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Introduction:
‘“What We Left Behind”

When Star Trek: Deep Space Nine debuted in 1993, we had no
idea how big a part of our lives it would become. For seven years,
we ate, drank, and slept Deep Space Nine, gathering the details that
one day would appear within our book, the Star Trek: Deep Space
Nine Companion. Watching those 176 hours of television over and
over again could have become an onerous chore. But it never did,
thanks to the largely unsung efforts of the brilliant writers, the
phenomenal actors, and all those behind-the-scenes people whose
names, we suspect, too few viewers remember. The show kept get-
ting better and better, with storylines that grew ever richer and
more complex. The primary characters came to feel like friends,
completely capturing our hearts, And not since Shakespeare has a
more fascinating group of spear-carriers supported the ranks.

When the series completed its seven-season run, the two of us
would have gone into serious withdrawal if we hadn’t had our
temporary crutch. For nearly a year after the series ended, we con-
tinued to be absorbed in completing the work on that doorstop of
a tome mentioned above. During those months, we could almost
imagine that the characters were still around. While we were writ-
ing, Kira commanded a daily portion of our lives. Odo insinuated
his way into every conversation. Garak skulked about in our heads
as we reviewed the galleys.

Then we finished the Companion, and our connection to those
characters was severed. Marco Palmieri and the other fine folks at
Pocket Books launched a series of wonderful novels that move the
characters forward, exploring their lives after the close of the Do-
minion War, after Sisko had joined the Prophets, after Odo had gone
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home. But still we missed that seven-year period when they all were
together on the station, living their day-to-day lives. When O’Brien
could count on meeting Bashir at Quark’s for an evening round of
darts. When Jake and Nog could hang out together, their legs dan-
gling above the Promenade. When the characters were learning as
much about one another as we were learning about them.

Now, thanks to this book, we have brand-new stories from that
extraordinary period that bring our friends back to us, exactly as
they were.

Some of these stories convey the moments that must have taken
place for the characters, either between scenes or between
episodes, but that we didn’t get to see on-screen: The triumphant
moment when Nog makes a decision that will change the course
of his life; The bittersweet moment when Jadzia opens her mind to
the prospect of a future of hope, rather than numbing sorrow.

Some of the stories take the characters into new adventures that
would have made wonderful episodes of their own: A visit from
the former chief of security on Deep Space 9 draws Odo into a
compelling mystery; Romance leads Quark to a not-so-pleasant
realization about his true nature; Garak sends a fascinating com-
munication to Doctor Bashir . . . but would you expect anything
less than fascinating from the likes of Garak? Particularly in a story
written by the plain, simple tailor’s alter ego, Andy Robinson?

AsVic Fontaine once observed, “Nothing lasts forever”” But on
the pages that follow, you’ll find everything it takes to get you back
into the “zone” (as O’Brien might have put it), at least for a while.

Depends how fast you read, pallie.

Terry J. Erdmann and Paula M. Block
Los Angeles,
March 2003



Revisited
Part One

Anonymous



The author gratefully acknowledges the work of Michael Taylor, upon
whose Star Trek: Deep Space Nine script, “The Visitor,” this story is
based.



It was raining in the bayou that night.

Softly pelting the window pane, the droplets merged and ran
together over the glass, weaving a veil of streaming silver, the
rivulets becoming incandescent against occasional flashes of distant
lightning. In those instances, fleeting glimpses of dense greenery
outside the old house became possible, but then vanished just as
quickly, leaving only the delayed echo of the lightning to fill the
void beyond the rain.

Jake Sisko treasured such nights; the storm had come as a pleas-
ant surprise. He hadn’t expected it, although he should have. Such
things were foreseeable, after all—had been for centuries. But even
now, in his advanced years, Jake found he still cherished his uncer-
tainty of what the next day, the next hour, the next moment,
would bring, especially when looking back over a life in which
past, present, and future so often seemed to merge and run to-
gether.

Almost without thinking, Jake reached for the baseball on his
desk, gnarled fingers brushing its old worn hide, tracing the path of
its stitching before his hand closed around it. It felt good against
his palm, as it always did; a simple pleasure in his old age. Playfully,
he tossed it in the air, his hand staying open to catch it when grav-
ity called it back.

As the ball reached the apex of its short flight, the door chimed.

Jake caught the baseball and half-turned toward the sound,
wondering who would be calling at such a late hour, and on such
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a night. He returned the baseball to its pedestal, got up, and crossed
the living room to the door.

There was a face framed in the diamond window—a young
woman, by the look of her, and soaked to the bone. Jake tsked to
himself as he hit the touchpad on the wall, and the double doors
parted.

“May I help you?” Jake asked.

The young woman stared fixedly at him, her big round eyes
conveying both optimism and awkwardness. She’d draped a shawl
of some kind over her head—futile protection from the plump,
heavy rain. “Sorry to bother you. It’s just that ...I've been ...”

Jake noticed a nasty cut on her forehead. He ushered her inside
and the doors closed. “You're hurt,” he said, relieving her of the
drenched shawl.

The young woman touched her forehead, saw the blood on her
fingertips. “Yeah, I must have scraped myself on a branch.”

“Ah, that’s what happens when you go tromping around the
bayou in the middle of the night,” Jake said good-naturedly, guid-
ing her toward the fireplace and laying the wet shawl over the back
of the couch. “Come, warm yourself by the fire. I have a first aid
kit around here somewhere. Now, where is it ... ?”” Spotting the kit
across the room on a high shelf, Jake went to retrieve it. “So what
are you doing out here, anyway?”

His guest drew back some stray wet locks of blond hair behind
her ears and tried to sound confident. “I'm a writer,” she said.
Then, reconsidering her statement, she admitted, “At least, I want
to be. And the truth is . . . I was looking for you.”

“Oh?”

“You are Jake Sisko . . .the writer?”

eSS

“I can’t believe I'm really here. Talking to you. Youre my fa-
vorite author of all time.”

Jake smiled wryly as he took out the dermal regenerator and ac-
tivated it over her wound. “You should read more.”

“I mean it. Your books—they’re so insightful ...”
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“I'm glad you like them.” Jake withdrew the device and re-
turned it to the kit. “There. Good as new.”

“Thank you.”

Jake wondered if she had any idea how eager she sounded.
Probably not. But it was flattering, nonetheless. “You certainly have
gone to a lot of trouble to tell me what you think of my books.”

She blushed. “A friend of mine recommended Anslem to me
and I read it straight through, twice in one night.”

Jake blinked. “Twice? In one night?” His first novel, written
decades ago when he was still a teenager, under what he consid-
ered to be disturbing circumstances at best, had almost never seen
the light of day. It was years before he’d come to terms with what
had happened and accepted the idea that Anslem was, in fact,
wholly his own, despite the taint of Onaya.

“It made me want to read everything you'd ever written,” she
went on. “And I did! Your novels, your short stories, your plays,
your poetry, your essays ...’

Jake brought over a blanket and draped it across her shoulders.
“You don’t look worse for the wear.”

“You're joking, I know that. But I want you to know, you've
given me so much joy. You’ve made me think. I don’t know how
else to explain it ..

Jake held up a hand.“That’s all right. I appreciate the sentiment.
There’s no higher praise you could offer me. What’s your name?”

She looked embarrassed. “Oh, God, I'm sorry. It’s Melanie.”

“Well, Melanie, I'm gonna get us some tea. Make yourself at
home,” he told her, and went into the kitchen.

Minutes later, he returned with the tea tray to find Melanie
studying his bookshelf. “See anything you haven’t read?” he asked
as he set the tray down.

She turned to him and shook her head. “No, I own every one
of these. Although,” she added with a hint of wistfulness, her gaze
returning to the gold-embossed spines, “‘just seeing the titles brings
back memories of reading them for the first time.”

“And there’s only one first time for everything, isn’t there? I
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hope you like Tarkalean,” he said as he poured. “An old friend of
mine was quite fond of it.”

Melanie joined him on the couch. “Thank you,” she said as she
accepted the cup. She took a sip and smiled. “It’s wonderful.”

He lifted his cup and nodded. “Just what the doctor ordered.”
Jake sipped his tea and regarded her. She shifted nervously. So eager.
Was I ever that young?

“I read a biography about you,” she said at length. “It said you
started writing when you were a boy.”

“Is that what you came to find out?” Jake asked.

Melanie hesitated, then looked down and shook her head. “Not
really” Silence settled between them. Jake waited. Then she said,
“Can I ask you something?”

Jake nodded.

“In all your writings, you never talk about the station where
you grew up. About Deep Space 9. Why not?”

“Oh, that,” he chuckled, shrugging dismissively. “Well, really,
what would be the point? There’s so much out there already. The
declassified logs of the crew alone ...

“That’s the official record,” Melanie said. “And you’re right,
everyone knows that stuft, its well documented. I just thought
you'd have something to add. I mean, you of all people ...”

“Now, what could I possibly add to the official record?”

“Only everything it doesn’t have!” She laughed, sounding in-
credulous. “All the writing you did during your years there and
since—I’m just amazed that none of it was about those people,
those times. . . . It seems like it must have been a formative chapter
of your life, and yet you never write about it.”

Jake sighed and set down his cup, leaning forward with his el-
bows resting on his knees. “Every chapter of our lives is formative.
You realize that when you get to be my age. You look back on
your life with the idea of trying to pin down the single most cru-
cial moment, the one that set your life on its path, and brought you
to where you are . . . and you suddenly realize that they were all
crucial. Each moment affects every one that follows it, like a drop
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of water hitting a window; or a baseball thrown at a batter. . . ” Jake
drifted off, lost in memory.

Melanie was watching him carefully. “There’s more to it, isn’t
there?” she asked. “There’s so much more to those days than is
generally known.”

Jake looked back at her and shrugged. “Maybe a little.”

“Tell me,” she said. “Please?”

Jake leaned back, considering the unexpected request, and the
stranger who was making it. “So you came for a story,” he said,
nodding in approval. “And here I am, thinking after all these years
that maybe it’s time I shared with someone those things that only a
few people know about, the stories that happened between the
stories, and those that came after.”

Jake reached for the kettle and refilled her cup. Then he settled
back into the couch, and with his visitor listening, he began his
tales.
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It was a time to sing.

Alone in her chambers, Kai Opaka stood at the narrow win-
dow, her eyes closed against the breeze. She smiled slightly as she
listened to the distant voices of the gathering multitude united in
song. Opening her eyes, she looked out over the domes and spires
and verdant gardens of Ashalla, watching as the people below
flocked to the foot of the steps leading up to the ancient
monastery. The meek and the strong, peacemakers and freedom
fighters, farmers and politicians—from every village, from every
province they had come to hear what she had to say.

The sound of a bell rang softly behind her. Without turning, she
called out and bade her visitor to enter.

She heard the door open and close again. “Eminence,” a voice said.

Opaka smiled, still watching the crowd. “How often must I re-
mind you that I have never cared for that title, Tanin? Especially
from you.” ,

“I ask your forgiveness, Kai. My old mind is not what it once
was.”

She almost laughed. ““I think, old friend, that you have probably
forgotten more than I can remember, and remember far more that
I will ever know.”

“Indeed. Then perhaps you can mention that to my wife when
you see her next.”

Opaka did laugh then, but she never took her eyes from her
people. Their voices continued to float up to her.
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“The day is finally upon us,” she said after a moment.

“So it would appear.”

“You have doubts?”

“Not of what has happened .. ”

“But...?”

Tanin hesitated. He had served Opaka as her teacher, her advi-
sor, her supporter and her friend for decades. To find himself sud-
denly conflicted by her judgment could not have been easy for
him.

But then, she reflected, these are uneasy times.

“The prophecies aren’t always clear,” Tanin admitted. “The path
of Prophets even less so ...

“Which is why faith is faith, and not mathematics,” Opaka said.

“ ... But what you are about to tell them will put that faith to
the test in ways not even the prophecies have foretold.”

“Is that what concerns you? That our faith may not endure this
test?”

“Sulan,” Tanin said softly. Opaka turned away from the window
to look at him. He seldom used her given name anymore, not
since she became kai. “Are you sure about this? He is an alien. A
nonbeliever . . ”

Opaka smiled again and lowered her eyes. She went to him and
took his hand, lifting it slowly to her exposed left ear. Surprised by
the gesture of intimacy, Tanins hand actually trembled as he
pinched her lobe between his thumb and forefinger. He closed his
eyes as her pagh opened to him.

Opaka watched his face, his sharp intake of breath, then felt his
fingers relax. His eyes opened and focused again as he released her.

“This is a strange path,” Tanin whispered.

The kai took her old friend’s arm and smiled up at him. “But
we need not walk it alone.”

Major Kira Nerys stood among the faithful, her eyes fixed on the
man standing nearby.
She had returned to Bajor—together with Terok Nor’s new
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Starfleet administrator, Commander Benjamin Sisko, Sisko’s young
son Jake, and the space station’s CMO, Dr. Julian Bashir. They had
come to show support for Kai Opaka’s call for global unity. Much
of Bajor was still split into squabbling factions in the wake of the
Cardassian withdrawal, and the provisional government was having
a hard time holding the shattered pieces of the planet together.
From the border disputes between Paqu and Navot, to conflicting
reconstruction and resource priorities, to the divisions created by
the government’s decision to petition for membership in the Fed-
eration—a decision Kira herself had opposed vehemently—Bajor
was dangerously close to civil war. Kira had been convinced, as she
had told Sisko not long after his arrival, that Opaka’s intercession
was the only hope Bajor had of getting through this turbulent
time. L

So Sisko had gone to ask Opaka for her help. And while Kira
still had no knowledge of what had passed between them, the kai
had remained in seclusion. And the commander ...

Sisko had returned to the station—renamed Deep Space 9 by
Starfleet as if it made a damn bit of difference to the people who
had suffered and died there during the last twenty-odd years. He
brought with him the Orb of Prophecy and Change.

Kira still couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t even known that any of
the Orbs had been saved from the Cardassians. When she learned
Sisko was in possession of the last one on Bajor, her first thought
was that he must have taken it forcibly from the kai, claiming it for
his own, just as the Cardassians had done with the other eight
Tears of the Prophets. But no, her contacts at the monastery were
clear: Kai Opaka had, beyond all reason, bade Sisko to take the
Orb with him.

And not long after that . . . everything changed.

Sisko had discovered the wormhole—a stable subspace conduit
into the unexplored Gamma Quadrant—located inside the Bajo-
ran system itself. Kira had seen the implications of the discovery
immediately—Bajor was suddenly at a flashpoint of change for this
part of the galaxy. This was an opportunity for her world to rise up
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from the ashes of the Occupation in a way no one had ever imag-
ined.

