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“Engage,” ordered
Captain Benjamin Sisko . . .

Dax frowned despite herself. She was hardly un-

aware of the risk the captain was taking, if it turned .

out they were wrong, and there was no attack, no
need for them to have turned around to check on
the station . . . well, everyone aboard Deep Space
Nine might as well kiss their careers goodbye.

The Defiant surged forward, but almost instantly it
wrenched back to impulse power; and, simultane-

ously, every warning horn, tocsin, and claxon on’

the bridge began to shriek.

Report!” Sisko shouted over the din.

”n

“Benjamin,” Dax said. “You know that feeling
you’ve been getting about us not being alone out
here?”” She did not wait for his reply. “You were
right. . ..”
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CHAPTER
1

QUARK—TEMPORARILY BARLESS, unbusy, at loose ends—
walked a frenzied pattern around and around the de-
serted Promenade, trying not to notice the empty kiosks,
locked doors, and dimmed or missing welcome signs. He
felt his face flush; he knew he was a bright, pinkish
orange color that would doubtless elicit a double-sneer
and cutting remark from Liquidator Brunt, if they were
on speaking terms. Never before had the Ferengi bar-
tender debased himself so thoroughly ... parading
around the Promenade wearing a sandwich-board adver-
tisement! I might as well be as naked as a female under
here, he thought with some bitterness, though he wore
his best suit in a futile effort to recapture a shred of
dignity. But of course, no one could see it past the
flashing lights and animated holocharacters cavorting
across his chest and back. No, they were all too busy
drinking up and having a smoking time at the holomated
Quark’s Place.
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Grim-faced, the Ferengi quick-walked around and
around, hoping to drum up the merest smidgen of
business. One customer! Is that too much to ask? One,
stupid freighter captain, a passing smuggler, even a hu-
man! He was aware that the cheery image of unclothed,
prancing nymphs and satyrs having a grand old time at
the bacchanalia on his sandwich board contrasted
sharply with the bitter, warning snarl on his face;
Quark’s lip curled back from a set of teeth razor-
sharpened that morning in a frenzy of ablution. But he
couldn’t stop himself from baring his naked fury. With
the general evacuation, Quark had not had one, single
customer in three days—well, just one: Mo, of course.

Already hurting more than he would admit from being
cast off the loving accounts of the Ferengi Business
Alliance, now he had to admit that he was failing at the
one piece of identity he had left: Quark was a failure as a
businessman.

By the Profits! Why not just apprentice myself to Rom
and make the humiliation complete? Or show up on Nog’s
doorstep at the hu-man Academy and say “Good morn-
ing, Nephew—I'd like to enlist!”

Instead Quark walked, not quite staring at the empty
shops, abandoned enterprise zones, lonely benches, and
somnambulant security guards. Constable Odo stood
near one of the benches, a spot from which he could see a
quarter of the Promenade, from Garak’s clothier’s—not
even Quark had patronized the Cardassian’s shop lately;
he had no money even for a new suit!—all the way
around to Quark’s Place, at whose flashing lights and
enticing holomation the Ferengi stubbornly refused to
look.

“Still carrying around that ridiculous, obscene bill-
board?” growled the constable.

“No, I died about three hours ago, Odo; this is my
ghost you’re talking to.”

“I thought Ferengi went to the Divine Treasury when
they died. Weren’t you greedy enough?”

2
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Quark stiffened and stopped, glaring at the tall, aus-
tere, and now thoroughly solid constable—a fancy term
for cop. “Greed is never enough, Odo. A true Ferengi
combines greed with pure corruption and a passion for
staying out of other people’s business unless there’s a
profit to be made. I’m pleased to note that you fail all
three tests of Ferengi character.”

Odo snorted, his “hnh!” indicating he had been bested
by the Ferengi, as usual. “Take off that ridiculous sign!”’
he commanded, to no purpose, as usual.

“Why should I? Is there a law against advertising a
perfectly legal, perfectly above-the-table business?”

“You look utterly absurd. Who are you advertising t0?
And you’re contributing to the net ugliness of this
station—"

“That’s like contributing to the bad temper of a
Klingon. And who is being disturbed?”

“I'm tired of that thing flashing in my eyes. Take it off!
Consider that an order.”

““You have no authority to give such an order!”

“Then consider it a . . . a favor.” The constable rolled
the word around his mouth as though it had a disagree-
able flavor.

“A favor?” demanded Quark, incredulous. ‘““You want
the sign gone? Fine. How much is it worth to you?”

“What?”

“Everyone has his price . . . even dear, old Constable
Odo. How much is your sanity worth to you?”

“I would think you could remove it out of simple
courtesy!”

“Well, that’s not the Ferengi way, is it? How do you
expect me to get to the Divine Treasury if I go around
doing favors for every Tom, Dick, and Odo?”

“Quark, someday, I hope to see you thrown out an
airlock, drifting away like yesterday’s garbage. You’ll beg
me to rescue you, and you know what will happen?”’

“The alarm clock will go off, and you’ll wake up.”

“Hnh!”’ Odo stalked away, hands clasped behind his

3
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back. Quark smiled grimly; he’s as bored to death as I
am!

Ferengi and constable had a symbiosis that very nearly
allowed each to read the other’s mind. Odo fretted,
Quark knew, because the dangers that menaced Deep
Space Nine were wholly beyond the constable’s ability to
affect them. Odo understood all manner of internal
disruptions, from simple drunkenness and assault to
full-scale riots, from burglary to sex crimes—some races
that visited the Federation had not even the concept of
self-control—to homicide to religious discrimination;
Odo had gotten much experience dealing with that
particular crime now that Bajor was such a powerful
force on the station. Odo understood financial misman-
agement of all sorts, from thievery to fraud to high-end
smuggling operations, much to Quark’s chagrin.

But the constable knew nothing, absolutely nothing,
about war and invasion. He was as useless in defending
the station against an attack by his own people, the
Founders, as a hu-man would be to judge a Ferengi civil-
court action.

Now that Odo was gone, Quark peeled the sandwich
board off and threw it to the ground, as he had been
dying to do until Odo started barking orders. Massaging
his aching shoulders, he gave the board a savage kick,
shorting out one quadrant of the holomation: now the
nymphs coupled with satyrs, headed toward Quark’s,
and vanished into a mysterious, enticing black square.
That might even have been more effective at drawing a
crowd to Quark’s Place ... were there any crowd to
draw, that is.

The billboard had been a last-ditch attempt by the
Ferengi to maintain his sanity. He had let go all his
employees. Why pay Dabo girls to spin the wheel for an
empty bar? Why pay busboys to clean tables that had not
been dirtied for days? Now Quark faced the prospect of
living on his replicator rations, of all things! Like a hu-
man!
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And all it had taken to empty Deep Space Nine was a
single, nasty encounter with the Jem’Hadar on a planet
altogether too near the wormhole for the comfort of the
cowardly, sheeplike civilians living on the station. One
battle, and it wasn’t even conclusive!

But the mob, the “mobile class,” had lived up to its
name by quickly booking passage on any and every ship
leaving the station for points closer to the central maw of
the mass of tentacles that was the Federation. .. as
though that would save them if the Founders really did
come through the wormhole again.

“Miserable consumers!” shouted the Ferengi, sitting
on one of the many, many unoccupied benches, though
there was nobody in earshot. “‘How dare they just leave?
If they have no concern for their own career options,
can’t they at least have some consideration for me, their
hardworking, profiteering bartender?” No one an-
swered.

Quark stared at the flashing sign at his feet, felt the
eerie silence, even the pulse of the station reactors, many
levels down, generally not noticeable above the roar of
the mob. Maybe Rom was right. Maybe, in this misera-
ble, altruistic, hu-man Federation it made sense to have
a trade to fall back on, something other than business.
Quark’s own, personal modification of the Sixth Rule of
Acquisition read “Never allow the hatred of family to
stand in the way of opportunity.” After all, Quark didn’t
live on Ferenginar anymore, did he?

And never would again, echoed an unwanted voice in
his head, the voice of Brunt.

Quark shook his head. It takes more than a little
adversity to hurl this Ferengi out of orbit. Still, Quark’s
brother was pretty busy, even now: Master Chief Miles
Edward O’Brien had Rom hopping all over the station,
repairing every electronic combat device and sharpening
the station’s teeth.

Quark snorted, then jumped as he realized he sounded
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just like Odo. Two coins in a purse, he thought bitterly. /
wonder what my brother—

“...what my brother is doing now?” asked Rom.
Chief O’Brien stared incredulously back at his Ferengi
crewman; the chief was, more than usual, exasperated
and frustrated at the inept, clunky Cardassian circuit
design.

“I should think you’d have more important things to
do than wonder about your crooked brother,” he said.

“Quark is not crooked! Well, uh, okay, maybe a little,
but his heart’s in the right place.” Rom couldn’t quite
meet O’Brien’s eye, the chief noted.

“Your brother’s heart is in his cash register, along
with his conscience and his loyalty. He couldn’t care
less what happened to any of us unless it affected his
bottom line!”

Rom nodded curtly. “Apology accepted,” he said.
O’Brien rolled his eyes and returned to the photon
torpedo circuitry, which was failing left and right on
every test run. With war and the rumors of war coming
at Deep Space Nine from all sides, Captain Bejamin
Sisko had ordered a complete overhaul of every combat
system on the station, which meant everything else on
DS9 was going to hell in a handbasket, along with the
special retrofit on the Defiant’s cloaking device that
Chief O’Brien had worked out in theory.

Suddenly, O’Brien’s comm badge beeped, echoing like
a screaming baby in the tight confines of the upper firing
chamber of pylon II. The chief jumped and dropped his
plasma infuser, and cursed like an Irish sailor.

“Chief,” said the voice of Major Kira Nerys, depart-
ment head of Weapons and Defenses, ““‘something urgent
has come up. Drop everything and—"

“I just did drop everything, Major!”” barked O’Brien.
“Now I have to pick it up. Can’t you wait until I finish
adjusting the—"
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“Now, O’Brien! This is an all-senior-hands briefing by
the captain. I think you’ll want to hear this, anyway.”

“Hear what?”

“This isn’t a secured channel, Chief. Come on up to
Ops.”

O’Brien paused. A secured channel? Whatever had
just happened, it was so secret, O’Brien realized, that
Major Kira wouldn’t even say it over the comm link for
fear Garak or some other spy might be eavesdropping.
“On my way, Major,” he said, softly; he tapped his
comm badge to sever the connection. “Rom, how would
you like to finish realigning the firing chamber wave
guides?”

“Would I'” breathed the Ferengi, overjoyed at the
prospect.

“Well, don’t have too much fun; this is supposed to be
work, you know.” With a last, nervous glance at the
delicate guides, Chief O’Brien began the painful and
delicate operation of extracting himself from the cham-
ber, climbing over the Ferengi—whose small size proba-
bly gave him a job advantage over the bulky chief
anyway—and sliding down the pylon without slipping
and killing himself.

Twelve minutes later, the turbolift popped up into
Ops, disgorging Chief O’Brien. A teenaged ensign (well,
he looked like a teenager to the chief!) said, “In the
captain’s office, Master Chief,” pointing in case O’Brien
forgot the way up the ladderway.

“Aye, sir,” said O’Brien; then he saluted, just in case
the kid didn’t catch the sarcasm the first time. The
ensign returned the salute without glancing away from
his scanner panel.

Hustling up the ladderway, O’Brien entered through
the nasty, dilating, Cardassian security door to find the
entire senior staff, including Odo, staring at him, impa-
tient to start the meeting. “Um, sorry,” mumbled
O’Brien, slithering into his seat. “I got—hung up.”

7
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“Now that all of us have arrived,” said Captain
Benjamin Sisko, “I will explain what prompted so much
drama.” Sisko smiled, his cold, glittery smile that always
made O’Brien swallow. It was the we who are about to die
smile that they doubtless taught at the Academy: use this
expression, cadets, when you tell your troops you're about
to lead them on a suicide mission!

Captain Sisko stood, his back to the tableful of officers
(and one chief), staring at the main viewer. The Starfleet
planet-logo popped up, followed by a series of security
tags, including Eyes Only. The hairy face of some
admiral O’Brien faintly remembered meeting once su-
perimposed itself over the logo, which faded behind
him.

“Captain,” said the recorded voice, “one of our deep-
cover humints relayed a very disturbing piece of intel to
FleetIntCom.”

“If I may interrupt,” said Dr. Julian Bashir smoothly;
the image froze. “What race are the Humints? I’ve never
heard of them before.”

“Human-intelligence units,” said the captain. “It’s an
ancient term for actual spies planted inside the enemy
camp. Inside the Dominion, in this case. They probably
aren’t actually human, but Admiral Montgommery is of
the old school.”

Chief O’Brien squirmed uncomfortably; a top-secret
message from the vice admiral in charge of Fleet Intelli-
gence about the Dominion could mean only one thing: so
it’s finally happening, thought the chief, wondering
where he could send Keiko and Molly, his wife and
daughter—if they would even agree to leave Bajor!

Bashir slumped in his chair, probably chagrined at not
knowing an old Earth term for a spy. “Continue play-
back,” said Sisko.

“You have already seen the reports of the minor clash
near Charlie-Lima-202 and Delta-Lima-201, ‘Carlos’
and ‘Diana,’” we’re calling them, in the Gamma Quad-
rant. Well, the clash wasn’t as minor or as random as we

8
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initially believed. In addition to the two Starfleet ships
destroyed, the Parallax and the Delphine, there were
seven ships that joined the battle in progress. ..
possibly rebels from the Dominion sphere of influence.
And on at least one other ship, the 7 Pau, there was an
infiltration. The Founder was detected when she bolted
before a routine blood-screening; unfortunately, she
escaped on a shuttle before the ships returned through
the wormbhole.”

The department heads nodded; evidently, rumors had
already gotten out, though O’Brien hadn’t heard them.
He had heard about the battle, of course; everyone had.
It had emptied the station! But O’Brien had not heard
about the infiltration of the Vulcan ship. That was a bad
blow, considering the security measures already in place.
Great, now we’ll need to get even tighter! Lieutenant
Commander Jadzia Dax smiled cheerfully . . . another
sign of bad things to come.

The admiral continued: “We now believe, Benjamin,
that the attack was not a random contact between flanks,
but an attempt to keep the fleet away from a particular
sector of the Gamma Quadrant. Captain,” Admiral
Mongommery leaned close to the screen, his face look-
ing tired and mechanical, “FleetIntCom is convinced
that a massive assault is imminent and focused in some
fashion on a sector near where the Carlos-Diana battle
occurred. We don’t know why that sector is important or
what’s going on there. We’re worried it might be a new
Founder weapon, or perhaps an alliance or conference to
bring more parties into the war. But all border units are
hereby ordered to full combat alert status . . . and more
than likely, at some point not far in the future, Fleet
Intelligence is going to draft you and the Defiant as intel
operatives.”

Lieutenant Commander Worf did not react, but
O’Brien knew his friend well: the Klingon was exulting
on the inside with the joy of pending battle, especially a
dangerous mission behind enemy lines as a spy. Dax was

9
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Dax, of course; she would go wherever there was action.
But Major Kira seemed curiously reluctant, less blood-
thirsty than even just a year before. I wonder if impend-
ing motherhood—even impending surrogate mother-
hood—is permanently changing her personality?

Julian looked pensive, arms folded across his slender
chest. Odo showed no change in his expression, of
course; it would have required more effort than he cared
to expend on such trivialities.

The message continued, giving more specifics of other
tiny bits of “intel” Starfleet had managed to pick up,
most of it sounding ambiguous and useless to the chief.
But the admiral seemed convinced, and Captain Sisko
held his own grim, gray grin throughout. The recorded,
scrambled transmission ended with the usual formali-
ties, and the screen went blank.

“Chief O’Brien,” said the captain, “have you finished
modifying the cloaking systems on the Defiant?”

O’Brien cleared his throat, slightly embarrassed. “No
sir; the system is still based on the Romulan model, and
there’s no logic to it. It’s a dog’s breakfast of and-or’s and
Y-branches; there’s no elegance or—”

“How long?” snapped Worf.

“Another week at best,” admitted O’Brien. “Assum-
ing something else doesn’t blow up in my face. I'd have
been done a week ago if the photons hadn’t crashed.
Captain, should I switch back to the ship?”

Sisko mulled over the question, then answered with
one of his own. “Is Rom up to the job on the photon
torpedoes? I won’t leave the station defenseless, no
matter what the orders from FleetIntCom.” ,

“Well . . .” O’Brien looked to Dax for help; she was
training the Ferengi in the scientific and engineering
theory involved. O’Brien had a hard enough time keep-
ing his temper while teaching Rom standard Starfleet
maintenance procedures! The Ferengi had spent too
much time around his brother. He always looked for the

10
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quick and dirty shortcut, not thinking about the prob-
lems it might cause down the road.

“He can do it, Benjamin,” said Commander Dax.
“It’ll take longer than if the chief does it, of course. And
there’s no way he can do the cloaking retrofit,” she
added.

“Fine, Old Man,” said Sisko, “it’s against my better
judgment, but I suppose our best allocation of resources
is to move O’Brien back to the Defiant and let Rom
finish the photon-torpedo alignment. Worf . . .”

“Aye, sir.”

“Put together a skeleton crew for the Defiant, in the
event we get the mission: volunteers only, with excellent
hand-to-hand, in case we run into Jem’Hadar.”

“Aye, sir!” The Klingon could not keep a snarl of
battlefield pleasure out of his voice.

“People,” concluded the captain, “we’ve known this
was coming for a long time, ever since we first ran into
the Founders. They will not be satisfied until the entire
Alpha Quadrant is under the control of the Dominion,
and we’re all as dependent upon them as are the
Jem’Hadar.

