronise of integrity
al |
around her as the people in ops slowy crawled to their feet, returning to
their
stations.
Wth a silent prayer of thanks, to the Prophets and last's tactica
brilliance, Kira
set her mind to what canme next The Al debaran had been destroyed, the
De-fiantvod the station had been brutalized; the treaty between the Doni nion
and
t he Federation was broken. An act of war.

life have to regroup. Jast needs to confer with Starfleet, we have to oversee



the repairs, we'll need Bajor

to send in nore techs, and we'll have to tal k about establishing a defensive
line here...

"Bowers, launch the Rio Grande and the Sungari. | want the Defiant crew
beamed of f before they freeze to death. And arrange for the ship to be

br ought

back for repairs. Shar, status report” Kira suddenly wel coned the incredible
amount of work ahead as the reprieve that it was; with so nuch to do, she
woul dn't have to anal yze anything for a while, or consider how nmuch of the
faul t

was hers. She already knew the answer, anyway.

Shar read off damage reports as the ops crew struggled to nmanage their posts,
sendi ng people out to assess damage and carry nessages to those who had been
cot off. The initial conmunications were daunting; the hull had been breached
in

several places in bomthe Lower and Md Cores, nost of the damage done by the
aggressive point striker. Two of the fusion reactors had been inpaired to the

poi nt
of shut-down, reducing the station's power by a third... and at | east
thirty-four

peopl e were dead. Dozens nore were unaccounted for

Even as Shar tapped and spoke, trying to organize the flow of information, he
found he couldn't stop thinking about the sensor readi ngs mat had fl ashed

acr oss

his screen in the final seconds of the battle. They probably neant nothing,
but

still...

Kira was at me command station, her expression dismal as she scanned readouts
fromthe Lower Core. Shar joined her, waiting until she | ooked up before
speaki ng.

"Colonel -- | should tell you that the internal sensor array suggested a
transfer of

energy to the station as the last strike ships were destroyed."

Kira frowned. " 'Suggested' ?"

"I't's not possible to verify any of the readings," Shar said. "And it's likely
mat

they were all false, created by the power surge through the EPS system or --
"How many such readi ngs did you pick up, exactly?"

Shar shifted unconfortably. "Seven hundred eight, sir."

Kira nodded slowy. "I see. As soon as the Defiant is brought hi, you can try
runni ng our sensor |ogs against their externals, but | think you probably

pi cked up

radi ati on pul ses fromthe explosions... or, like you said, random surges

t hr ough

the network itself fromdirect damage."

"I think so, too, sir, but | felt it was nmy duty to tell you."

"Thank you, Ensign. I'Il include it in the master report. If that's all..."
Kira returned her attention to the table, and though Shar didn't know her
wel |, he

suspected that she was angry with herself over the near-success of the strike
ships. It was a ludicrous notion, but she was radi ati ng enough heat to

suggest

some strong enotion

Perhaps if | engage her further, encourage her to tal k about the battle... He
had

so admired her poise during the fight, he wished to offer sone neasure of his
def erence, however small. And he was genuinely interested in her perception
of

events.



"Sir, have you given any thought as to why the fourth ship attenpted to

pr ot ect

the station?"

When she | ooked up again, he could see anger in her gaze -- but her voice was
cal mand controlled, her manner alnost formal. "No, | haven't Perhaps you
coul d

hypot hesi ze on the question for a later briefing. Right nowis not a good
tine."

Soar nodded, wondering if he'd nade a mistake in his approach. In his own
cul ture, asking sonmeone's opinion wthout offering one's own was a gesture of
respect, and it had worked well with the captain of the Tanberl ai ne, a human
mal e. .. maybe Bajorans were different. O females.

Kira's conbadge chirped

"Col onel, this is Dax, on the Defiant"

"Good to hear fromyou, Defiant. And good work. We have runabouts on the
way. Tell Commander Jast and Nog to report to ops when you get here, and have
Nog | ook at our damage reports en route. We're going to have to work out a
repair

schedul e i medi ately. How s everyone on the ship?"

There was a | ong pause, and Ezri's voice, when she spoke again, was
uncharacteristically solem. ' Two people were killed, three others wounded.
Conmander Jast and Turo Ane are both dead. |I'msorry, Nerys."

Shar stared at the col onel, who stared back. He could see his own feelings
reflected hi her face, but found no

sol ace in the awareness mat she, too, had sustained a | oss.

He grasped at his training, struggling not to | ash out physically in his pain,
and

saw in Kira the same fight -- anguish waning to become violence. It was in
the set

of her jaw and in the trenble of her hands.

In other circunstances, discovering mat they shared sinilar reactions to an
event

m ght have made hi m proud. Now, he turned and wal ked stiffly back to his
station, understanding only that, |ike hinself, she needed now to be left

al one.

8

There were seven, including hinself; each a high-ranki ng nenmber of the Vedek
Assenbly, each of the other six as openly anxious as a vedek could be while
still

mai nt ai ni ng some senbl ance of piousness. It all rested in the hands of the

Prophets, after all -- though to | ook at their pinched faces, one might think
otherwi se. One might think, hi fact, that the Prophets had deserted them
| eavi ng

each alone with his or her own fears.

Such uncertainty, because of what's happened. How difficult it nust be. Yevir
Li njarin understood the pain of doubt, and he ached to see it in others,
particularly

the six other nen and wonen in the great chanber. That there was great change
com ng, there was no question, but the Prophets would provide. As They al ways
had.

The man who'd called the neeting, Vedek Eran Dal, seated hinself at the head
of

the I ong stone table, nodding to the attendant ranjen to cl ose the doors of

t he

great hall. The incense-scented chanber was cold, the neeting called too
hastily

for a single fire to have been built -- although the secret nature of their
smal |

alliance surely had something to do with it The traditional fires were |it
only for



the Assenbly entire, and there would he no evidence of this neeting once it
was

di smi ssed.

Seated here were the seven nost influential, the nost doctrinally inclined,
t he

men and wonen who woul d use their powers of persuasion to carry the rest of
t he

Assenbly in the direction best for Bajor. Kai Wnn's sudden di sappearance had
necessitated the formati on of the unnamed council; with First Mnister
Shakaar

of f-worl d, |obbying the Federation on Bajor's behalf, the people needed

gui dance,

and not the endl essly turbulent sort provided by the Assenbly entire, with
its

share of politicians and sycophants and deal s.

Here, though... here sat the careful hands that would | ead the way. The
shar ed

anxi ety on their faces saddened Yevir, rem nding himof the passage in
Ako-rem s

A Poet's Flight:

To doubt Their wisdomis to deny Themthe pleasures of due faith, and to deny
onesel f Ae joy of

being -- and being, to be |oved.

When the doors had runbl ed cl osed, Eran began to speak

"I thank each of you for coming with such [ittle notice. |'msure you
under st and

why |'ve called this session. Before we discuss our options, | would ask your
i mpressions of the crisis before us."

Vedek Frelan Syla, a small, highly opinionated wonan, was the first to place
her

hands on the table.

For reasons of poor health she had refused to be considered for Ae recent
nom nation to kai, much to everyone's relief; no one wanted another Wnn
Adani, and of all the possible candidates, Frelan was easily the nost
politically

prone.

"Vedek Frelan," Eran said, opening the discussion

"Early this norning, Deep Space 9 was attacked," she said, her statenent of
t he

obvious a clear sign that she was wanning to a speech. "H e last report |
received

fromour contacts within the Mlitia told of sixty-one dead in all -- not

i ncl udi ng

die crew of the guardian star-ship, or the wounded -- “and severe damage to

t he

power core... making it, | believe, the deadliest offensive yet waged agai nst
t he

station. Even in the tinme of war nere was not so nuch damage, nor so many
lives

| ost

"My firmconviction is that the heresy was destroyed during the battle -- and
therefore mat the battle itself was sanctioned by the Prophets. Did the
attackers

not travel through the Tenple gates? | put forth mat we have acted with
unnecessary haste, presunming too rmuch, and mat we should now await further
gui dance fromthe Prophets.”

Yevir saw, with no real surprise, that everyone now had their hands on the
t abl e,

except for himself. He wanted to hear the opinions of the others before
speaki ng;



after all, it was likely they would |look to himfor the |Iast word, and though
he did

not consider hinself to be gifted politically, he knew mat every notion shoul d
be

heard. No one liked to feel dism ssed, even if their ideas were rejected in
the end.

He accepted the fact of their acquiescence with no pretensions of humlity,
just as

he accepted the reality that he would one day be kai -- perhaps not after the
upcom ng el ection, but it was inevitable. Hi s path was clear

The di scussion went around the table, Eran calling

each vedek by name, each stating his or her thoughts in turn, no two alike.
Sci o

Marses believed that the matter should be opened to the Assenbly, or at |east
t he

part of it that they could openly claim Kyli Shon wanted to consult the Ob
of

Contenpl ati on; Sinchante Jin, the Ob of Wsdom Bellis Nenmani insisted that
they send a covert teamto the station, to gather data, and Eran put forth the
i dea

of allowing Kira Nerys into their confidence. She was, he pointed out, a
devout

womrman, though Vedeks Kyli and Bellis disagreed strongly with the idea,

rem nding nemall of how difficult Kira had proved to be in the past The

di scussion, if not heated, was quickly becom ng antagonistic. Gone were the
traditional formalities of hands-on-table.

"We nustn't trust any information we don't collect tor ourselves,'
ar gued.

"Isn't it obvious? And Kira knew Istani, from Singha. For all we know, they
wer e

acting in collaboration --
" -- and you m nk she wouldn't cone to the Assenbly for confirmation, if she
had

tal ked with Istani?" Eran asked. "W need Kira. She runs the station and the
peopl e trust her. Ganted, she can be obstinate, but her faith and loyalty to
Baj or

aren't in question --
"Faith, perhaps not, but loyalty? You know the stories of her and Kai Wnn,"

Bellis

Kyl i

interrupted, his face flushed.

"Forget about Kira, and Istani," Frelan said. "The Prophets will show us the
way,

when the tinme is right!"

Yevir had heard enough. He placed his hands pal ns up on the table and cl osed
hi s

eyes, breathing deeply, turning his face to the high ceiling, to the sky
beyond.

Their intentions are true and right, but they argue their own opinions. What
is the way? How can | be a

vessel of Your w shes?

He |istened, to the small voice at his deepest core, the voice of his pagh
vaguel y

aware that the debate around himwas finished, the angry words giving way to
sil ence. When he opened his eyes, he saw that everyone watched him

"Vedek Yevir, you wish to speak?" Eran asked. His tone was hushed and
respect f ul

"Thank you, | do." Yevir sniled, gazing at each race with warnth. "W al

want

to do what we think is right Because we |ove the Prophets, and we | ove the
peopl e of Bajor. | know that each of us feels that the Prophets speak to us



t hr ough

our emotions, but | ask mat we set aside anger and dissent at ms nonent, and
nedi tate on what we share. On our love."

He had their fall attention. Only a few years ago, he would have narvel ed at
t he

concept that he, Yevir Lin-jarin, would soneday | ead such inportant people
through a crisis, but all he wanted now was to share his vision

"W have too often becone entrenched in politics ... but sinply loving is also
not

enough. Like all matters, this is one mat calls for action as well as faith.
As we

have all agreed, the heresy nmust be contained -- but our course so far has
not been

worthy of us, and | feel regret for what has happened. | grieve; | feel shane.
But |

know too that the Prophets forgive us, because They know our hearts, and know
mat we mean only to express our |ove."

They were smiling back at hi mnow. They understood, and it made hi m happy to
see the self-doubt washed away, to see their faces shining with restored

pur pose.

They hadn't forced Istani Reyla to run away, after all.

"What woul d you propose?" Eran asked.

"As you all know, | once served on the station during

my days in die Mlitia. | could approach Kira, and talk with her as a friend
-- but

di screetly, a day or two fromnow. | wouldn't reveal so much as to burden her

with the kind of decisions we're facing, of course. But if die tome is on
board, and

she has know edge of it, I"'mcertain she would tell ne.
They were noddi ng, pleased with the npoderate and reasonable plan -- and with
havi ng the i medi ate responsibility for what to do taken fromthem It made
hi m

feel cynical to think such a thing, but he could not pretend blindness. Yevir
knew

each of memto be a worthy vedek, but he also knew that they nissed having a
kai to make the difficult decisions.

"I know it's asking a lot, but if you would place your trust in me, | believe
that |

could further our interests here, and thus the interests of all of Bajor," he
fini shed,

fully aware that their trust was already his. He didn't enjoy playing the
politician,

but mere was really no choice, and he was deserving of their confidence. He
had

been chosen, after all.

As they gazed at himlovingly, he thought of die Emissary, of all he had done
for

Bajor -- and all that Bajor was becom ng because of the Em ssary's work.

/ won't let it fall apart because of some heretic's scratchings. | awe that to
t he Em ssary, for choosing ne,

and | owe it to the Prophets, for Their boundless love -- and to all of Bajor,
because | am here to serve

The seven were in agreenment, all as one. Yevir would go to Deep Space 9 and
make things right. He would find die heresy and burn it, and scatter die ashes
so

that no one else could be tainted by its evil ever again.

Hopeful ly, no one else would have to die. He would pray for it, anyway.

After a full day of triage and surgery, of naking calls that nmeant life or
deat h

with only an educated hope mat his decisions would prove sound, Bashir was



exhausted ... but as his backlog of critical cases wound down, he found

hi nmsel f

wi shing for nore to do. So many |ost, so many mat no one had got to in tine,
who coul d have been saved; not only was it painful to review the incredible
wast e

of life, having no pressing nmatter to attend to nmeant that there was not hi ng
to

keep himfrom what he thought of as the death watch -- those cases for which
t here was no reasonabl e hope.

And nothing | can do, nothing at all. For all 1've researched and studied, for
all ny abilities, | may as

wel | wish them better.

There had been six in all. Now nere were three in the infirmary's ICU, the
room

quiet and still but for nmonitor sounds and the stifled tears of the visitors.
A

nurse moved lightly between the beds, assuring that there would be no nore
pai n

for the dying.

Bashir stood in the doorway from surgery, |ooking at them struggling to
bel i eve

mat he hadn't failed. He'd beaten Death throughout the day, through proper
di agnosi s and del egati on and surgery, cases he tried to keep in nmind as he
gazed

out at the 1CU ward. Mostly he thought about the operations, because he had
been

able to touch the problens, to physically heal them A sternal fracture mat
had

caused a nediastinal bleed in a Bajoran gul, only Hyears old, healed. A
conpound fracture had nicked the fenoral artery of a Bajoran security

of ficer,

who woul d have bled out if Julian's hands hadn't been fast enough. The flai
chest

on the visiting Stral ebi an boy, the open-book skull fracture of the human
ensi gn

who had been on | eave fromthe Al debaran -- they all would have died if his
skills

had been | esser.

But that doesn't help these people, does it?

It was faulty reasoning, of course, and logically he had no cause to fee
guilt. But

feelings weren't necessarily logical. He couldn't blanme hinmself forne majority
of

the deaths that had occurred on the station, because npbst of them had been

i nstantaneous -- forty-six plasma burn fatalities, a single rush of energy

t hat

probably hadn't even been experienced as pain. The rest of nem had been | ost
to

broken seals at the main Lower Core hull breach, except for two blunt trauma
cases, victins of falling debris. There had been nothing that anyone could
have

done.

O the nearly two hundred people injured, twenty or so had been critical, and
only

el even of those had required i mediate surgery or stasis. Wth the hel p of
Dr.

Tarses and the Bajoran surgeon, Grani Semma, they'd gotten to everyone. Three
conpart nent syndrone

cases had been treated and rel eased; all three would be shipping out to the
advanced nmedicine facility at



St arbase 235 for biosynthetic |linmbs. Except for sone head traumas, a few

i ncidental s, and those

recovering fromsurgery, the imedi ate crisis was past --

-- but for the three of you. Six, and now three, a death watch because

don't know enough

In the cool, antiseptic air, the three patients were silent, sleeping or
comat ose. Wbros Keyth, a Bajoran

man who had worked hi the admin offices, lay waiting for his brother to cone
fromBajor, to say

good- bye. Keyth m ght have been saved, if he had been treated sooner. A
subdural henorrhage, the

resulting intercra-nial bleed too far along by the tine he'd been brought in,
t he brain danage irreparable.
The bl ow was from a desk clock, of all things, when the AG had shifted; Keyth
had been alone in bis

of fice, and hadn't been found for alnost three hours. Too |ate.
Two beds away, the sleeping Karan Adabwe was wat ched over by her betrothed and
one of her cl osest
friends. Karan, an engi neer, had been both burned and frozen, caught in the
maj or plasma | eak and

exposed to an area of hull breach. It was a wonder that she was still alive,
so much of her skin and

nmuscl e tissue had been affected. Her lover and a friend each held one of her
poor, wetched hands, both

crying, both certainly in nore pain than Karan. She was beyond nmat, at | east
Prynn Tenmei, the new Starfleet pilot, sat next to the |last case, Mnyodin, a
lab tech. Bashir didn't know

if they'd been dating or were just friends, but either way, it was over.
Monyodi n was a Benzite, and had

been hi

M d- Core when a cloud of chem cal polyner gases had been rel eased froma tenp
bank of atnmospheric

regul ators. The alveoli of bis lungs had liquefied. In a non-Benzite, Bashir
woul d have tried stasis and an

eventual transplant; for Mnyodin, for any Benzite, there was no chance. Wth
their cellular growth

patterns, even external transplants rarely took. AU that could be done was to
make him confortable..

and watch himdie.

It's not my fault. There's nothing that anyone coul d do.

It was true, and it didn't natter, not to the core of him They were alive,
but he couldn't keep themthat

way.
Bashir turned away, knowi ng that there were others to see, rounds to make,
peopl e he could still help.

Knowi ng that the nanes and faces of the death watch would stay with him as
clear and crisp in bis

menories as he'd just seen mem until the day he died. He was aware that
peopl e on the station were

starting to debate the | ong-term consequences of the Jem Hadar attack, but if
they could see what he had

seen... he could personally testify to the tragedy of the short-term It was
nore than enough

" t hen perhaps | should conme back at another time. How long will she be
her e?"

Familiar, a fanmliar voice. Friendly. Shar, that's Shar..

"It shouldn't be long, but | can't really say; the doctor wanted her to wake
up on her own," a woman

answered. "He said she could | eave then, assuning her responses are normal.
The concussi on wasn't



severe, but we don't take chances with head injuries."

"I understand. Whuld it be all right if | left these with you?"

Ro opened her eyes, wanting very much to see Shar, understanding fromthe
tone

of the exchange that he was about to | eave. She was in the infirmary, nost of
t he

beds around her full, the worman tal king with Shar one of the nurses. Ro
wasn' t
sure what was going on, and the fact that Shar appeared to be holding a
bouquet

of bright green flowers only added to her disorientation

"Shar?" She rasped, and coughed, her throat dry.

Bot h Shar and the Bajoran nurse turned toward her, the nurse inmmedi ately
moving to her side. Ro sat up a little, light-headed but in no pain.

"What happened?" Ro asked, and coughed again. The nurse niracul ously
produced a container of sone mldly sweet beverage and stood by while Ro
drank, gratefully.

"There was an attack on the station, and you were brought to the infirmary
with a

head i nj ury,
11

go get the doctor."

Shar stood next to the bed as the nurse went off to find someone. He held up
t he

rat her exotic-1ooki ng bouguet of waxy, tubular bloons with a slight smle
"These are from Quark. | saw himon the way here and he insisted that I
del i ver

mem he said he was too busy ordering new inventory for the bar to stop in,

al t hough he mght later. He says that flowers are a customary gift for the il
or

di seased. These are Argelian, | think."

Ro smiled in spite of her confusion, not sure if she was nore amused by
Quark's

gesture or Shar's uncertain explanation. "Ill be sure to thank him Shar

what

happened to the station? What happened to ne?"

Bef ore he could answer, Dr. Bashir appeared from snother room wal king slowy
and | ooki ng harried, his hair uncharacteristically runpled. The smile he gave
her

seened genui ne, though. He glanced at the bed's diagnostic before noving to
her

the nurse said kindly. "But your readi ngs suggest a M recovery.

ot her side, across from Shar. "Lieutenant, Ensign. | have a few questions, if
you

don't mnd."

"So do I," Ro said, propping herself up on her el-hows. "Chief anmpong them
why

is Quark sending me (Il owers?"

Bashir grinned, the expression as sincere as his smile -- but she could see

t he

strain behind it, could see that he was hiding sone pain behind the sparkle.
Wth

how full the infirmary was, she guessed he'd had a rough day.

"Ch, | can inmagine," he said. He opened a nedical tricorder and passed the
scanner over her head, his intense gaze shifting fromthe readout to each of
her

eyes as he spoke, his smle quickly fading. "Tell ne, what's the last thing

you
renmenber before waking up a few m nutes ago?"
She frowned, thinking. "There was... a nurder on the Promenade. | renmenber

nmeeting with you and Kira. And then |, ah, talked to Quark a little later



about it, |

remenber that”

She'd gotten an isolinear rod fromhim she'd gone to her office, and
afterward. ..

she recal l ed feelings of unease, even distress, but she couldn't pinpoint the
reason.

Sonet hi ng about the holosuites? "I don't know what else, | can't remenber.”
The doctor nodded, setting die tricorder down. "l saw you on the Pronenade
not

| ong before you were brought in; 1'd say you' ve lost |ess than an hour of
your

menory. An amesic gap is perfectly normal with nis type of concussion
nothing to worry about Your cranial blood pressure is stable and your

neur ogr aphi ¢ scan shows no di sruptions. You can return to duty... but if you
find
yoursel f feeling nauseous or dizzy, or unwell in any way, you're to call for

assi stance and report back here i mediately, all right?"

Ro nodded, a little surprised at his excellent bedside manner. She really
hadn' t

interacted with himsince coming to the station, and had assumed himto be
generic Starfleet medical, patronizing and probably arrogant "How did | get
hurt ?"

"You fell fromthe stairs in Quark's," Bashir said. "Quark saw it happen, and
brought you here. It's lucky he did, too. Wth the way the station was
bounci ng

around, you could have been seriously injured."

She started to ask about the station and the doctor hurried on, noddi ng

t owar d

Shar. "But 1'Il let your friend fill you in on all of that If you'll both
excuse ne, |

have rounds to make."

Ro t hanked himand turned to Shar, who spent the next tew minutes filling her
in.

She was amazed at all she had m ssed, and appalled by the station's death
toll; not

to mention the loss of the Al debaran

And Commander |ast. Hearing about her death hit Ro harder than she expected.
A

ot of Starfleet officers on board had a cold attitude toward Ro. Not

surpri sing,

really. She suspected nost of thembitterly resented her presence on the
station

and were probably di smayed that Starfl eet Command hadn't made a nove to
arrest her for her past offenses. How the provisional governnment had

per suaded

the Federation not to exercise its rights under its extradition treaty with
Baj or was

a

nmystery. The end result though, was that the Starfl eet personnel on the
station

were forced to work al ongsi de soneone nany of them believed bel onged in
prison. O worse.

But | ast had been different. The commander had gone out of her way to be

am cable. At first, Ro thought it was because Jast al so seenmed to be awkward
at

making friends ... but, just in the last few days, she had been starting to
feel that
t he commander actually | iked her

and with incom ng communi cati ons basically inoperative, the only
nessages



fromthe Federation have been relayed through Bajor, telling us to wait" Shar
continued. "Colonel Kira has all of the senior officers on standby for a
briefing as

soon as she gets word."

"What are we doing for defenses?" Ro asked, finally sitting up. Physically,
she

felt perfectly fine, but their conversation was maki ng her stomach knot

"The 1. K S. Tcha'voth got here just after die attack, and six Bajoran assault
vessel s

arrived a few hours ago, so we aren't entirely defensel ess,” Shar said, "but
there's

great tension on the station, and the fear mat war is once again inmnent. It
doesn't help that the wormhol e has opened three tines since this norning,
triggered by debris fromthe Al debaran.”

He | owered his gaze, speaking softly. "There's to be a service at 0700

t oror r ow,

in menory of all those lost. If you' re not well enough to attend, it's going
to be

br oadcast station-w de."

Listening to his gently lilting voice, she could sense a change in him He
was
tired, she could see that, but there was nore -- sonething deeper, nore

f undanent al

Shar had probably liked Tiris Jast as much as Ro had, and had certainly known
a mpjority of the station

resi dents who had been killed. Though she wouldn't call himextroverted,
exactly, Ensign ch' Thane was

one of those rare people who seemed to honestly enjoy listening to and

| ear ni ng about others. He had

qui ckly found hinself a place in DS9's community, well-Iliked because, unlike
hersel f, he never seened

to pass judgnent. So different were their personalities, in fact, Ro had
wonder ed nore than once why he

seened to seek out her conpany. She'd finally decided that the old saying
about opposites seeking out

one anot her was probably true.

Shar was quite young and, though obviously brilliant, relatively

i nexperienced, bomin his career and in

his Me. His only assignnment before DS9 had been on a survey vessel, primrily
collecting information on

the Vorta. He'd seen little or no battle, and although he didn't seemthe type
to shy fromit -- Andorians,

as a rule, were conbat-ready -- she doubted very much that he'd savored his
first figurative taste of bl ood

Shar was too inherently decent, and she found herself mourning what he could
not -- the addition of a

kind of tense wariness to his electric gray gaze, a | ook she knew too well
fromyears of watching

i nnocents return fromtheir first real fight.

"1 should return to ops,"” he said. "The sensor arrays are operational, but

Col onel Kira wants them at peak

efficiency now that we're focused on the wormhole."
Ro smiled at him "I'mglad you cane to see ne, Shar,
faintly surprised at how nmuch

she neant it. He was the closest thing she had to a friend on the station
Except far Quark, maybe, she thought, as Shar | |anded her the flowers. They
had a pl easantly spicy

scent.

"I hope that you will continue to nend properly,
And | hope we're not about to go to war.

she said, and was

Shar said sincerely.



The unbi dden thought frightened her, rem nding her of all that was at stake --
but it was a strangely

conpel l'ing thought as well. She was only barely conscious that the prospect of
battl e had sparked her

i nt er est

They made tentative plans to neet |ater and he departed, |eaving her to

consi der all that had happened

and to wonder what woul d happen next So, the station's residents were scared,
but fear wasn't all mat

hard to inspire in a primarily civilian population. The soldier in Ro couldn't
get behind the idea mat the

Dom nion truly wanted another war, not with what Shar had told her about the
nature of the attack -- and

for all of Kira's faults, Ro didn't think the col onel was dense enough to
think so either, not when it cane

to mtters of conflict Though, what Starfleet was convinced of was anot her
thing entirely.

Forget it, Laren. None -of your business. She had her own duties to worry
about, reports to make and

listen to, security nmeasures to be reviewed and eval uated. And pointless as it
suddenly seened in the face

of the larger tragedy, there was still mat investigation into the prylar's
deat h.

Ro stood up, Quark's flowers in hand, and though she'd al ready decided it
wasn't her concern, she

suddenly found herself w shing very nmuch to know what Kira was thinking about,
what she woul d say

when she

finally spoke to Starfleet -- and what Starfleet would have to say to her
There was nore than enough roomin the cargo bay for the coffins and unms and
menori al plaques, but it

was no |l ess crowded for the dark and cavernous space. She'd left the main bank
of lights off, the barely

it shadows much nore appropriate for her lonely visit... and sonehow, it

rei nforced the vague feeling

that she'd never seen so nmany of the dead in one place. It wasn't true, of
course, but the blank rows and

stacks of sealed containers seened to go on forever as they di sappeared into
the dark, an endl ess

testinmony to all that had gone wwong only a single day ago... and to her own
pl ace within that series of

events that had |l eft al nbst seventy of her people dead.

The nenorial service had gone well, she supposed, as if any such thing could
be said to describe a few

simpl e prayers and a shocked nmonent of silent remenbrance. It woul d have been
better to wait a few

days, but Kira knew from experience that reality assimlation often took tinme
-- which was an uncertain

variable until they knew exactly why the Jem Hadar had attacked the station
Better to say a few words

when there was opportunity to say them and hope that the survivors could
manage their own persona

closure in the days to cone.

The service itself had been brief, the Promenade overflow ng but still,
everyone who could | eave their

work for a few nonments standing en nasse like a tide of lifeless dolls,

wat chi ng her speak with flat and

barely responsive gazes. After staying up all night wal king the damaged
station and personal ly taking

reports fromevery section and subsection chief she could



find, standing in front of the nmostly silent assenbly had seenmed unreal, a
disjointed dreamfilled with

realistically unhappy details -- the pale faces of the Al debaran crew, know ng
that only an assigned | eave

had spared themwhile their friends fed died. The way Nog's proudly raised
chin had trenbled, or the soft

sigh of an elderly woman who had | ost her son. Kira had heard tears and seen
the hard, set fines of faces

mat refl ected enptiness, for fear that even acknow edgi ng the pain would be
too nmuch to bear.

Kira rested her hand on the cool, snooth surface of a keepsake box, destined
for a famly in the

Hedri kspool Province of Bajor, a few personal itens that their daughter had

| eft behind. Setrin Yeta, one

of Ro's junior deputies, a bubbly redheaded girl with a high-pitched | augh
Gone. To be with the

Prophets, surely, but would her fanmily feel any |ess pain?

WIl 1? WIIl any of us?

Tins and Turo Ane, Kelly and Elvimand McEw an and T Peyn and G ehm and the
[ist went on, sone of

the faces only known in passing, all of memreal people with real lives, and
if she had only done

sonmet hing nmore, if she'd nade a decision a few seconds earlier, or later..

Wt hout consciously deciding to, she had gone straight fromthe cerenony to
the cargo bay, alnost as if

gui ded by sone invisible hand. Even with all there was to do, her sense of
responsibility wouldn't all ow

her to avoid it; to understand what had happened, to really understand what
had been | ost, she needed to

see them To witness the reality of them

As she'd stepped into the bay, her early norning dreamfromthe day before had
cone back to her, from

what seened to be millennia ago. It was the environnent that did it, bringing
a flash of imagery -- a cargo

bay, and she'd been surrounded by dying people on the Cardassian freighter
the fleeting glinpse of Ben

as she'd wal ked into the light of the Prophets... had it been an onen, even a
war ni ng? Had she been too

quick to dismss it as a drean?

Now, she was surrounded by the dead, but she knew that there would be no
saving grace at the end, no

friendly voice or affirmation of divinity. She wasn't going to wake up, and
al t hough she'd been

responsi ble for the deaths of others in her tinme, there was no real way to
prepare for it, or work out nora

rationalizations. It would always be sonmething so vast and shocking mat there
was little to be done but to

weat her it, to let it be. There wasn't anything that could nake her | ess
responsi bl e; better to accept the

consequences and nove on than to waste tune w shing things were otherw se.
She wal ked sl owWy between two of the rows, letting her fingers slip across the
various container tops of

nondescri pt black netal, hurriedly replicated that afternoon. She'd had sone
vague i dea about | ooking for

Tins to say good-bye, but she couldn't sinply wal k past the others. She

t hought that |ast probably woul d

have under st ood.

Here were two humans bound for home, two Federation diplomatic trainees --
both nmale, bright, fresh

fromthe Acadeny and excited to study in the field, observing Cardassian aid



relations. During his first

day on the station, the older of the two had actually tried to flirt with her,
he obvi ously hadn't yet |earned

how to read Bajoran rank insignia, and flashed a grin that told her

that her eyes burned like the stars. She'd actually considered not telling him
her name when he had asked,

anused and secretly flattered by the ignorant attenpt; in the end, she'd been
unabl e to resist The young

man had bl ushed furiously and then studiously avoi ded her, right up until the
day he'd died.

Eric, and his friend was Marten. She touched the black lines of code at the
heads of their containers,

wonder ed what Asgard and New Paris were |like, the places where their fanmlies
unknowi ngly waited for

notification.