Then, as news of the discovery began to spread, word came
from the monastery—Opaka’s seclusion was at an end. She was
ready to speak to the people. And she wished to do so with Sisko
at her side.

Sisko . ..

A silence fell over the crowd. Kira shifted nervously, her fingers
brushing the newly cropped stubble on the back of her neck as
the monastery doors swung open. Kai Opaka emerged from the
building. She descended its steps, with an old vedek leaning on
her arm, two prylars following behind. She looked older than
when Kira had seen her last, but her eyes were full of hope. Kira
wondered who was supporting whom, or if they were supporting
each other.

The assemblage called to her as one. Cries of “Opaka! Opaka!”
echoed through Ashalla and, Kira suspected, throughout the valley.
Opaka smiled at the sea of faces. Just seeing her gave them com-
fort—she was a fire, Kira knew, that burned away all fear and
doubt.

The crowd fell silent as Opaka stopped in front of Sisko. Kira
watched as a smile spread across the commander’s face.

“It is good to see you again, Emissary,” said the kai.

Sisko’s face fell.

Kira’s eyes widened.

A murmur spread through the crowd. Kira felt her palms begin-
ning to sweat. Gotta be a mistake. She can’t possibly have said—

She heard the mumbling questions all around her, questions that
were now hammering her own mind.

The wormhole—the wormhole is the Celestial Temple? This is the ful-
fillment of the Prophecy of the Emissary? Sisko encountered the Prophets?

Who is this man?

“Kai Opaka,” Sisko stammered, but his words were swallowed
up by the noise of the crowd. _

Opaka offered Sisko a knowing smile. Kira caught the look and
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she realized that the kai had deliberately provoked the uproar that
was now surging through the crowd. “Thank you for coming,”
Opaka shouted over the tumult, speaking directly to Sisko.

She—she really believes it. Her face . . .

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” Sisko yelled back. “But about this
emissary business ..

“Time enough for that later,” said the kai, looking out over the
assemblage. Kira noted some people breaking from the crowd and
running back into the city. They stopped to speak to a group of
pedestrians along the way, pointing back to the dais—which, in
turn, set the newcomers running toward the monastery.

“I see that more are arriving and, I suspect,.many more are to
follow;” the kai observed wryly. She turned to the prylars. “Let us
delay the address for now.”

“Kai?” said the vedek at her side.

“Just a few hours,” Opaka elaborated. “Our people are nothing
if not patient, and it seems as though more will soon be inclined to
gather here.” She turned back to Sisko. “In the meantime, I'd like
you and your friends to have a tour of the city. You should get to
know the people, and our world. My dear friend Vedek Tanin will
guide you.”

Tanin bowed his acceptance of Opaka’s will. Sisko looked un-
certain. But what he told her was, “We’'d love to.”

The prylars began to disperse the crowd while Tanin led the
group from the space station away. Kira followed, trying to control
her breathing as she rubbed her sweating palms on the sides of her
uniform. She turned around once to look at the kai . .. and was
shocked to see that Opaka was looking back at her.

Kira turned away and forced herself to keep moving.

Emissary .. .?

The crowd around her continued to thin as people ran off to
spread the news. Soon, she knew, the whole planet would be
buzzing. Before Kira’s eyes, the doorway to the future had swung
wide open, and the doorway to the past had slammed shut forever.

L SR
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The scars of the Occupation were everywhere.

Sisko could see that Ashalla had once been a city of breathtak-
ing beauty, possessing a serenity that not even the Cardassians
could expunge completely. Nevertheless, the last fifty years had left
their mark on the city. From a distance, it hadn’t looked so bad. Up
close, the level of devastation was astonishing.

As the group was led down streets strewn with rubble, Ben-
jamin Sisko draped an arm over his son’s shoulders.

“The Cardassians did this?” Jake asked.

“They did,” his father confirmed.

“Why do we have to be here?” Jake looked up at Sisko, his eyes
pleading.

“We’ve been over this, Jake-O,” Sisko said. He knew the sud-
denness of his new assignment had taken Jake off guard. Having
spent the last two years reestablishing ties with family and friends
back home after the destruction of the Saratoga, Jake had had to
leave all that behind so that Sisko could accept a posting beyond
the edge of Federation space. So far, the transition hadn’t been an
easy one. “We're here today to support Kai Opaka in a call for
planetary unity,” Sisko went on. “Besides, I thought you'd enjoy
getting away from the station and into some fresh air. It’s a new
world, Jake! Don’t you find that exciting?”

“I guess,” Jake murmured.

Sisko’s forehead creased. This adjustment may take a little longer
than I thought.

The group halted near a nondescript structure as their tour guide,
Vedek Tanin, gestured toward a narrow opening in one corner of
the building’s exposed foundation. “Do you see that archway?” the
vedek asked. '

“I see it,” Jake said, his tone of voice conveying his complete
lack of interest. Sisko winced. Jake’s first trip to Bajor was not
going as well as he’d hoped.

“What is it?” asked Julian Bashir. The doctor was quite a bit
more excited than Jake, for which Sisko was grateful. The last thing
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he wanted to do was offend the Bajorans this early in their rela-
tionhip.

“The building that used to stand here was a warehouse,” Tanin
explained, “until the Cardassians destroyed it, along with many
others, when they withdrew. But the foundation is much, much
older. That archway leads to a network of catacombs that runs un-
derneath the city”

“Like where they bury dead people?” Jake asked. His interest
was suddenly piqued.

Tanin nodded. “Some of the earliest kais,” he said, “along with
some vedeks and others revered for their faith.”

“Can we see them?” Jake asked hopefully.

Sisko saw Kira smile sadly at the boy’s curiosity. “Perhaps later,”
the vedek said. “But we wouldn’t be able to venture in too far; we
might never find our way out.”

“Why?” Bashir asked. “Haven’t the tunnels been mapped?”

“The catacombs are a labyrinth. Knowledge of them was lost to
us for centuries and they fell into legend. During the Occupation
they were rediscovered by members of the resistance, and only
now is the significance of the find becoming public.”

At mention of the resistance, Sisko and Bashir both looked at
Kira. Shifting uncomfortably, obviously not expecting to share
Tanin’s task as guide, she said, “Uh, a resistance cell found the
opening about five years ago and started using the tunnels as a
bolt-hole. No one ever went in too far—the tunnels seemed to
extend for fessijens, and there hasn’t been time to chart them
safely.”

Bashir’s brow furrowed. “But sensors—"’

“There are refractory minerals below ground in this region that
inhibit sensor scans,” Kira explained. “That’s what made the tun-
nels ideal for hiding from the Cardassians.”

“We hope to chart them by more conventional means at some
point,” Tanin said, and then gestured at the battered city around

him. “But, as you can see, we have other priorities right now.”
“Who built them?” asked Sisko.
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“My forebears,” Tanin answered. “They were constructed many
millennia ago. One of the legends surrounding them—and which
may explain why knowledge of the catacombs was eventually
lost—is that ancient Bajorans used them to seek the wisdom of the
Prophets.”

“How did they do that?” Jake asked.

“If a believer had lost her faith,” the vedek said, “she would de-
scend into the catacombs to look for it. Supposedly, the lost soul
would wander in the darkness until the Prophets touched her, and
only then would she return to the light above. For that reason, the
catacombs are known as The Paths of the Lost.”” When his
listeners didn’t say anything, the old vedek smiled. “Its quite a
lovely metaphor, actually”

The tour moved on and, while they walked,Vedek Tanin paused
in his recitation of the local points of interest to address Sisko di-
rectly. “I just want to say,” he offered in a quiet voice, “that I am
honored to meet you, Emissary.”

Sisko fought the urge to roll his eyes. Instead, he gave the vedek
an uncomfortable smile.

Tanin hesitated as if he had something more he wanted to say. It
took him several moments, during which the tour group neared
the end of the street. As they came upon an intersection, the vedek
turned to Sisko once more.

“Emissary,” Tanin said, bowing his head. “If it would not be too
presumptuous . . . would you offer me your blessing?”

“Blessing?” Sisko asked. He caught Bashir’s confused expression,
then shot a look at Major Kira, his eyes practically begging his first
officer to bail him out somehow.

Kira stared back at him, her expression unreadable.

Sisko shifted uncomfortably. He tapped Vedek Tanin lightly on
the shoulder, hoping that was enough.

Tanin lifted his head, a look of complete contentment on his
face. “Thank you, Emissary.”

Sisko licked his lips, unsure of what to say. He really was going
to have to speak to Opaka about this emissary matter; whatever
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messianic figure the Bajorans were waiting for, he was fairly certain
Starfleet wasn’t going to appreciate it when they found out he’d
been tapped for the job. Besides, it made him uncomfortable as
hell.

Bashir finally spoke, breaking the uneasy silence that had settled
on their little group. “What’s that building?” he asked. He was
pointing to a blackened structure that stood out among every
other building in that part of the city.

“That is the Taluno Library,” Tanin said. “It was constructed
over eighteen hundred years ago, and was once the center of learn-
ing in Dakhur Province. The Cardassians set it on fire during an
uprising of Bajoran laborers.”

“No regard for history,” Bashir said under his breath.

Off to the side, Sisko heard Kira grunt, as if to say, “No regard
for anything.”

Tanin reached into a satchel that hung inside his robes and drew
out a small handlight. “I would be pleased to show it to you. There
are aspects of the interior that are still quite extraordinary, despite
the damage.”

Sisko smiled politely. “By all means. Lead the way, Vedek.”

As the group approached the library, they heard a series of ex-
cited shouts coming from the next street over. A group of children
were playing in the street.

Jake’s eyes widened, the sight of other kids seizing his attention.
Kira drew near to him, a wistful smile on her face. “Springball,” she
explained. “It’s a popular sport on Bajor.”

Jake Sisko stood there, mesmerized. Aside from the idea of bod-
ies buried beneath them, this was first sign of genuine interest in
anything Bajoran he’'d shown on the whole trip. Jake hadn’t made
any friends since they’d left Mars. There was only one kid his age
on Deep Space 9 so far, and he was a Ferengi—one with delin-
quent tendencies, at that. Not exactly the kind of influence Sisko
wanted for his son.

Jake turned back to the tour group. He looks, Sisko thought, like
the loneliest boy in the Alpha Quadrant.
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Sisko approached his son, pulled him into a tight embrace, and
kissed him on the top of the head.

“Jake-O,” the commander said, “how’re you doing?”

“Fine,” Jake said. His eyes wandered back to the kids playing in
the street.

“Why don’t you stay and watch the game,” his father suggested.

Jake’s face lit up as he spun out of his father’s bear hug. “Can I?”
the boy asked.

“Sure,” Sisko said. “Have a good time.”

Clearly warmed by his father’s smile, Jake quickly darted off
toward the other children across the way.

Sisko was about to rejoin the tour when he noticed Dr. Bashir
lingering in the doorway of the library.

“Do you want to watch, too?” Sisko asked.

“Oh,” stammered Bashir. “No, sir,I ... um...”

“Go on,” encouraged Sisko. “You can keep an eye on my son.”

Bashir grinned. “Of course, sir. I'd be happy to.” Moving away
from the library, Bashir called out, “Hey, Jake! Wait for me!”

With a final look at his son’s receding back, Sisko turned and
entered the Taluno Library.

The air was stale inside the ancient building. It smelled of old
books and fires that had burned out long ago. Sisko stopped and stood
in the foyer of the ruined building, his senses overwhelmed with the
loss of so much knowledge. Despite the rays of sunlight lancing
through cracks in the damaged roof, the place was quite dark. Making
out details was difficult.

“There used to be a painting on the ceiling,” Tanin indicated, “a
starscape.”

“I saw it once when I was in the resistance,” Kira added in a
quiet voice. “It was beautiful.” '

No one spoke as the vedek shone his handlight across the bro-
ken beams and boiled plaster. Sisko thought he saw some wisps of
blue. It reminded him of the wormhole.

* Kk *
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At the sound of Dr. Bashir calling his name, Jake turned around just
in time to see his father step through the doorway into the old li-
brary. As Bashir came to a stop beside him, offering a friendly grin as
he did, Jake turned his attention back to the game and tried to get a
sense of springball. Brightly colored but crudely drawn scoring and
foul zones decorated three walls of a wide alley, while four children
equipped with paddles stood in the center, chasing after and dodg-
ing the wild ricochets of a small blue ball darting from wall to wall.

Eventually deciding the game had a lot in common with rac-
quetball, Jake narrowly missed catching the ball as it went flying
wildly into the air. It sailed over his head and into the library
through an open basement-level window.

“I’ll get it,” one boy said.

“I’ll go with you,” said a young girl who skipped after him.

Without the ball, the game ground to a sudden halt. It was
about that time that the Bajoran children noticed the aliens watch-
ing them. While their game was in time-out, they turned to Jake
and Bashir as the next best source of entertainment.

“Where are you from?” one child asked.

“What’s your name?” wondered another. “I’m Ferin.”

“Jake Sisko.And this is Dr. Bashir.”

“We’re from Earth,” Bashir added.

“Sisko?” Ferin asked. “Like the Emissary?”

Jake stared at the boy, confused. He had heard Kai Opaka say
something about an emissary back at the monastery, but hadn’t
really been paying attention.

“I'm sorry;” Jake said. “I don’t know what you're talking about.”

“You haven’t heard about the Emissary?” The boy was shocked.
“He found the Celestial Temple and is here to protect Bajor.”

“My dad found a wormbhole,” Jake offered, wondering if they
were confusing his father with someone else.

Eyebrows furrowing as if Jake had just sprouted an extra head,
Ferin evidently decided to move on to more important matters.
“Do you guys want to play, too?”
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“Sure,” Jake said. He grinned.

Bashir said, “I’ll just continue to watch, if that’s all right.”

“Okay,” said Ferin. “I wonder what’s taking them so long to get
the ball.”

Jake turned to face the building.

“The library was constructed using the most advanced techniques
of the time,” Vedek Tanin continued. “Note the complexity of
the walls and columns.”

“Amazing,” Sisko whispered, placing his palm against one of the
great, blackened blocks that formed the outer walls of the library and
finding it cold to the touch. Instead of conventional right angles, the
stones had been meticulously hewn—by hand, it seemed—into a
harmonious variety of curvilinear shapes and somehow fitted to-
gether flawlessly. His mind reeled at the thought of the advanced
mathematics, craftsmanship, and aesthetics that the library’s ancient
builders had combined to create such a structure. Order from chaos, he
thought. But not really chaos at all. . . .