“l don’t know whether we can survive. With the
Klingons and the Cardassians, together, we might have
had an excellent chance, but under the present circum-
stances?”” Sisko shook his head, smiling again. I hate that
smile! thought Chief O’Brien.

Sisko continued. “But this is not what we are going to
tell the troops. For their ears, the war is winnable. We
beat the Klingons; we beat the Borg. We can beat the
Founders. That’s what we’ll tell them, and that’s what
we’ll believe. And that is an order!” His smile changed to
one of genuine mirth, and the senior crew chuckled,
even O’Brien.

“Now unless anyone has anything to add, this briefing
IS—”
Dax’s viewer beeped, and she held up her hand; Sisko

11
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paused, waiting to see what was so important that the
duty ensign would interrupt a high-level staff meeting to
signal the science officer.

“Ship coming through the wormhole, Benjamin,” she
said, “and it’s broadcasting a Federation priority-one
distress call!” She stared at the screen for a second.
“Captain, there are two ships following the first, firing on
it—and they’re Klingon!” She looked up at Sisko. “Ben-
Jamin, if we don’t get out there in the next five minutes,
they’re going to destroy that ship!”

“Worf, Dax, O’Brien, you’re with me on the Defiant;
you too, doctor—we may need to rescue survivors. Kira,
red alert. You have the conn . . . and remember, phasers
only! We don’t want to fry poor Rom.”

Worf slapped his comm badge; “Emergency crew
recall!” he commanded, summoning the Defiant on-duty
team from wherever they were and whatever they were
doing.

Why would the Klingons try something here? thought
O’Brien. Well, they're in for quite a donnybrook if they
pick a fight in front of this station!

12
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CHAPTER
2

Japzia Dax was momentarily confused with both the
captain of Deep Space Nine and the captain of the
Defiant on the bridge at the same time. Benjamin had
immediately turned over responsibility for the ship’s
launch to Worf while he demanded a detailed briefing
from Dax on recent Klingon activity around the worm-
hole. At the same time, Worf was barking orders at her in
her capacity as helmsman and weapons officer!

Meanwhile, the two Klingon ships fired three more
disruptor blasts. Two deflected off the shields of the
target ship, the last partially penetrated and drew blood
from the starboard engine pod.

“Aye, Commander—I'm sorry, Captain?—engine
spin-up, seven-six-five-four. Yes, sir, five ships in the last
two weeks; can’t say for sure they were Klingon, but they
were cloaked and they were in and out of the wormhole.
Release docking clamps, chief. Aye, Comrnander, reverse
one quarter . . .

Captain Sisko stood and walked away from Dax,

13
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reluctant to interrupt her while she performed the whip-
turn and got the Defiant cruising to attack speed headed
toward the wormhole, where the battle raged. Now one
of the birds-of-prey fired a torpedo of some sort, briefly
illuminating the smaller ship’s shield structure to the
naked eye.

A fourth blip appeared for a moment in the glare, but
Dax quickly classified it as most likely a sensor echo.
Something seemed strange, however. Could it be another
cloaked ship? Well, we’ll soon see, she thought; it has to
decloak to shoot anything.

“On screen,” said Worf} he didn’t say, but Dax knew
he meant the combat. They watched as two Klingon
birds-of-prey harried a smaller vessel of unknown de-
sign, a ship that scarcely would have attracted the
station’s attention except for two points of interest: it
was squawking a Federation distress call, and it was
being cut to ribbons in their own backyard.

Worf inhaled, but before he could ask, Dax responded,
“Four minutes, Commander.” Another disruptor blast
rocked the presumed Federation ship, skewing it from its
path and sending it careening into the teeth of the
second bird-of-prey. “Captain,” said Dax, “their shields
are holding remarkably well. We should be there in
plenty of time.”

“Let’s hope so, Old Man.”

The lieutenant commander watched her oldest human
friend pace back and forth. His face was impassive, but
the Trill could read it like a tricorder, so long had she
known him. There were rumors of high-level, political
contact between Gowron and the Federation Council,
but nobody had given the word to the high muckety-
mucks of Starfleet, let alone a mere captain commanding
a space station in the quadrant boondocks. The Klingon-
Federation alliance was off; no, it was on again; no,
definitely off—absolutely, definitely, positively—well,
maybe not, but they weren’t exactly sure.

14
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The captain, Dax understood, fretted that yet another
incident between the Defiant and Klingon warships
might have diplomatic repercussions far beyond the
problems of a Federation pleasure yacht or ore-hauler
that had stupidly poked a stick into a Klingon anthill.
But how could Benjamin Sisko possibly stand still for a
Federation ship being mauled within eyeball range of a
heavily armed Federation fortress?

O’Brien spoke up. “No response to the hail from
the Klingons, Captain. I mean, Commander.” Dax
smiled.

“They heard us?” asked Worf, touching all bases.

“Yes, sir. They’re just giving us the cold shoulder.”

Now Worf rose from his command chair. “Captain,
I insist you either give me full command of this mis-
sion and let me lock phasers or take command your-
self.”

“I’ll take the conn, Mr. Worf,” said Benjamin deci-
sively. He strode to the command chair as the Klingon
vacated to the XO’s position. “Full power to the phaser
array, Old Man. Lock on both targets simultaneously but
don’t fire yet. Mr. O’Brien, try one more time . . . tell
them to stop immediately or we’ll blow them out of the
sky.”

“Can I quote you on that, sir?”” asked O’Brien, but he
was already sending the message.

“Two more shots, Benjamin,” said Dax. “Their
shields are still at sixty-five percent.”

Sisko stood, staring at the forward viewer. “That
should hold until we can hose them down and separate
them.”

Suddenly, Dax saw an energy surge; her suspicions
were confirmed. “Captain, there’s a third Klingon ship!”
The new ship, a small, lightly armed patrol vessel,
decloaked practically at the side of the Federation vessel.
*“Their shields are powering up, but they don’t have any
disruptors.”
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“I’ve had as much of this as I’'m going to take. Fire on
the birds-of-prey. Let’s bloody their noses and see if that
catches their attention!”

Abruptly, Worf leaped from his chair and raced to
Dax’s console. “Commander, did you say the small ship
has no disruptors?”

“Yes, sir. Firing now, Captain.” She tapped the touch-
plate, still incongruously called a “trigger” even centur-
ies after the last mechanical lever dropped a hammer on
a firing pin. The twin bolts appeared instantaneously—
actually at just a hair under lightspeed, but close enough
to infinity across such a short distance—cutting through
the weaker side-shielding of both birds, crippling the
disruptor alignment module of one ship and slightly
damaging the aft environmental controls of the other.
Call it one hit and one near miss.

“Readying photon torpedoes,” announced Chief
O’Brien, in case the captain decided to finish them off.

“Just shields?” demanded the Klingon in Dax’s ear,
urgently.

“Huh? Oh, yes Worf, just shields. Why, is there
something I should—"

“They’re modulating their shields!” shouted Worf.
“Captain, we must reverse course and put as much
distance as possible between us and the Federation
ship!”

“Why must we do that, Mr. Worf? That ship needs our
help.”

“That ship is already dead, sir!”

Hesitating only the briefest of moments, Sisko made
an instant decision to listen to his second in command.
“Full stop, reverse full impulse. Get us out of here, Old
Man.” His voice seemed a bit sulky to Dax; Benjamin
was not happy about withdrawing when he seemed to
have the upper hand.

The small, unarmed Klingon ship began to modulate
its shields, extending them. Suddenly, every sensor on
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Dax’s console shot off the scale, and she actually felr a
hard, electrical shock pass through her body.

Both ships now drifted naked, the two shield systems
gone. “Hold tight,” said Commander Worf.

“Benjamin, the Klingons are beaming something—"

She never finished the sentence. The forward viewer
flared white, giving the Defiant crew an instant of
spectacular rainbows as the viewscreen filters tried to
damp the electromagnetic energy by separating it into
component bandwidths. The computer finally gave it up
as a lost cause, and immediately substituted an instru-
ment readout in place of the visual.

A moment later, Dax restored visual contact. The
Federation ship was a dark, twisted hulk of metal,
shredded beyond recognition as a starship except for the
telltale warp signature residue and other forms of radia-
tion associated with hyperluminous travel. The smaller
Klingon patrol boat was nowhere to be seen, not even
with a sensor sweep.

“Faith,” whispered O’Brien, eyes as wide as Dax’s
must have been.

“Dax,” shouted an unexpected voice from the turbo-
lift, “scan for life signs!”

When did Bashir come up to the bridge? she wondered.

“The two birds-of-prey—where are they?” said Sisko.
The words broke the spell that had held the others
motionless.

Dax quickly remodulated the scanners, swept the
entire system. She had totally lost track of them when
all the instruments maxed out. “Captain, they’re head-
ing back toward the wormhole at full impulse. We
can’t catch them before they’re in the Gamma Quad-
rant.”

Sisko stared, silent a long moment. “Better let them
go, Dax. We have no idea what reception committee
might be waiting for us on the other side, and I think
we’d better discuss this one with the flags before going
anywhere.”
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He sat at his command chair, looking heavy and tired.
He hates this part, thought his friend. “Take us to the—
the remains of the ship, Dax. We’d better make an
inspection, file a complete report. Bashir, Dax, pull some
EVA suits and meet me in Transporter One. Doctor,
bring your forensics case. Let’s at least try to figure out
who they were.”

Lieutenant Commander Jadzia Dax laid in the rendez-
vous course and engaged, then she rose from her console
and shuffled toward the turbolift, feeling quite heavy
herself.

Doctor Julian Bashir sealed up his pressure suit,
feeling the perfect fool, and stepped forward onto the
transporter pad. Listening to his own breath rasping in
and out his helmet stimulated his adrenal gland; his
heart raced, and his breathing grew ragged. By the time
PO1 Swenson pulled the transporter slides forward,
energizing the away team, Bashir’s hands were shaking
and his knees felt weak, as if he couldn’t support
himself.

He didn’t need to. There was, of course, no gravity on
the exploded wreck of a hull: no lights, no air, no
gravity—no life that Bashir could see. Materializing, he
could not stop his feet from twitching as his stomach
lurched, and he launched himself gracelessly across the
belly of what once had been the main deck. The others,
even the captain, had similar problems.

The comm channel squawked loudly in Bashir’s ear.
“Good idea to tether us together, Benjamin,” said lovely
Jadzia Dax. The doctor quite agreed and said so.

The away team comprised Captain Sisko, Lieutenant
Commanders Worf and Dax, and Lieutenant Bashir, but
it looked like a single, four-bodied, sixteen-limbed or-
ganism connected by thin, vascular cables. “Everyone
freeze,” ordered Sisko, straining against the pull of three
other bodies with their own momentum, their own
velocity.
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Singly, the captain reeled them in slowly; one tug was
all that was necessary, Bashir noted—he’d “known” it,
of course, but studying zero-G in books at the Academy
was different from actually experiencing it in a ghoulish
hulk of a once-was starship! Even the two training
exercises he’d received were inadequate.

As the captain pulled Bashir closer in turn, the doctor
tried to shake off the fantasy that he was a fly in a web
being drawn in by a hungry spider. “Everybody loosen
your tether reel,” said Sisko. “Just move slowly and
don’t exit the ship without my authorization.”

Suddenly, Bashir blinked. He’d just seen movement,
something about the walls. Staring at a particular bulk-
head, Bashir suddenly realized what he had seen: “Cap-
tain, the hull is contracting!”

Sisko winced inside his nearly transparent helmet.
“Good eye, doctor. O’Brien, is this ship stable?”

“Um ...” The chief activated his tricorder, which
flashed silently in the vacuum, and he spun slowly in
place. “No sir; it’s not stable. It could go at any second.
Maybe we’d better get out of here.”

“Set up a forceshield to reinforce the hull,” ordered
the captain.”

“That’ll give us a whole half an hour,” muttered
O’Brien.

“Then monitor it carefully, Chief. I don’t like sur-
prises.”

While O’Brien set up the minishields, Bashir bounced
gently to the center of the black cavern, trailing his
gossamer tether; looking out—there was no up or
down—he saw stars through gaping holes in the skin of
the ship, holes with jagged edges pushed outward pre-
sumably by a terrible explosion. Ground-zero was not
yet determined; that was Worf’s job. Bashir unslung his
medical tricorder, set the scan depth, and kicked the
deckplates to begin a slow pirouette, searching for
lifesigns the ship’s scanners might have missed—
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though how anyone could still be alive on this frozen,
airless hulk is beyond me, he mentally added. As ex-
pected, the only lifesigns he detected were those of the
away team.

Bashir began to grow dizzy; he was still breathing too
rapidly, hyperventilating, and the short, shallow breaths
were scrubbing his blood of carbon dioxide. Starting to
panic, he tried to stop his rotation, but he had drifted out
of contact with the deck. He closed his eyes, but that was
worse. Forcing himself to inhale slowly, taking long,
deep breaths and holding them, the doctor finally
calmed himself. His stomach continued to roll and
lurch, however . . . he really didn’t like zero-G!

“We’re alone!” he reported.

“Ouch! Doctor, there is no reason to shout. I can hear
you perfectly well over the comm link.”

“Sorry, sir,” said Bashir, chagrined. “No further life
signs.”

Dax spoke up; Bashir heard tension in her voice, too,
and this made him feel better, though he didn’t know
why. “Julian, try scanning for organic molecules.”

“Right, Jadzia.” The task required recalibrating the
tricorder to a more sensitive scale, which of course
required closer proximity to what he was scanning.
“Captain,” he said, cutting off his words too crisply,
“request permission to—to untether. I cannot conduct a
full DNA scan while tied up like a dog on a leash.”

Sisko was a long moment answering. “If you think it’s
necessary, Doctor. I don’t like it. Report every few
minutes, so I know you haven’t drifted through a hole
and into empty space.”

Julian reached down, hesitating a moment; he gently
rubbed his fingertips together, then quickly discon-
nected before he could change his mind. Holding on to
the base of a chair, bolted to a bulkhead (or had it once
been a deck?), he stared around at a dozen rips and gaps
easily large enough to “fall” through. Even if I did, the
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Defiant would still catch me, he told himself; his stomach
and knees refused to believe him.

The hull lurched again. “Sorry, Captain,” grumbled
Chief O’Brien. “This jury-rigged fairy box isn’t going to
hold much longer.”

Pushing away the fear with thoughts of duty, Bashir
began a laborious scan across each flat surface for
organic molecules. He struck rich ore right away: nearly
every deck, overhead, and bulkhead was coated with a
fine spray of DNA, the gigantic, easily detected coding
molecule found in varying forms in every species of
animal or plant in the quadrant. “Good Lord,” he
whispered, forgetting he was hot-miked.

“Find something?” asked Sisko.

“There was somebody—there were several some-
bodies here all right, um, I count six; but they were . . .
vaporized is the only way I can put it. They were blown
apart by a bomb, I would guess, so powerful that all
organic entities aboard this ship were taken apart, mole-
cule by molecule, and dis—" Bashir swallowed, feeling
nauseated at the thought, “and distributed in a fairly
even coating approximately a hundred and fifty ang-
stroms thick throughout the ship.”

The guttural voice of Commander Worf cut through
the soft conversation like the blare of a trumpet in the
middle of a string quartet. “Captain, I was afraid of this.
The Klingons have perfected a weapon they were only
testing when I was last on the homeworld.”

“A new weapon, Mr. Worf?”

“To be more accurate, sir, a new weapon-delivery
system. I do not know how familiar you are with
Klingon battle tactics.”

“I’'m reasonably familiar, Worf; I had a good instruc-
tor.” Bashir could hear the smile in Sisko’s voice; he
recalled that Curzon Dax, Jadzia’s former host and a
mentor to the young Benjamin Sisko, had befriended
many old Klingon warriors.

21



e

DAFYDD AB HUGH

“Then you know about the legendary battle of Fom
Kerdeth.”

“I think I recall,” said the captain. “Perhaps you
should enlighten us anyway.”

“At Fom Kerdeth, Bardak Linron the traitor fought
the forces of Kahless to a standstill. Many dead were
recorded during those six days, and many songs have
been sung. But Kahless finally lost the battle when
Bardak sent his best general, Renarg, to negotiate terms
for separating the combatants. Renarg entered the tent
of Kahless’s high command with an arrogant list of
demands, but his terms were a ruse, for he had strapped
high explosives all around his body, concealed beneath
his armor and clothing. He detonated the munitions,
sacrificing himself to kill Kahless’s entire general staff. It
is only by a miracle that the Emperor himself survived;
he had stepped out to . . . to relieve himself from the
night’s drinking.”

Bashir waited; evidently Worf wanted some prodding,
which Dax supplied. “A charming story. How does it
relate, Worf?”

“We have long theorized that any ship, of any size, can
be destroyed by transporting a bomb directly to the
engineering deck next to the antimatter containment
field, or to the bridge if you want to preserve the ship as a
trophy. The idea is to detonate a bomb aboard your own
ship, transporting it just as the explosion initiates, so
there is no time for the target to transport it into space or
back aboard your own ship.”

“You can’t transport a bomb or anything else through
shields, Worf,” said Sisko.

“That has always been the difficult point,” agreed the
Klingon. “The High Council spent years secretly funding
Project Renarg, trying to develop a method for momen-
tarily interrupting a target ship’s shield. Two years ago, I
took the initiative to quickly read through a classified
abstract of the current theory: the researchers believe
that if you pilot a ship without a shield up to the target,
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then activate the shield set to a frequency whose wave
crests and troughs are the exact mirror image of the
target’s shield, it will cancel out both shields.”

“Only for a moment!” exclaimed Dax. “Only until the
target realizes what has happened and remodulates its
shields. A second or two, no more.”