Next to them a small, sealed pouch of liquid that would be sent to Meldrar 1,
bl ood from Starfl eet Ensign

Jataq' qat's heart that would be poured into the Mel-drarae sea by its
siblings. Jataq' gat had chal | enged her

to a game of springball not so | ong ago, a date they woul d never keep. Kira
wal ked on. A row away, a

long line of small cerenonial ums bound for various Bajoran cities and

t ownshi ps, some cont ai ni ng

earrings -- the synbols of famly, of the victinms' devotion to the Prophets
and the spiritual comunity to

whi ch they belonged -- others with small pieces fromthe lives that had been
t aken.

She sighed, her mind so full of masked recrimnations that she didn't want to
think -- not because she

feared the pain, but because it was too distracting. Bal anci ng between renorse
and the cold, linear reality

of the future was a cruel and terrible thing; she couldn't even allow herself
t he questionable relief of

wal lowing in guilt, because the station needed her, it needed her to be at the
top of her game and she

couldn't afford to shoul der the presunption of inconpetence, no matter how
much she t hought she

shoul d.

"Why did you cone here, Reyla," Kira said softly, her voice alnost lost in the
soft hum of the air coolers.

She wasn't sure if it was a question, wasn't sure what she expected, but the
death of her |ong-ago friend

meant sonething, it had to nmean sonething, didn't it? Al of this had to nmean
sormet hi ng.

Kira felt her throat constrict and took several deep breaths, inhaling and
exhal i ng heavily, clearing her

mnd. Wth each new breath, the tide of sorrow crept back, giving her room
rem ndi ng her that she was

whol e and alive and had a lot to do, too nmuch to be standing around weeping in
t he dark.

Just as she felt herself reaching safer ground, her conbadge signal ed.

"Col onel Kira, there's an incomng nmessage fromBajor, routed fromthe U S. S.
Cerberus -- "

Ross' s ship.

"Should | send it to your office?" It was Bowers, in ops, and he sounded
tense. Everyone on the station

understood that Admiral Ross's call would set themon a definite course of
action, to conply with

what ever the Federation deci ded. What that course would be, Kira wasn't
certain; at one tinme, she would



have called for i mediate action, but she wasn't so quick to assume the worst
as she used to be.

And not so quick to fight, if there's even a possible alternative. As far as
she was concerned, the attack

shoul d be quietly investigated through di pl omatic channels, at |east unti
somet hing solid turned up... and

al t hough Kira believed that the Federation wouldn't act rashly, that they
probably woul dn't even whi sper

the idea of a counterattack before careful consideration, she wasn't positive.
That was bad, but what

really

scared her was the possibility that she wouldn't have any way to influence
their decision if they had, in

fact, decided on sone sort of retaliatory action. Deep Space 9 sat at the

Al pha entrance to the wormnmhol e,

the first outpost that any Gamrma traveler -- or soldier -- would encounter
Wt hout question, the
Dom ni on coul d not be allowed back, not if they meant to fight -- but how

could she all ow one nore Me

to be lost, when she might be able to prevent it?

My job here isn't about ne, and it's not just about the state of the
Federation. It's also about trying to do

what's best for the people on this station, and for Bajor. She believed that,
and it gave her strength, it was

direction when she needed it -- but as Bowers waited for her response, she
gazed out over the sad remains

of her friends, of her wards and peers and the sem -remenbered faces of just a
few of the thousands who

depended on her, and she didn't feel it.

"Il be as strong as | need to be.

"Yes. I'mon nmy way" Kira said, gathering her defenses as she turned toward
the doors that would | ead

her back to the world of the living. She didn't hurry and she didn't | ook
back, the possibility of tears

al ready a nenory.

IO

VWhirling plunmes of light spun up fromwavering plains of fire, the radi ant
shapes

| engt heni ng t housands of meters until they grew too vast to sustain

t hensel ves.

The funnel s col |l apsed, disintegrating back into the anor-phic ocean of red
and

orange before rising anew, the dance of the storms beautiful, threatening,
and

eternal .

After watching for what seened |ike hours, Commander Elias Vaughn finally
broke the silence. "Are we done yet?"

Captain Picard smiled, not |ooking away fromthe incredible |ightshow "Done

wat chi ng?"

"Done | ooking, for me Breen. They're not here, Jean-Luc. | don't mnk they
ever

were. "

Picard's smle faded. 'I've cone to agree with you, but we have to be

t hor ough.

Anot her run through the thick of it, and we'll have conpleted a second grid.
Ve

want to be able to declare a reasonable certainty, after all our efforts.”
They stood before the viewport in the captain's ready room the ever-shifting
Vi ew

of the Badl ands spread out in front of themin shades of flane. For the | ast



severa

days, the two nmen had taken to neeting there as the ship compl eted each run
to

wat ch the plasnma storms together

The Enterprise had been searching the treacherous area for nearly three
weeks,

t he constant atnospheric di sturbances making it necessary to pilot and

i nvestigate

manual |y, their sensors usel ess beyond a very short range. Vaughn had cone
aboard to advise the mission on Breen tactics... though even if their
supposed

presence had turned out to be true, he doubted he'd have been of much use.
The

captain and crew of the Enterprise-E were nore than worthy of their

di stinction,

and Vaughn was certain they could handl e thensel ves agai nst a few Breen
It's been nice to spend sonme tone -with Picard and his people, anyway. Vaughn
i ked Picard, having net himon nore than one occasion in the past. He'd

al ways

t hought the captain bright, if a bit dry, and surprisingly well-rounded. H's
tacti cal

instincts were superb, and he carried his command well, with distinction and
grace. Alittle formal, perhaps, but not offensively so, his politeness
clearly

stemming froma respect for others rather than sone sel f-pronoting mechani sm
But Vaughn had worked with this particular Enterprise crew only once before,
at
t he Betazed emanci pation over a year ago -- a mssion that had earned them
hi s
pr of ound respect.
The intercom beeped, WI| Riker's voice interrupting |Ins nusings. "Captain,
t he
new course is plotted. Allowing for the predicted plasma currents, Conmander
Dat a suggests that we begin i mediately, and that we start out at one-quarter
i mpul se for the first two
mllion kiloneters."
"Make it so," Picard said, and as the ship eased toward the shinmering
Badl ands, Vaughn thought again
about the coded transm ssion he'd received only a few hours before. Even the
dramati c beauty of the
pl asma storms wasn't enough to distract himentirely. He was bone-tired, and
not fromthree weeks of
chasing a runor.
"I"mthinking of retiring, Jean-Luc,'
at his own inmpul siveness as
the words left his mourn. He'd been considering it for nonths, but hadn't
pl anned to tell anyone until he'd
decided. And he didn't even know Picard all that well....

al t hough he probably knows ne as well as anyone. Vaughn didn't know if nat
was good or bad, but it
was the truth.
Picard al so seened surprised. He turned to | ook at Vaughn, eyebrows arched.
"Real | y? May | ask why?"

Vaughn said abruptly, a little surprised

"You may, but I'mnot sure | have an answer," Vaughn said. "I suppose | could
just say that |1'mgetting

too old...."

"Nonsense. You can't be nuch older than I am"

Vaughn smil ed; he'd never |ooked his age. 'I'ma hundred and one, actually."
Picard smled back at him "You wear it well. But you still have decades ahead

of you, Elias."



"I suppose | mean old in spirit,"” Vaughn said, sighing. "Since the end of the
war, | find myself thinking

differently about things. After eighty years of charging off to battle..."

He paused, thinking. He'd never been an el oquent

man, but he wanted very nuch to define the path of his feelings, as nmuch for
hinmself as for Picard. After

so long a war, so little time for pleasures or luxuries, he felt out of touch
with the delicacy of bis

sel f - percepti ons.

"I"ve always been a soldier,” he said. "I was trained lor it, and have
excelled at it -- and for a long tine,

I"'ve felt my role to be an integral part of the peace process. Now, though.
.just lately, I've been thinking

of the universe as an unending series of conflicts that doesn't need anot her
aging warrior to help

circunscribe them"

Vaughn shook his head, searching for nore words to explain what he'd been
feeling. "Wars will always

be waged, | know that. But |I'mstarting to think of nyself as a participant in
war, rather than soneone

wor ki ng toward peace. And the difference between the two is i measurable.™
Picard was silent for a nonment, and they watched as the Enterprise slid
effortlessly into the bright and

tur-bul ent space of the Badl ands. Vaughn felt strangely relaxed, at ease with
the captain's silence. He

suspected that what he'd said was being carefully neasured by Picard,

scrupul ously consi dered, and the

t hought was oddly conforting.

"Perhaps you need a change of vocation,’
story of Marcus

Aur el i us?"

Vaughn smiled. A great warrior of ancient Ronme, a general who' d lost his taste
for battle in spite of his

successes. The original sol dier-philosopher of Earth. 'You flatter ne.
"Not at all. And I'm not suggesting that you turn to witing your neditations
on war and peace... though

perhaps that's not such a terrible idea. You have nore

strategi c and tactical experience than any career officer |1've ever known,

Eli as,

but that doesn't mean you have to use it as a soldier would. You could wite,
or

Picard said finally. "Do you know t he

teach."

Picard faced him his expression earnest "Of course, you can do whatever you
wi sh. But -- forgive ny presunption -- | don't think you're the kind of man
who

woul d be content to sit back and watch the worlds goby."

Vaughn nodded slowy. "You may be right about that" He took a deep breath and
expelled it heavily, finally reaching the foundation of. his thought the
essence of

what he was trying to express. "I don't know | just know mat | don't want to
fight

anynore."

Pi card | eaned back, |ooking out at the fiery stormonce nore. "I understand,"
he

said softly, and Vaughn believed mat he truly did. The captain's ability to
enpat hi ze was perhaps his nobst admirable trait It was a rarity hi any species,
and

nost particularly hi upper echelon Starfl eet

The intercom signal ed again. "Captain, Conmander -- we may have sonething."
That was a surprise. Vaughn left his person thoughts behind as he foll owed



Pi card

toward the door to the bridge. He'd been so sure about the Breen, had al ready
deci ded that perhaps the Klingons had picked up sonething, but nmat "possible
Breen warp signatures" wasn't it Following the treaty, the Breen had w t hdrawn
to

their home space for the nobst part But though they were certainly capabl e of
deceit building a mlitary presence hi hiding didn't fit with the Breen's |

cul tural

psychol ogy. . .
although it does fit in with a few other reports I've heard of late..
Reports that were still on a needto-

know basis. It was a funny thought though Vaughn was too aware of the
Enterprise's current position to find any humor in it.

They stepped out onto the bridge and noved to their scats, Vaughn taking the
advi sory position to the cap-lain's left. Al they could see on screen was

t he

rolling sea of unstable plasnma.

"M. Data, report," Picard said.

The android consulted his operations console as he spoke. "Sir, the ship | am
detecting is not Breen. It is a freighter, and it appears to be Cardassian in
origin."

Picard frowned. From his other side, Riker spoke softly. "What's a freighter
doi ng

out here?"

Data answered him "It is caught between two conflicted masses of pressure.
Sensors indicate that the freighter is powerless, and nmere are no life signs
aboar d.

Al so, that they have been trapped in this area for an extended period of
tine."

"Estimate? How | ong?"

"Considering the relative consistency of bompressure fronts and initial reads
on

hull integrity, | would estimate mat this particul ar eddy has existed for
thirty

years or nore."

Picard' s frown deepened. "Can you get a visual ?"

"Trying, sir."

A few seconds later, the main screen's view changed, and Vaughn caught his
breath, fascinated. The long, dark freighter tunbled slowy end over end

agai nst

its bright backdrop, as it apparently had for decades, dead and al one. Vaughn
felt

his earlier exhaustion dropping away at the sight barely noticing his relief
t hat

there was no battle to be had.

Haunted, it | ooks haunted.

"Captain, if you have no objection, I'd like to | ead an away teamto

i nvestigate," he said, not sure why he

was so intrigued, not caring particularly. It seened to be a day for

i mpul si veness.

Heard gl anced at Vaughn and smiled, so slightly that it was barely visible. He
| ooked back to the screen

"Commander Data, is the ship's hull intact?"

"Yes, sir."

Meaning it's possible to initiate an atnosphere, at |east temporarily. AGs a
nmust, but we can suit it

agai nst cold, wouldn't have to wait for an environnental toxin analysis then
either....

Pi card nodded, and turned again to Vaughn. "Conmander, | hope you'll allow
Commander Ri ker to ac-;



conpany you, and advi se you in your selection of team nmenbers."

"OfF course. Thank you, Captain."

Vaughn and Ri ker both stood, Ri ker asking for Data; to join them reconmrendi ng
that La Forge and an

Ensi gn Dennings neet mem at the transporter. Vaughn found hinmself unable to
tear his gaze away from

the exanimate freighter, and finally understood why he was so interested, the
reason so fundanental but

so odd that he'd alnobst missed it.

Sonehow, |ooking at the lifeless freighter, he felt | quite strongly mat his
future was inexorably tied to;

what ever (hey would find there.

/ amgetting old. Such fanciful thinking and daydreamnm ng adventure wasn't his
styl e. Vaughn shook

hinsel f nentally and headed for the turbolift, but in spite of bis own best
efforts to act bis age, his

excitement only grew.

I

Ensign Kuri Dennings was the last to arrive at the transporter room slightly
breathl ess in her

environnental suit and obviously excited to have been asked al ong. As she
hurriedly donned her hel net,

Ri ker introduced her to Commander Vaughn, meking a point to nention the

ant hr opol ogi cal study she'd

done on Cardassia's occupation of Bajor. Vaughn asked several educated
guestions about the Cccupation

as they stepped onto the transporter pad, all of them making minor adjustnents
to their helnmets before

pressurizing their suits.

"I's everything ready?" Ri ker asked La Forge, his own voice soundi ng annoyi ngly
strange in the confines

of the headpiece. Irritating, SEWGs. No matter how streamined the suits got,
they still felt bul ky and

restrictive.

"Yes, sir. Qur tractor beamis holding her steady. Gravity's been established,
there are some energency

lights... though it's going to be a little cold, even with the suits. Negative
80° Cat

| ast check."

They could handl e cold, but not dark. "How long will we have before the
portable's cell runs | ow?" Ri ker asked.

Vaughn answered. "Considering the size of the freighter, |I'd say about two
hours.

It's a standard cargo nodel, isn't it? 220?"

He directed his own question at La Forge, who nodded, |ooking distinctly

i npressed behind the thick lens of his faceplate. "That's right, Commander."
Vaughn smiled. "Sorry. | should | eave the engineering matters to the expert."
Ri ker was al so i npressed, though not because of Vaughn's awareness of
portabl e

generators; Vaughn hinmself was an inpressive man. He seemed to know a little
bit about everything, bat used it well, also knowi ng when to defer to others.
And when to shut up. The el der commander didn't seemto ranble, ever. Riker
didn't know that he'd be so reserved with eighty years of war stories under
hi s

belt, and his taciturnity only added to his appeal; Vaughn wasn't nysterious,
exactly, but mere was an inpression of great intensity behind his genial
exterior,

of levels operating within |evels.

"Shal | we?" Vaughn asked, and then nodded to Pal ner at the controls.
"Energi ze



if you please, Lieutenant”
A sparkle of light, and they were standing hi the well of a |l arge control
room
Utered with random debris and dusted all over with glittering frost There
wer e
no bodi es; the crew had probably seal ed thensel ves in whatever areas were
easiest to seal, to retain atnosphere for
as long as possible. The freighter's bridge was cold, enpty, and dimy lit by
a
handf ul of emergency lights, rem nding Ri ker of nighttime on the nountains of
Ri sa. He'd canped there | ast before the war, alone, huddled in front of a
small fire
as a cold plateau wind ruffled his hair....

where did that come fron? A weird connection, to say the | east R sa was
light-years away, literally and figuratively.
Vaughn stepped away fromtheir group, surveying their surroundi ngs. Ensign
Denni ngs and Data bom held up tricorders and started to take readi ngs, and La
Forge turned toward what had to be the engineering console with bis case of
adapter conponents, his silvery eyes glinting in the [ow |ight
"Anything we didn't expect?" Vaughn asked, addressing no one in particular.
Data answered, his voice startlingly clear. Physically, he didn't need a suit,
but the
hel met cominks were still the best way for himto stay in contact with the
rest of
t hem
"Tricorder readings are consistent with those of the Enterprise sensors,"
Dat a
stated. "This ship was caught in a plasma storm approximately thirty-two
years
and four nmonths ago. The structural danmage in evidence would have nade it
i npossible for nhemto break free fromthis pocket of space. Their power and
life
support would have failed in a matter of days."
"There were at |east three Cardassian ships lost in i he Badl ands around t hat
time," Dennings added, "but all mlitary, no record of a freighter."
Ceordi had plugged into one of the consoles and was reading froma small
screen.
"1 think it's called the Kamal," he called. "Ring any bells?"
Kamal a. The snell of her hair, and the way she tilted her head ever so
slightly when she spoke... Riker
bl i nked, taken aback by the sudden vivid nmenory of the enpathic netanorph. He
hadn' t thought of
Karmal a i n years.
Seens like |'mdetermned to et ny m nd wander. Deanna said |'ve been | ess
focused |l ately, guess
shoul d have paid nore attention...
He al so knew from Deanna that the crew desperately needed sone tine off, nat
stresses were high and
productivity low. Since the end of the war, the Enterprise had been inspecting
defunct nmilitary
installations, transporting supplies and energency aid, chasing after possible
terrorist groups -- in short,
wrapping up the |l oose ends to a war. It was alnost the Enterprise's turn for a
much- needed break, and
considering his lack of concentration, he abruptly decided that it couldn't be
t oo soon.
Denni ngs was checking a padd she'd brought with her. 'There was a transport
freighter Kamal, but no
record of it being | ost OF course, the Cardassians aren't exactly fanmous for
sharing that kind of



i nformation. Not men, anyway."

Not much of a nystery here; the freighter had gotten stuck. For some reason it
rem nded hi mof an

abandoned ship they'd come across when he'd been on the Potenkin, though that
had been a persona

craft, caught in a natural soliton wave...

Snap out of it, WII!

Vaughn turned to address nem his eyes glinting with interest "Well. | know
it's not standard procedure,

but if no one objects, I'd like very nuch to poke around a bit, see what there
is to see.”

He | ooked at Ri ker. "Commander, | know there are safety protocols to
consider...."

Ri ker smiled at the half question. Vaughn certainly didn't need his
perm ssi on, but was graci ous enough
to ask, acknow edging his status as executive officer. "I think an
"unofficial' inventory would go nuch
faster if we split up.”
"I think so, too," Vaughn said, smling in turn. "I thought I'd head for the
aft cargo bays... perhaps we
could each take a direction, and check in every fifteen m nutes?"
Everyone nodded, and Ri ker found hinself feeling relieved, |ooking forward to
having a few nonments to
collect hinmself as he assigned sections to Dennings and Data; La Forge wanted
to stay on the bridge and
downl oad whatever information he could. R ker wasn't tired, hut felt as though
he was suffering the
synmptons of too little sleep -- although of course he had stayed up too |late,
catching up on reports, and
men a very late dinner with Deanna..

curled up together afterward and tal king about work, her eyes as dark and
shi ning as when we net..
She'd had a sl eevel ess yell ow dress mat she often wore that first sumrer he'd
been stationed on Betazed.
Me renmenbered the crisp feel of it brushing against his armwhen they'd held
hands and wal ked t hr ough
the university's grounds, |aughing about sone random observa-tion and enjoyi ng
the sun against their
yout hful faces --
God. He had to get sone downtime, and soon.
There were dead Bajoran civilians in the cargo bays, corpses crushed beneath
| ong-wort hl ess boxes of
suppl i es
or sprawl ed atop broken sections of hull and deck. Prisoners of the
Cccupation, their sad, frozen bodies were too thin, a testanment to the

suffering

they'd experienced in life -- and though there were a nunber of Cardassian
sol di ers ampong the dead, the oppressors and villains of the Cccupation
Vaughn

found hinmsel f unable to work up any anger. They were all dead. The Cccupation
was history, and dead was dead. He wasn't al ways so unfeeling, so

uni nt er est ed,

but the reality of the Kamal had becone a veil, a mist through which his life
was

bei ng pl ayed |i ke a hol odeck program

The nenories had started small at first, shadows of experience that touched
hi m

and were gone. But the nenories grew in detail as Vaughn continued to wal k

t hrough the dark and col d, beconmi ng nore than vague i nmages, becomning brighter
than what was in front of him Having never experienced a spiritual epiphany



and fromthe oft-heard tides of such experiences, he assuned that was what

was

happening -- he wasn't sure what to expect, but perhaps the nmenories were part
of

it Part of letting go...?

Vi ol ence and death and rationalizations. It was hard, the truth; he' d seen and
done

many things that he wi shed he hadn't He wal ked on, and the nenories cane
faster, the intense feelings striking like lightning. People he'd | oved, |ong
ago; a

dog he'd had as a child; the first time he'd kissed a girl. But overriding the
t ouches

of fond nostalgia were the battles, the substance of his life as a soldier

He

couldn't stop remenbering other tragedi es, deaths as needl ess and terrible as
t he

ones laid in front of himnow He' d witnessed i nnunmerable wars, he'd
docunent ed

t he bl oody aftermath

on dozens of worlds -- and he'd participated in nore sorrows nan he wanted to
count
My Iife has been about death. In the name of preventing it, 1've killed so

many, and seen so many killed...

The civil war on Beta VI, where over el even thousand nmen had beaten each

ot her

to death with sticks and rocks on one catastrophic afternoon, and all his team
had

been able to do was watch. The genoci dal hol ocaust on Arvada DI. The Toned
incident, in 2311; he'd been a lieutenant then, only in his thirties, back
when he'd

still believed that evil was doormed to fail sinply because it was evil

Vaughn wal ked sl owly through connecting corridors as he'd gone through the

| ower cargo bays, bis mind Iight-years fromwhere each | eaden step carried
hi m

The desperate and hungry faces of Verillian children, orphaned by war. The
mad,

hopel ess cries of tear and warning that had echoed down tae nails of the

Let hean

veteran asylum The terrible assassin** tion of the El aysian governor that he
could have stopped, if only he'd known the truth even nonments earlier....
Vaughn was so caught up in the barrage of nmenories that he was slow to
recogni ze the change of light & wasn't until he stepped into the next bay mat
he

noticed; the dimred of the energency lighting was different here, the

massi ve

hol d bathed in a purplish gl ow.

It wasn't as inportant as the images that held his mnd, that battered him
nercil essly as he wal ked inside. A dying scream A crying worman. Friends

| ost.

Feelings of triunph and pride, hate and fear

The light grew brighter, illumnating the faces of the

dead cast about |ike debris, and Vaughn stopped wal ki ng, trapped by a lifetine
of

nenory.

On the bridge of the Enterprise they had very little warning before the giant
wave

hit themfrombehind, its intense burst of radiation shattering across their
shi el ds

in a sparkling halo of light The truly powerful ones were very rare, and



because

the surges of energy travel ed tike tsunam beneath the surface of their

pl asma

ocean, they were hard to foresee; the sensors didn't pick it up until six
seconds

bef ore inpact.

"Sir, there's a sudden concentration of highly charged plasma radi ati on behi nd
us

at mark, ah, hitting us now. "

Even as the words were | eaving Lieutenant Perinmis nmouth, the Enterprise was
reacting, struggling to spread out the concentrated phenomenon, cutting
sharply

into the ship's power supply as the shields automatically prioritized their
ener gy

use.

Picard knew what it was before Perimhad a chance to finish her sentence. The
experi enced physical effect was surprisingly mld, lights brightening
suddenl y

and then lowering in strength, |ess background noi se as nonessenti al

equi pnent

power ed down, but he wasn't encouraged. A shield drain big enough to tap into
something as insignificant as the lights had potentially devastating
consequences.

"Engi neering, report,’
"Hai |

the away team and put the freighter onscreen.”

Status from Li eut enant Achen in engineering was fast and m xed. The | ast of
t he

concentrated energy flux had travel ed past them and wasn't dragging a
secondary

current, which neant they weren't in imediate

danger of being hit again; all systens and their backups were suffering
severe

power shortages, but there was nothing irreversibly damaged except for the
subspace conmmuni cations array -- it had been scranbl ed, and coul d take days
to

recalibrate and realign. Their shields were operating at substandard | evels
and

woul dn't be up to par for several hours, which shouldn't be a problemso Iong
as

not hi ng el se ramed them anytime soon -- and the power to the tractor beam
had

been cut, releasing the freighter

"No answer fromthe away team sir," Perimreported, sounding tense and
frustrated. "It looks like our short-range is down, too."

"Do we have transporters?" Picard asked.

"Negative, but that's tenmporary,"” said Achen. "They were just knocked

of f-1ine,

so as soon as they've got enough power built up for the fail-safe, they'l
automatically reinstate.”

Pi card watched as the nmagnified freighter settled across the main screen

wei ghi ng and neasuring the possibilities. Nudged by the turbul ence of the
power

wave, the freighter was slowy noving away fromthe Enterprise. Perimcalled
out the approxinmate rate of four meters a second.

At their rate of nmovenment... say, five to 10 minutes until they nove far
enough to conpletely dissolve the

conflict of pressures, less if they're caught in a heated current.
Re-establishing a tractor |ock would take too |ong. Factoring in the
acconpanyi ng

Pi card snapped, nodding to Perimat the sane tine.



glitches to transport failure, Picard calculated that they'd need anywhere
from

four to nine minutes, assumng there was no trouble with the fail-safe

char ge.

"CGet the transporters working inmediately, priority one," he said. "Helm can
t he

sensors read anything beyond |ifesigns?"

Peri m shook her head, running able hands over the consol e pads. "Four |iving
humanoi ds... no beacon read on Commander Data, no distinctive biosignature
capacity from here."

"I can't get their conmbadge overrides to signal, sir," comrunications added.
For the well-shielded Enterprise, the random plasma tsunanm had acted as an
energy | eech, no permanent damage done. But the freighter was no | onger
shi el ded by the tractor beam had in fact been pushed toward possi bl e danger
by

the beam s dying surge -- and the away team m ght not even know it

W can't talk to them and at the nmonent, we can't putt themout. There was
al so

no way to easily dock a shuttle, not w thout someone operating the
freighter's

| ockdown controls. Blow ng out a chunk of bul khead was possible, but it would
take time to do it safely.

WIl was due to report within the next few mnutes, and was decidedly

punct ual

as a rule; when he realized that the Enterprise couldn't be contacted, he'd
have the

teaminitiate their comruni cator emergency signals. The transporters should
be

wor ki ng by then.

"Prep a shuttle, and have a rescue team standing by," Picard said, not |iking
mat

he had to include it as one of the better options, knowi ng that he wanted as
many

contingency plans avail able as possible. "Security, send someone to
transporter

A, have them suited and briefed. Have Dr. Crusher standing by with a nedica
teamas well."

Less than two minutes after the wave had cone and

gone, Picard had done what he could to influence the outcone of the situation
He

wat ched the freighter as it slowy drifted, away from safety, wondering what
could be keeping the away teamfromnoticing that their tricorder readings
had

changed.

Kuri Denni ngs had been thinking about her days at the Acadeny as she wal ked,
feeling fondly nostalgic and a little irritated that she couldn't seemto pay
attention to her surroundings. To see an Cccupati on-era Cardassian freighter
as it

had been during those years... it was the chance of a lifetime, and yet she
coul dn't

stop rem ni sci ng about people she'd known, renenbering nanes and faces she

t hought she'd forgotten. She had signaled in at fifteen mnutes or so wthout
t hi nki ng about it, too intent on her nmenories to care nuch about what
everyone

el se was doi ng.

Kelison, with that silly hat he always won to dinner, until Stanley hid it.
The birds that nested outside the

dorm And Kra Celles, who could inpersonate Lieutenant Ellisal da dead-on, from
her facial mannerisns

to that high, wavering voice...



When she finally stopped wal ki ng, she realized she had found the weapons
store,

directly beneath the bridge. It was connected to a yeldrin, a kind of
hand-t o- hand- conbat practi ce room common on ol der Cardassian ships. In the
corridor between nme two roons were a dozen dead nen, all Cardassian -- after
thirty years of weightlessness, they'd been cruelly dunped to the floor by

t he

Kamal ' s sudden gravity. She'd avoided | ooking at them disturbed by the

bl ank,

i ce-lensed gazes and stiff and awkward poses. They rem nded her of the tine
she'd gone fishing with her brother on Catualla. They

had stored their catch in a refrigeration unit that had mal functioned, turning
the fish into bl ocks of gray,

lunpy ice. At the time, it had been funny...

and we joked about it, we called themichthysi-cles, and Tosh was stil

| aughi ng about it the last tine
we tal ked. When he called to tell me he'd met soneone, a wonan, and he thought
he was falling in |ove.
A transmission in the niddle of the night fromher father, seven nonths after
their vacation to Catuall a.

She'd been half asleep until she'd seen his face, seen the horrible struggle
not to break down in the way

he blinked, the way his chin trenbled. He was the bravest, strongest nman she'd
ever known, but his son

her brother, was dead at the age of 26, victimto a freak cave-in at one of
the m nes he surveyed.

"Tosh is dead, baby," and he'd wept openly, tears running down his tired,
tired face.

Ni ne years ago, but the pain was suddenly as fresh as it had been that very
nmonent, and Denni ngs
sl unped against the icy wall of Ae yeldrin and clutched at herself weakly,
trying to hold hersel f against
the terrible pain.
Tosh is dead, baby. Tosh is dead...

Ensi gn Dennings slid to the deck, sobbing, lost to the menory.
After Mles OBrien had transferred to DS9, he'd kept in internmittent touch
with the

Enterprise -- sonetinmes to say hello, to catch up with how the crew of the "D’
and later the "E' were

doing. In the early days he would contact La Forge just as often to conplain
goodnat uredl y about his

new job. DS9 had once been the Cardassian ' Terok Nor," a uridium processing
station

-- and, as Mles was quick to point out, Federation technology sinply didn't
function very well when

pl ugged i nto nachi nes built by Cardassians.

Not without a lot of rewiring, and some very inaginative bypass work. It
wasn't that the technol ogy was
that rmuch nore or |ess advanced -- only a two-point difference on the Wi brand
| ogarithmc
devel opnental scale, at |east when the Kamal was built. But the fundanentals
were distinct, fromthe

positioning of warp engines to the conputer's defense capabilities, and La
Forge found hinsel f
appreciating OBrien's troubles, seeing themin a whole new |light Even the

m ssion | ast year to Sentok

Nor hadn't prepared himfor this. He was having a hell of a time figuring out
how to get around hi the
freighter's nobst basic systens. It wasn't hel ping mat he couldn't seemto get
anything to power up



properly.

/ shoul d get Data back up here, see if he can nake sense of sone of these
translation disparities... La

Forge scooped a .06 laser tip out of his tool case and sparked it, deciding to
weld two of the console's

EPS processing wafers together, see if he could boost efficiency -- and hardly
aware that he was doing it,

he found hinsel f thinking about how Lean woul d tackl e \ heKanal .

She'd be able to get a handle on this, no problem Together, they'd be able to

manage it easily... if it was
the Lean he'd known on the hol odeck, his own personal version of the
engi neer. ...

La Forge felt a sudden flush of shane, renenbering how she'd found his private
program his small

fantasy of working with the brilliant engineer cruelly exposed. He'd never
expl oited her image, using the

hol ographi ¢ program as a kind of confidence-builder -- -but he had nmade Dr.
Lean

Brahns nuch friendlier than she was confortable with. He renenbered the | ook
on her face when he'd wal ked into the holosuite, too late to keep the rea
Lean
fromseeing the Leah-projection... he remenbered the anger and enbarrassment
in her eyes, renenbered thinking that he had caused those feelings, that she
probably thought he was sone kind of perverted m screant when all he'd wanted
was to be with her, to work side by side with a woman who respected him as
much as he respected her --

La Forge frowned and shook his head, wondering why he was rehashi ng that
particul ar aspect of their relationship. He'd found out she was narri ed,
she' d

realized he wasn't a creep, and they'd ended up parting on friendly enough
terns. ...
This place is getting to ne. Ad ship, old feelings.

