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THE CARDASSIAN COMMANDER
STORMED INTO SISKO’S OFFICE.

“Gul Marak?”’ Sisko said, looking up at him.
““And you're Sisko,” Marak stated with a sneer.

With effort, Sisko kept his anger out of his voice. “I
believe you asked to meet with me?”

Marak tossed a data clip onto Sisko’s desk. ““The
government of the Cardassian Empire has ordered
me to communicate their demands to the United
Federation of Planets. To you as their representa-
tive.”

Sisko reached for the data clip, but Marak stopped
him. ““I can tell you what is says. My government
demands the return of the station currently desig-
nated Deep Space Nine. | am authorized to assume
command. Immediately.”

Sisko stood, his calm eyes meeting the Cardassian
commander’s angry glare. “That demand,” Sisko
said quietly, ““could lead to interstellar war.”
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PROLOGUE

HE MOVED THROUGH the space station without attract-
ing notice, although he took notice of everything,
everyone he passed. He had done this kind of thing
many, many times before. He knew he was good. The
fact gave him no particular pleasure or sense of pride.
It was simply a fact.

He took the main turbolift out to the docking ring.
The controls for the lift were marked in Cardassian
characters. Everywhere he looked, there was some
sign that the station had once been Cardassian, de-
signed and built by Cardassians. It didn’t matter that
they had abandoned it, turned it over to Bajor. This
place would always be Cardassian, even when all the
signs and notices had been replaced by signs and
notices in Bajoran and the Federation languages. Its
spirit was Cardassian. Nothing they did could change
that.

There was no ship docked at pylon two, and so no
reason for anyone to be at the main cargo airlock. He
did not intend for anyone to be killed or injured. It
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was not his purpose at this time. At other times,
been. "y
Alone and unobserved, he took out the device. It fit
easily into the palm of his hand. Small, inconspicu-
ous, easy to overlook. He activated the arming switch
and set it in place.
This was the first bomb.
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CHAPTER
1

CoMMANDER BENJAMIN Sisko finished fastening his
dress uniform and pulled at the tight high collar in
irritation. A quick glance into his mirror revealed his
brows drawn together into a dark frown, an expres-
sion which had frequently given pause to both his
enemies and his Starfleet subordinates.

Dammit, he thought, I didn’t sign up for Starfleet to
end up playing ambassador to half the sentient races
in the galaxy!

Sisko did not, in truth, much resemble a diplomat
at that moment. The face in the mirror belonged to a
man who preferred to take the direct route straight to
the heart of a problem, not tiptoe around it with
half-lies and evasions and eloquent phrases that
sounded good but committed the speaker to absolute-
ly nothing.

And especially not wearing resplendent, uncomfort-
able dress uniforms.

But the fact remained: he was the commanding
officer of the former Cardassian space station now
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called Deep Space Nine, and thus the ranking repre-
sentative of the United Federation of Planets in
Bajoran space, which positions entailed a number of
unwelcome duties and responsibilities, diplomacy
among them. And Benjamin Sisko was not a man to
shrink from any duty.

Still scowling, he searched in his drawer for a pair of
white gloves.

“Dad! That farking Cardassian replicator’s fritzing
up again! It—"

“Jake! Watch your language!” Sisko snapped auto-
matically as his teenaged son came into the bedroom.
The boy picked those words up from that Ferengi kid,
the father thought, a bad influence if there ever was
one. And Nog had doubtless picked them up from the
Cardassians, when the station was Cardassian, and
the personnel used to hang around in his uncle
Quark’s casino. But it was also true that he was the
only other boy Jake’s age on DS-Nine.

“I thought you said we could take the runabout out
today. You promised you’d let me take the conn!”

Sisko’s irritation immediately changed to guilt as he
saw the stricken look on Jake’s face, staring at the
dress uniform. It was true, he’d promised his son an
excursion away from the station. He hated to break his
word, but he had no real choice—not this time, at
least.

“I’m sorry. But an emergency’s come up. I have to
greet the Kovassii delegation when they dock. There’s
no way out of it.”

Jake’s scowl made him look even more like his
father at that moment. ““You always say that! There’s
always an emergency somewhere in this place!”

Sisko sighed wearily. “Jake, it’s my job. You know
that. These trade negotiations are important. Don’t
you think I'd rather be teaching you to pilot the

4




BETRAYAL

runabout than standing around in this . . . uniform
shaking hands with a bunch of self-important diplo-
mats? But we don’t always get to do what we’d like in
this galaxy—or any other I know about.”

“That’s for sure!” Jake muttered. “Not around here,
anyway.”

Sisko’s frown returned.

“Well, why do you have to be the one to meet this
stupid delegation? Why can’t somebody else do it?
What about Major Kira?”

“Because I'm the station commander, that’s why.
Because that makes me the official representative of
the Federation in this sector. The Kovassii are very
touchy about protocol and security. And they’re par-
ticularly nervous after that incident at the docking
pylon.”

“You mean the bomb?”

The commander’s frown deepened. So much for
security and secrecy in his command. It was impossi-
ble to keep anything quiet around this station. “I’d
prefer it if you didn’t mention the fact in public, but,
yes, it was a bomb.” Sisko sighed. It took a real fanatic
to set off an explosive device on a space station full of
civilians. It had gone off on docking pylon two,
damaging the main airlock and forcing him to shut
down the pylon just when the station was expecting an
unprecedented number of ships to arrive for the trade
negotiations. At least no one had gotten hurt, but it
had taken every ounce of persuasive diplomacy Sisko
possessed to talk the Kovassii delegation out of re-
turning directly home to make an official report that
Deep Space Nine was swarming with fanatical mani-
acs and terrorists. He had personally promised, as
station commander, to guarantee their safety when
they docked.
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Thus the dress uniform, required by the delicate
Kovassii sense of protocol and ritual. Thus his broken
promise to his son.

“So why are all these delegations meeting here,
anyway?” Jake asked, the sulky tone still in his voice.
“If they want to negotiate with the Bajorans, why
don’t they just go down to the planet and have their
meetings there?”

Sisko looked at him. “Is that a real question or just
another complaint?”

A pause. “A real question, I guess.”

“All right.” Sisko touched his comm badge to
activate it. ““Sisko to Ops. Can you give me an ETA on
the Kovassii ship?”’

“They’re cleared for pylon three, Commander.
They should be docking in forty-five minutes. Their
pilot seems to be taking, um, all due precautions in
making his approach.”

“You can inform the security detail that I'll be at the
airlock when they come in, then. Sisko out.”

He turned back to Jake. “All right, I have a few
minutes. Look, the Cardassian occupation hurt the
Bajorans in a lot of different ways. I don’t mean just
deaths and physical damage to their world, like the
damage you can see here on the station. The
Cardassians were ruthless. They didn’t care if they
left a single soul living on Bajor. At least here on
DS-Nine they had to leave basic life-support systems
intact.

“It was a brutal occupation. And if you learn one
thing, Jake, learn this: Brutality only breeds more
brutality. The Bajorans used to be a peaceful people.
When the Cardassians first invaded, they had no idea
how to fight back. But the occupation taught them to
fight repression with terrorism. Three entire genera-
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tions were bought up that way, living in exile and in
forced-labor camps.”

It was like one of those word-association tests, Sisko
thought to himself:

Klingon / warrior
Bajoran / terrorist

“But I don’t get it,” Jake protested. “The
Cardassians are gone now. The Bajorans won! They
got their world back. So why are they still fighting and
blowing things up?”

“That’s what I’'m trying to explain. Strange things
can happen to people when they’ve spent their whole
lives fighting for a cause. Think about it: Now that
you’ve won, who gets to pick up the pieces? Who gets
to put them back together again? Who gets which
share of what little there is left?

“They have peace now, but they can’t quite remem-
ber what peace used to be like. Some of them have
forgotten any other way of resolving a dispute. Vio-
lence can turn into a way of life. And, besides, only a
minority of the Bajorans are involved in all this
factional infighting. But the entire world suffers from
their reputation. Too many people think all Bajorans
are terrorists.”

“So I guess the Kovassii wouldn’t want Major Kira
to meet them at the airlock, huh?”

Sisko tried to suppress his grin, but he knew that
Jake’s remark was only the truth. Major Kira Nerys,
his first officer, was a Bajoran, not a Federation officer.
Deep Space Nine was officially a Bajoran station,
although it was under Federation administration, and
the joint command reflected that complicated fact.

It was also true that Kira, before she had put on the
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uniform of an officer in the service of the provisional
Bajoran government, had been an active member of
the Shakaar resistance group, which was for all intents
and purposes a terrorist organization dedicated to
driving out the Cardassian occupiers by any means
possible. No, the touchy Kovassii ambassadors cer-
tainly would not be pleased to discover that Major
Kira was personally escorting them onto the station.

“The point is, Jake, this station is the one place that
belongs to all the Bajorans, not just some group or
order or faction. When the delegates come here,
they’re meeting at the nearest thing to a neutral zone
in all Bajoran space. And what keeps it that way is the
presence of the Federation. Our presence. If Starfleet
were to abandon Deep Space Nine, the Bajorans
might blow it apart fighting over which faction would
assume control.”

“Or the Cardassians would move in and take it over
to get hold of the wormhole to the Gamma Quad-
rant,” Jake added knowledgeably.

“Or the Cardassians would take it over, right. And
what keeps them from doing that now? You know the
station doesn’t have the weapons to defend itself
against Cardassian warship. But because we’re here,
the entire Federation is here, behind us.

“And that,” he concluded, “is why I have to wear
this damnable uniform and go to that airlock to bow
and shake hands with the Kovassii delegation. Be-
cause I'm the official Federation representative and
that’s my job.”

“Uh, Dad?”

“What?”

“Why the gloves?”

Sisko stared at the gloves. “Oh, right.” As he started
to pull them onto his hands he said, “It’s a protocol
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thing with the Kovassii. They think displaying bare
- hands is offensive, for some reason.” Flexing his
fingers, he went out into the other room, about to
leave, when he noticed the sputtering lights of the
Cardassian-built food replicator.

“What’s the matter with that thing now?”” he mut-
tered, coming closer and hitting the Reset control.

“No, wait! That’s what I was going to tell you, the
replicator’s—"

But it was too late. A foaming pinkish blob materi-
alized on the tray, spattering Sisko’s gleaming white
gloves.

“—fritzed again,” Jake concluded unnecessarily.

Sisko took a deep breath but controlled his language
in the presence of his son.

Just then his communicator beeped. “Commander?
The Kovassii ship is expected to dock in ten min-
utes.”

Sisko exhaled forcefully. “Be right there,” he in-
formed Ops. Then, to Jake, “Clean up that mess,
would you? And I don’t want you hanging around the
Promenade with Nog, either. You have your n-space
topography problems to finish, if I’'m not mistaken.”

“Yes, sir,” said Jake unhappily as his father left
their quarters.