“A second or two is all you would need, Commander.”
No one spoke for a moment, then Worf continued. “I
have found the center of the explosion, and it is not at a
location where it could have occurred by accident or in
the heat of battle. There is no evidence of concealment;
the explosive device seems to have materialized exactly
where it exploded.”

“Project Renarg,” mused Bashir.

“Yes, doctor. I believe the project has been successful.
The Klingons now have the capacity to destroy any ship
in the Federation fleet.”
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“CHARMING,” salD Dax. The Old Man doesn’t sound
particularly charmed, thought Captain Sisko.

“Mr. Worf, this raises an interesting question,” he
said; “‘assuming your analysis is correct, why would the
Klingons tip their hand by using their secret weapon
right here, within smelling distance of a Starfleet star-
base?”’

Worf sounded almost apologetic—an odd tone of
voice for a Klingon warrior! ‘““That is the part I cannot
fathom, Captain. I can think of no strategic advantage to
letting us know of their new capacity.”

Sisko smiled, noting the faint emphasis Worf placed
on the words “us” and “their”; making sure I know
which side he’s on, thought the captain. Worf made a
point of doing it every few days, as if concerned that
fellow members of Starfleet might start to grow suspi-
cious of the only Klingon member of the service, given
the circumstances.
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“They would ‘let us know’ by blowing up a Galaxy-
class starship with a patrol boat,” Dax chimed in.

“Unless . . .” came a hesitant voice.

“Yes, doctor?”’ encouraged Sisko.

“Unless whatever they had to destroy was more dan-
gerous than allowing knowledge of their success to leak
out.”

Sisko grunted assent. It was the only likely explana-
tion. “So what could have been so valuable aboard this
small, private yacht? What did they want so badly to
destroy? Spread out, everybody. Untether and search
this entire ship—carefully. I want to know what skele-
tons are buried here.”

Heeding his own advice, the captain released the
trigger on his cable reel, and the cable silently rolled tight
through the airless ship onto Dax’s reel. Turning, Cap-
tain Sisko played his helmet lamp around the ruined
chamber. There was virtually nothing recognizable left.
“I suggest we move to the farthest ends of the ship, as far
away from ground-zero as we can. We won’t find any-
thing intact anywhere else. And people: if O’Brien
shouts, be prepared for an emergency beam-out. As he
said, those forceshields will not last forever.”

Sisko himself moved aft—at least, I think it’s aft, he
corrected—until he began to see the skeletons of corri-
dors and shards of doors; then he searched room to
room, looking for clues amid the destruction.

Movement, flicker; Sisko’s heart lurched, and his hand
jumped of its own accord to curl greedily around the
phaser. He froze, drifting slowly in the zero-G corridor,
time frozen. After a moment, he took his hand away
from the weapon, feeling a thin layer of ice crack around
his elbow joints, condensation perhaps from a gruesome
“humidity” of fine blood droplets not yet condensed
against the metal surfaces. He reached to a bulkhead and
tugged himself along the corridor again.

The movement was his own shadow, thrown into
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relief by the floodlights of the Defiant reaching through
the torn skin of the wayfaring corpse. Sisko’s shadow
danced on every surface, surprisingly three-dimensional,
as he moved past more holes blown through the hull.

Whenever the captain came across a shadowy or
buried corner, he pulled away whatever debris concealed
the space, looking and hoping. A thick table or titanium
hatch might have shielded a body or log-clip from the
blast—something to prise the secret from the silent
ship’s skeleton! His breathing became more ragged as he
exerted himself, sweating like a horse. More times than
he could count, the captain reached up and tried to wipe
his face, only to bump his hand into the unfamiliar
helmet.

Farther along the corridor, the force of the internal
explosion (like swallowing a phaser-grenade) had twisted
the ship’s orientation; Sisko “swam” through a vaguely
helical corridor, as if he were an RNA messenger mole-
cule surfing the monstrous DNA helix for the protein
code that would whisper what happened.

At last, nearly as far aft as he could get before the
ribbons of ship became so disjointed he could no longer
unambiguously call it inside or out, Benjamin Sisko
found a cabin space. It was still just barely recognizable
for what it once had been: the infirmary. Here, so far
from the focus, the force of explosion had not obliterated
all traces from the room. Instead, the room was com-
pressed fore to aft, contracted into a space many times
smaller than it once occupied, but still recognizable.
And, amid the rubble, the shatter of glassware, the
ubiquitous spray of bio-residue, to be polite about it,
were the remains of some model of personal log and
recording device.

The box was nearly crushed beyond recognition by the
compressive force, but still visible was a company logo
glued to the side of the machine: Levanian Biomedical
Survey Pangalactic Consortium, it read in Levanese, as
near as Sisko could tell; he was not an expert in the
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Levanian language. But there was one other symbol on
the box that caught Sisko’s eye: the stylized red cross that
still, after hundreds of years, signified something medi-
cal on most planets in the Federation.

Sisko stared for a moment, breathing twice with a
catch in his throat; then he touched the helmet transmit
switch with his chin and spoke into the microphone
inside his light, clear helmet. “Bashir, come aft, home on
my signal. I’ve found . . . something.”

“On my way, sir!”” The relief in the doctor’s voice was
palpable. Julian Bashir was unsettled by a dead ship that
would not yield its dead.

Within ten minutes, the captain was joined not by
Bashir alone, but the entire away team except for
O’Brien, who still tended the force shield. None had
found anything worthwhile, so they all responded to the
promise of something, anything. “Doctor,” asked the
captain, taking Bashir’s arm and launching him toward
the find, “what is that piece of equipment?”’

With difficulty, Bashir maneuvered himself upside-
down with respect to the captain’s orientation, not that
it made any difference in zero-G. The doctor pulled his
face close to the remains of the electronic device, study-
ing it carefully for several minutes before responding.
“Sir,” he said at last, “as near as I can make out, I should
think it’s a—it once was a medical log. Of course, I'm
not as familiar with this model as with the modern
Starfleet version.”

Sisko couldn’t help licking his lips. “That is what I
thought, Doctor. Julian, if Chief O’Brien can salvage
that medical log, would you be able to deduce where the
ship was and what it was doing to incur such wrath
among the Klingons?”

Bashir rotated, then seemed disconcerted when he
realized he and Captain Sisko were inverted with respect
to each other. “I ... well, that is, I really cannot say,
Captain. The medical officer should input the stardate
before every entry, and we should be able to extract the
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approximate location. But sir, this isn’t a Starfleet ship,
and I cannot guarantee his accuracy or diligence. Or her
diligence, whatever he or she was.”

“Do you generally describe the station’s current mis-
sion in your own logs, Doctor?”

Bashir managed to blush and preen simultaneously;
quite a feat while floating on his head! thought Sisko.
“Well, of course, my own log entries are hardly typical.
I’'m a very thorough doctor. I don’t know about
these . . . whatever they are.”

“Levanians,” supplied Sisko. “Dax, see if we can
rescue the remains without losing any circuitry or break-
ing it any further than it already is.”

It took the station’s science officer more than ten
minutes to gently detach the box from the bulkhead into
which it had been thrown. The rest of the team tethered
around the room in various orientations and fidgeted,
forcibly prevented from “helping” the Trill by stern
command of the commanding officer. Such ham-fisted
help from, say, Worf was more likely to pulverize the
fragile, remaining bits of electronics than actually to
assist Jadzia Dax.

Worf remained at alert, outside the corpse of the
starship, with the away team inside. Julian Bashir gave
advice to Dax, as if his specialized knowledge of medi-
cine automatically extended to all electronic devices
ever used by doctors. The captain hovered, literally,
nearby, trying to keep the doctor occupied so he
wouldn’t bother the Old Man-young woman.

Finally, Dax loosened the last contact point that had
fused metal-to-metal. She gently teased away the entire
unit with a single, sharp tug, then pulled her hands
away. The data-pack of the medical log “rose” from
the mess of machinery and drifted in zero-G across
the room. It barely rotated on its axis . . . Jadzia Dax
had quite a delicate touch, far more so than Curzon
had!
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She captured it in a shield-containment module, what
used to be called a magnetic bottle in the more colorful
jargon of bygone centuries, recalled the captain with a
flicker of a smile.

“Activating a zero-G containment field,” Dax said,
touching the appropriate buttons. “This thing is about
ready to fall apart, and the Defiant’s gravity field might
just do it.”

At that moment, the urgent voice of the engineering
chief cut through the chatter in Sisko’s command comm
circuit. “We’re losing it—get us out of here, Captain!”

Sisko chinned his comm switch: “Away team to Defi-
ant: emergency beam-out! Four to beam back, plus a
memory-pack in a containment field that should be
beamed directly to engineering.”

As he materialized, Captain Sisko saw the hull col-
lapse under the tidal stresses of the distant Bajoran sun
and the ship’s own mass. As they materialized on the
transporter pad, O’Brien was looking at his timer:
“thirty-eight minutes, twenty seconds. I’d say we got our
money’s worth, Captain.”

Chief Miles O’Brien took custody of the medical log,
but one look persuaded him to leave it alone until he had
it all the way back on the station. As well-equipped as the
Defiant was, the job was too delicate to be conducted
remotely.

The chief would have preferred to work alone; failing
that, he would have rather worked with anybody than
Doctor Bashir. Although O’Brien had become fairly
chummy with the doctor lately—playing darts,
kayaking—Bashir still tended to ask a fairy-mound of
annoying questions, which O’Brien was obliged to an-
swer politely, since Doctor Julian Bashir was a commis-
sioned Starfleet officer while O’Brien was only an
engineering master chief.

Bashir leaned forward, peering over the chief’s shoul-
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der; O’Brien felt the doctor’s breath on his ear and
almost cringed away before catching himself. “Julian, if
you don’t mind?”’

“Eh? Oh, terribly sorry, Chief. I was just trying to see
what you’re doing.”

“What I'm doing is scanning the edge of the spool-
pack to find sections with the property parity; that’s the
only spot we’re likely to decipher.”

“Ah. Yes. Of course.” Bashir nodded vigorously.

“You don’t have a clue what I just said, do you?”

“Certainly I do. Well, no I don’t; not really.”

Gently pushing the doctor back into his chair, O’Brien
explained the engineering theory behind the recording
and how it might have survived the Klingon bomb. The
biggest danger was not the actual force of the explosion,
since the log was shielded by a metal desk. Most of the
damage would have been done by the intense pulse of
electromagnetic energy that would accompany any deto-
nation of that size: it was worse than running through a
data-clip library with a huge electromagnet tucked under
one arm!

On the first run-through, O’Brien found nothing but
snow on the visual channel and white noise on the audio,
with just a few fluctuations here and there: but those
fluctuations actually contained more information than
the human ear could detect. In the second play-through,
after digital enhancement, O’Brien turned the volume all
the way up. He and the good doctor listened in mounting
nervous fascination to a loud hiss masking the eerie
echoes of a distant warning: the words recorded by the
female doctor of the Levanian Consortium sounded
urgent. The tension in the woman’s voice was evident,
even though the words were so far unintelligible.

A ghost from beyond the grave, thought O’Brien, shiv-
ering, thinking of the Banshee of the Scots; she’s come to
warn us, if we can heed her words. But first they had to
understand her words . . . and that required more deli-
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cate digital construction than the computer could do by
itself. It required the full attention of Miles Edward
O’Brien.

The chief caught himself working feverishly, as if
everyone’s life depended on hearing the Levanian doc-
tor’s last warning. Well, maybe it did; until they knew
what the warning was, they had to treat it as extremely
serious, after all, the Klingons had been willing to kill,
even to reveal the existence of their newest weapon, in
order to silence her. It was up to O’Brien to give her a
voice again.

He clipped individual word fragments, compared
them to intact words elsewhere, and made shrewd
guesses where insufficient information stumped the com-
puter. The trouble with computers was that they were so
literal. It still took a human to make the intellectual
leaps of faith necessary to reconstruct words obliterated
by an electromagnetic pulse, to drag the warning back
from the Other Side.

Finally, after nearly nine straight hours of “recon-
structive surgery,”—during which Doctor Bashir re-
mained every bit as alert and concentrated as did the
chief, impressing O’Brien more than he would admit—
they were ready for another playback. Gingerly, the chief
said “computer, play tracks four through six.” No star-
date was intelligible from the tapes. They were identified
only by the physical track on the bubble-recording
medium.

There were seven sentence fragments, all that re-
mained of the life and death of the Levanian doctor, all
that remained of her urgent warning. The annoying hiss
remained. O’Brien was reluctant to eliminate it, since it
might contain information that so far had eluded him.
But he had the computer mostly suppress it for the
playback. Each batch of now-intelligible words was sepa-
rated from the others by many minutes of visual snow
and audio steam. Still, O’Brien and Bashir listened
intently, even during the long gaps:

31



DAFYDD AB HUGH

SURVEY NEARLY CONCLUDED . . .

APPROACHING GAMMA GAMMA KILO NINER SEVEN FOUR
TO CONDUCT . . .

FOUND THEM, NEVER KNEW THE JEM . . .
—DISRUPTED! THE JEM'HADAR HAVE FLANKED . . .

BESIDE THE KLINGONS; WE DON’'T KNOW WHAT THE HELL
THEY'RE . . .

—WORKING TOGETHER! THIS INTELLIGENCE 1S SO CRITI-
CAL, WE MUST BREAK AWAY IMMEDIATELY TO REPORT IT
¥t s

—‘'HADAR TRAINING WITH THE KLINGONS ON GAMMA!

O’Brien swallowed hard; he was a man who remem-
bered his history. The Federation had had many con-
flicts with the Klingon Empire, each time Starfleet
barely winning against their more aggressive and vi-
cious opponents for one major reason: the Klingons
were impetuous and tended to attack before they
were fully ready. They didn’t wait for a workable
strategy; they never quite had the technology to match
Starfleet.

But things were different this time, weren’t they? In
the past, Starfleet always held the technological and
strategic edge. But the war between the Federation and
the Founders—fought mainly by the latter’s slave-
warriors, the Jem’Hadar—was just the reverse: it was
the Jem Hadar who enjoyed a decisive technological and
strategic advantage, in addition to the Founders’ ability
to shapeshift. In fact, the Dominion was so far held in
check only by the Founders’ evident reluctance to attack
outside the Gamma Quadrant.

“All they’ve ever done is infiltrate, manipulate,” said
O’Brien aloud. He didn’t need to clarify whom he was
talking about. Dr. Bashir understood.
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“The Gowron incident,” said Julian. “They’ve never
attacked us directly. Maybe their power is stronger
inside the Gamma Quadrant than outside?”

“Not anymore,” said the chief, feeling his stomach
start to hurt. “Not if they’ve allied with the Klingons.
With Jem’Hadar technology and the Klingon presence
throughout the Alpha Quadrant, the Founders can proj-
ect their force anywhere in the bloody galaxy!”

Chief O’Brien and Doctor Bashir looked at each other
with the same understanding: the few scraps of data left
in the Levanian medical log indicated the ship had
stumbled onto a secret training base at Gamma GK-974,
an unnamed planetary system deep and cold in the cold
heart of the Gamma Quadrant, a base where Klingons
and Jem’Hadar trained together.

O’Brien swallowed; a stone weight fell from his throat
into his stomach. “Doctor, are you thinking the same
thing I'm thinking?”

“I think so,” said Bashir, nervously glancing back over
his shoulder to make sure no Klingons or Jem’Hadar
were sneaking up on them; it was a nervous gesture, and
O’Brien understood it completely. ““Can we make it any
clearer, Chief?”

O’Brien shook his head. “See these batch of electro-
magnetic spikes? This first one is where the pulse itself
washed across the log. These fainter lines in both direc-
tions are the electromagnetic echoes off the metal bulk-
heads and equipment in the infirmary. There’s a total of
eleven refraction echos, plus the original: we’re damned
lucky to have recovered any of the log at all.”

“Yes, I thought as much,” said Bashir, sighing. “I was
just clutching at straws. Do we have enough to take to the
captain?”’

O’Brien turned back to the log, again replaying the
fugitive scraps of intelligence: the Jem 'Hadar— beside
the Klingons—working together. “We have enough that
we don’t dare not take it to the captain. There’s some-
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thing else here, something I'm not one hundred percent
sure about: I'd swear that this log was erased before the
Klingons blew up the ship.”

“Before? What are you saying?”

“I’m saying, Julian, that somebody aboard the Levan-
ian ship deliberately erased the medical log, or tried to;
looks like he ran a powerful electromagnetic field over it,
but he missed a few spots. That’s why there’s so little left.
Believe it or not, the bomb itself would have left more
fragments, and each fragment would be longer.”

Julian Bashir had nothing to say; it was a puzzling and
sobering development. Twelve minutes later, O’Brien
made his presentation to all assembled: the captain,
Major Kira, Lieutenant Commander Dax—and of
course Worf, the fugitive Klingon, and Constable Odo,
the renegade, now-*‘solid” Founder. Worf and Odo both
stiffened visibly; they didn’t quite move away from each
other, but O’Brien was sure it took inhuman control for
them to stand their ground. Worf flushed darker than his
usual Klingon complexion, and Odo squeezed his fists so
tightly, his knuckles actually cracked—a feat that would
have been impossible back when he was still a shape-
shifter.

Major Kira was first to speak. The Bajoran ex-
resistance fighter (and very pregnant birth-mother of
O’Brien’s second child) sounded an aggressive note to
open the grim meeting. “I’m inclined to believe this log,
Captain,” she said, studiously avoiding Worf’s frosty
glare. “It definitely smells like a Klingon tactic. Uh, no
offense, Worf.”

“I choose not to take offense,” rumbled the Klingon,
in a tone of voice that meant he took very great offense
indeed. Lieutenant Commander Dax shivered when she
heard it. “But I do not believe the report of
Klingon-Jem’Hadar alliance. That would be dishonor-
able,” concluded Worf.

