PROLOGUE

THE SHIP SWUNG SLOWLY in its hidden orbit, matching the course of the local moon, shadowed by
that greater shadow. Power output had been pared to the bone, only the cloaking device fully
operational; within the armored hull, in the crew's quarters and on the dimly lit bridge, the air was stale,
and cold. The captain bent, intent, over the tabletop sensor display, watching the lights that were the
Cardassian battle fleet as it swept through the system. He had timed their passage carefully, aligned his
own orbit to keep his ship perfectly concealed from their sensors. As long as the cloaking device
worked-and it would, or he would know why-they were safe; even so, he kept his eyes on the screen,
and his crew huddled in the forward section of the bridge, giving him a wide berth, until the last
Cardassian ship had shrunk to a mere pinpoint on the screen. Only then did he lean back, working his
shoulders-the long wait, and the unacknowledged tension, had tired his back-and motioned to his first
officer, waiting at the command console.

"Bring us back on line."

The first officer nodded, her hands already busy on the controls, and there was a sound like a sigh as
life-support whirred back up to full capacity. The lights flickered on a moment later, and the navigator
leaned back in his chair, rubbing his hands together against the cold. "Course, sir?"

The captain looked at him for a long moment, long enough to make the navigator shudder, certain he'd
gone too far, and then the captain turned away, crossed to the plotting table. At his gesture, the first
officer rose to her feet and came to join him, stood respectfully silent at his elbow until he deigned to
speak.

"We've made the Cardassian reaches a little hot for us," he said, and the first officer gave a slight, ironic
smile in answer.

"Ten ships in as many months," she said. "It has attracted attention."

The captain returned the smile, but his eyes were on the plotting table. "Traffic in the Bajor Sector has
increased significantly in the past year."

"The wormhole," the first officer answered, and shrugged. "Everyone wants to be in on the opening of the
Gamma Quadrant."

"So do L," the captain said.

The first officer frowned. "That's Federation space-"

"I know," the captain said, and the first officer went abruptly silent, braced for the explosion. To her
surprise, it never came. "But here and here-" The captain's hand reached out and into the illusion of space
re-created on the plotting table, drew a pair of intersecting lines just on the Cardassian side of the
invisible border between Cardassian and Federation space. "I've been analyzing local traffic. The border
isn't well defined, a lot of Federation shipping slips over into Cardassian space here-one might call it a
shortcut, I suppose. But we can take them there, and still remain in Cardassian space."

The first officer studied the image for a moment, her face carefully neutral in the reflected light. "The
Cardassians will still be hunting us. May I remind you that Gul Dukat wants your head and several other
parts of your anatomy served to him on a gilded tray?"

The captain laughed. "They haven't caught us yet."

"They haven't really tried." The first officer looked for a moment as though she wanted to bite back the
words, but the captain laughed again, and she relaxed slightly. "And the Federation?"

The captain touched keys on the edge of the plotting table, conjured up a new image, a star system, and
then, at its edge, a shape like some strange sea creature, a disk within a ring that held three curved
pylons. "Their presence hardly matters. There are no starships in the vicinity, no planetary bases. A single
space station-what can it do, to stop us-to stop Helios?"

He walked away to stand over the navigator's shoulder, gave him the course and watched the Andorian
key it in. The first officer stared for a moment longer at the plotting table, and the space station displayed
above it, then shook her head, and turned away. The image remained, rotating almost imperceptibly
against the illusory starfield.

CHAPTER 1

COMMANDER BENJAMIN SISKO stared in some bemusement at the report flashing on his desk



screen. He wasn't sure that he'd seen that particular set of Cardassian characters before, or the scrolling
band of-was it really decoration?-that seemed to accompany it, but the message from his own software
was perfectly clear, and one he couldn't remember seeing since he had taken command of Deep Space
Nine. His schedule, for the next four hours, until the end of his working day, was completely clear. He
considered it for a moment, thinking of baseball, of an afternoon game played in the holosuite, and
pushed himself to his feet. He went to the office door and looked out and down, already framing his
request to Dax-she would understand his need to take a brief rest, to spend some unscheduled time with
Jake, and maybe keep him away from that blasted Nog-and stopped abruptly, staring down into Ops.
The space was all but deserted, only a single Bajoran technician busy at the engineering station. Sisko's
face drew into a sudden frown.

And not that busy, either if he wasn't very much mistaken, there was a game, one of Quark's
sleight-of-hand games, playing on the technician's screen. Neither Dax nor O'Brien was anywhere in
sight.

Sisko's frown deepened, and he came down the short flight of steps into Ops. The Bajoran technician
heard his footsteps and turned hastily, one hand fumbling with the controls to abort his game. Sisko drew
breath to point out the Bajoran's error-one did not play video games on duty, not on Sisko's watch-when
the turbolift rose into Ops, and the science officer emerged. Sisko looked at her, at the sudden,
spontaneous smile that formed on Jadzia Dax's face as she recognized what had happened, and was not
amused.

"And where the hell is everyone?" he asked.

"Chief O'Brien is on the Promenade working on the modifications to Garak's tailoring equipment, Major
Kira is escorting some visiting Bajorans on a tour of the station, and I-" Dax's smile widened even further,
became at once good-humored and conspiratorial. "I have been playing truant, Benjamin. I confess. I've
been borrowing computer time for a project, and 1 stopped in to check on its progress." She did not
sound in the least repentant.

Sisko sighed, and admitted to himself that he was angry primarily because his crew had beaten him to the
punch. Still, this was no way to run a space station-and if he himself was succumbing to temptation, it
was definitely time to shake things up a bit. "I think we need to talk, Dax," he said, and turned back up
the stairs to his office. Dax followed him, still smiling slightly.

Sisko seated himself behind his desk, waited until Dax had seated herself opposite him. "We're getting
slack," he said, and saw Dax's smile widen.

"I'm not sure that that's the problem, Benjamin," the Trill answered. "Or even a problem. The fact that
we've finally got the station running at something close to Starfleet

standards seems to me to be something of a cause for celebration."

"And I agree," Sisko said. "In principle, anyway. But I'm not pleased to come out of my office and find
Ops deserted, and the one tech still on duty playing video games." Dax was watching him steadily, an all
too familiar expression in her dark eyes, and for an instant Sisko thought he could see the ghost of the
former host looking out from behind the mask of Jadzia's face. It was at times like this that he
understood, not just intellectually, but emotionally too, that Dax was truly three hundred years old, and
alien-and, he admitted silently, a good and honest friend. "And, yes, I suppose I'm annoyed because [
would have liked to take the afternoon off myself."

"I can take over for you, Benjamin," Dax said. Her expression didn't change, but Sisko thought he heard
a fleeting note of approval in her voice.

Sisko hesitated, tempted-it had been a long time, too long, since he'd felt that things were enough under
control even to contemplate taking an unscheduled holiday-but shook his head, not bothering to hide his
regret. "I know. And I appreciate the offer. But there are still a few things I need to do."

"Such as?"

"The Bajoran delegation," Sisko answered promptly. "And I'd like to see how far ahead O'Brien is with
the repair schedule. And-" He smiled suddenly, the expression lighting up his rather somber face. "And I
intend to draft a notice to all station personnel, to remind them of the procedures that are to be followed
if they have to leave their stations. It really won't do, Dax. We can't afford to get careless."



"I do agree, Benjamin." Dax tilted her head to one side, the mottling on her temple just below the hairline
suddenly vivid in the office's lights. "I don't like to suggest it, but

suppose we should consider running some surprise exercises."

"If T had suggested that," Sisko said, "you would have called it malice."

Dax nodded, not quite suppressing her smile. "That's why I suggested it."

Sisko grinned, acknowledging the point. "I admit, I'm not eager to do it-I've been enjoying the peace and
quiet as much as anyone aboard. My God, this will be the first time since Starfleet took over that we've
had the leisure even to think of relaxing. But we can't afford to get slack."

"Shall I-"

Sisko shook his head. "No, I'll take care of it, Dax. If I'm going to break up everyone else's rest, I should
at least have the grace to do the work myself."

"As you wish, Commander." Dax levered herself easily out of her chair. "I'll leave you to it, then."
"Thank you, Lieutenant," Sisko began, but his words were interrupted by the sudden shrilling of an alarm
in Ops. "What-?" He froze for a fraction of a second, automatically assessing-not environmental failure,
not hull damage, not a threat to the reactors-and then thrust himself away from his desk. The technician
was already at the communications console, all bus iness now, video game forgotten, his hands delicate
on the controls.

"What is it?" Sisko demanded, and came down the short flight of stairs to stare over the technician's
shoulder. The Bajoran looked up for a second, acknowledging Sisko's presence, but his attention
returned instantly to his controls.

"Commander, I'm picking up a subspace distress call, very faint. I'm trying to boost the pickup."

"T'll take it through my console," Dax said, and the technician nodded, willingly relinquishing the controls.
Sisko watched just long enough to be sure that Dax had taken over, and stepped to the intercom. "Go to
yellow

alert. Major Kira, report to Ops at once. Chief O'Brien, report to Ops at once." He looked back at the
multiple screens. "Well, Dax?"

"It's a distress call, all right," Dax answered, her eyes fixed on her screen. "Not automated-and not
Federation, I'm fairly sure. I'm trying to get a clean signal to put it on the main viewscreen."

Sisko nodded, knowing better than to press her further, no matter how much he wanted to, and the
turbolift rose into sight, carrying the chief of operations.

"Trouble, sir?" O'Brien asked, and took his place at the engineering console.

"We're receiving a distress call from an unidentified ship," Sisko said. O'Brien nodded, but Sisko was
pleased to see that he kept his eyes on the station controls, automatical- ly checking system status. It was
a small thing, but one of the reasons he was glad to have O'Brien on board.

"Where is it? Can the runabouts reach it, do you think?" O'Brien asked.

Sisko looked at Dax. "We don't know yet, Chief-"

"I have it, sir," Dax interrupted. "I've routed it through the tactical scanners to boost the signal."

"Put it on the main screen," Sisko ordered. Behind him, he heard the turbolift hiss softly, but did not turn
his head as Kira took her place at the operations table. He fixed his eyes on the main screen instead,
staring as the image slowly swam into focus. It was streaked with static, but the picture was plain enough
an alien, an amphibian by the look of him-her?-with mud-colored skin and half a dozen fleshy barbels at
the corners of its wide, lipless mouth, looked back at him from the bridge of an unfamiliar starship. From
the arrangement of the consoles, and the unmatched gear of the crew people visible behind the speaker,
Sisko guessed that it was not a military ship, but he didn't recognize the makers.

"-ship Gift of Flight," the alien who spoke-he or she

did not belong to any of the species Sisko knew by sight- was saying. "We are under attack from an
unknown vessel, request any assistance possible. I repeat, we are under attack and require assistance."
"Can you open a channel to the ship?" Sisko asked.

O'Brien answered, "Aye, sir. I'm working on it."

Sisko nodded. "Dax, can you identify him?"

"Yes, Commander." Dax touched keys, brought a file onto her working screen. "According to the



computer, he's a Xawe-they're an independent race, with a couple of colonies on the Cardassian border
of this sector. Xawen hasn't joined the Federation yet, though there are perennial negotiations."

"I've never heard of them," Kira said.

"The Xawe keep pretty much to themselves," Dax answered. "They don't engage in much commerce, but
when they do . . ." She looked at Sisko, her face very serious.

Sisko nodded. "But when they do, their ships are heavily laden. And rich pickings. I remember them
now." In the background, the Xawe captain's voice droned on, repeating his appeal. "See if you can get a
fix on the ship, Dax. O'Brien, have you got a channel open yet?"

"No-yes, sir." O'Brien looked down at his console. "Open now."

Sisko faced the screen image, locking eyes with the Xawe captain. "This is Commander Benjamin Sisko,
in command of the Federation space station Deep Space Nine. We are receiving your distress call, how
may we be of assistance?"

"A space station-?" The Xawe's barbels writhed, a gesture that Sisko could only read as anger and
despair. The Universal Translator added the same tones to the hoarse voice. "We are under attack,
Commander, we need military assistance."

"What's your position?" Sisko asked, and the Xawe's barbels twisted again.

"I am not familiar with Federation mapping conventions-"

"I have a fix on them, sir," Dax interrupted. "There's no sign of another ship in the area."

"We have you on our sensors, Captain," Sisko said, in what he hoped would be a reassuring tone, and
looked at Dax. "Well, where are they?"

"They're just inside the Federation's borders," the science officer answered. She touched controls, and a
two-dimensional map appeared, superimposed on the lower corner of the main screen.

Sisko studied it, said aloud, "Captain, what's your top speed?"

"We can make warp five if we have to," the Xawe answered. The barbels curled inward, and the
translator tinged his voice with grim humor. "We are doing warp five now."

Sisko nodded. "Still no sign of the other ship?" he asked.

Dax shook her head. "But if'it's cloaked-"

Which would mean the attacker's a Klingon, Sisko thought, or maybe a Romulan. Or someone who
trades with them. He shook the thought away as unproductive, fixed his eyes on the screen. "Captain,
come to course-" He looked down at his own console, touched keys to slave his screen to the map on
the main viewer. "-one-nine-six mark fourteen. That puts you on the most direct route for the station.
Proceed at your best speed-"

"Warp five," the Xawe interjected.

"That'll still take him six hours," Kira whispered, as much to herself as to any of the others. Sisko glanced
at her, startled, to see her eyes locked on the Xawe's image, her mobile face set in an expression almost
of anguish.

"We don't have that much time, Commander," the Xawe said. He looked down at his console, out of
sight below the edge of the viewscreen, and his barbels twitched again. "We

will proceed as you suggest, course one-nine-six mark fourteen, but we are only lightly armed. If the ship
attacks again, we will surely be disabled."

In the background, Sisko could see the crew moving to obey the new orders, could see red lights flicker
across one console-engineering, perhaps?-before one of the other Xawe did something to the control
board and the red faded again. "I understand, Captain," Sisko said. / understand only too well, I've been
in your shoes, and I never want to be there again, or to see anyone else faced with those choices- He
clamped down hard on those memories. They weren't important now; what was important was to find
out what he could about this invisible attacker, so he could save other ships, if not Gift of Flight. He said,
faintly surprised to find his voice so steady, "What information can you give us about your attacker,
Captain-?"

"I understand," the Xawe said, and Sisko was suddenly perfectly sure that he did. "[-my name is Arrishan
fin"Yrach, and my ship is called Gift of Flight. Remember us to Xawen if all goes ill."

"I will," Sisko said. But I'll be damned if I'll give up without a fight. Too bad the Defiant is at Utopia



Planitia for repairs.

Again, the Xawe seemed to read his thoughts. The barbels curled again, and fin'Yrach said, "I'm afraid I
don't have much data on our attacker, Commander. The ship is large, and travels cloaked; our sensors
cannot follow it at all. We came under fire as we crossed the border into the Bajor Sector, photon
torpedoes and phasers both-very powerful phasers. We took evasive action, fired three of our own
torpedoes, and ran. The ship disappeared again, but it is following. We have seen it uncloak half'a dozen
times, and we have been fired on repeatedly. We are continuing evasive action."

"Right." Sisko looked at Dax. "Any sign of the attacking ship?"

"No, sir." Dax shook her head for emphasis, still watching her screens. "Not even a sensor shadow."
Sisko looked back at the screen, then down at his own console, the first hint of a plan beginning to take
shape in his mind. "Fin'Yrach, what's your cargo?"

There was a little silence, almost a hesitation, before the Xawe answered. "Why do you want to know?"
"Can you tell me, please?" Sisko bit back his impatience, willing the Xawe to answer. After a moment,
fin'Yrach's barbels drooped, and the translator relayed a sigh.

"We are carrying the taxes and the ceremonial tithe from Anabasi-our richest colony world-to Xawen
itself. We carry letters of credit, and three thousand bars of gold-pressed latinum. And handicrafts of the
planet.”