He' d been daydream ng since they arrived, running through all Kkinds of

per sonal

hi story as he worked. No harm done, he supposed, although he was usually
better

at focusing hinself.

He lowered the bright torch tip to the processing chips, concentrating on the
fine
web of filanents. There was a spark, a wisp of snoke, the gentle swrl

cl ai m ng

hi s awar eness.

-- Mnd and al one, the smell of snoke thickening --

He' d been five years old, still too young for the VISOR i npl ants that would
al | ow

hi msight, and the fire had been started by a short in his bedroons heating
uni t

/ didn't call out at first. | thought that if | stayed very still and quiet,
it would go away. A blind child
alone in

his roomat night, fists clenched and sweating, silently praying as hard as he
coul d

mat there was no snoke snell, the air was clean, and that wasn't the crackle
of

flames, wasn't-wasn't-wasn't --

It wasn't until he actually felt the building heat that the little boy had
screaned

finally, screaned until he'd heard running footsteps, his father's gasp and
not her's

curse and nore running. He'd burst into tears when he'd felt strong arns lift



hi m

up and away, the voice of his excellent fattier soft and soothing in his ear
it's

okay, Ceordi, shhh, everything's okay now, shhh, ny son, it's over and
everyt hing' s okay..

Feel i ngs of |ove and renmenbered terror welled up hi his heart and stomach,
rem ndi ng himof how he'd | oved them of how dark his Me had been except for
their light, renenbering..

After her hurried briefing, Deanna Troi reached the bridge as quickly as she
could, the intensity of me atnmosphere inmediately setting her teeth on edge.
The

Enterprise was shadowi ng the freighter, which was apparently only m nutes
from

hitting a strong current that would toss nmenu unshi el ded, into the whirling,
deadl y

spunes of light. WII's report was officially overdue, and the transporters
wer e

still off-line... mere were still too many variables for exact predictions,
but

simply, if they couldn't nake contact with the away team soon, they would be
| ost

Deeply frustrated, the captain was |listening to an engi neering update and

| eani ng

over the helm s console, watching stats. Deanna took her seat, breathing
deeply as

she opened hersel f up, first acknow edgi ng and then tuning past the people
directly around her. She felt for

W11, searching for the famliar presence in a radiating arc of awareness,
but

couldn't find him she couldn't find anyone. She hadn't really expected to,
t he

Badl ands di srupted all sorts of sensors, even her innate enpathic sense, but
she' d

had to try.

Havi ng nothing to report, Deanna stayed silent, watching the freighter
heari ng

status revisions and possible solutions to the problem-- but her concern for
her

| over and friends wouldn't allow her any real objectivity. She gave into it

i nst ead,

recogni zi ng her own need to feel productive in the face of such frustration
Not hi ng to | ose, anyway.

Deanna cl osed her eyes for just a few seconds, seeing herself, seeing a sense
of

war ni ng expandi ng from her presence, nmentally speaking words of alarm WII,

you're all in danger, ook out, receive, understand that you're in trouble.
She

knew mat it was probably useless, she wasn't nuch of a sender outside her own
species, but her faith in their connection gave her hope -- that by sone
chance he

woul d feel the fear in her thoughts and understand what was happeni ng, before
it

was too |ate.

Ri ker wal ked until the silence got to him and then he renenbered. He
remenbered, and was afraid.

There was death everywhere, Cardassian bodies stiffly junbled like stick
dol|'s

and no sound but the sounds of his own body, his heart and respiration, the
rustle

of his uniform against the inside of his suit. It was as though the ship was



hol di ng

its bream waiting, in between what had cone before and what was coni ng next,
the silence a secret in the enpty space.

Qui et and secret, secret and hidden..

He' d reached the living quarters. The Kamal had small, individual roons for
her

crew, the entries dark and open, the bodies here all heaped at the end of the
mai n

corridor. He was at the opposite end, his back to a corner where another hal
intersected the one filled with bodies, his hand on his phaser. He shouldn't
be

afraid, he knew mat, and so he wouldn't draw his weapon... but M envel oprment
in the nmenory was conplete, his outrage and horror was new

They'd cone for himat night, to perform nedical experinents. Years ago

Secr et

experiments conducted on the sleeping crew by a secret race, the constant,
random clicking of their voices or claws like insectile rain, like a black
evil thaw.

They' d been sol anagen-based entities, and they'd killed Lieutenant Hagl er
replacing his blood with sonmething like liquid polyner, and surgically
anput at ed

and reattached Riker's armfor no reason he could ever know or conprehend.

and | volunteered to stay awake, to cany the hom ng device so that we
could seal the rift between their
space and ours. | took the neurostimulant and | waited, waited for themto
take me, know ng that they
woul d di ssect nme awake and not care as | screaned.
Laying there in bed, seconds like hours in the dark, twitching fromthe
hypospr ay,
waiting hi perfect silence, wondering if he'd nake it back. And then the
abduction, and feigning seni-consciousness as they'd clicked and nuttered
from
me darkness, telling their secrets in an alien |anguage...
He knew he had to act, he had to do sonething, but
the feelings were overwhel mi ng. Paralyzed, Ri ker hunched further into the
corner, listening to the past
Data stood in the Kamal's communal eating area, accessing seem ngly random
per sonal i nformation.
Al t hough he had experinented with daydreaning in the past, the spontaneous
nature of the experience
was unusual, particularly under the circunstances. A self-diagnhostic did not
i nform hi mof any probl em
Still, it was perplexing; the occurrence of nenory recall did not normally
interfere with his ability to
function, but he found that his designated task -- to observe this specified
section of the Cardassian
freighter -- did not seemas inportant as the exam nation of his previous
experi ences and aspects thereof,
whi ch seemed to occur to himin no particul ar order
H e sentience of Lal, Stardate 43657.0. Learning to dance, Stardate 44390. 1.
Meeti ng Al exander, son of
Worf, Stardate 44246.3. Deactivating Lore, Stardate 47025.4. Hy s attenpt at a
romantic relationship with
Ensign Jenna D Sora, Stardate 44935.6. His return to Oricron Theta, Stardate
41242. 4. Commandi ng t he
U S.S. Sutherland, Stardate 45020.4. Sarjenka, Stardate 42695.3. Kivas Fajo,
Stardate 43872.2..
Dat a' s understandi ng of each menory's relevance to his current situation was
| acki ng, and the only



conmon el enent was nmat he seened to be present for each one. He decided he
woul d return to the

Kamal ' s bridge and speak to Geordi about it -- but thinking of Geordi called
to mind an entirely new set

of experiences, and he paused to consider them interested in his apparent
ability to direct the focus of his

nmenori es.

Ceordi's unnecessary funeral assenbl age, Stardate

45892. 4. The di sappearance of the U S.S. Hem on which Geordi's nother was
captain, Stardate 47215.5

"Captain, the transporters will be ready in two mnutes or |less."

The freighter would only be safe for another four mnutes, at nost. Not enough
tinme for a rescue teamto

find anyone, and he didn't want to risk it without knowing if the away teamns
conbadges were operating.

Beyond that, it was unlikely that a transporter beam could pull themout in
tine, the interference of the

storns too great

Last resorts. They could try to use | ow power phasers to nudge the freighter
onto a new trajectory ... but

given its condition, nmere was no way to be sure it wouldn't cause catastrophic
damage. Even if it worked,

t hey m ght conceivably end up sending the freighter hurtling into the path of
anot her plasma flare.

"I's security ready?" Picard snapped

"Yes, sir. M. Dey is fully suited and standing by in transporter roomA " a
voi ce over the comcalled

fromsecurity. "He's been briefed to objective.'

Beamin, call an emergency, beamout. They'd have to hope that all the away
team menbers still had

wor ki ng conmbadges, and weren't sonmehow restricted fromusing them It was the
last realistically

possi bl e option; if they couldn't get the team out through the steadily
closing tine wi ndow, nere m ght

not be any way to save them

Sonet hi ng was wong. Vaughn's internal journey through the past was starting
to include events outside

of his experience, or one series of events, specifically -- the loss of the
Kamal , and the (kadis of the

peopl e surrounding him The integration of nmenories not his own was gradual at
first, but his alarmgrew

with each unfamiliar experience.

The wonman on Panora who cursed us for letting the Jenml Hadar come. A stand of
dead garl anic trees,

poi soned by biogenic gas. A plasma storm bursts of powerful energy buffeting
the freighter, the inpul se

engi nes knocked out in the first wave of burning light..

Not me. That never happened to ne.

Vaughn struggl ed to understand as the nenories kept comng, so strong that he
was nearly incapacitated.

He forced himself to take a step forward, then another, practically blinded by
t he persistent wash of

feelings and i mages, fewer and fewer his own.

The brilliance of exploding Jem Hadar ships over Tiburon. The Cardassian
captain shouting, ordering

for power to be diverted to the shields. The controlled terror on the faces of
t he nen guarding the

prisoners, when they realized that |ife support had been cut by half.

The purplish light was growing in intensity, brightening, becom ng bluer, and



Vaughn sensed a fam liar

odor, conprised of unwashed bodi es and desperati on and overcooked soup; it was
a prison snell, or that

of a refugee canp. Sadly, he'd known enough of both to be certain. He took
anot her step forward,

renenbering the soulless gaze of the first Borg he'd ever seen, and the soft
prayers of a Bajoran couple
who' d asphyxi ated |l ess than ten neters from where he now stood, and the ashy
gray faces of the gasping

Car dassi an guards, still grasping their rifles --

-- this is not sonme personal catharsis |I'mhaving, 1 have to stop this --

-- and there, at the back of the cargo bay, the source of the light. A
twisting, fluid shape in an open box,

less than a half nmeter in size, propped up on a broken crate. The object
itself was barely visible behind
the shining, pale blue rays of light that it emitted, the dark red of the
energency lights drowned out by its

radi ance. He stunbled toward it, suddenly sure that the |ight was creating
whatever it was he was

experi enci ng.

Dying, they were all dying, Cardassian and Bajoran alike, suffocating --

-- the Cardassian Cccupation. Bajoran history..

Ob. The Orbs of Bajor.
Anot her nenory, but this tine, mere wasn't another to push it away, as though
it was a menory he was
supposed to have and keep. The Orbs were religious artifacts, supposed to
generate spiritual visions or

hal | uci nati ons of sone kind; the Bajoran faithful believed that they were
gifts fromtheir gods. Read

about them sonmewhere..

It was still the past on the Kamal, the strained hisses of death all around
himin the cold bay, but Vaughn
felt stronger, clearer. And when he reached the box, studded frosted jewels or
reflecting ice, he thought
for just a nonment that there was someone with him standing at his side. A
tall, dark human, a nman who
seened to radiate a kind of serenity as strongly as the Bajoran artifact

radi ated light --

-- and then Vaughn closed the box's intricately carved door and he was al one,
standing in the cold, silent

peace of the |ong dead Kanal

Only a few seconds later, an unfamliar male voice
sounded in his helmet, identifying itself as a security officer and demandi ng
that that everyone on the
teamtrigger his or her energency signature inmredi ately.
Vaughn quickly hefted the box and set it by his feet before tapping the
contact on the forearmof M suit,

notivated by a. strangely conpelling certainty that me Ob was ready to | eave
the icy, floating tonb
where it had rested for so | ong.

12
After sone thorough scans by Dr. Crusher, the away teamreported to the
observation | ounge for
debriefing. As soon as the captain finished review ng Ae final damage
assessnents, he would join nmem
t here.
Standing in front of the door, Deanna received a depth of chaotic and
di sturbed enotion, a feeling of
dar kness. She took a few deep breans, relaxing, centering herself. Allow ng
any personal distress to



enter her mnd at ms point would only hinder her effectiveness, which would
i nevitably nake it harder

to comunicate, to listen and hear. It was a fundanental truth of effective
counsel i ng.

Still, she was concerned. The freighter had di sappeared into the Badl ands a
full two minutes after the

away team had returned, certainly close enough to trigger post-traumatic
responses, but it was the

di scovery of an uncased Bajoran Ob that worried her. No one on the team woul d
have been prepared for

the kind of effects such an artifact produced.

She wal ked in and took her place at the table next to the captain's enpty
seat, the agitated feelings in die

room assi gni ng thensel ves specifically to each nenber of the team except for
Data. They were all

confused, but in keeping with the history of the Orbs, the base feelings
suggest ed personalized

experiences. Geordi was enotionally exhausted, wung out, but other than
bewi | derment and an

uncharacteristic vulnerability, he was well. Kuri Dennings was simlarly
exhausted, but from pain. Kuri

had visited Deanna a few tinmes concerning the death of her brother, but had
been handling her grief well;

the raw depth of it had been revisited, and Deanna decided i nmedi ately to cal
in on her later.

WIl... She could feel his strength, his desire to be brave for her, but he
was struggling against a
post-adrenaline low ... And something |like self-doubt, possibly even shane.

He was scared, and quite badly.

She had to resist an urge to hone in on his feelings, to probe deeper for how
t he experience was affecting

him It was an inportant element in their relationship, to maintain a firm
boundary between their private

and professional lives, but there were times that she found it difficult Now,
with the crisis past, she did

what she coul d, accepting her personal concerns for himand setting them asi de
for later.

She turned her attention to Commander Vaughn just as the captain wal ked into
the room and was

surprised by what she found there. She'd conme to |like Elias, very nuch, since
they had first net, and

t hough she still didn't know himwell, she appreciated the weight of the
unknown responsibilities he

seened to shoulder. He was a thoughtful, intelligent man with a strong sense
of

decency and conpassion, but he'd al so been troubled since he'd conme aboard for
m s mssion. She'd
sensed great uncertainty beneath his polished confidence, the kind generated
by neti cul ous
soul -searching. In that capacity, the commander was |ike Captain Picard... but
where Jean-Luc's
foundati ons were solid, Bias had seened to be in doubt of the very structure
of his belief system He
handl ed hinself well, though, and as he was an extrenely private man, Deanna
had not approached hi m
about it But die highly charged energy com ng from hi m now was so
fundanmental ly different

his doubt is essentially gone. Whatever he was struggling to decide about
hi msel f, he's deci ded.
She coul dn't know what the decision was, but he was sendi ng out waves of



exhil aration, and she found

her curiosity about the nature of this particular Ob soaring.

Vaughn waited until Picard finished telling nemwhat had happened during their
absence before

delivering his sinple, concise report of their ordeal aboard the freighter
Everyone on the away team

even Data, had experienced vivid and i ncapacitating nenories while separated,
whi ch had stopped as

soon as the Orb had been shielded. Data provided a brief explanation of the
O bs thensel ves, descri bi ng

them as "energy vortices," but admtted that the Orbs Federation scientists
had so far attenpted to study

had consistently defied a nore meani ngful analysis. O the original nine, only
four were accounted for.

Ei ght had been taken by the Cardassi ans during the Cccupation; one had

remai ned hi dden on Baj or.

Three of those stolen had been returned to Bajor over the five years foll ow ng
t he Cardassian withdrawal,

but the whereabouts of the remaining five

were still unknown. And given the present turnmoil on Cardassia Prine, the

Baj orans' expectations of

recovering themanytine soon were low. A tenth Orb, previously unknown, had
been di scovered

off-world only a year before, but that one had vani shed after it had
apparently fulfilled its purpose.

The captain was excited about their find, though he was outwardly calm "It
seens we' ve found one of

the mssing ones. And I think it's reasonable to speculate, from your
experiences, that this is the Ob of

Mermory. It was originally discovered in the Denorios Belt nore man 2000 years
ago. "

"What exactly did we experience?" WII asked. "How do they work?"

Captain Picard nodded toward Deanna. "Counsel or?"

"As Data said, nere's very little scientific information on the Obs," she
sai d. "Except that they transmt

an energy that works directly on neural pathways, affecting chem cal and

el ectrical bal ances. They're

quite powerful. At |east one has been known to function as a tine portal. In
nost cases, however, the
effect is nore... personal. Having an Orb experience is often |ife-changing

for those of the Bajoran faith;

many believe that it offers a line of direct comunication between thensel ves
and the Prophets, the

wor nhol e entities said to watch over Bajor."

The di scussi on continued, the decision made for Data to inmedi ately begi n work
on the delicate

real i gnment of subspace conmuni cations, the captain announcing that they woul d
be nmoving away from

the Badl ands to run full systens diagnostics and to reassess options. The
Enterpri se needed a dock so

t hat

the shield-enitters could be properly tested, and access to Starfl eet command
as soon as possible, to

make their report. WIIl suggested that they plot a course for Deep Space 9,
the cl osest Starbase to their

current position and conveniently owned by Bajor; they could turn over the Ob
to the Baj orans and

await new orders as they carried out repairs.

Deanna could feel the flagging concentration in the room and deci ded to speak
up before the captain



started assigning responsibilities. He was unaware that WIIl and Kuri, at
| east, had been adversely
affected by their encounter. "Captain, Ob experiences are generally quite

draining. | strongly
recommend at | east six hours of rest for the team nenbers before they return
to duty."”

Pi card nodded, the natural concern he always felt for his crew intensifying
slightly. Deanna had often

wondered if he knew how paternal the tenacity of his feelings were.
"There's no imrediate crisis, is there? Let's make it a full night,’'
lightly, and stood up, smling.

"Data, | hope you won't mind the extra hours. |1'd like the rest of you to
contact your teanms and tell them

mat they'll have to do without you, that you're officially off duty until 0800
tonorrow. Rest well,

everyone."

They all stood, Deanna deciding that she would wal k with Kuri back to her
guarters. She made eye

contact with WIlIl, and both saw and felt that he was holding up well; Iike
Ceordi, he wanted only to sleep

at the nonent

Not Elias, though. He was very nmuch awake, she could get that nuch fromthe
spark in his sharp blue

eyes.

"Captain, if | could have a nonent..
i ngered behind as the rest

of themfiled out, Data telling the weary La Forge whi ch sel f-diagnostics he
pl anned to run while he

wor ked on communi cations, the others silent with fatigue. The counselor felt a
twi nge of w stful ness as

she foll owed, wanting very much to hear what Elias would say to the captain,

if he would tal k about his

newf ound sense of determ nation and purpose. Intellectually, the change was
only a sinmple shift of

attitude -- but the sinplest were often the nost profound enotionally.

Deanna sighed inwardly before turning her full attention to Kuri Dennings's
sweet, angui shed heart,

starting the search for the words that m ght help.

Conmmander Vaughn didn't seemto be nearly as tired as the others had -- nor
did he seemas tired as he'd

been only a short time ago, discussing bis retirenment as they'd watched the
stornms. In fact, he seened

positively invigorated.

Perhaps | was right about that change of vocation, |eading an exploration team
seens to agree with him

That, or his experience inspired this sonmehow; he was closest to the Ob
Picard couldn't help feeling vaguely sorry that he hadn't insisted on going

al ong. To have found such a

he said

he asked, and Picard nodded. Both nen

historically and culturally valuable object... it would certainly have put a
spring in his own step
"Captain, | just wanted to thank you for our conversation earlier today,"

Vaughn said, firmy neeting his

gaze, even sounding different. Gone was the slight hesitancy, the careful
nmeasure of each senti nent

expressed. "It set the stage for one of those 'powerful

experi ences' that Deanna nentioned. | feel that things are rmuch cl earer now "
"My pleasure,"” Picard answered, pleasantly surprised at the man's nood for
freedom of expression, part

of himthinking that Vaughn was about to say he'd reconsidered retirenent
Sonet hi ng had certainly



changed; the conmander no | onger seened to have that cautiously watchful
quality mat had drawn deep

tines at the coners of his eyes and nouth.

"You seemto be in high spirits,"” he added, raising an eyebrow, not wanting to
pry but curious about the

transformation

"I am" Vaughn said, folding his arnms and | eani ng agai nst the table. "The
menories | experienced -- | was

rem nded of things that 1'd forgotten, of people | used to know, of events and
the feelings | had when |

was experiencing mem And | realized that since the end of the war, 1've
been... 1've been preparing to be
old, if that nmakes sense. Because |'mtired, |I'msick of death and the

destruction that acconpanies it"

Pi card nodded, understanding perfectly.

"Jean-Luc, do you know why | joined Starfleet?"

Pi card consi dered his response before answering. "l suppose | always inagined
it was out of an honest

sense of duty, an earnest desire to serve and defend the Federation."

Vaughn shook his head. "That was why | stayed. | becane a floating tactica
operative very early in ny

career because | was good at it, and | was needed. It wasn't a career path
chose; it chose ne. And when |

was on the freighter, | remenbered that, and how differently it all started
for me, and for a nonent |

felt... | felt like the young man that | was, when what

| really wanted to do with ny life was clear in nmy mnd."

Vaughn brushed at his neat, silvery beard, snmling. "I want to learn
Jean-Luc. | want to explore, and live

in each nonent, and feel excited about mnmy experiences -- not because | want

to recapture that blush of

yout h, but because it's what |'ve always wanted, and |I'mtoo damed old to put
it off for one nore

m nute. "

"Come, ny friends, '"tis not too late to seek a newer world," Picard thought,
smling back at him "Does

this mean you're |leaving Starfleet?"

Vaughn shook his head. "I don't know. And the amazing thing is, | don't know
if it actually matters. |f
what | want to do doesn't fit in with Starfleet's agenda, 1'Il |eave."

"Bravo, Elias," Picard said warmy, amusedly considering Starfleet's reaction
to the news that one of

(heir nmost capable officers, with clearance that probably went higher than the
captain dared to specul ate,

m ght be quitting in order to find hinself. He instinctively offered his hand,
whi ch the conmmander

promptly shook. 'I1'm happy for you."

"Thank you, Captain."

They decided to neet for breakfast, and Vaughn left, his shoulders definitely
straighter, his head held

hi gher than Picard had seen previously. It was a real pleasure to be w tness
to such a shift of spirit;

di scovering a renewed sense of purpose at his age -- at any age, really -- was
cause for celebration

Picard suddenly felt an odd wave of déja vu, wondering when he'd w tnessed
such a startling

transformati on before. Then he remenbered.

Seven years earlier, another Starfl eet commander

he'd known had conme to a crossroad in his life's journey, and its course al so
had been deternined by an



unexpect ed encounter with an Orb of Bajor

The captain stood for a nmonment |onger in the quiet room thinking about Deep
Space 9 and how Col one

Kira would react to their "surprise"” visit. Know ng that the Cardassian relief
efforts were being routed

t hrough the station, he hoped she'd be anenable to accepting unannounced
guests. Now that he thought

of it, he was actually looking forward to the stop; perhaps Vaughn's

ent husi asm f or new experi ence was

catching. It would be interesting to see what had changed since Captain

Si sko's departure, see how the

staff and residents were building their post-war lives -- and it would be a
chance for the crewto see a few

ol d acquai nt ances.

And considering that we'll be presenting themw th a prom nent instrunment of
their faith, lost for

decades. ..

It was likely to be a nbost engaging visit.

Still thinking of the sharp new brightness in Elias Vaughn's gaze, Picard

strai ghtened his uniform and

headed back to the bridge, unaware of the faint smle he wore.

Kira wal ked slowy to the briefing, collecting her thoughts, trying to rel ax.
Her

conversation with Ross hadn't gone well, but she saw no point in expressing
t he

depth of her anger and disquiet to her crew, so she took her tine. She'd
gotten a

ot better at controlling her tenper through the years, but as tired as she
was, she

wanted the extra few noments to refocus. No one would |ike the news, and it
was

her job as conmanding officer to provide a realistic exanple of calm

| eader shi p,

regardl ess of her personal feelings.

Just before she reached the wardroom she realized sonmeone was wal ki ng ri ght
behind her. Startled, Kira stepped to one side and turned around -- and saw
nothing, a few meters of enpty corridor and a wall

CGetting paranoid new, that's just wonderful. One nmore thing to pot on her |ist
of

ner vous- br eakdown t opi cs.

The neeting room seened too enpty, even though

everyone was there -- Bowers, representing tactical, Nog and ch' Thane,
Bashir,

Dax, and Ro. No This, of course... and Major Wayeh Suit, the Bajoran PG

adm ni strative liaison, had just gone on an indefinite | eave. H s wfe of
nearly

thirty years had been one of those killed during the attack. Wayeh had of fered
to

stay, but Kira had insisted that he go hone to be with his children, prom sing
t hat

she'd take care of things until a replacenment was found.

Maybe they should find a replacenent far me, too, at |east when it conmes to
talking with Starfleet fromnow on. It was one nore way mat |ast woul d be

m ssed; the commander's ability to effectively represent the station's
interests to

Starfl eet had never been so badly needed.

Dax threw a slight, encouraging smle at her as she nmoved to the head of

t abl e,

but Kira couldn't manage to summon one of her own.

"I"ve just come fromspeaking with Admral Ross," Kira said wthout preanble,



taking her seat "At mis time, Federation and Allied forces ate on full alert
t hroughout the quadrant After an emergency council of the Allied | eaders that
lasted until a few hours ago, the Federation has organized a task force to

i nvestigate yesterday's attack on the station. Menbers of the Ronul an and

Kl i ngon governnents will be joining the task force, which will |eave from
her e,

and everyone -- Federation, Ronulan, and Klingon -- is sending mlitary
backup.

Their plan is to send a well-armed contingent of ships to the Gamma Quadr ant
in

order to make contact wi th possible Dom nion forces."

For a few seconds, no one spoke, but she could see that their reactions were
nmuch

as hers had been. Incredulity to uncertainty to frustration

"When are they comi ng?" Dax asked.

"And what does mis nean for us?" Nog added. "Wat are we supposed to be

doi ng?'

"Three days from now, maybe four, depending on how soon they can assenble,"”
Kira said. "Their rendezvous point is the Gentariat system a day and a half
away

at high warp. And because of our current status, we're not officially expected
to

do anyt hi ng beyond what we were already doing -- repairs and upgrades,
coordinating relief aid, cleaning up the mess. Bajor will be sending us
severa

teans of MIlitia engineers to help -- the first shuttles should arrive later
t oday. "

"Do they really think that the Dom nion is about to wage anot her war?" Shar
asked, an anxious set to his features.

"Ri dicul ous,"” Bowers said, shifting in his seat. 'If they really wanted to
start

somet hing, they wouldn't send only three attack ships. It was a rogue attack
we've run across nmat before with the Jeni Hadar."

Dax was nodding. "And there was mat fourth ship, that tried to stop mem It
doesn't make any sense."

"It's been suggested that the initial attack was deliberately staged, either
to

directly lure the Federation into battle or to distract it fromnoticing a
bui | dup of

forces el sewhere,” Kira said woodenly, not bothering to point out the rather
obvi ous holes in such an attack plan. She'd pointed out a fewto Ross, who
had

countered each neatly with rem nders of the Dominion's war record

Tell themthe rest, they nmay as well know it all. Her allegiance was to Bajor
and

to the people she worked with first, not to Starfl eet

"There is currently a notion before the Council to

establish an Allied peacekeeping force within the Ganma Quadrant,” Kira said
quietly, "which doesn't |leave this room for the time being. Oficially, it's
a runor

| heard."

"They can't be serious," Bashir said, his brow furrowed in disbelief. "They
can't

believe mat the Dominion will tolerate an armed force mat close to their

bor ders

even for a single day, let alone as on ongoing presence. It could spark

anot her

war . "

"It's definitely not going to pronote opening diplomatic relations,” Ezri

sai d.



They already don't trust us."

Kira had said pretty much the sane thing to Admiral Ross, and his answer was
still clear in her mnd:

They broke the treaty, Colonel, and in Il ess than three nonths. The Allied

| eaders are in full agreenent an

this. If the Donminion wants another war, we take it to them and the first
step is to do exactly what they' ve

done; -we're going in to assess their current capabilities, and we 're going
in prepared to defend

our sel ves.

The worst part was mat she coul d understand that point of view Strategically,
t he

i dea was sound, especially if they could secure the other end of the wornhole
agai nst further intrusion. Unfortunately, it was also rash and inappropriate,
but

she coul d see how the | ogic of defense, fueled by resentnments and bitterness
over

a long and terrible war, could sway a crowd of politicians and admrals into
maki ng such a choi ce. She saw how the Klingons and the Romul ans m ght push
for an excuse to redress what they saw as deficiencies of the treaty --
nei t her had

been happy with the noninterference provisions -- but Kira was stunned and not
a

little disappointed that the Federation was willing to spearhead it

And there's Odo. She hadn't brought it up with Ross, aware that it would seem
i ke an enotiona

argunent coming fromher, but she couldn't believe that Odo wasn't being
figured into the equation

After his celebrated role in ending the war, he had gone back to the Link
partly with the hope of teaching

the Founders tol erance -- and she believed that he could, that if it was

possi ble, Odo would do it But if the

Al lies undermned his efforts by sending troops, if they'd already w thdrawn
their faith in him she had

little doubt that he would | ose trenendous ground with his people.

Al of this flashed through Kira's mind in an instant, rekindling her anger
but she stanped it solidly

down. She wasn't going to encourage dissent just to validate her own opinions.
Besi des, preaching to the

converted woul d take energy, and she couldn't spare it.

"Admiral Ross was synpathetic, but he has his orders. |'ve registered ny
protest, and will urge the

Baj oran provi sional government to do the sane, but there's nothing el se we can
do."

Again, there was a brief silence, |ooks of anger and worry, and Kira pushed on
to station status.

What ever the Federation planned, it wasn't going to be resolved by any of
them not here and now, and

there were nore inmredi ate problenms to discuss.

An exhausted Nog gave nem a rundown on reconstruction efforts, glumy listing
the nost critical first

and qui ckly descending into a norass of mnor disasters, everything from

roam ng power failures to

nidus-trial replicator mal functions. Dax, back on tenporary engi neering duty,
hel pfully threwin a few

that he'd forgotten before briefly touching on station norale. There wasn't
much for her to say outside of

t he obvi ous;

peopl e were noving from shock into depression and anxiety.

Bowers and Shar both briefly reported on technical aspects of their respective



departnments -- with

everyt hing powered down and no tactical capacity, not rmuch was happeni ng
beyond hands- on manua

wor k, cleaning, testing, or recalibrating. Bashir's medical report was even
shorter, statistics and supply

needs delivered in a soft, tired voice, dark circles beneath his eyes ... and
Ro basically had

not hi ng -- rehashed security neasure reviews fromthe handling of the crisis,
final effectiveness

assessments, recomendations for new drill procedures. Kira was hard-pressed
not to let her irritation

show.

"Anything yet on the investigation into the Pronenade deat hs?" she asked.
"It's ongoing," Ro said blandly. "I'lIl file a report as soon as there's any
progress."”

Her tone was inflectionless, but the way she gl anced away gave Kira a sense
that she wasn't being

entirely forthcom ng.

"Do you have any | eads?" Kira encouraged, hearing an edge in her voice and not
able to stop it.

" Anyt hi ng?

"Col onel, as soon as nere's any progress, I'll file a report,"” Ro said, this
time firmy neeting Kira's gaze

her own unfli nchi ng.

For a fraction of a second, Kira had a satisfyingly clear nmental flash of
throwi ng Ro against a wall.

Awar e that Bashir and Dax were exchanging a | ook over the tense interplay,
Kiralet it go -- but only for

the nonent; it was past time for her and Ro to have a private conversation
"Fine. Let's nove on."

They spent the next few mnutes running through priorities and plans, Kira
maki ng her recomendati ons

as they went along. She pushed Nog into agreeing to del egate nore
responsibility, and they tal ked about

coordinating with the arriving technicians. Bashir and Dax were going to start
col | aboration on an agenda

to help station residents in enotional distress. Kira enphasized the need for
the station to continue

coordi nating Cardassian relief efforts in spite of the present situation
shi ps woul d continue to pour in for

i nspection and certification, and too many |lives were depending on themto | et
t hat process be di srupted.

H e Federation-sanctioned task force wasn't mentioned again, or included as a
factor in their inmediate

agenda; they needed to worry about making their own environment |ivable and
wor ki ng agai n.