Left alone, he brooded on his injustices. The
replicator was broken again, so there wasn’t anything
to eat. This stupid station was full of Cardassian junk,
and none of it ever worked right. And those topogra-
phy problems were hard. He’d been going to ask Dad
to help him with them, but Dad was never around
long enough. He was always in a hurry. There was
always some stupid emergency.

And now no trip in the runabout. It wasn’t fair.

I should have known I wouldn’t get to go, he
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thought. Nothing good ever happens
place.

But at least on the Promenade, thcne was M
some excitement. And kiosks where he could get
something to eat. And if he was lucky, if he hurried, he
might even run into Nog.
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CHAPTER
2

Sisko wisHED that Jake hadn’t reminded him about the
bomb at the docking pylon. This was not the time he
needed things like that to be happening.

The turbolift was slow, as it often was. Sisko hit the
control again, impatiently, and looked up and down
the corridor, with its bare-metal look and exposed
lighting. Cardassian architecture was utilitarian, al-
most grim.

Thinking of the bomb, he tapped his comm badge
again. “Sisko to Kira.”

“Commander?”

He thought he could detect an impatient undertone
in the shortness of her response: Now what was he
interrupting her for? “The Kovassii delegation is just
about to dock. I assume that your security team has
already checked and cleared pylon three.”

“It’s been done, Commander.”

“Any leads yet on who might have planted that
bomb?”’
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“Nothing yet.” Now the impatience was even more
noticeable.

“Thank you, Major. Sisko out.” And under his
breath, he muttered, “Damn.”

Major Kira was a highly competent officer, and they
worked together well—except for those few occasions
when she decided not to take orders. So why had he
felt the necessity to call her up just now, second-
guessing her? He knew better. A good commander
doesn’t do that kind of thing.

But Sisko knew why. In her years with the Bajoran
resistance movement, Kira had undoubtedly planted
her own quota of bombs. There had never been a firm
line drawn between resistance and terrorism by the
Bajorans fighting the Cardassian occupation. This, on
the one hand, made her particularly well qualified to
carry on the investigation. Her contacts within the
various resistance groups were extensive. But these
same connections meant that the terrorist they were
looking for might be a former comrade.

When he’d first met her, Sisko might even have
suspected Kira of complicity with the bombers, who-
ever they were—and it was generally agreed that they
were most likely Bajorans. After all, what better
position could a saboteur hold than the station’s first
officer, in ultimate charge of security matters?

He remembered quite clearly the very first time
he’d encountered Major Kira Nerys, with the station
in chaos after the Cardassian departure: torn cables
hanging from the walls, consoles smashed in, broken
components crushed underfoot. She had stated quite
flatly at the time that she didn’t believe the Federation
had any business on Deep Space Nine. As far as she
was concerned, the station was Bajoran territory,
Starfleet officers were present only at the provisional
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government’s invitation, and the government had
made a mistake in issuing it.

Sisko had asked for her opinion. And had gotten it.

But recent events had made them more sure of one
another. Kira had proved herself more than once, had
backed him up when he needed it—even against
Bajorans.

When the Cardassians had abandoned Bajoran
space, they hadn’t realized they were giving up access
to the limitless wealth promised by the Gamma
Quadrant wormhole. This was a mistake they were
determined to rectify, and it was only the presence of
the Federation Starfleet that prevented them from
trying to seize the station outright. Kira knew this,
and she had come to regard the Federation presence as

" a necessity, despite the objections of some more

intransigent Bajoran isolationists.

No, Kira wasn’t working with the terrorists. But—
what if the evidence pointed at former comrades?
Members of her own resistance group? Could she turn
them in? More important, would her objectivity be
able to override her sense of loyalty?

Loyalties. They weren’t a simple matter, as Sisko
knew. Still troubled, he hit the control for the turbolift
to take him up to the docking pylon.

Sisko out.

Major Kira switched off her communicator with an
angry slap. What did Sisko think, that she hadn’t
checked the other pylons? All the airlocks? What kind
of incompetent did he think she was?

“Just keep out of my hair and let me do my job,
Commander.”

The station’s security chief looked up. “Did you say
something, Major?”

13
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“What? No. Sorry, Odo, just mumbling to myself.”

Odo snorted with amusement, then continued with
his task of collecting the scattered fragments from the
explosion. Kira grimaced wryly. She knew what Odo
had heard.

Now she pressed the palms of her hands against her
eyes. She was tired. After the explosion, they’d sealed
off the area to search through the wreckage, but it was
a long, tedious job.

The pylon’s whole locking level was a wreck. There
were shards and slivers of the airlock driven into the
corridor ceiling and walls, scattered across dozens of
meters. The station was frankly lucky that there
hadn’t been a hull breach. And, so far, if there were
bomb fragments among the pieces, they hadn’t been
able to identify them. Possibly the computer could,
when it completed its analysis. For now, though, they
were searching for any possible clue to the origin of
the device, the identity of the person who’d planted it.
Whoever it was, she wanted them. She and Odo both.

Their motives weren’t identical. Odo would have
been more than happy to arrest whoever the bomber
turned out to be: Cardassian, Bajoran, or even
Ferengi. But Odo wasn’t Bajoran. He wore a Bajoran
uniform, he looked Bajoran—superficially. But Odo
could look like anything he pleased. His shape-
shifting ability was quite useful in his position of
security chief, but he had held that position under the
Cardassians, as well. Odo cared passionately about
justice, about upholding the law, but his feelings
simply couldn’t be Bajoran.

Not like Kira's. For her, the reasons were personal.
Deep Space Nine was Bajoran territory now. She had
put in too much effort, too much blood to let anyone
destroy it. Not the Cardassians, and not any Bajoran
fanatics, either. Maybe the bomber hadn’t been a
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Bajoran. There was no evidence, no proof. But in her
heart, Kira was afraid he was.

In so many ways, it had been easier fighting the
Cardassians. Then, you knew who your enemies were.
Now the Bajorans were turning on each other, fighting
for control of the pitiful remnants of their civilization.
Hardly a week went by without some kind of protest,
demonstration, or near-riot somewhere on Bajor.
Even here on the station. What better way to express
your feelings than to set off a bomb or shoot your
opponents? There were times when Kira wasn’t alto-
gether proud of her own people, times when she was
almost ready to admit that they needed the Federation
to step in and protect them from themselves.

Almost.

Sitting back on her heels, she glanced out through
the viewport. Studded with lights, blazing against the
dark background of space, was the high arch of
docking pylon three, with the Kovassii ship snugged
up to the airlock. Aliens. Trade delegations. Sisko
would be up there now, playing his role as station
commander, all suited up in his fancy Starfleet dress
uniform, sleek and clean and bowing to the Kovassii
delegates come to negotiate for access to the worm-
hole. She resented their presence bitterly, the more so
because she knew how necessary it was. Bajor needed
the trade to recover from the ruinous Cardassian
occupation.

For sixty years, they had raped her world, driven her
people into slavery or exile, crushed her civilization
under their boots with the sadistic pleasure of their
kind. And in all that time, who had protested, who
had raised a hand to stop the slaughter, who had cared
about one poor, isolated world and its people? But
now that the Bajorans had finally driven off their
oppressors, now that they were finally free, what
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happened? The Federation discovered a wormhole to
the Gamma Quadrant in Bajoran space. Suddenly
Bajor was standing at the gate to unimaginable
wealth, and now every planet in known space was
sending representatives to try to get in on it.

Quick angry tears stood in her eyes as Kira silently
cursed the aliens, all of them. Where were you when we
were being slaughtered? Where were you then?

“Major?”

Kira exhaled wearily, raking her fingers back
through her dark, short-cropped hair.

“Sorry, Odo. Sometimes ...” She turned and
looked around at the shattered airlock. “Tell me, do
you think there’s any real chance of finding any more
evidence in all this mess?”’

“We can only look. If it’s here, we'll find it.”

Kira sighed and knelt down next to him, aiming her
probe to sweep another section of the floor. So little to
go on. So many fragments. Everything obliterated. No
identifiable cells for DNA typing, nothing to connect
the bomb to its maker. Too many uncertainties. It
could have been a timed or a remote-control device,
planted any time in the last few months. It could even
have been left here by the Cardassians, as a particular-
ly nasty surprise for the station’s new owners.

But Kira knew she couldn’t afford to make that
assumption. If there were terrorists on the station
now, they had to be apprehended. Because they would
certainly strike again. Kira knew her own people.
They weren’t the kind to give up after striking a single
blow.

Time to stop looking and start thinking. She sat
back on her heels again. “This was a political state-
ment, Odo.”

“Major?”

“This bomb. Whoever set it, they weren’t trying to
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blow up the station. No one got hurt. They didn’t even
manage to breach the airlock.”

“Are you sure they didn’t just slip up? It could have
been meant to be an attack on the Kowvassii ship.
Maybe their timing was off.”

“That’s possible. But I just don’t think so. It’s just a
feeling I have.”

“I prefer to look at the evidence, myself.”

“Well, then maybe between the two of us, we’ll find
something. But look where this bomb was placed. And
it wasn’t even powerful enough to put a hole in the
airlock, let alone the hull of a ship. I mean, I could
have done a better job when I was twelve years old!”
And had, which she didn’t bother to mention. “If
that’s what I was trying to do.”

“So,” said Odo, “either we have a particularly
incompetent terrorist on the station—"

“Or we have someone who knows exactly what
they’re doing.”

“Making a statement.”

“That’s what I think, yes.”

“Which is?”

“I’'m not sure.” Kira sighed and rubbed her fore-
head again. “Maybe it’s someone who wants to dis-
rupt the trade negotiations. To keep Bajor out of the
Federation.”

“That’s one theory. But this bomb was placed in the
airlock where the Kovassii ship was going to dock. It
could have been one of their enemies. Maybe some
trade rival trying to frighten them away from exploit-
ing the wormbhole. Or a personal enemy of the ambas-
sador. You see a political statement here, Major,
because you view the situation in political terms. I
tend to view it in criminal terms. That’s my perspec-
tive.”

“It’s possible,” she admitted. “But if this was an
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enemy of the Kovassii, how could they have known in
advance which docking pylon the ship would be
assigned to?” A sudden thought made her frown.
“Unless—they planted bombs on all six pylons. To
make sure. But we checked, we found nothing.” For
an instant, she suffered a sharp pang of doubt, remem-
bering Sisko’s officious call to check up on her. But
was she sure there hadn’t been another bomb? What if
they’d somehow overlooked it in their search?

“No, you’re right,” Odo said. “There was nothing.”
He paused. “Unless . . .”

“Unless what?”

*Unless they went back and removed all the other
devices, before we searched. Or unless they have an
accomplice working in Ops who let them know where
the Kovassii ship was scheduled to dock.”

Kira shook her head. “Too many theories. Not
enough evidence.”

“Does it make it simpler if we assume a political
motive?”’