"Three thousand?" Sisko repeated. He heard O'Brien whistle, looked toward the engineering station to
see the younger man staring openmouthed.

"I wonder what they mean by handicrafts," the engineer muttered.

Dax said, "Sir, Xawen is particularly noted for its manufacture of computer equipment, which they treat
as an art form-"

"All right," Sisko said again. "Major Kira. [ want you to take the Ganges, and rendezvous with Gift of
Flight-a Federation presence may be enough to scare off this mysterious attacker, now that they're in
Federation space."

"Yes, sir." Kira nodded sharply, touched her communicator to contact the docking bay.

Sisko touched the intercom controls. "Dr. Bashir."

To his surprise, the young doctor answered at once. "Infirmary. Bashir here."

"Doctor, we have a ship under attack, a Xawen ship, and

I'm sending a runabout to intercept and offer assistance. Put together a medical kit that can go into the
runabout-and I need it immediately."

"Yes, sir." Bashir's voice did not change. "Um, sir, these are the amphibious Xawe?"

Sisko suppressed a surge of unreasonable annoyance. I don't mind him being right all the time, what I
mind is him rubbing my nose in it. He said, "That's right, Doctor. Immediately, if you please."

"Yes, sir." There was a little pause, but Bashir didn't cut the connection. "Sir, request permission to join
the runabout crew."

"Bashir, you're a doctor, not a combat pilot-" Sisko stopped, took a deep breath.

Bashir said, "Yes, sir . But if their ship comes under further attack, there may be wounded, and I'm best
qualified to provide frontline treatment. I'm more familiar with my own equipment than anyone else is,
too."

And that was true, Sisko admitted. Bashir was young, inexperienced, but as far as medical training went,
he was one of the best Sisko had ever worked with. "All right, Doctor," he said. "Bring your equipment
to the docking bay-you're going aboard Ganges."

"Thank you, sir," Bashir answered, and cut the connection.

"Sir, the docking crew reports that Ganges is ready for preflight," Kira reported.

"Very well," Sisko said. He gestured for O'Brien to reopen the channel to the Xawe ship. "Captain
fin'"Yrach, how many people are in your crew?"

The Xawe's barbels twitched. "We carry a crew of fourteen."

Sisko allowed himself a sigh of relief. It would be a tight squeeze, but the Ganges could carry them.
"We're sending

an armed runabout to rendezvous with your ship. Keep to course one-nine-six mark fourteen-your most



direct line to us-as much as you can. We'll be tracking you from the station as well."

The Xawe dipped his head in acknowledgment. "Thank you, Commander. We will proceed as ordered."
"Sisko out." Sisko motioned for O'Brien to shut down communications, looked away to find Dax
watching him with a slight frown. "Well, Lieutenant?"'

His tone was forbidding, and intended to be so, but Dax ignored it. "Benjamin, fin'Yrach has already said
that Gift of Flight was outgunned by this-this pirate. Our runabouts aren't well enough armed to make
much of a difference."

"I know." Sisko was aware of Kira watching him, waiting for further orders. The Bajoran was already
fond of lost causes, too fond in his opinion, and it was to her he spoke. "Major, I don't expect you to
fight the attacker-in fact, I'm ordering you to avoid a firefight if you possibly can. My main concern is Gift
of Flight's crew. Your primary mission is to get them to safety. If you can bluff the attacker now that he's
in Federation territory, well and good, but my main concern is fin'Yrach and his people.”

"Yes, sir," Kira said. She stood braced for an instant, then burst out, "Sir, Bashir's a doctor-"

"Precisely," Sisko said, riding over whatever objection she might have made. "You may need one."

Kira took a deep breath, nodded once. "Yes, sir."

"Then let's get on with it, Major," Sisko said. "And good luck."

Major Kira Nerys made her way through the corridors of the habitat ring to the service bay where the
Ganges was docked. The airlock at the station end of the docking tube hissed open for her, and she
hurried down the dimly lit

corridor, the airlock rolling closed again behind her. The second lock opened, and she stepped into the
runabout's crowded cockpit. Three of O'Brien's technicians-fellow Bajorans, all of them; none of them
familiar-were busy at the various stations, working on the preflight checks. One of them-the senior, Kira
assumed, a tall man with a receding hairline and a concerned frown that looked permanent- looked up
from his work and came to meet her, snagging a dataclip as he came.

"Major Kira. We've finished bringing Ganges on line, and we're about halfway through the preflights." He
held out the dataclip, and Kira took it, mutely. "The phasers and shields are all fully operational, but I
wanted to remind you that you only have two microtorpedoes aboard. We could load another one, but
that would take time-"

"How much time?" Kira asked, scanning the dataclip's miniature screen. As promised, everything seemed
to be in order, but it would be nice to have more to fight with than just the runabout's standard
equipment.

" Another hour, at least," the technician answered.

And that really was too much time. Kira shook her head, forced a fleeting smile. "Thanks anyway, I think
I'll pass. When will we be ready to launch?"

"As soon-" The technician interrupted himself as one of the others turned away from the last console,
tucking her dataclip back into a belt pouch. "You can begin the pilot's preflight now, Major."

That was the last step before launch. Kira nodded. "Thanks," she said again, and flung herself into the tiny
command chair. The boards lit at her touch, and she ran her hands over the controls, initiating the final
check sequence. She heard the airlock open and close again behind her, assumed it was the technicians
leaving, and did not look up until she heard someone clear his throat behind her.

"Excuse me, Major? Where should I stow my equipment?"

Bashir, Kira thought. Sisko would have to send Bashir. She understood why he was there, knew he was
needed, would be better with the wounded than anyone else aboard the station-but if there aren't any
wounded, she thought, if I pull this off without a fight, I am personally going to have words with Sisko
when I return. She put that thought aside-she didn't mean it, anyway-and said, "Somewhere accessible,
Doctor."

"Yes, | know," Bashir said, in the politely reasonable voice she found most annoying. "But where are you
planning to put the Xawe when we bring them aboard?"

It was not, Kira admitted silently, an unreasonable question. And I don't have an answer yet. She looked
down at her controls, playing for time, and the communicator crackled.

"Major Kira."



It was Sisko's voice, rich and assured, and Kira took a breath to calm herself. "Kira here, sir. Dr.
Bashir's aboard, and I'm pursuing the final preflight. We should be ready to launch in ten minutes."
"Good." Sisko paused, and Kira could hear indistinct voices in the background, but couldn't spare a
glance at the smaller viewscreen to see what was going on. "Dax has the plans for the Xawe ship-it's a
standard freighter, a Federation hull-to upload to you, just in case the transporters aren't working and
you have to take them off directly. She suggests you leave your ventral airlock clear for emergency use; it
should be easier to mate to their airlocks."

"Very good, sir," Kira said. "Standing by to download."

"Downloading," Dax answered, and lights flared on a secondary console.

Kira turned to Bashir, and was surprised to see that the doctor had already finished tucking his
equipment into

hull-mounted storage compartments. He had left the approaches to the transporter and the ventral airlock
completely clear. He was wrestling a final piece of equipment- some kind of a scanner, Kira thought-into
place beside a pull-down emergency bunk, mating its cords to the runabout's power supply.

"[t's a hydrator," he said, sounding almost cheerful. "The Xawe are prone to dehydration. They don't
have a very efficient circulatory system, and they require a great deal of moisture from the air as well as
from their drinking system. This should help keep them from going into anhydric shock."

"Oh." Kira looked back at her boards, saw that the download was complete, and turned her attention to
the preflights still flickering through her systems. They were almost finished, and even as she watched, the
last indicator bar went from yellow to green.

"Can I help with anything?" Bashir asked, and took his place in the copilot's chair without waiting for an
invitation.

Yes, by keeping quiet, Kira thought, but curbed her own tongue. He was also Starfleet, and that meant,
of necessity, he knew how to fly a runabout. The little ships were easier to handle with a two-person
crew. "Open a channel to Ops," she said instead, and to her surprise, Bashir obeyed instantly.
"Channel's open, Major."

"Kira here. We're ready to launch."

"This is Sisko." The commander's voice was very calm, a deep, soothing resonance that no longer
deceived Kira. "You may launch when ready, Major."

"Keying the elevator," Kira said. The runabout shivered as the docking tube withdrew, and then there
was a soft rumble of machinery, more felt than heard, as the elevator began to move, lifting the runabout
to the surface of the

station. The hold light flashed red on her main screen, and stayed red even after the elevator shuddered
to a halt.

"Put the scanners through to the main viewscreen," she said, and Bashir obeyed without comment. The
screen lit, displaying the outer skin of the habitat ring as it curved away from the runabout. To the left, the
core of the station rose in massive terraces, a warning light blinking from Ops at the very top of the
station; to the right, the upper docking pylon loomed at the top of the screen, more lights blinking from its
tip.

"Ganges, you are clear to launch," Sisko's voice said, from the speakers. "And good luck, Major."
"Thank you, sir," Kira said, and took a firm grip on the controls. "Launching now."

Ganges was light to her touch, responsive to her controls. Kira eased the runabout free of the pad, then
threaded her way past the upper docking pylons. "We've cleared the station," she announced, and was
not surprised when Sisko answered.

"You're cleared for impulse power, Major. Our sensors show that the Gift of Flight is maintaining a more
or less constant heading, still on course one-nine-six mark fourteen. Backtrack along that line until your
sensors pick up the ship."

Kira glanced at Bashir, who shook his head. "I don't show any sign of it."

He seemed to have the sensors aligned correctly. Kira said, "We're not picking them up yet,
Commander. You'll have to talk us in, at least until we're in sensor range."

"Acknowledged, Ganges," Sisko said. "Dax will keep you on course."



"Thank you, sir," Kira said. She was oddly glad it was Dax who would be guiding them; she liked the
Trill. "Going to impulse now," she said, and triggered the engines. The

station seemed to drop abruptly away as the runabout picked up speed, all internal sense of motion
banished by the inertial damping system. Kira smiled, watching the stars' apparent motion, and brought
the runabout onto its proper course.

"Who do you think is out there, Major?" Bashir said suddenly.

Kira looked at him in surprise. It was hard, she thought, to know how to answer a question like that it
was too tempting to be literal, and tell him, "The Xawe and a pirate," when she needed to stay on at least
civil terms with him for the duration of their journey.

"I mean," Bashir elaborated, "who do you think is attacking?"

"I figured," Kira said. She had been wondering that herself, wondering if it was some new Cardassian
ploy-but the Cardassians didn't have the cloaking device. "I don't know. There's not really enough data
to make a guess."

"Do you think it could be the Cardassians?" Bashir went on.

"Gift of Flight said the ship was cloaked," Kira said. "Cardassians don't have the cloaking device." Yet, a
small, voice whispered in her mind. They don't have it yet. And if the Cardassians did have the cloaking
device, they would certainly use it, she thought, and probably in just this fashion, trying it out on
defenseless merchant ships first, and then proceeding against their enemy's warships and planets. ... "I
don't know," she said again, hoping to silence the internal voice. "We just can't tell."

"Ganges. "That was Dax's voice, and Kira seized gratefully on the interruption.

"Ganges here. What's up, Dax?"

"Another transmission from Gift of Flight," the Trill answered, and her voice was grim. "The attacker has
fired on them again. They've taken evasive action, but they're still

on the same approximate heading. I suggest you proceed at maximum speed."

"Acknowledged," Kira said. "Bashir, stand by for warp drive."

"Yes, sir," Bashir said. "Major, did we get a look at the attacker?"

Kira darted an annoyed glance at him-she hated it when he got his questions in first-and said, "Dax?"
"Nothing immediately identifiable," Dax answered. "I got some readings, but the ship cloaked itself again
almost immediately. We'll be running them through the computers to see if we can pick up anything on
enhancement. Gift of Flight reports no direct damage, but the captain says their engines are beginning to
feel the strain."

"Damn." Kira shook herself. "Thanks, Dax." She looked at Bashir. "Warp four, Doctor."

"Yes, sir," Bashir said, and the stars hazed briefly in the viewscreen. "Warp four."

Kira leaned back in the command chair, watching the numbers shift on her screens. Everything was
operating at peak efficiency, all systems green, but she wondered, suddenly, if it would be enough.
Whatever was out there-and it felt Cardassian, somehow, the sort of thing they would do-it was a
potentially dangerous enemy, and the runabouts were never meant to be warships. But you stood up
against the Cardassians with less than this, she reminded herself. You can do it again.

Dax watched her multiple screens carefully, emptying her mind of everything except the point of light that
was the enhanced image of the Xawe ship, and the cross that marked the last sighting of the attacker.
Paler lines and symbols overlaid the map of space, indicating both physical features and the invisible,
political distinctions. Gift of Flight was inside the Federation's borders now, but not by much; at the
projected rendezvous point, Ganges would be coming perilously close to the space claimed by the
Cardassians. And that was always dangerous, particularly when Kira was concerned. Kira had every
reason to hate the Cardassians, and she lacked the temperament-the years of experience, of training and
of healing-that would let her step back from a challenge, weigh all the implications before she acted. It
was, Dax admitted silently, one of the Bajoran's most appealing traits. The corners of her mouth lifted in a
faint, fond smile, and she brought herself back to her work. In the long-range screen, Gift of Flight was
clearly visible, a bright pinpoint of light against the schematic chart of the border; on a second, smaller
screen, Gift of Flight's course curved in to meet Ganges's approach.

"Any further signs of the attacker?" Sisko asked, his deep voice rumbling from a point just above and



behind her shoulder, and Dax glanced up without surprise. She and Sisko tended to think in parallel; it
was one of the reasons she had been glad of this assignment.

"Not yet." She touched her control board, displayed a blue cross above and to the left of Gift of Flight's
course. "This was its location when it fired on Gift of Flight; if it continues on its apparent heading at that
point-" She drew a ghostly line that paralleled the Xawe's course. "-this will be its course. However . . ."
She paused, and Sisko said, finishing her thought, "You can't tell much that's useful from one sighting.
Dammit, why don't they show themselves?"

"I'm not picking up wave emissions," Dax said, answering the thought rather than the words. "Not at this
range." Sisko nodded. "Do the computers make anything from the enhancements?"

Dax shook her head again. "It's large, or at least very massive, but that's about all I've been able to
determine."

"How large?"

"From one-third to one-half the size of a Galaxy-class starship," Dax answered. "I can't be more precise
at this point."

"One-third to one-half-" Sisko broke off, frowning. That made it nearly as large as his own lost Saratoga.
A hostile ship that size would almost have to be heavily armed, and provided with a power plant to match
its mass, which meant that Kira was heading into more danger than she, or he, had bargained for. He
controlled his instinctive response with a firmness born of long practice. He had long ago learned that his
first response to any situation was always the active one; it often worked, but more often it paid him to
wait a moment longer, and see what other options were available. Dax's data wasn't firm yet, any more
than her course projection could be more than a guess at the stranger's intent. "Or it could simply be very
massive," he said, repeating Dax's words. "Heavily armored, maybe?"

Dax nodded. "That's the other possible interpretation of these readings. The computer won't decide
between them; they're both considered to have a thirty percent probability of being the correct
assessment."

"And which do you think is right, Lieutenant?"

Dax took a breath, buying time for her answer-she couldn't be sure, not with the scanty data-and new
lights exploded on her screen. She swung to face her screen, hands already dancing across her controls,
and saw a new presence fade into existence, a sensor trace that was already all too familiar. "They're
back, Benjamin," she said. "They're firing again."

"Can you get a fix on them?" Sisko demanded. He leaned forward, hands braced on her console, his
gaze riveted to the screens as though he could force the alien ship to identify itself by sheer force of will.
Dax didn't answer, too busy with her controls, letting the computer handle the secondary tasks, but
directing the main probe herself, tuning the Cardassian sensors as tightly as she could. A series of telltales
went from orange to green, indicating that the system had acquired its target, and she thought for a
moment that she might have them, but then the lights winked out, and the alien ship vanished completely
from her screens. She ran her hands across the controls again, but knew already that it was in vain. "I've
lost them. They've recloaked."