You're dancing on very thin ice, Major, thought
O’Brien. Of course, he didn’t say such a thing out loud.
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“If you want my opinion,” argued Kira, not backing
down, “attacking Deep Space Nine was pretty dishonor-
able, too.”

Worf had no response, but Dax took up the cause.
“The Klingons I've fought with were all honorable
warriors,” she said, folding her arms and crossing her
legs. “Well, at least since the Cult of Kahless arose a few
decades ago. I can’t believe that even Gowron would ally
with the Founders. That’s too much to swallow, espe-
cially after what they almost did to him!”

A pensive Captain Sisko frowned. “I don’t like the fact
that someone aboard the ship tried to erase the log. Were
they trying to cover-up what they saw? Did they hope the
Klingons would allow them to live if they removed all
evidence of the alliance—assuming for the moment that
there really was an alliance?”

O’Brien shrugged. The other possibility was that one
of the Levanians was a traitor to the Federation, or
perhaps they were carrying a non-Fedcration passenger?
It was another disturbing aspect of the medical log, but
not their primary problem.

Odo shook his head sadly. Have we been looking at
him differently since we found the Founders? wondered
the chief. O’Brien felt his face heat slightly. Even he had
been a little more guarded around Odo since the troubles
started; he’d looked at the constable differently, held
back a little more information than he should have. It’s
hard, staring at that face, knowing it’s one of their faces.

“There is only one minor point I should make about
that tape,” said Constable Odo. “Whatever the Klingons
may think, my people do not even have the concept of
alliances and treaties: they recognize only masters and
slaves. If you’re not the master, you’re the slave.” He
paused, but no one spoke, especially not Worf. “When I
was briefly in the memory pool on my homeworld,”
continued Odo, “I received many impressions. One that
came through very clear was the Founders’ fascination
with the Klingon Empire: they see the Klingons as the
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Alpha Quadrant version of the Jem’Hadar, the best
material to be . .. converted into servants of the Do-
minion. I’'m sorry, Commander,” he added with unex-
pected tenderness to Worf.

“You’re saying the Founders will betray the Kling-
ons?” asked Major Kira.

“Let’s not be too hasty,” said Sisko, relaxing the
tension. “We don’t even know there is an alliance yet.”

“I mean, Major, that the Founders see the Klingons
only as the means to an end,” continued Odo. “Like
every other race in all four quadrants, to the Founders
the Klingons are tools, used until they’re dull, then cast
aside.”

“I still don’t buy it,” griped Lieutenant Commander
Dax.

“Commander,” said Chief O’Brien, the first words he
had spoken since presenting the medical log data,
“might you be, ah, overly influenced by the memories of
Curzon? It’s—it’s a different era now. If those days of
Klingon glory and honor were still here, then Worf
would be honored by his people, not discommodated.”
The chief had been trying to cheer up Worf, but it
seemed to have the opposite effect; the Klingon glowered
at the deck, and O’Brien kicked himself for not phrasing
it better.

Captain Sisko said nothing, but O’Brien saw his jaw
muscles bulge as he clenched his teeth. Maybe he’s still
brooding about the log being erased, the chief thought.
Then Sisko seemed to push his personal misgivings
aside: an immediate decision was required. “Old Man,”
he said at last, “any chance Gamma GK-974 is the base
for the assault that FleetIntCom was looking for?”

Dax stood and studied the map of the relevant sectors
of the Gamma Quadrant displayed on the viewscreen.
“If it’s true—and that’s a big if—then it would be pretty
well suited for a staging area to order the invasion.
Gamma-Kilo isn’t all that close to either Carlos or Diana
sectors, but it’s only a couple of days at warp nine. Other
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than that, it looks . ..” She trailed off, but everyone
knew what she meant, including O’Brien.

“It looks pretty deadly,” concluded the captain, not
pleased with the confirmation. “Mr. Worf, you haven’t
said much. What do you think about the possibility of
alliance between Gowron and the Founders?”

If O’Brien’s old Klingon friend had looked stiff before,
he positively fossilized now. “Sir, I cannot imagine that
any honorable Klingon would sign a secret treaty with
the Dominion.” Worf paused; no one interrupted the
silence . . . the Klingon had not finished. “But Gowron
has acted without honor before. He betrayed the Cardas-
sians. And as Major Kira reminds me,” now it was
Kira’s turn to stare down at her feet, O’Brien noticed,
“he treacherously attacked Deep Space Nine, his Federa-
tion allies, without warning.”

Worf stared at the map, at the transcript of the log,
anywhere but at Captain Sisko. “Sir, I cannot entirely
rule out the possibility,” he grudgingly allowed.

The captain pressed. “So this message could be accu-
rate: there could be an alliance between the Klingons
and the Founders.”

“It could be accurate.”

“And there might actually be a secret base at GK-974
where Klingon warriors are training side by side with
Jem’Hadar shock troops.”

“It could be so0.”

The chief swallowed; he knew what would have to be
done. Silence fell across Ops like a heavy, woolen shroud
over a corpse. Captain Sisko turned to O’Brien: “Prepare
a summary message to Fleet Intelligence, Chief. Worf,
begin working up the Defiant crew for a dangerous run. I
suspect we are about to be drafted.”

“Aye, sir,” said the engineer and the security officer
simultaneously.

“Sir,” said Odo swiftly, “I would like to ac-
company—"

“Of course you will,” said Sisko without hesitation.
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LieuTENANT COMMANDER Dax was unsurprised when the
order came back from Starfleet Intelligence less than
three hours after the chief sent the priority message, even
though it was probably a fleet record for making a
decision of this magnitude. But she was nonplussed
when Benjamin called her into his office and said, “Old
Man, I'm going to have to leave Commander Worf
behind.”

“You’re joking.”

“I need an experienced battlefield commander in
charge of the station. There are still Klingons about, and
the Founders might still come through the wormhole.”

“But what about Major—"

Benjamin leaned close and whispered, as if the major
might hear them even through the Cardassian-steel bulk-
head: “Major Kira, in case you haven’t noticed, is nearly
ready to have a baby. I cannot exactly see her squeezing
through the corridors with a phaser in each hand.”
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“Can you see her manning the phasers on the De-

Sfiant?”

“I sincerely hope it will not come to that, Old Man,”
Sisko winked. “This is an intelligence-gathering mission,
not special-ops. We’ll stay cloaked, keep our mouths
shut, and our eyes open.”

Dax nodded. “Yes, I can see where that would be hard
enough on Kira.”

“I need Worf here, not because he can fight, but
because if he’s here, he probably won’t have to fight. Not
many commanders would attack an angry Klingon with
several thousand photon torpedoes in his pocket, at least
not without a brigade. Worf stays.”

Dax swallowed. Sisko had a point, but Worf wasn’t
going to like it. She was just as glad she wouldn’t
be present when her old friend issued this particular
order.

Worf’s reaction was more sedate than Jadzia Dax
expected, possibly due to the growing closeness between
them. “No! This is not acceptable!” he growled.

“Worf, those are the captain’s direct orders!”

“I will not be left behind like a—1like a Ferengi! They
are my people, my problem, my mission!” The Klingon
clenched his teeth and began to look around, presum-
ably for something to throw. So much for his taking it
well.

Dax’s first impulse was to bolt, get away from the
raging bull, but she had long since learned that Worf’s
Klingon rages burned themselves out quickly . . . even
when he had as much cause as for this one.

“Commander Worf, yltamchoH!” The Klingon
blinked in surprise, freezing in mid-rant. “Do you still
have any honor left...or are you a verengan
Ha’DIbaH?”

Worf said nothing. He stared at Dax. She swallowed,
facing him down. By Klingon law, Jadzia Dax had just
challenged Worf to combat . . . potentially to the death.
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Am I his comrade in arms now? she wondered, or just his
woman? If the latter, she might be dead before his
Starfleet training could reassert itself: Klingon women
did not lightly insult the honor of their men.

Worf took a deep breath, then another, and Dax knew
she was safe. “I apologize for my outburst, Jadzia; I have
felt the rage since I first heard about the alliance.”

“Possible alliance,” she corrected. “That’s what we’re
going to find out, Worf.”” She half closed her eyes, feeling
her own sense of shame at the honor of her old friends
impugned. “My gut still tells me it’s not true, but we
have no choice: if the Klingons really are training at a
Jem’Hadar camp, it changes everything. It would
mean—"

“It would mean having to rewrite the entire order of
battle,” said Odo, having joined them so quietly that
Dax jumped at the sound.

“Worf,” she added, ‘“Benjamin needs you here.
Who’s going to defend the station if Gowron attacks
again . . . Kira? Before or after she gives birth? Julian?
Quark?”

Worf sucked in a third deep breath and let it out in a
snort, curling his lip in disgust. “You are right. It is the
proper course of action for the captain to take. I will
change the voice-codes and command authority at
once.” He stomped off toward the turbolift, pylon IV,
the Defiant.

Constable Odo stared at the wreckage of the bench. “I
suppose the maintenance crew isn’t terribly busy these
days anyway,” he sighed.

Not four hours later, Dax expertly tapped the impulse
thrusters to nudge the Defiant away from the pylon,
while her captain brooded over the transcript of the
recovered medical log.

“Three contacts in this sector,” said Kira, staring at
her sensor readout. “Standard lights, no hostile indica-
tors, no fire-control sensors . . . looks like a Lonatian
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freighter and two Federation science surveys where
they’re supposed to be, according to Sigint.”

Sisko didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to; the major
was merely stating for the log that there was no hostile
activity in the vicinity of the wormhole.

“That freighter is a smuggler who sometimes works
with Quark, our resident one-Ferengi crime wave,” mut-
tered Odo, not so much because it was important, Dax
realized, but merely to have something to say. Not even
Odo was immune from nervousness—though Benjamin
still sat silent as a statue.

The Defiant seemed eerily empty with only the four of
them and two ensigns aboard, Janine Wheeler and
Tarvak Amar. Dax missed seeing Chief O’Brien scurry-
ing about, adjusting controls that were already reading
perfectly, and she even missed feeling the longing gaze of
Julian on her neck speckles whenever he thought her
back was turned. Most of all, she missed the comforting
bulk of Commander Worf, his confident snarl, the savage
way he barked orders at the cringing junior officers. But
Worf was needed on the station, and there was no rea-
son to risk the lives of the engineering senior-chief and
the station doctor: as Benjamin said, this was an
intelligence-gathering mission . . . four days of tedium
at peak sustainable warp, cloaked; a few days of observa-
tion at Gamma GK-974 to quash the ugly rumor—or
confirm the even more ugly truth—and then another
four-day high-speed run back through the wormhole and
into DS9 again to transmit the intel, for good or ill.

Well, here goes nothing . . . I hope! On her own initia-
tive, the Trill turned the ship and headed toward the
electromagnetic and gravitational singularity that was
normally invisible to the naked eye—except when a ship
passed through—but was lit up like a supernova in the
high-end of the spectrum from ultraviolet to X-ray.
“Shifting to warp two,” she said. “Entering the worm-
hole now.”
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The muiticolored “tunnel-wall” effect encased the
ship like a cocoon, and Dax clenched her teeth: they were
flying invisible, thus unshielded, into the belly of the
beast . . . and Jadzia Dax feared what she might find
inside.

Master Chief Petty Officer Miles Edward O’Brien
prowled around inside his “pit,” the engineering well
from which he could, in a pinch, control virtually every
aspect of the station from weapons to environment to
rotation to communications—even, though few were
aware of it, to station movement, as if Deep Space Nine
were a gigantic, albeit slow, starship. Worf eschewed the
captain’s office, preferring to command from Kira’s
weapon station, for typically Klingon reasons, O’Brien
supposed.

“Chief O’Brien,” snarled Worf, becoming formal in
his agony, “will you please cease whistling? It is bad
enough I was left behind two days ago. I do not wish to
endure audio torture as well.”

The chief stopped, embarrassed; he hadn’t realized he
was whistling so loudly. With a guilty start, O’Brien
realized he was actually happy that he wasn’t on the
mission—but he was terrified for Kira, and for his and
Keiko’s second child, artificially implanted in Major
Kira after Keiko was injured. Happy, frightened, and
guilty, his only outlet had been to sing, and the only song
he could think of would have been more appropriate in
Quark’s, or in a Dublin pub, than in Ops.

Again, O’Brien felt disturbingly as if someone were
staring at the back of his head. He couldn’t resist the
temptation to turn around and look behind him; of
course, he saw only the wall of the well, and further back,
the doorless turbolift leading down into the rest of the
station. “Worf, don’t you find this rather creepy?” He
gestured around. “This, I mean—the whole station is
empty, and now even Ops is deserted.”
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“In fact,” rumbled the Klingon, “I find the solitude
refreshing. I just wish the station were also empty of a
certain pair of Ferengi. I am uncomfortable having to
take Odo’s place in watching them.”

“Oh, come on, Rom’s not bad,” said O’Brien, defend-
ing his budding protégé.

“Rom is the brother of his brother! He is still under
the thumb of Quark.”

“He only goes there to eat; I haven’t seen him palling
around with Quark since . . . since I don’t know when.”

“I will reserve judgment,” conceded Worf. That’s
probably the closest he'll ever come to admitting he’s
wrong about Rom, mused the chief.

O’Brien glanced at the readouts on the power grid; he
had noticed some odd fluctuations in the past three days.
Whenever an intense electromagnetic field, such as a
starship, interacted with the EM field of the power
conduits, an interference pattern developed that the
chief could detect on some of his sensors. But there had
been no ship activity around the station since the Defiant
left two days earlier, and the fluctuations and interfer-
ence patterns persisted.

“Probably one of the grids is flickering,” muttered
O’Brien.

“Please say that again. I did not hear you.”

“Talking to myself, Worf. That’s what happens when
you’re the last living being in a dead station.” The
Klingon’s only response was half grunt, half snarl.

Spinning on his stool, Miles O’Brien touched three
screens in rapid succession, bumping up the scale of the
displayed interference pattern. He stared, puzzled. No
matter how he sliced the data, more than anything else,
they resembled starship fields interacting with the power
grid. But there was only one problem: there were no
ships. Sensors confirmed the only unnatural objects
nearby were small runabouts and one-man skiffs. Sud-
denly the floor lurched under them.
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“What the hell?” O’Brien exclaimed, gripping his
console as he stared at a sudden, inexplicable surge in
the pattern degradation of the power grids.

“Chief, I have just lost all communications carrier
waves, and my sensors have darkened.”

“Commander, we were just hit by a huge electromag-
netic pulse!”

“Is this an attack?”” demanded the Klingon, his hands
already flickering across his battle stations; O’Brien’s
view in the well was good enough to see Worf power up
all the station’s weapons.

“I don’t think so, sir; I don’t see . ..” The scanners
flickered in and out of operation; during the moments
when they worked, the chief scanned all headings, all
bearings, but saw nothing. “I don’t see any ships. All I
see is—good God!”

“What? What do you see? My instruments are blind
here.”

O’Brien stared in disbelief. A partially functional
video sensor showed a scene so bizarre, the chief could
barely believe it was real: the entire subspace emitter
superstructure had been sheared off! “It looks like .
no, can’t be.”

“Chief O’Brien! I must have complete information if I
am to command this station!” Worf seemed more snap-
pish than normal, certainly more than the situation
warranted.

“Sir, it looks like the damage that would be caused by
a ship colliding with the subspace emitter, but there are
no ships out there. Wait a moment,” O’Brien scanned
for warp trails. “No sir, there’s been no warp activity
since the Defiant departed two days ago. We must
have . . . maybe a meteorite?”

“Or a cloaked vessel,” growled Worf, curling his lip
and baring his sharp teeth.

The chief stared at his friend. “Worf, you’re saying a
ship—a cloaked ship—sheared a piece of the station
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away?” Again, he stared at his readouts. “I said there’s
no indication of any warp signature since the Defiant
left; before, even . . . not for two days!”

“Then the ship has remained stationary for two days.”
Abruptly, the Klingon stared around Ops, as if looking
for lurkers in the dark. “There is a spy out there. Has
anyone beamed onto the station recently?”

O’Brien checked. “No, not according to the records.
Of course, if someone beamed into, say, the habitat ring
and— Worf, a ship just decloaked by the sliced emit-
ter!”

“Shields up!”” shouted Worf, but three events occurred
simultaneously: Miles O’Brien positively identified the
ship as a Klingon destroyer. A spherical object materia-
lized in the middle of Ops—the very middle, hovering
three meters above the deck, and a terrific flash bathed
the entire room in a hellish, blue-white light.

O’Brien never had time to raise the shields. He had
grabbed the lip of the well while he leaned down to the
defensive-systems console. As the invading sphere
flashed, his right hand and arm jerked convulsively. He
grabbed them, and they throbbed angrily, the digits
tingling.

“Worf! Worf, are you all right?” he cried, but then, the
tingling in his arm expanded until it enveloped his chest
and finally his brain; logy from the disruptor blast,
O’Brien discovered that he could not focus his eyes, and
he felt flushed and nauseated: symptoms of disruptor
stun! his confused mind finally concluded.

The well had shielded O’Brien from the full force
of the bomb, else he would be down and out for the
count. Worf did not answer, and neither did the only
other person in Ops, a green ensign (literally green; she
was a Lysenian, tinted a charming teal) named. ..
named . . .

The chief could barely remember his own name. He
dimly recollected something about shields, but he
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couldn’t for the life of him remember what they were or
how one went about activating them. As O’Brien stag-
gered to his feet in the well, he realized he could hear
nothing and could barely see; every eyeblink dragged
back the afterimage of the disruptor bomb that had just
exploded.