Kira laughed curtly. “Hardly. You can pin a politi-
cal motive on half the Bajorans on this station. And
they probably all know how to plant a bomb.”

“So you do believe it was a Bajoran.”

“I hate to believe it. Unfortunately, I know us too
well.” She paused. “I can barely think of where to
begin. With all the different factions here on the
station: the isolationists, the religious parties—"

Her reply was interrupted by the beep of her
communicator. She heard: “O’Brien to Kira.”

“Yes, Chief?”

“Major, 1 don’t want to disrupt your investi-
gation . . .” Which, of course, is exactly what you’re
doing, Kira thought sourly. . . . but I wonder if you
could give me an estimated time you’ll be finished up
there on pylon two. That airlock is going to have to be
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rebuilt before we can start to dock ships there again,
and we have more delegations scheduled to show up
within the next few days. I'd like to start work as soon
as possible.”

Kira sighed in resignation. O’Brien, as chief of
station operations, had his job to do, just as she had
hers. “Actually, I think we’re just about finished,
Chief. You can have your repair crews up here as soon
as you like.”
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3

Sisko REACHED the docking area without incident. The
rest of the reception group was already assembled at
the pylon three airlock: a wide corridor junction bare
of carpeting or other amenities, not at all the kind of
plush reception area the Kovassii would prefer. A pair
of security officers in reassuring Starfleet uniforms
stood at alert, and safely behind them was the notable
representative of the current provisional Bajoran gov-
ernment, Ambassador Hnada Dels. Hnada was wear-
ing an emblem of state on a chain around her neck,
and she kept straightening it, visibly nervous.

Everything seemed to be in order, although Sisko
felt a distinct ethical discomfort looking at the securi-
ty contingent, both Starfleet personnel. Kovassii inse-
curities had demanded it, but this was a Bajoran
station, and they were going to have to get used to that
fact if they planned to conduct trade through the
Gamma Quadrant wormhole. He was sorry now that
he’d given in to their demands.
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Hnada seemed to be trying to catch his eye. Sisko
stepped over to her. “Madame Ambassador?”’

“Cammander Sisko, I hope the Kovassii delegates
will accept our apologies over the explosion. They
have to realize that the authorized representatives of
the Bajoran people were not in any way responsi-
ble—"

“Ambassador, I can assure you that the best thing
you could do would be simply not to refer to the
incident at all.”

“You’re sure? I don’t want to offend them. The
Tellarites demanded an official apology when those
demonstrators splashed blood on their robes, you
know. And the Andorian insisted on fighting a duel.”

“Yes, I’'m aware. But in this case, the fact that the
Kovassii are willing to continue the negotiations
means that they’re unofficially pretending nothing
ever happened. If you were to bring the matter up
now, they’d have to notice it officially, which would
mean the entire delegation would be dishonored and
forced to return home.”

“I see. Thank you, Commander.” Hnada gave him a
slight, wan smile. ““Your help in these protocol matters
has made so much difference. We have to do well in
these negotiations, but so many different races, so
many different customs—"

“Commander, the airlock’s engaged now.”

Everyone resumed their proper positions, while
Sisko inwardly gave thanks that he’d managed to stay
awake during the interminable Academy lectures on
diplomatic protocol.

The Cardassian-built airlock door resembled a large
toothed gear. Now it rolled open with the usual slight
hiss as air pressure equalized. A moment later, a
cautious humanoid head emerged, crowned with a
luxuriant topknot of silver hair. Wide silvery eyes
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peered closely at the reception party, narrowing at the
sight of the Bajorans, dilating again as they rested on
Sisko’s dress uniform. The commander’s gloveless
hands were folded carefully behind his back.

The Kovassii disappeared again into the airlock,
but reemerged only a moment later. He folded at the
waist in a deep bow. A second Kovassii came out,
bowed likewise, but not so deeply. A third. The final
Kovassii to step from the lock had his hair arranged in
the most elaborate topknot Sisko had ever seen, from
which it flowed down like a fountain. His robe was a
gleaming, spotless white. His eyes met Sisko’s and he
bowed at a slight angle.

Sisko returned the bow and stepped forward to
greet the ambassador. ““Your Excellency, welcome to
the Bajoran system and to Deep Space Nine. Allow
me to present to you the representatives of the
Bajoran provisional government. This is Her Excel-
lency, Ambassador Hnada Dels.”

There were tentative bows on both sides. Sisko was
about to continue with the introductions when his
communicator beeped. His jaw tightened in irritation.
He’d given strict orders not to be interrupted. Unless
it was a grave emergency. If this wasn’t serious . . .

“Commander, this is Dax, in Ops. We have a
situation developing here.”

A situation. He bowed again to the Kovassii ambas-
sador, more deeply this time, in recognition of the
breach of protocol. ““Your Excellency, I'm very sorry,
but if you’ll excuse me, a situation has developed that
requires my urgent attention. I’'m sure you’ll under-
stand.”

He stepped aside to answer the call, leaving the two
ambassadors face-to-face with no Federation interme-
diary, vowing to himself that heads would roll if this
wasn’t really an emergency. But there was no officer
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on the station that Sisko trusted more implicitly than
Lieutenant Dax. If she was interrupting him, he was
sure there was a good reason.

“Sisko here. What’s going on?”

“Commander, there’s a Cardassian Galor-class
warship approaching the station at point two-two
impulse. They’ve informed us that they plan to dock.”

Sisko felt an adrenaline surge of alarm. Why were
they coming in so fast? Were they planning to attack
the station? Ram it? Sisko was well aware that stan-
dard Cardassian doctrine was to strike first and let the
survivors ask questions later. But he hadn’t believed
the local commander, Gul Dukat, was likely to use
such tactics, unprovoked. Dukat had been prefect of
DS-Nine under the Cardassian occupation. He was a
dangerous but known quantity.

“Call Yellow Alert. Do you have ID on that ship? Is
it Gul Dukat?”

“Hailing them now.” A pause. “I’m not getting an
answer, but scan says it’s a different ship.”

Sisko’s sense of urgency grew acute. The Cardassian
government had been unstable since their loss of the
wormbhole and the failure of their previous attempts to
take it over. The ruling party had been overthrown
and a new junta come to power, more belligerent than
the last. There had been accusations of treason, and
even executions.

Suddenly Gul Dukat’s absence took on new, omi-
nous implications. Sisko was about to consider issuing
a Red Alert when Ops reported back. “Sir, the
Cardassian is decelerating. We’ve established contact
now. The ship’s name is the Swift Striker, Gul Marak
in command.”

“T’ll be right there.”

“Yes, sir.”

He turned back to the diplomats. “Your Excellen-
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cies, it does appear that there’s an emergency which
requires my presence in Operations.” '

The Kovassii all looked at each other in obvious
alarm. “Not another bomb!” the ambassador asked,
glancing back toward the airlock and the safety of his
ship.

“Nothing like that!” Sisko assured them quickly.
“An incoming ship is in violation of the traffic regula-
tions. This is nothing that should interfere with your
negotiations.”

He turned to the senior security officer. “Chief
Phongsit, would you please escort Their Excellencies
to the meeting rooms?”

Then he tapped his comm badge again. “Ops, this is
Sisko. Beam me down there now.”

He stepped off the transporter pad to see the entire
staff in Ops glance up at his arrival. With the station
on Alert status, all available officers were present,
seated and standing at their stations around the
gleaming blue-lit display of the operations table. Over
the whole scene loomed the huge main viewscreen,
displaying the ominous image of a Cardassian Galor-
class warship: with its spreading wings forward, it
made Sisko think of a dinosaur from the floor of
Earth’s primordial oceans, armored in rough metal
plates. But he had fought against such ships and knew
that despite their crude appearance, they were effi-
cient in battle.

He went immediately to his position at the master
console, relieved to be abandoning diplomacy to take
up his role as station commander. As Lieutenant Dax
came up to meet him, he ordered, “All right, let me
see what’s been going on here.”

“This is what we have,” Dax told him, calling up a
recording onto the screen. The image displayed was of
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the Cardassian ship, at a greater distance. Sisko heard
Dax’s voice, requesting identification.

The Cardassian officer who appeared on the screen
had a predatory look, with a sharp-bridged nose and
thin, cruel lips. Sisko wondered briefly if many
Cardassian infants were born sneering.

“This is Gul Marak, commanding the Cardassian
dreadnought Swift Striker. We intend to dock at this
station within ninety minutes.”

Dax’s voice on the recording said, “Gul Marak, we
advise you that your incoming velocity is well in
excess of the safety limit specified in our navigation
regulations. There is civilian traffic in the vicinity.
Please reduce delta-V immediately.”

But the Cardassian’s image disappeared from the
screen with no reply, and the replay ended, replaced
again by the real-time view of the incoming ship.

“What’s their current approach velocity?” Sisko
demanded.

“Point fifteen impulse, Commander.”

“Hmm.” Still dangerously fast, but the Cardassians
were probably just indulging in a typical display of
flashy aggression, Sisko decided. Deliberate provoca-
tion was part of their style. They liked to see whom
they could intimidate at a first meeting.

But at the moment there was another complication.
If Gul Marak meant to dock his ship, where was the
station going to find the room to accommodate it?
Deep Space Nine was getting crowded with all these
delegations arriving, and there were only six docking
pylons suitable for a ship the size of a Galor-class. The
Cardassian warship would strain the available facili-
ties. This was just another complication Sisko didn’t
need.

He turned to O’Brien. “Chief, I don’t suppose pylon
two is in any kind of shape to be used right now?”
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O’Brien shook his head. “No, sir,” he said emphati-
cally. “I can’t say when it will be, either. Those airlock
doors were blown to hell and we don’t have replace-
ments.”

“Then what about six?”

“Well, we’ve still been seeing those fluctuations in
the power-junction nodes to the turbolifts in that
sector.”

“It’ll have to do,” Sisko decided. Docking pylon six
was on the “down” side of the station, directly
opposite the Kovassii ship. Repairs and maintenance
had been neglected in those sectors as the operations
staff coped with one crisis after another. But unin-
vited guests couldn’t be too picky about their accom-
modations.

“I hope the lifts do go down again,” O’Brien said
under his breath. “Let the Cardies walk all the way to
the core. It’d do them good.”

Sisko shot him an intimidating look, but said
nothing. He knew the reasons for his engineer’s atti-
tude toward the Cardassians.

A moment later the communications technician
said, “Commander Sisko, Gul Marak insists on speak-
ing to you. Personally.”

“Open channel.”

Marak’s thin nostrils were flaring in indignation.
The corded tendons on his neck seemed to throb with
it. “Commander, my ship was just ordered by some
Bajoran to dock at pylon six. I command a Galor-class
dreadnought, not some filthy mining tub! I warn you,
this insult is insupportable!”