"Sir," O'Brien said. "Gift of Flight reports that the attacker has fired on them again. They took one hit, no
damage, and are taking evasive action."

"Acknowledge," Sisko said, and schooled his voice to betray none of the frustration he felt, observing this
battle from a distance. "Dax?"

"This was the attacker's position when it fired," Dax said. A second bright blue cross appeared on her
screen, and she traced a line joining the two positions. It matched the projected course almost perfectly,
and she felt a small, guilty thrill of pride. "I have a preliminary estimate of their speed and course, based
on direct observation and on elapsed time." Her hands were working as she spoke, conjuring numbers
from the computers. "You're not going to like this, Benjamin."

"Try me."

"If the attacker stays on this course and speed, he will overhaul Gift of Flight a full eighteen minutes
before Ganges reaches transporter range."

"Damn." Sisko stared at the screen, the intersecting courses, and the numbers that scrolled beneath them.



The Xawe ship had already reported that it was making its best speed, and fin"Yrach's engineers would
be doing everything in their power to coax a few more ergs of power out of their

engines. But Ganges- "O'Brien, open a channel to Major Kira."

"Aye, sir."

An instant later, Kira's voice crackled from the speakers, her thin face vivid in the main viewscreen. "Kira
here, Commander."

"The attacking ship has fired again," Sisko said. There was no time for preliminaries, and, of all his
officers, Kira was least in need of them. "We managed to get a good fix on their position, and a course
projection. At present speeds, you're going to be about eighteen minutes late to your rendezvous."
There was a little silence, and O'Brien cleared his throat. "Sir-"

Kira interrupted before he could finish. "It must be possible to push these runabouts a little, sir. Isn't there
an emergency factor?"

"Sir," O'Brien said again. "She'll make warp four-point-seven if you push her."

"For how long?" Sisko asked, and gave a bleak smile as he saw the realization strike Kira. The Bajoran,
at least, hadn't quite thought through all the implications of emergency power.

O'Brien fiddled with his controls, running a quick series of calculations. "Long enough," he said, after a
moment. "You can reach the rendezvous and make it back to the station before any appreciable strain
sets in."

"Permission to go to emergency power," Kira said instantly. "Sir."

Sisko looked at Dax, who nodded slowly. "That increase will bring Ganges into transporter range ten
minutes before the attacker overhauls Gift of Flight. If,

of course, the attacker maintains its present course and speed."

"Sir," Kira said again.

"Do it, Major," Sisko said.

"Acknowledged," K ira answered, the relief plain in her expressive face before her image vanished from
the screen. Numbers shifted in Dax's screens, reflecting the increased speed.

"I can confirm the revised projection," Dax said softly. "Ganges will reach Gift of Flight first."

// the attacker maintains its present speed, Sisko thought. And they'd have to be fools to do so-it will be
obvious what we've done. But then, the cloaked ship was unusually massive, Dax had said; maybe that
would restrict their speed, too. Not for the first time, he wished for a proper starship, or at least that a
starship were stationed in this sector. He stared at Dax's screens, and then up at the main viewscreen,
where the intersecting courses wove across dull black. Nothing yet, he thought. Maybe, just maybe,
fin"Yrach will be one of the lucky ones.

"Commander," Dax said, and Sisko turned to her instantly. "I'm picking up wave emissions now, faint but
definite. I think-I'm sure it's the attacker."

"Put it on the screen,” Sisko said, and instantly a pale blue wedge appeared, tracing a line very close to
the course Dax had predicted. "Speed?"

Dax shook her head. "I'm not-no, I have it now." Her voice was suddenly very tired. "Warp
seven-point-five-three, Benjamin. They'll overtake Gift of Flight with nearly thirty minutes to spare."
"Damn," Sisko said again. He stared at the image in the viewscreen, his mind frantically juggling numbers
even though he knew that the laws of celestial mechanics had already defeated him.

"Commander," O'Brien said. "Ganges is hailing us."

"Put it on the main screen," Sisko said. "Yes, Major?"

Kira's face appeared again, her expression taut with an agonized fury. "Commander, we have Gift of
Flight on the sensors now, and what looks like a wave source at extreme range, bearing down on us at
seven-point-five."

"I know, Major." In spite of himself, Sisko sounded immensely tired, and knew it.

"[s there any way we can get more speed out of this thing?" Kira looked as though she wanted to hit
something, was restraining herself only with an enormous effort.

"Mr. O'Brien?" Sisko spoke without hope, already certain of the answer.

The engineer shook his head slowly. "No." As if he felt Kira's stare accusing him, he burst out, "It's a



machine, it has limits-"

"Yes," Sisko said, cutting him off, but the abrupt voice was not without compassion. He had faced this
situation before, or ones so like it as to make no difference, the absolute knowledge that there was
nothing one could do to prevent a disaster, and that all one could hope to do was to salvage something
from the wreckage. He had faced disaster directly, too, and that memory was ashes in his mouth, so that
he had to clear his throat before he spoke again. "Mr. O'Brien, see if you can raise Gift of Flight."

"Yes, sir," O'Brien said, his voice restored to its normal state. He worried his controls, repeated the
movements, and shook his head. "Sir, they're not responding."

"They may have taken damage," Kira said. "Let me try."

"Wait," Sisko said. "Major, you can't reach Gift of Flight before the attacker overtakes it, but you may be
able to rescue her people. Tell fin'Yrach to abandon ship-they must have lifepods of some sort. With any
luck, the attacker

will be more interested in the cargo than the crew, and you can pick them up once the attacker has
cleared the area."

"And if they aren't?" Kira demanded, but it was more pro forma than anything. He was right, and she
knew it.

"If they aren't," Sisko said, grimly, "it won't make any difference."

Kira nodded. "Yes, sir," she said. "Kira out."

CHAPTER

2

KIRA REACHED ACROSS the console to slam her hand down on the communications controls,
silencing her link with DS9. Bashir flinched back, startled, but, to her regret, made no comment. The
gesture had done nothing to relieve her frustration; she would have been glad of an excuse to rage at
him-and that, she reminded herself, was counterproductive, bad leadership. It had been bad leadership in
the resistance, and she had conquered it then; she would not succumb to that temptation now.

"Isn't there something we can do?" Bashir asked.

Kira glared at him-you were here with me, you heard O'Brien-but heard her own anger in the younger
man's voice. "If you can think of anything, Doctor, I'm open to suggestions."

Bashir looked away, but not before she had seen raw pain in his eyes. It was an expression she
recognized all too well, had seen before each time she had had to take new recruits out against the
Cardassians, that moment when you knew

absolutely and for certain that no decision would be a good one, that no matter what you did, someone
was going to die for it. Bashir, she thought, striving for her old dislike, was coming to that realization a
little late. That was all. And Sisko's plan was the only chance they had of saving the Xawe crew. She
braced herself to impart the bad news, and nodded to Bashir.

"Open a channel to Gift of Flight."

"Yes, Major."

He sounded definitely subdued, but there was no time to worry about that. The viewscreen lit, and
displayed an erratic image, the colors slightly adrift, the edges of objects faintly blurred. Fin"Yrach peered
out at her.

"This is the Federation runabout?"

"Yes." There was no point, Kira thought, in trying to explain political subtleties now. "I'm Major Kira,
commanding. Captain, we have your attacker in our sensors now, and it will overtake you before we can
reach an intercept point. We're running at our absolute maximum now. Can you increase speed at all?"
The Xawe looked back over his shoulder, the barbels twisting as he turned, and there was a musical hum
of conversation that the translator did not process. "My engineer says we are already at warp
five-point-two. She will try to gain more speed, but she is not confident."

Kira bit back a curse. "All right." It probably wasn't much of a chance anyway. "My commander suggests
that you stand by to abandon ship. If you take to your lifepods, the attacker may ignore you. We should
be able to pick you up safely once we reach your position."

Fin'Yrach's barbels contorted, drawing up into tiny clenched knots, then relaxed. "We have responsibility



to our people for this cargo."

"Damn the cargo," Kira began, and bit off the rest of her

words. "Captain, your lives are surely equally important to your people-"

Fin"Yrach shook his head, the barbels writhing. "There are consequences. I cannot commit to this without
discussion." He turned away, cutting sound but not visuals.

"Fine," Kira said, to the mud-colored back. But don't take too long, she added silently. We none of us
have that much time. "How long does the computer say they have left?"

Bashir studied his readouts. "If the attacker maintains its present heading and speed, they'll be in close
range in seventy-nine minutes-and they'll be in transporter range in ninety."

Kira sighed. Close range was the range at which the attacker's weaponry would definitely overwhelm
Gift of Flight's shields; there was a good chance that a persistent attack would damage the Xawe ship
long before that point.

"Major," Bashir said. "It occurs to me that the attacker has no reason to spare the lifepods. The
Cardassians have a reputation for ruthlessness in such matters."

"I know." Kira controlled the urge to snap at him, to remind him that she had experienced Cardassian
"ruthless-ness" at first hand. He wasn't doing badly, so far; he deserved at least the consideration she
would have shown a new recruit. "First, we don't know that the attacker is Cardassian. Second, we don't
know the attacker's real intent. If it's only after the cargo, there's no reason to attack the crew-they must
know we're in contact with the ship, so there's no need to hide evidence."

In the viewscreen, the silent image, two Xawe huddled close over a console, barbels twisting in what was
obviously a secondary level of communication, jumped abruptly. The Xawe staggered, and one of the
two turned abruptly to a different console, where a third Xawe struggled with con-

trols. Streaks of static coursed across the screen, briefly obscuring the image.

"They've been hit," Bashir said, and Kira was startled by the desolation in his voice.

"Wait and see what the damage is." She could see lights flickering on her own console, indicating a
transmission from the station, but did not acknowledge it, waiting instead for fin'Yrach. A few moments
later, the Xawe captain turned away from his officers and moved slowly forward until his image filled the
viewscreen again.

"Federation runabout, I am forced to report that we have received a direct hit on our engineering
section." At the corners of his mouth, the barbels hung stiff and still; the translator's voice was too
controlled, full of unvoiced pain. "My engineering crew is dead. We are reduced to impulse power, and I
see no hope of escape. We have therefore decided to fight."

"Fight?" Bashir repeated, and Kira waved him to silence.

"Captain, we're still-" She looked down at the course plot, checking the numbers a final time. "-we're still
more than two hundred minutes from your present position, and we're lightly armed at best. You can't
hope to hold them off until we get there. I suggest you prepare to abandon ship."

"No," fin'Yrach said, and the translated voice was filled with sorrow. "It is our obligation, to Anabasi and
to Xawen. We will keep transmitting as long as possible, so that you can record all information about this
pirate."

"If they're pirates, they want only your cargo," Kira said, through clenched teeth. "Let them have it, save
your lives."

"It is a matter of responsibility," fin"Yrach answered. Improbably, his barbels twitched again, curling into
something Kira interpreted as a smile. "Remember us to Xawen."

"Captain-" Kira stopped as the image vanished, and was replaced by an empty starscape. Unfamiliar
symbols

flickered at the bottom of the screen, wriggling past like the Xawe's barbe Is.

"We're receiving a direct feed from their sensor lens," Bashir said. "I'm recording everything."

"Good," Kira said, and reached across him to acknowledge the transmission from DS9. "Kira here."
"Major." Sisko's voice held a blend of concern and anger. "Why didn't you respond?"

"Sorry, sir," Kira said, and knew she didn't sound particularly repentant. She stared down at Sisko's
face, framed in a secondary viewscreen. "We've just received a transmission from Gift of Flight. They



suffered a direct hit on their engines, and are reduced to impulse power."

Sisko blinked, but made no other movement. "Yes, our sensors picked up a sudden drop from warp," he
said. "We haven't been able to raise them. Tell Captain fin"Yrach that his people are to abandon ship."
Kira shook her head. "I already told fin'Yrach that, sir. He says they're going to fight."

Sisko's eyes narrowed. "Can't you talk him out of it? He doesn't stand a chance-none of them do, not in
a fire-fight."

"I tried," Kira said. "They've channeled all their sensor input through to us, we're recording it now. He's
cut all other transmissions."

"All right, Major." Sisko took a deep breath. "Proceed at all possible speed to rendezvous with Gift of
Flight. If they do manage to make a fight of it, there may be survivors. Bring them back, Major, any way
you can."

"Yes, sir." Kira hesitated. "If there's anything left to bring back." She closed the channel before Sisko
could answer. She was aware of Bashir watching her, eyes wide, his expression torn between protest at
her treatment of a superior and reluctant agreement. She made herself ignore him, brought the intercept
numbers onto her working

screen, and ran the calculations again, just in case she had overlooked something. The answer flashed
back almost at once exactly the same, nothing overlooked. Ganges would reach Gift of Flight-or
whatever would be left of it- nearly two hours after the attacker overhauled it, far too late to do anything
except pick up the pieces.

Bashir said, "My God. It's-" His voice trailed off, and he shook his head, swallowing whatever else he
would have said. "I'm going to check my equipment," he said, in a choked, unfamiliar voice. "Excuse me,
Major."

Kira let him go, heard the soft chirps of a datapadd as he moved around the main compartment, but did
not look back. She could give him at least that much privacy she knew what he would have said-It's
unfair, it's not right- and she understood all too well the helpless anger. Maybe it was good for him,
would do him good to see that the Federation doesn't win all the time, she told herself, but the thought
was perfunctory, the old anger missing. The only person to be blamed here was the attacker, whether it
was Cardassian or something else. And I promise you, she vowed silently, her eyes fixed on the empty
screen, the blank starscape that was the image from Gift of Flight's sensors. / promise you, fin'Yrach,
we'll get whoever did this. I'll save your people, any of them that survive, and I will see this killer ship
utterly destroyed.

Bashir returned to his place some minutes later. Kira glanced once in his direction, and looked away, but
not before she'd seen the angry scowl. Good, she thought, you'll need that anger, it'll give you the edge
you need. She said, "What are the current positions?"

Bashir scowled at her, but controlled whatever he would have said. "I'm putting them on your screen,
Major. The attacker is just coming into standard phaser range."

The ex-resistance fighter nodded in grudging approval- Bashir was doing his job, and better than she had
expected

him to-but she said only, "Can you get a better fix on the attacker?"

"All T have to work with is the wave emissions," Bashir answered. "They are-very imprecise, Major. This
is the best I can do."

Kira sighed. The viewscreen still showed empty space, the unreadable Xawe characters still flickering
past at high speed. The minutes ticked by, slow agony. The ship's in range, she thought, why don't they
attack? She knew the answer perfectly well, of course-the attacker, whoever it was, wanted to be
certain of inflicting as much damage as possible on its first salvo, to put Gift of Flight out of commission
quickly so that they could loot at their leisure -but the knowledge didn't make the waiting any easier. She
kept imagining the scene on the Gift of Flight's bridge, fin"Yrach and his people gathered there, perhaps
to try and orchestrate repairs, perhaps hoarding their power to make their hopeless retaliation as effective
as possible, perhaps preparing for near-certain death in some unimaginable way. It was too painful, too
much a reminder of her own past, of similar situations that she had miraculously, guiltily, survived, and she
put the image firmly from her mind.