His Starfleet mission briefing had included a great deal of infor-
mation about Bajor, of course. Not just its current political situa-
tion and turbulent recent history, but also its rich and ancient
cultural heritage—how the Bajorans had developed art, science,
and philosophy long before humans had even walked upright.
Reading about it was one thing, though. Experiencing the sheer
power and age of that past as a tangible reality was something else
entirely. \

And, of course, nothing in the briefing had prepared him for the
discovery of the wormhole, or his life-altering encounter with the
beings within it only a few days ago. That led his thoughts, in-
evitably, to Wolf 359, where his heart had lingered for the last two
years. '

When he had first gone to see the kai, Opaka had exposed him
to the Orb of Prophecy and Change—an energy construct of
some kind that not even Dax understood. The Orb showed him a
glimpse of the past—of Jennifer, his dead wife. His heart sank even
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now as he thought of her—so beautiful; so fragile. Her death at
Wolf 359 had plunged him into a chasm of bitterness too deep and
dark to climb out of on his own. His encounter with the worm-
hole aliens had changed him—healed him. He had gone to them
lost and angry, and had returned as a man ready to make peace
with the ghosts of his past.

He loved Jennifer so much. He would always love her, but he
saw now that he had to start living his life again. He owed her that
much. He owed it to Jake, and he owed it to himself.

But now ... What did he owe Bajor? Opaka had been the one
to propel him toward the wormhole aliens with an apparent cer-
tainty that he would encounter them. She had known, somehow,
that by going to them, Sisko would take back his life. She’d even
suggested that his future and that of her people were tied
together.

“Ironic. One who does not wish to be among us is to be the Emissary.”

Emissary. She had used the word again on the monastery steps,
and the reaction of the crowd had been disquieting, to say the
least—as had the look in Vedek Tanin’s eyes when he asked for
Sisko’s blessing. Even Major Kira kept staring at him now. It was
just too much. What did these people expect from him?

Sisko’s thoughts returned to the library when he heard the
voices of children. He turned, and saw two young Bajorans enter

the building.

Kira had strayed to the far side of the room, her thoughts in tur-
moil. She knew the prophecies that formed the bedrock of her
faith as well as any devout Bajoran. She’d known the coming of
the Emissary was an event long anticipated, and that he would be
known by his opening of the Temple gates. Sisko had explained
some of what happened to him inside the wormhole, but for some
reason, until Opaka’s startling words at the monastery, she hadn’t
connected the wormhole to the Celestial Temple. But if they were
really one and the same . ..

Could Opaka be right? And if it was true, what did that mean
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for Bajor? That an alien representing a f;eople Kira considered no
better than the Cardassians should turn out to be the Emissary of
the Prophets—

How did it all happen so fast?

Kira could remember, as a child, looking up into the sky after a
day of backbreaking labor in the Singha refugee camp. She could
remember seeing the light of Terok Nor hanging over Bajor like a
dying star, and wondering bleakly if there was any hope left in the
world. That she herself had, only days ago, given the order pro-
pelling the station to the mouth of the wormhole (the Temple?) was
an irony not lost on Kira, nor the station’s abrupt transformation in
her mind from beacon of despair to one of hope.

Hope. Faith. Sometimes those concepts seemed so hard to take
hold in Kira’s mind. Fighting was easy. Blowing up buildings and
making the Cardassians pay dearly for every inch they stole, every
life they took, all that came naturally to her. But to live through
the age of Ha’mara, the time of the Emissary—it scared her to the
very core of her pagh.

A commotion startled Kira from her thoughts; she saw two
children enter the building. They seemed to be searching for
something.

They took no notice of the group standing in the foyer. “Over
there,” said the boy, moving toward a stairway leading down. The
girl followed him.Vedek Tanin looked as if he was about to say
something, to call out to them.

The children had just taken their first step onto the stairs when
the building exploded.

Jake was being taught how to swing a springball paddle when he
heard the blast. He turned to face the library—everyone did. They
watched in sick fascination as the building began to collapse, en-
gulfed in black smoke and flames.

“Dad!” Jake screamed. Memories of Wolf 359 played out in his
mind. He dropped the paddle and lunged toward the building. He
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would have rushed headlong to his death, but Doctor Bashir
caught him and dragged him away.

“Jake, no!” the doctor shouted. A cloud of dust rushed toward
them as Bashir herded as many children as he could around the
corner of the alley, out of the path of the billowing gray wave. For-
tunately, those out of his reach had the sense to flee on their own.

“Let me go,” Jake pleaded. He pummeled Bashir’s chest.“Please,
my dad’s in there.”

There was a deafening rumble and the street shook beneath
them. The dust cloud spread into the alley, throwing Jake’s vision
into darkness. Jake clung to Bashir, crying, “My dad! My dad!” But
he cotildn’t even hear himself over the screaming around him.

There followed an eerie silence as the ground settled, broken
only by the sounds of coughing and a rain of grit descending on
the alley. Time seemed to slow to a crawl until, finally, Jake sensed
light against his eyelids. He felt himself being pulled again, led
away somewhere. He heard voices, felt himself moving into sun-
light. Eventually someone splashed water into his face. Slowly, as
the grit in his eyes washed away, Jake opened them.

Dr. Bashir, covered from head to foot in a thin layer of gray
dust, looked at him in concern. “Are you all right, Jake?”

Jake said nothing.

“Jake, if you think you’re injured, I need to know now. There
may be people here who need my help.”

Jake’s throat constricted as he tried to form words. “I'm—I'm
okay. But my da—"

Bashir gripped his shoulder. “Jake, I need you to stay put for
now. Can you do that?”

Jake nodded as sobs began to wrack his chest. Bashir squeezed
his shoulder once more and left him, looking for people who may
have been injured.

In the distance, Jake saw a pile of rubble, and could only watch
as a trail of dark smoke rose from it into the clear sky.

x  x %
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Across the city, in the monastery, Kai Opaka felt the ground trem-
ble. She heard the explosion—heard the building collapse. For a
moment it was like she had gone back in time. The Occupation
had never ended—the resistance had lashed out once more at their
oppressors.

Opaka stood at her window, her heart sinking as she saw the
plume of smoke rising over the city. She immediately moved to
her desk and sought out a newsfeed over the comnet. It wasn'’t
long before she found one and saw that it had been the Taluno Li-
brary. The Militia was already on the scene, speculating that an ex-
plosive device, left by the Cardassians and overlooked after the
withdrawal, had somehow detonated. Soot-covered people, some
bleeding, could be seen in the background around the ruins. Even
worse, witnesses were reporting that several people had entered the
library before the bomb had gone off. Opaka hung her head in
SOTTOW.

A monk entered her chambers. “Your Eminence,” he said, his
voice cracking. Opaka turned to look at him, her face streaked
with tears. “We’ve just been informed,” the monk began. “The
people that were inside the library—witnesses are saying it was
Vedek Tanin’s group.”

Opaka felt her knees quiver. She leaned heavily against her
desk. Dearest Prem . . . Commander Sisko and his son . . . Major Kira
and the doctor. . . . How can this have happened?

She watched the scene still unfolding over the comnet, saw the
massive stones that had formed the walls of the building strewn in
a low pile of rubble. It was horrific, more so for being the likely
tomb of innocent people, but Opaka forced herself to look, study-
ing the scene for some ray of hope.

She blinked, replaying her own thoughts. A low pile of rubble.
Why is it so low? She looked carefully. Though they had clearly
been blown apart from one another, most of the stones of the li-
brary appeared to have survived the blast intact. Then why does there
seem to be so_few of them? Unless . . .

“The Paths of the Lost,” she said suddenly.
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“The catacombs?” asked the monk.

“The library rests above the labyrinth,” Opaka said. “It’s only a
slight chance, but if the force of the collapse broke through the
earth,Vedek Tanin’s group may have fallen through as well.”

“That seems impossible,” the monk said. “Those stones weigh—"

“With the Prophets,” Opaka said, “all things are possible.” Driv-
en by remewed hope, the kai pushed away from her desk. She
strode across the room, her legs carrying her like a woman half her
age.

“Where are you going?” the monk asked.

“Taluno Library,” answered Opaka.

“To pray over the fallen?”

“To organize rescue efforts.”

The monk stared after her in disbelief as Kai Opaka headed out
of the monastery.

A light shone in the darkness.

Sisko felt the floor shift beneath him as he propped himself up
on his elbows. His eyes narrowed, trying to make out the source of
the light.

The floor must have collapsed, he realized. The weight of the
entire building had fallen on top of them.

“Kira!” Sisko called. “Major, are you there?”

He heard someone moan. Sisko had no idea if it was his first of-
ficer or the vedek. |

“Tanin!”

Nc answer. :

The floor shifted again as Sisko sat up. He bumped his head on
the ceiling that was now just centimeters above him.

“Damn,” he said.

Sisko rubbed his head as he carefully turned himself around. He
realized that death was almost inevitable at this point, but some-
thing drove him forward. He crawled. The stones were sharp and
uneven, but he managed to gain a few meters.

Focus on your objective; that was what they taught him at
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Starfleet Academy. Kira might be dead. Tanin might be dead. The
children he had seen just before the explosion were almost cer-
tainly dead, but there wasn’t anything he could do about that.

Don’t think. Don’t feel. Just act.

There was a light burning in the darkness, and Sisko was going
to make it to that light. He kept crawling.

Had he lost consciousness? He was unsure how long he’'d been
buried; it felt like he had been down here for hours—maybe even
days. For all he knew it was only a few minutes. The jagged stones
tore into his knees and the palms of his hands as he moved. He
pushed himself even harder.

After an agonizing length of time had passed, Sisko finally
reached the source of the light. He collapsed when he realized
where the glow was coming from—the vedek’s handlight.

Tanin Prem was dead.

The first thing Major Kira saw when she awoke was his face. He
hovered over her, his features framed in white. The effect unnerved
her. '

“Major,” Sisko said. “Are you all right?”

Kira felt the world spinning as she leaned forward. She closed
her eyes and saw Sisko’s silhouette outlined on her eyelids. She
slumped backwards.

“Easy, Major,” the commander said.

A moment later, Kira felt his strong hands lifting her, easing her
into a sitting position. Her forehead stung and she could feel blood
streaming down her face. Must be a gash.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I’'m not sure,” Sisko said. “There was an explosion, the buildng
collapsed. .. ”

The last thing Kira remembered was seeing two of the kids
from the springball game, and then everything was thunder and
fire and falling stone. She rubbed her hands through her hair, feel-
ing a sticky residue in her short tresses. Her fingers came away slick
and red.
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“Tanin is dead,” Sisko told her. He leaned back and gave his
combadge an anxious tap.

“Sisko to Bashir,” he said.

There was no answer.

“Sisko to Rio Grande.”

The runabout they had used to travel from Deep Space 9 failed to
respond. Kira tried her own combadge and had the same results.

“Maybe they were damaged when the building collapsed,”
Sisko speculated.

“No,” said Kira, realizing the truth as she stared at the oppres-
sively low ceiling. “It’s the earth around us. We’re in the Paths of
the Lost.”

Sisko took that in. “Those refractory minerals in the ground
you mentioned earlier. Theyre keeping our signals from getting
tarough.”

Kira nodded absently. “It also applies to sensor waves and trans-
porter beams. We're on our own down here.”

Then she heard someone crying in the darkness.

Sisko turned toward the sound. “Not entirely on our own, it
would seem.”

One of the kids, Kira realized dimly. She rubbed her temples,
trying to focus. She looked around, saw that Sisko was shining the
handlight across the room, searching for the source of the sobs.

Finally, his light settled on two frightened children.

“Hello there,” Sisko said.

Kira heard his voice echo softly through the shattered room.

About twenty meters away, a young girl was sitting with her legs
crossed, her back leaning against the wall. She held a boy in her
arms. The boy was weeping.

“Why don’t you and your friend come over here?” Sisko asked
the girl. She stared at him blankly.

“They're terrified,” Kira said, gritting her teeth to stay focused.

When it became evident that the children were not going to
answer, Sisko said, “Then why don’t we come to you.” He turned
to Kira and whispered, “Major, do you think you can move?”
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Kira steeled herself. She had lost a lot of blood, she was dizzy,
but she wasn’t about to admit any weakness to a Starfleet officer,
even—especially—not this one.

“I’ll be fine,” she said.

Kira leaned forward and crept along the rough floor, her mind
working to figure out what caused the explosion. What if the Car-
dassians had returned? What if they had attacked Bajor and were
even now marching through the streets above?

Kira pushed the ugly thoughts aside, trying to stay focused on
the here and now. Their first priority was to get out of this build-
ing before what was left of it finished falling on top of them.

As they neared the children, Kira saw that though they were
clearly dirty and frightened, they seemed otherwise unscathed. The
commander tried talking to them again.

“My name is Ben Sisko,” he said. He offered as warm and reas-
suring a smile as Kira suspected he could manage in such dismal
surroundings.

“Sisko?” the boy asked. He rubbed his eyes with his fists.

“Sisko,” repeated the girl.“You . . . you're the Emissary.”

Kira looked at the commander. The recognition in the child’s
voice was startling. Opaka had named him Emissary only a short
time ago, a matter of hours at most, yet word had already spread
throughout the city.

“Emissary,” the girl said, “can you take us out of here?”

Before Sisko could answer, the boy cut in. “Can you blast a tun-
nel through the stones with your phaser vision?”

Sisko laughed.

“No, I'm afraid ...

“Commander,” Kira said suddenly, not at all liking where the
coriversation was going.“We don’t have time for this. We aren’t safe
here. Our only chance is to find a way into the catacombs as
quickly as possible.”

Sisko nodded. “Agreed, Major.” He turned back to the children
and asked, “What are your names?”

“Oden Jek,” the boy said.
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“And I’'m Eleth Loral,” said the girl. “But you can call me Loral.
Jek and I are cousins.”

“This is Major Kira,” Sisko said, and Kira nodded, but the
dizziness swirled back all of a sudden. She managed to steady
herself. “I want you both to be very careful,” the commander
went on, “because we’re going to have to help each other to get
out of here.”

“We’ll help,” Jek said.

“We’ll do anything for you, Emissary,” Loral added.

Kira wanted to correct her, but she stopped herself. This was
neither the time nor the place.

“We’re looking for a tunnel,” Sisko said. “Do you think you
could help us look?”

The children agreed.

The group spread out. Kira groped blindly through the dark,
trying not to think about the kilotons of stone hanging over their

heads.