Out—get out! It was the only thought that screamed
clearly enough to be heard in the tumult of his disor-
dered brain. He tried to grab the lip of the well to vault
out, but his right arm still would not move. He stepped
on a console and managed to slither up the side like a
worm, wallowing onto the deckplates and tearing his
uniform and the skin on his knee.

“Get . . . out.” The task sounded reasonable enough,
just two words. But he couldn’t make his body work!
O’Brien humped along on his belly, elbows digging into
the wire-mesh above the deckplates themselves, crawling
toward the turbolift. They’re coming—they’re here!

He reached the turbolift and rolled into it just as the
first, characteristic vertical patterns of a Klingon trans-
porter appeared in Ops: a dozen Klingons beamed
aboard Deep Space Nine, standing amid the bodies of
Worf and the young ensign.

One of the Klingons looked vaguely familiar, but
O’Brien had no time to chat him up. They stared around
Ops, pointing disruptors in every direction. Strange,
thought a confused Miles O’Brien, why not bat'telhs?
That was a more usual weapon for a Klingon to carry for
hand-to-hand combat.

The Klingons spotted the bodies immediately. One
invader, the obvious leader, crouched low over Worf and
examined him closely, then he snorted and rose, speak-
ing rapid-fire orders: “Secure the rest of the station. Use
the turbolift.”

That’s my cue, thought the dazed engineering chief.
“Computer,” he gasped, praying that the disruptor blast
hadn’t burned out voice-recognition circuits, ‘“en-
gineering—stat!”
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The Klingons turned as a man to stare. “It is talking!”
shouted the slightly familiar one.

“No! Really, son of Noggra?’ The sarcasm of the
strike-force commander’s response drew a round of
snickering among the other troopers.

Just then, the turbolift started to descend, taking
O’Brien to his command destination. “The prisoner is
escaping!” shouted the increasingly observant “son of
Noggra.”

“Shoot the control mechanism!” shouted the leader,
but those were the last words O’Brien heard as he
dropped below the Ops level. All that he heard after that
was the shrill whine of a Klingon disruptor, and then the
turbolift ground silently to a halt, the safeties tripping
until the computer could diagnose whether the lift was in
danger of falling—and leaving Chief O’Brien lying half-
stunned on a platform, ten meters above the next deck
down. Level one and a half, thought O’Brien bitterly.

There was only one way down to the Promenade. In a
couple of seconds, he was going to be looking up into a
dozen angry Klingon faces. If he wanted to get down to
the next deck, he was going to have to jump—and pray
for a soft landing. '

Miles O’Brien was not an agile man, but his hands
were quick and his fingers had never failed him, not
while rotating a Bradford spar into place or curling the
most delicate fiberoptic cable into its connection. In the
dim light from Ops, he could see the power conduit just a
meter and a half below the lift platform ... close
enough that with luck and a strong grip, he wouldn’t
drop down the shaft to his death. But one hand still
tingled madly and barely worked.

Brilliant, he thought, after twenty years, I've finally
become a maintenance monkey! He lay on his belly and
reached his good arm as far down and forward as he
could. The conduit was still well out of reach. He would
have to drop and make a grab as he fell past.
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“There—stop him!” shouted a voice in Klingon above
him. O’Brien didn’t waste time looking up. He knew
who was doing the shouting. He muttered a quick wish
for the dexterity of the wee folk and lowered himself
headfirst over the side of the turbolift.

Dropping upside-down through the air, it was all he
could do not to close his eyes—it would have been fatal.
He made a wild, one-handed grab at the power conduit
and connected! For a second, he balanced on one arm,
feet still up on the turbolift platform.

But the chief discovered, too late, that a fine mist of
lubricant from the stone-age Cardassian turbolift tracks
had coated the conduit pipe . . . his hand slid right off
the side of the cylinder, letting him drop straight down-
ward.

His shoulder and face thunked into the same conduit
he had just slipped from. This time, he wrapped his good
arm around it in a death grip, then his legs as soon as
they fell onto the steel bar.

O’Brien swung around until he dangled freely from the
pipe, staring straight up into the nasty end of a Klingon
disruptor seven meters above. The Klingon snarled
something unintelligible that O’Brien assumed was
Klingon for “eat flaming red death!”” and thumbed the
contact.

The chief squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth;
his last thought was of Keiko, his beloved, and of his
darling little girl, Molly.

O’Brien’s next thought was to wonder how the
Klingon could possibly have missed such a thick target
as himself at such close range. Cursing, the attacker fired
again, and this time O’Brien saw the trouble: the electro-
magnetic power grid surrounding the turbolift interacted
with the essentially electrical discharge from the disrup-
tor, and the beam actually bent outward to pour harm-
lessly into the power mesh.

The chief wasted no time contemplating his brush
with the final reward. He reached down with one foot
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and managed to kick open the maintenance access
ladder for servicing the conduit. Hooking his knees on
the rungs, he swung himself onto the inspection catwalk.
Must remember to thank the gentry, he swore, lest they
take offense and tie Molly’s hair in knots.

The Klingon commander shouted something, and
O’Brien caught the word for “follow”; the chief grinned.
Let them try! I'd match myself against anyone, even
Rom, for crawling the hidden paths through the station!
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CHAPTER
5

WORF, soN OF MoGH, commander in Starfleet and cap-
tain of the Defiant (when Captain Sisko was not taking
the ship out for spy missions), loyal and honorable
subject of the Klingon Empire of a most ancient and
honorable house (a house that was experiencing a few
technical difficulties at the moment), awoke to a throb-
bing pain in his head. He sat up, wincing, trying to
reconstruct what had happened.

As soon as he realized he was locked into one of
Constable Odo’s own cells, and that a Klingon wearing
the uniform of a colonel general was staring at him
through the forceshield, Worf was able to make a shrewd
guess.

The general’s face was shadowed, deliberately, Worf
presumed. The Starfleet commander angrily opened his
mouth; but before he could speak, the captain said “Oh
yes, I will.”

“What?” thundered Worf. The voice . . . it is so famil-
iar, so—
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“You were about to say, “You will never get away with
it”” Were you not?”

“You cannot succeed.”

“Oh yes, I can.” The general grinned; “and you are
going to help me, Worf, son of Mogh.”

Worf controlled himself outwardly, but his stomach
lurched, not just at the insulting implication of faithless-
ness, but at the increasing sense of familiarity about the
general. He was a Klingon from Worf’s past, a face and
name he could not quite pull into the light, but one with
whom his destiny was intertwined, even before the
colonel general captured Deep Space Nine.

Years earlier, back on the Enterprise, or even a year
ago on Deep Space Nine, Worf would have spit some
angry insult at his captor in response to the prediction
that Worf would sanction the loss of his own command.
But he was older; he felr older. And today, he did not
react as impulsively as the green lieutenant he once had
been. He said nothing, only rose slowly to his feet and
stared at the general from a distance of five meters—by
Klingon custom, far enough not to imply an immediate
challenge, close enough not to appear cowed.

The general stepped into the light, and Worf sucked in
a breath of sudden recognition.

“I am Malach of the noble and honorable house of
Razg.” Behind Malach was a phalanx of a dozen Klingon
warriors. Something was peculiar about them, but for
the moment, Worf’s concentration was fixed upon Colo-
nel General Malach.

“Did you think I would forget you, Malach?”” For a
moment, Worf could think of nothing else to say, though
myriad thoughts exploded through his brain. Malach!

Malach . . . my blood brother.

“A house of honor,” continued the Starfleet Klingon,
“would not launch a sneak attack without much to gain.
And you have nothing to gain by attacking this station,
Malach, Son of Razg.”

Malach stared Worf full in his eyes, silently demand-
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ing Worf remember the oath he had sworn as a boy to the
boy Malach. The general threw his head back and smiled
at the ceiling, eyes closed. “Oh, but we have so much to
lose, son of Mogh. We both have so much to lose.” After
a moment, he snapped his head down and stared at
Worf. “You know the fear.”

Well, if he is not going to mention it, I will not be the
first. “If the Founders come through the wormhole,”
insisted Worf, “we will stop them here.”

“l am sure you will fight well, son of Mogh, my
brother. And you will earn an honorable peace in Sto-
Vo-Kor,” Malach curled his lip, “but that will not help
the Empire much. Or the Federation . . . I do not know
where your loyalty lies most, my brother; but either way,
if the Founders are not stopped here, they will over-
whelm both Federation and Empire. I launched this—”

“Criminal assault.”

“This military engagement not only for Klingons, but
for humans and their lackeys in the Federation.”

“So it is necessary to kill them in order to save them!
Is this what the honor of my blood-brother has fled in
favor of, a criminal act of cowardice?”” It was a calcu-
lated thrust. Worf had not seen Malach for many years,
more than two decades, since they both were young boys
at the military academy in Emperor Kahless Military
City, in the year before the House of Mogh removed to
Khitomer. It was while Worf and Malach were at the
academy that they swore the blood oath. Worf was six
and Malach was eight, but the oath was official and
witnessed.

Malach did not even blink at the deadly insult, which
in any other Klingon would have provoked a challenge to
fight to the death. In fact, he smiled. ““You cannot anger
me, my brother; do not even try. We have killed no one,
and we will kill no one. I have issued strict orders: for a
Klingon in my command to kill, or attempt to kill, or
even to act in wanton disregard for Federation life on
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this mission, is to earn the dishonorable death of a
traitor.”

Worf stared, astonished at sheer audacity of the gener-
al’s lie. “But I felt the blast! [—” He froze as one by one,
the strands of observation pulled together at the center.

The honor guard behind Malach carried disruptors,
but no bat’telhs. Disruptors could be set to stun. The
bat’telh could not. And in the beserk fury of battle, what
Klingon could resist taking an arm, a leg, or a head, if he
held the bladed crescent in his hands?

And clearly, the bomb that exploded in Ops had been
set to stun, not kill, or Lieutenant Commander Worf
would not still be sucking air.

Finally, the astonishing control that Malach exerted
when Worf—his own blood brother!—called him a
coward and impugned his honor, and that of the House
of Razg—not once, but twicel—began to percolate
through the commander’s skull like the morning’s first
raktajino.

Worf was still at a loss for words; everything he had
seen or heard indicated that Malach was telling the
truth: that this was an invasion without casualties.
Having nothing to say that could advance his cause—
and Worf was very clear where his loyalty lay—he stood
mute, waiting for his blood brother and captor to contin-
ue. It was clear Malach thought he could persuade Worf
to cooperate. The burden was on the general to push the
conversation.

“My brother,” said the general, “you must work with
me. I swore to Gowron that you would cooperate.”

“You should not have sworn for another. I will not
help you take control of this station.”

“Worf, I already have control of this station! These
troops,” Malach indicated the warriors behind him—
they glared at Worf with nothing but contempt, knowing
who he was and seeing the uniform he wore—*are not as
circumspect as you and I.” Malach grinned and
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shrugged, acting more like a Cardassian plotter than a
Klingon, Worf thought. “I can give orders, but warriors
can also disobey. Your friends could die if I do not
maintain control, if I must pick another hero to do your
job.”

Worf hesitated, and knew he had nothing to gain by
open defiance—open defiance. Not yet. “What would be
my job?” he asked darkly.

Again Malach shrugged. “The obvious. Herd the de-
feated into the portable cells, contact Starfleet, demand
ships to transport the hostages back to Federation terri-
tory in exchange for recognition that this station is now
Klingon territory.” Malach raised a finger, curling his
lip. “And one more thing, brother: one of the senior
crew, the enlisted man, escaped. He will raise a force
among the remnants of the crew and lead a rebellion,
and people will die on both sides. Worf, your first duty
will be to track down the maintenance chief petty officer
who was on the bridge with you.”

The bridge? 1t took Worf a moment to realize Malach
meant Ops. “Where is he now?”

“He has not left the station. Other than that, I know
nothing.”

Feeling a bitter taste in his mouth, Worf nodded. “I
will find O’Brien. You will give me your word as a
Klingon warrior and as my blood brother that no defend-
er will be hurt.”

Malach nodded faintly; it was enough. May the Em-
peror Kahless ensure it is enough, prayed Commander
Worf.

“He could be anywhere,” he growled. “O’Brien knows
this station better than any person alive, except perhaps
for Gul Dukat.”

A trace of a smile flickered across Malach’s face. “For
reasons that should be obvious, the gu/ is not presently
available for service.” Worf glared at the general, never
having liked his absurdist humor even when they both
were children.
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Malach nodded to one of his men, and the forceshield
sealing Worf’s cell from the rest of the brig vanished.
Stepping forward, Worf stood nose to nose with the
Klingon he once would have defended with his life. “You
will clearly instruct the Starfleet ships when they capture
you that I betrayed my oath only to save the hostages.”

“Nobody will capture me, Worf, so the situation will
not arise.”

“It is inevitable.”

“On the contrary, it is utterly evitable. My men
control Ops, so there will be no communications until I
choose to initiate them through my ship. We destroyed
your subspace emitter, so even if one of your Federation
friends broke free—OQO’Brien, perhaps—and tried to call
for help, he would not be heard. The station is nearly
deserted, and your captain and his ship are in the
Gamma Quadrant. They will return too late to do
anything but marvel at the glory of the Empire!”

Worf searched his memory. Was my brother always
such an egomaniac? he asked himself. Taking a deep
breath, Worf agreed to the terms: “If leading this search
is the only way to protect the lives of my command, then
I will agree to lead the search.”

Malach grinned, in pleasure, not in challenge. “Wel-
come home, son of Mogh,” he declared, not noticing that
Worf had, in fact, not exactly sworn to anything; the
statement was conditional.

So it has come to this, thought the commander; I pass
Jrom warrior to space-lawyer! His cheeks stinging from
the humiliation, Worf pushed roughly past his blood
brother toward the door. But as he passed one of
Malach’s honor guard, Worf glanced at the warrior and
froze, staring.

“You . . . know this man?” asked Malach curiously.

“I have seen him before,” said Worf in a strangled
voice, struggling to find his center of balance.

“He is Rodek, son of Noggra. A fine family. He was
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wounded in the Cardassian war and has lost the memory
of his former life, but he is a brave and honorable
warrior with an astonishing natural grasp of strategy. I
think he could perhaps command his own ship or cohort
someday.” Rodek, son of Noggra, stood tall, his suspi-
cious gaze never wavering from Worf’s face.

Never wavering, never recognizing. He did not recog-
nize the Klingon who was his brother in another life, his
real brother. Rodek, son of Noggra, was what he called
himself now, not knowing any better.

But a year earlier, he had been Kurn, son of Mogh; a
year before, Kurn was Worf’s brother, a general who
commanded his own fleet. “Perhaps I do not know him
after all,” said Worf quietly, suppressing the emotion
that could—at the hands of his blood-brother—threaten
his brother’s life.

A year before, Kurn was unable to live with the shame
of his brother Worf dishonored, their house discommo-
dated. Kurn had demanded to die at his brother’s hands
during the rite of Maukto’Vor, but Captain Sisko would
not permit it aboard Deep Space Nine.

Instead, Kurn’s brain had been whitewashed, his en-
tire identity obliterated, and the name Rodek, son of
Noggra, painted across the now-blank canvas. So really,
there is no more Kurn, and I have told no lie.

Turning his face from Rodek, son of Noggra, Com-
mander Worf pushed through the honor guard and
exited into the outer office of Constable Odo. He
clenched his teeth and forced his hands to his sides, lest
he grab a weapon from the desk—phaser, baton, any-
thing!—and begin killing everyone around him.

Seeing Kurn—Rodek—shook Worf more than he
allowed himself to admit. It was not just the sight of a
familiar, unfamiliar face; it was the knowledge of what
drove him to the horror of identity obliteration—the
pride of a Klingon, the face that must at any cost be
saved!

The memory tasted like ashes, and Worf turned away
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from Rodek, from the memory, from confronting the
damage wrought by the core of Worf’s soul, the core of
any Klingon: Aonor. If honor led to this, the blank face of
what used to be Kurn, then what was honor but a bitter
joke played upon Worf by the cruel, jesting gods of
Klingon folklore?

Worf did not look back. He was afraid the punchline
might be gaining on him.

Jake Sisko, raconteur and troubadour, was engaging in
the time-honored tradition of mopery with intent to
gawk. He was stationed at his normal spot, on the second
level of the Promenade, at the railing high above the
people below, the place where he and his erstwhile
constant companion Nog used to hang to observe the
teeming ants on the Promenade. But with Nog off at
Starfleet Academy—where Jake always presumed he
would be forced to go one day, and which fate he had
escaped only by discovering a talent for writing—and
with the anthill mostly empty with the rumors of war,
Jake was more than usually bored.

He amused himself by inventing fanciful stories for
each of the few people still puttering around the wide,
circular Promenade: this one was an unlucky gambler
hiding out from his loan sharks; another was a Cardas-
sian spy, surgically altered to look like a chubby mainte-
nance worker; a third was a rich merchant getting ready
to purchase the entire planet of Bajor for her own private
estate.

Suddenly, a swarm of Klingons burst onto the scene.
For a moment, Jake was surprised at the vividness of his
own imagination; he often visualized invasions or ro-
mantic interludes, but never this distinctly!

Then he gasped and leaned farther over the rail,
abruptly realizing that this was no dreamy hallucination:
this really was a sudden invasion of Klingon warriors!

He stared, transfixed, as the tiny figures drew their
disruptors and swept the small, scattered crowd. The
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victims collapsed into heaps where they stood, offering
no resistance. They don’t even know what’s happening! he
thought.

He was about to bolt to the turbolift but stopped
himself, his heart pounding. What the hell was he going
to do, fight the Klingons bare-handed?