The neeting was about to break when Kira remenbered the one decent piece of
news that Ross had

given her. "I alnost forgot -- Starfleet commendati ons are pending for Nog and
Prynn Tennei -- and

Li eutenant Ezri Dax's nanme has been subnmitted for, let's see if | renenber
this right... me Starfl eet

Citation for Conspicuous Gallantry, | believe it's called.”

Everyone smiled, even Ro. Dax rolled her eyes.

"I assune you'll be switching to command now -- congratul ations, Captain,"”

Bashir joked, earning

anot her round of smiles. Ezri saluted him It wasn't much, but it was the only
light monent Kira expected

to have for a while, and she was grateful for it.

She hadn't planned to say anything el se, but as they stood up to |leave, Kira



realized she wasn't quite

fini shed.
"Listen... this is a difficult time, but we'll get
through it W' ve cone through worse. | just wanted you to know that |I'm gl ad

you're all here.”

Not overly inspired, perhaps, but Kira felt better for having said it This was
her crew, these were her

friends, and she'd do right by themno matter what it took

It was late for lunch, and Quark's was nostly enpty. There was still plenty of
activity going on around

the station, but the majority of those visiting on personal business --
Quark's clientele, nostly -- had

decided to depart for safer seas follow ng the attack

They had the right idea, Kasidy thought The quiet is nice though, for a
change. They sat on the bal cony,

| ooki ng over an agreeably subdued Quark's. Kas was relieved not to be shouting
over the blitz of a dabo

tournanent, and thought that Kira was, too; her friend was obviously in need
of some peace. As it was,

she'd only been able to spare enough tinme for a single raktajino, and Kasidy
was ready to bet mat it was

the first break she'd taken in hours.

"... but other than that, things are | ooking up,’
ti ght ness around her eyes

and nout h indicating otherwi se. Considering the list of the station's ongoing
techni cal problenms -- and

Kira was saying, the haggard

what was brewing with Starfleet -- Kas wasn't surprised. "The Mlitia techs
will stay at |east a week,

maybe | onger."

"Things will go much faster with all the help," Kas said. She was trying to be

hel pful and supportive;

Kira had certainly been those things for her since Benjam n had been gone, but
the truth of it was, she

was inpatient to |l eave the station. If it was just her, it would be
different... but with young Rachel Jadzia or Curzon |lye (maybe, she silently
rem nded herself; a week ago, she'd been absolutely fixed on Sylvan Jay and
Joseph Cusak) to consider, her priorities had undergone a major shift During
t he

attack, in the reinforced corridor where she'd crouched and waited with the
ot her

frightened residents, terrified that she'd be injured in sone way mat m ght
af f ect

t he baby, she'd made her decision -- to turn down nme next couple of

assi gnment s

with the Conmerce Mnistry so that she could nove as soon as possible. The
station wasn't safe, and not far away was the quiet patch of |and where hone
wai ted, sunlight streaming in the wi ndows, an herb garden freshly planted out
back. . .

"...don't you agree?"

Kas blinked, quickly replaying the conversation she'd nmissed. She'd read that
a |lot

of women suffered | apses of concentration during pregnancy, but she coul dn't
bl ame everything on hormones. Sone friend |I'mturning out to be.

"Yes," Kas said firmy, picking up the thread again. "By the tine they get
her e,

everything will be different They' Il have to reconsi der once they cool down a
little, put things in perspective. Hey, look at the bright side -- at the
very | east,

there will be a few nore Starfl eet engineers running around for a couple of

days



while the brass sorts everything out Between themand the MIlitia techs, the
station will be taken care of, finally ... and then naybe you can get away for
a few

days. Like we tal ked about"

Kira stared down into her cup of raktajino, surely |ukewarmby now 1 don't

know, Kas. It sounds wonderful, it really does, but you'll be getting settled
in,

and nere's just so nmuch for me to do now mat This is gone...."

"Well, forget about mat 'getting settled in' stuff, you knowl'd love the
conpany, "

Kas said firmy. "And you've been so great -- w thout you, the house woul dn't
be

hal f finished by now Really, you deserve to come down and spend a few days
just sitting around and readi ng books, or wandering around in the garden...
Kira shook her head, and Kas trailed off, wondering why such a strong,
brilliant

worman i nsi sted on making things so hard for herself . Kas waited until Kira
| ooked up and held her gaze, determ ned to get through. She was going to
push,

and hope that she wasn't overstepping the bounds of their friendship.
"Nerys, the strain is showi ng. You haven't had a break since the day you took
conmmand, | know things are a mess right now, but you're going to have to
schedul e a few deep breans now and men, or you're going to burn yourself out”
Kira | ooked away, and after a nonent, she started to speak in a quiet, |ow

t one,

indirectly responding to Kas's question. "I hadn't seen Istani Reyla in years,
or
talked to her. | didn't even know she was here until after she was killed."

Kasi dy al ready knew mat Kira had been Mends with the nmonk who'd been

nmur dered on the Pronmenade, one of the Conmerce secretaries had nmentioned it
at

the norning admn nmeeting, but it was the first Kira had tal ked about it
Probabl y

to anyone.

"That rmust have been terrible," Kasidy said softly.

Kira nodded. "I'mgoing to mss her. W haven't stayed close, but |'m going
to

m ss knowi ng mat she's out there.”

1 know what that's like," Kas said, not elaborating. Kira didn't need to
share, she

needed to get it out

"If she was just soneone | knew from before, it would be bad enough,” Kira
sai d,

finally |l ooking at Kas again, a wenching expression of wounded confusion in
her

eyes. "But she was such an amazing person -- at Singha, at the |abor canp
wher e

met her... she was a prylar then, and she nmust have known what | was doing
with

the Resistance, but she didn't care.”

Kira shook her head, wearing a faint, incredulous smle. "I nmean, here was
this

worman who truly believed that all life was sacred, and | was just a child, and
I'd

already failed people... and she used to tell nme the story about how the
Prophet s

filled the oceans and painted the sky, and she taught ne how to braid ny hair,
of

all things... she tried to encourage ne to be a child, in spite of what ny
life was.



O maybe because of what it was."

"What a gift," Kas said quietly, sincerely.

Kira nodded, her face waking as though she were trying not to cry, but her

Voi ce

was as strong and clear as ever. 'Truly."

Patiently, Kasidy sipped her tea as Kira got hold of herself, aware that she
woul d

wi t hdraw from a gush of synmpathy. Considering that Nerys prided herself on

her

near - perfect autonony, Kas had sonme idea of the effort it had taken for her to
tal k

about her feelings.

l[ine to pull out the fail-safe, a sinple but perfectly wonderful trick that
Kas had

recently di scovered.

"So, are you still going to be godnmother to this baby, or am| going to have
to

find someone el se, 'cause you're too busy?" Kas asked.

The lines of tension on Kira's face al nost magically

lifted, her whol e demeanor changing, a nore positive outlook reflected in her
very posture. Kasidy had asked her al nmost a nonth ago, explaining the honorary
termand receiving an enthusiastic yes. They'd only been close for a
relatively

short time, but their friendship had come to nmean a lot to Kasidy. Inviting
her to

be godmot her was Kas's first real solo decision regarding the baby, too, so it
felt

good to talk about it, to remi nd herself that she was noving forward instead
of

.sinply waiting.

"Don't you dare," Kira said. "I promise |I'll take a vacation, okay?"
Kas rel axed. Just seeing Kira smiling again, really smling, was enough to put
any

real concern to rest. For Kira, the birth would be doubly bl essed; she'd be
godnot her to Kas and Ben's baby, but also an inportant figure to the child of
t he

Em ssary... although that wasn't a part of it that Kas liked to think about

t oo

much. Attention, even fane was going to be unavoidable -- they were going to
be

living on Bajor, after all -- but she meant to do what she could to see that
their

child was protected fromthe kind of religious fervor that had surrounded
Ben.

Kira took another sup of her raktajino and grimaced, pushing the cup aside as
she

stood up. "I have to get back to ops. But thank you, Kas. Really."

She al ready seened | ess exhausted, |ess stressed. Kas smled, glad to have
been

able to help, watching Kira nove down the stair spiral with a satisfied
feeling. It

felt good to have a close female friend again, to know that she could give
support

as well as be supported when things weren't ideal. It made maintaining a
grounded approach to her life a ot easier....

Kas happened to gl ance down as Kira was |eaving the bar, in tine to see the
col onel freeze in her

tracks -- and shoot a startled, suspicious glance all around her. It was only
for a second; Kira seened to

realize that she was in public, such as it was -- only Morn at the bar, |ess



than a dozen patrons scattered

t hr oughout the bar -- and then she turned and quickly wal ked out before
anyone noticed her behavior.

But Kas had seen it, and felt her good nood stilled by that odd | ook. Because
it meant that Nerys night

be in trouble, real trouble.

Now who' s paranoi d? Hornones again. Kira had heard something, that was all
or... she only thought she

had.

Kas drank the last of her tea, running through her nental packing lists,
refining plans for the nove... and

found hersel f unable to ignore the small knot of worry that had bl ooned in her
m nd

Ro Laren was in the security office, absorbed in sonething on her desk
console, the drab setting still so

t horoughly Odo mat Quark decided i mredi ately he woul d give her a discount on
renodel i ng

accessories. She was sinply too magnificent a gemto be surrounded by such..
Qdo- ness.

He straightened his coat and stepped into the office, as unconfortable as ever
in the environnent of the

| aw, but determined. He hadn't seen Ro since leaving her at the infirmary;
he'd wanted to visit her, but

besi des having to oversee the repairs to his nuch-too-enpty bar (Broik had
actually attenpted to repl ace

some of the broken shelves with a higher grade of Foamet, trying to justify

t he expense in terns of

durability, the witless slug), he'd felt strangely reluctant to go to her

quarters.
As if she didn't owe himher life, and wouldn't be thrilled to see him...
so why so worried? He wasn't sure -- but no, not true. He was sinply a

hopel ess romantic, eternally
doormed when it canme to a pretty face and a nice set of hands, and Ro Laren
made hi m quiver with al

sorts of foolishness. Love made idiots of men, conmon know edge -- and thank
the Great River for such
stupidity, lovers loved to spend -- but being the idiot wasn't a strong

position from which to bargain.

Maki ng bis intentions obvious would give her an advantage, and if he wasn't
very careful, soneone like

Ro coul d enbezzle his very soul. Not a big deal in and of itself; souls were
too ethereal to be worth

much. But his willingness to offer her genuine discounts, that was
frightening

When she finally | ooked up, the smle she favored himwith very nearly paid
for the flowers he'd sent

"Quark! Cone in, have a seat. | was going to cone by and see you later."

He smiled winningly and sat down in one of the chairs across from her, unable
to remenber a tine when

he'd been wel coned into DS9's security office. "I can't stay long. | just
wanted to stop by and see how
you were feeling... and see if you got the tube orchids."

He considered telling her how expensive they were, but decided it would be

wi sest to hold his tongue.

She wasn't a dabo girl, after all; in fact, he suspected she was the type who
didn't care about such things.

/ always seemto fall hardest for the crazy ones...

"I did, thank you," she said, still snmling warmy. "And |I'mfeeling fine,
thanks to you. Dr. Bashir said

that you rescued ne after I was thrown off the stairs."



Quark cast his gaze nodestly to the floor, saying the words he'd rehearsed in
hi s

mnd on the way over. "It was a considerable risk, of course -- but even with
t he

station falling to pieces all around us, | knew |l couldn't just |eave you nere
to

die...."

He | ooked up at her, gaugi ng her reaction. She was still smling, stil
receptive; he

kept going."... because that woul d have been a tragedy beyond all neasure,
Laren. May | call you Laren?"

Her smile grew. "I believe you just did. Seriously, Quark, thank you. There's
a

good chance mat you saved ny life, and I'll always be grateful to you for

t hat "

He grinned back at her, his heart singing, thinking of all the shipnents nat
woul dn't be inspected, all the tinme he'd be able to save not having to sneak
around

to conduct business (tinme wasn't |atinum but they were interdependent), of
how

she'd | ook draped on his armwearing sonething slinky -- and nmen she opened
her

mout h again, and his dreanms fizzled into so nmuch snoke.

"OfF course, I'"'mnot going to let you get away wth anything because of it,"
she

continued brightly, a bit too brightly. "Now that |I think of it, I'll have to
wat ch

you even nmore closely than before. W wouldn't want anyone to suspect that
there was sone kind of favoritism going on. Because of ny appreciation for

your
bravery, | nean."

She was still smiling, and smling back at her, he scranbled to sal vage what
he

could, the 285th Rule of Acquisition running through the back of his nmind Iike
a

curse. "No good deed ever goes unpunished." It was al ways the 285th that got
him he could have it tattooed on his forehead and he'd still forget it
Thi nk, think, you want this woman on your side -- He hadn't been prepared,
foolishly assum ng mat his selfless heroismwuld pay off, and -- as was his
everlasting luck -- it had backfired. But as |ong as she was bei ng anenabl e,
he
shoul d do whatever he could to further the bond between them

-- not the flowers, and the bribe windowis closed -- work the Kira angle.
Al lying

hi nsel f agai nst the col onel mght help things along; any opportunity in a
storm

He'd actually cone to respect Kira's shrewdness over the years, a fact that

only

threat of severe torture would force himto adnmt to the woman's face -- but
she

was still a headache. Besides which, she made the big decisions, but it was
Ro

who' d be enforcing them and therefore Ro he wanted to side wth.

"You' re probably right,
not hi ng

nmore man to catch the two of us falling short of her high noral standards.”
Ro's snile faded, and he hurried on, not wanting to be too obvious. "Don't get
ne

wong -- |. like Kira, she's a fine conmander and all mat... but her

sel f-righteousness can be a little trying at tines."

he said, sighing. "I know the col onel would | ove



"I don't suppose | know her well enough to say" Ro said neutrally, watching
hi m

carefully now "Is mere a point to this, Quark?"

"No, no, of course not Making conversation, | suppose." He was about to let it
drop, deciding that he'd totally msread the opportunities here, but a rea
curiosity

struck himabout the two wonen, something he'd wondered about since the first
day Ro had cone to station

And it's not like | have anything to | ose, he thought sourly.

"If it's not too personal, may | ask why you wear your earring on your |eft
ear ?"

Every other Bajoran he'd ever known always wore it on Ae right

Ro's snile crept back. "May | ask why you're asking?"

Quark shrugged. "Honestly, because |'ve noticed that it seenms to bother sone
of

t he ot her Bajorans on board."

Particularly Kira. And "bother" was a serious understatenent, but he saw no
point in giving her a conplex.

Ro seened al nost pleased. "That is honest. Al right, Quark, I'Il tell you. I
wear it
in menory of ny father. He loved his culture, and in ny own way, | suppose

do, too. But |'ve never been very religious. Not all Bajorans are, you know.
Wearing nmy earring on the left was the best way to di scourage the random
vedek

fromwandering up to feel my pagh... which, you may know, is traditionally
felt

by taking hold of the left ear. For different reasons, of course, the practice
was

al so taken up by the Pah-waith cultists...
" whi ch expl ai ns why people don't like it," Quark finished, and though his

hopes for having the head of security in his pocket were still dashed, his
romantic

i nterest had rekindled expl osively. She'd actually gone out of her way to
annoy,

upset, and alienate her own kind.

What a woman.

"Ri ght"

She didn't continue, only sat with that anmused expressi on on her fine face,
and

t hough he felt a sudden, wild urge to profess the seriousness of his intent
Quark

decided that he'd better |eave before he offered her

somet hi ng expensive. He needed tine to work out a new strategy.

"Well, | suppose |'d better let you get back to work," he said, standing.
"Drop by

the bar later, if you like. I'"lIl... buy you a drink."

"Thank you, I'lIl do that" she said, and with another bright smle, she turned
her

attention back to whatever was on her desk nonitor

Quark wal ked slowmy back to the bar, his heart full, his |obes tingling,

Rul es

battling through his nmind. The 94th Rule, "Fenal es and finances don't mx,"
was

one he'd ignored to his own di sadvantage on nore than one occasion... but the
62nd Rul e was | ouder, drowning out his concerns by its sinple, love-friendly
truth:

"The riskier the road, the greater the profit."

Ch, yes; quite a wonman.

14

It had been sone tine since they'd nade |love, their lives too hectic, too



rushed

for anything but sleep... and since the attack on the station only two days
bef or e,

Ezri had seemed distant, or at |east preoccupied Julian didn't mind
particul arly;

he' d been preoccupied hinself with a second wave of minor injuries, from

pul | ed

nmuscl es to stress headaches. And alt hough the death watch was finally,

t hankful ly, over, he still had the incidental cases he'd discovered while
treating

first-wave probl ens. Mst had al ready been dealt with, but there was one he
couldn't seemto 'leave at the office," as it were, and he'd woken up thinking
about

it

Whil e cauterizing a scalp laceration on a Hupyrian freighter cook, a standard
bl ood scan had picked up a fairly rare genetic disorder specific to the
species -- not lethal, but potentially debilitating at sone future point,
simlar to

what woul d have once been called rheumatoid arthritis in a human. The nedi ca
dat abase didn't

have nmuch on it, but Julian thought he saw a few possibilities, assum ng he
coul d

keep the sequences hi proper order

It was early, both of themin bed, nore nman an hour before he had to get up
Ezri

was still asleep and Julian was working through one of his sequencing ideas,
staring absently at the padd with the cook's chart He'd gone to her quarters
| ate

the night before and they'd both been exhausted, falling confortably asleep
not

long after bis arrival

Julian was just deciding nmat altered nucleic nmaterial re-injected into the
Hupyri an's secondary pituitary-1like gland mght be the answer when Ezri
reached

out to him The gently playful smle on her face as she touched his arm

st roki ng

it, suggested that she'd been awake for at |east a few noments.

"And what do you want?" he asked lightly, smling back at her, setting the
padd

asi de. Eight days, fourteen and a half hours, give or take a few m nutes, and
he

carefully ignored the precise thought, reorienting his focus fromthe litera
to the

feel of her hand.

Ezri grinned, snuggling closer against him tw ning her fingers through his.
"What do you got ?"

"1 hope that's rhetorical,"” he said, and slid down so that he was facing her
Still

hol di ng hands, they kissed, slowy and gently, with |l ove nore than passion --
at

first Wth his eyes closed, he still saw her, the soft warnmth of her smle

t he

perfune of her hair and her skin envel oping bun. Ezri was a physically
beauti f ul

worman, but her looks didn't matter, not here and now. It was her presence, it
was

the feel of themtogether that fired his senses, thrilling each part of him
They shifted, breaking their kiss Iong enough to

reposition themsel ves, Julian nmoving over her, |ooking down at her sweet,
flushed face, her slightly



dil ated eyes, as excited by the awareness of being with her as by his own
physi cal sensations. For so |ong

in his life he'd only known shadows of such feelings, never understandi ng how
much nore there could

be, what was even possi bl e.

He bent and ki ssed her again, the thinking part of himfalling further away as
she cl osed her eyes, pulling

himcloser... and in another shift of linbs they were together, and it was
wonder ful . He watched her
snmle wi den, heard the soft murmurings fromher throat that he'd come to
cherish, the tousled bangs

across her brow, feeling love, feeling conpletely enbraced by the friend he
knew in her --

-- and she opened her eyes, and everythi ng changed.

For a split second, his mnd couldn't grasp what he suddenly knew, but the
sound of her voice brought it

all together.

"Julian," she breaned, and her voice was deeper, sultry and languid. It

mat ched the darker blue of her

eyes, and of course she was Ezri... but she was Jadzia, too. Jadzia, gazing up
at himin passion's abandon
When they finally displaced bis shock, the feelings were conplex, multil ayered
and overwhel ming -- fear

and confusion, mainly, but there was al so a sense of betrayal, glinmrers of
excitement, of nostalgia, of

| onel i ness.

H s response was much sinpler. He instinctively pulled away from her, wanting
to be covered, to protect

hinsel f. Trenbling, he rolled over and sat up, pulling the runpled bedcl ot hes
around hi s waist, his body
forgetting the flush of sex as if no such thing existed. His
t houghts were hi chaos, his heart pounding. He felt Iike he'd been hit.
A few seconds later, a tentative hand on his shoul der, and Ezri's clear voice,
gentle with concern

"Are you okay?"

He tensed away from her, not sure how to feel about her touch for the first
time since they'd becone

| overs.

"What just happened?" he asked, his voice harsher than he neant it to be,
quite aware of what had

happened, if not how "The way you | ooked at ne, | -- what happened?"

He turned and saw Ezri, her wi de, worried gaze, the curves of her face soft
wi th compassion --

-- but maybe that's Audrid, or Emobny. O any of them

"I'm.. | was -- " She frowned, her body | anguage changi ng abruptly. She
pul | ed her knees to her chest

and held them staring down toward her feet

"I"'mnot sure," she said, but it was all wong. She didn't sound sorry, or
afraid, or unhappy. The | ook on

her face, the tone of her voice was deeply thoughtful

"I was thinking about the tine mat you | et Jadzia sleep hi your cabin, on the
Defiant," she said slowy.

"Remenber ? When you gave up the top bunk for her... she thought about that
later, and | was -- "

She | ooked up at him her expression unreadable. "I felt |ike Jadzia would
have felt, just for a few

seconds," she said intently. "I mean, it was me, but she was -- it was
different, it was -- it wasn't the sane,

it was..."

She trailed off, staring into his eyes. And still, she wasn't a bit sorry, he



could see it, as if she'd forgotten

hi s reaction.

O as if she doesn't care

"Different," he finished, and reached down for his clothes, a runpled heap on
the floor. He stood and

started to dress, not wanting to be in bed with her for where things were

goi ng.

"I"'msorry," she said, and surely she neant it -- but was there a touch of
exasperation in her tone? Could

he trust that there wasn't?
"I was nmaking love to you,"
to the edge of the bed and
sat, not |ooking at her. "Can you understand that | m ght not want to change
partners in the mddle of it?"

Her voice was nmuch cooler than his, verging on cold. "You didn't, Julian. |'m
Ezri Dax. Can you

under st and t hat ?"

"Right," be snapped, jerking on his second boot and standing. "Got it Wy
don't you bring Tobin al ong

next time, see how he feels? O Leia, or Curzon?"

"Why don't you grow up," she retorted, "and try to see past yourself? I'ma
joined Trill, and that's not

goi ng to change, ever. Wy can't you see that all of nme is Ezri, that I'ma
whol e bei ng? That | don't have

tolimt nyself to sonme species-specific concept of individuality?"

Her tone had changed from angry to near pleading, but he was too worked up to
stop, unable to believe

how i nsensitive she was being, furious at the inplications of her words.
"Sorry to be so sinplistic, Dax," he said, regretting it even as he spoke. The
[ ook of hurt mat flashed

across her eyes al nbost quenched his anger. Al nobst, but even if he wanted to
take it back, he wasn't sure

how.

"You should | eave," she said, face pale except for two hectic spots of color
hi gh on her cheeks.

"My thoughts exactly," he said, and turned for the door. He didn't | ook back,
and as he hit the corridor

and started for his own quarters, a part of himmarvel ed at how qui ckly things
coul d change, as quickly

as a look in sonmeone's eyes.

Nog's hands were filthy, streaked with ash and bl ackened bits of nelted

pol ymer. He'd just finished

repl acing yet another in a series of torched conmputer boards and found hinself
staring down at his hands,

noti ng each dark, chenical smudge, knowing if he raised themto his face, he
woul d smel |l burning

destruction. It was m ndl ess work, shifting boards, but responsibilities were
del egated for the nonent,

and he couldn't do rmuch nore with the Defiant until the shipnent of parts
arrived from Starbase 375.

The new war head nodul e woul d have to conme directly from Utopia Planitia
itself, and that might take

weeks. And the truth was, he'd chosen the one area no one el se wanted to work
in because he felt like it

was the | east he could do. It was the snmell, he thought, that the other

engi neers hated so much, a rem nder

of what had happened. The Lower Core's atnosphere had been bl asted cl ean

t hrough stacked filters, but

the burn smell was still there, coating every twisted wire, caked on every
fire-bl own conponent.

he said angrily. Scooping up his boots, he noved



You' re not responsible, Nog, none of this is your fault.... Ezri's heartfelt
words fromafter the briefing
echoed in his mnd, words he al nost believed, but her voice was far away. Down
in ms subsection
working with a few grimfaced and silent techs in the broken spaces where
forty-six people had died, a

ot of things seenmed far away. He knew that nobody bl aned him
earlier, after the nmenorial service, he'd been stopped by at |east a dozen
peopl e who' d gone out of their
way to tell himas much --

-- but if | had organi zed everything better, if 1'd pushed harder to get
t hi ngs done on time..

It was usel ess thinking. At the Acadeny, he'd taken PTP 1 along with everyone
el se -- post-traumatic

psych was a requisite course, even the Klingons had a version of it -- and
t hey' d hanmered on the concept

of usel ess thinking, and how guilt was essentially worthl ess beyond a certain
poi nt. But thinking about
that only made himfeel worse. Not only had he failed as an officer
contributing hugely to how effective
the Jem Hadar's attack had been, now he was wallowing in worthless guilt. Even
when he'd |l ost his |eg,

he hadn't felt so terrible. At |east then, he alone had been the one --

"Sir?

Nog | ooked up and saw Shar standing over him his dusky blue face
uncharacteristically sober. The

ensign held a tool kit

"I thought we agreed you'd call me Nog fromnow on," Nog said. Maybe he'd get
used to it soneday, but

he still didn't feel like a "sir.'
actually been at the Acadeny at
about the sane tine, but had never nmet before Shar's assignnment to the
station.

The Andorian nodded, speaking in his strangely formal way. "You're right, Nog,
forgive me. Col one

Kira thought you might be able to use ne down here."

" Particularly not today. He and Shar had

Nog frowned. "I thought you were working on the sensor arrays."

"I was, but only because no one el se was available. | mswired the secondary
cilia circuits for the shortrange

particle samplers. It was an accident, | knew the correct sequence, but it
wi |l take several hours to

re-string. The colonel said that replacing circuit boards m ght be easier for
ne."

Nog couldn't help a small smile. Shar was the nost nechanically inept Andorian
he'd ever nmet. "Ckay.

You can help me test these. I'Il trigger, you check."

Shar crouched next to himand opened his tool kit, pulling out a diagnostic
padd. Nog waited until he was

situated and nmen started turning on the replaced boards, making m nor

adj ustments as they went

After a few nmonents, Shar broke the near-silence hesitantly. "Nog, may | ask
you a question?"

"Sure."

"Were you a witness to Commander |ast's deat h?"

Nog had been expecting a technical question, or something about the
Federation's plans, and felt new

guilt crash over him remenbering that Shar had been friendly with |ast.
"Yes," Nog said dully, feeling his ears flush

Shar | ooked at himcuriously. "Nog, are you all right?"

"What's your question, Shar?" Nog asked, wishing he was a mllion |ight-years



away, W shing he was at

Vic's, balancing the books and drinking two-olive martinis, w shing he was
anywhere but here.

"I only wanted to ask if you thought she died without pain,’
"But | see now that | have

upset you. |I'msorry. Were you and the commander cl ose?"

Nog stopped wor ki ng and shook his head mi serably. Before he could stop

hi msel f, he blurted out the

truth. "No, we weren't, but it's ny fault she's dead."

Shar stared at him "How is that possible? | thought

she was killed by an electrical surge when the Defiant was under attack....'
Bef ore Nog coul d say anything, Shar nodded his conprehension, answering
hinsel f. "You' re attenpting

to assume responsibility because the upgrades were un finished. | believe
Col onel Kira feels the sane

way Al so, Lieutenant Bowers, Petty O ficer Nguyen, and Nancy Sthili fee
simlarly, judging by their

behavior I'mfairly certain they all feel some nmeasure of guilt for not
performng nore efficiently, either

before or during the attack."

Nog was totally surprised. "Really? Wiy do they feel guilty?

"Why do you?" Shar asked. "It was the Jem Hadar who attacked us."

Shar said softly.

Nog opened his nmouth to respond -- and then close it again, frowning. It
wasn't as though sonme awesone
truth had dawned on hi m suddenly, setting himfree fromall self-doubt -- but

he thought Shar had a point

Maybe the station could have been better prepared, but the real responsibility
for what had happened

didn't lay with anyone on the station

Not with us. Wth them The renm nder instantly shifted his guilt, transform ng
it. The thought of their

spi ky, enotionless faces filled Nog with a powerful hatred mat had becone al
too famliar in the |ast

year, a mx of rage and fear unlike any he'd ever known. They were nonsters,
brutal, evil nonsters.

"Have you ever dealt with the Jem Hadar, face to face?" Nog asked, hardly
recogni zing his own voice. It

was so old, so very old and wi se and deadly soft. The Jem Hadar had gi ven him
t hat voi ce.

"Not directly,"” Shar said. "I know sonethi ng about

their chem cal and genetic makeup, through some of the Vorta research we did
during the war, but I|'ve

only ever seen themfroma distance.’
get any closer," Nog said.

"They shouldn't exist, anyway, they aren't even a real species, they're..." He
searched for the de-scription

he wanted and found it in a single word. "They're abom nations. They're bred
to be nerciless killers,

mur derers. The Federation shoul d have de-manded their breedi ng prograns stop
when the treaty was

"If you're lucky, you'll never have to

bei ng negotiated.” It didn't even occur to himto wonder how such a thing
coul d be enforced; he was too
caught up in his own rage. "Maybe it's not so bad after all, this task force.

If the Jeni Hadar attack now,

they' Il get w ped out."

Shar | ooked around suddenly, turning to face the enpty, broken room behi nd
them-- and in the same

i n-stant, Nog heard sonething. A very faint sound of novement, |ike the creak
of settling equipnent..

...but 1"ve been hearing that all day, it's the supple-mentary bul khead



sections shifting, that's all. It's just

all the new materials getting settled,"” Nog said, surprised that Shar had
noti ced. He'd never heard

anyt hi ng about Andori ans havi ng especi ally good heari ng.

It's not that," Shar said, still peering around the room his expression
puzzl ed. After a nmonent, he turned
back to Nog, shaking his head. "It's gone now, whatever it was. That's the

third time today." Nog

frowned. "You heard sonet hi ng?" Shar reached up to scratch at one of the two
short, stout antennae that

grew fromhis head like horns, pushing his thick white hair away fromthe base
of the

left one. "No, felt it. These are sensory, but not |ike ears. Andorians can
detect some kinds of electrical

fields, through changes in air density and tenperature. But they're not
exactly reliable... strong enotions,

surges of adrenaline or teptaline, even an overheated piece of equipnent can
regi ster anal ogously."

Hatred is a pretty strong enotion. Shar nust have picked up his feelings about
t he Jeni Hadar .

Interesting; Nog had met several Andorians at the Acaderny, but had never
realized that their antennae

weren't auditory. But now, as he focused his gaze past the bizarre white | ocks
that seemed to hang

randomy from Shar's head, he saw that his friend did i ndeed have ears.

Shar sighed. "Twice yesterday | felt sonething, too, and both tinmes there
didn't seemto be anything close

enough to stinulate them™

"Maybe you're just getting old," Nog said, smling so that Shar woul d know he
was ki ddi ng. The

Andori ans he'd known had needed a little help when it cane to hunor.

Shar smiled back at him but seemed distant as he picked up the diagnostic
padd again. "Perhaps."

After a few seconds, Shar gl anced up at Nog and asked, conversationally, "I've
read that in popul ar

Ferengi culture, attaining naterial wealth is one of life's predom nant goal s
-- is that correct?"

Nog was surprised into a chuckle. There were understatements, and then there
wer e under st at enent s

"Yes, |'d say that's correct."

"Wuld you mind if | ask, then, why you' ve chosen to join Starfleet? Shar
asked.

Nog shook his head. It was a personal question, but the way Shar asked made
hi m want to answer

honest | y.

| don't mind at all, but it's kind of a long story. | can tell you mat it
isn't easy to make a choice where, for

the npst part, you're going against your culture. Wat they expect of you, you
know? My uncle insists

it's just a phase -- he says that nmany a young entrepreneur has to experience
debt before he can

understand the necessity of expansion planning, but I'mbetting that he's
wrong. "

Shar nodded. "Because you feel like it's inportant, what Starfleet and the
Federati on are doing."