Eleth Loral knew she was going to live.

When the explosion occurred and the building came down, she
was sure that she would die. When she awoke in the darkness to
the sound of Jek crying, she was sure that they would never be
found, that they would starve or be crushed to death.

But when the Emissary came to her, when he told her there
was a way out, she knew that she would live to see her father once
again.

Loral could almost stand up straight. She squinted into the
darkness as she took a cautious step forward. She screamed as she
felt the floor give way beneath her.

The girl jumped back, her heart fluttering. Below, she could
hear stone crashing against stone.

Jek rushed over from where he was standing. She heard Sisko
and Kira crawling toward her as fast as they could.

A gaping hole had opened in the floor at her feet. She peered
into the inky blackness but could see nothing. The others arrived
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Not mine”” He turned sharply and began issuing orders as he led
his people back toward the ruins.

Opaka watched him go, and for the first time since the news
came to her, her thoughts for the growing number of victims of
the explosion narrowed to one. '

“Hold on, Emissary,” the kai whispered into the wind.

Her thoughts turned quickly back to the park, to the solitary
observer sitting there on the grass. Opaka was past the age of
swinging a pickax effectively, but her pagh was strong. She’'d be of
little use in the effort to lift tons of stone, she knew, but there was
something else she could do.

Jake watched Opaka walk toward him. The worst of his uncontrol-
lable sobbing was over—for now, anyway. Part of him felt as if it
might overwhelm him again at any moment. But right here and
right now, as Kai Opaka approached him, he had himself under
control. .,

Opaka approached him slowly. “You're Jake Sisko,” she began.

Jake turned away. He nodded.

“May I speak with you?” she asked.

“I guess,” Jake said. His eyes stared vacantly toward the rubble.

“I know you're very upset right now;” Opaka said as she settled
down in the grass next to him. “I just want you to know that it’s all
right to hope.”

Hope? Was she kidding? How could she expect him to have
hope? Nothing could save his mother when the Borg attacked the
Saratoga, and nothing was going to bring his father back to him
now. Hope was a lie.

“I'm not sure what you believe in,” Opaka said.

“I don’t know either,” said Jake. His eyes were glassy from expo-
sure to the dust and smoke.

“My faith is all that T have,” Opaka said. “It is the same with
many here on Bajor. Faith binds us; we are the children of the
Prophets.”

“What does that have to do with my dad?” Jake asked.
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“Your father discovered something a few days ago,” said the kai,
“something that has great significance to my people.”

“The wormhole?”

“Yes. But it is more than that,” she said. “What you see as a
wormhole, I see as the home of the Prophets, their Celestial Tem-
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ple.
Opaka stroked Jake’s ear, but he didn’t pull away. Like her face,

her touch was soft and comforting.

“Like Heaven,” Jake said. “You think my dad is in this Temple
with these Prophets?”

“No,” Opaka said, her voice soothing. “But in my faith, it is be-
lieved that the one who finds the Celestial Temple is meant to be
the Emissary.”

“Oh,”]ake said, “so that’s what this emissary stuff is all about.”

“The Emissary will do many things,” said the kai. “He will face
many challenges, some dangerous, but he will persevere.”

“Are you saying that you want me to believe in the Prophets?”
Jake asked.

“No,” answered Opaka. “That is not for me to decide.” She took
his hands in hers and grasped them firmly. “But I want you to be-
lieve in your father.”

Jake looked out at the still-smoking ruin of the library, feeling
the control he was working so hard to maintain threatening to slip.
Eyes tearing, he turned back to Opaka as if she were a lifeline.“Do
you . .. do you think he’ alive?”

Opaka smiled and drew him into her embrace. “Have hope,

Jake.”

“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Kira asked.
“Reasonably sure, given the circumstances,” Sisko answered.
“How can you tell?”

“There’s a very slight breeze coming from this direction,” he
said. He gestured the way they were headed. “That may mean
there’s an opening to the surface up ahead.”

The darkness was all around them, broken only by the hand-
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light Sisko held—its glow casting pointed shadows on the hand-
carved walls. The stone, what they could see of it anyway, was cold
and lifeless.

Beyond the beam of light, the darkness was nearly impenetra-
ble. The tunnel twisted and turned, but Sisko kept them heading in
the direction of the breeze. As they walked carefully down the nar-
row corridor, he feared that they might walk right past an exit and
not even know it. His fears were confirmed when he heard one of
the Bajoran children speak up behind him.

“Emissary,” said Jek, “I think I saw something back there.”

Sisko stopped. He turned to face the child.

“Something? Like what?”

“A door,” answered the boy.

The group backtracked, and after a moment’s search, found the
door once they knew what they were looking for. Major Kira
gripped the handle, giving it a slight turn. The door creaked open
on its hinges.

Sisko leveled the handlight, directing its beam inside. The room
was small, carved from the stone by tireless labor. There were ham-
mer and chisel marks crisscrossed all over the walls.

“A shelter?” Sisko speculated.

“Storage room,” Kira said, indicating a couple of crates stacked
in the far corner of the chamber. “Probably belonged to the local
resistance cell.”

As the group entered the room, Kira went over to the crates and
began to investigate. Sisko sat down in the corner and leaned against
the wall, angling the light for maximum illumination and hoping,
once again, that the power source would hold out. The children
were on him in an instant,_]ek sitting in his lap and Loral nuzzling up
under Sisko’s arm. '

“Did the Prophets tell you the way out of here?” asked the girl.
“I heard that they told you the future of everyone on Bajor. Do
you know who I'm going to marry when I grow up?”

“That’s stupid,” Jek said. “They didn’t tell him the future; they
gave him magical powers. Can you see in the dark?”
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Sisko fought back laughter as he shook his head.

“Actually,” he said, “the Prophets did something even more
amazing than that.”

The children’s eyes widened. They seemed to hang on his every
word.

“What did they do?” Loral asked.

“When I went to the worm . . . the Celestial Temple,” Sisko
said, “I had given up all hope.”

“Because of the Occupation?” Loral asked.

“No,” Sisko said, seeing Jennifer lying dead in their quarters on
the Saratoga.

“Emissary?” Jek said, startling Sisko back to reality.

“The Prophets showed me that I should never give up,” he said.
“That there’s always a chance to make a better life for ourselves.
That it’s better to light a candle than curse the darkness.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Sisko could see that Kira’s gaze was
fixed on him again.

“Anything useful in those boxes, Major?”

Kira turned her attention to the crates. “We're in luck. This one
has food rations—looks like dried meat and fruit.” She picked up a
ration pack, tore it open, and took a whiff. “Smells all right.” She
took out a dark stick of what may have been the Bajoran analog of
jerky, nibbled a piece off the end, and shrugged as she passed the
pack over to Sisko. “Still edible. There are water packets, too.”

“That’s something,” Sisko said with a smile. He sniffed the con-
tents of the ration pack—strong, but not bad—and then held it out
to the children, who each took some. Sisko turned back to Kira
and nodded at the second crate. “Try the other one.”

Major Kira moved the first crate aside and opened the one be-
neath it. Her eyes came up, flicked to the children for a moment,
then settled to Sisko. She shook her head slightly.

Sisko frowned, guessing Kira had discovered a cache of explo-
sives, probably stockpiled for attacks against the Cardassians. Too
bad we can’t use them to blast our way to the surface without risking a
cave-in.
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“What’s in that one?” Jek asked.

“Nothing,” Kira said as she resealed the crate. “Nothing we can
use, anyway. After finding an old blanket and using it to bundle to-
gether as much food and water as it would hold, the major tossed
Jek one of the water packets, keeping one for herself and Sisko.

The boy stood up and ripped open the seal.

“You share that with Loral,” Kira ordered him.With that, she sat
down next to the others. She tore open the packet and drank
deeply. When she was done, she handed it to Sisko.

“Thanks,” he said. He turned up the packet and sucked down
the rest of the water.

“Can I ask you something?” Kira said.

Sisko looked at her and nodded. “Go ahead.”

“How do you know how to navigate through tunnels?”

“Survival training,” he answered, “at Starfleet Academy. We took
desert and arctic survival during our first and second years, and
spelunking when we were juniors.” .

The children giggled, even Kira smiled. “Spelunking?” she re-
peated. “What’s that?”

“Caving,” Sisko explained.

Kira nodded. From the look on her face, Sisko could tell that
there was something else on his first officer’s mind. “What is it,
Major?” he asked.

Kira hesitated, then said. “What you told the children . . . about
what the Prophets showed you .. . it’s almost word for word in the
text of Chinjen’s last prophecy.”

Sisko shrugged dismissively. “There are many people on many
worlds who have said things like that, Major. Including my own.”

Her eyes bore into him. “Are you really the Emissary?” she
whispered. ‘

Sisko sighed and fell silent, unsure how he should answer. “I
really don’t know what that’s all about,” he said at last. “When I
met Kai Opaka for the first time, she spoke so strangely. You’ll re-
call that I only went to her on your advice, to ask her to do what
was right for Bajor.”
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“The will of the Prophets,” Kira said, “is what’s right for Bajor.”

Sisko tensed at that, but he tried not to let it show. “Opaka
grabbed my ear,” he told Kira, “and then she called me the Emis-
sary.”’

The major’s eyes widened. She turned away and stood up, start-
ing to pace the little room. “This is unbelievable,” Kira said.

“Then you must feel about it the same way I do,” Sisko said.
“This is exactly why Starfleet established the Prime Directive.
When they find out that I've become a religious icon on Bajor,
they’ll almost certainly want to reassign me.”

“The Prophets wouldn’t have chosen you,” Kira said, growing
more agitated by the second, “if They didn’t—"

“Major,” Sisko snapped, cutting her off, “I never asked to be the
Emissary. [ don’t share your beliefs.”

Kira stopped and stared at him. An uncomfortable silence fell on
the room. Sisko felt the children’s eyes darting back and forth be-
tween him and Kira.

“I’'m just trying to do my job here,” he said, easing the chil-
dren off him and rising to his feet. “To bring Bajor into the Feder-
ation—"

“Fifty years of fighting for the right to be free,” Kira inter-
rupted, shaking her head angrily, “and then you show up to make
things better—after the fact. Where were you during the Occupa-
tion? Or when I was three and my mother was dying? Where the
hell were you then?”

Sisko stared back silently, uncertain how he should respond.

“What’s the matter?” she demanded. “Isn’t there some protocol
in your Federation rule book about how to deal with people like
me? Don’t you have an answer? You're the Emissary!”

“I never said—"

“You didn’t have to!”

Kira drew close to Sisko, close enough that he could feel the
warmth of her breath.

“Are you embarrassed?” she asked. “You've traveled across the
stars and brought truth to a race of primitive savages. And we'’re so
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“What’s in that one?” Jek asked.
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Kira hesitated, then said. “What you told the children . . . about
what the Prophets showed you .. . it’s almost word for word in the
text of Chinjen’s last prophecy.”

Sisko shrugged dismissively. “There are many people on many
worlds who have said things like that, Major. Including my own.”

Her eyes bore into him. “Are you really the Emissary?” she
whispered. '

Sisko sighed and fell silent, unsure how he should answer. “I
really don’t know what that’s all about,” he said at last. “When I
met Kai Opaka for the first time, she spoke so strangely. You'll re-
call that T only went to her on your advice, to ask her to do what
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grabbed my ear,” he told Kira, “and then she called me the Emis-
sary.’

The major’s eyes widened. She turned away and stood up, start-
ing to pace the little room. “This is unbelievable,” Kira said.

“Then you must feel about it the same way I do,” Sisko said.
“This is exactly why Starfleet established the Prime Directive.
When they find out that I've become a religious icon on Bajor,
they’ll almost certainly want to reassign me.”

“The Prophets wouldn'’t have chosen you,” Kira said, growing
more agitated by the second, “if They didn’t—"

“Major,” Sisko snapped, cutting her off, “I never asked to be the
Emissary. I don’t share your beliefs.”

Kira stopped and stared at him. An uncomfortable silence fell on
the room. Sisko felt the children’s eyes darting back and forth be-
tween him and Kira.

“I'm just trying to do my job here,” he said, easing the chil-
dren off him and rising to his feet. “To bring Bajor into the Feder-
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“Fifty years of fighting for the right to be free,” Kira inter-
rupted, shaking her head angrily, “and then you show up to make
‘things better—after the fact. Where were you during the Occupa-
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in your Federation rule book about how to deal with people like
me? Don’t you have an answer? You’re the Emissary!”
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stupid, that we think you’re a god. Isn’t that what your enlightened
Federation perspective has led you to believe?”

“You're out of line, Major,” Sisko said, his eyes never wavering.
He was about to say more when he heard Loral whimpering be-
hind him.

“Please stop fighting,” she pleaded. “I’'m scared.”

Jek paced to the far side of the room. His back was turned to
them, but Sisko thought he saw the boy’s shoulders trembling.

“All right,” Sisko said softly, and looked at Kira again.*“No more
arguing. We should be moving along anyway.” He helped Loral up.
Kira was still glaring ‘at him when she went to lay a reassuring
hand on Jek’s shoulder, coaxing him toward the door. Soon the
group was back in the tunnels, the dark earth and stone pressing in
all around them as they set off once more in search of freedom.
They walked in silence.

Night had fallen over the city. Inside the triage center, Dr. Bashir
and the Bajoran medics had done everything they could for the
victims of the blast. Only when the worst of the injured had
been stabilized and transferred to the nearest hospital did Bashir
finally leave the makeshift surgery in order to check on the res-
cue efforts.

As Bashir approached the blast site, he heard a mournful har-
mony rising over the rubble. Lanterns had been set up all around
to hold back the darkness; clearly, the rescue workers were plan-
ning on working through the night.

The singing grew louder as Bashir approached, and after a mo-
ment, four Bajoran Militia officers stepped slowly from the ruins.
The men and women shared a weight on their shoulders—a nar-
row box shrouded in white.

The doctor bowed his head as the funeral procession moved
past. He heard the arrival of someone behind him, but did not
look up until the death chant had faded up the street.

When Bashir did turn around he saw a Bajoran soldier standing
at his side—a lieutenant, judging by the rank symbol on her collar.
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“That was Vedek Tanin,” the lieutenant said. “They found his
body about an hour ago.”

Bashir shifted nervously. If Tanin Prem was dead, what hope was
there for Commander Sisko and Major Kira? “Have any other
bodies been found?” he asked.

“Not yet,” the lieutenant replied. “There was another cave-in
when we recovered the vedek. Unless they made it into the cata-
combs, their chances are slim.”