It took only a few seconds for these thoughts to race
through his mind, then he saw a phalanx of Odo’s
security force attempt to charge out of the security office,
only to be mowed down mercilessly by the Klingons. The
shrill whine of disruptors and the piercing throb of
phasers drifted up to where he stood, and in half a
minute, Jake began to smell the metallic tang of ozone
produced by the electrical discharges around both
weapons.

He stood frozen at the handrail, staring down at the
tableau, unsure whether there was simply nothing he
could do and nobody to tell, or whether it was just
another manifestation of his own cowardice. The same
feeling of senseless, unreasoning panic gripped his gut as
he’d felt during the seige on Ajilon Prime, when he’d
deserted Dr. Bashir and fled randomly across the coun-
tryside.

But even when he forced his panic down and desper-
ately tried to think of something to do, he still found
nothing! The security forces obviously knew as much as
Jake did and couldn’t even get out of the squadroom that
had become their trap, and Jake’s father, Captain Sisko,
was far, far away, on the other side of the galaxy, as a
matter of fact, in the Gamma Quadrant.

“Where the hell is everybody?” he demanded of
himself. All right, Odo and Kira were on the mission
with his father, but where was Chief O’Brien? And where
was Worf? Odo might have had primary responsibility
for crime on Deep Space Nine, but surely defending the
station against an armed Klingon assault was Worf’s job!

Unless . . . Angrily, Jake dismissed the thought. He
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had no doubt about the Klingon’s loyalty to the Federa-
tion, after all, hadn’t Jake’s father personally picked
Worf for the station security slot? He can’t be involved—
he can’t! Dad’s the best judge of character in all Starfleet!

And then, staring down at the carnage—just begin-
ning to feel the horrific sense of unreality of a witness to
massacre—Jake saw him. It was Worf, no question. He
still wore his red Starfleet command uniform.

And he was leading the Klingon forces as they circled
the Promenade, hunting down survivors and shooting
them.

“No!” shouted Jake impulsively. He dropped to his
belly, somehow feeling closer to the scene than when he
was standing over it. “No, you dirty . . . !” For several
minutes, Jake watched Worf clearly lead the Klingon
expeditionary force in a search-and-destroy pattern
around the lower level of the Promenade. Then the
Klingon traitor left a holding force on the bottom level
and led the rest up to the second floor, just below Jake. It
wouldn’t be long before they searched the top floor too,
and Jake Sisko would be a cardinal anomaly in a sea of
casualty statistics, dead as a Ferengi’s charity.

For a moment, Jake broke through his own terror and
helpless rage to thank fate and the circumstances of
coincidence that his dad was not on the station. At least
one of us will live to see tomorrow, thought the young
man bitterly.

At the thought, the rage boiled over into berserk fury.
Jake jumped up, leaned over the railing, and screamed a
stream of obscenities down at the traitor, Worf. What the
hell, I'm going to die anyway! He climbed onto the
railing itself, balancing precariously and hanging on to
the overhead catwalk. For the first time in his life, Jake
felt the fear of death drop away like a torn cloak, and he
felt himself filled with the recklessness of desperation
that produces heroes and martyrs. But in the tumult of
battle, the warrior didn’t even hear the poet.
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But other ears did hear. As Jake balanced on the
handrail, one of the Klingons looked up and saw the
young man, the boy, furiously waving his fist. The
Klingon raised his disruptor and fired. The first shot hit
the railing beneath Jake’s feet, causing his legs to spasm
with the electrical jolt. He lost his footing, barely grab-
bing the catwalk with his other hand to dangle twenty
meters above the floor that was littered with the bodies
of victims.

The Klingon raised his sights for the second shot,
striking the catwalk itself. Another jolt of current flashed
through Jake Sisko. It was all he could do to cling grimly
to the bars, his face paling and his stomach convulsing
with the impact. He swallowed bile, knowing the next
shot would either kill him outright, or cause him to lose
his handgrip and plummet to his death below.

But the most extraordinary thing happened. Staring
down at the man who would kill him, Jake saw another
Klingon, one wearing a much-decorated uniform of high
rank, reach out and grab the assassin’s throat in a
headlock. The second Klingon yanked and twisted his
arms savagely, and the sniper fell to the floor, his legs
and arms jerking randomly! Even from Jake’s height, he
could see that the Klingon’s neck was broken: his own
comrade in arms had killed him.

But there simply was no time to worry about the
vagaries of Klingon table manners, even without another
helpful blast from a disruptor, Jake was in imminent
danger of losing his grip .and his young life.

Terrified—especially so, now that he thought he had a
plan for escaping, but still might not make it—he began
to swing back and forth, desperately struggling not to
look down or think about the huge, empty space below
his feet. With every swing, he got closer to the opposite
platform, until at last he hooked one bootheel over the
lip. He shimmied and squirmed until he managed to
haul himself up and onto the maintenance walk that ran
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all the way around the Promenade, close to the ceiling.
He collapsed onto his stomach, utterly spent.

Shaking, he peeked over the edge. His Klingon guardi-
an angel watched him narrowly, but made no move to
shoot. In fact, as soon as the officer saw that Jake had
made it, he turned back to the invasion, directing troops
to remove the body of the dead Klingon.

Jake lay on the steel grid, panting and exhausted from
the one pull-up he had done! Absurdly, the thought that
echoed round his skull was of his father urging him to
spend more time on physical training two years before.
His face flushed as he remembered his snotty response:
“How many pull-ups do I have to do to pass the writers’
test, Dad?”

Jake Sisko staggered to his knees, then his feet, and
jogged lead-footed along the platform, looking for a
maintenance hatch leading up out of the Promenade. If
he could get into the access tunnels and conduits, he had
a chance, assuming he didn’t get lost and starve to death!
But beyond the immediate, he had no plan and no
strategy, except one: get as far away from the mob of
bloodthirsty Klingons, led by Worf the Betrayer, as he
possibly could.

If I can just hold on, avoid capture until Dad gets back,
he’ll know what to do! And if he didn’t? Jake refused to
consider the possibility.
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MiLes O’BRIEN WATCHED the carnage on the Promenade
from the grating of an air vent high above the main floor,
fuming with frustration—and feeling the most horrific
sense of déja-vu. I've seen this before, he raged, but there
was nothing he could do. The air vent grill was bolted
tight, and even if he could remove it, all he could do was
drop ten meters to the deck, break his ankle, and then be
mowed down by the Klingon invaders.

But what hurt most, tearing at his innards like a
Klingon bat telh, was how quickly Worf had reverted to
his own kind. O’Brien ground his teeth as Worf led the
assault, rounding up the Starfleet and Bajoran personnel
who still remained on the station—then watching, doing
nothing, as the forces under his command poured dis-
ruptor fire upon them. The bodies fell to the deck,
twitching for a moment, then lying still. Odo’s security
force put up a valiant fight, but without the changeling—
ex-changeling, O’Brien reminded himself—leading the
point-defense, and without benefit of Kira, Sisko, Dax,
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and, of course, the traitor Worf, the good guys were
overwhelmed by the Klingons.

The chief couldn’t watch anymore; he was sick to his
stomach. Turning his back on what used to be his
station—his own friends, allies, comrades—Miles
O’Brien crawled through the air vent, thanking his lucky
stars that Keiko and Molly were safe on Bajor, attending
a conference on “vertical gardening” and playing among
the springferns, respectively, and that his nascent son
was still growing in the womb of Major Kira, the child’s
surrogate mother, where he was reasonably safe in the
Gamma Quadrant.

The thought struck O’Brien so hard, his head rang.
Bajor! He had to get a message out to the Bajorans. They
could send warships and contact Starfleet. O’Brien
slapped his comm badge, but all he heard was a persis-
tent, annoying buzz. “So, jamming the signal, are you?”
he muttered. “Well, anything you can fuzz, I can stabi-
lize.”

O’Brien began the long, slow descent to the engineer-
ing levels, where he could control every aspect of station
operations, including the entire communications sys-
tem. Obviously, the Klingons must have left some chan-
nels open, even if encrypted, after all, they had to
communicate with one another. It was just a matter of
finding the open channel and exploiting it.

But he had one stop to make. He couldn’t make the
trip alone, and he would also need an extra pair of hands
when he got there. God, I wish I knew where Rom was, he
thought. Alas, the Ferengi had been off-duty, and could
be anywhere from Quark’s Place, just outside the air
vent grill, to his quarters on the habitat ring, to the cargo
hold.

But there was one obvious second choice, the only
other person aboard that O’Brien could trust. “Next
stop, Saint Julian’s Infirmary,” he said.

* * *
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With no patients to care for and nothing much else to
do, Dr. Bashir was running diagnostics on the medical
equipment in the infirmary, some brand-new Starfleet-
issue, others left over from the Cardassian era. Not that
the station residents were unusually unhealthy of late,
but they were unusually absent . .. with the threat of
war with the Dominion, recent clashes and dire wamn-
ings, it seemed to Julian that the entire station had
abruptly migrated to Bajor or even deeper into the
interior of the Federation.

At first, he didn’t even hear the screams, so deeply was
he concentrating on aligning the cortical stimulators just
so. Then he looked up, his mouth open in astonishment:
through the clear windows of his operating room, over
the desk of the head MedTech, and out the open door of
the infirmary itself, Julian saw people running in abso-
lute panic, closely followed by . .. “By Klingons?” he
demanded incredulously.

The doctor bolted toward the open door, getting
halfway across his medical lab before the folly of run-
ning into a panic slammed home. He staggered to a halt,
then spun to take a quick head-count. He slapped his
comm badge and shouted, “Computer, emergency medi-
cal beam-out of four personnel from the infirmary to
the sy e

Julian paused. He slapped his comm badge again. It
did not even make the normal chirping sound, which
meant the computer was either completely offline or else
it couldn’t “hear” the high-frequency, subspace throat-
clearing by which a comm badge got the computer’s
attention. “Uh-oh,” he said.

“Doctor, what is it?” demanded the senior staffer
present, MedTech-2 Janaholt Jaas, still wearing his
greens from the one operating procedure earlier that day.
Fortunately, the patient had already left to recuperate in
her living space in the habitat ring.

Julian stared out the door. Now it was mostly Kling-
ons running past, firing their disruptors as they ran. It
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was only a matter of seconds before one of them looked
inside, saw the medical crew and took them out with a
few, well-placed blasts.

He looked around the room for a hypo to fill with a
sleeping aid, a breakfast tray, anything to use as a weapon.
Alas, Julian’s technicians were too well-trained—they put
everything away when the doctor was finished using it!

By the time the first Klingon hesitantly poked his
snout into the infirmary, the three MedTechs had al-
ready caught up with Julian in figuring out what was
going on, and how little they could do about it. As the
attacker raised his disruptor and pointed it at the gaggle
of men and women, Julian caught himself thinking, You
know, it never would have occurred to me in a million
years to stock the infirmary with phaser rifles.

The Klingon fired. Julian braced for the impact of
death, the physical blow he expected would end his short
life—worse, his Starfleet career!—in a flash of glory. But
the blow never came.

Bashir opened his eyes. Evidently, Jaas had panicked
at the last moment in the face of certain death—I can
hardly blame the man!—and had bolted sideways to
escape the shot, but instead of dodging the disruptor
blast, the poor chap had wandered directly into the
brunt of the blast radius, and in the process, had
completely shielded Dr. Bashir.

The realization flashed through Julian’s mind in a
microsecond, so quickly that the other three were still
just beginning their long, slow fall to the deck. Strange,
thought the doctor in his accelerated mental state, why
didn’t they simply phase out of existence?

But as Jaas was thrown forward by the convulsions of
his own muscles, Julian had a flash of absolute, utter
clarity, as if his spirit had just jumped out of his body,
out of time, and could spend hours or days figuring out
exactly what to do next.

As the MedTechs fell, mown down by the disruptor
shot, Julian Bashir jerked convulsively in exactly the
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same way, falling to the floor almost in unison with his
department petty officer. It was so perfectly executed
that one of the other enlisted technicians, MedTech-4
Yvette Tang, actually fell on top of him!

This is crazy! This is useless . . . Surely, as soon as the
Klingons examined the good doctor and discovered he
hadn’t attained room temperature, they would simply
slit his throat with a bat’telh or cave in his skull with a
well-aimed bootheel. Bashir stayed very still. His posi-
tion was very awkward, which was good, they were less
likely to examine him closely. But it was alsc very
uncomfortable, and Julian had to struggle against him-
self not to shift ever so slightly to a different position.

Two Klingons stomped around the med-lab, nudging
their victims with toes and prodding them with meaty
forefingers. When one of the pair—the foulest smelling
Klingon Bashir had ever run across—Ileaned close over
the doctor and stared at his face, Julian didn’t even
breath for nearly a minute.

The attackers did not bother feeling for a pulse.
They’re so damned cocky, thought Bashir. A bitter rage
tore at his insides as he thought about his dead comrades
lying around and on top of him. Outwardly, he was as
close to a corpse as you can be with a functioning
circulatory system and cerebral cortex. But inside, he
felt such desperate horror at such death and de-
struction . . . and for what? What did the Klingons hope
to gain from slaughtering the inhabitants of Deep Space
Nine? What the hell did they want with us? he raved, all
without so much as twitching a single muscle in his face
or body. Why, why, why?

But his friends were unable to respond, and for
obvious reasons, the Klingons chose not to enlighten
him. So still in ignorance, Julian Bashir suffered being
dragged from the scene of the crime, out onto the
Promenade, and deposited among a large heap of bodies
a few meters distant.

Bashir waited in mounting impatience for the Kling-
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ons to go away. Instead, another batch came and dragged
all the bodies, the doctor included, to a new spot that
seemed no different or better than the old spot. Then a
Klingon non-com popped round and screamed at the
troops to haul them all back again.

Lying against the bodies and trying not to move,
breathe, or otherwise reveal his continued presence
among the living, Julian suddenly made the astonishing
discovery that other bodies were also still living. He
didn’t dare talk to them or try to find out if they, like he,
were simply faking death, but as soon as he noticed the
incongruity, Bashir began edging his hands out ever so
slightly to gently touch a carotid artery here, a wrist
pulse there. He shifted his eyes and observed long
enough to see that chests were rising and falling all
around him.

In fact, to Julian Bashir’s confusion, he could not find
even one, single dead body! Everyone he was thrown
against, everyone crowded into his particular heap of
bodies, was alive.

Still, nobody else was raising his head to peek around,
so the doctor had to mimic them and not attract Klingon
attention. Every medical impulse in his brain screamed
that he should jump up and see who needed emergency
help, but if he were killed or incapacitated, that would
leave everyone without medical care now and into the
future.

At last, his most burning question—did the Klingons
know that their victims were still alive?—was answered
in the affirmative: one of the “bodies” began to groan
audibly, and the sharp-eared Klingon non-com heard
her. He told his subordinates to “take her to the portable
cell right away, the damn disruptor is wearing off.”

The discovery simultaneously relieved and astonished
Bashir: the Klingons were deliberately avoiding killing
their victims! The thought was so boggling that he
almost stood up and demanded to know why.
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Then his question was answered. Someone who
sounded exactly like Lieutenant Commander Worf
stomped into view, bellowing at the Klingons: “Stop
prodding him with your foot, you miserable worm! I will
tear your cowardly eyes from your head!”” The Klingon
grumbled and shuffled off, but Bashir was stunned into
paralysis. Worfl My God, Worf was commanding the
attack!

Unable to resist, Bashir raised his head slightly, peek-
ing over a stunned, barely clothed Dabo girl, he saw Worf
himself. Worf, the Deep Space Nine security officer; the
Klingon who had turned his back on the Empire for the
Federation; the man for whom honor and loyalty defined
his life. The traitor leading the assault upon his friends!

Suddenly, Worf turned, seeming to feel Bashir’s eyes
on the back of his neck. The doctor froze, not wanting
even to lower his head for fear of attracting even more
attention by the sudden movement. Worf scanned the
bodies for the source of the offending feeling, and he saw
Bashir, looked him right in the eyes.

They stared thus at each other for a beat. Worf’s face
was flooded with a sadness and desperation wholly
inappropriate and unexpected in the face of a Klingon.
Then he shook his head, so imperceptibly that Bashir
was hardly certain he had really seen it. Commander
Worf turned away and began barking orders in the
typical Klingon style, accompanied by threats and snarl-
ing denunciations of his troops’ honor and courage, and
marched away to see to the comfort of other victims. He
did not look at Bashir again and did nothing to help him,
but neither did he make a move to order him restunned
or shifted to the “portable cell” where they’d taken the
previous, still-conscious prisoner.

Julian lowered his head excruciatingly slowly. No one
else had noticed him. But he couldn’t get past the strange
interlude or decide what it meant. He knew only one
thing for sure: something horrible and strange was
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happening to the station’s resident Klingon, and Worf
felt compelled to cooperate with the unexpected, inexpli-
cable invasion. But whether the compulsion was some-
thing the rest of them would understand, especially
Captain Sisko, Bashir could not possibly guess.

The Klingons had stacked Dr. Bashir’s heap of bodies
in a small room off the Promenade that once was, he
recalled, a bistro serving bad Klingon food. How grue-
somely appropriate, he thought bitterly. The Klingon
cook—whom Worf never patronized, saying he pre-
ferred replicated human food to badly prepared Klingon
food—had left with the first wave of emigrants, proba-
bly because he could only survive as a restauranteur with
a population density high enough that some were forced
to patronize his eatery by necessity. But the place still
smelled like rotting fiesh.

The other victims didn’t object, and Bashir con-
cluded, without even examining them, that they must
therefore be stunned into unconsciousness. At the maxi-
mal stun setting, a Klingon disruptor, he remembered,
would put a human or Bajoran out for a least three
hours. So, probably, no one would be back for a long
time—unless they decided to move the bodies again.