"Right, exactly." Shar really seemed to understand.

"I"'d like to hear the long story, if you want to tell it," Shar said. "I was
going to take a nmeal break in the

next hour, at your Uncle Quark's establishment. Wuld you

| ike to Join ne?"



Nog barely hesitated. He was busy, but he also instinctively liked Shar, and
was grateful for the point
about responsibility. And Uncle had been giving hima hard tinme |ately about
granting free favors -- but
al so lately, Nog had cone to enjoy disappointing his uncle, a fact that had
pl eased Father to no end the
last time they'd spoken
"You're on, Shar," Nog said.
After managing to get a few hours of sleep, Kira felt ready to sort things out
with Ro. She'd nmeant to get
to
it after the briefing, but there had been too much else to do, and she'd been
too exhausted. Before she'd
finally collapsed for the night, she'd put it near the top of her list for the
norni ng's agenda. A crisis was
not a good tine to have the social system break down; Kira needed to feel that
she coul d depend on all of
her people, and she needed Ro to understand mat. After checking in
wi th her departnment heads, she'd started for Ro's office, hoping that they
coul d have a reasonabl e
conversation about attitudes and expectations.
If not reasonable, I'll take conclusive; at least that way |'ll have sonethi ng
resol ved before the
Federation shows up. Although they weren't behind on the current revised
schedul e, the first Allied ships
shoul d be arriving in three days, and neither the station nor the Defiant were
anywhere near as functiona
as she'd hoped. Even with the new techs on hand, the internmittent and random
crashes that seened to be
pl aguing the station's every systemwere making everything twice as difficult
as it needed to be. And it
didn't help that she wasn't feeling particularly functional herself, either
I f she crashed, she night end up
| ocked in a room sonmewhere, munbling to herself.
Not funny, Nerys. She felt emptionally blasted, which was bad but not
paral yzing, she still felt functiona
and sane enough... but she'd had the experience four tines now, of suddenly
feeling mat nere was
someone behind her. And twi ce, she'd felt that she was bei ng wat ched when
there was no one around.
Shar's internal sweeps since the attack had turned up a few random ener gy
pockets, but nothing out of the
ordinary, considering the station's structural damage... which neant Kas was
probably right to insist that
she take a vacation. Wien she was with the resistance, she'd heard of severa
people in other cells who'd
succunbed to paranoi d epi sodes, eventually hurting thenselves or others to
avoi d bei ng caught by
"them" And they probably thought they were sane, too.
In any case, one tiling at a time. The big picture could be overwhel ni ng
wor ryi ng about everything
fromtrying to convince the Federation to stand down to her own nental quirks
-- and after all mat had
happened in the | ast few days..

just keep noving, get things sorted out. Introspection can always wait. An
attitude that generally
wor ked well for her. She'd reached the security office, and was nore than
ready to establish a few ground
rul es.
Steeling hersel f against menories of Odo, and rem nding herself again that Ro



Laren deserved a chance

to explain her position, she pasted on a friendly expression and wal ked in.
Even knowi ng what she woul d

see, Kira felt her tension level rise a notch; it was irrational, she knew,
but the woman was sitting in

Qdo' s chair.

Ro | ooked up from whatever she was studying and Kira saw her gaze harden
slightly, her defenses

obvi-ously triggered by Kira's nere presence.

Make the effort. She had to get better at handling difficult people, now that
she couldn't just throw up her

hands and start shouting. Well, she still could, but if the |last seven years
had taught her anything, it was

that mat approach only got you so far

Kira glanced around the office as she spoke, realizing it was still exactly as
Qdo had left it "I thought 1'd

stop by, see if you have a few nminutes to talk."

Ro nodded, waving her hand in a go-ahead gesture. "By all mneans."

There were other chairs in the office, but Ro's attitude made Kira feel |ike
standi ng. She deci ded not to

wait for a better opening.

"I"mgoing to be honest with you, Lieutenant |I'm not happy w th how your
posting here is working out,

and | think a few changes are hi order."

Ro nodded again, a sour |ook on her face. "I see. You're relieving ne of duty.
Any specific reason?"

Kira sighed i nwardly, annoyed. She was trying to give her a chance. "Wy do
you make things so

difficult, RO? Is it me, or are you just absolutely determ ned to nake
everyt hing i npossi bl e?"

"OfF course it's not you," Ro snapped. 'It's nme, I'mthe one with the problem
because | don't |look to you

every time | make a decision.”

Kira stared at her. "What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"I understood when | took this job that how | conduct the day-to-day
operations of this office wuld be

left to ny discretion,”" Ro said, "but by the way you' ve been acting, you seem
to mink I'"'ma conplete

i nconpet ent”

In spite of Ro's heated tone, Kira refused to be baited. She was being
reasonable, dammit. "I know you

have the skills, but you've got to understand -- although there's a |ot of
traffic com ng through here, we

l[ive in a coomunity, and it's inportant that everyone at least tries to work
toget her. Especially

department heads and senior staff, because we have to support each ot her

t hrough what it takes to run

DS9, and try to set a positive exanple while we're doing it."

"Does mat include conversations about being transferred?' Ro asked, her face
fl ushed.

Kira ignored her. "If you've made any effort to fit in, I haven't seen it,"
she said. "And you act like I'm
some kind of nonstrous authority figure who's out to oppress you. What will it

take for you to stop

turning everything into some kind of a, a contest of wll?"

Ro stood up, facing her directly across the desk. "Maybe if | was human, there
woul dn't be a problem”

Kira frowned. "Human? | don't see how that could --
"Yes, you do. Wthout accepting the Prophets as divine, I'mnot a rea
Baj oran, isn't that right?



Reason only went so far. Kira could take a lot, but what Ro had just inplied
was insulting. Yes, she'd

di s-l1i ked Ro's ponpous agnosticism but had al so gone entirely out of her way
to be fair to Ro because of

it

"That's right, Ro," Kira said, her voice quickly raising to a near shout.
"That's it exactly, | can't work with

anyone who doesn't believe the same things | believe, and it has nothing to do
wi th your constant,

obvi ous di srespect for ne as conmandi ng of ficer of this station, which is both
unfair and childish!"

She took a deep breath, blew it out "Look, this obviously isn't working out I
think it would be best if you

put in for a transfer, inmediately."

"I couldn't do ny job, so | put in for a transfer,"” Ro said. "That's ironic,
when i f you woul d stop
second- guessing nmy every nove, | could actually get sonething done."

Kira felt her anger reach a boiling point. She wants to get booted on a

di sciplinary, fine --

-- when it dawned on her. From all appearances, that was exactly what Ro
want ed. For sone reason, she

had accepted a posting she didn't actually want.
And why woul d she? She hasn't lived on Bajor since she was a child, she seens
to despise our faith, she's

either withdrawn or openly chall enging nost of the tine --

"Why are you here, Ro?" Kira asked, her anger ebbing, remenbering the
Starfleet file that last had told

her about. Ro Laren had a history of disciplinary problens,

of being bright but resentful of authority, of not being a team player. But
was that really the whole story? "Wiy did you take this job?

Ro seened shocked by the question, a flash of panic displacing die fury in
her

eyes for just a fraction of a second. For the first time Kira recogni zed what
Ro

had been doi ng, Ae bluff and bluster of insecurity and defense. She'd been a
master of it herself at one tine.

"Why, Ro? What do you want? What did you expect?"

Her eyes wi de, Ro shook her head, and Kira could actually see her work to
dredge up her anger again, could see her grabbing for something to say that
woul d make Kira wong, that would win the confrontation. Al to avoid
confronting whatever it was that was hurting her

Kira cut her off before she got started. She had synpathy for Ro's confusion,
but

she didn't have all day to hold her hand through it "Part of this job neans

t hat you

will have to work with people, me included, and it neans that you aren't

al ways

goi ng to have things the way you want them |'ve been there, | knowit's not
easy -- but you have to deci de what you want to do, and then do it"

"Col onel, | don't need your advice," Ro said, eyes still w de and angry.
"Lieutenant, | mnk you do," Kira said, and when Ro didn't respond, Kira

t ur ned

and wal ked out

Ro sat down after Kira left, furious, then a little | ess so. The question
kept

repl ayi ng, and she wasn't finding an acceptabl e answer.

Why, why did you take this job, why are you here?

Arrogant wonan. Ro supposed that sone part of her had been prepared for their
fight since her first day on the station -- but then, why did she feel so

di sappoi nted, so unhappy?



You know.

Did she? Kira was as condescendi ng as ever, she knew that, acting as though
she

had personally earned Ro's respect, mat she deserved it Ro's lieutenant pin
and

gray special forces uniformwere honorary, awarded to her -- along with her
assignment to DS9 -- by a governnment that, while grateful for her efforts
duri ng

the war, hadn't known what else to do with her

And Kira knows that, and she still can't stand it that | don't seek out her
wi sdom - -

-- why, then? Another part of her asked, the sane part that had told her she
knew
why she was di sappoi nted. Forget Kira, she doesn't matter in this. Wy are

you
her e?

Because. |'ve got nowhere el se to go.

And you resent it. Wiy are you di sappoi nted?

Because. .. because she had been prepared to | eave the station as a result of
t he

i nevitabl e argunent to declare herself unappreci ated and underval ued, and to
seek

alife for herself somewhere far from Bajor and DS9. She was angry because
her

little refuge of self-righteousness had been taken away, at Kira for taking
it, and

at herself once she understood that it had been there all al ong.

She hadn't belonged in Starfleet No; that wasn't quite true, was it? She had
felt

i ke she bel onged there once, before Garon Il changed everything. And after
years

of running with the Maquis and then her own group of anti-Dom nion fighters,
she' d want ed not hi ng

nore than to return honme, to the world whose air she hadn't breathed since
she

was a child. Wrd had gotten around Bajor about some of the things she and
her

t eam had acconplished during the war, and in recognition of that, the Mlitia
had

of fered her a commi ssion, hoping to nake further use of her tactica

experi ence.

But post-QOccupation Bajor was an alien world to Ro; she realized al nost from
t he

start it wasn't going to work, that she no |onger knew how to sit still, that
she' d

been living on the run and fighting for too long. Mlitia HQ had quickly cone
to

the sane conclusion, and informed her that her skills would better serve

Baj or

aboard Deep Space 9.

Al | wanted was to cone hone...

And the agonizing truth was still that, unless she neant to run off and find
anot her war, she had nowhere el se to go

/ always said | wanted a |life beyond the fight... and | finally got it, and

|'ve been waiting for it to fal

apart since day one. Wanting it to, because |I no | onger know how to do this.
Ro cl osed her eyes for a nmonent, recognizing her fear as usel ess, and
understanding that Kira's question had changed things. Maybe she'd stay on

t he

station, maybe she wouldn't, but she would no | onger have the | uxury of



bel i evi ng

that it wasn't her choice to make.

Damm her.

Ro opened her eyes and | ooked back down at the desk screen, where the

conpl ete

contents of Istani Reyla's isolinear rod were displayed -- a few seem ngly
random

nunbers, with no clue as to their neaning -- and abruptly realized she was
nor e

determ ned than ever to solve this minor nystery, to wap up the nurder

of Kira's friend. She felt that she wouldn't be able to rest easy until she
proved to

the col onel that she was conpetent, until she proved to herself that she could
do

this job.

3, 4, 24, 1.5, 25. A code? The nunbers could nean anything, but the fact that
Istani had paid Quark to hide the rod -- rather than storing it at the assay
office -- suggested to Ro that the prylar was afraid of soneone finding those
nunbers, or finding out that she had access to them Ro had al ready checked

t hem

agai nst every conbi nation the computer could cone up with, from mathematica
theorens to replicator item adaptations, but nothing she'd seen | ooked right.
She stared at the screen, thinking about the colonel, about sparring wth
Quark

and Shar's friendship and Istani Reyla, and realized that for a while, at

| east, DS9

was going to be home. She'd lived a hie of |oose ends; it was tine to see
wher e

the threads of these new rel ationshi ps woul d take her, tine to stop being
afraid of

the kind of Me she'd never known.

15

"Doctor! May we join you?"

Bashir | ooked up and snil ed, wondering why sonme people seenmed to nmink mat if
you were readi ng, they

weren't interrupting anything. Standing over himwere Nog and Shar, both

obvi ously taking a neal break

during what nust have been another difficult day. The lunchtine seating in
Quark's was limted; there

were a |l ot of people comng off shift and |l ooking to get a little uninhibited,
to tal k.

Bashir set the padd aside, nodding, wistful for the second readi ng but happier
to have conpany. Ezri

woul dn't be by for another twenty minutes, at least. "OF course. Have a
seat."

He had been fortunate enough to grab a table by the front wall, not in a main
traffic area, and had been

waiting for Ezri to get off her shift. Wen he'd called her a few hours ago,
she'd agreed to tal k, and he

had heard relief in her voice; he'd felt some of that hinmself. He

regretted their fight, he mssed feeling that they were friends, even for a
day.

"What are you reading, Doctor?" Shar asked, noticing the padd.

"Julian, please. W're not on duty. It's a letter froma friend of mne."

The Andorian smled, nodding as he sat down. Julian hadn't spent nuch tinme
with Shar, but Iiked him

very much. A very unassum ng young man --

Person, he nentally amended. Andorian bi ol ogy was uni que, another reason
Bashir was gl ad Nog had

asked if they could sit at his table; he'd wanted very nuch to ask a few



guestions. Except for Erib, whom

he'd known at medi cal school, Bashir hadn't been around nany Andori ans.

Nog was | ooki ng at the paused text, frowning. "You' re on page 256 of a letter?
Wio wote it?"

"Garak," Bashir said, snmiting again at the nervous | ook that suddenly appeared
on Nog's face. The

Cardassian tailor had intinm dated a | ot of people during his years on the
station. Having already read the

aut obi ographi cal letter once, Bashir thought that if they' d known even the
hal f of it, they mi ght have

noved off the station thensel ves.

"So, what are you two up to today?" Bashir asked, picking up his glass of tea,
renenbering that he'd seen

the two of mem havi ng di nner together |ast night, too.

"Ah, nothing," Nog said casually. "Just dealing with the mess in the Lower
Core when Shar suggested

[ unch. ™"

Nog has a new friend. The young Ferengi was trying very hard to be nonchal ant,
a young man's favorite

gane. Bashir found hinself feeling fondly nostal gic

about O Brien suddenly, renenbering the stories they'd swapped of their

reckl ess

yout h.

Back when | was a brash young officer... He was all of 34, not exactly ready
for

retirement. Now that he was thinking about it, though, he abruptly renenbered
one of the correlations conmon to all of the papers he'd read about

Andor i ans,

regardi ng age.

"Shar, if you don't mind me asking -- how old are you?'

Shar | ooked up fromhis plate of vegetables. "Twenty-three."

"Are you married, then?"

As soon as Bashir asked, he could see that Shar was uneasy with the question
and trying to hide it. He dropped his gaze, Ms face flushing a darker bl ue;
only

Bashir noticed, the flush too slight to be obvious. "No, I'mnot."

Shar's distinct disconfort dissuaded Bashir from pursuing the matter. Perhaps
he

didn't want to discuss it hi front of Nog -- or perhaps he didn't want to talk
about it

at al

Still, 23 and not married..

Erib -- whose full name was Shelerib th' Zzharath -- had avoi ded questions
about

rel ati onshi ps, though he'd once said that the unique biology of the Andorian
speci es necessitated certain... expectations of its nenbers. Bashir understood
t he

bi ol ogy, but not the sociology or the culture. But as interested as he was hi
understandi ng Shar's particular situation, it wasn't really any of his

busi ness.

"How woul d you boys like to try a little fa' ntar?" Quark had swept up to
their

table, holding a tray of glasses and a pitcher filled with a distinctly

noxi ousl ooki ng,

deep orange brew. "It's tonight's discount special, a rare but intoxicating
bl end of exotic fruits and spiced | eaves from-- "

" -- froma vat in the storeroom"” Nog broke in. "Last nonth, you called it
tarf'an,

but it's still what you make fromrotten fruit shipnments, and no one ever buys
it."



Quark's smile had di sappeared. He leaned in, teeth bared. "You want to keep
your

voi ce down? What's wong with you? |I sell plenty, and it is rare, you can't
get it

anywhere but here."

Bashir shook his head. "Thanks anyway, Quark, but | think we'll probably --
"Starfleet," Quark spat, obviously wanning up for one of his tirades, stil

glaring

at Nog. "They are sucking the Ferengi right out of you, you know that, don't
you?

You never nun another man's sell, not unless you can profit fromit The

Federation, though. They say that they want to hel p people, that they have a
cl ear

directive not to interfere with other cultures, but |ook at how you're turning
out .

And do you think they' ve given one thought to how anot her war m ght affect

t he

rising tourist interest in this area?"

Quark appealed to the whole table, the very picture of sincere outrage. "I've
got to

say, and no offense, I'mgetting pretty sick of the Federation's attitude.
nean,

who made you keepers of the universe? What does the small business nman get
out

of it?"

Bashir consi dered respondi ng, but decided that between expressing his own
opi nion and prolonging the conversation, the latter would be the greater
evil.

Quark wasn't interested hi anyone el se's opinion, anyway. Besides which,
Bashi r

suddenly felt a headache com ng on

"Uncl e, please," Nog said pleadingly, growing irritated or enbarrassed by the
reddeni ng of bis ears. Shar

didn't seemto be paying attention at all; he scratched absently at his left
ant enna, bis expression blank
Quark woul dn't be stopped. "I blanme your father for this, Mster

Tm so- proud- you' re-gorng-to-the-Acad-eny. Wiy you chose himfor your role
nodel 1'1l never

under st and, not when you had ne --
As the last syllable left Quark's Ups, Shar was suddenly hi action. He |unged
across the table and
snatched the pitcher away from Quark, his reflexes brilliantly fast. He spun
around, bal ancing hinmself in

nmotion, and threw the contents of the pitcher at the wall behind mem He

conpl eted the action so quickly
that the upset tray of glasses was still hitting the ground as the spiced
fruit concoction flew --

-- and before any one of themcould react, the air becane solid and sonmebody
screaned.

Quark's interruption saved Shar from any nore questioning by Dr. Bashir, for
whi ch he was grateful. He

still hadn't decided how to respond to such inquiries, and even the thought of
trying to answer them rmade

bun feel somewhat anxi ous.

He was still thinking of where the questioning mght have | ed when Quark and
Nog began to get angry.

Shar was a little unconfortable about the strife between the two Ferengi, but
t he amusenent on Bashir's

face suggested that there was no reason for concern
A complicated relationship. Fanmily dynami cs often seemed so; Shar was starting



to believe that it was a

uni versal constant. There were many subtle intricacies within his own fanmly's
communi cat i on.

Hs left antenna itched, and he scratched it -- and froze, feeling it again,
the sane itch and flush of heat

he'd already felt several times since the attack on the station

Soneone i s here.

Between their table and the wall. Shar concentrated, holding very still.
Al t hough his ability to

differentiate specific energy types was linited, he couldn't help feeling that
he was sensing bioelectrica

energy. It was simlar to the sensation of hearing two sounds of a sinilar
pitch and vol unme, one nade by

a machine, the other by a person

Tingling heat, and he could see that there was no one there. He thought again
about the internal sweep

t hat Col onel Kira had asked himto do, and the random pockets of coll ected
energy he'd found.
And i f soneone wanted to hide..
Al of this flashed through his mnd in an instant, and he accepted it as
truth by the preponderance of

evi dence, not the least of which was his physical reaction

Bef ore he could properly consider his options, the tingling started to fade,
and he nade his decision. As

fast as he could, Shar snatched the pitcher from Quark, turned, and threw the
thick liquid at what he

bel i eved to be an organi c bei ng, watching them
A meter in front of him the liquid hit, splashing across the head and torso
of a very tall humanoi d.

Soneone shouted as the air shimered and curved, beconing solid, beconing a
Jem Hadar sol dier.

He was inposing, his sharp, reptilian face sonmehow bl ank and mal evol ent at
once. Quark let out a

hi gh- pi tched squawk, and Bashir stood and shouted for security

as Nog tried to pull Shar out of harmis way, clutching at his armw th
funmbl i ng, desperate fingers --

-- but the Jem Hadar had no weapon and only stood, watching, as fear and
confusi on pushed the crowd

back. Shar allowed Nog to pull himaway, barely able to keep hinself from
beating at the unexpected

intruder with the enpty pitcher, his body prepared to fight.
Then the Jem Hadar spoke, and his words stilled everyone who heard them

"I am Third Kitana' kl an, here on an errand of peace," he said, his voice deep
and inflectionless. "I would
speak to your Colonel Kira Nerys. You can tell her that | was sent by Cdo."
Ro was waiting for Kira at the entrance to the security office, her expression
t hankful Iy professional. A
shrouded Jem Hadar sol di er had popped up in Quark's bar, Kira didn't have any
i nterest in dancing

around with Ro again.

"What have we got?"

"Ensi gn ch' Thane found himat Quark's. He's making his statenment now. |'ve got
a teamworking with the

internal sensors, to see if there are nore.”
As she spoke, they started through the door that led to the holding cells, Ro
| eading the way. Kira was

glad to see a pair of armed security guards flanking the entrance to the
hal | way; Ro had the presence of

mnd to lock down the facility, at |east

"The sol di er was unarnmed, and offered no resistance; he was carrying a pack of



ketracel -white cartridges,

but nothing el se. He says his nane is Kitana' kl an, and asked to speak to you,
claimng that he's here on a

peace mission -- "

Kira couldn't help a sneer as they turned into the holding cell area. A
peaceful Jem Hadar. Right. At |east

she knew now why she'd felt watched, but that small relief was heavily

over shadowed by thoughts of

what he coul d have been doing all this time; he had to have been hiding on the
station since the attack

" -- and that Odo sent him"

They stopped in front of the only occupied cell, Ro nodding at the guard,
excusing her with a few words

of direction -- but Kira barely heard them She could only stare dunbly at the
sol dier, overwhelmed with

feelings of loss, of anger and disbelief -- and a tiny seed of hope.

Qdo. .

The Jeml Hadar stood stiffly, as if at attention. Wen he saw Kira, he stepped
closer to the force field.

"Colonel Kira. I amThird -- | amKitana' kl an,’
betrayi ng no enotion. The fact

that he'd faltered over his designation gave Kira pause; as |long as they were
supplied with white -- and

this one was, she could see the isogenic enzynme sputtering through a sl ender
tube at his throat -- the

Jem Hadar sinply did not falter.

he said, his deep voice

Just | ooking at himinspired a dozen unhappy nmenories -- the first Jem Hadar
she'd ever seen, telling her

that the slaughtered settlers of New Bajor had fought well, for a spiritua
peopl e; the violent and

unt amabl e Jemi Hadar child that had been found on the station -- even without

enem es, he'd been unable

to stop fighting, or to curb bis hatred for anyone who was not Jeni Hadar
Vorta, or Founder.

In that order, too. The Vorta keep them the Founders are their apathetic
gods, and everyone el se

deserves death. The Jem Hadar grew from genetic envel ope to

maturity in a matter of days. Born to a martial code of blood lust, the vast
majority died in battle before the age of ten

Ki tana' kl an | ooked |i ke every other Jeml Hadar she'd ever seen -- tall

nmuscul ar,

hi s heavy, pebbled gray face studded with pearly spikes like tiny claws, his
eyes

piercing and sharply intelligent H s vestigial tuft of long black hair was
knotted hi

typi cal Jem Hadar fashion. He stood perfectly still, staring straight ahead as
she

studied him If he feh anything at all he didn't betray it, and appeared to
be

waiting for her to speak before saying anything el se.

Wiere to start. ..

"Expl ai n your presence on this station, Kitana' klan," she said finally.

"I have been sent by the changeling Odo, to serve you," he said, his gaze
still

fixed straight ahead.

Right, sure, that's so tike Gdo --

"And to | earn about the cultures and lifeforns that coexist here," he
continued. "I

amto study everything | can about the synergy anmpong peaceful peoples, so that
I



can bring this know edge to the other Jem Hadar. The Foun -- Odo believes

t hat

this will be an initial step toward hel ping the Jem Hadar evol ve beyond our
geneti c progranm ng. "

Kira stared at him renenbering how hard Odo had fought to keep that

Jem Hadar orphan on the station, even after the "child" had proved to be

i ncapabl e of form ng nonaggressive tendencies.

He wanted so nmuch to believe that the Jem Hadar didn't have to fight, that
they wouldn't fight if given

ot her choices, other options.... Kira had strongly disagreed, and hi the end
had been proved right -- but
suddenl y,

Kitana' kl an's presence didn't seemso inprobable. It would be like Odo to
keep trying; his conscience had been deeply disturbed by the very existence of
t he

Jem Hadar, created by his people to have no aspirations higher than killing
for

t heir keepers.

"Go on," she said quietly, vaguely aware that Ro had taken the security

guard's

position behind her -- and glad that there would be a living, breathing
witness to

this unprecedented conversation. She was willing to hear himout, but doubted

there woul d be much truth in what he had to say. The entire Dom ni on knew
about Odo, they knew what kind of a man he was. Is. It wouldn't be all that
hard

to come up with a story like this one.

But if he was telling the truth..

"The attack on your station was not sanctioned by the Founders," he said,

finally
turning his gaze to neet hers, and although it was exactly what she wanted to
hear, she had to physically suppress a chill. H's eyes were pale and

unbel i evabl y

alien, incapable of any mld or gentle emption. It was the gaze of a pure
pr edat or.

"There were a snmall nunber of Jem Hadar who sought to redeemthensel ves for
| osing the war against the Al pha Quadrant," he continued. "They planned to
destroy this station, in the hope that this mght initiate hostilities once
again."

"How do you know?" Ro asked abruptly. Kira didn't mnd; she was wondering

t he same thing.

"Because | was told," Kitana' klan said, still looking at Kira. "I was
overtaken by

t hese rogue soldiers on the other side of the Anomaly -- the wormhole -- and
t hey

attacked ne, disabling ny ship. First Javal'tivon, their |eader, had been ny
First

at the end of the war; he told

me of their plans so that | mght understand the reason for ny death."
"Quite a coincidence, you and these rogue soldiers headed for the station at
the sane tine," Kira said

"No. | believe that learning of my mission inspired their attack, and that
they followed me from

Dom ni on space."

Ki tana' kl an | ooked away, as if remenbering, and his tonel ess voice grew cold

and sharp. "It was their

m stake to leave nme still alive. A few of ny crew survived, and we were able
to repair the ship enough to

follow after them W defended you as best we could -- but when the

destruction of nmy ship becane



inevitable, | had to board this station. My instructions were clear."

"Why didn't you announce your presence then?" Kira asked. "Wy have you stayed
shrouded all this

time?"

Ki tana' kl an seemed surprised by the question. "Your station had just been
attacked by Jem Hadar. | did

not think I would be wel coned here."

"So you thought it would be better to skulk around, hiding in energy vents and
spyi ng on us? Exactly

how | ong were you planning to wait?" Ro asked, and again, Kira had no
objection. She'd worried about

| osing her mind, thanks to Kitana' klan's choi ce of action

If he was bothered by Ro's obvious scorn, he gave no sign. "I was watching for
a reasonabl e opportunity

in which to present nyself. Odo gave ne no instruction on what to do in the
event that the station was

attacked by ny people...."

Kitana' kl an | owered his gaze, alnost as if ashanmed. "... but | understand now
that my decision was

ill-considered,

and that | have made nysel f untrustworthy by ny actions.”

Kira was unnoved by his performance, but there was a ring of truth to his
story that she couldn't deny

heari ng.

The fourth ship was damaged. And it backs up everything about the nature of
the attack.

"You said the Dominion didn't sanction the offensive. ..." Kira prodded

"Yes. When Odo joined the Founders, he brought with himexperiences unknown to
mem The G eat

Link is in contenplation of Odo's life; it is ... thinking, and surely does
not know even now what has

happened here. At this time, the Founders wish only to remain in reflection.”
Kira gl anced back at Ro, and saw on her face the sane skepticismthat she was
feeling -- but she didn't

seem as openly incredul ous as Kira would have thought, and she realized that
Ro was al so uncertain.

Kira didn't like the Jem Hadar as a species, and trusted Kitana' kl an about as
far as she could pitch him

one- handed -- but his story actually nade sense.
"Can you prove any of this?" she asked, turning to | ook at hi m again.
Ki t ana' kl an shook his head. "I cannot There was a transm ssion of introduction

and expl anation given to

me by Odo, but it was destroyed along with ny ship and crew. "

O course it was. He's lying.

He's telling the truth, and the Federation has to listen now, Gdo sent him
Odo sent himto ne.

Bef ore she could argue with herself any further, Kitana' klan abruptly fell to
his knees. Forgetting the
force
field, Kira instinctively dropped into a defensive stance, and behind her, Ro
was on her feet, pulling her

phaser --

-- and Kitana' klan ripped at the neck of his uniform tearing it enough to
reveal his ketracel-white

cartridge, a small, flat rectangle in a sewn pocket beneath his knobby

col  arbone. He unfastened the

cartridge fromthe inplanted throat tube and pulled it free, holding it up
toward Kira.

"I was sent here to serve you. | offer you nmy obedience and ny life."
Realistically, the gesture neant nothing. He was unarmed and in a hol ding



cell, and Ro had said they'd

taken his additional white cartridges; his life was already hi her hands --
but the synbolic display was

ef fecti ve anyway, because he was Jem Hadar. They were mercil ess, conpetent
killers, not prone to

drama. Wthout the enzyne and trapped hi the cell, he would be driven into a
usel ess, murderous rage

bef ore dying hi great pain.

"I"'mnot sure | want either," Kira said. She stepped back fromthe force
field, entirely unsure of what to

think. "Keep your white. I'Il get back to you."

She | ooked at Ro, who hal f-shrugged, obviously as perplexed by the Jem Hadar's
behavi or as Kira was.

"Have Dr. Bashir run a scan when he's done with his staterment, and... keep a
watch on him" Kira said,
feeling strangely hel pless. For the nonent, it was as far as she was wlling

to go. Wether or not

Kitana' kl an was |ying, his presence on DS9 would be a major factor hi the
station's future. If he was

telling the truth, there would be no reason for the Allies to go into the
Gamma Quadrant -- and there

woul d be a Jem Hadar |iving on

the station, a disruptive situation at best If it was all alie, if he cane
fromone of the attack ships or from

somewhere el se entirely, then there was no telling what he or the Dom ni on was
pl anning. In any event,

it was going to take her a little time to sort through the possible
consequences -- and to figure out howto

prove his story out, one way or the other

Kira started to | eave the area, glancing back at Kitana' klan a final tine
bef ore she stepped into the

corridor. He was still on his knees, and again, that feeling of hel pl essness
hit her at the inprobable sight.

A Jem Hadar soldier, claimng a mssion of peace. If Odo had done nmis, either
he had nmade real progress

with the Founders and the Dominion... or his sense of hunor had taken a
serious turn toward the

i nexplicable, which Kira could not find it in herself to believe.
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Al t hough he'd assunmed she woul d be seeking himout eventually -- she'd
al r eady
tal ked to everyone else on the away team -- Vaughn hadn't actually decided to

speak to Deanna Troi until she approached himin Ten-Forward, a full day
after
they'd left the Kamal behind. He'd been enjoying the feelings he'd been

havi ng,

and felt protective of them not sure if he wanted them anal yzed. He woul d not
have sought her out, in any case -- he had too many secrets to ever fee
entirely

confortabl e around a Betazoid, |et alone soneone he'd known as a Mend's
child -- but since finding the Ob, he'd also felt open to trying new things.
Li ke

tal king to a counsel or.

"Elias. May | join you?" She stood in front of his table, a small one near a
vi ewport where he'd been sitting alone, renmenbering all sorts of things.
Qut si de,

t he Badl ands erupted and shinmered wildly. Soon, they'd be on their way to
DS9,

| eaving the plasma storms behind; he'd wanted to get his fill.