“That catacombs?” Bashir said excitedly. “Tanin showed us an
entryway several blocks from here—"

“Yes, we know about it. We sent in searchers with ropes to
thread the way, but they hit a dead end—the collapse of the library
has blocked off the tunnel that led toward that exit. Unless we can
safely get through the rubble, either from up here or below, we’re
cut off from the rest of the catacombs.”

“Surely your people must know of another way in,” Bashir said,
suspecting the answer before the lieutenant gave it.

“Not yet, we don’t,” she told him. “We have people searching
. the area, but the truth is, there’s still too much we don’t know
about the catacombs. If there were ever any maps of the tunnels,
none have survived to the present day.”

“And no way to scan for them,” Bashir muttered, his growing
frustration causing him to fidget even more. He'd been in contact
with the station earlier. Lieutenant Dax and Chief O’Brien were
working on the problem from their end, but the unusual attributes
of the terrain were provins to be a difficult challenge. It appeared
the commander and the major’s best hope was with these Bajo-
rans.

The lieutenant offered Bashir an encouraging smile. “We
haven’t given up yet,” she said, and moved off to rejoin the diggers
and lines of people who were passing buckets of dust and broken
stone from the ruins.

Of all the places to become lost, Bashir thought grimly, it had to be
the one place on Bajor where all our technology is useless. For a fleeting
moment, he considered the occurrence within the context of the
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Bajoran religion—what little he knew of it, at any rate—but then
quickly shrugged off that particularly unscientific train of thought.
Lives were on the line—perhaps more than the commander’s and
the major’s—and mysticism wasn’t going to help here.

Kira was freezing. The walls were like ice, chilling the air for the
wanderers. She had again fallen behind the little group, needing to
put some distance between herself and Sisko, even if it was only a
few steps. '

Up ahead, Sisko and the children had stopped walking. She
could see by Sisko’s light that the tunnel beyond branched off in
several directions. As Kira approached, she heard Loral cry out ex-
citedly.

“Major, we’ve found stairs! They lead up!”

Kira rushed to catch up, the only thought on her mind now the
promise of escape.

Sisko angled his light at the crude stairs cut into the stone and
smiled at her. “After you, Major.” ‘

Kira began to climb, but realized as she ascended that something
was wrong. She reached out with her hand to find the way
blocked thirty steps up.

“The stairs are blocked,” Kira announced, pounding her fist on
the stone. “We can’t get through this way.”

Sisko’s light punctuated her statement. Great boulders were
wedged together overhead, the vestiges of a long-ago cave-in.

“I'm scared,” Loral whimpered. She began to cry.

“I’m cold,” Jek said. He wrapped his arms tightly around him-
self. His teeth were chattering.

“There are supposed to be several exits to the catacombs,” Kira
said, trying to offer some comfort.“We just need to keep looking.”

“Yeah, right,” Jek snapped. “Theyre probably all like this one.
We’re going to die down here.”

“I don’t want to die,” Loral cried.“I want to go home.”

“You'’re never going to go home,” said Jek. “You're—"

“That’s enough of that,” Sisko said. His voice boomed against
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the stone. “We're going to find a way out of here. It’s just going to
take us a little while longer.”

“I’m sorry, Emissary,” the boy said. He choked up with tears.

Sisko perched himself on the steps between the two children.
He wrapped each of them in a big hug, drawing them close.

“I want to get out of here just as much as you do,” he told
them. “My son Jake is up there, and I want to see him again just as
much as the two of you want to see your families.”

Kira sat on the steps above them, watching as Sisko comforted
the children.

“Tell me about your families,” Sisko said. He nodded at Loral.
“You first.” _

“My father’s a doctor. He helps people when they're sick.” She
paused, and then she added, “My mother died during the Occupa-
tion.”

The acceptance in her voice wasn’t surprising, but it hit Kira
harder than she expected. Having lost her own mother as a very
young girl, and her father not long after that, she wondered how
many of Bajor’s children had simply grown numb to what they’d
endured during the Occupation.

“How about you?” Sisko asked Jek.

“The Cardassians killed my parents,” he said. “I was only a baby,
~ so I don’t remember them. I live with my uncle in Singha and
we're in town to hear the kai’s speech.”

“I’'m here for the kai’s speech as well,” Sisko said, “and I really
want to hear what she has to say. So why don’t we stop sitting
around here moping and find a way out of these tunnels?”

The children’s faces seemed to brighten somewhat. Loral took
Sisko’s hand as she and Jek led him back down the steps.

Kira stared after them. She really wasn’t all that surprised to
learn that Sisko was good with children—he had a son of his own,
after all. What she hadn’t been prepared for was how easily he
seemed to turn their despair into hope. And not just theirs.

When he reached the bottom, Sisko stopped and turned, aiming
his light up at her. “Still with us, Major?”
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Kira let out a long breath, then stood and brushed off her uni-
form before she started down the stairs. “Still with you,” she said.

“Jake. How are you doing?”

Jake Sisko looked up, startled. He saw Dr. Bashir’s face without
recognition. He didn’t know the man, really. Only his uniform. I'm
on a planet of strangers.

Rather than answer Bashir’s question, Jake asked, “Any news?”

Bashir sighed and sat down next to him on the grassy slope fac-
ing the library ruins.“They found Vedek Tanin. He’s dead.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jake said, his voice sounding hollow in his own
ears. “Nothing since then?”

Bashir shook his head. “You okay?”

“No,” Jake said honestly. “I hate this place. I hate these people.”
The ease with which the words came shocked him, but didn’t stop
him. “I hate you, too.”

Bashir nodded. “Because I'm Starfleet?”

The question surprised Jake. He hadn’t expected Bashir to un-
derstand. Maybe he knew about Mom. Jake nodded, and in answer
to Bashir’s question, he said, “That, and because you stopped me
from going to him.”

“You might have died, Jake.”

“At least then we would have died together.”

“You think your father would want that?”

Jake shrugged. They sat in silence for a while, watching the res-
cue workers. Finally, Jake said, “I wish we’d never come here.
Everything was fine at Utopia. Why did my dad have to take this
stupid assignment? What's the point of exploring if so many people
have to die?” _

Bashir held his breath for a long moment, and then let it out. “I
don’t know,” he admitted. And then, as if understanding that he
had nothing to offer Jake, the doctor got up to go. Jake told himself
he didn’t care; he wanted to be leftialone.

“I don't really hate you, you know,” Jake said suddenly.

Bashir stopped and turned, offering him a small smile. “Yes, I
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know.” Then, as if an idea had occurred to him, the doctor opened
his medical kit and took out a padd. He held it out to Jake. “I
brought this along with me on this trip because I thought I might
have some time to work on a medical paper. Why don’t you take
it?”

“What for?” Jake asked.

“For you to write your feelings down,” answered Bashir.
“Maybe it will help you to sort things out.” At Jake’s skeptical ex-
pression, Bashir added, “You don’t have to use it. Just keep it in case
you change your mind.”

Jake accepted the padd, murmuring an insincere “thanks.” The
doctor nodded and walked away.

Alone again, Jake resumed his vigil. His thoughts wandered
aimlessly, taking him through a tangle of conflicting emotions.
After a few minutes, he looked down at the padd in his hand and
slowly, hesitantly at first, he began to write.

The ground was uneven.

Kira had felt the floor descending for some time now. She’d no-
ticed the unfinished workmanship in this part of the catacombs
and wondered if this section was newer than the rest.

As her attention lapsed, she took an awkward step and felt her
ankle twist under her.“Ow.”

“Major?”

Sisko’s voice calling to her was followed by the beam of his hand-
light shining in her face. She winced and shielded her eyes with
her hand. “Would you please stop doing that? You're going to blind
me.”

The glare turned aside. “Are you all right?”

“Twisted my ankle,” she said dismissively. “Nothing serious.”
She took a single step on the treacherous ground and a jolt of pain
shot up her leg. “Dammit.”

Suddenly Sisko was at her side, one of his arms around her
waist, one of hers across his shoulders. He guided her toward one
wall of the tunnel and eased her into a sitting position.
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“We should try to get some rest, anyway,” he said. “This is as
good a place as any.”

Loral and Jek stood on the edge of the light. They were shiver-
ing. :

“Come on, sit down,” Sisko said to them. “It’s dinner time.”

He untied the bundle theyd carried from the resistance store-
room and took out four food packs, handing one to Kira and one
to each of the children. Jek tore his open eagerly and had his food
wolfed down in about ten seconds. Loral savored her meal, chew-
ing slowly and trying to enjoy every bite. Kira saw Sisko cringe as
he ate. “Not used to eating rough?” she asked pointedly.

Sisko looked at her. “Major,” he said, “I grew up in New Or-
leans.”

“Is that your planet?” Loral asked.

“No, it’s a city on Earth.”

“So?” Kira said. She had never heard of New Orleans, either,
but figured that Sisko was trying to tell them how tough he had it
as a child.

“They’ll eat anything in New Orleans,” Sisko informed her.
“Slugs, raw oysters—just about anything you can imagine, espe-
cially if it’s fried or covered in hot sauce.”

Kira laughed in spite of herself. She hadn’t expected humor
from him. But then, she’d known Benjamin Sisko for only a matter
of days, and that really wasn’t enough time to make a fair judg-
ment.

She began to realize that she wanted not to like him.

As silence settled on them once again, Kira’s thoughts turned to
their earlier conversation. “You never answered my question,” she
said.

“What question was that?” Sisko wondered.

“Are you embarrassed to tell me that you're the Emissary?”

Sisko sighed and set down the food pack. “I'm not embar-
rassed,” he said. “I’'m just not convinced that I am the Emissary.”

“So what do you believe?” Kira challenged.

Sisko hesitated, then shrugged. “I don’t know.”
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Kira grunted. “I think we’ve finally found something we agree
on”

“Well, we also both want to get out of these tunnels,” Sisko said
with a smile. “If we’re not careful, we may just start to realize how
much we have in common.”

Kira shook her head. It was so much easier when she knew who
the enemy was. Now, she wasn’t sure anymore. “I've been fighting for
so long,” she said. “Everyone on Bajor—resistance is all we know.”

“That’s what you keép saying, Major,” Sisko said. “But we both
know that isn’t true.”

“Excuse me?”

“Granted, I haven’t been here all that long,” he began, “but I
think I'm starting to see the true face of Bajor. I see it in people
like you, and Opaka, and Tanin, and in these children. I saw it in
Ashalla, and in the Taluno Library. I see it even here in these cata-
combs. And when I look at all of that, I don’t see a people spoiling
for the next fight. What I see is a unique and remarkable civiliza-
tion with an astonishing history and a living, ancient culture that
even the Cardassians couldn’t crush. I see a people that rightly
cherishes its past, and yet is preparing to embrace the future.”

“A future with the Federation, you mean,” Kira said angrily,
throwing down her food pack. “The Cardassians promised us a fu-
ture when they came, too.”

“You can’t honestly believe that the Federation is anything like
the Cardassians.” Sisko said.

Kira laughed bitterly. “Can’t I? All my life the people in power
said that they were looking out for our best interests. They just
wanted to do what was best for Bajor. Well, I think it’s high time
that Bajor decided what’s best for Bajor,” Kira said, feeling her fists
clenching at her sides.

“Some would say that Bajor did make that decision,” Sisko said.
“It was the provisional government that invited us here.”

“Because they don’t have the vision to see that Bajor doesn’t
need anyone,” Kira shouted. “Not the Cardasians, and not you.”

Sisko’s eyes narrowed. “Major. Ever since I arrived on Deep
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Space 9 I have tried to be reasonable with you. Now I see that it
was a waste of time. All you seem to understand are the ex-
tremes—Ilove and hate and nothing in between. You’re so used to
fighting that you can’t stand peace.”

Kira was stunned. She had never seen Sisko so angry. His eyes
were like two glowing embers; he stared into Kira’s eyes and
wouldn’t break his gaze.

“You've fought for freedom your whole life. But now that you
have it, you don’t know what to do with it.”

Kira snapped back to herself. Freedom? This from a man who grew
up in a house with both parents—a man who has never known what it
was like to starve.

“How dare you?” Kira said, pulling herself to her feet. “You
don’t know me ...”

“You won'’t let me know you,” Sisko fired back.

“You think that you put Bajor on the map,” she shouted. “You
found the Celestial Temple. You convinced the kai and half the
planet that you’re the Emissary. Well, you haven’t convinced me.”
Her eyes had narrowed into slits.

“I don’t believe in you,” Kira screamed.

Her voice reverberated off the walls, echoed down the corridors
of the Paths of the Lost.

Loral and Jek shrank back from her, terrified. Kira turned away,
limping down the tunnel into the darkness.

Sisko lurched forward and stopped in front of her, blocking her
path. “Get the hell out of my way,” she snapped.

“No, you're hurt,” Sisko said quietly. “Take my hand.”

Kira stopped, her blood hammering in her ears, her heart feel-
ing as if it would pound its way through her chest. She looked at
Sisko’s outstretched hand, up into his face, and suddenly felt as if
she would sag under the weight of her own uncertainty.

And slowly, she reached out and took his hand.

Sisko gently helped her back toward the children. For their part,
Jek and Loral clung to them both as they settled once again on the
ground.
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“Why are you two always fighting?” Jek asked, shivering as he
leaned back against the commander.

“It isn’t nice,” commented Loral, who had put her head in Kira’s
lap.

“We just don’t know how to talk to each other,” Sisko said,
wrapping his arms around the boy. “Yet,” he added with a smile.
“It’s all right. Try to get some sleep.”

Kira stroked Loral’s hair until the girl’s breathing evened out. Jek’s
eyes began to droop, and in minutes, both children were asleep.

Kira studied Sisko’s face. “If you were just a Starfleet officer,” she
said, “it would be easy for me to hate you. But you found the Tem-
ple. And Opaka ..”

~ Sisko looked down at the ground. “Major,” he said softly, “you
say that you want what’s best for your people, and you told me ear-
lier that the will of the Prophets is what’s right for Bajor.”

“That’s right,” Kira said quietly.

“And I don’t claim to speak for them,” Sisko went on.“But is it
really your belief that isolating Bajor is what they want? That shut-
ting out the universe is the only way for your people to find
peace?”

Kira had no answer.

Sisko turned to her, his soft brown eyes questioning.“What ex-
actly do you believe in, Nerys?”

The question still hung between them as sleep finally overtook
Kira.

Dawn came to Ashalla.