"Dr. Bashir-"

She never knew what she would have said to break the silence. The image in the viewscreen shimmered
then, the familiar distortion effect of a starship uncloaking, and, quite suddenly, the attacker hung before
them, caught in the Xawe ship's sensors. Even without anything to give it scale, it looked huge, the
hulking, ungainly shape studded with angular projections-a Klingon hull, Kira thought, striving for
perspective, and those look like Cardassian phaser emplacements, but the rest of it. . . The ship looked
as though it had been cobbled together from a dozen different technologies, without regard to aesthetics,
or perhaps according to an alien, brutalist sense of form and function. Most of the

hull was bare metal, or painted only in pale grey primer, fresh welds showing stark against the dulled
background. Only the central projection, rising up out of the center of the hull like a tower-the bridge?
Kira thought-was painted, a solar face, grim, unsmiling, humanoid, looking out from the towering metal.
"Not Cardassian," Kira whispered, and didn't know she'd spoken aloud until Bashir looked at her.

The ship fired then, a massive phaser bolt streaking toward them, toward Gift of Flight, and Kira flinched
in spite of herself as light momentarily filled the screen. And then the screen went blank, was replaced by
an innocuous image of the local starfield.

"See if you can raise them," Kira said, dry-mouthed.

"I'm trying," Bashir answered. "Major, there's no response.”

No, there wouldn't be, Kira thought. "Keep trying," she said aloud, and Bashir nodded.

"I still have a sensor reading," he said. "The hull's still intact-maybe it just took out their communications."
Kira looked at him, and saw her own hopeless anger reflected in Bashir's eyes. "Maybe," she said, and
saw Bashir's gaze falter. "Open a channel to the station."

"Yes, Major."

Sisko's image appeared in the main screen a moment later, looking reassuringly solid. "Yes, Ganges?"
"Gift of Flight's taken another hit," Kira said, baldly. "We've lost their transmission."

"Do you still have them in sensor contact?"

"Yes, sir," Kira answered. "So far."

"All right." Sisko's eyes narrowed, as though he were calculating. "Continue as planned, Major, there
may still be survivors. But do not, I repeat, do not attempt to engage the pirate. Your concern is for Gift
of Flight's crew, not with pursuing the enemy."

Kira bit her lip, but had to admit that Sisko was right, this time. ""Yes, Commander."

"One thing more," Sisko said, and his expression in the viewscreen seemed to bore through to her very
soul. "You have the recordings from Gift of Flight's sensors?"

Kira looked at Bashir, who nodded and patted his console. "They're all here, Major."

"We have them," Kira said.

"I want you to send the data back to DS9 immediately," Sisko said. "Dr. Bashir, Lieutenant Dax will give
you the transfer settings."

"Yes, sir," Bashir said, and a secondary screen flashed the numbers. "I have the settings locked in," he
reported a moment later. "I'm ready to transmit."

"Go ahead, Doctor," Dax's cool voice said, and Bashir touched a key.

"Transmitting now."

Seconds ticked by, then minutes. Kira glanced covertly at Bashir's console, wondering when the transfer
would end, but couldn't read his screens from her angle. It seemed to take forever, longer perhaps
because she understood all too clearly why it was important to make the transfer now if Ganges did not
survive, at least all the data they had collected would reach DS9.

"Transfer complete," Dax said at last. "Thank you, Doctor."

"Good, Major," Sisko said, cutting off any answer the doctor might have made. "I want you to keep an
open line to us, all data to be passed directly to us from now on. Is that clear?"

"Yes, Commander," Kira said again. All too clear. She looked at Bashir, who nodded.

"TI've got a direct line set up, Major, using the same settings as before."

"I heard that," Sisko said. "All right, Major, carry on- and good luck. Sisko out."

"Thank you, sir," Kira said, and didn't know if she'd been heard. She sighed, leaned back in her chair.



There was nothing more she could do, except wait. Sisko had their data, would have anything else they
discovered almost as soon as they collected it themselves. "It's a wise precaution," she said aloud, and
Bashir looked at her with a wry smile.

"I rather hope it's an unnecessary one," he said.

Kira returned the smile. "So do I, Doctor, so do I."

Sisko stared for a long moment at the empty screen, then forced himself to turn away, ignoring the
numbers that still scrolled across the bottom of the screen. Over two hours before Ganges could reach
Gift of Flight's last reported position, two long hours during which the attacking ship could take the Xawe
freighter apart at their leisure. The attack had been too thorough, pursued with too much ruthlessness, to
make it likely that the mystery ship's commander would leave survivors to betray him. He turned away
from the screen, from that thought, and went to stand behind Dax at the science console.

"Anything significant from Gift of Flight's transmission?" he asked.

Dax shook her head slowly, not looking away from her multiple screens. "It's too soon to tell, Benjamin.
There's a lot of information there, but it takes time for even our computers to analyze that much data.”
She touched controls, brought something indistinct onto her screen. "I can run the visual image for you, if
you'd like."

Sisko sighed, bracing himself. "Put it on the main screen." He looked around Ops, at O'Brien and the
Bajoran technicians still busy at their places. "All of you, take a look

at this. This is the tape from Gift of Flight via the Ganges. If you recognize anything about the attacker, I
want to know it."

There was a murmur of agreement, cut off instantly as the starfield with its border of Xawe characters
filled the main viewscreens. The silence deepened as the stars hung there, all eyes fixed on the screen,
and then the image shimmered. A starship hung there, unpainted hull vivid against the stars, the grim solar
face glaring from the tower that should be the bridge. Weapons mounts sprouted from every possible
angle-Sisko, eyes narrowing, counted four projections that should be phaser mounts on just one of the
down-curved, backswept wings-and the hull was laced with what appeared to be sensor points. And
then the ship fired, a ball of light that grew and filled the screen, until the image vanished, to be replaced
by a different starscape.

Into the quiet, Dax said, "The computers are working on a full analysis, Commander."

"Thank you, Lieutenant," Sisko said, and shook himself back to the business at hand. There was no time,
yet, to mourn Gift of Flight's destruction; that would come later, after they had dealt with the destroyer.
He made himself look around Ops, making eye contact with each of his people. The Bajorans looked
shaken-most of them would have their own memories of war to deal with, he reminded himself-and
O'Brien looked grimly outraged. "Well, gentlemen?"

The Bajorans stirred, glancing at one another, but said nothing. O'Brien cleared his throat. "It looks to me
like a Klingon hull," he said, "an attack cruiser, maybe, but it's not a Klingon configuration, not with that
tower of a bridge. I can tell you more once I've had a chance to go over the enhanced tapes."

Sisko nodded. "Could it be Cardassian?"

O'Brien shook his head. "It doesn't look like anything the Federation's ever seen from them."

One of the Bajorans said softly, "I was a prisoner on a war hulk for a year, Commander, and then forced
labor at the yards on Ballimae. I never saw a ship like that."

"The computer doesn't have a match for that ship in our main databanks," Dax said. "I'm searching the
secondary libraries now. If I don't find anything, I'd like to extend the search to Bajor's records."
"Permission granted," Sisko said. "Chief, I want you to help Dax go over the tapes, see what you can find
out about this ship. I'm particularly interested in its offensive capabilities, and any weaknesses you can
see in its structure."

O'Brien nodded, clearly pleased. "Aye, sir, I'll get on it right away."

"Also, Dax-" Sisko paused for an instant, ordering his thoughts. "Contact Starfleet, and see if any similar
episodes have been reported in this sector. And I want a report on any other complaints made to
Starfleet-anything from direct attack on shipping to commercial dirty tricks. This thing can't have come
out of nowhere."



"Yes, Commander," Dax said. "It will take some time to collate those records."

"As soon as you can, Lieutenant," Sisko said. There wasn't much else they could do, at least not until
Ganges returned, with or without survivors. And Starfleet had to be informed. Even though he knew,
rationally, that he had done everything he could do, Sisko still found himself reviewing what he could have
done instead, as though he might still find some way he could have saved Gift of Flight. And that, he told
himself, would never do. It was a waste of time, just another way to put off a task he found unpleasant.
He squared his shoulders, and turned toward his office, forcing himself to begin putting his thoughts in
order.

"Inform me at once if there's any word from Ganges or Gift of Flight," he said. "I'll be in my office.
O'Brien, patch me through to Starfleet Command, on a direct link."

"Aye, sir," the engineer answered.

Sisko was aware, as he turned away, of Dax's sympathetic gaze, but he did not dare meet the Trill's
eyes. Dax knew him too well, or had known him, in an earlier host; Dax would know exactly what drove
him now. And while that had been possible to accept from Curzon Dax, who had been physically older,
wiser, a trusted mentor, Sisko still found it hard to accept that knowledge in Jadzia Dax. It was getting
easier, he told himself, as the office door closed behind him. As he got to know Dax again, he was getting
used to the new host form, and was coming to terms with that wisdom that sat so oddly in a young and
beautiful body. But, he still occasionally shied away from Dax's ease with all aspects of their old
friendship, and felt guilty about his own unease. Luckily, he thought, as the communications menu
appeared on his working screen, Dax seemed not to notice -or, more likely, the Trill had been through
this transition often enough to be able to make allowances for human behavior.

Sisko sighed, and put that problem aside for later consideration. O'Brien had done his job a standby
notice filled the working screen, warning that a channel to Starfleet was ready, and that someone was
ready to receive his message. He took a deep breath, and touched the screen to open the channel.

"This is Commander Benjamin Sisko, Federation space station Deep Space Nine. | have to report an
unprovoked attack on a Xawe merchant ship in our sector. . . ."

Ganges moved cautiously toward Gift of Flight's last reported position, speed cut to warp two, sensors at
full

stretch. Julian Bashir strained his eyes, staring into empty screens, and wished for the first time that he
had paid as much attention in the required military intelligence courses as he had in his medical studies.
He had a good memory, but the material he had been expected to learn was no more than rudimentary-it
was not a doctor's job to deal with things like starship identification; even in an emergency, his duties
would be expected to lie elsewhere-and for the first time he felt a surge of indignation. He could have
memorized the information, that was not a problem; what had failed him was his training, and that was an
unexpected betrayal.

And then, quite suddenly, numbers shifted at the bottom of one of the two screens. In the same instant,
the computer painted a shadowy haze across the other screen, a core of pale yellow light surrounded by
a wider, spreading sphere of blue. "Major!" he said, and ran his hands over the controls, feeding the input
directly to the runabout's relatively limited computers. "I'm picking up something now."

"Well?" Kira demanded. "What is it?" Her voice sharpened abruptly. "The attacker?"

Bashir spared her a pained glance-the Bajoran seemed sometimes to go out of her way to think the worst
of him-but said only, "No, I think it's debris-the sensors show a core of metallic fragments surrounded by
an energy shadow. The shadow is spreading-it matches the results of a matter-antimatter blowout."
"Confirmed," the runabout's computer said, in its emotionless voice. "Further analysis suggests that the
energy shadow is a result of the deliberate destruction of a Federation-derived warp drive system."

"Gift of Flight," Kira said.

"I'm afraid so," Bashir said. "It's centered on their last position." He ran his hands across the controls
again, seeking the largest fragments he could find, and shook his

head. "Major, the hull, and everything else, seems to have been completely shattered. I'm not finding any
pieces larger than a meter across."

"The bastards," Kira said, and slammed a fist against her console. "Those utter bastards. They didn't



need to do that, not if they were after the cargo, they could've left the ship intact-" She broke off
abruptly, and Bashir heard the intake of breath as she got herself under control again. "No sign of the
attacker?"

Bashir shook his head. "I've ordered the computer to scan for the wave emissions I picked up earlier,
and for any other sign of a cloaked ship, but so far there's nothing out there. I think they're long gone,
Major. What would they stay around for?"

Kira didn't answer, her thin face intent, eyes on her navigational screens. "What about lifepods?"

"I'm not picking up any emergency beacons," Bashir said. "We may not be in range yet. . . ." He heard
his own voice falter, remembering another lecture, and felt that last hope drain away. Emergency
beacons, the kind of emergency transmitters installed in lifepods, were variations on standard subspace
radio, designed to be heard over interstellar distances. They were well within range of any standard
beacon; if there were survivors, they would surely be signaling by now. "They could have non-Federation
lifepods," he went on. "Or maybe they're afraid of bringing the attacker back down on them?"

It sounded feeble even as he said it, and he wasn't surprised when Kira didn't answer. She was frowning
at her navigation screens, and Bashir risked a direct question. "How long before we reach their position?"
"We'll be in the debris cloud in ten minutes," Kira answered. "Another ten minutes to its center."

Bashir looked at his own screens, willing a blip to appear,

some indication that someone had survived. He glanced over his shoulder in spite of himself, at the
equipment he had brought aboard so eagerly. I could have helped them, he thought, I had everything they
needed-if only we'd been able to get here in time.

"Open a channel to the station," Kira ordered, and Bashir pulled himself out of his thoughts.

"Yes, Major." He called up another screen, touched the proper controls. "Channel's open."

"This is Dax," the Trill's voice said almost at once, and the familiar and beautiful face appeared in the main
viewscreen. "What is it, Ganges?"

"We're approaching Gift of Flight's last position," Kira said. "And all I'm finding is rubble."

Bashir winced, as much at her flat tone as at the words, and a new face appeared in the screen.

"Sisko here. Any sign of survivors, Major?"

"No, sir." Kira shook her head for emphasis. "Not so far, anyway."

"And the attacker?"

"Vanished." Kira took a deep breath. "Commander, I want to proceed into the debris cloud, just in case
their lifepods were damaged, or they're afraid to make a distress signal. If we scan thoroughly, we may
pick up something."

"I doubt that, Major," Sisko said, and Bashir drew breath to protest. "However," Sisko went on, "I agree
that you should perform a complete scan of the debris cloud and any surrounding energy shadow, see if
you can pick up any traces of the attacker's weapons and offensive styles. But keep an eye out for the
attacker. If you see any sign of it, you're to abort the scan and get out of there. Head directly for DS9. Is
that understood?"

"Yes, Commander," Kira said.

"Good. Sisko out."

Bashir let out the breath he'd been holding. He hadn't expected Sisko to refuse permission-not Sisko, not
with his past-but he hadn't realized how much he'd dreaded the possibility.

Kira said, "Stand by to run a full three-hundred-sixty-degree scan, Doctor. I'm taking the ship to the
center of the cloud, and then I'll run a square search until we reach the edge of the debris."

"Standard procedure," Bashir said. That was one thing he did know. Kira scowled at him, and he
wondered, not for the first time, why the Bajoran was so short-tempered.

"Let me know when we've reached the center," Kira said.

Bashir nodded, and turned his attention to the boards that controlled the runabout's sensor rig. He fiddled
with the controls, invoking an optimization routine, then fine-tuning one section after another until he was
sure that the machines would pick up any sign of organic life or organized power. The energy shadow
would block some of that, of course, but Ganges' sensors were the best the Federation could offer- A
light flared on his panel, and he said, "We're in the center of the cloud, Major. It matches Gift of Flight's



last reported position."

"No, really," Kira snarled. "All right, run a full scan from here."

"Yes, sir," Bashir said, and stopped abruptly as a thought struck him. "Major, if we shut down all
unnecessary activities, I can get a better picture of the debris field- particularly any low-level power
usage, such as a damaged lifepod."

Kira gave him another of her fulminating looks, but nodded. "All right, Doctor. Let's try it."

Her hands danced across her controls, and the familiar faint vibration that had filled Bashir's bones since
he'd come aboard the Ganges faded to an almost subliminal

level. It was unnerving, like the absolute silence he had once experienced alone in a cave during his
Starfleet training, and he had to force himself to begin the scan. "Mostly duranium and tritanium," he said,
his voice sounding very loud in his own ears. "The composition's consistent with a Federation-designed
hull. Also a number of composites-also consistent with the internal fittings of a starship. Also-" He
swallowed hard, recognizing what the readouts meant, and his memory presented him with a tissue
sample he had seen in one of his pathology classes. It had come from a human, a miner, killed in a
cave-in in the Miranuri Asteroid Belt; he could see it now, all too clearly, the cellular structure irrevocably
exploded, tissues frozen almost as quickly as they'd died, locked in the instant of their destruction. He
shut off the image with the skill of long practice-one did not become a doctor without learning to control
one's imagination-and blocked out, too, the picture of what those readings meant. "Also organic
material."