"Please," he said, gesturing at the seat across fromhis, thinking that I|an



had been
a lucky man; his daughter had grown into a bright, intelligent, |ovely

per son.
Troi sat down, smiling sonewhat shyly, a touch of color in her cheeks -- and
he

realized that she had probably detected sone of what he was feeling. Only a
few

days before, his mnd had been too preoccupied with feelings of self-doubt
and

confusion to feel anything clearly.

"Is it unconfortable for you, to sense how ot hers perceive you?" he asked,
intuitively feeling that the question would not be inappropriate.

"That depends on who it is, and in what context."

"How do you mean, context?"

Deanna grinned. "I nean, if they like ne, | try to pay nore attention."
"Always a good plan," Vaughn said, smling.

"Does this mean | get to ask you a few questions?" Troi asked.

Vaughn hesitated only a second, thinking of how he'd been feeling since the
freighter. Strange and chaotic, definitely, strong menories continuing to
appear

randomy in his thoughts -- but not at all unpl easant.

"You can if you can tell nme what I'mfeeling right now," he replied, honestly
curious as to what she woul d say.

Troi took a deep breath, studying him "Confused. El ated and uncertain.
Contenpl ative. You are out of your enotional confort zone, but not afraid,
and. ..

you're still experiencing flashes of your past, aren't you?"

Vaughn nodded. "Excellent, Counselor. And | assume you know why..."

"The Orb experience," she said, and he sensed her excitement now. He could see
it on her face. "It was

very different for you than for the others,"

"Yes, | think it was," he said |lifting his glass of synthale, then putting it
back down, not really in a
drinking nood. "I had menories on the freighter, too, good and bad -- but when

it was over, when |
cl osed the door on the Ob, | felt..."

He shook his head. "It's hard to explain. It wasn't so much a feeling as a
conprehension, if that makes

any sense. For just a second, |... | renenbered who I was. Wo | am And just
like that, all of ny

concerns and fears about the future, about my future -- gone.™

Deanna nodded, | ooking pleased. "Yes. | can feel sone of it even now | don't
know t hat you had a

pagh'tem far -- mat's the Bajoran concept of a sacred vision -- but | think

you definitely experienced a

monent of clarity, catalyzed by the Orb. Perhaps because you were already
guesti oni ng some aspects of

your life, and you were open to a change of direction.”

He hadn't thought of it that way, assuming instead that it had been a natter
of his proximty to the Ob,

but she was right, of course. lronic, that a spiritually skeptical person like
hi msel f coul d have such an

altering experience with a religious artifact

Al t hough there was that Linellian fluid effigy. The dream of snall death when
you touched it, followed by

a brief, brilliant vision of swimmng through mlky-white waves... He'd been
only 24 then, charged with

returning the stolen container to the enbassy, and hadn't known that such
peace coul d exist....

"These nenories you' ve been experiencing -- are



they troubling to you?" Troi asked, watching himcarefully.

"No," he said, thinking mat her perceptions were even clearer than he'd first
thought "A little distracting,

per haps, but nothing too terrible."

Even as he said it, he realized that she, of all people, would know better. He
sm | ed, shrugging.

"Nothing | can't handl e, anyway."

Deanna | eaned cl oser, lowering her voice slightly. "If there was anything you
wanted to tal k about, |

could get a security clearance waiver..."

Vaughn felt a sudden fondness for her, wondering if she had any idea how

i mpossi bl e mat woul d be for

someone |ike him The past was the past, but prom ses had been made, orders
gi ven mat he coul d never

set aside. There was a saying, sonething about aging tigers still having
teem..

and it holds true for some nmenories. Several of those tigers still have
very sharp teeth, and cl aws that
could inflict serious injury... As long as they remained in the cage of his

m nd, there was no danger. He

meant to keep it mat way.

Thank you, Counselor, but mat's not necessary. Really, I"'mall right."

At her slight frown, he thought again of how | ovely she was, how

conpassi onate, and suddenly recalled a

clear inmage of an infant girl he'd held | ong ago, |ooking into her sweetly
exotic eyes and feeling that his

heart was so full it nmight cease to beat fromthe weight of his feelings. He
concentrated on the menory,

knowi ng that lan Troi had certainly feh the same way when he'd first held
Deanna, and was rewarded

wi th another warmsmle fromthe young wonan.

"OfF course you are," she said, and stood, still smiling. "Thank you, Elias.
11

| eave you to your reflections.”

After she was gone, Vaughn turned his attention back to the Badl ands, letting
hinself drift again. Wether it was a Bajoran religious epiphany, or a
passi ng

m ndset, or some spiritual, enotional truth that he had been destined to
learn, it

didn't matter; he knew what he wanted, and knew that he woul d figure out how
to

get there as he went He'd read a sayi ng sonewhere once, about how when you
knew who you were, you knew what to do; it was nore true man he'd ever
suspected. It nade hi m wonder how many people in the universe sinply |et
their

lives slide into some confortable pattern, forgetting that they could do
anyt hi ng

they wanted to do, that they could change direction if they could renenber
how

easy it actually was.

Isn't life a strange party, Vaughn thought, |ooking out at the raging storns
and

feeling as young and free as a child.

Vedek Yevir arrived early for the shuttle to the space station. H s |uggage
was

taken by a pleasant young man who saw mat he was confortably seated before

hurrying off to attend to other duties. The young man -- Kevlin Jak, he'd
i ntroduced hinself as -- said that the shuttle would be full, a contingent of
Mlitia

techni ci ans havi ng booked flight two days before hi addition to a nunber of



regul ar passengers. Renenbering how boisterous Mlitia folk could be in

conpany, even this early in the nmorning -- he'd been one hinself not so very
| ong
ago -- Yevir settled into his chair and closed his eyes, taking the

opportunity of his

early boarding

For a few nmoments of silent meditation. It would be his first trip back to
Deep

Space 9 since he'd left to pursue his calling, and although he felt nostly
positive

about his return, he was not calm Even the reason for his trip could not
danpen

hi s excitenent.

And why shouldn't | be excited, considering what happened for ne there? Behind
his cl osed eyes, he remenbered -- the touch on his shoul der, warm and strong.
The soft voice, ringing with truth. The sudden conpl ete awareness of his own
path, and the tranquility that had enfol ded him mat had surrounded hi m ever
si nce.

It was a story he'd told tine and again, to anyone who wanted to know why
he' d

wal ked away fromhis old life to enbrace the teachings of the Prophets -- and
it

unfolded to himnow like a story, alnost as if it had happened to sonmeone

el se.

Per haps because he'd told it so many times, or perhaps it was because his
younger

self was so very different fromwho he was now that he could no |longer relate
to

nun. No matter; the story of his life was an inspiration, and one he was proud
to

own.

Yevir Linjarin, Lieutenant in the Bajoran Mlitia. A man barely 40 at the end
of

the Occupation, his fam|ly dead and gone except for an aunt he'd never known,
assigned to the small but industrious Bajoran off-world operations office on
Deep

Space 9. He'd been a minor admnistrator in a sea of mnor adm nistrators
followi ng the Cardassian withdrawal, his specific task to help relocate sone
of

t he t housands of Bajorans returning hone -- famlies and individuals who'd
managed to flee before or during the Cccupation. It was gratifying work, he
supposed, but he'd taken no real joy in it He

had been a lonely man, a man with plenty of acquai ntances and no real Mends,
a

man who ate his dinners alone. It was a gray life, not the constant

cel ebration he'd

prom sed hinmself all those years in me canps; it was the life of a survivor,
who' d

forgotten how to do anything but survive.

He'd had faith, of a sort, attending weekly services along with everyone el se
-- but

he'd never really felt or understood the nature of the Prophets, even after
Benjami n Sisko had conme to the station. Hi s relationship with Them had been
perfunctory, Ms feelings for the Bajoran Gods a kind of vague, nental
appreciation; he likened it to the way sonme childless individuals felt about
children -- glad that they were there, but only because mat was the
appropriate

response to children, whether or not one actually enjoyed mem The Emissary's
arrival was just another "prophecy" fulfilled mat woul d make no rea
difference in



his life, interesting but essentially inconsequential

Except he was the Em ssary..

One day, shortly after B hala had been rediscovered, in fact, Lieutenant Yevir
had

been on his gray, unassuning way to the station's Replimat for sonmething to
eat

when he' d been caught in a crowd of his people -- and seen light in their
eyes,

their faces glowing as they watched the Em ssary wal k anong them touching
them telling themwhat the Prophets whispered in his ear. Yevir hadn't known
t he

captai n beyond bei ng soneone to nod to, but on that mracul ous day, he'd seen
and felt the spiritual power of the man for the first tinme. It had radiated
fromhim

like heat, |ike a thousand bright colors, and Yevir had understood nat
sonet hi ng

was goi ng to happen, something vast and wonderf ul

The Emissary told an aging couple not to worry about the harvest, and
everyone

in the crowmd had known it was the truth -- and suddenly, the Enissary had
been

standing in front of him in front of him

And he touched ny shoulder, and I felt the power. "You don't bel ong here," he
said, and | understood

that nmy life was gray and wasted. "Go hone," he said, and 1 knew the truth. |
knew that | woul d serve;

knew that | had been touched by the Prophets through his hand... and I |eft
the station that very night.

The story went on -- there was his newfound tranquility, and his acceptance as
a

religious initiate back on Bajor, and his rapid rise into and through the
Vedek

Assenbly -- but it was his contact with the Em ssary, that single,
life-altering

monent of total reality, that was the point It was as though he'd been
awakened

froma very long sleep, one that had lasted his entire life, and that he would
be ka

one day was only a natural extension of that rapturous nonment.

Is it any wonder that I"'mexcited to see the station again? To see the people
| used to know, to walk

t hrough the sane places | used to walk, but to see everything through new
eyes, through eyes opened by

t he Prophets' |ove ?

Just thinking of it, he was pulled fromthe depth of his contenplation, a

sl i ght

snmle touching his lips. He should enjoy his anticipation; pretending some

di st ant

calmhe didn't feel was unworthy. It was funny, how he still so often worried
about how a vedek shoul d behave --

Yevir opened bis eyes, curious. People had been boarding the shuttle for sone
time, their shuffle and conversation faint to his ears -- but as he tuned back
in

to his surroundings, he realized that somnething had changed. An excited murmnur
swept through the

conpartnent, men and wonen talking in rapid whispers, smling and noddi ng at
one anot her.

Kevlin Jak, the shuttle attendant, was striding past his seat. Yevir reached
out and touched his arm not

even having to ask before the young man happily chattered the news.



"The son of the Emi ssary has just boarded," Kevlin said, his eyes w de and
shi ning. "He asked the

captain if he could sit with the other pilots in front -- you know how nodest
he is, of course -- can you

believe it? The Emi ssary's son, on our flight!"

"It's a blessing,"” Yevir said, smling at the attendant, sure now mat his
decision to travel to the station was

me right one. He'd had doubt, mat to so directly involve hinself in pursuit of
t he heresy might not be

what the Prophets want ed.

This is a sign, a portent for the righteousness of ny cause. H s own son
returning fromthe ruins to share

nmy journey....

Yevir closed his eyes again, praising Them knowi ng Their wi sdomin all

t hi ngs. The book of obscenities

woul d be found and destroyed. The will of the Prophets would be served, in
this as in all else.

Ro slowy wal ked the cool, quiet corridors of the Habitat Ring, deep in

t hought. She coul d have just as

easily done her thinking in the security office, but sonething about know ng
that the Jenmi Hadar sol dier

was close by made it difficult to concentrate. She had Devro wat chi ng hi m at
t he nonent, probably wth

one hand on his conbadge and the other on his phaser,

whi ch was fine by her. She hoped he was scared; she'd had nore than a few
fights with the Jenm Hadar

during the war. Letting one's guard down, even when the soldier in question
was behi nd a good, sturdy,

pl anar force field, was suicidal behavior

O course, the soldier in question seenms content to stare off into space and
wait for Kira to decide his

fate. Kitana' klan hadn't said a word since the col onel had wal ked out, at

| east during Ro's watch. Wich

was al so fine by her; not only could she not inmagine making small talk with a
Jem Hadar, her mind had

been ot herw se occupi ed. Even as strange and possibly singular as

Ki tana' kl an' s sudden appear ance was,

the investigation into Istani Reyla's death was still stalled, and she was
finding it nmore and nore difficult

to think about anything el se.

3, 4, 24, 1.5, 25... The scant information fromls-tani's isolinear rod had
becorme an endl essly cycling

| oop, underlying everything. It was |like a gane, one that wasn't particularly
fun but was entirely

addi ctive: find out where the nunmbers go. There were three main processing
cores hi the station's

conput er network, environnental controls were polled at |evel four once each
hour, twenty-four

variations of hasperat at Quark's; the Habitat |evels ran one through five,
and there were twenty-five

personnel and cargo transporters distributed throughout the station. As soon
as she found a place for each

nunber, the cycle started over again -- three spokes within three crossover
bri dges, four work shifts a

day, and on, and on. It was tiring and annoyi ng, and she couldn't seemto
stop; sonething had to fit and

she knew she would find it, if she could just come up with the right

conbi nati on.

After Kira's peculiar conversation with Kitana' klan, Ro had spent severa
frustrating hours scanning recorded i mages fromthe station's security



noni tors,
trying vainly to trace the movenents of the prylar and the nysterious thief.
Thanks to the upgrades, the ODN lines for the nonitors had been on a

revol vi ng
track, the only constant surveillance on engineering, ops, and the Pronenade
-- so

whil e she'd been able to get clear images of the murder and subsequent
"accidental" death, there were several time spans conpletely unaccounted for
nost for Istani. She'd been on the station alnobst a full 52 hours |onger than
her

killer.

And she spent a fair anount of that tine in the Habitat Sing -- but not all of
it in

her quarters, according to the reads from her door monitor. And there was no
way to tell where, exactly. O course. So Ro wal ked, counting her steps,
counti ng

doors, running through the few facts she had and theorizing wildly.

The killer had yet to be properly identified, a frustration unto itself. He
had

booked passage from Baj or under the name Galihie S., fromthe Laksie township
just outside of Jalanda, and listed his reason for comng to the station as

per sonal

busi ness -- in other words, shrine services. A lot of Bajorans came to be near
t he

Prophecy Orb. His ID card was apparently a forgery, since there was no one at
the Laksie township with his nane -- the Bajoran net |listed 227 Gali hi es on-
or

off-world, only 17 with the given initial S, and every one of those were
account ed

for. The woman who sat next to himon the shuttle said he was unconmuni cative
and seened preoccupied. And Dr. Bashir's autopsy report listed himas a

heal t hy

Baj oran nal e, approximately 41.5 years of age, no distinguishing marks. He'd
obvi ously

worn an earring, probably for his entire adult Me, but none had been

found... and he hadn't eaten anything for at |least 12 hours before he died. Ro
had

sent tissue sanple scores to the Central Archives, but with their backlog, it
was

going to be another twenty-six hours mnimum ... and that was assuning that
he

was on file sonewhere

So, Istani Reyla, an archaeol ogist with a spotlessly clean history, came to
t he

station with something val uabl e, perhaps even stol en, and she'd been chased
by

Galihie. Istani had been working at B hala... although it was hard to inagine
t hat

a prylar would take anything fromthe holy runms w thout perm ssion. On the
ot her

hand, why woul d she have any dealings with soneone |ike Quark, unless she'd
been up to sonething |l ess than legal ? And why would Galihie S. have gone to
such pains to hide his identity, unless he'd neant to perform some crimna
act ?

Maybe the two of them had been working together, sone kind of smuggling
opera-tion, a partnership gone bad..

22,24, 25. ..

She was on level four of the Habitat Ring, corridor B, when the first
glimrering

of an idea struck her; she stopped in front of the next schematic she saw



post ed,

scanning it. In the Bajoran al phabet, the analog of 'E was the seventh
letter; the

fourth was 'C

So I'mat 4, 7. Istani could have neant Level 3, corridor C. Three and four
and. .

somet hi ng between the 24th and 25th sets of roons? It was sinple, undoubtedly
too sinple, but she found herself jogging back for the turbolift, anyway,
silently

urging it to hurry after she pressed the call button

It was ridiculous for her to get her hopes up, but as

she stepped off the turbolift on three and wal ked quickly along C, she hoped
anyway. She'd been

over-thinking the nunbers, trying to make a conplicated code out of what may
have been Istani's sinple

rem nder to herself.

Even as she reached the roons, she knew that she'd figured it out Running the
entire distance between

t he desi gnated doors were a series of small renovabl e mai nt enance panel s,
angling up fromabout a half

meter off the floor to about a half meter fromthe height of the corridor

Envi ronnment al control overrides,

for the quarters on this |evel

Tense but exhil arated, Ro nmeasured up what she imagined to be a neter and a
half fromthe floor, the

nost obvi ous application of 1.5, and popped the panel |oose. Behind the narrow
rectangle was a circuit

insert next to an enpty space, roomto reach in and mani pul ate the wres.
There was nothing el se -- but

t here was sonet hi ng behind the panel directly to the left of her first choice.
The dark bundle stuffed

behi nd the panel was perhaps the nost wel conme sight she'd seen in a longtine.
/ didit, I figured it out! She feh deeply satisfied, alnost giddy with it.
She considered running back to the office for a tricorder for about two
seconds, then reached in and

carefully pulled the bundle free; if it was a bonb or equival ent, she would at
| east di e having solved the

nmystery. Narrow and wei ghty, about the size of two padds side by side, the
obj ect was wrapped hi sone

| and of pounded fi ber cloth.

Ginning, Ro | ooked up and down the corridor, w shing there was soneone to
share her excitenment with

bef ore

she unw apped the package. It was a book, and a very old one, practically
falling apart The thick,

| eathery covers were pitted and stained, but unmarked by witing. She turned
it over in her hands,

brushing at the soft covers, noting the uneven ruffle of aged parchnent pages
sl i cki ng out

This is fromB hala. It was too old to have conme From anywhere else. In spite
of her general agnosticism

Ro felt a tiny thrill, aware that she was handling something probably

t housands of years old. She

carefully opened it, a faint scent of cool dust emanating fromthe tattered
but sturdy root-paper pages ..

and frowned, disappointed. Even to her untrained eye, she could tell that it
was witten in ancient

Baj or an.

Well, obviously. It didn't matter, anyway. Although a few of the particulars
had yet to be resolved, she



now hel d the reason for Istani's nurder hi her hands, she was sure of it
Except... why had Istani hidden the book, unless she'd thought soneone woul d
cone after it? Ro turned a

few of the uneven pages, saw that many were | oose, and that others had been
ripped out or lost to tine.

VWhile it might be historically valuable -- though considering the hundreds of
artifacts being uncovered
every day at B hala, even that seened unlikely -- the shabby tone couldn't be

worth much as a collector's
pi ece, no matter how old it was.
Maybe it's the text itself that's valuable. A bizarre thought; anyone could
copy words out of a book, or
even replicate the thing. So what was so inportant here that two people had
died for it?
Ro cl osed the age-worn covers and rew apped the
book sl owy, thinking about her promse to Kira. About going to her as soon as
she turned anything up
But really, | don't know what |'ve got here. It could be a book of recipes,
for all I know -- and Kira wll
have it transl ated, anyway...
There had to be a translation program sonmewhere in the station's network;
Captain Sisko had been the
Em ssary, after all, supposedly off living with the aliens now, and he'd spent
a fair anount of tine
pl ayi ng around with the Bajoran religion. The discovery of B hala was even
attributed to him If she told
Shar that the book was part of her investigation, which it was, and asked him
to pass it quietly through
the system ..

/ could take the translated text to the colonel |I wouldn't be breaking any
prom ses, just running a
t hor ough i nvesti gati on.
Her mi nd made up, Ro tucked the book under one armand went to find Shar, sure
that she coul d count
on his discretion -- and feeling quite pleased with her resourceful ness. She'd
found the answer to Istani's
death; now, all she had to do was figure out what it neant
17
"So... what's up, Doc?"
Vic was smling as though he'd told a joke, and Bashir smiled back at him
having learned a long tine
ago that asking the |ounge singer to explain hinself usually wasn't worth the
effort, his references
peri od-specific and occasionally uni magi nabl e Bashir |iked hearing them
regardl ess, charned by the
"hi p" sound of each alien allusion
They sat together at one of the snmall tables near the stage, Bashir drinking
tea, Vic drinking sonething he
call ed cuppajo that snmelled very much like coffee. It was norning, the |ounge
enpty except for a handfu
of casino workers at the bar who had apparently just finished their shifts.
Bashir had been relieved to see
that Vic was up so early; since his programhad gone full-tine, there was
al ways the risk now of waking
hi mup, or finding himpreoccupied with sonmething el se.
"Lots of things, | suppose,” Bashir said, noting that
his friend was maki ng a point of not asking outright the reason for his early
visit -- as if he didn't already
suspect. Vic Fontaine was remarkably tuned in to people when it came to
rel ati onshi ps, particularly



romanti c ones, but he also didn't interject w thout being asked. The hol ogram
was special, and not just

because he was self-aware, or could transfer his matrix into other prograns at
will; Vic Fontaine knew

about women and what they wanted, he knew how a man's heart worked, and he was
willing to share his

t houghts on either subject w thout seem ng didactic.

Vic sipped at his cuppajo. "I guess so. A few people who came to |last night's
second set were telling nme

t hat one of those Jenm Hadar goons turned up. Bad pennies, you know?"

Bashir nodded, although he had no idea. Md-twentieth century Earth was a
conplicated time. "Yes, one

did, and he nade sone fairly amazing clainms. Ezri is assessing himeven as we
speak, to try to see if he's

telling the truth."

"Because of all that Starfleet investigation hubbub, right,"” Vic said. "It was
the first thing | heard about

when we came back on, after the power short That and the Al debaran, those poor
kids."

Bashir started to ask who'd told him but since Vic could access the station
conput er w t hout mnuch

trouble, he'd probably just tapped in to see what was happening after his
program had blinked. Vic was

definitely exceptional. Even Mles hadn't been able to figure out how he

wor ked, not entirely.

Bashi r nodded agai n, thinking about how to start the conversation he wanted to
have, thinking about bis

and Ezri's discussion the night before. They had both apol ogi zed,

but hadn't tal ked any further about the incident itself --

"So, doll-face is running the talking cure with a Jem Hadar," Vic said,
casual ly leaning back in his chair.

"That's quite a gig. Say, you two still making the music?"

Bashir had to snmile at the nan's seem ngly innocent segue, matched by a
gui l el ess expression. "I think

so," he said. "Things are good, overall... but | guess you could say we've run
into a bit of dissonance."

" St eppi ng out bad?" Vic asked, frowning.

Bashir shook his head, not sure. "Ah, hurt feelings bad."

"Yours or hers?"

"Both. W were -- there was a problem and she didn't seemto care about how
it affected me, and | got

angry about it"

Vic ran a hand through his silver hair, his handsome features set in an
exaggerated wi nce. "CQuch. You

make it up to her yet?"

Bashir sighed. "Yes. W both apol ogized ... but we haven't really resolved the
issue. | started to bring it

up, but she changed the subject. W' re having dinner tonight, though, and

t hought I mght try again.”

Vic drank nmore of his beverage, a thoughtful |ook on his face. "Sonetimes
things don't get resolved unti

you're ready to resolve them pallie. And even then, they don't always shake
out the way you expect."

Bashir wasn't so sure he |liked the sound of that. "You think she doesn't want
to work this out yet?"

The singer grinned brilliantly. "Hey, you make it sound |like a bad thing. The
beauty of the long-termis

that you get sonme elbow room a little tine to

breathe -- and taking it doesn't have to nmean you're ready to call it quits."
Bashir nodded slowy, accepting the information and feeling better. Vic had a



way of quickly uncovering
the core of a problem Ezri just needed some tine to herself. That was fair,
wasn't it?
Fair to her, since |I'mthe one who doesn't know what's goi ng on
The spurt of petty anger surprised himby its intensity, and he deci ded
i Mmediately that it was juvenile --
but he couldn't entirely discount it. As nmuch as he wanted everything to be
good again, there was a part
of himthat felt disregarded. And childish or not, he was angry that she
hadn't noti ced.
I"msorry and angry. And | want to fix it, but | don't.
"Crazy thing, love* Vic said. "All kinds of twists and turns, a real Coney
ride."
Bashir thought he could grasp that one from context.

and considering the subject's doubtful ability to experience guilt, the
conputer's interpretation of
frictive patterns and syl |l abic enphasis points can not be relied upon to
det ect truthful ness (extension

subt ext 4).
In short, beyond the brief personal history he supplied upon request
(extension subtext 2), | amunable to

of fer any information about Kitana' klan that he has not vol unteered, or that
isn't already widely
under st ood about the Jem Hadar's cultural psychol ogy.

Wonderful . She hadn't really thought that Ezri -- or any counselor -- would be
able to figure out whether
or

not the Jem Hadar was trustworthy in a single session, but Kira had hoped,
regardl ess. Sighing, she

scanned the rest of Ezri's summary, seeing pretty much what she expected --
until they knew nore, they

couldn't know what to do with him Ezri did suggest mat he be noved to a
secure area other than the

hol di ng cell, pointing out that even such a snall extension of trust m ght
hel p things along later.

Assumi ng he was telling the truth.

Kira dropped the padd on her desk and rubbed her eyes, w shing she knew what
to do about nen*

surprise guest Not so nuch what to do -- putting himin one of the reinforced
cargo bays, under guard,

and letting Ezri work with himwas a plan, at least until Adm ral Ross showed
up -- as what to think. If

only Kitana' kl an had managed to hang on to mat transm ssion chip from CQdo --
"Nerys?"

Startled, Kira | ooked up -- and saw a tall, dark-haired vedek standing in the
doorway, smling at her with

an easy famliarity. He | ooked so different that it took her a second to place
him even though they'd

wor ked together for a couple of years. Yevir Linjarin.

"Yevir- -- Vedek Yevir," she stunbled, and stood up, grinning. It was strange
to see himwearing the

robes, but they suited him He |ooked tanned and heal thy, and beamed with that
i nner radiance that so

often acconpanied late faith. She'd heard the stories after he'd left the
station, and could see now by bis

open, glowing face -- so different than the solem Yevir she'd known -- that
he had truly been Touched.
"Please, Yevir will do just fine," he said. "It's what you al ways called ne.

May | come in? If you're
busy..."



"No, not at all," she said, stepping around her desk to greet him He nost
have come in on the early

shuttle, which had docked only thirty mnutes ago. "It's so good to see you!"
He opened his arns, and Kira enbraced himreadily, vaguely amazed to find
hersel f huggi ng Yevir

Linjarin. Hi e man she renenbered had been pl easant enough but extrenely
reserved, even awkward. It

was good to see him she didn't know that she had ever felt really close to
him but she had consi dered

hima Mend. And at the nonment, she could use a few friends -- and cynica

t hough it made her feel, she

couldn't help but think of his political standing. Reestablishing contact with
a man favored to be ka

someday -- perhaps soon -- could be beneficial for the station

She stepped away, notioning for himto join her at the long, |ow couch at the
office's far corner. "So,

what brings you back to DS9?"

Yevir smiled, dropping confortably onto the padded bench. "Part business, part

pl easure. | don't know if

you were aware of it, but I'mwth the Vedek Assenbly now -- " At Kira's nod,
he continued. " -- and with

everything still so unsettled on Bajor -- politically, | mean, with the First
Mnister still on Earth, and no

kai, and the provisional government caught up with the Cardassian aid
project... well, | suppose you

could say the business aspect of ny visit is to see how things are going here,
at | east on behalf of the

Assenbl y. "

He gazed at her sorrowfully now, and with great enpathy. "W were all shocked
and saddened by the

news of the attack, of course... and by the death of Istani Reyla. It must be
adifficult time for you."

Kira nodded again, not sure how to respond. For the

depth of the friendship they'd had, she didn't feel right discussing her
personal feelings. But he was a

vedek now, and fromall accounts, an inspired one. Even sitting close to him
she could feel a kind of

spiritual electricity emanating fromhim as though his pagh was too vast to
be cont ai ned.

Li ke Benjamin, after the pagh'temifar that led himto B 'holo. Wich was al so
when the Em ssary had

spoken to Yevir, and forever changed his life. A mracle of the Prophets.
"I't's been hard for all of us," she said finally, giving in to her instincts,
and to a lifetime of faith. Vedeks

counsel ed, and she couldn't imagi ne hiding anything fromone who had been
Touched. "Reyl a's sensel ess

murder, then the attack... people |I knew and cared about were killed. And now
the Federation is com ng

because they believe the Dom nion was behind it"

"But you don't...?"

"My gut tells otherwise. And this norning we turned up a shrouded Jem Hadar
sol dier hiding on the

station, who insists it was a rogue aggression.'
very tired. "Unfortunately,

he's not what 1'd call a credible source of information."

He continued to hold her gaze, his own soft with kindness and under st andi ng.
Again, she felt mld

disbelief -- Yevir Linjarin, of all people -- but she also felt encouraged to
conti nue

"I"'mfeeling a lot of stress these days. It's not that any single tiling | do

Kira shook her head, feeling



is that hard -- dealing with a

difficult nmenber of ny crew, keeping the relief ships on schedul e, making sure
repairs are

made -- individually, any part of ny daily routine is just sonething | have to
get done. But when | think

about running the station, |

feel -- overwhel med sonetinmes. As though it's somnething rmuch harder than the
sum of those individua

parts. Does that make sense?"

Yevir nodded. 'It does. Because this is also your Me, Nerys. And no matter how
i nportant the station is

to you, you can't make it your entire life. You can't, because what will

happen -- what is happening -- is

that even the thought of it will become a terrible burden. It will make you
tired and di scouraged, and

that's not how the Prophets neant for then: children to live."

She took a deep breath and blew it out heavily, nodding. It was what Kasidy
had been trying to tell her --

and Ezri, and Julian, and even Tiris, in a way. Wiy was it so hard for her to
grasp, that she needed to

mai ntain a nore bal anced Me?
"Forgive nme for my presunptuousness,’
that the Prophets have

bl essed you with great strength and courage. Everyone |'ve spoken to within
the Assenbly agrees that

you are nmanaging Bajor's interests here wonderfully. However difficult things
may be, | hope that

knowi ng you have our full confidence is some small confort to you."

He smiled then, his expression conpassionate and caring. "As | hope our
friendship will be. I knowit's

been a while, and that thinking of me as a vedek mi ght take some getting used
to... but when | heard

he continued quietly, "but may | say

about Reyla's death, | wanted to conme and see you. It's one of ny persona
reasons, | suppose -- to offer

nmy prayers for you and for those recovering fromthe tragedi es mat have
occurred here. |'ve already

spoken to Vedek Capril, and he's agreed to let nme | ead services this evening.

| hope that you'll attend;

mean to speak from Songs of Dusk."

A lovely, lyrical nmeditation on age and dying. Kira's |ace broke into a snile,
touched by his

t hought ful ness. "Of course I'Il come. It's an honor for the station.”
"And perhaps, afterwards, we could talk sone nore," he said, standing. "I have
to admit, | was hoping to

ask you a few questions about the Emi ssary. About what his life and
transcendence have neant for

Bajor... and what it was like to work with him™"

Kira stood also, noting with a touch of anusenent that he suddenly seened a
little shy. She could

under st and; al though she and Captain Sisko had finally devel oped a good
wor ki ng rel ati onshi p,

separati ng her conmandi ng of ficer fromthe Enissary... she supposed she'd
never managed to do that,

not with any consistency.

"Hi s son was on the shuttle, you know. | took his presence as a positive onen
for ny -- "

"Jake?" Kira couldn't help interrupting. "Jake's here on the station?" Kas
will be so happy.. .And Nog,

and Dax, and a half dozen others, not |east herself.

Smiling, Yevir nodded. "I gamer you didn't know he was com ng."



"No, but it's wonderful news, we've really missed himaround here." Kira shook
her head, deli ghted.