Colonel Day sat in a dark corner of a café near the blast site and
watched as another injured rescue worker was lifted out of the
ruins, the third one since the operation started. Day had hardly
slept all night, and was due back on-site in less than an hour. He
had just taken a sip of moba juice when he heard some of his men
talking at a nearby table. '

“This 1s insane. No one could have survived all that. We'’re put-
ting ourselves at risk for nothing.”
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“That’s what I told the colonel.”

“What did he say?”

“He said that the Federation doesn’t care how many of us get
hurt, as long as they get their man back.”

“The Federation!”

“So we risk our lives for one of theirs? I didn’t see them lining
up to fight during the Occupation.”

“I hear you. But the orders come from the top. What can we
do?”

“I don't like this. I don't like this one bit.”

Day allowed himself a small smile. He didn't like it either, but he
had already decided that if he could use one old woman'’s sick in-
terest in an alien to help wake up Bajor to the Federation threat, it
was worth a few broken bones.

The Paths of the Lost wound up and down through the endless
stone. Sisko’s pulse was up, but he didn’t mind. He had always en-
joyed a good walk first thing in the morning. Not that this was the
ideal environment, but after sleeping on the bare rock last night he
was happy to be doing anything besides lying down. Even Kira’s
ankle was better, and the major was once again bringing up the
rear. The children walked together between the adults, their chat-
ter bringing a smile to Sisko’s face.

“I'm cold,” Jek complained.

“Me too,” said Loral. “Do you smell something?”

“I don’t know;” said the boy. “I think so.”

As the group rounded a bend in the tunnel, the smell the chil-
dren had noticed became suddenly apparent to Sisko. Soon it over-
whelmed them, triggering their gag reflexes.

Covering his mouth and nose with his hand, Sisko took a look
around at their surroundings. The tunnel had opened into a wide
chamber with large, rectangular crevices carved directly into the
walls on either side.

Sisko approached one of the openings and quickly realized
where the smell was coming from.
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“This is a tomb,” he said, his voice muffled by his hand.

Kira stepped up and, heedless of the smell, laid a hand rever-
ently on the threshold. She bowed her head and Sisko heard her
whisper, but he couldn’t make out the words. He turned away to
give her some privacy. As Sisko moved further down the passage-
way, he noticed Jek staring at a picture painted crudely on one of
the walls. '

“Hey, look at this,” said the boy.

Sisko drew near, trying to get a better look.

Something that looked like an old-fashioned sailing ship was
floating among the stars. There was a streak of purple, which Sisko
assumed represented the Denorios Belt, and beside it, a mouth of
blue flame. The Celestial Temple.

Next to the first drawing was another, the figure of a man
standing in a white circle.

“Is that you, Emissary?” asked Loral.

“I don’t think so,” Sisko answered, but found it difficult to tear
his eyes from the image.

The catacombs were different beyond the tomb. No more hand
carved tunnels—they’d come upon natural caves, untouched by
Bajoran artisans. Stalactites dripped overhead, some forming
columns with the stalagmites below.

St beautifulﬂ,” Loral said. The child stared in wonder as she
passed a patch of purple crystal formations on the wall of the cav-
ern. Something was glistening farther down the wall.

Sisko stopped suddenly.

“Major,” he said, pointing at the wall,“do you see that?”

Kira looked. After a moment, she turned back sharply toward
Sisko, understanding. “Water.”

Sisko nodded. “There’s water seeping through the wall.”

“So what?” Jek asked. :

“These caverns were carved by flowing water,” Sisko explained,
“and most rivers have underground sources.”

“There’s a river just outside the city,” noted Loral.

“And if this is any indication,” Sisko said, feeling himself grin-
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ning from ear to ear, “then the way out of here may be very close
by. All we have to do is follow the water.”

Colonel Day threw down his pickax. He looked at the Militia per-
sonnel and civilian volunteers gathered around him.“No more,” he
said. “This 1s no longer a rescue operation. As of this moment, it’s
strictly recovery. I’'m calling in the heavy equipment.”

The workers gave a hearty cheer.

There had been three cave-ins since the body of Vedek Tanin
had been discovered the previous night. The number of injured
workers had risen to five.

“Let’s get out of here,” Day said. He took a lumbering step over
some debris and then stopped. Kai Opaka stood in his way.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“It’s over, Eminence,” Day said.“The work is too dangerous, and
it’s been long enough. There’s no hope that anyone could be alive
down there.”

“No hope?” Opaka echoed. “And what of the Prophets?”

“What of our lives?” Day asked. He knew he stood little chance
of winning a spiritual debate with the kai, and he wasn’t fool
enough to try. But if he could keep the emphasis on more imme-
diate concerns—

Opaka faced the crowd. She drew them in close, gesturing for
them to gather around her. “I know that the work you do here is
dangerous,” she said. “I know that you've seen your friends and
coworkers injured. Perhaps you’ve even been injured yourselves.

“I want you to know why you risk your lives,” said Opaka.
“Somewhere under these stones, there is a man named Benjamin
Sisko. He is the Starfleet commander of Deep Space 9 ... and he is
the Emissary of the Prophets.” '

A murmur ran through the crowd. Day shook his head in disbe-
lief that Opaka was still peddling that delusion of hers. He'd heard
the rumors, of course; they’d been spreading since yesterday. If she
thought their people would accept an offworlder as the Emissary
so soon after the Cardassians had been forced out, Day’ task here
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would be easier than he thought. Opaka’s “good news” would be
rejected, Sisko would be left to die, and the Federation would
likely abandon Bajor as a lost cause. Then Day’s purposes, and
those of the group to whom he belonged, the Circle, would be
achieved. ’ )

In the park across the street, reporters from the comnet had set
up imagers to record the proceedings. Even better, Day thought.
Now the whole planet will know what a demented old relic she really is.
Day saw that the other two aliens, Sisko’s son and the Starfleet
medic, were also present.

“We have faced many challenges together,” said the kai.“We de-
feated the Cardassians and survived their brutality. But we must
not become like them. We must become like ourselves. We must
remember who we truly are, and not what our oppressors tried to
make us into.

“A greater challenge is upon us now. To face the future. Our
people are weary, angry, divided. We must set aside our differences
and recognize that we have not merely survived, but thrived. Be-
cause even during the darkest hours of the Occupation, we were
united. The only way we can move forward is to do so as one, as
the people we know ourselves to be.

“On this day, I call upon the people of Bajor to join together. To
gather the strength of the pagh within each of us and to embrace
the future toward which the Prophets, through the Emissary, are
guiding us.”

Day looked at the faces in the crowd. Tears filled the eyes of
many. Too many. Some wept openly. Others nodded with renewed
purpose. Day cursed beneath his breath. Opaka was turning the tide.

“My friend Vedek Tanin Prem died yesterday beneath these
stones,” she continued. “Before he died, he told me that he be-
lieved the path of the Prophets was not always clear, and that he
feared for our people’s ability to face a new test of our faith—one
that would require us to let go of our preconceptions and recog-
nize the Emissary for who he truly is.

“Now, Children of the Prophets, that test is upon us. We have
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come through the night of the Occupation and now stand at the
dawn of Ha’mara. The Temple gates have opened.”

The kai reached down and picked up Day’s abandoned pickax.
Then she straightened, meeting his eyes for a long and disconcert-
ing moment before turning back to the crowd. “Vedek Tanin
spoke true when he said that the path of the Prophets is seldom
clear, and it is seldom easy. But I am willing to walk that path, as
Tanin did. I will not turn aside now; after living through so much.
And I will not turn my back on the Emissary.”

Opaka swung the pickax against a massive stone. The blow was
not heavy, but it rang out across the rubble.

Soon the sound of metal on stone intensified as the others
picked up their tools and went back to work. Within minutes, the
ringing of pick and hammer had drowned out all other sound.

Deep under the city, Sisko had lost all sense of time. The tunnel
had been climbing steadily for what seemed like hours. From all
indications, Sisko felt they were headed in the right direction, but
there was no way to be sure. He kept putting one weary foot in
front of another, hoping that the next time he rounded a bend in
the tunnel he would see daylight.

Sisko thought he felt a burst of warm air. He stopped moving,
and Kira and the others closed in on him, his joy quickly spreading
through the rest of the group.

“Is it an exit?” Loral asked.

“I think so,” Sisko said. He took a step forward and felt the floor
give under his weight.

Strange, he thought. He gently began to retract his foot when an
excited Jek raced past him.

“Stop!” Sisko cried, but it was too late.

The floor gave out beneath the group with a crack that rang
out like thunder. Sisko tried to jump back but he wasn’t quick
enough. He felt the handlight slip from his grasp as he fell into
shadow.
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A few meters back, Kira felt the tunnel rumble as the floor col-
lapsed beneath her. She heard the others cry out as they fell, and
suddenly Kira was suspended in complete darkness. She groped for
a handhold, her fingernails digging into the unforgiving stone of
the floor’s jagged edge.

She couldn’t hold on. That truth exploded in her mind as she
felt herself beginning to slip into the chasm below. She tried to
pull herself up, but that only sent more fragments of stone falling
nto the void.

What did it matter, she thought. Even if she could pull herself
back up, where would she go? The light was gone, the floor un-
trustworthy. If she did somehow climb out of the opening, she
would have to walk the Paths of the Lost alone. There was a good
chance that she would never find her way out, that she would
wander the catacombs until she died of starvation, or slipped into
madness. ’

It seemed she had run out of options. She felt her fingers giving
out. She would fall, probably to her death, and she would never see
the light of day again. If she did live, her only chance for survival
would be to follow Benjamin Sisko—to walk with him wherever

he led.

Sisko thought he was dead the moment he hit the underground
lake. It sent blades of ice through his veins, freezing him into com-
placency as he sank through the black water.

Don’t think. Don'’t feel. Just act.

His survival mantra was all that kept him alive. He kicked his
legs and began to pull himself through the water. In the darkness
he couldn’t tell which way was up, so he could only hope that he
was headed in the right direction.

As Sisko breached the surface of the lake, he saw the handlight
lying on a stone fragment that jutted out of the water. It was fo-
cused on the lake, reflecting off the water and filling the chamber
with a pale blue light.

Sisko’s eyes widened in amazement as he took in the size of the
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cavern. The remains of the chamber’s ceiling stretched like fingers
into the darkness. There was a muddy shore about twenty meters
away, where Jek and Loral were sitting calmly, smiling at him.

“Isn’t this incredible?” asked the boy. “Have you seen the fish?”

Sisko wasn’t sure that he wanted to see any kind of animal that
lived in this environment. He kicked through the water in the di-
rection of the beach, wishing more than anything for a warm bed
and a bowl of hot gumbo.

As Sisko neared the beach he heard Major Kira splash into the
water behind him.

“Kira!” he shouted. “Are you all right?”

He was about to turn back for her when her head bobbed up
about five meters away from him. She shook her head in disbelief.

Satisfied that she was all right, Sisko trudged onto the muddy
shore. He was freezing, but that didn’t bother him right now. He
looked at himself—the knees ripped out of his pants and his uni-
form covered in mud.

Sisko laughed, and the sound boomed through the gigantic
chamber.

“What the hell are you laughing at?” Kira asked as she too ar-
rived on the bank. She looked as ridiculous as Sisko felt, and seeing
her made him laugh even harder. Kira’s brow furrowed—her j Je
was clenched in anger.

“What’s so damn funny?” she snapped.

“We are,” Sisko said. “Just look at us.”

Jek scooped a handful of mud into his hands and fashioned it
into a ball. He took careful aim at Kira and threw.

Kira’s jaw dropped as the mud splattered across the front of her
uniform. _

“You little ingrate!” she yelled, though Sisko could detect no
real anger in her voice. The major knelt down and dug her hands
into the mud beneath the water. She produced a projectile of her
own and threw it toward the beach. It landed squarely in Sisko’s
face.
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He stopped laughing. Sisko reached up with both index fingers
and wiped the mud off his eyelids. “Major,” he said, “this means
war.”

The battle that raged in the cavern under Ashalla might never
have made it into a Starfleet combat training simulation, but as it
became clear that he was facing three-to-one odds, Sisko began to
think he was fighting for his life—or, at minimum, his dignity.

Sisko laughed as he hurled another mudball at his first officer.
Kira retaliated by scooping her hand through the water and splash-
ing the commander.

“You're going to regret that,” Sisko said. He lunged into the
water after Kira. :

As he lumbered toward her, the lake floor dropped away sud-
denly. Sisko tried to pull himself back to where there was even
footing, but it was impossible—the sudden current under the sur-
face of the lake was sucking him down. He tried to call out for
help, but water filled his throat. The cold sent needles of pain
through his body. Sisko reached toward the surface—but saw only
darkness as the water closed in over his head.

Then, a small, strong hand closed over Sisko’s wrist.

Kira pulled with all her strength. She felt her feet slipping, but re-
fused to let go.

“Come on, dammit!”

She cursed into the shadows as she felt one of her boots slip in
the muck. She heard Loral and Jek splashing up behind her, felt
their hands wrapped around her waist. Together, they pulled with
everything they had.

Finally, Sisko emerged from the black water. Coughing and
sputtering, the group collapsed on the dark shore of the lake.

“We’re never going to get out of here,” Kira said.

“We have to try,” Sisko insited. “No matter how difficult the
road is, we have to keep going. Even if I knew I would fail, at least
I'd die knowing that I never gave up.”
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“I thought everything would be different after we beat the Car-
dassians,” Kira said. “I thought I could finally stop fighting.”

“You can stop fighting me,” said Sisko.

“I'm trying,” Kira panted. “I'm trying.” Dimly, she was aware
that Loral and Jek had gotten up and started wandering down the
shore.

“I have a confession to make, Major,” Sisko said.“I didn’t tell the
complete truth about my experience in the wormhole.”

Water dripping into her eyes, Kira squinted in his direction,
waiting.

“I said that the Prophets showed me I should never give up, but
I never explained how.” He paused, still breathing heavily. “They
showed me my wife. They showed me her death over and over
again. [ asked them why. I begged them to take me away from
there.”

“What happened?”

“They said that I brought them to Wolf 359. I had never left the
Saratoga. Two years later, and I hadn’t lived a day.”

“That’s understandable . ..”

“No, it’s not.” Sisko sat up, turned toward her. His face glistened

with beads of water. “I owe it to Jennifer to keep living,” he said.
“It’s the debt that all survivors owe the dead.You owe it to your
family, and to every Bajoran who died during the Occupation—to
live. And to move forward boldly, to make the most out of life.”

“And you think I can do that by aligning myself with the Fed-
eration?”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with the Federation,” Sisko
said. “It has to do with you, with Kira Nerys. You can choose to
live in the present or to live in the past. The same choice I had.”