"Bits of bodies, you mean," Kara said. Her mobile features twisted with revulsion.

"Very small pieces," Bashir said. "None of them can be much larger than, oh, two hundred cubic
centimeters." He glanced at Kira, gauging her response-he found his analysis obscurely comforting, but
he couldn't be sure how the Bajoran would respond. "They must have died very quickly, Major. The
pirate must have destroyed the ship in a single attack-I wonder if they set charges, or if they used a
torpedo?"

"I don't suppose it matters very much," Kira said. She looked down at her controls, took a deep breath.
"[s the scan complete, Doctor?"

"Yes." Bashir ran his hands over his controls again just to be sure. "Yes, it is. So far, there's no sign of
energy output anywhere."

"Then I'm beginning the search pattern," Kara said.

"Keep your eyes open for any energy output anywhere-it could be the pirate, as well as a lifepod."
"Yes, Major," Bashir said. "But I don't think there is any."

"Keep looking," Kira said, through clenched teeth.

"Yes, Major," Bashir said again, and felt the tremor as Kira brought Ganges' systems back on line. In the
viewscreen, the image shifted slightly, and suddenly he understood what he was seeing. What he had
taken for a bright starscape suddenly seemed to move against a background of apparently fixed stars,
and he realized that he was looking at the broken bits of the Xawe ship. They seemed to sparkle in the
screen, a drift of light against the stars, painfully pretty, like a theatrical effect. And somewhere in that
haze of glittering metallic fiber were the bits of organic material-the only remains of Gift of Flight's
crew-that were too unreflective, too small to show among the brilliance. It wasn't fair-this was what he
had joined Starfleet to prevent-and he swallowed hard, not sure if he was fighting tears or bile.

"Why?" he said abruptly, and half hoped Kira hadn't heard. To his surprise, however, the Bajoran gave
him a half-smile that was almost compassionate.

"This is how some people fight," she said. "Like Cardassians. The only thing you can do is fight back.
And never forget your dead."

Bashir nodded, not knowing what else to do-he wanted to protest, to insist that there must be, there must
have been, something else they could have done, but he knew perfectly well that there had been
nothing-and turned his attention to the sensor readouts as though by sheer force of will he could conjure a
survivor. He kept his eyes fixed on his readouts as Ganges moved through the complex pattern of their
search, making sure that every fractional sliver of the debris field was scanned and accounted for.

When they had finished, Ganges had returned to the center of the still-spreading sphere of wreckage.



Bashir opened his mouth to ask if they should repeat the scan, but Kira reached across his panel to open
a channel to Deep Space Nine.

"Kira to base."

"Dax here," the Trill answered, almost instantly. "Any- news?"

She had been going to say "survivors," Bashir realized, and felt a chill run down his spine.

"Nothing new," Kira said, her voice tightly controlled. "No sign of any survivors. Permission to repeat the
scan."

"Denied." That was Sisko, stepping briskly into the image in the viewscreen. "Unless the first one wasn't
adequate-"

"It was," Kira said, involuntarily, and grimaced as she realized what she'd done.

"-then there's no need to repeat it, Major. Return to the station at your best speed."

"But, sir-" Kira began.

In the screen, Sisko shook his head. "There's nothing more you can do, Major. And we need the data
you've collected. Return to DS9."

Bashir looked sideways, to see Kira's lips compressed in a thin line. Sisko was right, he knew, but there
was a part of him that agreed with Kira, that wanted to make one more futile scan. He was suddenly glad
it was Kira's decision, not his.

"Very well, Commander," Kira said. "We're on our way."

The look on her face was still in Sisko's mind five hours later. He stared at the datapadds littering the
operations table without really seeing their bright displays, already too familiar with the bare bones of
their contents. Whatever the ship was, it was strong enough and fast enough to have destroyed Gift of
Flight with about as much effort as it

would take for him to swat a fly. "How long until Ganges returns?" he asked, and Dax looked up from
her console.

"Twenty-eight minutes, if they maintain warp four."

Sisko nodded. "Good. How is the analysis of those tapes coming?"

O'Brien said, "I haven't had enough time to go into this in detail, sir, but there are some interesting
indications when you analyze the image closely. I think the attacker had already been in a fight, sir."

"Put it on the main viewer," Sisko said.

"Yes, sir." O'Brien touched controls, then stood frowning up at the image. "You see, there, and there, on
the starboard wing?" A dot of light appeared, illuminating the sections, which swelled to fill the screen.
The grey metal of the hull was streaked with darker lines, like soot from a fire. "There's carbon scoring,
and indications of phaser damage-which would have to be from shots that got through their shields, mind
you. And then here-" He adjusted the image, rotated it sideways, so that the ragged edge of the port
wing filled the screen. At that magnification, the image was a little blurred, and Sisko frowned, unsure
what he was seeing. "Right there," O'Brien went on, "it looks to me as though there was some kind of a
mounting point-maybe for a weapon, or a sensor cone, it could be either-but whatever was linked there
was torn away. If you look very closely, you can see what looks to be conduit hanging from the
opening."

Sisko squinted at the image. He could just make out a pair of hair-thin lines, one gently curved, the other
twisted like a corkscrew, faintly outlined against the dark background. "Can you get an enhanced
image?"'

"That is enhanced," O'Brien answered.

"I see." Sisko looked again, but the image obstinately refused to become clearer.

"I've got the computers chasi ng down that possibility," O'Brien said. "I told them to assume that there are
signs of

damage, and to give me an interpretation of all markings consistent with that assumption. It might just
explain why they had to destroy Gift of Flight like that."

"Oh?"

"Yes, sir," O'Brien said. "If  were commanding a ship in that sector, and I'd sustained any serious
damage-and I think, assuming this is damage that we're seeing, there has to be worse inside the hull-well,



there aren't many places you can go for repairs. Even regular merchant ships are a long way from help
out there; you'd have to go halfway to Aden in the Cardassian sector before you'd find a halfway
decently equipped Starbase. Not that you'd want to deal with them."

"Unless you were a Cardassian," Sisko said, half to himself. "But if you weren't. . ." He nodded to
O'Brien. "I see your point, Chief."

"The easiest way to get spare parts for repairs is to take them from another ship," O'Brien said, with a
twist of the lips that might have been a smile.

"And then destroy the other ship," Sisko said, "so that your enemies can't tell what you took, or how
badly you were damaged."

"Except," O'Brien said, with a quick look at Dax, "we may be able to tell."

"If the attacker took anything out of the engineering section," Dax said, "it should affect the energy
shadow left after Gift of Flight exploded."

"Assuming, of course, they took major parts," O'Brien added. "But you wouldn't pull an attack like this
for anything minor. Not this close to the Federation border."

"That makes sense," Sisko said. "Keep on it, O'Brien. [ want to know as soon as your analysis turns up
anything new."

"Yes, sir," O'Brien said, and Sisko turned his attention to Dax.

"What about similar attacks? Are there any in records?"

"Yes," Dax answered, "actually, quite a few. I'll put them on the viewer."

Sisko blinked as the screen filled with text. "How many are there?"

"In the past five years," Dax said, "over fifty ships have been attacked in this sector. Now, some of
those-" The names disappeared from the list as she spoke. "-are minor, hijackings, rough handling,
in-transit harassment, and most of those involve Ferengi ships."

"Normal business practice," Sisko said, and saw O'Brien grin.

Dax's smile was more demure. "I'm afraid so. However, the rest of the incidents on this list-forty-two
attacks in all-are almost certainly related."

"Forty-two separate attacks on shipping," Sisko said. "Why hasn't this been reported? Why weren't we
warned?"

"I admit, that surprised me too," Dax said. "However, not all the attacks resulted in the loss of a ship-at
least a dozen were fired on, but got away-and most of the ships that were attacked were not from the
Federation. Primarily the victims have been Cardassians and Ferengi; Starfleet learned about them
through secondhand sources."

"That's interesting," Sisko said. "Does that mean this attacker is avoiding the Federation?"

"Very possibly," Dax answered. "Nearly all the attacks took place on the Cardassian side of the border,
and this is the first such attack in which Helios did not break off when its victim crossed into Federation
space."

"Helios?" O'Brien asked.

"There are unconfirmed reports that that's what the attacking ship calls itself," Dax said. "And the name is
consistent with the hull markings we saw."

"So why," Sisko murmured, "Why has Helios chosen to come into the Federation this time?"

"If it's damaged," O'Brien began, and one of the Bajoran technicians interrupted him.

"Excuse me, Commander Sisko. Ganges has just docked."

"Excellent," Sisko said. "Tell Major Kira to begin downloading all data from the debris field, and then she
and Dr. Bashir are to report to Ops at once."

"Yes, Commander," the Bajoran said, and a moment later Sisko heard her soft voice relaying his
commands.

Sisko looked back at O'Brien. "You were saying, Chief?"

"If Helios is damaged," O'Brien said, "someone must have damaged it. Do you think the Cardassians are
after them?"

"There's some question as to whether or not Helios is a Cardassian ship," Dax interjected. "Starfleet
Intelligence indicates that, though the Cardassians are believed to have lost ships to Helios's attacks,



there are rumors that suggest Helios is being backed by the Cardassian government."

Sisko considered the possibilities, staring up at the list of names that filled the viewer's screen. They
would need to add one more after today. "See if you can get Starfleet to clarify that," he said, and Dax
nodded. The turbolift hissed then, and its cab rose into sight, carrying Kira and Bashir.

"This was a disaster," Kira said, and flung herself out of the cab. "Commander, we have to do something
about this. Get a Federation patrol craft out there, a cruiser, something like that."

Sisko suppressed a grin-Kira was never anything less than wholehearted in her reactions-and said, "That
had occurred to me, Major. I've already requested that Starfleet send a ship to investigate."

"Good," Kira said. "But we should warn other traffic in the area, tell shipping to stay clear of this sector
until we can track down this ship and destroy it."

"This isn't the first attack in this area," Sisko said, with as

much patience as he could muster. "Helios has apparently taken out at least forty-two ships in the past
five years." Kira started to say something else, and he went on talking, raising his voice a little to carry
over whatever she might have said. "Lieutenant Dax has a report on all those attacks, and Starfleet's
response and analysis, when you want it, Major."

Kira closed her mouth, took a quick breath. "I'd like that."

Dax handed her the datapadd without a word, but her smile was distinctly amused. Sisko suppressed his
own grin, and said, "Now. | want everything you can tell me about Gift of Flight's destruction."

Kira looked suddenly very tired, the ready anger draining away. "I don't know what we can tell you that
won't be in the computer."

"Even so," Sisko said, and gestured for them to take their places at the table.

Kira sighed, looked at Bashir, and seated herself beside O'Brien. Bashir followed suit, moving with
uncharacteristic clumsiness. Sisko glanced warily at him-this was the longest he'd ever heard the doctor
keep silent-and Bashir managed a wincing smile, but still said nothing.

"After the pirate-Helios, you called it?-took out Gift of Flight's engineering section, we kept them on the
screen for about another two hours," Kira went on. "Direct transmission stopped long before that, of
course; we estimate that the attacker was in transporter range fifty-one minutes after we lost that image,
and Gift of Flight disappeared from our screens thirty-eight minutes after that. We reached her last
portion thirty-one minutes later, and there was nothing left but pieces, fragments. That whole volume was
full of them, like an asteroid field in miniature." Her voice trailed off, as though she'd just realized what she
had said.

Sisko said, "Go on, Major."

"There's nothing more to say," Kira snapped. "The ship was blown to pieces, the whole crew was dead.
And I'd like to get my hands on the bastards who did it."

"So would we all," Sisko said.

"[ think," Bashir said slowly, "I mean, from what we saw, the readings we got, the ship was destroyed in
a single explosion, an explosion big enough to break the hull into very small pieces."

"And the crew?" Sisko asked, though he suspected that he already knew the answer.

"I think they were on board when the explosion happened," Bashir said. "Or their bodies were. It's
possible they were killed first, and just left there."

"I can't say I find that very comforting," O'Brien muttered, just audibly enough. Bashir glanced at him,
perplexed and a little hurt, and Kira scowled.

"Comforting or not, it is evidence. And it shows how these pirates fight."

Well, well, Sisko thought. I never expected to see that in my lifetime, not Kira defending Bashir. He kept
his expression neutral, and said, "I think that's all for now, gentlemen. Major, Dr. Bashir, I suggest you
get some rest. You've done well."

Kira just nodded, but Bashir said, "Thank you, Commander, I-"

Kira laid a hand on his shoulder. "Julian," she said firmly. "There's something I learned long ago that I
think it's time you discovered. You need a drink."

Bashir blinked at her for a moment, and then nodded, his face transformed by his sudden, engaging smile.
"Oh. Yes. Thank you, Major. I appreciate-"



"Come on, then," Kira said, and propelled him firmly into the turbolift.

As they disappeared from sight, Sisko allowed himself a

grin, but it faded quickly. "T'll be in my office," he said, to the compartment at large, and turned away.
"Benjamin." Dax's soft voice stopped him at the foot of the stairs. "This isn't over, is it?"

Sisko looked at her for a long moment. "No, Lieutenant," he said at last. "I doubt it is." If Helios really
was damaged, if it had attacked Gift of Flight to steal parts for repairs, if it was moving into the
Federation for the first time ... If, if, if the uncertainties mocked him. But he, and all the station, had to be
prepared for the worst. Dax nodded silently, her beautiful face very grave, as though she'd read his
thoughts. Sisko straightened his shoulders with an effort. Hard to believe that, only a few hours ago, he
had been looking at an empty schedule. He snorted to himself, acknowledging the realities of Starfleet
service, and went on up the stairs and into his office.

CHAPTER

3

IT WAS MORNING by DS9's arbitrary schedule of day and night, early morning by most people's
standards, but Odo was already busy in the security office, reviewing the report Sisko had given him the
night before. His mouth tightened as he read, and remembered the assignment Sisko had added. Check
the ships in dock, the commander had said, see if anyone has had any untoward adventures getting here.
See if they've seen anything at all that might have a bearing on this pirate. Odo snorted, looking at the
image displayed on the datapadd's tiny screen. If any of the traders currently docked at DS9 had seen
anything like that on their way in, they would have run screaming straight to Sisko's office to demand that
the Federation protect them from the monster ship. Still, it was an order, and Odo was scrupulous about
obeying direct orders. Then his rather thin lips curved into a slow, and not entirely pleasant, smile. It
would at least give him a good excuse for taking another look at the Ferengi trader-the ship's name
translated to something like

"Sticky-Fingers"-that had arrived two days before, ostensibly with a shipment of holotapes for Quark.
Odo did not in the least believe that story-holotapes were cheap, and easily manufactured even on DS9,
certainly not worth the expense of importing them from outside the Bajor system- and he would be
delighted to take another look at the Ferengi ship, and its cargo.

He called up a list of the other ships in the docking ring, noting four others that had skirted Cardassian
space on their way to the station, and then checked the ships scheduled to arrive during the current
twenty-four-hour period. Three were due, two Bajorans and a Azhaeri tramp, the Shannar, that came
and went on a rough six-week schedule. It passed through the possible sector, and Odo made a note to
speak to its captain as well. And it was due to dock in forty minutes, if it kept to its flight plan. If it does,
Odo thought, it will be the first time since I became security officer here. Still, the latest display screen
claimed that Shannar would dock as scheduled, and a quick scan of the dock monitors showed a
technical crew busy in the docking port, preparing for her arrival. Odo snorted again, comprehensive
disdain, and started for the docking ring.