"I would imagine. He is the son of the Emi ssary,’
and al though Kira didn't say

anyt hing, she felt the faintest whisper of irritation

He's al so his own person. But of course, Yevir hadn't really known Jake, or
the captain, and it was only

natural that he felt some reverence for the man who'd led himto the Prophets.
A lot of people felt that

way about the Emi ssary, even though Benjanmi n had done his best not to
encourage it.

Yevir slowy raised his hand to her ear, and Kira remai ned nmotionless to all ow
the touch. He closed his

eyes, and after a nonent, the hand withdrew He smiled gently at her. "Walk
with me Prophets, Nerys."

She wal ked himto the door, prom sing again to see himat services. She was
gl ad Yevir had come, and

grateful that he'd be around for a little while ... and Jake, returning
unexpectedly -- nice to have a little

good news for a change.

As she returned to her desk, a |loud and abrasively urgent voice squawked from
her consol e. "Col one

Kira? This is Quark, and | have a proposal for you."

"CGet off the com" Kira said, scowing. "Now "

"1 wouldn't have dared," he intoned earnestly, "except it's conme to ny
attention that Captain Sisko's son

has come home to us, and | feel that he deserves a proper wel come back. And
although 1'd like to throw

hima |l avish party, the kind of reception he truly nerits, the financial
burden is really too great for a

singl e busi nessman -- "

Yevir said, still smling --

"OFf, Quark, | nean it," Kira warned. He was strictly prohibited fromofficial
channels unless it was an

emner gency.

He went on as if he hadn't heard her. " -- and, of course, it would also be a

chance for everyone on the

station to conme together, to reestablish a sense of comunity in these
uncertain tines... and it occurred to

me that since you' ve always been so generous, so unstinting when it conmes to
providing for the

enoti onal needs of the people who live here, | thought that you would want to
| end your support to ny

hunbl e gat hering."

Kira sighed. She hated to admit it, and she certainly

wouldn't to him but Quark's idea wasn't all that bad. Not a party, but... a
connection. A remi nder for

everyone that they weren't alone, and that even after all they' d endured, nere
were still good things to

share.

"Bottomline it," she said, sighing, Quark's tone instantly hopped from
wheedl ing to mercenary. He knew

he had a sal e.

But after all, he is the son of the Emssary. Smling, Kira let Quark try to
talk her into a few things,

t hi nki ng about positive onens and old friends.

After a quick shower hi his quarters, Jake put on fresh clothes -- clothes
that seenmed too clean after
B'hala -- and went to see Kasidy, walking briskly along |level three of the

Habitat Ring and checking the
nunbers over each door. Level three, corridor C... he'd only been to her place



a few tines before, and

when she didn't answer her door signal, he thought he'd forgotten, after all
The conputer had said she

was in her quarters, but maybe it was 0246, not 0426.

No, | renenber the enviro panels, she's two doors down. | haven't been away

t hat

| ong. He signal ed again, frowning, thinking that maybe he'd just mssed her --

-- when the door opened, revealing a bleary, tousled Kasidy Yates. He grinned
as her eyes lit up, as she
st epped forward and hugged himtightly.

"Jake! Why didn't you tell me you were com ng?" She | eaned back, gazing up
into his face with a | ook of
sheer happiness. "Did you just get in? How long are you staving? Ch, it's so
good to see you!"

Her hair was sticking up, and Jake playfully patted it, smoothing it down.
"Just wake up, Kas?"

She | aughed, rel easing himand stepping back,
touching her hair and strai ghtening her |oose dress. "You got me. It's what,
five o' clock? I nust |ook a

nmess... cone in, cone in and tell me things."

He fol l owed her inside, happy to see that some things never changed; there
were five or six enpty tea

cups sitting anongst several partially filled packing containers, a few random
articles of clothing strewn

across chairs and countertops. The woman was not a cleaner. Dad used to
conpl ai n good- nat uredl y about

it, having to pick up after her visits.

Kas settled into a chair across fromthe couch, and as he sat down, he saw for
the first tine how big she'd

gotten. Her jaw ine had softened, the curves of her body definitely thicker
and mere was a noticeable

swel I hi her stomach. She | ooked fantastic, and distinctly pregnant.

"Are you going to tell ne whether mat's my brother or sister in there?" He
asked, gesturing at her belly.

Kas | aughed, touching the soft curve with both hands. "No way. It's going to
be a surprise for everyone
you know that. And don't go asking Julian, he's sworn to secrecy."”

"Yeah, right. | bet |I can get it out of him"

She | aughed again, a bright, famliar sound. "Well, if you find out, don't
tell me. Now fill nme in, kiddo.

What's up?”

He didn't want to lie to her, he didn't want to lie to anyone, but especially
Kasi dy. The story he'd worked
out could be the truth, depending on what happened after he left the
station....

just say it. If the prophecy turns out to be true, no one is going to be
mad... and if it's not, there's a

good chance nobody w Il ever know, anyway.
"I guess | got tired of working in the dirt," he said, surprising hinself by
nmeeting her gaze evenly. 1've

decided to go see Grandpa." He smiled, shrugging. "See if | can get tired of
working in a kitchen for a

while."

Kasidy's smile faded, but only a little. "So you' re not staying?"

"I"'d like to. But no, | just cane to find nyself a ride." He grinned at her
again. "Don't worry, though, ['ll

be back hi plenty of time to help you get ready for the baby."

She nodded. "Well, | can't say |I'mnot disappointed for my sake, but | know
Joseph will be thrilled."



She | ooked at him seriously, and for just a second, her calm caring
expression was so |like Dad's mat he

felt a chill. "And I"'mglad you're going to see himfor your sake. Famly's
i nportant, Jake. So, tell me --

what's B hala |ike?"

Jake rel axed. He'd expected... actually, he wasn't sure what he'd expected,
but not such an easy

acceptance of his plans. It nade himfeel guilty, but only alittle. It was
best this way; if things didn't

work out, he was going to go to Earth, and he wouldn't have to feel like a
jerk for getting anyone's hopes
up.

He told her a few anecdotes about B' hal a, about sonme of the artifacts he'd
handl ed and some of the

peopl e he'd worked with. She |listened attentively, even though he caught
hinself telling her a funny story

he'd told her before, in one of then* transm ssions. The fact that she |aughed
just as hard the second tine

made himfeel lucky to know her; she was going to be a terrific nom

The conversation neandered around to the house, to plans for a garden and a
few questions from Kas

about

final touches for his room Fromthere, she chatted about changes in station
personnel and the aftermath

of the attack. He tried to appear casual and interested, but considering what

he was planning -- what the
possi bl e consequences .could be -- it was hard to sit still.
Maybe 1'11 | eave early tonorrow. Maybe even tonight. He wanted to see a few

peopl e, Ezri and Nog and

Kira at |least, but only so they wouldn't feel slighted if he ended up goi ng on
to Earth. And | won't be,

because it has to be true. My father is waiting for me in the wormhol e, the
prophecy was cl ear.

"The son enters the Tenple alone. Wth the Herald, he returns.” He saw it
every time he closed his eyes,

felt the truth of it every time he thought the words. In the days since the
prylar had given himthe ancient

witing, he'd been able to think of little else.

" and | never thought I'd end up bei ng happy about having a Jenm Hadar on
the station, but | was getting

worried about Kira -- "

"What ? There was a Jeni Hadar, here?"

Kasidy glared at himin nock reproach. "You haven't been listening. There is a
Jem Hadar here, his nane

is Kitana -- sonething ... really, you'll have to get the story from someone
else. Al | know is that he

turned up in Quark's yesterday, and that they've got himin a holding cel
now. '

That was news. "Did he attack anyone?"

"No, but it gives nme the creeps, knowi ng he's been wandering around ever since
their strike on the

station. That's why | was worried about Kira, she was acting a little strange,
and after everything she'd

been t hrough, | thought maybe she was suffering sone kind of paranoia. A
friend of hers was actually

nmur dered on the

Pronenade, just a few hours before the Jem Hadar ships hit. And it turned out
she t hought she was being

wat ched because she was bei ng wat ched. "

"Murdered. That's terrible," Jake said, shaking his head, feeling very nmuch



i ke an outsider. He'd missed

all of this. "W was it?"

"An old friend of hers who'd just cone up fromBajor, a prylar. Soneone
st abbed her during an

attenpted robbery, some crazy man who grabbed her bag and then ended up
falling off the second fl oor

bal cony and breaki ng his neck. You know, she m ght even have been at B hala --
she was an

archaeol ogist, I"'mpretty sure. Istani Reyla?"

Stunned, Jake stared at her, at a conplete loss for anything to say. Istan
Reyl a, nurdered, here on the
station. It was all he could think, and the thought repeated itself severa
tinmes as Kas noved to his side,
frowni ng, gently taking one of his hands in hers.

"You knew her."
Jake nodded nutely, new thoughts coming in, none of them confortable. The
worman who' d given him
t he prophecy, one that had surely been buried for thousands of years, nurdered
only a few days later by a
thief -- or soneone who knew that she had taken sonething extrenely val uabl e
fromB hala. It couldn't

possi bly be a coincidence --

-- but you don't know that. You don't know anything about it, and she seened
like a nice lady, but it

probably doesn't have anything to do with what you 're here for --

It was the voice of rationalization and he clung to it, desperately hoping it
was true and suspecting that it

wasn't. He couldn't change plans, he wouldn't... but she was dead, sonebody
had Tall ed her --
"Jake?"

He | ooked into Kasidy's worried, searching gaze and forced hinmself to speak
nore determned than ever.
I f she knew what was going on, there was no way she'd | et him go.

"Yeah. | didn't know her, exactly, but |I met her once. She seened really nice.
It's just a surprise, you

know?"

It was the best he could do, and it was enough for Kasidy. Still holding his

hand, she murnured a few

words of confort and then delicately eased the conversation into | ess troubl ed
waters. Jake let her,

conforted by her careful maneuvering to make himfeel better, telling hinself
that he'd be bringing Dad

back to her and that everything was going to be okay, very soon.

"You're finished al ready?"

Ro Laren's first words upon answering her door. Smiling, Shar held up the

wr apped Bajoran artifact in

one hand, a padd with the translation in his other, and Ro quickly stepped
back, notioning himinside

wi th a sonmewhat anxi ous expression.

Shar stepped into her quarters, |ooking around with interest; his first
invitation to see inside her roons.

Li ke the security office, there was not a single personal itemin sight

Di sappoi nting, but not really a

surprise. He lieutenant didn't strike himas a particularly sentinental
person. He didn't see Quark's

fl owers anywhere.

Ro took the book and its translation fromhimand sat down at the small table
next to the replicator

scanni ng the padd's content numnbers.

"Have a seat. Can | get you anything, a drink?" The offer was absently given,



her attention fixed on the
padd.

Noti ng how di stracted she seenmed, Shar shook his head. "If you'd rather, |
coul d excuse nyself so that

you m ght have an opportunity to read the text,'
primary interest to you."

Ro | ooked .up himand smled, setting the padd aside.

he said. "It seens to be of

m sorry, Shar.

Pl ease, sit down. | just wasn't
expecting it so fast... how did you do it? You didn't use the main conputer
did you?"

She seened concerned by the prospect, apparently forgetting that she had
specifically asked himnot to

upload the text. "No. It seens that one of the station's previous science
officers -- Jadzia Dax, in

fact -- made a nunber of inprovenments to a translation programthe Bajoran
archeol ogi sts had al ready

been utilizing. It's been in a near-constant state of update and revision on
Baj or since then. There are two

vedeks on DS9 who regularly record new changes in the programfor their own
use. | copied the file to

the terminal in nmy quarters and scanned the pages manually ... though I'm
afraid the translation is only

about 94 percent accurate, and parts of the text are m ssing."

"That's all right, Shar. | appreciate what you' ve done... and know ng that |
can count on your discretion.”

Shar nodded. "As you said, it's evidence in an investigation. | understand
your desire for caution..

al t hough considering the material, I'mnot sure that | understand the need."

"What are your inpressions of what you read?" Ro asked.

"It seens to be a book of prophecies, witten in a religious context. The few

| read were very old, and

don't know enough of your history to know whether or not they were accurate.”

Ro nodded slowy, a | ook of resigned displeasure on her face. "I figured as

much. We Baj orans seemto

be lunatics when it cones to prophecies.”

Shar wasn't clear about her neaning, but didn't think it was appropriate to

ask about the evidence, which

he assuned had sonmething to do with the two Baj oran deaths on the Pronenade.

He was curious about

her attitude, however.

"Laren, | have noted before that you don't seemto share the sane religious

ent husi asm as ot her Baj or ans.

Is there a particul ar reason?"

She didn't answer for a nmonent, and Shar was about to rescind his question

afraid that he'd overstepped

soci al boundaries, when she finally spoke. He was relieved. Ro's forthright

manner was one of the

reasons he so enjoyed her conpany. It continued to nystify himthat there were

those on board the

station who avoi ded her, apparently perceiving her bluntness as

unfriendliness; he welconed the

opportunity to be around anyone who avoi ded deceit.

"I don't think that there's any one specific reason," she said. '1 had a hard

chi | dhood, but so did just about

every other Bajoran currently living, and it didn't stop themfrom believing
the weird thing is, | do

believe in the Prophets. | nean, they obviously exist, and | even believe that

t hey watch out for Bajor,

after a fashion. But just because there are some nysterious beings living in

t he wor mhol e, that



occasionally interfere with our people -- | don't think that's enough of a
reason to worship themas gods."

She smled, a small and bitter smle. "And it doesn't help that the prevailing
attitude anong the faithful is

that if you don't worship, there something wong with

you, or that you're missing out on some great truth. Maybe |I'mjust contrary,
but I don't like the

suggestion that |I'm sonehow | ess of a person, just because | don't want to do
what everyone el se does.

Whet her or not the Prophets are gods, |I'd like to feel that I'mfree to make
nmy own choi ce and not be

j udged because of it."

Her smile changed, becom ng the hal f-whinsical expression he recognized as an
attenpt to lighten the

severity of her statenment. She used it often. "Does that make any sense at
all?"

Shar's heart was poundi ng. He understood, better than she knew. Wth few
changes, it was a speech he

coul d have made concerning his own life, the feelings expressed the sane as
his own -- the desire to be

i ndependent from what was expected, to make choices deviant fromtradition
Hi e difference was, he had

never dared to speak his thoughts al oud.

Nor are you at liberty to do so now. The tine, the place, even the person was
i nappropri at e.

"It does,"” he said slowy. "And | support and appl aud your decision, Ro
Laren."

She rai sed her eyebrows, surprised perhaps by bis sincerity, as she couldn't
possi bly know t he cause.

"Well, that nakes one of you. But thank you, Shar, that's nice of you to
say. "

He stood, feeling a strong urge to be alone for a while, to ponder the

i mportance and rel evance of Ro's

statenments. It was with an effort that he renenbered what el se he'd neant to
ask her.

"I was infornmed by Ezri Dax that there's to be a cel ebratory gathering at
Quark's later this evening, about

2130 hours," he said. "The son of Captain Sisko is being wel comed back to the
station, and Ezri says he's

an exceptional young man. | thought | might attend... perhaps you' d like to
neet nme there? Ezri

suggested that | bring a friend."

"Actually, I mnk I'll stay in tonight, see how much of this translation | can
get through," Ro said. "But
thank you for asking -- and please don't talk about any of this prophecy

busi ness to anyone, all right?"

Shar nodded, and after Ro thanked himagain, he left her spare quarters for
the cold solitude of the

corridor, feeling hopeful and reflective and very nuch afraid of the thoughts
mat their talk had inspired.

Al one in one of the engineering offices, Vaughn sat | ooking through files on
some of the Enterprise's

past m ssions, a cup of cooling coffee at hand. The warp drive was stil
faltering, but they'd be headed for

DS9 as soon as it was on-line; less than a day, surely. And officially,

wi t hout anot her assi gnnent

wai ting, Vaughn's tinme was his own.

He supposed it was awfully boring of him but reviewi ng the tactical history
of different commands was

a pastine he'd al ways enjoyed, probably due to all of the years he'd spent out



on | oan as an advi ser.

Hoppi ng from ship to ship, nost without the hol odeck facilities that had
becorme standard these days,

meant finding a hobby that didn't require lugging around a | ot of equipnent,
one that he could take up

anywher e.
And no matter how |'ve conme to feel about ny participation in battle as of
late, | can't deny the interest. It

had been his life for too |l ong not to have beconme a part of him and a change
of perspective didn't nean

t hat everything had changed; reading mssion reviews relaxed and entertai ned
nun.

Only a few years out, and the Enterprise-E had al ready been involved in a
nunber of extrenely

interesting tactical situations, and readi ng about theminspired nmenories of
his own, conflicts and

resol utions that he hadn't thought of hi years. It was ironic -- the Ob's

i nfluence had worn off, but his

taste for reflection seemed to be grow ng.

He'd just finished perusing a nunber of entries about Picard' s decision to
defy the Federation's initial

stance during the Ba' ku affair. It was fascinating material, but he was
finding it hard to concentrate; he

kept thinking about the fact that they still had no subspace comuni cati ons,
and what it mght nean for

the Enterprise and her passengers once they reached DS9. The coded

transm ssion he'd received two

days ago wasn't one he could tal k about, but Picard woul d undoubtedly have
been notified by now, if

conmuni cati ons were working. Until Vaughn had official word of

decl assification, his hands were tied.

" Commander Vaughn?"

Vaughn | ooked up and saw WIIl Riker in the doorway. He smiled at the young
man; even though he'd

chosen the snmall office to avoid being sought out, he was happy for the
reprieve fromthe darkening

nature of his thoughts.

"There's no one around, Conmmander. Elias will do."

Ri ker smiled back at him stepping into the small office. "Elias, then. I'm
sorry to interrupt, but the

captain asked nme to keep you apprised of our situation."

"Which is ...?"

"We've set a course for DS9, but the warp drive is still a concern. A

di agnostic on the core shows a slight

i mbal ance in the antideuteriumlevels, probably because

of the extended exposure to plasma radiation. It's not serious, but Comander
La Forge has

recommended that we don't exceed warp four until we can dock and performa

t hor ough i nspection

We're | ooking at twenty hours, maybe a little less. ETA is 1500 tonorrow "
"Have you ever been to DS9?" Vaughn asked.

The first officer nodded. "A few times. The first was just after the

Car dassi an withdrawal . Conmander

Si sko had just taken charge of overseeing Bajor's preparedness for Federation

menber shi p. "

"Captain Sisko of the Defiant?"

Ri ker nodded. "He ran the station for the last... seven years, | guess. You
never met hin®"

"No. | know the name, of course." Everyone in Starfleet knew about Sisko; he'd

been a key player on the



frontlines, one of the Allied force leaders in the final days of the war

agai nst the Dom ni on

Vaughn frowned, trying to recall sonething unusual he'd heard about Sisko's
comand. He'd had sone

ki nd of connection to the Bajoran religion, though Vaughn coul dn't renenber in
what context "Didn't he

retire recently? Or... was he killed?"

"Neither, actually," Ri ker said. "He disappeared I don't know the specifics,
but | know that Starfl eet

deci ded not to pursue an investigation, for some reason. Sonmething to do with
Bajor ... the Bajorans

considered himto be sone kind of religious figure, |I believe. Maybe they're
i nvestigating, or he stepped

down in private and joined their religious council

Ri ker shook his head. "I'mnot sure. | could have soneone | ook it up for
you. "
Vaughn smiled. "Thank you, but that won't be necessary. It'll give ne

something to do on the way, now

that we've got sone extra tine to kill."

"Which reminds ne, the captain and | are having a working dinner in about an
hour, w th Conmander La

Forge," Riker said, "to talk over our repair schedule. He specifically asked
me to invite you. It's an

informal nmeeting in the captain's quarters. Can | tell himyou'll be joining
us?"

"Pl ease do," Vaughn said. "Thank you, WII."

Ri ker grinned. "You're welcone, Elias."

Wth a nod, the first officer departed, |eaving Vaughn al one once nore. His
curiosity piqued, he decided

to see what he could find out

"Computer -- show nme the current personnel file for Starfleet Captain Benjamn
Si sko. "

The conputer's consistently efficient female voice filtered into the room
"Ceneral access to personnel

files in the ship's database is limted to --
"\What ever you have will be fine," Vaughn interrupted.

A second later, a brief history of Sisko's career popped up on the screen in
front of him a list of honors

and decorations, of postings and dates -- but Vaughn only saw the small head
shot in the upper corner of

the screen, a standard optical capture from about the tinme Sisko had nmade
capt ai n.

It's him

When Vaughn had reached the Ob and stepped forward to close the doors of its
ark, there had been

someone with himfor a few seconds, a calmand smling presence he had

di scounted as a random

O b-induced hal lucination. He saw now that it was Benjam n Sisko

who had been with himon the Kamal, a nman he'd never nmet or even seen before.
"Conmputer, show nme the rest of this file, authorization

Vaughn- al pha- zer o- seven- zero. "

"Access to specified files is restricted to Level Fourteen security clearance
or above.™

My, that was classified. "Recognize, Vaughn, Elias A, Comrander, security

cl earance Level Twenty."

A new file hit the screen with nmultiple category options, everything from
nmedi cal records to persona

hi story. Vaughn called up pictures and found a good one, a full face shot
taken only days before the end

of the war.



Vaughn | eaned back in his chair and stared at the picture, unblinking, the
seconds spinning into mnutes.

It was definitely the sane nan he'd seen on the freighter, suggesting that
there were forces at play that

extended far beyond the reality he was nost familiar with. He could only hope
that they were favorable

ones.

Returning to the personal history file, Vaughn opened the first chapter and
started to read.

" and singing, taken to Their eternal hone.'
deep breath and | ooked out over

the gathered faithful, gratified to see tears on al nost every face, mngled
with smles and nods of

acceptance. The piece he'd chosen to read was a powerful one, an affirmation
of life and existence

beyond life; it had been the perfect choice.

The Prophets gui de ny hand, he quickly rem nded hinsel f, knowi ng how easy it
was to become lost in

pride. It was a powerful experience for him too, being the focal point of so
much faith, even for a few

nmonents. Every seat was taken, many standi ng agai nst the

back wall, and he knew from Vedek Capril that the readi ng had been broadcast
to several private

gat herings throughout the station, so that every Bajoran on board could
listen.

Yevir was silent for a nonent, aware of the chance he was being given -- not
just to confort and | ead,

but also to put out a few subtle feelers for the m ssing book. It was hard not
to be able to ask outright, but

considering the nature of the text, the fewer who knew of it, the better, his
smal | deceit was for the

greater good.

"I want to thank you, to thank all of you for this opportunity,"’
noddi ng ever so slightly at Kira

Nerys, sitting in the second row. He saw that she, too, had wept; he sincerely
hoped that it wasn't her

consci ence that had inspired her tears. Earlier, he hadn't sensed any

di si ngenuousness on her part, but he

knew t hat nmaking faulty assunptions could prove disastrous. Until he |ocated

t he book, he had to remain

vi gi | ant

"It's a particular honor for nme to be able to speak to you here," he
continued. "As many of you know, it

was just outside this very shrine where | received the Touch that led ne into
the service of the Prophets,

only a few years ago. The Emi ssary was Their tool, as he was for so nany of
you, for reaching ne. For

showi ng me where | belong in the grand tapestry that is our culture. It is a
tapestry that we weave, wth

the choices that we make, with the lives that we touch -- but it is incunbent
upon us to always renenber

that it is the Prophets who provide the threads."

Nods anpbng the gathered, smles of acknow edgnent. Yevir went on, choosing his
words carefully now

Fi ni shed, Yevir took a

he said,

"As the Emi ssary showed us all, one does not have to
he a vedek to serve. | believe, with all my heart, that we can each do our
part -- and that it will take each

of us doing our part to continue creating that grand tapestry. W best honor
t he Prophets by al ways
seeking Their will, in every thing we do... by choosing |love, instead of hate.



By seeking to understand,

i nstead of staying in ignorance. By rejecting all forns of heresy, raising our
hands to the Prophets and

turni ng our backs to the unclean words and thoughts that seek to pull us away
from Their wi sdom"

In the sea of glowing faces, Yevir saw acceptance and agreenent. It was the
best he could hope for; if

someone |listening had knowl edge of the book, perhaps he had reached them At
the very | east, he had

made hinself known to themall by |leading a well-attended service. It would
make his task easier, if he

didn't have to introduce hinself to everyone he meant to question

"This concludes tonight's worship; thank you all for com ng. Tesra Pel dor

i mpatri bren. Bentel vetan

ullon sten. Walk with the Prophets.”

He glanced at the ranjen to his left, who softly tapped the gong that signal ed
the end of the service.

| mredi ately, people rose and surged forward to greet him tal king anongst

t henmsel ves about their

pl easure with the service, many actually reaching out to touch him Yevir
sm | ed and nodded as he

stepped off the riser, thanking them receiving their kindness and working to
keep it fromswelling his

pri de.

Kira was suddenly in front of him her eyes shining. "That was beautiful," she
said, briefly squeezing his

hand.

"Thank you, Nerys." He | eaned toward her, |owering

his voice slightly. "I hope that means that you'll buy me dinner. | haven't
eaten since | got here."

Kira grinned. "Absolutely. | was just on ny way to Quark's, and was going to

ask if you were free.

wanted to introduce you to someone --
There were nore people eager to speak to him standing patiently by. Yevir
nodded at Kira. "I'll neet

you there."

A second | ater she was gone, a half dozen sniling men and wonen pressing
forward in her place to be

near him For a few seconds, he forgot about the book, forgot about Kira and
the Assenbly and even the

Em ssary, instead allowi ng hinmself to be envel oped by their faith and

happi ness. Surely, the Prophets

woul dn't begrudge hima noment of conpl acency, a single nmoment to enjoy what
his position inspired.

He was only a nman, after all.

Yevir opened his arnms, accepting their good will, accepting their |ove.

19

Bashir signaled at Dax's door pronptly at 2120 hours, to walk with her to the
wel com ng party. Ezri was

still trying to make her hair do sonmething interesting. The sound of the
door's tone started her heart

beating a little faster.

"Cone in!"

The door opened and Bashir stepped inside, sniling when he saw her in front of
the mrror. She frowned,

runni ng her fingers through her hair, brushing it forward and then pushing it
back.

"It's short, Ezri," he said, nmoving to stand behind her, speaking to her
reflection. He slid his arns around

her waist, resting his chin on top of her head. It always amazed her, how well



they fit together. "There's

just not that much you can do with it."

Dax smled, still fussing with her bangs, happy to be in his arms. "Says you.

I"'mgoing to dye it purple

and green, and spike it like a prong flower."

She turned around, |eaning back, to kiss himhello before stepping away. "Are

you ready yet?" she asked,

t easi ng.

"I"m always ready," he said, his stock answer, but his smle was a little thin
and al t hough she knew

exactly why, she wasn't prepared to get into it. She knew he was hurt by what

had happened, but his

response had hurt, too, and she wanted a little nore time to figure out what

she wanted to tell him

/ need time to figure out what I'mtrying to tell me. Since conmanding the

Defiant, she had di scovered

new ki nds of nenories, feelings of confidence and possibility that she'd never

felt before. She felt strong

and excited and a little bit confused, and she knew that things where

changi ng.

But that's good, change is a good thing... and he loves ne. He'd understand,

he'd be patient and

under st andi ng - -

-- li ke he understood about Jadzia ?

Dax ignored the vicious little thought, remi nding herself that he'd been

surprised into anger.

"Listen -- about tonight..." Ezri smiled up at him feeling strangely nervous.

She trusted him but was

feeling a little uncertain about his nmood. "Wuld it be okay with you if we

noved di nner to tonorrow?"

Bashir's smile faded. "Wy?"

"I really need to do sone serious prep work, for nmy next session with

Kitana' klan. 1'd been planning to

do it after our dinner, but then Kira called about Jake, and | guess he's only

going to be here for a day...."

At the tensing of his jaw, she gave up. 'l do need the tinme for work, but I

al so want to be al one tonight.

Not

because of what happened yesterday, but because... | lust do."

Bashir stared at her, and for a noment she thought lie would be angry, a

t hought that both distressed her

and opened die door to resentnent. She |loved him but she was al so unhappy

about his reaction to what

had occurred between them She'd reached out for understandi ng, for enpathy

and support, and he'd

turned away.

"I understand," he said finally, obviously doing his best to nean it.

"Tonorrow it is, then."”

"Hey, we've still got a party to go to tonight, right?" Ezri smled

encouragingly at him

"Right" Hs smle seenmed a little forced, but she appreciated the effort.

"I love you," she said, and his face brightened a little, the lines of tension

around his mouth and eyes

r el axi ng.

"And | love you," he said, so warmy mat she al nost regretted changing their

pl ans. Al nost, but she had

so much to m nk about, so much to consider. She'd known that a joined Tril

had lifetimes of experience

to draw upon, obviously, but except in specific instances, she hadn't really

felt it before, not as somnething



that coul d define her. But since the Defiant..

Al of them and ne; Dax.

"Shall we?" Ezri asked, taking his arm and Julian nodded, |eaning down to
ki ss her again.

They started for Quark's, and although they wal ked touching and in love, their
arnms cl osely |inked,

smling at one another, Ezri could feel the distance, and wondered if they'd
be able to keep it from

gr owi ng.

It was a beautiful thing, Quark decided, the kind of thing that nade him
believe in miracles.

Trays of hors d' oeuvres and sliced hasperat and stick sandw ches, enough to
feed 600 with orders to

repl eni sh as needed. An open bar for two full hours, no maxi mum and half
price cost thereafter. And

wi th shrine services ending, a wave of spiritually satisfied but certainly
hungry and thirsty custoners

headed in his direction; all that worship could be rough on a body. It had
been too short notice to get the

hype up, but he was betting that at |east 2,000 people would nanage to drop in
t hr oughout the evening, at

| east for a drink. After days of drying profits, caused by those nasty

Jem Hadar driving away the |ast of

his postwar revelers, Kira's acqui escence to a catered event -- at his bar
and one mat was open to the

entire station -- was |like a bl essed ram

After a few final words to bis staff -- "keep it com ng" prime anmong them --

Quark stepped out from

behi nd the bar and started encouraging the arriving patrons to eat, drink, be
joyous, and then eat and

drink nmore. He nade a point of telling all who entered that everything was
free, and mat on such a | ucky

eveni ng, they should consider trying a hand at dabo or domjot, perhaps even a
| ate ni ght game of tongo.

As the 9th Rule pronised, "Opportunity plus instinct equals profit."

He was saying as much to an el derly Bajoran wonan when he saw Col onel Kira
arrive, |ooking nuch

happi er than he'd seen her in a while. She had that bounce in her step that
had been missing lately, and

she actually smled and nodded at him after |ooking over the accomodati ons.
He' d had Frool hang a

few streaners

around die main food table, left over from Ronm s goi ng-away party. The
decorati ons added that speci al

festive touch, and since Romhad paid for them it didn't cost Quark a thing
to appear the consummte

host; what could be better?

The bar slowy filled, nore and nore peopl e wandering in, hel ping thensel ves
to food and drink. Wen

Jake Sisko and Kasidy Yates wal ked in together, a small cheer went up. Quark
was too busy to see to

mem personally -- that damed replicator of his was still blinking out,
requiring himto constantly stay on
top of his enpl oyees, keeping themrunning to and fromthe kitchen -- but he

had Broi k go over with a

gl ass of synthale for Jake and ginger tea for Kasidy. It was the little
touches, he knew, that made Quark's

the place to spend noney on DS9.

Quark was fully occupied -- keeping the dabo girls smling, pushing his
enpl oyees to hurry, advocating



merrinment -- but not so engrossed that he couldn't keep his eyes and ears
open. Sensing and reacting to

the enotional undercurrents of his customers' interactions' was the mark of
any good entrepreneur. Wen

he saw Shar cone in alone, he nmentioned to Morn that the new science officer
probably knew all sorts of

tricks for generating hair growth, and sent Morn over with a fresh pitcher of
hi gh-grade ale to share with

t he Andorian. Wen the adorable Ezri came in with her silly doctor, Quark
noti ced that there was

definitely trouble in paradise, at |east on Bashir's part. The doctor was
faking his laughter, no question

Quark specifically assigned Frool to keep the doctor's whiskey glass full, as
he had for so many troubled

| overs through the years. Sonetines msery was even nore lucrative than

happi ness.