Sisko sighed, and went on, “There’s been enough death because
of the Occupation. Now is the time to bring hope back into the °
world.”

Kira stared at him, and finally dared to speak the thought that
had come to her mind. “It seems to me that that’s what you’re here
for,” she said, “if you truly are the Emissary.”
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“I don’t know about that,” Sisko answered. “For now, though,
I'll settle for just being a friend to Bajor, and to you.”

In the distance they could hear Loral and Jek shouting in ex-
citement. “A stairway! Emissary, we found the way out!”

Kira and Sisko stared at each other for a long moment, as un-
derstanding finally passed between them. Kira stood up, walked
over to where Sisko sat, and reached out. “Well?” she said. “Take
my hand.”

Sisko smiled and let Kira pull him to his feet. They limped to-
gether across the muddy shore.

When they neared the stair, which seemed to wend its way up a
considerable distance, Kira could see a glimmer of daylight at the
top. Sisko turned as if to take one last look at the Paths of the Lost.
They had survived, Kira knew, only because they had relied on
each other. She wondered if Sisko believed, as she now did, that
the Prophets had a hand in all this. But for some reason, she didn’t
ask. Maybe she no longer needed to know.

They walked up the long stairs in silence. At the top they
pushed together through a thin layer of earth on a wooded slope at
the edge of Ashalla. It was dusk beyond the Paths of the Lost, about
thirty hours after the collapse of the Taluno Library. The light hurt
the wanderers’ eyes after being so long underground, but they
didn’t care.

Ashalla glittered with light. In every window Jake could see, a can-
dle was burning. Lanterns lit the sight of the Taluno Library, where
rows of candlebearers had gathered near the workers who were
still digging carefully through the ruins.

And then, they started singing.

To Jake, it was much like the the song of the people who had
gathered at the monastery the previous morning, and it reminded
him a lot of the African choral singing his father had introduced
him to a few years ago.

Clutching the padd that Bashir had given him—which now
contained pages and pages of thoughts and feelings he’d spent half
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the day wrestling with, Jake found himself repenting his eatlier
anger toward the people of Bajor. No matter what happened to his
father, these people didn’t deserve his hate.

Then, as he stood looking on with Dr. Bashir, Jake thought he
heard his father’s voice.

He turned away from the workers and looked down the street.
His jaw dropped.

“Dad!” Jake screamed. He ran toward his father.

Everyone who was watching the progress on Taluno Library
turned around at Jake’s shout. They saw four muddy people walk-
ing arm in arm down toward the crowd.

Jake flung himself into his father’s arms.

“You're alive!”” he said. He hugged his father as tight as his arms
would allow. Sisko hugged him back so hard that Jake’s feet were
lifted off the ground.

“Jake-O,” Sisko said. “I am so glad to see you.”

Sisko set his son down and gave him a joyful kiss on the top of
the head.

As the weary group walked down the city street, people lined
up on either side. The meek and the strong, peacemakers and free-
dom fighters, farmers and politicians—from every village, from
every province they had come. A cheer erupted from the gathered
people as the Emissary and his companions passed by. It was a time
of joy in Ashalla. It was Ha’mara.

It was a time to sing.

The next day, Kira Nerys stood in the main shrine of the
monastery, facing a great tapestry purported to depict the grand
design of the universe, as imagined by ancient Bajorans. Although
in truth, all Kira saw was a complex and seemingly random—al-
beit aesthetically pleasing—jumble of abstract elements. Which,
she reflected, is probably as good a description of the universe as any.
After a moment, Kira closed her eyes, held her hands open and
apart, and prayed.

She heard someone enter the room. Kira didn’t look, but she
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sensed the newcomer standing near and joining her in commu-
nion with the Prophets.

When Kira opened her eyes, she was shocked to see that it was
Kai Opaka.

“Eminence,’ Kira stammered.

“Please,” the kai said. “I've never liked being called that. Opaka
will do. Are you well?”

“I'm mending,” Kira said. Dr. Bashir had tended to their
wounds as soon as the welcoming crowds began to dissipate.

“May I?”” Opaka asked as she extended her hand toward Kira’s ear.

“Of course.”

Opaka breathed deeply as she felt Kira’s pagh. Her face filled
with understanding. '

“You are troubled,” Opaka said as she released the major’s ear.
“Would you care to talk about it?”

Kira hesitated. The opportunity she was being given was all that
she hoped for and everything she feared at once. “Commander
Sisko,” she said finally. “I don’t understand why the Prophets would
choose a nonbeliever as the Emissary.”

Opaka smiled, and regarded the tapestry before them. “The will
of the Prophets is sometimes confusing,” Opaka said. “Often the
path they choose for us to walk is not one we would choose for
ourselves.”

“This is a strange path, Opaka,” Kira said.

Still smiling, Opaka turned to Kira and took both her hands in
her own. “But you need not walk it alone.” '

Sisko was in his office on Deep Space 9, seated opposite Major
Kira. Three days had passed since their return from Bajor, and in all
that time, they had not spoken a word that was not work-related.
Sisko was holding a report detailing the progress on the station’s
repairs and upgrades. With all the Federation and Klingon traffic
expected to come through Deep Space 9 in the weeks and months
ahead, work to make the station ready for it was going on around

the clock.
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“This 1s fine,” he said, handing the padd back to Kira.

“Thank you, sir.”

Sisko had expected Kira to return to ops then, but something
held her in place.

“Is there something else, Major?”

“Yes,” she said, “there is” Then she fell silent.

“Well2”

“I just wanted to say that I'm sorry for the way I spoke to you
in the catacombs,”’ Kira said.

“No need to apologize, Major. We were both under a lot of
stress.”

“With all due respect, Commander,” she said, “I need to get this
off my chest.”

Sisko leaned back in his chair. “Then by all means,” he said,
“speak freely.”

Kira took a deep breath. “I'm still not sure that the Federation
presence here is the best thing for Bajor,” she said. “But after
everything we went through in the Paths of the Lost, I want you to
know . .. I consider myself very fortunate to be working with
you.”

Sisko smiled. “The feeling is more than mutual, Major. Is that
all?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I'd like to ask you a question, if I may.”

“Please.”

“Do you believe that I'm the Emissary?”

Kira smiled at him. “I believe in the Prophets, Commander,” she
said at last,“And if they believe in you, then that’s good enough for

i1

me. :
Sisko blinked. “I see.”

“Will that be all, sir?”

“Yes. Thank you, Major. Carry on.”

Kira nodded and left, leaving Sisko alone in his office. He wasn’t
sure what he had expected her to say, but her answer left him with
a vague feeling of unease about the future.
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He had heard from Starfleet the day before, and it appeared they
weren’t going to reassign him after all. Given the circumstances,
taking Sisko away from Bajor now would likely do more harm
than good. Or so they seemed to think.

Which suited Sisko just fine. His misgivings about his status
among the Bajorans notwithstanding, he felt certain, in a way he
hadn’t known since before Jennifer had died, that he was where he
belonged.

Benjamin Sisko stood up and turned to gaze out the window
behind his desk. Suddenly the wormhole flared to life as a starship
began its journey into the Gamma Quadrant.

No doubt there were turbulent times ahead. But at least he had
made some headway with Major Kira. They still had a long way to
go, he knew that, but he took comfort in the knowledge that,
whatever lay ahead, they would travel that road together.






The Orb of
Opportunity

Michael A. Martin and Andy Mangels

Historian’s note: This story is set between the third-season
episodes “Life Support” and “Heart of Stone.”



Michael A. Martin

Michael A. Martin’s solo short fiction has appeared in The Magazine of
Fantasy & Science Fiction. He has also coauthored (with Andy Mangels)

several Star Trek novels, a pair of e-books in the Starfleet Corps of Engi-
neers series, and three novels based on the Roswell television series.

Martin was the regular cowriter (also with Andy) of Marvel Comics’

Star Trek: Deep Space Nine comics series, and has written for Atlas Edi-

tions’ Star Trek Universe subscription card series, Star Trek Monthly,

Dreamwatch, Grolier Books, Wildstorm, and Platinum Studios. He

lives with his family in Portland, Oregon.

. Andy Mangels

Andy Mangels has coauthored several Star Trek novels, two Starfleet
Corps of Engineers e-books, and three novels based on TV’s Roswell (all
written with Michael A. Martin). Flying solo, Andy has penned Anima-
tion on DVD: The Ultimate Guide; Star Wars: The Essential Guide To
Characters; Beyond Mulder & Scully: The Mysterious Characters of The
X-Files; and From Scream To Dawson’s Creek: The Phenomenal Career of
Kevin Williamson. Mangels has written for numerous licensed proper-
ties as well as a plethora of entertainment and lifestyle periodicals. He
lives in Portland, Oregon, with his longtime partner, Don Hood, and
their dog, Bela. Visit his website at <www.andymangels.com>.



Kira Nerys met Winn Adami at the door to the kai’s VIP quar-
ters aboard Deep Space 9.“Legate Turrel’s transport ship is making
its approach, Eminence,” the major said.

Winn found Kira’s tone stilted and formal, far beyond business-
like. The major’s eyes, apparently focused on some point on the
gray bulkhead past Winn’s shoulder, practically smoldered with
barely restrained hostility.

Winn nodded, her clerical robes rustling as she swept through
the doorway and past the major. She didn’t care much for Kira’s
angry manner, though she certainly understood the reason for it.
Vedek Bareil’s death remained an open wound for both of them.

May the Prophets guide her to the knowledge that Bareil Antos gave
his life willingly, and for a noble cause—peace with Cardassia. And that
his passing has also paved the way for the return of the Tears of the
Prophets to their rightful home.

After theyd traveled together in silence to Deep Space 9’
docking ring, Kira said, “Did Turrel give you any reason for his
having delayed his arrival?”

Winn shook her head. “No, child. But he did promise to clarify
his reasons once he came aboard.” Despite the historic peace treaty
Bareil had just helped her negotiate with Turrel, Winn had sensed
from the legate the typical Cardassian reticence about explaining
himself before Bajorans—a reluctance that also included, evidently,
Bajor’s spiritual leader.

“I managed to take a good look at his ship from ops,” Kira said
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as they stopped at an airlock. “From the scoring on the hull, it
looks like it’s been in battle fairly recently.”

That didn’t sound right. Transport ships, even those of Cardas-
sian design, weren'’t built for warfare. Winn felt a flutter in the pit
of her stomach as she speculated anew about the possible reasons
for Turrel’s tardiness. Considering the incalculable value of the
cargo the legate’s transport carried, she didn’t like the direction her
conjectures were taking her.

A telltale light flashed green. “Turrel’s ship has docked,” Kira
said. )

Winn watched quietly as the major keyed an access code into
the airlock keypad. A moment later, the heavy door hissed and
rolled aside, and Kira led the way into the interior chamber.

Legate Turrel, flanked by a pair of uniformed military aides, en-
tered the airlock from the hatchway on its opposite side. Turrel and
his party stopped, the legate standing erect. As Winn remembered
from her recent meetings with him across the negotiating table,
Turrel’s eyes were cold. But there was something else in his gaze
that Winn had never seen before in a Cardassian. ‘

She thought it resembled sorrow, or perhaps desperation. Winn’s
guts went into freefall. Clearly, something had gone terribly
wrong.

“Legate Turrel,” Winn said after Kira briefly and formally wel-
comed the Cardassians aboard the station. “What’s happened?”

Turrel hesitated for a moment, as though gathering his
thoughts. Then he met Winn’s gaze squarely once again.

“The Maquis attacked us while we were en route from Cardas-
sia Prime,” he said. “And they seized our . . . cargo.”

Alone with the kai in his office atop the station’s bustling opera-
tions center, Commander Benjamin Sisko could hardly believe
what he was hearing. “You're saying the Maquis stole the Orb of
Contemplation right out from under Legate Turrel’s nose?” he
said.

“Legate Turrel not only offered to return the Orb to Bajor,”
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Winn said, taking a seat in front of Sisko’s desk. “But he also prom-
ised to oversee its transportation personally in order to ensure that
nothing went wrong.” Sisko heard a fair amount of anger percolat-
ing beneath her voice.

“Sounds like that wasn’t enough,” Sisko said. “Does Turrel have
any idea where the Maquis might have taken the Orb?”

“He believes that they took it into one of their secret bases in
the Demilitarized Zone. Along with the blindvault they were
using to transport it. Turrel thinks the Maquis believed the vault to
contain a biogenic weapon.”

“A blindvault,” Sisko repeated, considering the complications
that revelation posed. Blindvaults were scan-proof, sound-proof,
transporter-proof, and all but impregnable. The odds were pretty
good that the Maquis wouldn’t be able to get the vault open, at
least not right away.

And since the Maquis had made no ransom demands of which
he was aware, the odds were equally good that they didn’t yet
know what they’d stolen.

“Emissary, I can’t begin to tell you what a catastrophe this is,”
Winn said.

A catastrophe for Bajor, or for your newest political coup? Sisko
thought, turning to face the star-dappled spacescape visible from
his window as he suppressed a rush of anger. He had witnessed her
wringing out every last iota of Vedek Bareil’s negotiating expert-
ise in order to obtain a peace treaty with Cardassia. Watching her
take credit for that agreement—an effort that had cost the gravely
injured vedek his life—had rankled him. It wasn’t hard for him to
believe that the secret repatriation of one of the Orbs taken from
Bajor during the Cardassian Occupation was to become merely
another feather in Winn’s political cap.

Aloud, he said, “It would have been nice to have received some
advance warning that the Cardassians had authorized the release of
the Orb. Starfleet could have supplied some protection.”

“So might have the entire Bajoran Militia, Emissary,” came
Winn’s tart reply. “Or the Cardassian Central Command, for that
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matter. Legate Turrel and I agreed that using a large contingent to
transport the Orb would have only attracted undue attention to its
transit from Cardassia to Bajor.”

Sisko took a seat behind the massive black desk that was the
centerpiece of his office. He picked up his baseball from the desk-
top and tossed it from hand to hand. And a large contingent of escort
vessels might also have forced you to share the credit for bringing back the
Orb. Even though a lot of that credit ought to have gone to Bareil. Just
three days earlier, Winn had commented on how cordial the late
vedek’s relationship with the hard-dealing Cardassian legate had
been.

“Bringing back an Orb would be quite an accomplishment,”
Sisko said, trying to keep his tone neutral. It was already obvious
that Winn wanted his help. But he wanted to hear her say so.