The ship called Sticky-Fingers was mated to docking port eight, and Odo took the long way around,
emerging into the cargo bays on level twenty-two to the consternation of a trio of Ferengi crewmen who
were lounging outside the main hatch. A cargo sled stood at the foot of the ramp, piled high with
transport cylinders, and Odo allowed himself a moment of deep satisfaction. This time, Quark had made
a definite mistake. The largest of the three Ferengi sprang into action as the constable approached,
leaping forward to block Odo's path, while the one closest to the ship edged back up the ramp.

Odo smiled impartially at the fawning Ferengi and at the

one easing back up the ramp. "No need to announce me. I can find my way."

"Ah, perhaps I should go with you," the Ferengi said, and rubbed his hands together nervously. "You
could get lost; Ferengi ships are nonstandard. You could encounter, oh, all sorts of things."

The smaller Ferengi at his elbow added helpfully, "Open wires, open floorplates-"

The first Ferengi silenced him with a look. Odo looked down at them, considering. They were clearly not
going to get out of his way willingly, and he didn't enjoy the use of physical force; besides, he hadn't
actually expected them to let him on board again without a customs warrant. "I'm here to speak to



Quark," he said.

The two Ferengi exchanged a quick look, and then the larger one spoke again. "He's not here, I'm so
sorry. You should try back at his place, but I doubt he's awake this early."

"He had better be," Odo said, with a grim smile. "That's his seal on those cargo pods, and I don't recall
his export declaration listing a second outgoing shipment."

"I'm sure there's some misunderstanding," the larger Ferengi began, the smaller one nodding madly in
agreement at his side.

"[s there a problem, Constable?" That was Quark, appearing suddenly in Sticky-Fingers' hatch.

"I'm not sure," Odo answered. "You should be more careful, Quark, your own people didn't know
where you were. They told me you were at your-establishment."

"Imagine that," Quark said, and gave the crewmen a sour look. Then he straightened, clasped his hands
together, and started down the ramp with what passed for a bright smile. It showed most of his pointed
teeth, and Odo, who had seen the act before, was even less than usually impressed.

"Now," Quark said, "what's the trouble, Constable?"

"This," Odo said, and gestured to the double grav-sled piled high with the slim silver cylinders of cargo
packed for transsector shipment. "According to the documents you filed yesterday, you had a single
shipment of fifty cylinders of gravis departing on this ship. Fifty cylinders were loaded yesterday, and yet
I find at least another fifty waiting. That is a problem, Quark."

"Actually," Quark began. "Actually, my plans have changed somewhat since yesterday, Constable. It
seems I'm able to ship rather more than I'd anticipated-unexpected profits, smaller losses, that sort of
thing. So I've revised my intentions. Surely it's not against the law to change one's mind?"

"Certainly not," Odo said. "However, it is against the law to evade the export duty."

Quark's smile sagged visibly, but he recovered himself in an instant. "Evade? Constable, you malign me."
"I doubt it."

Quark contrived to look wounded, showing more teeth in the process. "I was on my way to file the
necessary documents."

"And pay the duty?" Odo asked.

"Of course." Quark drew himself up to his full height. "I deeply resent the suggestion that I would
deliberately avoid paying my fair share." He glanced at Odo's unyielding expression, and shrugged. "Any
more than any other Ferengi would."

"Of course," Odo said, and allowed himself a small, satisfied smile. "But just to avoid any
further-misunderstandings . . ."

Quark sighed. "Pay up?"

"Let's just say I want to save you from yourself," Odo answered, and touched his communicator. "Odo
to Security. I want a man sent to cargo bay twenty-six at once." He waited for the acknowledgment, and
looked down at Quark.

"My deputy will see that you have everything in order before you take those cylinders aboard."

"How unnecessarily generous of you, Constable," Quark said.

"Not at all." Odo paused. "Oh, there is one other thing."

"Yes?" In spite of himself, there was a note of hope in Quark's voice-in the old days, under the
Cardassian regime, a comment like that had been an invitation to offer a bribe-and Odo sighed.

"You should know me better than that by now, Quark. It concerns your friend the captain's journey to
the station."

"Yes?" Quark sounded wary, and Odo wondered if the other Ferengi had been up to something, or if
Quark was being cautious on general principles.

"There have been reports of an attack on a Xawe ship on the Cardassian border. Commander Sisko is
quite concerned, and wants me to ask all the captains who've transited that sector if they encountered
anything unusual on the journey."

"What sort of an attack?" Quark asked.

"Fatal," Odo answered. "The ship, and her crew, were completely destroyed."

Quark gave him a sour look. "I can tell you right now that Idris didn't run into anything like that. Or see



anything, for that matter. If he had, he'd have charged me double."

It was no more than Odo had expected. He waited until he'd seen his deputy, a thin, hard-faced Bajoran,
installed at the foot of the Sticky-Fingers' cargo ramp, and then glanced at the nearest chronometer. The
Shannar should have docked by now; he might as well see if her captain had, for the first time in Odo's
memory, kept to his schedule. To his surprise, the customs team was at docking port six already, busy at
the open hatch that led into the ship's cargo area, and he stopped beside the Bajoran in charge.

"Are you quite sure this is the Shannar?"

The Bajoran grinned-he knew Shannar all too well- but answered promptly. "Yes, sir, it's Shannar all
right. I'd know that wreck anywhere. My guess is, the captain's drunk-or maybe sober for the first time."
Or afraid? Odo thought, his attention sharpening. It would take something as serious as fear of imminent
destruction to make Radath Keiy hurry. "I want to talk to Captain Keiy," he said aloud, and the Bajoran
nodded.

"Certainly, Constable. Oh, and there's a passenger on board."

"For Bajor?" Odo asked. That was still the most common destination, though more and more people
were using DS9 as a way station on the journey through the wormhole. To his surprise, the Bajoran
shook his head.

"No. And not heading for the Gamma Quadrant, either. Her end destination is DS9."

"Hah." Odo took the datapadd the man extended to him, scanned the tiny characters that filled the
screen. The traveler-a Trehanna, a species he didn't know, but that he vaguely thought was
humanoid-was indeed scheduled to leave Shannar at DS9, and had booked a room in the transients'
quarters. "I will want to talk to her, as well." There was no real reason for it, except curiosity-but she had
boarded Shannar in the sector where Helios had been sighted, Odo saw. She might know something, or
have heard something, anything, about the mysterious ship.

"She's in receiving now," the Bajoran said. "If you hurry, you may catch her there."

"Thank you," Odo said. "Tell Captain Keiy that I will want to speak with him."

"I'll tell him to contact your office," the Bajoran promised, and Odo turned away.

The receiving station was at the end of the nearest crossover bridge, about a four-minute walk from
docking port six. It was a small, sterile place, filled with blued light,

and bright display screens-scanners, data-stores, passive and active alarms-banded the walls. A Starfleet
ensign, one of the most junior of Sisko's people, was fumbling with the controls of the main console as
she tried not to stare at the figure waiting patiently in the column of light from the medical scanner. It had
to be the unknown Trehanna, Odo knew, but its shape-her shape, Odo reminded himself- was
completely hidden under a voluminous dark-green veil. It covered her from head to foot, trailing a little on
the floor so that it prevented even so much as a glimpse of her toe; only her eyes were visible, as she
turned to face the newcomer, through a narrow slit in the heavy fabric. The ensign gave an exclamation of
disgust.

"I'm sorry, ma'am-my lady, I mean-but you have to stand still until the scan is finished."

"I'm sorry," the Trehanna answered. Her voice was low, and very clear despite the muffling fabric.
"Please forgive me. I will be still now."

"Thank you," the ensign muttered. "I'm starting the scan again."

"Do you need assistance, Ensign Zhou?" Odo asked, and the young woman gave him a look
compounded of gratitude and irritation.

"Not exactly, Constable, but it'd be nice if you'd run her papers through the computers."

"Of course." Odo took the silver disk from the console, and fed it into a universal dataport. The format
was nonstandard, and definitely not Federation; Odo grimaced at that-it was all but impossible to keep
track of all the petty planets that fringed the Federation, or their paperwork-but ran the matching
program. It took a moment for the computer to respond, but then the screen filled with data. According
to the search, the Trehanna was from Yrigar on Trehan, and was known as Diaadul, widow of Innaris;
beneath the letters was a series of bars that repre-

sented retinal and palmprint scans. Odo's eyebrows rose at that, and he said aloud, "No hologram?"
Zhou looked at him oddly, but said nothing. She looked at her console instead, and said, "All right,



ma'am-my lady. The scan's complete, you're medically cleared for entry."

"Thank you, Ensign." One hand emerged from a slit in the veiling, a long-fingered, delicate hand that
seemed too fragile to carry the heavy rings that banded four of the six fingers, or the stacks of bracelets
that encircled her thin wrist. "Is that all?"

"Uh, no, my lady." Zhou looked at Odo. "We still have to verify your identity."

"Oh?" Diaadul's veiled head turned from side to side, as though she was studying the two officers.

"I'll take care of it, Ensign." Odo said. "If you'll step this way, madam." He gestured for her to step up
onto the platform that stood in front of the ident machines. "Are you familiar with the procedure?"
Diaadul shook her head again. "I'm sorry. I haven't been off Trehan before. What must I do?"

Odo took a long look at the muffled shape in its trailing veils. "We need to verify that you are the person
named on your ID disk. If you would lay your hand on this tablet, here, and look into the scanner-" He
touched the hooded lens.

Diaadul stepped forward cautiously, laid her hand on the cool slab of the palmprint reader, and leaned
forward until her veiled forehead rested on the edge of the lens. "Just s0?"

"One moment." Odo fed her passport into the readers, waited for the machine to give its verdict. Instead,
the scanner beeped at him, and displayed an error message. ""No, madam, not like that. You will see a
blue light at the center of the scanner. Focus your right eye on that dot."

"Ah." Diaadul shifted, obviously trying to see more clearly, and then freed her left hand to adjust the veil's
eye slit. "I think-not, not quite." She wriggled again.

"You would find it easier if you removed your outer garment," Odo said, with some asperity.

Diaadul drew back in shock, her hands vanishing into the folds of the veil. "Oh, no!"

"The scanner can't function through layers of cloth," Odo said. It was a statement of the obvious, but the
Trehanna seemed unable to grasp the concept.

"I may not," Diaadul said. "Forgive me, but [ am a Trehanna and a noblewoman, and I may not show my
face to anyone except my lawful husband, now sadly deceased."

"It's a custom," Zhou said quietly, and Odo shot her an irritated look. But he had learned some time ago
that when humans or their close cousins invoked "custom" there was little point in arguing with them, no
matter how foolish or impractical the custom might seem to more rational peoples.

"Very well," he said. "We'll have to see what we can do. If you would try again, madam?"

Diaadul leaned forward meekly. "I think I have it now," she said, after a moment.

Odo snorted, but pressed the buttons again. This time, the machine flashed its "scan complete" symbol,
and a moment later, "identity confirmed." Odo sighed. "All right, Diaadul-"

"Lady Diaadul," the Trehanna interrupted, soft-voiced. "If it pleases you."

"Whether it pleases me or not is irrelevant," Odo said, "if that's the proper form of address." Diaadul
made an odd movement, a swaying, dipping motion that Odo realized must be some kind of formal
acknowledgment. "Lady Diaadul, then. Your passport checks out."

"Welcome to DS9," Zhou said.

"Thank you," Diaadul said. She stepped away from the scanners, gathering her veil around her once
again.

"Are you here for business or pleasure?" Odo asked.

Diaadul seemed to stiffen under the concealing draperies, and Odo wondered what peculiar taboo he
had violated this time. Then the Trehanna's shoulders drooped slightly, and she said, in a subdued voice,
"Business, sir. I am here to complete arrangements begun by my late husband, the Lord Innaris."

"I see," Odo said. Actually, he thought, / don't see at all. How can anyone do business wrapped up like
that? Or maybe it's an advantage having others not able to see her face.

"I hope it goes well," Zhou said. She looked down at her screen. "I'll have your luggage sent to your
cabin-that's on level seventeen of the habitat ring."

"Thank you," Diaadul said. She looked from one to the other. "Perhaps-My lord had dealings with a
merchant here, whom I must contact. If it's not too much trouble, perhaps one of you could direct me to
one called Quark?"

Odo blinked once. "Madam-my lady. Quark is well known to me in my professional capacity-and I am



the Chief of Security for this station. I would advise against doing any kind of business with Quark, under
any circumstances."

"Oh?" Diaadul's voice was sweetly innocent. "But I must. It's my duty, as my husband's relict, to finish
this last business of his as he would have done it."

"I doubt you could," Odo said. "Forgive me, but you seem somewhat-unused-to business dealings.
Quark will have no compunction about taking full advantage of your inexperience, and, not to put too fine
a point on it, he would enjoy cheating you of everything you own. You'd be taking a considerable risk in
dealing with him."

"Oh." Diaadul's eyes widened for a moment behind the veil. They were quite green, Odo saw,
slit-pupilled and inhuman, but the sort of color that some of the younger human males praised ecstatically.
Bashir had once lectured him for ten minutes on the particular attraction of green

eyes, before he had noticed that Dax's eyes were blue. Then Diaadul shook her head decisively. "No.
Thank you very much for your warning, Constable, and I will certainly keep it in mind, but [ have to do
as my husband wished. That is my duty."

"Let me escort you to your quarters," Odo said. "I can tell you some things that may change your mind."
"That's very kind of you," Diaadul said, "but I am under obligation. I have to complete my husband's
arrangement with Quark."

Odo walked her through the maze of corridors and turbolifts, reciting the litany of Quark's more
egregious exploits. Diaadul listened attentively, one hand clutching her veil to keep it out of the rolling
hatchways, her eyes widening again. Odo began to hope she might be willing to listen to him-it was bad
enough for Quark to cheat his fellow merchants, who knew both how to play the game and how to play
their opponents; to impose on such an obvious innocent was far worse, and must be prevented-but when
they paused outside her assigned quarters, Diaadul shook her head again.

"You've been very kind, Constable, more kind than you needed to be, and I am grateful." She held out
both hands, the heavy bangles clattering, and Odo, uncertain of the gesture, took her hands in his.

"And I promise you I will be careful," Diaadul went on. "But you must believe me, I have no choice in
this. Though I thank you for the warning." She laid her hand against the doorplate, and disappeared into
her new quarters.

Odo stood for a moment, staring after her in baffled anger. He considered pounding on the intercom,
demanding that she let him in, listen to him-but she had listened, very politely, and was as stubborn as
before. And that was a very human trait, for all that Trehanna were not, strictly speaking, humans. There
was nothing he could do to stop her, if

she was determined to make her own errors, short of locking her in the security office until she changed
her mind. And, though it might make a pleasant fantasy, it would never do. He shook his head, and
turned away, heading for the connecting tunnel and the turbolift to the Promenade. But there was one
thing of which he felt quite certain the moment she realized just how much she had lost, she would come
running, and then it would be his job to recover it.

He emerged onto the Promenade in a less than pleasant mood, and his temper was not improved at the
sight of the Shannar's captain sitting patiently in the outer lobby of the security office. Radath Keiy was a
Farruna, large even for his large species, and his bulk seemed to fill most of the available space.

"I was told you wanted to see me, Constable?" "That's right," Odo said. "I have some questions to ask."
Keiy blinked once, slowly, the nictitating membranes veiling his golden eyes a half second before the
eyelids came down, and Odo was meanly pleased by that sign of nervousness. "However I can be of
service, Constable . . ."

"Come into my office," Odo said, and led the way into the inner room. The Farruna took up even more
space there, a hulking, grey-skinned reptile who seemed unable for a moment to find room for the
massive tail that served to counterbalance his heavy body. "Do sit down."

Keiy looked at the available chairs. "With all respect, Constable, I think I'd better stand."

"Suit yourself, Captain," Odo answered. He took his own place behind the desk, and flipped on a
working screen. "As I said, I have some questions to ask you, same as I've been asking of all the ships'
masters who've come through the border sectors in the last week. Do you mind if I record your



answers?"