Sisko took a breath. “Gul Marak, you can observe
the situation for yourself. Pylon two is out of commis-
sion due to a recent accident. The other facilities are
either occupied by ships already docked, or commit-
ted to incoming traffic. And I’ll point out that you’ve
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arrived here without prior notice and without an
invitation from this station. Under these circum-
stances, if I were you, I’d take the berth that’s avail-
able.”

Sisko cut the transmission and exhaled with distinct
satisfaction. He’d learned some time ago that there
was no use being too polite with the Cardassians.
They only took it as weakness and used it against you.
And this Gul Marak looked exactly like the kind of
Cardassian who was going to cause trouble.

“I’ll be in my office,” he announced, heading for the
stairs.

It was ironic, he thought a few moments later,
looking around the room with its plenipotentiary’s
view of the Operations Center below. Not too long
ago, this had been Gul Dukat’s seat of command.
Sisko had never before harbored any warm thoughts
for Dukat, but at the moment, right after his encoun-
ter with Gul Marak, he almost missed the former
Cardassian prefect. By now, he knew how to deal with
Dukat.

What had happened to him, anyway? Had he been
stripped of his command, or even arrested by a new
government? Why was this Gul Marak suddenly
showing up in Bajoran space?

Just then he spotted Major Kira as she stepped out
of the turbolift into Ops, looking slightly out of
breath.

Sisko tapped his comm badge. “Major? Could you
come up to my office?”” He knew that Kira was still, in
her heart, at war with the Cardassians, and most
likely, of anyone on the station, to have up-to-date
intelligence on the enemy.

She looked up at him from the floor below. “I’ll be
right up.”

He could hear her coming up the metal stairs,
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taking them in a hurry. “There’s an alert?” she
demanded as she came into the office. “A Cardassian
ship?”

“Nothing urgent. Not anymore. Please, Major, sit
down. I'd like you to take a look at this.” He replayed
the encounter with the Swift Striker on his desk
console. “Do you know this Cardassian officer?”

“Gul Marak.” Kira frowned, a gesture that always
emphasized her Bajoran features. “No. I don’t recog-
nize him. But the name—it sounds familiar.” She
passed a hand over her eyes, blinking wearily.

Sisko noticed it and realized that she had probably
been investigating the bombing for the last twenty-
eight hours without rest. “Thank you, Major. That’ll
be all now. Get some sleep if you can.”

The Bajoran officer straightened at once, aware that
she’d been caught in a moment of weakness. Kira
didn’t admit to weakness. “There’s an alert on the
station,” she said stiffly.

Sisko gave her a hard look. “I intend to cancel the
alert as soon as the Swift Striker is safely docked.”

“With Cardassians on the station, there’ll be a need
for increased security.”

“Then it’d be a good idea for you to get some rest
now, before they get here,” he insisted, in a tone that
didn’t invite argument.

Kira left the office reluctantly. Sisko tapped his
fingers on his desk, thought for a moment. “Comput-
er, get me a report on the current Cardassian political
situation. I want to know how this Gul Marak is
connected to the new ruling party.”

The computer voice answered: “There are two
individuals named Marak in office with the cur-
rent Cardassian government. Both are members of the
Revanche party. One is a deputy to the new war
minister, the other is on the Loyalty Investigation
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Board. The Gul Marak commanding the Swift Striker
is the cousin of the deputy war minister.”

“And what about Gul Dukat?”

“Records show no Gul Dukat currently holding a
Cardassian command.”

“What? Has he been cashiered? Arrested?”

“No further information on Dukat is available.”

Sisko paused. “I want to be kept advised on this
matter.”

“Acknowledged.”

Sisko tapped on the edge of the desk again. Finally
he gave his communicator a thoughtful touch. “Dax?
This is Sisko. Are you free to discuss something with
me?”

*“I can be right there.”

Sisko brightened noticeably when she came into the
room. An uninformed observer might have attributed
this reaction to the fact that Jadzia Dax was an
exceptionally beautiful humanoid woman, but the
truth was that he had a hard time relating to her as a
female at all. Years ago, another Dax had been his
mentor, and now part of that Dax resided as a
symbiont within this one. It was a confusing situation,
and he hadn’t completely come to terms with it yet.

But Dax was currently the only one on the station
he could sit down and discuss things with, person to
person. With Dax, he didn’t have to constantly main-
tain the role of commander.

“You have a problem, Benjamin?”

He sighed. “It looks like I’ve been neglecting devel-
opments in the Cardassian political situation. It
seems that our new friend Gul Marak is part of this
new Revanche party that’s taken power, and I don’t
think he’s just come to pay a routine courtesy call.”

“You expect trouble?”

He nodded. “It looks like Gul Dukat may have been
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relieved of his command. Maybe even arrested, I
don’t know.”

“That would be hard to believe. Could they be
blaming him for failing to take over the wormhole?”

Dax and Sisko exchanged a glance full of shared
memory. It had been the two of them together who
first discovered the wormhole to the Gamma Quad-
rant, while they were investigating an area of unex-
plained neutrino disturbances.

“I suppose it might be something like that,” he said.
“Computer, have there been many Cardassians ar-
rested since the Revanche party took over?”

“Records show that one hundred and fourteen
individuals associated with the former administration
have been charged with treason. There have been
eighty-three executions. The guilty persons all con-
fessed to accepting payoffs from the Bajorans and the
Federation in exchange for turning over Deep Space
Nine and control of the wormhole.”

“That’s absurd!” Sisko exclaimed. “Payoffs? To
turn over the wormhole? No one knew the wormhole
even existed until after the Cardassians gave up the
system!”

“Not quite entirely absurd, Benjamin,” Dax told
him. “Consider: We know that the wormhole is an
anomaly, artificially maintained by beings with the
capacity for communication with humanoid species.
The Bajorans have worshiped them for millennia.
Isn’t it conceivable, from the Cardassian point of
view, that the ’gods’ passed on the secret to their
believers? That they waited to manifest the wormhole,
in collusion with the Bajorans and possibly the Fed-
eration, until Cardassians had ceded control? Isn’t
this a more plausible explanation than mere coinci-
dence?”

Sisko, who didn’t believe in coincidence when it
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came to the Bajoran prophets, grudgingly admitted
that her analysis made sense. But the thought of all
those confessions to a nonexistent crime, and the
methods by which they had likely been obtained,
made him feel slightly ill.

“And this is Gul Marak’s faction,” he said grimly.
“I don’t like it, Old Man. I just wish I knew what his
plan was.”

“We can’t afford to provoke him. Or react to any
provocation on his part.”

“No,” Sisko agreed. “And I don’t think it’s a
coincidence that he’s showed up just when these trade
negotiations are going on, either.” He pulled at his
tight collar. “I’m going to go get out of this thing.”

Kira Nerys’s quarters were spare, uncluttered by
worldly possessions. The only personal object visible
was a picture of her family—what had been left of her
family by that time—taken in the refugee camp where
they stayed when she was very young: three or four
years old, from the looks of the picture. She couldn’t
remember. Half of the faces belonged to strangers
whose names she didn’t know, but they could have
been brothers, uncles, grandparents. So many that
she’d lost. That the Cardassians had taken from her.

Marak. She couldn’t get the name out of her mind.
Lying sleepless on the thin, hard pad that was her bed,
Kira could close her eyes, but the images persisted:

I was very small. Someone was carrying me. There
was a crowd—1I think we were waiting in line, maybe
for water. There was never enough food or water in
the camps. Life was mostly waiting in lines.

Suddenly there was screaming. People started to
run. It was a panic. Then I was on the ground. They
were kicking me, stepping on me, trying to run away.

People started to fall. Some of them fell on top of
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me. I couldn’t get any air. I pushed—pushed the body
off me so I could breathe.

Then I saw them. The Cardassians. They were
shooting the people running away. Making them fall
down. I cried when I saw them fall.

And now this face on Sisko’s viewscreen: Gul
Marak. The same dark, armored uniform. It had been
years, but Kira’s gut always clenched at the sight of
that uniform, at the sight of a Cardassian face.

Rationally, Kira knew it couldn’t have been this
same Gul Marak at the camp. It had been too long
ago. From what she’d seen in Sisko’s office, the Swift
Striker’s captain was close to her own age.

The Federation tried to claim that the Cardassians
weren’t the enemy anymore. Kira would never believe
it. As long as she lived, they would be the enemy. As
long as she could still remember.

And she would always remember. That was the
curse of her past, that she couldn’t close her eyes and
make the images go away.

Only the names were lost.
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IT WASN’T SAFE TO SLEEP.

Berat closed his eyes and lay very still, trying to
slow his breathing so they couldn’t be sure whether he
was awake or not. He ached with weariness. He simply
ached.

He was assigned to the bunk nearest to the head, so
he was constantly hearing the rush and gurgle of the
sewer conduit, the voices of the men going in and out
to relieve themselves, the sound of their boots clang-
ing on the bare deck plates. When he was an engineer-
ing officer, he’d been used to having a cubicle to
himself, no matter if it was just four walls, but there
was no privacy for anyone here in the lower-deck
barracks, with the metal bunks lined up in double
rows and the lighting element sputtering faintly over-
head. And of course all of them had to pass by him on
their way in and out of the head, so that every time he
heard their footsteps he would never know when
someone would decide to deliberately “trip” over his
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bunk or commit some other petty act of ha
just for the amusement of it.

Amusement could easily get bloody on the |
deck of a Cardassian warship. One of the favorit.
tricks was tossing a blanket over the victim and
holding him down while the rest of them beat the
struggling form. If he survived the blows and the
suffocation, he still wouldn’t be able to identify his
assailants. They’d already done that to him more than
once since he’d been brought onto the Swift Striker.
They might do it again, at any time. Whenever the
men started drinking, when someone got into a fight
or lost money gambling, or after the Gul had givenf
another one of his rousing inspirational speeches
about recovering lost Cardassian territory. l

He had dared, once, to report a beating, but all it
had gotten him was extra punishment duty for fight-"
ing. And then retaliation, later, in the dark. They
laughed as their heavy boots thudded into his ribs,
mocking him in the crude Cardassian language used
on the lower decks. “You gonna report this, too, are
you, traitor? You gonna report this?” It was all the
more amusing because they knew he’d been an officer
before he was broken, a rare opportunity for ven-
geance that the much-abused denizens of the lower
deck greatly appreciated. ¢

It wasn’t safe in the dark, wasn’t safe in the head or |
the shower or anywhere they could catch him alone. It
wasn’t safe here, in his bunk, to sleep.

And it was all going to get worse. Berat knew 1t
because it was common knowledge that the ship was
heading into Bajoran space, to the station the enemy{
was now calling Deep Space Nine. The closer to Bajor,
the worse it was for him.

Lower-deck rumors were spreading that Gul Marak
was heading there to deliver an ultimatum to the:
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Federation: Turn over the stolen wormhole or face the
might of the Cardassian fleet. It had happened again
today. He was coming into the head to fix a broken
ventilator, and a couple of crewmen were talking:
“Gul’s gonna blast’m if they don’t hand it over.”