Before he could decide whether to risk standing up
and getting out, Bashir began to hear a strange metal-on-
metal scrape from above. He stayed still, desperately
wishing he could look up and see what was making the
sound.

A moment later, he heard the wrench of some large
piece of metal, followed an instant later by a hushed
curse, then a loud clatter as an access hatch or panel or
something crashed to the ground a couple of meters
away.

Julian felt a wild surge of relief: the curse had carried
the distinct accent of an Irishman and conld belong only
to one person. After two minutes of total silence, during
which O’Brien was surely waiting and listening to see if
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any Klingons would come running at the noise, Bashir
heard a loud thump, followed by another round of
whispered cursing and moans of pain, and “damn this
ankle! Why don’t I just cut the bloody thing off and be
done with it?”

On impulse, Bashir remained motionless. He wasn’t
sure why. “Oh no,” said O’Brien aloud. “It really is you.
Julian, why’d you have to be standing in the way when
the bastards started shooting?”

The shock of the engineering chief was genuine, and
Bashir realized that O’Brien didn’t know that the bodies
were still alive! For Julian, it was the first thing he’d
noticed, shoved up against them. Once again, he was
amazed at the quickness with which lay people assumed
a still, unmoving body must be dead.

He almost rose and reassured O’Brien that he was still
using up the station’s oxygen, but a morbid impulse
stopped him, made him lie still and listen to what
O’Brien might say over his “corpse.” Probably the closest
I'll ever come to hearing my own eulogy, he rationalized.

Miles O’Brien was silent a long moment, long enough
that Bashir risked peeking through slitted eyelids. The
chief looked less like a mourner than a student faced
with an unexpected question, trying to drag the right
answer from a dimly remembered study session. His
brow furrowed as he bit his lower lip, staring up at the
ceiling he had dropped from. “I guess you weren’t a bad
sort,” he said at last. Bashir almost leapt up in outrage at
the faint obitutary. “Though you did get on my nerves
once in a while. Well, quite a few times, actually. To be
fair about it, it was pretty constant; you always . . . But
enough of that. I really will miss you, Julian. You were a
good friend, and that makes up for a lot.

“I’m sorry this isn’t more flowery, but I was never
good at that sort of thing, you know. Maybe your friend
Garak could’ve put something together that was a bit
more, well, like you’d probably have done yourself. But
what the hell. It’s the thought that counts, isn’t it?”’
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During the final sentence, a thoroughly offended Jul-
ian Bashir was creeping his unseen hand closer and
closer to O’Brien. With the last question, he grabbed the
chief firmly by the ankle, sat up suddenly with a wild
look, and snarled, “No it bloody well isn’t the thought
that counts, you ungrateful rat!”

Chief O’Brien gasped like a dying man and turned
white as an albino Denebian bloodworm. He stared at
Bashir as if the doctor were a zombie come back from
the dead to vent his wrath upon the living. He skittered
back, face now turning the pinkish-orange color of
Quark, mouth working soundlessly.

“You . .. you. .. you! You son of a—"" For the next
several seconds, O’Brien let loose a string of cussing that
would have put a drunken Klingon to shame and make
him take the pledge, resolving to devote the remainder of
his life to good works among the unfortunate. Alas,
Bashir missed the performance by talking over it, a
terrible breach of swearing etiquette.

“You heartless bolt-tightener! Is that the best you can
do? I wasn’t a bad sort? 1 got on your nerves? And what,
exactly, did you mean by saying my friendship made up
for a lot of things? What things?”

The two stared at each other for a long minute, while
O’Brien’s color and respiration slowly returned to nor-
mal and Bashir’s ire subsided into inarticulate grum-
bling. They both looked away, glancing at each other
sidelong. !

“That was a pretty dirty trick,” accused the chief.

“Well that was a pretty pathetic eulogy!”

Another long, uncomfortable silence. ‘Friends
again?” offered the doctor at last, feeling more guilty
than he would ever acknowledge about having played
dead and then scared the bejesus out of Chief O’Brien.

“I guess so,” agreed the chief, picking at his boots. “I
guess I could’ve been a bit more, you know, deep about
it. But I couldn’t think what to say. 'm not really a
talker, you know.”
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“I know. And I’'m sorry, Chief.” Bashir shrugged.
“Usually, the person delivering the eulogy has a pre-
pared text, anyway. I’m sure you could have done better
if you’d had some preparation time.”

“Now why didn’t I think—I mean, yeah, that’s proba-
bly true. Friends again, I guess.” He suddenly jabbed a
thick, pink finger at Julian. “But don’t you go tellin’
anyone about this, right?”

Julian half-cringed back, smiling and putting his
hands up. “Oh, I wouldn’t breathe a word of it! I
promise.” He smiled and winked, and O’Brien scowled.
“And now, the burning question: What in heaven’s name
are the Klingons doing here? And why is Worf helping
them?”

“I think we’d better wait on those burning questions,
if you don’t mind, Julian. We’ve got a more important
problem: How do we transport two wanted escapees off
the Promenade, and where do we find reinforcements?”’

“Ah,” said Julian, annoyed that he had missed the
more urgently practical point. “I think I know someone
who might be able to help us.”

“Who?”

“Why, you should know, Chief. You were the one who
suggested him.”

Shaking his head, O’Brien hoisted Julian up until the
doctor could grasp the lip of the air vent. After pulling
himself into the shaft, the doctor returned the favor,
reaching down to haul the chief up beside him. They left
the cover on the floor. The Klingons weren’t likely to
notice it, and there was no way to replace it in any event.
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CAPTAIN BENJAMIN Sisko sat cross-legged in his command
chair, tugging absently at his beard, frowning, scowling,
grunting, and, in general, annoying the living daylights
out of Jadzia Dax. “Benjamin,” she said sweetly, “will
you please stop fidgeting?”

“I’m troubled, Old Man. Something just isn’t right
here.”

“What?”

“That’s why I'm troubled: I don’t know what.”

“Ah, my favorite kind of complaint.” Dax pushed a
few buttons uselessly. They were still en-route to Gam-
ma GK-974, a solid day into the four-day journey, and
there was nothing to look at: no anomalous stars, no
peculiar gas clouds, no inexplicable energy sources, no
chronotron particles or emergency beacons or planet-
devouring alien machines. They had crossed paths with
three Dominion ships along the way, but, cloaked, the
Defiant had slipped right past without so much as a
ripple in the ether, not even a warning call via subspace.
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And Jadzia Dax was, quite frankly, bored to tears.
Dax had never been a patient Trill, not in any of his, her,
and its bodies. Jadzia was not as impatient as Curzon,
but in times of tedium, the spirit of Curzon tended to
loom forth and make his complaints very public.

She swiveled around to observe her oldest non-Trill
friend, now her commanding officer. But Sisko said
nothing more.

“You know,” said Kira to Dax’s right, “I'm feeling
something t0o.”

“Something?”

Kira made a face, looking down at her bulging abdo-
men. “I think the littlest O’Brien is going to be a
dancer,” she added. “But that’s not what I meant. I keep
looking over my shoulder, like something’s coming up
from behind.”

Dax swiveled back to the sensors, grateful for some-
thing to do at last. “Well, nothing that I can find, Nerys.”

“I know. I already . . . already . . .” Then Kira was off
on another sneezing spell, spoiling yet another hand-
kerchief. Take it easy, Dax counseled herself. Bajorans
can’t help it.

Yes she could! rejoined the wicked side of her brain,
the Curzon-devil. She could have refused to take the
baby. She did it just to annoy us!

Constable Odo still paced back and forth in the rear of
the bridge, hands clasped behind his back. He was
nervous, Dax could tell; he was not happy. In fact, even
through the plasticity of Odo’s face, Dax could tell that
the erstwhile changeling was actually frightened. “I
think we’re all just jumpy being out here,” he said in his
sexy, gravely voice. “This sector is empty enough that
there’s no reason anyone would be looking here. And
nobody knew we were coming . .. it’s not as if there
were any ships around the station when we left.”

“Yes,” said Sisko, “I noticed.”

Odo nodded, mistaking the captain’s disappointment
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for the constable’s own relief. ‘“Yes, that’s at least one
good thing to come from this war: at last the station’s
population is down to a manageable size.”

Sisko glanced at Odo and couldn’t help grinning. He
winked at Dax. “So, Constable, how do you suppose
things are getting on back at the station?”

“Oh, I’'m sure my deputies have things well in—"

“With an unsupervised Quark on the loose back
there?”” added the captain, as if innocently completing
his thought.

Irritated, Odo opened his mouth to reply before
realizing someone was tugging at his fetlock. He con-
tented himself with a loud “Hnh!”” and turned to face the
forward viewscreen, ceasing his pacing at last.

But Sisko was not done worrying about his feeling,
Dax noticed. “Benjamin, what’s really bothering you the
most?”

“I just don’t like coincidences, Old Man.”

He paused, and she raised her eyebrows.

“Well, for example, it was quite a coincidence that the
Klingons didn’t manage to destroy the ship until after it
passed through the wormhole.”

“True. But the Levanians could have made a monu-
mental effort to break through the wormhole, thinking
the Klingons wouldn’t dare follow and kill them right
out in the open.”

“Then there’s the matter of the log we found. Think of
the astonishing coincidences connected with that log!
First, the Klingons blow up the entire Levanian ship, just
to stop us from discovering intelligence about this
Klingon-Jem’Hadar training camp, but they don’t de-
stroy the very log that will tell us!

“Third, somebody tries to erase the log with a magnet-
ic sweep. But who? And why? Was there a traitor aboard
the Levanian ship? If so, why destroy the ship and attract
our attention? Or was it the doctor himself, afraid that
someone would find the log?”
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“Well, those are good questions, Benjamin.” Dax
pursed her lips, trying to visualize a set of circumstances
that would lead the Klingons to pursue and destroy the
ship, but not to destroy the most important piece of
evidence aboard the ship. After blowing it up with
Project Renarg, why not pump a few more torpedoes
into the shredded hulk before the Defiant arrived?

“And then,” continued Sisko, “there’s the most curi-
ous coincidence of all: the entire medical log is erased,
hundreds of hours of routine medical reports . . . except
for just a few words that just happen to be the very clues
we’d most be interested in!”

Dax exhaled noisily, resting her chin on her hands.
“That is pretty coincidental,” she admitted. “You’ve got
a point there.”

“If you ask me, it is entirely 0o much coincidence all
around.”

Throughout the exchange, Kira had been turning her
head back and forth like a spectator at a tennis match.
“Oh, come on!” she exclaimed at last, “are you actually
working yourselves into believing this whole thing is an
elaborate conspiracy? But why? If someone wanted to
lure us off to destroy us, why hasn’t he struck already,
like right here?” She gestured around them, meaning the
sector they traversed, Dax presumed.

“You’ve got a point too,” she pronounced. “The
problem here, from a scientific standpoint, is that we’re
speculating way, way, way beyond the data. All we know
is that a ship was destroyed, the medical log gave us a
clue to a possible secret Klingon base in the Dominion,
and that Starfleet has directly ordered us to check it
out.”

She looked to Odo for another opinion. The ex-
changeling shrugged. “In light of the orders, I don’t see
that we have any choice, Captain.”

There was a long pause, during which Benjamin
continued tweaking his beard and squirming. He’s really
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bothered by this mission, she realized, and the thought
worried her: almost invariably, Benjamin Sisko’s intui-
tion was far smarter than it had any right to be. “For the
moment,” he said at last, “Constable Odo has the
winning argument. Until we have a lot more substantial
evidence than my fretting and a few strange coinci-
dences, we must proceed on course to examine this . . .
Gamma Gamma Kilo niner seven four.”

His face lightened, and Dax knew he had thought of
something for her to do. “In the meantime, Old Man, I
want you to go back and examine the record of the
automatic sensor logs taken while we passed through the
wormhole. If there were a warp-speed chase going on
that ended there, we might have picked up evidence of
the ion trails left behind the ships.”

“I’m on it, Benjamin,” she said, already calling up the
raw data.

The Defiant, like other Starfleet ships, automatically
scanned 360 degrees heading and bearing around itself,
unless the science officer specifically turned off the
autoscan, for “silent running,” for example. But Captain
Sisko had thought it more important to have advance
warning of anyone approaching, and Dax had continued
the scans.

Normally, the autoscan logs were kept only twelve
hours before being erased and recorded over. But Jadzia
Dax had discovered ages ago that sensor logs were
inadvertently shadowed whenever the ship overwrote
them, and the “echo” could still be retrieved as long as
four days later, if one had a well-trained retrieval demon,
which, of course, Dax developed for every new ship or
command she served on, including the Defiant. Thus,
even though the book declared it impossible, she was
able triumphantly to announce her success three min-
utes later, preceded by a computer-generated fanfare
sound.

“Got it! I have the logs.”
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“Miraculous, Old Man.”

“Was there ever any doubt?” Dax reviewed them
carefully for ion trails. The critical period was just before
they entered the wormhole and just after they exited into
the Gamma Quadrant. The sensor autoscan did not
work properly inside the wormhole itself.

“This is . . . peculiar, Benjamin,” she said after a few
moments.

“Peculiar?” said Odo, looking as puzzled as one can
look without actually changing expression. “Peculiar in
what way?”’

“Everything on our side of the wormhole looks per-
fectly normal. But on the Gamma Quadrant side, all the
ion trails come from different directions.”

“So?” Odo still didn’t understand the significance, but
Dax noticed that Benjamin was starting to smile grimly.

“Odo,” she said, “do you think everyone involved,
Klingons and Levanians, met for the first time right at the
wormhole and started the chase there? What did they
do—flip a coin to see who would be the chaser and the
chasee?”’

Kira leapt in immediately, protecting her friend Odo
from Dax’s sarcasm. “Well, maybe somebody else was
chasing the Levanian, and . . . and the Klingons tried to
head him off at the pass. But he snuck through first.”

“It’s a possibility, Kira, but it’s starting to smell
suspicious,” Dax replied.

If Odo noticed her sarcasm, he didn’t react to it. “Are
you saying that the chase might have been planned? That
they gathered, then created the illusion of a chase to
catch our attention?”

“That’s . . . a chilling thought, Constable. Is that the
kind of thing criminals might do?” That was, of course,
exactly what Dax already suspected, but now they had
entered Odo’s realm: the criminal mind.

“Commander, criminals can and do contrive anything
they can to hide the truth. It’s the sort of thing a Ferengi
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would do by second nature, and I daresay even a Klingon
could think of it if he turned his mind to being devious.
Ferengis have no corner on duplicity.” Odo folded his
arms across his chest, pleased to be able to contribute at
last to the mission. “If my guess is correct, and they did
stage this so-called chase for our benefit, then that calls
into question all the evidence about a Klingon-
Jem’Hadar training facility.”

“And raises a most disturbing question,” interjected
Captain Sisko. He sat cross-legged in his command
chair, steepling his fingers and resting his lower lip
against them, deep in thought.

“You mean why, Benjamin. Why would the Klingons
want us to think they were in league with the enemy?”

“Well,” said Kira, struggling for an explanation, as
they all were, “Cardassians do that sort of thing all the
time: keep everyone guessing whom they’re allied with
today and who’s about to receive an unexpected visit
from a Cardassian battle fleet.”

“But Klingons aren’t Cardassians,” griped Dax. Damn
it, can’t anyone in the Federation understand the Klingon
concept of honor? It was a neverending source of frustra-
tion for the Trill. In her many lifetimes, she had more
than once fought alongside Klingon blood-brothers and
sisters, developing a tremendous respect for that culture.
Neither she nor any Trill could ever understand the
shortsighted view of the Federation and the Empire
toward each other. When both sides allowed it, they
worked so perfectly together!

“Tell me about the ship, or what was left of it,” said
Odo, who had not, Dax remembered, ever seen it.

Dax waited, but the captain said nothing. So she began
to talk. “The ship was wonderfully eerie...a dead
hulk, no gravity, no air, and not even a ghost aboard.”

“Doctor Bashir—" Odo said the name as if he sus-
pected the good doctor was not the quadrant’s most
reliable witness to anything—‘Doctor Bashir reported
finding Levanian remains aboard.”
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“Well, in a manner of speaking, I suppose,” said Dax.

Odo scowled, shifting his hands to the behind-the-
back hold. He had yet to master the lifelike hand
movements of a “solid.” “What does that mean, Com-
mander? Either you found Levanian remains, or you
didn’t.”

“What she means, Constable, is that we found a fine
mist of vaporized cells that contained Levanian DNA.”

“Exactly,” said the constable, who clearly had read the
report closely and was leading them along a train of
criminological deductions. “You found, in fact, no bod-
ies! Despite Doctor Bashir’s extravagent claims to the
contrary.”

Kira was staring back at her chum. “What do you
mean? They found what was left of the bodies after the
Klingon bomb.”

“Really?”” Odo leaned forward inquisitorally. For a
moment, Dax realized what it must feel like when the
man actually suspected a person of a crime, and she felt
a pang of pity for Quark, which she quickly suppressed.

Odo asked the next question in his cross-examination.
“Was the bomb blast evenly felt throughout the ship?”

“No,” she answered. “The aft end suffered much less
damage. That’s where we found the medical log, still
more or less intact. Apart from the erasing, I mean.”

“And also where you would have expected to find the
bodies of Levanian crew members, also ‘more or less
intact.” Wouldn’t you?”

Dax looked at Kira, who stared back, hand on her
belly again, waiting for another kick. “He does have a
point,” the Bajoran admitted.

Lieutenant Commander Dax turned back to Odo.
“Are you saying there never were any bodies? That the
Levanian body cells were just ... sprayed in before-
hand?”

“I’'m saying,” clarified the constable, “that we don’t
know that there ever were any living Levanians aboard
that ship, and now we can’t even establish that there was
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an actual chase before they arrived at the wormhole.
Isn’t that interesting?”