Keiy blinked again, but shook his head. "No." "Good." Odo smiled without teeth, knowing that the
expression disconcerted the Farruna. "A ship has been destroyed in Federation space, by something that
came out of Cardassian territory. We-Commander Sisko-is deeply concerned, and has asked me to find
out if you, or anyone you know, has been attacked, or seen any signs of a pirate's activities."

The nictitating membranes trembled in Keiy's eyes, making him look momentarily blind, but he shook his
head again. "I can't help you there, Constable. We had a fine voyage, better than ever. We didn't see
anything unusual, nothing at all."

"And none of your friends, your colleagues, have seen anything?" Odo asked.

"Not that they've told me," Keiy answered. "There hasn't been any gossip-except the usual talk about the
Ferengi, of course."

"Of course," Odo said. He studied the Farruna for a moment longer. Keiy seemed nervous, but there
could be any number of reasons for that, from his involvement in a badly planned smuggling scheme three
years before to a general discomfort with legal authority. The Farruna looked back at him, grey face
utterly without expression. "If you hear any talk about a pirate ship, I would appreciate your telling me.
It's reputed to go by the name of Helios."

"Helios," Keiy said, on an odd note, like an indrawn breath. "No, I don't know any ship by that name."
"Are you quite sure?"

Keiy shook his head again, showing teeth in his determination. "Never heard of it."

"Very well," Odo said. "That was all I wanted to know."

"Than may I go, Constable? I have a ship to see to." Keiy lifted himself off his tail without waiting for an
answer.

"Of course," Odo said, and watched the Farruna maneuver himself carefully through the doorway. Keiy
had not

told him everything, of that he felt certain, but he couldn't pinpoint the evasion. He ran the Farruna's
words through his memory again, but the vague impression refused to become more precise. He shook
his head, and turned his attention to the next captain on the list.

Sisko stared at the latest report that filled his desktop screen, wishing that O'Brien and Dax had been less
thorough. Unfortunately, there wasn't much doubt about their results. Helios was an enormously powerful
warship, even damaged; if that was lurking in the Cardassian shipping lanes, or, worse still, heading into
the Federation, even Starfleet would have its work cut out to contain the menace. And yet, and yet... He
tapped one finger on the edge of the display, not quite ready to move on to the next screen. If a ship this
big, this aggressive, had been active in the border sectors, why hadn't the Federation heard rumors of it
before now? Why hadn't it moved into Federation space before this?

The door chime sounded, and he looked up, to see Odo signaling for admittance. Sisko touched the
button to admit the constable, not sorry for the interruption, and Odo shouldered his way into the office.
There was always something a little jerky about his movements, as though he were not yet fully
comfortable with the shape he wore. Or maybe, Sisko thought, as he gestured for the other to take a
seat, maybe it takes more practice than I could ever imagine to learn to manage a humanoid shape.
"What can I do for you, Constable?" he asked. Instinctively, he ran down the list of possible disasters
that would fall under Odo's jurisdiction-conspiracy, terrorism, smuggling, even Bajoran quarrels
escalating into a full-blown feud-but none of those seemed to match the rather perplexed expression on
Odo's face. Of course, Sisko

thought, it's hard to be sure what he means by any given expression. It's worse than a foreign language,
almost impossible to read a face that "speaks" with an accent.

"You asked me to talk to the starship captains currently docked to the station," Odo said. As always, his
voice was gruft, almost harsh, and Sisko wondered again how much of that was due to the alien shape.
"I've done so, and I have my report."

Which you didn't need to make in person, Sisko thought, and waited. When it became clear that Odo
didn't intend to continue, he said, "All right. I'm listening."

Odo laid a dataclip on the desktop. "The details are there," he said, "but, in summary, there's nothing. No



one here at present will say that they know anything about this mystery ship. They haven't seen or heard
of it, not even as a rumor."

Sisko raised an eyebrow at that. "Starfleet records report, what, forty-two attacks. And no one's heard
anything?"

"No." Odo's mouth curved into an unmistakably sour smile. "That they'll admit to, anyway."

"And do you believe them?" Sisko asked.

"I'm not certain," Odo said. "Commander, I've interviewed seven captains of assorted skills and
reputations, and all of them claim to have heard nothing more than the usual rumors of rough trade
practices. The Ferengi were, of course, willing to sell me any story I'd buy, but I'd have to discount most
of what they said. And, while we're speaking of the Ferengi. . ."

"You have another complaint against Quark." In spite of his best intentions, Sisko sounded resigned, and
Odo gave him a sharp glance.

"With all due respect, Commander, it is my job to stop anyone from evading station's law. I can't help it
that Quark is the most egregious offender on the station."

"I know." Sisko sighed. "It's just-"

"He amuses you," Odo said. "And he provides some useful services. I'm aware of that, I assure you. But
the fact remains that I caught him trying to slip an extra fifty cargo containers of gravis onto the
Sticky-Fingers this morning."

"Fifty!" Sisko shook his head. "Even for Quark, that's excessive."

"Quite." Odo smiled. "However, the situation has been dealt with. He has agreed to pay the necessary
fees, and I have a man stationed in the hatch to make sure he does so."

"Excellent," Sisko said, and meant it. "That was well handled, Odo."

"Thank you."

Sisko lifted an eyebrow again. The shapeshifter sounded preoccupied, as though for once he was
uncertain of a situation. Before he could say anything, however, Odo cleared his throat.

"There was one other matter."

"Yes?"

"There was a passenger on the Shannar when she arrived."

"I heard something about that," Sisko said. A mysteriously veiled woman, the station grapevine had
reported; he had overheard one of the Bajorans saying something about a princess, while her compatriot
shook her head, insisting the stranger was some kind of spy.

"[ gather that the station is talking already," Odo said, sourly.

Sisko grinned. "T've heard everything from a Tuareg in drag to a runaway princess," he said frankly, "with
the Bajorans voting-no surprises-for her to be a Cardassian spy. What is she, and where's she headed?"
"Nowhere," Odo said. "Or, more precisely, she was coming here." He reached into his coveralls, and
produced a second dataclip. "T've included her passport records and verification, not that there's much
information on them.

Her name is Diaadul, widow of Innaris-Lady Diaadul is her title-and she's a Trehanna. Apparently, it's
customary for their women to go veiled."

"So what brings her here?" Sisko asked.

"Apparently it's also their custom for the widow to finish her late husband's business affairs," Odo said. "I
checked the library computers. It seems to be a religious duty of some sort." He glowered at Sisko. "And
that's what I'm concerned about. Lord Innaris seems to have had some sort of deal going with Quark."
"I see," Sisko said.

"With all due respect, Commander, I'm not sure that you do," Odo said. "Diaadul is grossly
inexperienced. The Trehanna believe that it's inappropriate for women to concern themselves with trade
or finance, and she seems to follow their customs pretty closely. By her own admission, she's never been
off Trehan before-she could barely work the scanners in the immigration section. I have no desire to see
her cheated by Quark."

Sisko eyed his constable warily. He had never heard Odo so passionate about anyone before-no, he
thought, not passionate, but protective. She must be quite something, the Lady Diaadul, if she could find



the protective streak in Odo so quickly. "I assume you've already warned her of Quark's reputation.”
"Of course. She insists she has to carry out her late husband's wishes." Odo leaned forward slightly. "I
would like your permission, Commander, to do whatever's necessary to protect her."

Sisko sighed. He could understand Odo's position. It would be impossible for Quark, or any Ferengi,
given their cultural biases, not to cheat when confronted with an inexperienced trading partner. Quark
might well complain that she was hardly worth the effort, but that wouldn't stop him from robbing her.
And it was the station's responsibili-

ty to look after transients' interests as well as their own. "All right," he said aloud. "But bear in mind that
Quark hasn't actually done anything yet."

Odo looked briefly affronted. "I had planned to keep Diaadul under loose surveillance until she meets
with Quark, and observe their meeting if I could. I hope that meets with your approval?"

Sisko nodded. "I think it's an excellent idea." He hoped he didn't sound too relieved Odo's intensity could
sometimes lead him into schemes that were problematic under Federation law. "Keep me informed."
"Of course, Commander," Odo said, and pushed himself to his feet. "You have my report. I don't want to
trouble you further."

"Not at all," Sisko said. "Thank you."

Odo nodded again, sharply, and turned away. Sisko watched the door close behind him, and wondered,
not for the first time, precisely where the shapeshifter's loyalties lay. It was not that he distrusted Odo-far
from it; Odo had proved himself al ready to be completely worthy of trust- but he occasionally worried
that Odo's commitment to his own ideal of justice might someday conflict with the more mundane
considerations of law. Odo was adamant in his convictions-perhaps he had to be, Sisko thought. Perhaps
that abstraction was the one solid fact in an otherwise all-too-mutable life. After all, what else could a
shapeshifter instinctively trust as solid, but an ideal?

Odo rode the turbolifts back down toward the Promenade, wondering how best to set a watch on the
Trehanna woman. It would not be easy-mechanical surveillance was not always reliable, and he was
already badly understaffed. He would probably have to rely on a daemon in the computer, set it to
record Diaadul's computer usage and entrances and exits from her quarters. He was deep in his

plans as he stepped off the turbolift onto the Promenade's main level, and nearly tripped over O'Brien, on
his hands and knees beside the open shaft of the second turbolift.

"Careful, Constable," O'Brien said, disgustingly cheerful, and Odo gave him a withering glance.

"Perhaps if you weren't in the middle of the corridor, I wouldn't need to be."

"Sorry," O'Brien said, without sincerity. "Oh, Constable?"

Odo turned back reluctantly. "Yes?"

"That woman, that Tre-Tre-whatever-it-was, the one who came in on the Shannar. She was just by here,
asking the way to Quark's place."

"Was she, now?" Odo said, softly.

"Yeah." O'Brien stood up, wiping the pale gold lubrication onto his uniform. 'Y ou might want to look in
on her. She seemed awfully, I don't know, naive to be going in there by herself."

Odo glared at him, and mastered himself with an effort. O'Brien did not, could not, know that Odo had
spent the last thirty minutes worrying about Diaadul's business. "What a clever idea," he said. O'Brien
started to frown, looking at once insulted and a little hurt, and Odo relented. "The thought had already
occurred to me, Chief)" he said.

"Oh. Well, sorry," O'Brien said.

"But thank you for the information," Odo said, and turned away. This was the chance he had been
looking for, the chance not only to protect Diaadul, but-with any luck at all-a chance finally to catch
Quark in the middle of something unmistakably illegal. He had long ago investigated all the corridors and
passages that gave onto Quark's establishment, as well as the ventilation and water supply systems. He
had even memorized the layout of the centimeters-wide conduit housing that carried the lines that
supplied Quark's machinery with power, and his computers with data, just in case one of those passages
could take him into some otherwise inaccessible part of the Ferengi's space. This time, though ... He
frowned, and paused at the mouth of a narrow access tunnel. This time, the ventilation system should



provide as much access as he needed; the conduit housing gave more direct access, but the available
space was small enough to push him to his absolute limits. He moved slowly down the narrow tunnel,
scanning the engineer's symbols engraved on the walls with an ease that would have surprised O'Brien,
and paused at last beside a hatch marked with warning notes in both Cardassian and newer Federation
characters. It was locked, of course, and security-sealed, but Odo produced a slim cylinder from a
pocket, and fed it into the port. A moment later, the hatch sagged open as the lock released itself. Odo
smiled, tucked the cylinder away, and lifted the hatch a scant dozen centimeters, enough to give him
clearance, in an altered form, but not enough to attract O'Brien's instant notice. He glanced over his
shoulder to be sure he was still unobserved, then exhaled sharply, concentrating.

He felt the internal loosening as taut-held form eased, became liquid, mobile, felt the familiar giddy
pleasure as his body contorted, turning in on itself in a series of smooth curves and partial spheres, and
then re-formed in an instant in the shape of an ashikhan, a Bajoran land spider twenty centimeters long.
He stretched his new legs, adjusting to the needs of controlling all eight of them-six for travel, two for
rudimentary manipulation-and heard his new shell click softly against the floorplates. That was not
something he had counted on; he tilted his head to one side to listen, and tapped again. The noise was
perceptible, but not obtrusive with any luck at all, it would be drowned in the general hubbub that always
filled Quark's establishment. And if it

wasn't, Odo thought, with an inward grin, Quark would be more likely to call O'Brien to fix a loose
connector sleeve than to suspect an observer. He extended a gripping claw, and saw, in the dully
reflective surface, a pale brown creature like a cross between a crab and a spider reaching out to him.
Double eyestalks rose above his tiny head-the ashikhan's brain was located in the center of its body, well
protected by its heavy carapace-and the magnetic buds, used to track prey in the utter darkness of the
seaside caverns, were tightly furled above the true eyes. He smiled to himself, pleased with his
handiwork, and eased the hatch back another few centimeters.

He made his way through the familiar network of the ventilation system, the claws at the ends of his
walking legs fully extended to keep his balance on the smooth surface. The buds worked perfectly, the
reward of constant practice, outlining the shapes of the ducts and baffles in shades of golden grey. The
constantly moving air whistled past him, its pitch changing every time he tilted his head, but it was not fast
enough to be more than an annoyance. As he passed the ducts that led to the main club, he could hear
the usual hum of voices, conversations rising and falling like the tides of Bajor's seas, but he ignored them,
following the familiar markers deep into the heart of Quark's establishment.

He stopped at last at a familiar duct-he had marked this one before, a splotch of high-iron paint that
glowed like a beacon in his changed "sight"-and tilted his head to listen. He could hear voices
approaching, Quark's familiar tones without distinguishable words, and he edged closer to the grille that
covered the opening. Quark's main office was empty, indistinct, painted in shades of grey and gold, and
he frowned to himself, and opened his true eyes, furling the magnetic buds at the same time. The scene
sprang into sudden relief, the bright colors a momentary shock after the monotones. Quark stood just
inside the door, hands clasped

-to keep from rubbing them in glee, Odo thought-as he bowed Diaadul into the brightly lit space.
"Delighted to be of service to any lady," the Ferengi was saying, "and doubly so when I've had such good
fortune in my dealings with your husband. I hope you'll allow me to take a kinsman's privilege in advising
your investments, as I advised the good Lord Innaris in his."

Diaadul bowed slightly, her veils held tight around her.

"If I may say so," Quark went on, closing the door behind them, "it's a great shame you Trehanna still
adhere to so unflattering a custom. Women-women are like jewels, like flowers, and should be seen. It
makes business so much more pleasant-"

Diaadul's hand shot out from among the concealing folds, her bracelets clashing, and caught the Ferengi
by his throat. Quark jerked back, trying to pull away, but her long fingers held him fast. She lifted him
then, pulling him up onto his toes and then holding him for an instant suspended in midair, before she
dropped him briskly onto the carpet.

"We have business," she said. "Get on with it."



"Of course, madam-my lady," Quark said. One hand stole to his throat, rubbed hastily at the places
where her fingers had pinched. "Let's go into my other office."

"Excellent," Diaadul murmured. She waited, her hands once again folded demurely into her veil, while
Quark manipulated something on his main control console. A moment later, a section of paneling slid
back, and Quark gestured, bowing, for Diaadul to precede him. She nodded once, and sailed past into
the hidden room.

Had he been able, Odo would have growled with frustration. The ventilators for Quark's second
office-the private private office, in the Ferengi's own words-were on a separate air shaft. He would have
to retrace his steps, go all the way back to the junction with the main tunnel, before he could enter the
section of the system that fed air to Quark's

inner sanctum. But there was no avoiding the necessity. He scrabbled backward, rear claws gripping,
until he emerged into the larger main tunnel where he could turn around, and retraced his steps as quickly
as he could. At the main shaft, the air flowing through the system was strong enough to force him to
crouch low to the ground, head tucked in and eyestalks retracted, using his walking claws to pull himself
along. It took him almost five minutes to cover as many meters, but at last he reached the junction, where
a smaller shaft split off from the main tunnel. This one, too, was marked in his own familiar symbols, and
he dived into it gratefully, glad to be out of the wind. He scrambled over and under the baffles that cut the
force of the wind-typical inefficient Cardassian technology, he thought, send everything out at full power
and pull off what you need, damping it down at the end point-and then hurried down the long tunnel
toward Quark's final office.