The other nodded agreement: “Vaporize those filthy
Bajoran scum.”

Then, seeing him, they both went silent, fixing him
with hostile stares. “What are you looking at, traitor?
What are you doing, anyway? Spying on us? For your
Bajoran friends?”

Berat was tainted with guilt, even if there was
nothing they could prove. He knew it was no coinci-
dence that he was assigned to this ship, to this
commander, to this mission. They were setting him
up. Something was supposed to happen once they got
to DS-Nine, and then, somehow, he was going to be
the one to take the blame. To be dragged home in
chains for execution.

The way his father had been executed. And two of
his uncles and his brother.

When their government fell, at first it seemed that
Berat was lucky, assigned as systems control officer to
Farside Station—on the other side of Cardassian
space from the Bajoran sector. There was no evidence
to link him personally to the wormhole sellout scan-
dal. But of course it was all politics. As soon as the
Revanchists had consolidated their power, he was
stripped of his commission. Even after he had signed
the denunciation. Which still made him burn with
shame, remembering. They had made him watch, of
course. The whole thing. One of them had handed
him a stone. “You aren’t soft on traitors, are you?”’

And he’d thrown it. Aimed to miss, but—to his
eternal disgrace, he’d thrown it.

Now, lying in his bunk, reliving it all, Berat found it

35



Lois TILTON

hard to swallow, even to breathe. The Swift
was already in Bajoran space.

Footsteps came down the corridor, armored boots
ringing on the deck. Berat tensed. The footsteps
paused at his bunk, and the bare metal frame sudden-
ly rang with the force of a kick.

“Berat! On your feet, scrag!”

He recognized Subofficer Halek’s voice. He would
recognize that voice on his last night in hell. But there
was no time to think, only to react. In an instant,
Berat had leaped to his feet, was standing at rigid -
attention by the side of the bunk, eyes straight for- ’
ward, not meeting Halek’s. Inside, where they
couldn’t see it, his heart was racing, his gut was
churning with apprehension and fear. But it was death “
to let them see weakness.

“What the flakk are you doing in your farking bunk
when you’re supposed to be on duty?”

“Sub, I was on duty the last two shifts.”

“Well, you’re on now. Let’s go! Don’t just stand
there taking up space on the deck! I’ve got a job for
you.” Halek slapped his data clip smugly.

Berat knew better than to protest. He supposed
there was a sewer backup in one of the heads, or some
other filthy job that no one else wanted to take on. As
quickly as possible under Halek’s hostile glare, he got
into his soiled fatigue uniform. He already knew he -
wouldn’t be given time to make up his bunk, and that |
he’d be blackmarked on account of it, on account of ;
the dirty uniform that he hadn’t had time to get
cleaned. By this time, it didn’t much matter. He’d |
already accumulated enough black marks on his rec-
ord to keep him on nonstop punishment details for
the rest of his natural life span, which he didn’t expect.
to reach.
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But he was shocked when Halek ordered him, “Get
over to the main docking airlock and strip it down. I
want a complete point-by-point maintenance check-
out—every motor element, every seal.” This was
normally a job for a skilled two-man engineering
crew, not a single low-grade technician. He said
nothing in protest, though, nothing to provoke Halek
into one of his rages. But he was worried, as he pulled
a tool kit from the engineering locker. Why this
particular assignment? Why now? Were they setting
him up for something? A charge of sabotage?

Or maybe this was just a quick and dirty way to get
rid of him. An “accident” when he was working inside
the lock, and Bajoran space would swallow up one
more Cardassian body.

The worst thing was knowing there wasn’t anything
that he could do to stop them, if that was what they
meant to do. If he refused an order, they’d space him
anyway. Only after he was hanged. It was a quick way
to die, in comparison to some others he’d seen.

He double-timed it down to the airlock with Halek
on his heels. Their boots rang on the bare metal deck
plates. He passed a crew working on one of the
massive power cables that fed the weapons systems,
and they looked up to smirk at him, amused at the
sight of someone being marched to a punishment
detail. But there didn’t seem to be anything wrong
with the airlock when he got to the docking port and
took a look at it. Maybe this was just routine mainte-
nance.

Berat set to work, trying his best to ignore Halek,
who stood over him with folded arms, giving unneces-
sary and contradictory orders and emphasizing them
with an occasional kick or slap with his mesh-gloved
hand.

“Lubricate those bearings.
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“Well, it doesn’t look aligned to me.
farking seal off and set it again!

“Do you call that track clean?”

Finally his tormentor took note of the time. “I’ll be
back at 0600 hours. You’d better have this back in
working order by then.”

Left alone, Berat leaned up against a wall. He was
shaking with repressed tension and fatigue. He'd
figured out their game on his first day on this ship.
They wanted an excuse to bring him up on capital
charges: refusal of a direct order, assaulting a superior
officer. He wondered how long it would be until one of
them provoked him past the breaking point. :

Halek hadn’t given him much time to finish, so
Berat turned back to his task. Without interference,
he reassembled the airlock mechanisms, making sure
that the door rolled smoothly in its track, that the
seals fit to the proper tolerances, that the air-pressure
level was correct. The work, now that he had a chance j‘
to do it right, restored a little of his battered self- =
confidence. He was still a first-rate engineer, even if I'
they had broken him to the lowest grade. No mat- ©
ter what else they’d done to him, they couldn’t take
that away. Only his rank, his career, and probably his
life.

Halek returned finally, tested the airlock, and
grudgingly acknowledged that the task had been com-
pleted to specifications. Berat noticed the deliberate
way he checked off the job authorization on his data
clip, and he felt that sense of dread again, that he was
being set up somehow.

Released, he stumbled back to his bunk and fell into
it, forgetting even that it wasn’t safe to sleep.

It seemed like only minutes until alarms rang
throughout the ship. The comm system blared: “The ¥
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ship will dock in thirty hours. All hands to duty
stations!”

Berat groaned. He dragged himself to his feet,
swaying with exhaustion. How much longer could this
go on? How much more could he stand? He knew they
were going to break him, sooner or later. It was only a
question of when.
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“CoMMANDER Sisk0, Gul Marak requests permission
to meet with you at your earliest convenience.”

Sisko acknowledged the message without surprise.
He’d been expecting this, now that the Swift Striker
had docked. It looked like this Gul Marak didn’t plan
to waste too much time, whatever he had planned.
“Tell him I’ll see him in my office whenever he comes
on station.”

He shifted impatiently in his chair. He never really
did feel quite comfortable in this office, looking down
from on high at the main Operations floor. But its
design did provide some useful insight into the
Cardassian mind-set. Gul Marak, like most who held
that rank, doubtless considered himself a type of
minor supreme being who expected his subordinates
to jump at the snap of a finger and obey orders
without question. Sisko had known others of the
type.

Thinking of Cardassians, he activated his console
and called up a view of pylon six, with the Swift
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Striker now docked. He had observed the procedure
from Ops. The Cardassian pilot had snugged the huge
warship deftly into its berth with a minimum of
thruster adjustment. The big winged ship fit there as if
it and the station were made for each other. Which of
course they had been. The Swift Striker might look
rough and ungainly to Starfleet eyes, but seeing it
docked now, Sisko was forcibly reminded that Deep
Space Nine was Cardassian-built, that the very fea-
tures he and his staff were constantly finding most
irritating had been designed with a different utilitari-
an harmony in mind.

As a Starfleet officer, Benjamin Sisko was supposed
to be free from xenophobia. Still, the Cardassians
were everything he deplored, both personally and as
an officer sworn to uphold the ideals of the Federa-
tion. Since taking over the station, he had often been
sharply reminded of this contradiction within him-
self, especially here in Gul Dukat’s office.

Marak burst through the door without knocking, a
courtesy apparently not generally practiced by the
officers of the Cardassian fleet. By now, Sisko was
used to it.

“Gul Marak?” he inquired smoothly, letting a
bland smile mask his irritation.

“And you’re Sisko,” Marak stated with an amiable
sneer.

Sisko quelled his hostile reaction, but the smile
faded. “I believe you asked to meet with me.”

In response, Marak tossed a data clip onto the
surface of his desk. “The Cardassian government has
ordered me to communicate their demands to the
United Federation of Planets. To you as their repre-
sentative.”

Sisko picked it up. “Sit down, Gul, while I read
this.”
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“There’s no need to read it. I can tell you what it
says: My government demands that the Federation
return the Cardassian station unlawfully possessed by
you and currently designated DS-Nine. I'm author-
ized to assume command here at this time.”

Oh, you are? Aloud, Sisko said only, “I’m aware that
you’ve recently had a change of government.”

Marak went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “The Federa-
tion has no legitimate claim to this territory. It was
relinquished by traitors falsely claiming to act in our
name. If you wish, I can show you copies of their
confessions. By all rights, this station is Cardassian
domain.”

“Gul Marak, I can’t comment on charges of treason
within the Cardassian government. But in any case,
I’'m not empowered to hand over command of DS-
Nine. The station and the region it controls belong to
the Bajorans. Perhaps you ought to deliver your
demands to them.”

Marak hissed in contempt. “Cardassians don’t rec-
ognize Bajoran scum!”

“That’s your problem, then! Because the former
administration did turn over the station to Bajor.”
Sisko took a breath. “I will, of course, pass on your
government’s position to the proper authorities in the
Federation. But until I see orders to the contrary,
DS-Nine remains Bajoran territory, administered by
the Federation at Bajor’s request. And I'll retain
command.”

“I see.” Marak’s voice took on a menacing tone.
“Then don’t say you weren’t warned.”

“That’s true on both sides, Gul. I hope we under-
stand each other.”

Marak nodded stiffly. “I assume that my ship is still
free to dock here under your administration.”
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“Just the same as any other ship. Deep Space Nine
is open to all. Even to Cardassians. Now, to other
business. Do you intend to give your crew liberty
during your stay here?”

“You have objections?”’

“Not at all, as long as they’re aware of our regula-
tions. No weapons are allowed on the Promenade. No
violence will be tolerated, or threats of violence, or
forceful intimidation. This includes sexual encoun-
ters. If your crew has a complaint, they take it up with
station security, they don’t try to settle matters them-
selves.

“And—one other thing. We have a number of
planetary delegations on the station. At the moment,
our life-support capacity is near its limit. For that
reason, I’ll have to ask that you limit your liberty
parties to no more than fifteen crew members at any
one time.”

“Is that all?”

“T’ll have a complete set of current station regula-
tions transmitted to your ship. Just so there won’t be
misunderstanding.”

Marak bowed, machinelike in his stiffness. “Very
well, Commander Sisko. You’ll be hearing from me
again.”

“You know where to find me, Gul.” Sisko couldn’t
have him off DS9 too soon. Again, briefly, he found
himself with a strange sense of missing Gul Dukat.