“Old Man,” said Sisko, “I am starting to get a very bad
feeling.” The captain leaned forward, raising one finger
as if pointing to the overhead. “Let’s pretend, just for a
moment, that there never really was any pursuit, no
Levanians, and no Klingon—-Jem’Hadar training facility.
We’re right back against my original question: Why
should the Klingons want us to think they’re allied with
the enemy?”

“Uh oh,” said Kira, staring down at her console.

“What?” asked Dax, hurriedly scanning for close
encounters of the Dominion kind: nothing.

“I think I just figured out a reason they might, I say
might, want to trick us.”

“Which is?” asked Benjamin Sisko.

“Which is—exactly what we’re doing. Going out
chasing a green puffin.”

“A green puffin?” demanded Dax.

“A snipe, a red herring, whatever.”

“That,” said Sisko, “is exactly what I was afraid of.”

“You mean they wanted to /ure us out here? Or just
away from the station?” Dax was already starting to get
angry: she still could not accept the idea that Klingons
would actually ally with the Jem’Hadar, but she could
buy more easily the notion that they could trick Starfleet
into worrying that they were allying with the Jem’Hadar,
enough that they would order the Defiant through the
wormhole to check on the rumor—and away from the
station, leaving it defenseless against . . .

“An attack?” she suggested.

“That’s a terrible thing to say, Old Man, and I'm
afraid you may very well be right.”

“Again?” Dax felt the Curzon memories start to rise in
fury at having been tricked once again by the Klingons.
Maybe, corrected Jadzia Dax to herself. “On the other
hand, Benjamin, this is all still speculation.”

“Yes,” added Kira. “What if the original information
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is true after all? If we turn around because we suddenly
get paranoid about the Klingons, we’ll be disobeying a
direct order from Starfleet, and we’ll never know wheth-
er there really is a joint training camp.”

Odo now turned 180 degrees and began to argue the
other side. Dax was annoyed, but she understood he was
only doing his job: examining every aspect of the evi-
dence, just as he would for a particularly puzzling crime.
“Captain, it’s important we never lose sight of the
duplicitousness of my people. They are perfectly capable
of either allying with the Klingons, or else tricking them
into thinking they’re allied. Or even of taking the form of
Klingons to trick us into thinking they’re allied.”

Sisko turned to look back at Odo. “You sound like
you’re saying that no matter what we do, we may be
wrong.”

“I’'m afraid so.”

“That there is no right choice.”

“Well, I didn’t say that, exactly.”

Sisko rose from his command chair. Everyone else fell
silent and waited for the captain’s decision. “Kira’s
point is well-taken. We have direct crders from Starfleet
to proceed to Gamma GK-974 and investigate the
possibility. But my primary duty is to defend my com-
mand, which is the station.”

“Captain,” interrupted Major Kira softly, “are you
sure you’re not being, um, unduly influenced by the fact
that Jake is still back there?”

Benjamin Sisko paused a long moment. “Of course I
am,” he admitted, “and why shouldn’t I be? Jake is my
son, but there are still other civilians aboard, including
children. Not everyone has left. It is my duty to defend
them.”

“So you’re just going to throw out all the evidence
aboard the Levanian ship?” Kira seemed amazed that
the captain would make such a decision. She spent too
many years in the Bajoran underground, thought Dax,
saw too many kids die.
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“No, Major. I have weighed that alleged evidence
against the points that Odo brought up, and I find the
thesis lacking credibility.” Sisko turned to Dax. “In the
end, Old Man, I trust your judgment about Klingons
more than I trust an unknown medical log on a de-
stroyed ship. Ensign Wheeler, plot a course back to the
wormhole at maximum warp and let me know when it’s
ready.”

“It’s ready now, sir,” said Janine Wheeler, as quiet as
Kira had been. Neither she nor Tarvak had participated
in the conversation on the bridge. They had almost
faded into invisibility, trying to stay out of the way of the
senior officers.

“Engage,” said Sisko with finality. Kira shrugged, and
Odo frowned.

Dax wasn’t sure what she felt. she was hardly unaware
of the huge gamble the captain was taking: if it turned
out they were wrong, and there was no attack, the station
was fine, and then the Klingons and Jem’Hadar staged a
joint attack on the Federation . . . well, everyone aboard
Deep Space Nine might as well bend over and kiss their
careers goodbye, that is, assuming they and Starfleet
Command managed to survive long enough to come to a
parting of the ways.

Wheeler turned the ship expertly, of course. She was
only an ensign, but she had spent eleven years in Starfleet
before attending the academy, rising to the rank of
senior chief petty officer. The ensign engaged maximum
warp.

The ship surged forward, but, almost instantly, it
wrenched back to impulse power and, simultaneously,
every warning horn, tocsin, and klaxon on the bridge
began to shriek: crash warning!

Dax instantly transferred control to her own console
and veered hard to starboard, praying that whoever or
whatever was heading directly toward them had the
same emergency procedure. When seconds passed and
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they hadn’t turned into a huge fireball of matter-
antimatter reactant, she breathed a sigh of relief.

“What the hell was that?” demanded Sisko.

Dax tapped furiously at her console, backing the
Defiant away carefully. “Um, Benjamin, you know that
feeling you’ve been getting about us not being alone out
here? Well, you win the blue ribbon for intuition.”
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Now THE CAPTAIN was pacing furiously on the bridge, and
Kira was desperately trying to reconfigure her sensors to
target on a cloaked . . . what? “Captain,” she said, “any
idea what kind of ship we’re facing? Cardassian, Romu-
lan, Dominion?”

“Try Klingon!” snapped Sisko.

“They’re not supposed to use cloaking technology,”
said Dax.

In a pulak’s eye! thought the major. “Maybe this one
has a problem with authority figures,” she said politely.
The Trill could be so touchy about her Klingons, espe-
cially now that she was romantically involved with one.
“Or maybe he’s not even a member of the official
Klingon fleet. Dax, after this long, don’t you think
everyone in the galaxy, public and private, has managed
to beg, borrow, or expropriate cloaking technology from
somewhere?”’

Dax said nothing, but she snarled, which Kira took as
grudging agreement.
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“I don’t know that this has ever happened before,”
said the captain, landing at last in his command chair.
“Two cloaked ships, no shields, facing each other blindly
with phasers and torpedoes.” He smiled, but without
mirth. In fact, he looked a little like Shakar, leader of
Kira’s resistance cell, and now boyfriend, sort of, some-
times. “I can’t say I like being the test case,” Sisko
added.

“On the other hand,” mused the science officer, “there
was a subspace surge just as we missed that did look a
little like the warp signature of a Klingon bird-of-prey.
Khitomer class, ironically enough.”

Kira stared longingly at the shields console. “Sir,
maybe we should just drop the cloak and raise shields?”

“Mm-mm,” said Dax, emphatically shaking her head,
“can’t power up the shields until we complete dropping
the cloak, but the bad guy can fire a torpedo as soon as he
starts powering down his own cloak. And that would give
our friend almost five seconds to torpedo us into constit-
uent atoms.”

“Perhaps if we simply made a speed-run back toward
the wormhole?” Odo suggested.

“No chance,” said Sisko. “Major Kira, what would the
Klingon do?”

“He’d follow along behind, guessing where we were
headed or following the ion trail, shooting randomly.
Eventually, one of his torpedoes or disruptor blasts
would slide right up our warp engines, and we’d light up
the sector.” At least that’s what I'd do, she added to
herself.

“I don’t understand how the ship followed us in the
first place,” continued the constable. “Isn’t the cloak
working?”’

“Evidently,” said Kira, “otherwise we’d have been
destroyed by now.” She found her hands actually shak-
ing. I'm no coward! What's happening to me? Then at
once the explanation sprang into her forebrain: it’s the
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baby, stupid! She forced her hands to remain on the
weapons console, though she had a nearly irresistable
impulse to touch her belly, feeling for her baby’s kick.

No! Keiko’s baby, Keiko and O’Brien’s . . . not mine!
Not for the first time, she wondered whether she would
really be able to give the child up, having borne it for so
many months.

But now was not the time to worry about it; trembling
or not, she had to force her hands to dance across the
console, teasing out whatever slight sensor readings she
could, waiting for a partial lock or even a manual target.
Something to shoot at. Now was the time for Kira the
major, not Kira the mother.

So began the slow, deadly dance, each ship maneuver-
ing blind and invisible, reaching out with gentle fingers
on the triggers of terrible weapons. First to stumble loses!
thought the young major from Bajor.

“What?”” demanded Miles O’Brien, jerking upward
and banging his head against the ceiling of the ventila-
tion shaft. ““You’re not planning to invite that doddering,
old fraud, are you?”

“Old? He’s no older than you!” retorted the doctor.

“Well, he acts like a grandfather.”

“And you know as well as I that you're the fraud. Mr.
Garak is the real article.”

“Oh, and I suppose you’re in Garak’s league?
Bashir . . . Julian Bashir. Secret agent!” O’Brien
sounded distinctly nasty. “All right. Then I don’t want to
involve us with that middle-aged, competent, but totally
untrustworthy Cardassian spy!”

“And why not?” responded Dr. Bashir, irritated that
his friend still, after all these years together, didn’t seem
to trust the judgment of Bashir, Julian Bashir. There was
something about the hard-headed master chief, some-
thing annoying. “Garak may sometimes look like a
traitor or act like a traitor—"
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“And flap like a duck and quack like a duck. Julian,
he’s a duck! He may not be a spy anymore, but head
games are his blood, Julian. We’re much better off trying
to get to the subspace emitter and repair it, so we can call
for some help, than wandering around the station look-
ing for the last surviving member of the Obsidian
Order!”

“Have you got an envirosuit in your pocket? Do you
think the Klingons will leave the airlocks unguarded? I
really hate to do this, Chief O’Brien, but I'm afraid I'm
going to have to make it an order.”

O’Brien stared incredulously. “Julian, you’re ordering
me to help you find that Cardassian threadneedle?”

Bashir took a deep breath. He so rarely pulled rank, it
felt like pulling on an old overcoat that had shrunk over
the years. “I’'m afraid so, Chief.”

Miles glared at him for a moment. ““Aye-aye, sir,” he
said tonelessly, and Julian felt the sting. Friendship is
only possible between equals, he remembered. Until the
crisis was settled, Julian and Miles would have to be
Lieutenant Bashir and Chief O’Brien.

The chief set out along the shaft, scuttling so very like
a spider that Bashir could barely keep up. O’Brien was at
home in the nooks and byways of the station, but the
doctor had never climbed up a turbolift shaft in his life
and had only rarely crawled along a ventilation shaft.
The experience took him back to his carefree days in the
Academy, where only a ventilation shaft connected the
male and female cadet quarters.

It was hot and very dry work. The air in the shaft was
thoroughly scrubbed of water vapor, to reduce the possi-
bility of molds and airborne bacteria spreading through
the station, and within a few minutes, the skin on
Bashir’s face began to crack, and his eyes, leached of
moisture, felt achey and heavy. He tore his uniform at
the elbows and knees, then started working on the skin,
but he had to press on. And of course, Miles—Chief
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O’Brien, that was—didn’t complain, so neither could
the officer.

So creeping, scuttling like rats, they closed on the
barricaded tailor’s shop, desperately hoping the once
and future Cardassian spy had managed to hold off the
Klingon invaders. Bashir knew that O’Brien’s heroic
plan to warn Starfleet was something between despera-
tion and despair. If they were to have any hope of
remaining free and retaking the station, they would need
allies, as many as they could get. Bashir was already
thinking ahead, beyond Garak, about whom they could
trust in a pinch.

Quark was “tending bar” when his brother, the white
sheep of the family, burst in screaming incoherently
about some silly disturbance or other. Quark put the
phrase tending bar in quotation marks in his mind
because the reality of tending bar included, he was pretty
sure, having actual paying customers, which were in such
short supply lately that he was seriously thinking of
packing up and moving to someplace more rollicking,
like Vulcan, perhaps.

Nevertheless, there were two remaining customers: an
ancient, retired Bajoran judge and, of course, the peren-
nial Morn, forlornly drinking Rigelian bloodwine and
spinning the Dabo wheel, though there were no gorgeous
Dabo girls to take bets. While there was even a single slip
of latinum in Morn’s pocket, it was Quark’s Ferengi duty
to relieve him of it.

Quark was scurrying from behind the bar with a
trayful of drinks, one for Morn and four for the judge,
when Rom charged into the room, grabbed his elder
brother by the elbow, and caused Quark to spill the
entire tray over Morn’s table, lap, and head.

“You blithering idiot!”” screamed Quark at his hyperki-
netic sibling. “You . . . you altruistic nonprofit volun-
teer! Look what you’ve done! Well, that’s going to come

89



DAFYDD AB HUGH

out of your—" Quark paused, groping for words, he had
been about to say “wages,” but of course, Rom no longer
worked for his brother. Instead, the little Ferengi had
taken the most un-Ferengi-like tack of becoming one of
Chief O’Brien’s engineers! Worse, he had allowed his
own son, Nog, to run away and become a decidedly
unprofitable cadet at Starfleet Academy, an embarass-
ment surely caused by Rom allowing Nog to fraternize
with the hu-man boy Jake Sisko.

Quark still worked his mouth, though now no words
came out. But Rom didn’t even notice. He was still
shouting something about barbarians or invaders or tax
collectors—the Ferengi word he used could have meant
any of the three.

“We’ve been invaded by tax collectors?” shouted
Quark, suddenly realizing what his brother was saying.

“Worse!” responded Rom.

Quark was puzzled. “What could be worse than tax
collectors?”

“Klingons! We’ve been invaded by Klingons!”

Quark stared at his obviously demented brother.
“Rom, ring up the sum! Klingons can’t collect taxes here,
it’s not their financial jurisdiction!”

Suddenly, Rom seemed to go crazy. He grabbed Quark
by his lapels—“my best suit!”—and shook him vigor-
ously enough that when he let go, Quark’s ears rang and
his sense of balance was halfway back to Ferenginar.

“Open up your ears, brother!” bellowed Rom, eyes
almost as big as his lobes. “The station has been invaded!
For-real invaded, by Klingons, not tax collectors, and
they’re killing people in the Promenade, just outside the
bar!”

Dizzy, Quark grabbed hold of the nearest stationary
object, Morn’s head, to steady himself. “What are you
babbling about? There are no Klingons!”

Just then, the loud and unmistakable noise of a
disruptor sounded just outside the open doors of

90



VENGEANCE

Quark’s Place, followed by a series of screams and the
battle-shouts of Klingons in full cry. Quark vaulted over
a chair and dashed to the door. After a second, he turned
back. “We’ve been invaded by Klingons, you idiot!” he
snapped.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! And they’ve
taken over Ops, and the comm grid is down, and we’re
alone and cut off and I'want . . . I want . . .”

With two long strides, Quark bellied up to Rom and
shook his fist under the younger Ferengi’s nose. “I’ll
earbind you if you say one word about wanting your
Moogie!”

Rom sniffed but didn’t say the hated phrase. “I was
fixing a weird comm grid problem that was piping all the
Ops communications down to a public restroom on the
Promenade when I heard Worf say something about
the subspace emitter being sheared off, and then there
was an explosion, and then I heard the voices of Kling-
ons, and—"

“Rom, will you shut up! I need to think. We have to do
something, but should we bolt with the loot or stay and
defend the place?” Quark heard another volley of dis-
ruptor blasts, followed by a pathetic, few phasers in
return fire. “Well first, we’d better at least shut the door!”

The two Ferengi ran in opposite directions, Quark to
the door and Rom to the two customers, pushing and
shoving them out the rear exit. Quark poked his head out
for a moment. The battle seemed to have passed right by
Quark’s Place. Presumably, the Klingons wanted to
secure the entire Promenade before they started assault-
ing the shops, one by one. But Quark had no illusions
that that wouldn’t be the next phase of invasion: plun-
der! Why else would anyone attack anything? he thought.
War is just organized robbery anyway!

Then he pulled the heavy doors closed and threw the
brand-new deadbolt. The old Starfleet-supplied lock
would probably have lasted about five seconds, he fig-
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ured, or just long enough for the first Klingon to set his
disruptor on the highest setting and vaporize the locking
mechanism. The new duridium bolt should be much
better . . . twenty seconds of disruptor fire, if they were
lucky!

Then he ran back to Rom, who was already cleaning
out the latinum safe into a tablecloth. “Rom, we’re not
leaving! We’re going to stand and—hey, how did you get
my safe open, you little sneak-thief?”

“I pick your lock every couple of days,” answered the
young Ferengi without a trace of embarassment, “just in
case of an emergency!”

“You do?” Quark stared at his brother with new
respect. Maybe there’s hope for him yet, he thought.
“We’re not going to be driven away by a pack of wild
Klingons, Rom! This bar is mine, and I’'m going to fight
for it!”

“Good for you, brother!”

“Help me move the cash register. I've got a little
Klingon surprise hidden under the deckplates!”

Quark stooped and began tugging at a barely visible
tab that poked from the deckplates no more than two
centimeters—any larger, and he figured that formerly
shapeshifting goon Odo would have found it. But it was
devilishly hard to get a grip on such a small bit of metal!
Sudden shouts, followed by the pounding of a steel-shod
bootheel against the door lent urgency to his tuggings.

At last, the trap flew open with a groan, just as one of
the Klingons outside shouted to use a disruptor, as
Quark had predicted. “Hah!” snarled Quark, poking an
arm into the black dark hole and retrieving first one,
then another, phaser rifle. The heavy shoulder-weapons
were a little too big for Ferengi hands, but Quark
supposed they would manage.

“Where did you get those, brother?” asked Rom,
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