The grille at the end of the shaft was dark. Odo paused for a fraction of a second, furious-if he had been
able, he would have cursed long and loudly-but then training and nature reasserted itself. He continued up
to the grille, swiveling his true eyes on the ends of their stalks to make sure that the room really was
empty and that nothing useful had been left behind. The magnetic buds confirmed what sight had told him
not only was the room empty, but the computer terminals had been shut down completely. And that,
Odo thought, was that. He had done his best to protect the Trehanna woman, and he had failed. Or,
more precisely, he had failed to witness her interview with Quark. From her behavior, she might not need
as much protection as he had thought. Odo paused for a moment, still sitting at the mouth of the
ventilator, and wondered what he should do. This was not typical Trehanna behavior, at least according
to the information he had gotten from the library computer; on the other hand, Trehan was a strict
aristocracy, and it was

just possible that she had been reacting to a slight to her status. Possible, but not, he thought, not quite
right. I think I should report this to Sisko. Perhaps he can explain this behavior better than I. Patiently, he
began to extricate himself from the system, retracing his steps back toward the still-open hatch.
CHAPTER

4

Gul DIJMAS STARED AT his private display screen, schooling his face to an appropriately grim lack of
expression. The muted noise of the command chamber filled the air around him, but he ignored it with the
ease of long practice, his eyes fixed on the problem filling his screen. The arrangement of the game pieces
soothed him, offering a mathematical complexity that mocked and mirrored the problem that waited
beyond the hull of his ship. It was a shame, he thought, vaguely, his hand hovering over the image of the
multisquared board, that the solution to his other problem wasn't as amenable to analysis. He touched the
red vizier, shifted it four diagonal squares, and smiled as the black monarch dissolved in illusory flames.
The Cardassian version of chess was complex, owed much to the Klingon version of the game, and to
the Bajoran variations; if Dijmas had his way, it would soon owe something to the Federation's game as
well. His hand hovered over the controls, over the image of the burning monarch, ready to

advance to the next problem, but he shook himself, shut down the program instead. The ship's computer
had never been designed to play chess, not at his level, and it certainly had never been programmed to
provide him with suitable problems, especially ones derived from the Federation's version of chess. He
brought his own problems with him, a tape of a hundred games and situations, and rationed it strictly,
eking it out so that it would last most of the voyage.



And he was still no closer to the solution of his most pressing problem. He touched keys, slaving his
private display to the sensorman's console, and saw the technician's shoulders stiffen as he realized his
captain was watching.

"No reports, sir," the technician-Tobor, his name was -announced, and Dijmas sighed.

"Keep scanning."

"Sir."

Dijmas leaned back in the command chair, watching the strings of symbols course across his screen, and
wondered again if Gul Dukat had led them on a wild-goose chase. There was no sign of Helios in the
barren system, and no place for it to hide, either, with only a couple of rockballs and three gas giants
orbiting a nondescript orange star- there wasn't even an asteroid belt to hide the perturbations of a
cloaking device. There had been no sign of Helios since the Avenger had fired on the pirate a day and a
half ago. It had been pure luck that they spotted her that time, anyway -only the gods-who-are-not knew
why Helios had de-cloaked, there in the middle of nowhere. Perhaps she'd been interested in the
merchanter one of the flotilla ships had glimpsed briefly, but that ship had been too small, and too far off,
to have been worth Helios's time. Whatever the cause, they couldn't expect that good luck again.

"Fleet status report," he said, to no one in particular, and a technician leaped to obey. "Put it on my
screen."

He saw the sensorman relax as the slave link was broken, but ignored him, fixed his eyes instead on the
image in his screen. It showed a schematic image of the star system, shown as if one were looking down
at the star's northern pole, with the dead planets picked out in pale yellow, and the ships of the squadron
indicated in bright blue. Avenger, the fastest of the scouts, had reached the far side of the system, was
cruising just inside the outermost planet's orbit; the others had spread out in a pincer movement, the
heavy cruiser Reprisal moving clockwise, supported by the frigate Vindicator, while the flagship,
Onslaught, moved counterclockwise, little Counterblast trailing in her wake. His own Heartless remained
stationed at the base of the pincers- the pivot point, if one wanted to be poetic. Standard tactics,
effective tactics, he thought-if there was anything there.

"Sir," the communications technician said. "Message from the flag."

"Put it on my screen." Dijmas repressed a sigh as Gul Dukat's familiar face filled his display board,
schooled himself to perfect obedience. "Sir. Heartless hears you."

"Good." Even in the screen's imperfect reproduction, Dijmas could see his superior's eyes narrow. "Your
report, Dijmas?"

"Nothing, sir," Dijmas answered, in his most emotionless voice. "We have not picked up any signs of a
ship, its gravity shadow, or wave emissions from a cloaking device."

"Then perhaps you should reevaluate the efficiency of your crew," Dukat said. "Helios was seen entering
the system. She can't have left without our observing her."

"No, sir." But she wasn't seen, Dijmas thought. All we had was a shadow, it could have been a decoy, or
just a bad reading. If I were Helios's captain, I'd be long gone from here.

"There is one further order that I want to give personally," Dukat went on, eye ridges contorting. "Helios
is to be

taken if possible-not destroyed. Have your boarding party on standby."

Dijmas felt his own eye ridges twitch. "Very good, sir," he answered, automatically. "But, sir-"

"Are you questioning my orders, Dijmas?"

"No, sir." Across the command chamber, Dijmas could see his second-in-command, Merid, staring
worriedly at him, and hastily rephrased his question. "I'm concerned about Helios, however. She outguns
all of us except Onslaught. "

"I am aware of that," Dukat said. His tone changed, became faintly contemptuous. "You won't be
attacking alone, Dijmas. Be assured of that."

Dijmas bit back his instinctive anger-he was no coward -and said, "Then we will be making coordinated
attacks, sir?" It was a loaded question, and he saw Merid's eyes widen slightly. The squadron's last
attempt at a coordinated attack on Helios had failed miserably, not least because Onslaught had rushed
the attack.



Dukat's entire face seemed to tighten, as though he was holding in a shout of rage. "You have a great deal
of responsibility in this, Dijmas," he said at last. "Heartless will be the pivot of the attack."

"I thank you for the privilege," Dijmas answered, conventionally, and saw Dukat's fleeting sneer.

"Have your boarding party on standby," Dukat repeated. "Onslaught out."

Dijmas touched the key that blanked his screen, looked up to find Merid still staring at him. "Place the
boarding party on standby," he said, "and pass the word that the crew may stand down to condition
yellow."

"Sir." Merid bent low over his own console, relaying the orders, and then came to stand beside the
captain's position. "Sir," he said, voice carefully lowered to be sure none of the bridge crew would
overhear, "condition yellow?"

Dijmas could almost hear the rest of the question, the question even Merid didn't quite dare voice directly
Condition yellow-standby, not full alert-when the enemy might appear at any moment? When Gul Dukat
might inspect at any moment? He smiled, knowing the expression went wry, and said, "The men need to
eat, Merid. We've been at alert for six hours."

"We can eat at stations," Merid said.

"But not well," Dijmas answered. "Not well enough to keep everyone at full readiness, anyway. Have
Chief-of-Supply organize ration-bearers, make sure everyone gets a decent meal. The crew can eat in
shifts-let blue watch eat first."

Blue watch was the elite crew. Merid nodded, though he still looked uncertain. "T'll see to it, Captain."
Dijmas nodded, turned his attention back to the main display screen. In its depths, the unnamed sun
glowed deeply yellow, its color enhanced rather than dimmed by the filters. A dark speck lay against its
face the innermost planet, little more than a ball of rock. The other planets were invisible, but they were
just as dead-as space itself was dead here, Dijmas thought. Helios had certainly escaped. But if it had,
how had it gotten past the squadron's sensors? He shook his head, still staring at the screen. And if it had
not, where could it be hiding?

Cytryn Jarriel gave a final worried pat to the jury-rigged monitor that controlled the Metaphasic Shield,
and straightened, glancing around Helios's bridge. All but one of the viewscreens were dark, and the
single working screen showed a featureless haze of radiation, the interference of the sun's corona that hid
the ship. They were blind, inside the sun's fire, but they were also invisible to the Cardassian sensors-or
so he hoped. The strain gauges, external systems monitors deployed hastily across the bridge to keep
track of the damage, all showed no change from the previous hour. And that, at least, was something
ever since Helios had been surprised by the Cardassian patrol five days earlier, the damage had been
spreading, and there had been no chance to make more than temporary repairs. All the good he'd been
able to do with the equipment stripped from Gift of Flight had been completely destroyed. It had been
devastatingly bad luck that Gul Dukat's squadron had spotted them, just at the moment that it looked as
though they might have escaped their pursuers. . . .

He glanced over his shoulder, toward the plotting table, and saw the captain looking back at him, a slight,
gambler's smile tilting the corners of his mouth. Jarriel smiled back, unwillingly, and the captain beckoned
to him. Jarriel gave his work a last assessing glance, and moved to obey.

The surface of the table was filled with a model of the system, the most pr obable positions of the
Cardassian ships indicated by delicately shaded holographic models. Jarriel looked once at it, assessing
both the tactical position and his own handiwork, then looked back at his captain. Demaree Kolovzon
was tall for his people, topping Jarriel, himself not a small man, by half a head, and the lights of the table
glinted in his slit-pupilled eyes. They were Kolovzon's least human feature-the Trehanna were remarkably
humanoid in their outward appearance-and Jarriel met their gaze firmly. He knew better than to be fooled
by the apparent congruences, but it helped to remind himself of the obvious differences.

"So," Kolovzon said. His voice was softly deep, with a timbre like the purr of a very large cat. "The
Shield is holding?"

Jarriel nodded. "If it wasn't-"

Kolovzon grinned, showing teeth. "-we wouldn't be standing here. I take your point."

Jarriel nodded again.



"How long can we expect it to hold?" Kolovzon went on.

Jarriel sighed. This was the question he'd been dreading, the one to which he had no answer. "I don't
know for certain, sir. The ship we took it from-you remember, the Ferengi trader two months ago? They
had gotten the technology at second hand, had never tested it." He hesitated, judging the captain's mood,
and added, "I suspect it was meant to be a last-ditch weapon against us."

To his relief, Kolovzon's smile widened for an instant. "It didn't work. But you're my engineer. What's
your guess?"

"In theory," Jarriel began, carefully, "indefinitely. We're balanced very precisely, right above the point
where the corona becomes dense enough to override the Shield. That assumes, however, that the
Ferengi calculations were accurate."

"Isn't that a rather large assumption?" Kolovzon murmured. "Your Federation doesn't think much of
them."

"Not entirely," Jarriel retorted, stung by the reminder of his past-it had been five years since he'd worked
a Federation ship, and he'd served Kolovzon for four of them. "The Shield works, there's no question
about that. And while the Ferengi may not be to your taste, they're not stupid. Or technologically
backward."

Something ugly flickered briefly across Kolovzon's face, and Jarriel braced himself. He had scars
already, from the captain's erratic temper. But then Kolovzon relaxed slowly. "I still want to know how
long I can trust this thing."

/ wish I knew, Jarriel thought. He said, "I would say, at least another ten hours. I'm showing strain
building in the warp drive-I haven't had a chance to overhaul it since we met this damn squadron, I've
been putting bandages on missing limbs down there, not making repairs-" He caught himself abruptly,
made himself take two deep breaths, before continuing more calmly. "But, as I said, there shouldn't be a
serious problem for at least ten hours."

Kolovzon nodded, and turned back to the plotting table. He rested his hands on the controls, staring
pensively at the images, but made no changes, tilting his head to one side as he studied the display.
"Captain," Jarriel said. "The repair situation is getting serious. The Xawe ship wasn't nearly enough. I
need-"

Kolovzon swung away from the table, and Jarriel braced himself again for a blow that didn't fall. "I know
we need repairs," Kolovzon snarled. "You've told me we need repairs, shown me the damage, I haven't
forgotten." He controlled his temper with a visible effort. "But there's nothing I or you can do about it until
we get ourselves free of these damned Cardassians."

"Gul Dukat is very determined," Jarriel said, in his most neutral voice.

"I've pulled his ears once too often," Kolovzon said, "as you're the first to remind me." He looked back at
the table. "Which is why I don't intend to hide here in this sun until he goes away. I want to deal with him,
Jarriel, deal with him permanently."

Jarriel grimaced. "Captain-"

"Dukat thinks we're damaged, that we've gone to ground to wait him out," Kolovzon went on. "But if he
continues on his current course, look here."

He touched keys, and the Cardassian ships in the tabletop display shifted position slightly. Squinting,
Jarriel recognized Gul Dukat's flagship, just passing out of the shadow of the third planet, and the heavy
cruiser that had inflicted most of the damage.

"They're trying a pincers movement," Kolovzon went on, his voice rich with contempt, "which is good of
its kind, I suppose. But if we take the initiative, so-" He touched a final key, and the insubstantial model
that was Helios emerged from the sun on a parabolic course that swept them past the Cardassian
flagship. Miniature phaser bolts shot

from the hologram, striking the Cardassian craft in a dozen places, and then the model Helios swept on,
picking up speed as it swung around the gas giant, and accelerated out of the system at a speed not even
the fast scout could match. "We can hit them first. If Dukat's ship is forced out of the hunt, the others
won't pursue."

Or at least not as fiercely, Jarriel thought. He sighed, studying the images in the table's display. "This all



depends on the Cardassians trying a pincer attack," he said slowly.

"What other tactic would they use?"

Jarriel nodded slowly. Cardassian tactics tended to be formalized; they hadn't been a major power long
enough to train an innovative officer corps. It was a tribute to their grim determination that they'd gotten
as far as they had.

Kolovzon was watching him with unblinking eyes. "Can the ship take it?"

Jarriel turned to study the strain gauges, a cluster of sickly yellow lights attached to nearly every console.
"We have ninety-eight-percent normal shields," he said, "and we can shunt the power currently going to
the Metaphasic Shield to main impulse-that'll come close to doubling our output, at least for the first
twenty minutes."

"And the phasers?"

"Still at seventy percent of normal," Jarriel answered. "I can't guarantee you'll strike a killing blow."
Kolovzon grunted, dismissing the objection. "Have you got the cloaking device back on line?"

"Yes."

"Then we'll do it." Kolovzon touched another series of keys, produced an illusory screen, floating in the
air in front of the main display. "The Cardassians should be right where I want them in twenty-eight
minutes. Make sure everything's ready, Jarriel. I'll want to move instantly."

"Yes, Captain." Jarriel watched as the larger man turned

away, but made no move to follow. He was as ready as he would be; his technicians had made all the
repairs they could under battle conditions. And they were a good crew, as good as any he'd served with
before. Not for the first time, he wondered briefly where Kolovzon had found them-in the first year after
he'd lost his Federation papers, he'd served on three ships, none of which had been able to match
Helios's crews for sheer competence. Kolovzon's people were good at their jobs; they were also as
dangerous a crew as any he'd ever sailed with, to each other as much as to the enemy. Only Kolovzon's
iron rule-an iron will enforced with an iron hand-kept them from turning on each other, and kept the ship
from falling into deadly anarchy. And if anything ever happened to Kolovzon... He put the thought firmly
aside. He'd made his plans for that eventuality-there were too many people on board who had no reason
to love an ex-Federation citizen-and the lifepod was ready, stocked with oxygen and food and enough
powe