As soon as Marak had left, he slapped his communi-
cator. “This is Sisko. Get me Constable Odo right

- now. Then have all security personnel report for
briefing. And notify Major Kira that I want to meet
with her, but only when she reports back on duty.
Don’t wake her.”

It was a good thing, he thought, that Kira had been
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asleep in her quarters while Gul Marak was on the
ship. He wouldn’t have wanted to witness a confronta-
tion between those two.

Kira simply couldn’t sleep.

A human in her place might have taken a sleeping
aid, but a Bajoran was different. Kira knew that her
spiritual center was disturbed, misaligned. She had to
set it right again, or she would never be able to rest in
any meaningful sense.

The moment she stepped through the circular door-
way into the temple’s shadows, she could feel some of
the tension leaving her. Candles made a soothing,
flickering light, and from somewhere came the distant
sound of a voice, softly chanting. Then her heart lifted
when she saw a familiar, saffron-robed figure ap-
proaching from his place at the side of a small
reflecting pool.

“Leiris! I hoped I'd find you here.”

They touched hands, and the monk pressed his
fingertips to the lobe of her ear, where a silver clasp
dangled. “Kira Nerys, old comrade!” He drew her
back to the edge of the pool, where they sat down
together. “You’re disturbed,” he said. “I can feel it in
you.”

She sighed. “You can understand. Better than any-
one.”

He shook his head serenely. “We've all been scarred
by our experiences. You aren’t alone, Nerys.”

She poured out her feelings. “I've sometimes felt
like I’'m alone. Here, on this station. When I first
learned you were coming here, I realized just how
much alone I've been, for so long. I avoided the
temple for years, you know, during the war. I'd even
stopped meditating. I was out of touch with myself.
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But I think I had to be, to go on with the struggle.
With what we had to do.”

“Then perhaps the Prophets have sent me to help
you.”

She dropped her head into her hands. “I see the
faces. When I shut my eyes. They won’t let me rest.”

“No, Nerys. You won’t let yourself rest. The dead
are at peace with themselves. You imagine their
suffering, but you’re only feeling your own loss.”

“I remember what they suffered. So much, so long.
How do you forget, Leiris? How did you manage to
find peace, after everything?”

“I don’t forget. But it’s time to leave the past to
itself. Time is a series of moments. At each point, it is
always now. When we were oppressed, it was possible
to find our center in the act of resistance. That is,
some of us could. I’m sorry it was otherwise with you.
But now, Nerys . .. you must look into yourself to
find the center of your being. What pulls you into the
past? What keeps you from finding your center, here,
now?”

“Whenever I see a Cardassian, whenever I hear a
Cardassian name.”

“Ah, yes. The Cardassians. Tell me, if you had
killed them all during the war, would you be at peace
now?”

She said nothing, only exhaled.

“Nothing we do can harm the dead—or help them.
We can only help ourselves. We can only live among
the living. Come, we’ll meditate together. Seek for
your center, Nerys. Leave the dead to their rest. You
are alive. Live now.”

Again, he touched the edge of her ear, pressed his
fingertips against her temple. “Close your eyes, Nerys.
Leave the past behind. Bid it farewell.”
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She exhaled, she shut her eyes, and in the inner
vision saw the dead faces again, watched them fade.

“Look away from it. Turn away from the pain. Find
your self, Nerys. Find the center of yourself.”

Time seemed to suspend itself, or to cease altogeth-
er. Place faded away. There was only her self, the
center that endured through all times, all events. She
separated herself, from mere events, from the world,
from its pain. Timeless, eternal . . .

When she emerged from the state of meditation,
Kira didn’t know how long it had been. She didn't
want to check the time to find out, to reduce the
experience to mere worldly dimensions, like minutes
or hours.

She did think, when she finally left the temple, that
sleep might have finally been possible—sleep without
dreams. She was actually on her way back to her
quarters when her communicator caught the an-
nouncement: “All security staff report for briefing.”

“What the ...” Suddenly, she was fully in the
world again. Here, in the Promenade corridor, on
Deep Space Nine. Where a Cardassian warship was
docked. She slapped her comm badge. “Kira to Odo.
What'’s going on?”

“Major, you're not supposed to be on duty.”

“Odo, just answer the question. What's the emer-
gency? Why are we still on Yellow Alert?”

“No emergency, Major. The meeting is merely a
precaution with the Cardassian ship onstation. The
commander wants to avoid provocations.”

“What provocations?” she demanded, already on
her way to the security office.

Sisko had clearly not expected to see her there.
“Major, you're supposed to be off duty.”
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“Well, I’'m here. What’s this about Cardassian prov-
ocations?”

“The Cardassians have delivered a demand that the
Federation turn the station back over to them.”

Kira could feel her anger seething, the blood start-
ing to heat. All her newly won spiritual balance
deserted her. “They demand! Turn the station back
over to them? They have the unmitigated—"

“Major!” At the tone in Sisko’s voice, she caught
her words. He went on, “This is probably just a pro
Jforma display by the new government that took power
recently. I suspect they’re just going through the
motions to satisfy the public at home. They deliver an
ultimatum to me, I send it on to the Federation, and
they’ve made their point.

“But, just in case it’s something more than that, I've
taken certain precautions. We’ll remain on alert sta-
tus. And I’ve limited the number of Cardassian crew
members that can be on the station at any one time.

“But what we don’t need right now is some Bajoran
hothead deciding that this is the right time to look for
a little personal vengeance for something that hap-
pened during the occupation. I don’t think I have to
remind you all that matters are at a very sensitive
stage at the moment, with the ongoing negotiations.
Ambassador Hnada has asked me to personally en-
sure that there are no incidents which might disturb
the delegates.

“Clear? Everyone? Major?”

“Of course,” she said stiffly. As much as she often
disagreed with their decisions, Kira wore the uniform
of the Bajoran provisional government. If they
wanted these trade negotiations, it was her duty to
support them—regardless of her personal feelings
about Bajor joining the Federation.
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“But Commander, one thing. I do “ e
Cardassians. It’ll take more than just legal technicali-
ties to satisfy them. Theywontsmpunulthey‘w en
blood.” ‘
Sisko grimly recalled the reports of the ex.wutinl.
the records of the confessions that Gul Marak had
transmitted to him after he went back to his own ship.
“I believe, Major, that they’ve seen plenty of blood
already.”
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ON THE grimly utilitarian decks of the Swift Striker, all
the crew was in a state of knife-edged suspense,
waiting for the Gul to return from the station, where
he was delivering the official Cardassian demands to
the Starfleet commander. Crewmen stood in clusters
in the barracks, outside the heads, lining up for their
meals in front of the galley, speculating as to what the
outcome would be. Here and there officers ordered the
groups to break up and get to work, but the excitement
gripped the upper ranks, too. It was taken for granted
ithat the Federation would refuse the Gul’s demands.
‘Then it would be war!

The more belligerent among the crew gleefully
anticipated an order to stand away from Deep Space
Nine and open fire with their whole array of phasers.
But cooler heads argued against this probability. The
space station, they pointed out, was the key to control-
ling the wormhole. They wanted to retake it, not
destroy it.

All the talk was all conjecture, anyway. The Gul
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certainly didn’t make a practice of discussing
strategy down on the lower deck.

As for Berat, he was almost insensate with exha
tion. Orders had come down that the Swift Striker
to be in spotless order before it docked, everythi
scrubbed and polished as if the Fleet Admiral we
waiting over there on DS-Nine, ready to conduct an
inspection. The burden, of course, fell most heavily on
maintenance and engineering staff. For once, Berat!.'
wasn’t the only one working back-to-back shifts. But
he still felt as if he had personally scraped the crud '
from every centimeter of hull and deck plating on the
ship, polished every hand railing, every viewport. His
only consolation was that the officers were too busy to
single him out for particular abuse.

But the results of their work were plainly visible®
once the ship was docked. Next to the proudly gleam-
ing Swift Striker, Deep Space Nine appeared battered
and neglected, exactly what anyone would expect
from Bajoran management, even with the Federation
nominally in charge. The superiority of Cardassian
discipline was clear to be seen by anyone.

Despite discipline, however, most of the crew was
looking avidly forward to liberty on DS-Nine. Since
several of them had been on the station before, they
were well aware of the diversions and amusements to
be found on the legendary Promenade level. Anarchy,
after all, did have its advantages, compared with
disciplined Cardassian austerity. Seated at the well-
worn metal tables in the lower-deck galley, these
veterans described the anticipated delights to their
crewmates. On DS-Nine, there were exotic liquors
strong enough to take off the top of a man’s skull and
leave him prostrate three days afterward. Games of |
chance, espemally the Dabo tables presided over by |
exotic females in scanty, alluring attire. And holo-z4
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suites that offered erotic fantasies beyond the possi-
bilities of the average crewman’s imagination. Berat
was forced to endure overhearing lengthy recitations
of exactly what his fellow crewmen intended to do in
those holosuites.

There was a predictable reaction, then, when the
Gul returned from the station with the announcement
that liberty parties would be limited to fifteen mem-
bers and for no longer than a duty shift.

As the men stood at attention, cursing under their
breath, their commander’s voice over the comm went
on:

“There are ambassadors from a number of impor-
tant governments on DS-Nine at this time. I want no
incidents that would cast any discredit on Cardassian
discipline. There will be no weapons taken aboard the
station. There will be no violence, no assaults, no
rapes, no confrontation with Federation personnel or
natives. In short, there will be no complaints about
any member of this crew. Any man who causes a
problem onstation will spend a long, long time cursing
his own mother for giving him birth.”

The muttering among the crew mostly subsided to
sullen looks. Gul Marak had not earned the reputa-
tion of a commander who made idle threats.

As for Berat, he hadn’t expected liberty, anyway,
and DS-Nine was the last place he would have wanted
to spend it. But he wasn’t immune to the conse-
quences of the general dissatisfaction. As soon as he
reported for his next duty shift, he caught the vengeful
look in Subofficer Halek’s eye.

Halek tapped his data clip meaningfully. “Well,
Technician Berat, since you did such an excellent job
with the main personnel airlock the other day, I think
it’d be a good idea if you refitted the supply and
emergency locks, too. Get moving!”
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Berat groaned inwardly. As weary as he was, he
a return of apprehension. He knew that the work h
already been done in the general preparation ft
docking, but he said nothing. While he didn’t k
exactly what they were planning, he feared that
ing him to death wouldn’t be enough for his enemi

They went first to the airlock in supply hold C,
vast, stark metal cavern filled with the necessa
supplies for a warship crewed by over seven hund
men. The lock, of course, was in perfect working
order, but Halek ignored that detail and ordered Berat
to work, keeping up a running stream of curses and ,
abuse.