Quark kept watch on die new vedek, and wasn't particularly inpressed with what
he saw. The nostly

forgettable Yevir Linjarin had al ways been a man of sinple, inexpensive
tastes, and it seened that

getting bit by the Prophet bug hadn't changed anything. He ate a single slice
of hasperat and drank only

water, setting a bad exanple for bis small flock of beaming followers. Kira
seenmed to like Yevir, though

maki ng a point of introducing Jake and Kasidy to himsoon after he wal ked in.
Quark noticed with sone

interest that nmeeting Sisko's family was the one thing that actually wi ped the
pious smile fromVYevir's

face; nice to see a little humlity in the religious, particularly those who
didn't know how to enjoy free

food. Rurmor had it mat he'd only be staying a short tine on the station, at

| east

In all, the party was proving to be a success, the only sour note being that
Ro Laren hadn't put in an
appear ance. Yet, he rem nded hinself; it was still early. It was frustrating,

particularly considering he had

prom sed to buy her a drink the next time she dropped by. Wth Kira picking up
the tab, he could have

plied the lovely Laren with plenty of high quality liquor, saving hinself a
few slips of latinum

Can't win "emall, he thought, feeling uncharacteristically easygoing, ducking
behi nd the bar to scrounge

up another pitcher of Andorian ale after noting that Shar and Morn were
running dry. He was in a good

nood; people were eating and drinking and betting, the sound of |aughter and
conversation filling the air,

the bill steadily clinbing. Besides, Ro wasn't goi ng anywhere; he had plenty
of time to work his magic.

"H, Quark."

Quark stood up, pitcher in hand, and saw Jake Si sko

| eani ng across the bar. Quark plastered on a bright smle, alittle surprised
to find that he actually meant it

Not only was Jake's presence responsible for Quark's profitable night, he ..
wel |, Quark had a soft spot

for the gangly young man. He was Nog's best friend, after all, and unlike his
nephew, Jake had shown the

good sense not to go into Starfleet.

"Jake! Wl cone hone. Enjoying your party, | hope? You should try the stick
sandw ches, the fruit ones

are especially crisp." They also weren't going as fast as everything el se, and



| eftovers didn't keep.

"Thanks, but |'mnot planning on -- Jake started.

"Say, where's that nephew of mne?" Quark interrupted, his grin fading. Jake
Si sko was important to the

peopl e of Bajor; it would be just like Nog to destroy bis only good contact.
"Ensi gn Chavez said he had a few nore repairs to oversee in one of the defense
sails, but he should be

here any minute," Jake said. "Anyway, like | was saying, | wasn't planning to
stay on the station -- "

"Ch? Where are you goi ng?" Quark asked eagerly. If he could talk Kira into a
goi ng-away party ...

"Earth," Jake said, apparently frustrated about sonething. "And |I'd actually
like to travel alone for a

change. So | need a ship that'll get nme there. Do you have one?"

Quark stared at himfor a nonent, then | aughed. He had nore of a sense of
hurmor than his father had,

Quark had to give himthat much. "Very funny."

"It's not a joke," Jake said. "And | know you had a coupl e of unregistered
shuttl es stashed in one of your

cargo bays before | left for B hala. Nog told nme you picked them up cheap at
an auction, after the war.

Do you still have one?"

Nog had a big mouth. Quark sighed, lowering his voice slightly. There were a
| ot of people around.

"Maybe | do. But | don't run a rental agency."

"Ch, | want to buy it How nuch?"

As he spoke, Jake unfastened a small pouch fromhis belt and dug into it.
Quark could hear the dully

musical, telltale clink of latinumslips, the slightly deeper sound of a strip
or two.

Right Sell a shuttle for strips. Being the Emissary's kid apparently caused
hal | uci nati ons.

"Forget it, Jake. Even if you've got a bar in there, there's no way you could
afford it. Nowif you don't

mnd, | see some enpty gl asses out there --
"Wait," Jake said, and finally rummaged out a personal account card. He

t hunmbprinted the access key

and handed it over.

Quark took it fromhim trying to decide if he should bother letting the kid
down gently -- and then he

saw t he nunmber on the tiny display. Frowning, that can't possibly be right, he
expertly tapped a few keys,

has to be in Cardassian | eks, or Tarkal ean notch-rocks. .

ol d-pressed lati num Not just bars, but bricks of it enough to buy ten
shuttles. Twenty.

"Gve me a couple of hours," Quark said, a little breathlessly. "You can take
possession at airlock 12,

2500. "

Jake plucked the card from Quark's nunb fingers and slipped in back into bis
bag. "I'll want to see the

nmer chandi se before we agree on a price -- though I'msure it'll be fine. Nog

sai d he checked them out and

you got a good deal ."

Jake turned to walk away. Still stunned, Quark found his voice again; he had
to know.

"How? How did you end up with mat kind of |atinun®"

Jake | ooked back at himand shrugged. 'It was ny dad's."

Quark shook his head. "Jake, your father worked for. the Federation."

Jake grinned, a bright and sunny smile. "Renenber how Jadzia used to win at
t ongo?"



Quar k nodded, suppressing a shudder. The worman's | uck had been uncanny. Six
years of it, too.

Still smiling, Jake delivered the punch. "She lost nost of it to Dad,
wrestling himon the weekends."

Jake returned to his party, and for a noment Quark could only stare after him
trying to mink of an

applicabl e Rul e. Sonet hing about irony. He kept com ng up bl ank, and those

gl asses out there weren't

filling mem sel ves.

Well, at least he'd be getting sone of it back; he'd be sure to charge as much
as he could get away with

for the shuttle. Sisko's kid or not, he can afford a little gouging...
Shaki ng his head, Quark spotted Frool and Broik loitering by the bar and went
to yell at them

Nog didn't get to Quark's until al nost 2300. He'd been working with a crew of
t he new techs, slogging

through the last bit of repair work on the weapons arrays, and had been afraid
he'd m ssed everything; he

was relieved to see that nmere were still plenty of people mlling around.

He stopped at the bar for a root beer, eagerly |ooking around for Jake. Uncle
was in fine form ordering

the servers around and tabl e-hopping with a vengeance,

and as Nog searched for Jake, he saw that nost of his friends were still in
the bar. Shar, Mrn, and Ezri

sat together, |aughing about something, and at the table next to theirs, Kas
and Kira were chatting away.

Dr. Bashir was playing darts with Ensign Tennei. A table of engineers saw Nog
and waved, raising cups

and gl asses, and Nog held his root beer up in turn, thinking that he felt
really good for the first time al

day.

Hard to rel ax, when you know there's a murdering nonster on board, an unhappy
voi ce whispered in his

m nd, helpfully rem nding him It had even been hard to concentrate on work,
and for the first time in

nmont hs, he'd had twi nges of pain in his |eg.

"Hey! You nade it!"

Nog turned, and saw that Jake had managed to sneak up behind him Gimng, Nog
set his drink down

and i mpul sively hugged Jake, heartily slapping himon the back before letting
go. Nog al ready nissed

him Col onel Kira had already told himJake was probably leaving in a day or
so, off to see his

gr andf at her .

"Sorry it took ne so long," Nog said. "You wouldn't believe how nuch stuff
nere is to do around here.

How s the party going? Do you want to sit down sonewhere?"

Smiling, Jake jerked his head back toward the Pronenade. "Wat do you say we
go to our spot? For old

times' sake?"

Nog hesitated for just a second, wondering if it was appropriate for a
Starfleet l|ieutenant -- then nodded,

unable to resist. He was off duty. "That sounds great"

Jake gl anced around the bar and then raised a finger to his lips. The old

| et' s-keep-it-quiet sign rem nded

Nog of earlier times, days when his only responsibilities

were going to Ms. OBrien's school and hel ping out in the bar, when his

bi ggest worry was that QOdo

woul d catch themexploring the station's old service ducts. It was a fond,

wi stful feeling so sudden that it



made his throat ache.

The two of them slipped quietly out of the bar, taking the long way around to
the small lift that went to

t he second floor bal cony. They headed for "their" bridge, the one that crossed
bet ween the vi ewport and

the upstairs level of Quark's bar. Wthout cerenmpny, they flopped to the
floor, sitting with their |egs

dangl i ng over the edge. Although nere was sone noise fromthe bar, the
Pronenade itself was nostly

deserted and quiet, the Iow, eternal humof the station audible in the near

si | ence.

For a nonent, neither spoke, Jake gazing out the w ndows, Nog thinking about
all the hours they had

spent sitting there, tal king about their plans for the future as they watched
peopl e wal k the Pronenade

bel ow. Jake seened distant, and Nog supposed he was thinking about his father
It had to be hard for

Jake, m ssing his dad. Nog m ssed his father, too, but Romwas on Ferengi nar
he coul d always call him

collect, even. Rom had changed the law first thing, just so Nog would be sure
to stay in touch.

"So that's what's left of the Al debaran,"” Jake said quietly, Surprising Nog.
There was a wide field of

scattered debris far beyond the window, glittering in the Iight of Bajor's

di stant sun. Jake had apparently

been | ooking at the floati ng weckage, not thinking about Captain Sisko.

Nog nodded. "It's been a problem too. Some of the bigger pieces have been
triggering the wornhole, and

they're putting out enough radiation to confuse the sensors. The only way we
can tell a ship isn't comng

through is to scan for incom ng neutrino bleeds, and that takes a few
seconds." A few terrifying seconds,

not knowing if the first wave of another Donini on aggression had just cone

t hr ough.

"Why don't you just blast then?" Jake asked.

"The Defiant is still under repair. | suppose we could use runabouts, but they
aren't an immedi ate threat,

and Starfleet will want to exam ne the remains once the task force gets

here."

"When are they supposed to show up?"

Nog sighed. "Sonmetine in the next day or two, | guess. Not soon enough for
ne."

"Why?" Jake asked. "I thought Kira didn't want themto cone at all."

"Because they'l|l probably take that Jem Hadar with them when they | eave," Nog
sai d, hearing the

bitterness in his voice. He couldn't help it, but wasn't sorry, either. Just
because the Federation said they

weren't official enem es anynore, that didn't nean they were friends... or
that Nog had to accept one of

t hem

Jake frowned. "I thought -- Kira told ne that Gdo may have sent him And that

he coul d end up stayi ng,

if that turns out to be true --
"I"1l quit," Nog spat. 'TIl quit before | work on a station with one of those
t hi ngs aboard. And Qdo didn't

send him There's no way he woul d have sent a Jem Hadar sol dier here w thout

sone kind of, of

credentials.”

He shook his head, the anger a sharp, hot needle hi his gut. "And even if he

did, he wouldn't have sent



that Jem Hadar. |If you saw nun, you'd understand. He's just
like the rest of them he's a murderer, you can see it in his eyes --
Jake put a hand on his arm "Hey, you don't have to convince ne"

Nog saw that he was sincere, and exhal ed heavily, nodding. "Right. |I'msorry,

| just -- |'ve been thinking

about it a lot, you know?"

"I understand. Maybe... well, | probably won't be around, but maybe you shoul d
tal k about it to Ezri, or

Vic -- "

"What's to tal k about?" Nog snapped. "They're all killers, nobody disputes
that. | don't need to tal k about

it, | need for that thing to be off the station, and the sooner the better."
Jake nodded, bis expression mld. "Yeah, okay."

They were quiet for another minute, Nog feeling sonmehow |ike he hadn't nade
his case properly. He was

upset, maybe nore than he shoul d be, but he was also right, and didn't want
his anger to confuse the

i ssue. On the other hand, he hadn't seen Jake for a while, and probably

woul dn't again for at |east another

few weeks. It would be a waste to spend their tinme together tal king about the
prisoner in the holding

cell --

"I"mprobably going to | eave tonight," Jake said quietly, |ooking out again at
the debris field hovering

beyond the wi ndows.

"Why? It's pretty late ... why don't you stay for a couple of days?" Nog was a
little hurt by the news,

i medi ately wondering if Jake's decision had to do with his tirade against the
Jeni Hadar .

Don't be ridiculous. He just needs some convincing.

Nog forced a grin, revealing as nmany teeth as possible to pronote enthusiasm
"I'f you're here when the

Federation ships arrive, | bet we can get a domjot gane going with sone of
their crew. Mybe even a

tournanent." Just about everyone on the station knew better than to play

agai nst diem Nog was good,

but Jake was practically a master. "W make a great team™

Jake smled, but even that seened far away. "That's true. But there are things
| need to do ... and I'd kind

of like to get away wi thout making a big deal out of it | nean, |'ve seen
everyone | wanted to see. They'l

understand, if | just kinda sneak out of the party early."

Jake grinned. "And | will be back, you know. Maybe even in time for part of
that domjot tourney."

"I thought you were going to Earth for a couple of weeks, at least," Nog

sai d.

Jake shrugged. "Plans change."

For just a second, Nog had the idea that Jake was conceal i ng sonething, his
chil dhood friend's

expression too innocent to be genuine ... but he dism ssed the thought,
deci di ng he was bei ng paranoid.

They weren't children anynore, trying to get away with sone ninor indiscretion
wi thout Odo or their

fathers finding out Besides which, he and Jake were partners; Jake woul dn't

hi de anyt hing from him

"Well, | hope they do," Nog said sincerely. "I mss you, Jake."

Jake nodded sonberly. "I miss you, too."

After another second, Jake smiled, and batted his eyelids. "So, you want to
ki ss now, or what?"

Nog | aughed, and punched Jake on the arm "You should be so |ucky, hew non."



He t hought Jake woul d punch hi m back, and for a second, he had a strong flash
of nostalgia for it. Even a

coupl e of years ago, an exchange of punches would inevitably

have themrolling on the floor, giggling like children as they struggled to
pi n each other down.

Jake suddenly | ooked a little down, and Nog t hought he knew why. Thi ngs had
changed, they'd been

changing for a long time, and the rem nder of how things had once been was
both sweet and sad. It

seened like they'd both just figured out that they couldn't go back

Jake started tal king about B hala, and the nonment was gone. Nog wasn't sure if
t hat was good or bad, and

finally decided that it didn't matter. It was good to see his best friend
agai n.

20

Ro wasn't as know edgeabl e as sone about her planet's history, but she
certainly knew the high

points -- and it seemed that alnost all of themwere in the book that |stan
Reyl a had hi dden just before

her death, the events witten about thousands of years before they happened.
And the way it's witten... Wth as much truth as there was in the text, its
secul ar nature could be

considered a threat to Bajor's religious structure. Could be, although Ro
wasn't sure; between the bizarre

often twi sted metaphors and the occasional rantings about persecution, whoever
had witten it had al nost

certainly been insane.

I nsane but eerily accurate. Eyes burning and shoul ders aching, Ro flipped to
t he next page on the padd,

fascinated and nore than a little awed. The witings in the book were al nost
randomin ternms of

significance, fromthe grand building of B hala, to a good kava harvest in
1423 -- but so far as Ro knew,

all of it had cone

to pass. She'd checked out a few things against the station's library, and
hadn't managed to find a single

di screpancy. A lot of the nanes were different, the translation program unabl e
to deci pher quite a few of

them but the descriptions of the events were so clear that it didn't matter
They were even roughly

chronol ogi cal, beginning with the adversarial relationship between the
Prophets and the Pah-waiths, and

their war over the Celestial Tenple. (' Tenple" and "Prophets" seened to be
very close to the actua

witten words, but the termused for the Pah-waiths translated to sonething
like "fire-living spirits.") It

continued through the dissolution of the D jarra caste systemw th what the
book called "the com ng of

the gray warriors."

Ro was just getting into the Cccupation -- the dom nation of the land and its
children, in book-speak --
when she realized she'd been sitting still for too | ong. She | eaned back and

stretched, rubbing her eyes,

feeling excited and afraid and uncertain all at once.

"Conputer, what tine is it?"

"The time is 2512."

Ro blinked, thinking it was no wonder she was so sore. She'd been hunched over
the book for well over

four hours. She stood up and wal ked to the replicator, ordering ice water and
a small fruit salad with



sugared protein sauce. She ate standing up, gazing blankly at the ancient book
itself, her thoughts all over

t he pl ace.

| stani knew how i nmportant it was -- whether the witer was crazy or not, it's
a book of prophecy in which

t he prophecies are actually consistent and precise. She stole it from B hal a,
and sonmeone who knew it

cane after her and killed her for it, because..

Ro frowned, nmentally backing up a step. How did

anyone know Istani had taken it? The prylar had gone out of her way to hide it
once she reached the

station -- but was that because she knew it was val uable, or because she knew
someone was coming for
it?

She signed out of B hala, but didn't get to the station until a day and a hal f
| ater. Maybe she showed it to

someone -- Galihie S., for instance -- before she left Bajor. And maybe
Galihie wasn't all that thrilled

about her keeping the book for herself. He could have been an artifact
collector, or a religious fanatic, or

a business partner... maybe he was her lover, and he killed her sinply because
she left him

Until | know sonething about Galihie, 1 can only guess about why he did it.

Unl ess --

-- unless it was sonething in the text itself, something mat Galihie didn't
want to be known. Sonething
t hat had happened and been witten about, that coul d danage hi m sonehow... or
somet hi ng that hadn't

happened yet, that he'd wanted to keep hi dden

Ro carried her half-finished salad back to the table and set it aside, picking
up the padd again, her aches
forgotten for the nmonment. She skimred through the Occupation, pausing only

| ong enough to read about
what had to be the Kendra Valley massacre before reaching a series of

pr opheci es regarding the

Dom nion war... and a man who could only be Captain Sisko. Several pages from
t he book had
apparently been torn out fromthe tine period inmediately foll owi ng the war,
but a few pages were

i ntact. Ro skipped around, hoping that sonething would catch her eye -- and
somet hing finally did.

Ro read and re-read the prophecy of the Avatar, her stomach knotting, feeling
really afraid for the first
tine
since picking up the translation. Two of the pages |eading up to the prophecy
were gone, but there was
enough -- and if there was even a chance that it was true...

It was late, but there was no getting around it. It was time to talk to
Col onel Kira.

After Quark left himat the airlock -- the bartender wal king away with a few
nmore strips of latinumthan
he deserved -- Jake stepped aboard the Venture, a little shocked at how easy

things were turning out to be.

After about an hour of hanging around with Nog, Jake had returned to his
gquarters and packed a few

necessities, reaching the airlock without running into anyone. Quark had
overcharged him but hadn't

asked any questions, either, and had managed to scrounge up a tenporary
registration license for a few

extra strips. Although the personal craft was a little run-down



acconmodati on-wi se, its warp and inpul se

engi nes were in decent shape.

It's perfect. O good enough, anyway... assuming | keep the lights down. Jake
sat his bag down on a

padded bench, smiling as he | ooked around at the gaudily uphol stered cabin --
everyt hing was striped

purple, gold, and green, even the floors. According to Quark, the
twenty-year-old Bajoran-built Venture

had been the private shuttle of a humanoi d ganbl er once upon a tinme, a woman
who had nmade sone

poor investment choices during the war and had been forced to auction her
assets. In spite of the

opul ence of the decor, tired though it was, the replicator could only churn
out sinple proteins and

car bohydrates and the bed was a string hamock, but it would get Jake where he
needed to go.

Soon, Dad.

Just thinking it gave Jake a chill. It hadn't seened real before, working out
his story back at B hal a,

comng to the station and carefully stating his mstruths to the people he
cared about Throughout, it had

all felt like some fantastic but distant dream Even now, there was a
dreamike quality to the

nmonent -- he, Jake Sisko, was standing in a ship he had bought to take into
the wormhole, to fulfill a

prophecy witten thousands of years before. "Crazy," as Vic mght say, and not
for the first tinme, Jake

had to wonder if the nore popul ar connotation didn't apply.

But if I'"'mwong, so what? I"'mout a few bars of latinumand maybe a little
bit of hope, he rem nded

hi nsel f. Nobody gets hurt. Maybe it was crazy, but his feelings said
otherwise. His feelings said that
somet hing bi g was goi ng to happen when he reached the wornhol e, because the
prophecy was real . It
was destiny, his destiny, and he wasn't going to let it pass by just because
it seemed like a crazy thing to

do --

-- not when a woman probably di ed because she gave it to me, or because
someone was trying to stop her
fromgiving it to ne.

No, he didn't know that. Maybe her death was because of sonething el se she'd
found, it was possible..

but he couldn't begin to convince hinself of it, as hard as he tried. He was
appal I ed by her death, and he
was afraid mat the prophecy was the cause, and he didn't want to think that.
Because he didn't know what

it meant, exactly, or what he should do about it

Not hi ng, for now. Later, you can think about it later. O perhaps he could
talk to his father about it, a
t hought that drove his fears away.
Jake wal ked to the pilot's seat and sat down, |ooking over the flight
controls. For the nost part, they
weren't that different fromthose of a Danube-class runabout, which he had
learned to pilot not long after

hi s di sastrous science project adventure in the Ganmma Quadrant Then, he and
Nog had been essentially
trapped on the Rio Gande, unable to return to DS9 to get help for Jake's
father and Quark, who were

bei ng hel d by Jem Hadar on the planet bel ow. Though he'd only been a kid, Jake
had sworn to learn basic



piloting skills when they finally nade it back to the station. He had, too,
and the Venture was a mnuch

simpl er version of the Federation ships he'd learned to pilot There weren't
any weapons or conpl ex

sensor arrays for himto worry about, and it had everything el se he needed --
gravity net, a single

transporter, and a standard Bajoran filter/recy fife-support system

He powered up the engi nes and the onboard conputer, and spent a few ninutes
punchi ng i n nunbers,

doubl e and triple checking coordinate possibilities for what he had pl anned.
He' d had some concerns

about getting into the wornhol e without everyone on the station know ng about
it, but like everything

el se so far, circunstances seemed to be working in his favor. H s conversation
wi th Nog had supplied

himwi th the informati on he needed, and the weckage fromthe A de-boron would
provide the means. It

was al nbost as though he was being hel ped along in his quest, as though... but
no, that really was crazy.

Why? The Prophets watch out for Bajor, and he's with them Wy couldn't he be
wat chi ng out for ne,

i nfluencing things so that | can get to hin®

It was far-fetched, but perhaps no nore so than what

he was doing, no nore than a dozen things he could think of that he had
experienced growi ng up on the

station. It was certainly no stranger than having one's father turn out to be
the Bajoran Emi ssary to the

Pr ophet s.

O having himtake off to live with the Prophets, |eaving ne al one.

Not for much | onger.

Jake plugged two flight plans into the conputer, ordering the autopilot to
kick in with the second one as

soon as he was out of the station's sensor range. Avoiding the Klingon patrol
ship would be tricky, but

the debris field should be hel pful there. After a few deep breaths, he
transmitted the first flight plan, a

nostly straight shot to Earth along a couple of major shipping |lanes, to the
departure log in ops. A few

seconds |l ater, he received vocal confirmation and clearance froman unfaniliar
Mlitia officer who was

wor ki ng the panels. And just like that, he was ready to go.

He hesitated for a nonent, the sane, rational part of his mnd telling him
that it still wasn't too late. He

could forget all this nonsense and just head to Earth, or go back into the
station and see his friends, or

even return to B hala, to the pleasant nonotony of dust and data entry. But he
knew better. It had been

too late the instant mat poor, doomed Istani Reyla had wal ked into the catal og
room where he'd been

wor ki ng and handed bun the prophecy of his father's return.
"Shuttle Venture departing fromairlock 12 at 2524 hours,"
confirmed, bearing

oh-one-five mark two."

"Received," the male voice responded, and in a

softer, quieter tone, he added, "Walk with the Prophets."
Jake felt an instant of surprise and concern as he signed off, that the

of fi cer knew sonething of his

plans -- but realized in the next second that the man was sinmply a Bajoran
wi shing himluck. It was quite

doubtful that he had any idea of how appropriate the farewel |l was.

Jake said. "Course



The shuttle lifted smobothly away fromthe bay and eased out into space,
carrying Jake a step closer to his

reunion with his father. He could hardly wait.

Kira had stayed late at the party, later than she probably shoul d have, but
she returned to her quarters

feeling like she mght actually get a decent night's sleep for the first tine
in al nost a week. Even

considering Ki-tana' klan's arrival, it had been a good day; Yevir Lin-jarin
had conducted a beautiful,

uplifting service and Jake's party had been a success, even if he had ducked
out early.

He was probably tired, Kira thought, as she sat on the edge of her bed and

ki cked of f her boots. O just

readjusting to station Me, or preparing hinself to | eave for Earth. Any one of
t hose woul d expl ai n why

he'd seened so oddly distant. In any case, the party hadn't been just for him
She didn't expect one

broadcast and a few free snacks to fix everything, or to make up for the

| osses that so many of the

station's residents had suffered, but it been a step on the path to recovery.
She undressed, changing into a | oose, woven shift before |aying out clothes
for the norning. Wping her

face and hands with a cl eansing cloth, she thought about how even a few snal

t hi ngs coul d change one's

entire outlook on Iife. Knowi ng that she had Yevir's support, sharing a few
gl asses of spring wine with

Kas, seeing the hardworking men and wonen of DS9 rel axi ng and unwi nding... it
all made her feel that

she was doing her job. She felt ready for the Federation and its allies, ready
to make her case and make it

stick; Ki-tana' klan's presence hel ped, but nore than that, the strong,
positive feeling she had, that things

were under control, was enough to all ow her sone peace. Everything would work
out .

Pl easantly exhausted, Kira crawled into bed, determined not to let herself
latch on to the things that had

been keepi ng her awake. She needed to rest, and all of the sorrows and

probl ems and conplications of

her life would still be around in the nmorning. She closed her eyes, offered a
silent prayer of gratitude for

the good things in her life, and was right on the verge of sleep when sonmeone
signal ed at the door.

Draggi ng herself awake was painful. The station had better be on fire...

"Wio is it?"

"It's Ro."

Ro. Her sl eepy anger dissolved and was replaced by a small knot of anxiety in
her stomach; there was

sinmply no way that Ro Laren would bother her at tius hour unless it was

i mportant.
Reyl a. She found sonet hi ng.
"Come in," Kira called, sitting up and reaching for a coverall. She pulled it

on in record tine and stepped

out of her bedroomto greet Ro, who seened distinctly agitated. The |ieutenant
was pal e and di shevel ed,

her body | anguage uncharacteristically tense.

"I"'msorry it's so late, but | felt | needed to cone to

you right away" Ro said. She held out a bulkily wapped object, a padd sitting
on top. "It's a book, and a

translation. The book was Istani's. | believe she took it from B hala, and
that she was killed because of it"



Kira took them from her, frowning as she set the padd aside and unw apped a
deci dedl y anci ent tome

froma soft piece of cloth. The cover was unnarked, but the ragged pages

i nside were covered in Bajoran

frommllennia past, the ink faded with tinme. "Were did you get this? And why
do you m nk someone

woul d kill her over a book?"

"It's a book of prophecy. Istani hid it just before she was attacked, and
found it. | had it translated this

afternoon -- "

"This afternoon?” Kira interrupted, feeling a surge of anger. "Why didn't you
cone to ne earlier, Ro?"

Ro shook her head. "I didn't know if it was inmportant. | thought it was, but
-- maybe | should have, al
right? If | made a mistake, |'msorry. But this book... Colonel, the

prophecies it contains have all cone
true. All of them"™
Kira's anger subsided. Bajoran history was full of prophets and prophetic
writings, nost notoriously
contradictory, but even the best of them had only been correct part of the
tinme. "All of then®"
"Take my word for it. O read it yourself,'
have marked there, first. The
first part of it's mssing, but | think it's pretty clear."
Kira | eaned agai nst the divider that separated the dining area fromthe rest
of her living room and picked
up the padd, reading fromwhere a small cursor slowy blinked.

with the Herald attendant. A New Age for Bajor will begin with the birth
of the alien Avatar, an age of
Awar eness and Under st andi ng beyond what the land's children have ever known.
The child Avatar wl|
be the second of the Emissary, he to whomthe Teacher Prophets sing, and wlt
be born to a gracious and
loving world, a world ready to Unite. Before the birth, ten thousand of the
land's children will die for the
child' s sake. It is destined, but should not be | ooked upon with despair; nopst
choose to die, and are
wel conmed into the Tenple of the Teacher Prophets.

Ro said. "But read the passage

Wthout the sacrifice of the willing, the Avatar will not be born into a | and
of peace. Perhaps the Avatar

will not be born at all; it is unclear. That ten thousand is the nunber, it is
destined. Ten thousand nust

di e.

Kira | ooked up into Ro's unsmiling face and shook her head, unable to believe
it "This isn't possible," she

sai d.

"Col onel, I'mnot prone to |leaps of faith, you probably know mat,"
"But so far everything in that

book has cone true. Everything."

She sat down opposite Kira, her face al nbst sick with unhappiness. "For better
or worse, |'d be the first

person to disregard a Bajoran book of prophecy. But this book... whoever wote
it was in touch with

somet hing real. They knew about the great war, and B hala, and the Cccupation
They even knew about

t he Founders, and the outcone of the Domi nion war. And here it says --
absolutely -- that 10,000 people

have to die before Kasidy Yates gives birth."

Kira shook her head again, but inside, her gut was churning, explosions of

dar kness and fear going off in

Ro sai d.



her mind and in her heart. She | ooked at the padd, at the book, and at Ro,
still shaking her head, wanting

nore than anything to believe she was asl eep and dream ng, painfully aware
that she was w de awake.

Her earlier feelings of peace and possibility were gone, and Kira felt |ike
she nmi ght never sleep again.

EPI LOGUE

After the call from Starfleet, Ross stepped fromhis ready roomonto the

bri dge, noddi ng at

conmmuni cat i ons.

"Anyt hi ng?" he asked.

Ensi gn Weller shook his head, certainly knowi ng what the question was; Ross
had asked nore than once

in the past day since the U S.S. Cerberus, Pronetheus-class, had led the
Federation fleet to the

rendezvous in the Gentariat system "Negative, sir. Still no acknow edgment
fromCaptain Picard."

Dam. Lieutenant Faro had pointed out that the Badl ands were notorious for
gar bl i ng comruni cati ons,

and Ross hoped very nuch that he was right, that it was radiation interference
keepi ng Jean-Luc from

calling in -- because the Enterprise-E had apparently fallen off the edge of
t he uni verse, and they couldn't

wait a nmoment |onger. The Klingon and Ronul an fleets had al ready departed.
The admi ral noved to his chair and sat, w shing that things were different,
feeling sick with irresolution

and

dread. The nightmares fromless than fifteen weeks before were still perfectly
clear for him haunting his

every waki ng hour and many of his sleeping ones. Another war was unthi nkabl e;
the idea of new

devastation raining down on societies still in ashes... the apocal yptic
breadth of such a sin was enough to

drive a man nmad. Standing with Ben on Cardassia, he'd seen how easy it could
be to | ose one's mind

from horror.

Standing with Ben on Cardassia. .

Ross had seen many terrible things, but the sheer magnitude of the destruction
and loss of life on

Car dassi a had been brutal beyond words. Mangl ed bodies littering the streets,
bui | di ngs burning, the oily,

gri mdusk of choking smoke and dust settling over it all like a fetid shroud.
It was Cardassia that Ross

saw in his dreams; Cardassia was the realization of war, and he didn't know if
he coul d bear for it to

happen agai n.

Which is why this investigation is so very inportant, why it must be carried
out inmedi ately and

forcefully. He could never let hinself forget that the Dom nion had been
responsi bl e for the hol ocaust

he'd wi tnessed, and he would do everything in his power to stop themfrom
creating anot her.

Vi ol ence begets viol ence. Peace at any cost. The two contradicted and
confirmed one another, battling

for higher ground, but Ross had his orders, however he felt about it; the
Federati on Council had spoken

"We can't wait," Ross said, settling back into his chair, hoping beyond hope
that they were doing the

right thing. "Qpen a channel to the fleet; we're noving out”
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