*“This lock has a pressure leak. Take the whole thing:
down and reset the seals. No—did I tell you to check
the pressure? I said to take down the farking door!” =

Berat hesitated. The supply airlocks were oversized. |
Taking one of them down was a job meant for two
men. But he had no choice. It was an order. He started
to disengage the door from its tracks. But with the
heavy circular panel half free and half still in the
track, he felt his grip on it slipping. With a whispered
curse, he tried to hang on, but his hands were slick
with lubricant from the tracks, and the weight slipped
again, pinning his fingers between the door and the
bottom track. '

The pain made white starbursts behind his eyes,
and he gasped through clenched teeth. There would be
no help from Halek, he knew that much. With a
painful effort, he shifted the door with his good hand
enough to free the other. Gingerly, he tried to flex the'
fingers. They didn’t seem to be broken, but lmd",
parallel welts were branded on them, and one had a
bleeding gash across the knuckle. ;

A kick from the toe of Halek’s boot struck him in
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the ribs. “What the flakk are you waiting for? Get that
door off! And I don’t want to hear any excuses!”

From his knees, Berat silently cursed Halek, the
door, the Swift Striker, and its commander—all his
tormentors. Then he took the pry bar and levered the
door up again, managed to get it disengaged and set
aside. It was a simple matter to reset the seals. But
then he had to lift the door up again and reengage it,
all with no help from Halek but a constant flow of
abusive orders and blows.

He finished, finally. Hit the control pad. The door
hissed smoothly: open and shut again. He wanted to
turn on Halek, say something like, “I did it. You
thought it would break me, but you couldn’t do it.”

But he only looked down at the deck.

“All right! Let’s go! Pick up your tools, Berat.
There’s the two emergency locks on this level we
haven’t checked yet. How much do you want to bet
that they’ll have pressure leaks, too? And don’t think
you’re going to be off this shift until they’re finished!”

“But . . . Sub. The airlock. The pressure check—"

“Did I tell you to check the pressure? You follow
orders, Berat, or I’ll have your hide hanging off you in
strips! Now move!”

Berat picked up his tools, but he hesitated again.
Regulations mandated a pressure check every time
there was maintenance or repair to an airlock—it was
a basic safety precaution, which Halek knew perfectly
well. On the other hand, Halek had given him a direct
order. He couldn’t disobey. But if he followed the
order, he knew who would take the blame for omitting
the pressure check. And if something went wrong—
Berat had a sudden sinking feeling that something was
meant to go wrong.

Still, he protested again, “Sub, regulations—"
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A mailed hand hit him in the mouth, and Be
tasted his own blood. Halek was grinning as he sai
“So, Berat, you finally refuse a direct order? It’s abou
time!” He pulled back his hand for another blow, an
Berat broke, reacting without thought. With a desper-
ate surge of strength, he flung the tool kit at Halek
striking him across the side of the face. As the
subofficer staggered, Berat saw him groping for his
phaser. Berat fell on him, grabbing the pry bar tha
he’d used to disengage the airlock door. The feel of the
hard metal bar in his hand gave him a sudden surge of
exhilaration. He hit hard, had the satisfaction of
hearing bones crack as the phaser fell to the deck.

He snatched up the weapon, but standing there |
holding it, seeing Halek writhe in pain on the deck,
Berat felt dread clutch at his belly. The image of his®
father’s execution swam in front of his eyes. He knew
that he was finished, now. Gul Marak had all the
excuse he needed to hang him—and more. He had
acted on desperate impulse, in self-defense, but that
meant nothing. This was an assault on a superior
officer: a capital offense. There would be no mercy
from Gul Marak, no consideration of extenuating
circumstances. This was what they’d been waiting for.

He looked down at his tormentor, and Halek stared
back at the phaser aimed at him, suddenly still. So,
Berat thought. This was the end. No way out. But it
was an opportunity for vengeance, at least. An enemy
life to set against his father’s. If he was going to die, let
him die for this, instead of on some petty, trumped-u
charge.

But even as he gathered his resolve to fire, Berat
paused. No way out? No escape? When only a few
meters away, on the station, was Bajoran territory,
beyond Gul Marak’s long reach.

No. It was no good. But the surge of hope made him
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look back again. There was more than one way off the
ship. At least one of the emergency ports had to be
connected to the station, he knew quite well, because
- this was a Cardassian ship and a Cardassian station,
and that’s how it was always done: a backup port was
always engaged in case the main airlock malfunc-
tioned. In case someone had forgotten to do a pressure
check.

He looked at the phaser, back at Halek, then at the
phaser again. If he was going to escape, he’d need
time. He couldn’t risk them coming after him.

He pressed the trigger, there was a brief burst of fire
from the phaser, and Halek fell back onto the deck
and lay motionless. Berat looked again at the weapon
for an instant. It was the first time he’d actually fired
on anyone. But there was no time to waste. He bent
down to Halek and stripped the data clip from the
sub’s belt, thinking, It was him or me. He keyed in the
job number, and there it was: authorization for the
maintenance and repair of the supply hold and emer-
gency airlocks. The pressure check of the lock in
supply hold C, he noted, was not checked off as
completed.

He attached the clip to his own tool belt, picked up
the kit, started gathering the scattered tools. There
was blood on the pry bar. Berat ripped off a scrap of
Halek’s shirt to wipe it clean. He deliberately didn’t
check the unconscious man’s pulse or respiration. He
didn’t want to know.

He glanced for an instant at the airlock. That was
one way to get rid of Halek. He shook his head
reluctantly. It wouldn’t do to have the body of a dead
Cardassian officer floating outside the ship, not when
he wanted to avoid drawing attention to his escape.

The Swift Striker had two emergency docking ports
forward, one port and one starboard. With his tool
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belt and kit, no one challenged Berat as he M'
way through the ship’s crowded corridors. When
got to the portside access and found a guard sta(md
there, he knew he’d found the right one.

One hand reached inside the tool belt to the con-
cealed phaser.

But the sentry had already spotted him. “No ac-
cess,” he snarled, raising his own weapon. “Gul’s
orders. Nobody gets onto the station this way.”

Berat held up the data clip. “I’ve got orders, too.
Maintenance. Got to check the airlock pressure.”

The guard frowned dubiously. Berat held out the
data clip with the authorization for repair and mainte-
nance of the supply and emergency locks.

“Hmm.” The guard was still doubtful. “I dunno
about this. Three sorry scrags tried to sneak through
on the last shift. Wanted to get onto that Promenade. I
hear the Gul’s still got’m hanging.”

Berat swallowed in sympathy, but he managed to
say, “Well, Sub Halek will hang me if I don’t get these
jobs finished. I don’t know what’s going on, I've just
got my orders. Look at this—1 almost lost a finger on
the last job, I'm supposed to be off shift already, and
I’ve still got the starboard lock to check out after this
one. I shouldn’t even still have to be on duty, with this
hand!”

The familiar sound of griping allayed the sentry’s
misgivings. “Well, I suppose. You got your orders, I
guess.” He stepped aside to let Berat at the airlock,
watched as he set down the heavy tool kit, got out the
pressure gauge. !

Berat could feel the eyes on the back of his neck, the =
guard watching. What was he going to do now? “Flakk
it!” he swore feelingly, imitating the language of the
lower deck, “Not another leak! That’s the second one
today! Now I'll have to replace the seals! I’'m gonna be =
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on duty till next year with all these farking airlocks to
work on!”

He continued to complain as he unpacked his kit,
hoping the sentry wouldn’t notice when he turned
casually to the security access panel.

But the guard didn’t back out of his way. “Say,
don’t I know you? Aren’t you—"

As if he were reaching for a tool in his belt, Berat
pulled out the phaser, turned and fired before the
guard’s suspicions could fully materialize. The man
crumpled to the deck. Time was crucial now. Cursing
his injured hand, Berat put the phaser back in his belt
before he got the panel open and switched off the
security alarm.

Then he hit the control pad, and the door rolled
open. Inside the chamber, it seemed like a full minute
before the pressure sensors flashed the stationside
light and he could activate the other door. He was just
about to hit the control to open it when he remem-
bered—there was a security alarm on the station side,
too!

Fighting panic, he told himself, Stop. Think. But
any minute now, someone could come by and look
down the access corridor. See him getting away. And
the sentry—when was he going to wake up? In five
minutes? Ten?

The sentry was the most immediate problem. He
was alive and breathing strongly. Berat opened the
shipside door and dragged the guard inside the lock
with him, then, deliberately, took out the phaser and
stunned him again, making sure he wasn’t going to be
able to interfere. Next, he wedged the pry bar into the
track to block the door if anyone tried to open it.

Now, if he was lucky, he’d bought himself enough
time. He peered through the stationside door into the
corridor. There, only a meter away, was the security
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panel with the switch to shut off the emergency alarm.

But it might as well have been on the other side of the

docking ring for all the good it did him here, on this
side of the lock.

No, he had to do it the hard way. Working quickly,

ignoring the pain in his bleeding hand, Berat removed
the door’s control pad to get access to the circuitry.
The alarm was set to go off whenever the door was
activated. The two lines were linked: he could sever
the circuit, but then the door wouldn’t open. Even
worse, cutting that circuit would set off a malfunction
alarm that would instantly alert the station’s mainte-
nance crew.

He studied the complex branching network for a
moment, to make sure of what he was doing. It wasn’t
such a difficult job, but only if you knew which circuit
was which. For obvious security reasons, none of
them were marked. Cutting the wrong one, even
touching it with his probe, would set off the very
alarm he was trying to silence.

His hands were sweaty. He wiped them on his
greasy fatigues. Then he severed the circuits, to the
maintenance alarm first and then the security line.
The door control had to be reconnected, next, bypass-
ing the other circuits, directly from the power node.

Automatically, when he was finished, he replaced
the access panel. Then he took a breath, hit the control
pad. The stationside door rolled open with a faint
hiss.

Berat looked out into the corridor. It was empty. In
fact, it looked like it had been deserted. Most of the
lights were off-line, panels were missing, and there
were black stains on the walls and ceilings that looked

like smoke. There’d been rumors that when the occu-

pation troops pulled out of DS-Nine, they’d trashed
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the station, wrecked it. Now it looked like the rumors
had been true.

But no guards. Only the sensor mounted at the top
of one wall, which would let station security track him
wherever he went. But—he paused. With the condi-
tion the rest of the hall was in, these monitors might
not even be functioning.

Berat hadn’t given much thought, in his panic, to
what he was going to do when he was on the other side
of the airlock. Where he was going to go, how he was
going to hide—a Cardassian on a station full of
Bajorans! He couldn’t go back to face Gul Marak’s
mercy, not now. But for the first time, he realized that
he might have stepped into something even worse.
He’d heard what the terrorists did to Cardassians. He
might end up begging Gul Marak to hang him.

He glanced nervously back at the shipside door, at
the sentry who might start stirring soon. No, he
couldn’t go back, no matter what, and he was almost
out of time.

Grabbing his tool kit, he stepped out of the lock
into the station corridor. The security sensor was his
first priority. Quickly, he pulled out his diagnostic
probe and discovered it was, in fact, nonfunctional.
Relief almost made him dizzy. For once, luck was
going his way!

Now if it would only last. One thing was clear. He
couldn’t stay in this section, not where the Swift
Striker was docked. As soon as he was reported
missing, as soon as the sentry woke up, the Gul would
have guards out after him—

He ran.

When he reached the first branch corridor, Berat
glanced back the way he’d come, listening for the
sounds of pursuit, but he heard nothing. No guards,
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no one chasing him. Not Marak’s deck patrol or
station security.

He started to wonder. What if the deck patrol ran
into station security? Into a Bajoran security force?
That might be his best chance! And this corridor
looked like it was in even worse repair than the other.
Certainly ships hadn’t been docking regularly at this
pylon!

He could hide here. Not only was the place de-
serted, there were cargo bays, lifts, access shafts—just
like there’d been on Farside Station. Where he knew
every kilometer of them. All Cardassian space sta-
tions were built on the same general plans.

Cautiously, apprehension making his hands tingle,
he probed the nearest security sensor. This one wasn’t
working, either. A circuit burned out. Just a basic
repair job. And he had the tools with him, here on his
belt.

He popped off the panel, started to probe. There it
was. The whole junction node burned out. Well, he
could fix that, too. A new unit, a few connections, and
that was it. He could have done the job in half the
time, if he hadn’t constantly been stopping to listen to
the sound of imaginary footsteps in pursuit. A quick
check with the probe, and, yes, the monitor was
working again!

Now when the Gul sent the deck patrol after him
they might run into something!

Then Berat ducked into a deserted cargo bay and
into the power-conduit shaft he knew would be there.
He started to crawl, to find some place where he could
hide. And rest.

Finally, to get some rest.




CHAPTER
7

IN THE DS-NINE SECURITY OFFICE, Constable Odo sat at
a desk surrounded by banks of surveillance monitors,
some of them lit up with schematic displays, some of
them blank. At the moment, he was staring at one
particular display. Now, that was peculiar! Sensors in
a whole section down on pylon six had just come back
on-line. How had that happened?

Under ordinary circumstances, he would have sim-
ply made a note to have the anomaly checked out by
maintenance. But these were hardly ordinary circum-
stances, not with the recent bombing incident. And
pylon six was currently where the Cardassian warship
was berthed.

Immediately, Odo made an urgent call to Major
Kira. Alone in his office, his attention engaged on his
work, the shape-shifter had slowly allowed his fea-
tures to blur until his appearance was only generally
humanoid, although it retained all functional aspects
of the form. By the time Kira answered, he had
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resumed his usual aspect, close enough to Bajoran to
pass at first glance.

“Major, there’s an anomaly in section nine, pylon
six.” ‘

Kira was on duty in Ops. The place had been quiet,
with technicians working at their stations. But hearing
Odo, she started, and her hand made an instinctive
move toward her phaser. Pylon six: that was the
Cardassian ship! With an effort, she controlled her
reaction. If Odo had said “anomaly,” he didn’t mean
a riot or a Cardassian invasion.

The constable went on. “Sensors in the section have
all been burned out since the Cardassians wrecked the
place. Now they’re functioning again. And I don’t
think there’s a repair crew scheduled to be in that
section.”

Kira shrugged. “Call Chief O’Brien and make sure
about the maintenance schedule. Then get down there
and check it out,” she ordered. “I’ll meet you.”

She was just starting toward the transporter pad
when the communications tech called out, “Major!
There’s an urgent message from the Swift Striker. Gul
Marak is demanding to talk to the commander.” 1

Kira paused. With Sisko off duty, she, as the rank-
ing officer in Ops, would normally handle such com-
munications. Of course, in an emergency, Sisko could
be paged, but no one had said anything about this
situation being an emergency. And why should that
Cardassian be making demands, anyway? \

With an unmistakable set to her jaw, Kira said
quickly, “I’ll take it,” as she strode over to the master
console.

The furious face of Gul Marak was immediately
displayed on the main viewscreen. As he saw who was
facing him, his thin lips drew back from his teeth with

62 |

B e e




F

BETRAYAL

distaste. “I said I wanted to speak to the Federation
commander.”

Kira concealed her own loathing only a little more
effectively. She snapped stiffly, “I’'m Major Kira, first
officer on this station. Commander Sisko isn’t avail-
able.”

Marak’s nostrils flared as he took a breath. Reluc-
tantly, he said, “A deserter has just escaped from my
ship onto the station, through the emergency airlock. I
insist that you return the criminal immediately.”

Kira felt a warm vengeful glow in being able to say
with absolute truth, “We have no report of a
Cardassian deserter on this station.”

“This man is a traitor and a murderer! He’s armed
and dangerous. He’s brutally murdered his superior
officer and assaulted a sentry.”

“I’ll inform our security office about the situation,”
Kira replied shortly, conceding nothing. “We will, of
course, investigate your charges.”

Marak looked as if he was going to say something
intemperate, but his image abruptly disappeared from
the screen.

Kira still felt the warmth of satisfaction as she
signed off and logged in the exchange. Thwarting
Marak had given her more pleasure than anything
since the time she held off three Cardassian warships
with not much more than hand phasers and bluff.

A murderer. You're a murderer, Marak. All your
breed are murderers. Nevertheless, she had to admit
that having a rogue Cardassian armed and at large on
DS9 was a dangerous situation. If Marak’s story was
true. But she had reason to believe it might well be.
More than that, she was willing to bet that it might
have something to do with Odo’s report of an “anom-
aly” in section nine on pylon six. The emergency
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airlock to the Cardassian ship was on section eight,
just one level above. But of course she had said
nothing about any of this to Marak. He had no need to
know about security arrangements on DS9. And there
was no real evidence to connect the two incidents.
Other than coincidence.

“Inform the security office about the report of a
Cardassian deserter,” she told the comm tech as she
went quickly to the transporter pad. Then, “Beam me
down to section nine, pylon six.”

Odo was waiting for her. “Did you contact
O’Brien?” she asked.

“He said the only repair teams he had down here
were to check out the airlock systems and the
turbolifts. That work was already completed before
the ship docked.”

“Well, this whole situation may be more compli-
cated. Gul Marak claims an armed Cardassian desert-
er has come onto the station through the emergency
airlock on section eight. He may be hiding somewhere
around here.”

Odo’s expression managed to show concern.
“Armed?”’

“Marak claims the man murdered his superior and
assaulted a guard, then escaped through the lock.”

“But . . . there was no alarm!”

“Another malfunction?” Kira speculated.

“This is my fault!” Odo exclaimed through
clenched teeth. “I take full responsibility. When the
ship docked here, I forgot about the emergency lock!
Most of the ships that come here aren’t configured to
use it.”

“So it wasn’t guarded?”’

“No. And the sensor array in that section wasn’t
even working!”
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Kira glanced at the monitors overhead. ‘“But now
these sensors are working? What about the monitor at
the emergency airlock?”

Odo quickly checked his security padd. “No sensor
function.”

Kira shook her head. “This just doesn’t make sense.
Have you checked these sensors out? Do we know why
they just came back on-line?”

“My probe reveals normal functioning, that’s all.
I've asked Chief O’Brien to come and look at them.
Maybe he can tell if there’s been any tampering.”

“Good. But first, we’d better take a look at this
emergency airlock,” Kira said grimly.

But nothing in the lower corridor seemed wrong or
out of place. Kira stared at the closed airlock door.
Just on the other side of that lock was the Cardassian
ship. So close. She had to shut her eyes for a moment.

“Major?”

She opened them again. “Sorry.”

She looked at the wall panel. “You say the security
alarm didn’t go off. Was it set? Is it broken?”’

But a quick look inside the panel showed the alarm
switch was properly set. If someone had gone through
the lock, it should have gone off. “You can’t switch it
off from inside the lock. So how did he get through?”
Kira demanded, frustrated.

“Unless the deserter had someone on the station
helping him. To switch the alarm off from this side.”

Kira scowled at the thought of a conspiracy between
a Cardassian and someone on the station.

“Or unless . ..” Odo flipped on his probe, then
hissed through his teeth. “It’s not functioning, either!
But—if the alarm isn’t working, then the door
shouldn’t open, either. At least, it’s not supposed to.
So no one should have been able to come out this
way.”
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“Maybe they didn’t. Maybe this is all some trick of
Marak’s,” Kira said slowly.

They stared at each other. There was one way to
find out. Kira took a breath, then hit the airlock
control pad. But the door remained closed, and in-
stead of the security alarm, she heard the louder buzz
of the hazard warning, and the door panel flashed red
in Cardassian script that both Kira and Odo could
read:

PRESSURIZATION FAILURE
AIRLOCK INACTIVATED

They looked at each other again. This situation was
getting harder and harder to make any sense of. ,
“We could override it,” Odo suggested unenthusias-
tically, but neither of them wanted to make the
attempt. Pressurization failure was no trivial matter

on a space station.

What was going on? The airlock malfunctioning, no |

alarm, broken sensors suddenly working again.

“Do you think, somehow, that you could be getting
false readings?”’ Kira asked Odo.

He checked his probe again. “I don’t see how. But, I
suppose it’s possible. In this situation, anything seems
possible.”

Kira inhaled with a sharp hiss of frustration. Where
was O’Brien? She hit her communicator. “Kira to
O’Brien. Have you checked those security monitors in
section nine?”’

The ensign’s good-humored voice came over the
link. “I’m here right now. It looks like someone’s been
repairing our security sensor grid.”

“Are you sure?”

“Oh, absolutely. I can see where one of the nodes
had been fried. Somebody’s fixed it, put in a nice new
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unit. Not a bad job, either. Wish I knew who it was—1I
could use the help around here.”

Sometimes Kira could find O’Brien’s cheerful man-
ner irritating. But she only said, “Could you come
down to section eight, to the emergency airlock?
Something strange is going on here.”

“I’ll be right there.”

O’Brien came up via the turbolift a few minutes
later. He stared at the hazard warning, still flashing,
then took out his engineering tricorder to probe the
situation. After a moment: ‘“Well, it seems that we
may have a leaky seal somewhere, but no major
depressurization. I think we can take a look.” He
keyed in the sequence to override, and the warning
light stopped flashing.

“What about the security alarm?” Kira asked him.
“0Odo’s probe says it’s not functioning.”

O’Brien went to the panel. “He’s right, it’s not.
Now, that’s damned odd.” He turned to the door
control pad, swept it with his tricorder. “Damned
odd.”

“What do you mean?”

“These are on the same circuit. That control pad
shouldn’t be working. You shouldn’t even have gotten
that warning. Hell of a way to set up a system, if you
ask me, but that’s the way the Cardies wanted it to
work.”

He went back to the panel, opened it up, and probed
around inside for a few minutes. “Everything normal
here.”
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