Winn nodded, obviously not inclined to beg. “Indeed it would.
Especially when one considers what a poor job the Cardassians
have done in keeping track of them.”

“I'd always thought that Cardassian stubbornness was the main
obstacle to the return of the Orbs,” Sisko said, surprised.

Winn chuckled humorlessly. “Cardassian stubbornness can
never be underestimated, Emissary. But their bureaucratic foul-ups
and intramural rivalries are at least as big a hindrance.”

“I'm not sure I understand.”

“Of course not, Emissary. Starfleet doubtless has few such ineffi-
ciencies,” Winn said, her pleasant expression never wavering.
“However, Legate Turrel has just made me aware that the Cardas-
sian Central Command has lost track of nearly all eight of the
Orbs they took from Bajor during the Occupation. Which may
explain why he wasn’t eager to set a timetable for the Orbs’ return
during the last negotiations.”

And it probably gave you quite an effective lever to use on him, Sisko
thought, quietly impressed by the kai’s ability to pressure a tough
negotiator like Turrel into making such an embarrassing admission
of Cardassian incompetence, malfeasance, or perhaps both. If the
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legate hadn’t agreed to revisit the Orb issue quickly, then you could have
damaged him pretty badly by going public about Cardassia’s allowing the
Orbs to disappear.

“So has Turrel explained what’s become of the missing Orbs?”
Sisko said aloud.

“Only generally. The Orb of Wisdom seems to have been stolen
from the Cardassians at some point after they stole it from us. The
Orb of Memory apparently never even made it Cardassia. Turrel
assures me that Central Command is close to discovering the
whereabouts of the Orb of Time. But the remaining four Orbs
have somehow vanished from the science labs where they’ve al-
legedly been kept since the Occupation.”

“If T were Turrel,” Sisko said, “I'd suspect the involvement of the
Obsidian Order.” He had no doubt that Cardassia’s much-feared
intelligence service had always had its own secret agenda regarding
the Orbs—and whatever weapons potential they might possess.

“I have already broached that possibility with the legate, Emis-
sary. He claims to have looked into this already, and says that the
Order flatly denies any knowledge. In any event, the Orb of Con-
templation was the only one of the eight Turrel has thus far been
able to locate. Now, he says the Cardassian military is scouring the
DMZ for the thieves. He promises that they will be tracked down
and punished, and that the Orb will be recovered and returned to
us. But there can be no guarantee of success. The Maquis can be
very wily adversaries, as I'm sure you're aware.”

Sisko noted that her last utterance was accompanied by an ever-
so-slight smile. He wondered if she might not harbor some sympa-
thy for those former Federation citizens; after all, they were no
doubt as familiar with Cardassian oppression, and with the struggle
against it, as she was.

He set the baseball back on his desk and leaned forward, meet-
ing Winn’s eyes directly. “I suppose we have little choice at this
point other than to take Turrel at face value. So what happens
now?”



74 Michael A. Martin and Andy Mangels

“Now I need your help, Emissary.”

Ah. There it is. “My help as the Emissary? Or as a Starfleet offi-
cer?” He sincerely hoped it was the latter. Having to play the role
of one of the most revered icons in the Bajoran religion had always
made him distinctly ill at ease.

“Perhaps both, Emissary. For whatever reason, your destiny lies
along the path of the Prophets, and of Bajor. And should all the
other Orbs remain lost, recovering even a single one would be
enormously valuable to my people.”

And to you, personally. Sisko rose, satisfied that he understood what
was at stake. “I'll see what I can do to help you recover the Orb.”

“Thank you, Emissary. As a further gesture of goodwill, Legate

Turrel has suggested mounting a large-scale joint mission, pooling .

the resources of the Cardassian Military and the Bajoran Militia.
However, at the risk of insulting the legates’s generosity, I must
admit to feeling far more comfortable working with you and
Starfleet.”

Through the office doors that overlooked ops, Sisko caught a
glimpse of Kira, who was engaged in discussion with Lieutenant
Dax. Dax glanced up at the office occasionally. Kira, however,
seemed to be expending a great deal of effort not to do so. He
knew she must still be grieving Bareil intensely—the vedek had
died only three days earlier—and no doubt didn’t relish the
prospect of Winn attempting to turn another of Bareil’s hard-won
diplomatic victories to her own personal political advantage.

Sisko moved toward the office doors and opened them. Look-
ing down into ops, he caught the eye of the Deep Space 9’ chief
of operations, Miles O’Brien, who had looked up from an instru-
ment panel he was in the midst of repairing. Sisko beckoned
silently to the chief, who quickly made his way up the stairs and
entered the office.

“Yes, Commander?” O’Brien said, nodding respectfully at the
kai. Sisko couldn’t help but notice how uncomfortable the engi-
neer seemed around Winn, evidently unfamiliar with the Bajoran
religion and the protocols of dealing with its senior clergy.
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Sisko moved to the replicator to get some refreshments—rakta-
Jjino for himself and O’Brien, and cold water for Winn—and then
brought O’Brien up to speed about the theft of the Orb.

O’Brien sipped his raktajino in the seat beside Winn’s. “If you
don’t mind my saying so, ah, Eminence, your instinct to avoid tak-
ing a large contingent of ships into the DMZ was a good one. If
Turrel really has a lot of Cardassian vessels combing the region
right now, then finding the trail of a single Maquis ship will be hard
enough as it is without adding any additional warp signature noise.”

“That was my thought as well,” Winn said, staring contempla-
tively at her water glass.

Sisko couldn’t help but wonder whether the real reason she had
declined Turrel’s offer—possibly placing the peace treaty she and
Bareil had just negotiated at risk—was that she wasn’t comfortable
with the notion of delivering the Maquis to the legate’s tender
mercies. Or maybe she simply doesn’t get along with Turrel as well as
Bareil did.

“And that is why,” the kai continued, “I have decided to go into
the DMZ alone. I wish to find the Maquis cell responsible for the
theft of the Orb and make a personal appeal for its safe return.”

Sisko set down his mug. “With all due respect, Eminence, I
strongly advise against that. The Maquis are far too suspicious of
trickery and infiltration to trust you. And they’re desperate enough
to see you as a valuable hostage.”

Winn set her glass down on the desk as though banging a gavel.
By some miracle, the water didn’t spill. “I cannot sit idle while the
Orb rermains in the hands of thieves. Its return is too important to
the people of Bajor. I am going into the Demilitarized Zone, be-
fore the trail goes cold. Turrel has even provided a copy of his
ship’s sensor log to facilitate matters.”

Sisko’s gaze locked with Winn’s for a protracted interval. He
doubted she possessed the expertise to follow a fading Maquis
warp trail on her own, no matter what information Turrel might
have shared with her. He could also see that he wasn’t going to dis-
suade her.
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“All right,” Sisko said with a sigh. “But you should at least go
with the protection of the Bajoran Militia.” He looked toward the
chief engineer. “Mr. O’Brien, I want you to assemble a small re-
covery team and prepare a runabout for launch.Your team will co-
ordinate the search effort with Kai Winn’s Bajoran personnel.”

O’Brien nodded. “Aye, sir. We can use Turrel’s sensor data to
track the Maquis from the runabout. I doubt the Cardassian search
parties have any equipment quite as sensitive as ours, so [ expect
we’ll locate the Maquis ship’s trail and follow it to their hideout
before anyone else manages it.”

Something else suddenly occurred to Sisko. He cast an eye
toward Winn. “Let’s just hope that Turrel doesn’t resent Starfleet’s
involvement in the search enough to endanger the new Bajor-
Cardassia treaty.”

“The legate shouldn’t mind your assistance,” Winn responded.
“So long as it doesn’t further embarrass him by becoming com-
mon knowledge.”

O’Brien shrugged, clearly more interested in planning the de-
tails of the recovery operation than he was in the intricacies of
Cardassian politics. “Once my team on the runabout locates the
Magquis’ hideout, the Militia crew can keep them busy while my
team slips inside, locates the vault, and snatches the Orb right out
from under their noses.”

Winn nodded, her expression thoughtful, like a dom-jot player
carefully considering every possible bounce the billiards might
take. To O’Brien, she said, “The Emissary seems to think it un-
likely the Maquis will be able to open the vault immediately. How
do you propose to do it?”

“My first instinct would be to ask Legate Turrel for the combi-
nation,” O’Brien said. '

Winn shook her head. “The price of that information would
have been consenting to a joint Cardassian-Bajoran military oper-
ation. I'm afraid that we must find another way.”

Sisko frowned. “Chief, the Cardassians don’t manufacture blind-
vaults, do they?”

T ———
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“No, sir. They’re designed and built by the one people in the
quadrant most interested in keeping their valuables safe—the Fer-
engi.”’

Sisko felt a grin slowly spreading across his face.“Then it sounds
like you'll need the services of an exceptional safecracker.”

“I think I have the perfect person in mind for the job,” O’Brien
said, returning Sisko’s smile.

Winn walked several paces behind the engineer as he stepped off
of the busy Promenade and into Quark’s bar. She was content to
let him lead, since he was clearly far better acquainted with this
milieu than Winn was.

Or had ever wanted to be.

While O’Brien chatted with one of the Ferengi waiters, Winn
stood between the tables at the periphery of the bar’s gambling
area, taking great care not to touch anything. The evening rush had
yet to materialize, though the dabo wheel spun in a desultory fash-
ion while a handful of revelers looked on. An awkward-looking
Lurian ogled the young, scantily attired Bajoran woman who
presided over the game. Winn looked away, disgusted, and ap-
proached O’Brien.

“So how about it, Rom?” the chief was saying, leaning toward
the Ferengi waiter. “It’s just to the DMZ and back, and the whole
thing’ll take maybe four days, tops. We could really use your help
on this. Those lobes of yours could make all the difference.”

“The people of Bajor would be in your debt,” Winn offered,
prompting a response from the Ferengi that resembled a wince.

The thin, almost emaciated-looking Ferengi was snaggle-
toothed and repellent. But Winn had never much liked the com-
pany of Ferengi. She found everything about them—from their
obsession with material possessions to their very appearance—to

be the antithesis of all things spiritual. ,
It was bad enough having to ask for assistance from the alien
whom the Prophets had inexplicably selected to be the Emissary. It
was bad enough to be denied the opportunity to speak directly
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with the Prophets, as Sisko had done. It was bad enough to have to
rely on the kindness and competence of Legate Turrell. But to be
forced to consort with these large-eared creatures as well . . .

But the Prophets may have a plan even for such as these, Winn
thought, chiding herself. After all, Chief O’Brien really seems to think
this Ferengi’s contribution to the mission could be valuable.

“Uhhm, why me?” said the Ferengi, who seemed to be cower-
ing even though no one was threatening him. Winn wondered if
cringing might not be an ingrained, reflexive defense mechanism
for this wretch. In spite of herself, she felt a surge of pity.

“Rom, you are easily the most technologically savvy Ferengi
aboard DS9,” O’Brien continued, draping a friendly arm around
the Ferengi’s slight shoulders. “And that makes you the perfect
choice to serve as Starfleet’s ‘safecracker’ on this mission.”

“My brother is not going to serve as Starfleet’s anything,” came a
harsh, braying voice from behind Winn.

She turned to see the approach of another Ferengi, whose deep
scowl and expensive-yet-vulgar-looking suit made it clear that he
was far less apt to cower than the Ferengi with whom O’Brien was
speaking. She recognized the newcomer at once as Quark, the
owner of this establishment—and the one who had recently be-
stowed upon her the dubious honor of namesake for one of the
items on his dessert menu.

Ignoring both O’Brien and Winn, Quark marched right up to
the other Ferengi, the one he had referred to as his brother. Winn
pondered whether any two brothers anywhere had ever resembled
each other less.

“Get back to work, Rom, or I'll dock you another hour’s pay,”
Quark said.

“I'm on my break, Brother,” Rom replied, sounding lame.

“Your break’s over.”

“Now hold on a minute, Quark,” O’Brien said. “I'm not sure
how much of our conversation you heard, but—"

Quark pointed at one of his outsize ears as he interrupted.
“Hello? Would you like me to read you the transcript? You want
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to drag my brother off on a four-day jaunt across terrorist-infested
space when I’'m already shorthanded as it 1s.”

“But—" Rom began.

“No buts,” Quark said, squashing his sibling’s words flat.“You're
not going, and that’s that.”

Then Winn noticed another large-eared figure, a youth. He
stood on the restaurant’s uppermost level, leaning against a railing.
His tiny, sharp eyes seemed to be absorbing every detail of the ex-
change between Quark and Rom. Though the lad was a good
eight meters away, Winn had no doubt that his oversize ears were
taking in every word, just as Quark’s had.

Rom grimaced at Quark, apparently about to put up a fight.
Then, to the obvious chagrin and disappointment of the boy on
the railing. Rom’s temporarily rigid posture bowed into a sub-
servience that he wore like a well-broken-in garment.

“Yes, Brother,” Rom said, shifting his scant weight awkwardly
from one foot to the other. He was a picture of defeat and dejec-
tion.

“Now get back to work before your next paycheck gets all the
way down into negative integers,” Quark said. With a shamefaced
nod, Rom quickly walked away, headed for the kitchen.

“You'll have to forgive my brother for wasting your time,”
Quark said, speaking to both O’Brien and Winn simultaneously. “I
love him, but he’s an idiot. It’s a full-time job just steering him
clear of trouble and keeping his teeth to the grindstone.”

“No problem, Quark,” O’Brien growled. “Especially if you have
some skiil in breaking into Ferengi-designed blindvaults.”

Quark’s eyes widened in a stage-play portrayal of surprise and
indignation. “Chief! That sounds like criminal behavior to me.
Whatever Constable Odo may have told you, I'm far too busy
running my entirely legitimate food, beverage, and entertainment
emporium to have time for such things. Now, if you’ll please ex-
cuse me ... And with that, the large-lobed restaurateur was gone.

O’Brien sighed, his brow furrowed. “Damn. [ mean, “That’s cer-
tainly disappointing.’ Sorry, Eminence.”
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But Winn wasn’t concerned about the chief’s language. “What
do we do now? Can your recovery team get at the Orb without
bringing a Ferengi along?” :

“Looks like we're going to have to. I suppose we can always
open the vault after we get it back to DS9. After all, what’s the dif-
ference if it takes an extra day or two to do a job a Ferengi could
have done in a few minutes?” _

- Winn considered O’Brien’s question in silence. He'd made a
good point. But what if the Maquis thieves had somehow managed
to remove the Orb from the vault? If Chief O’Brien wasn’t able to
settle that question until after returning the vault from the DMZ,
then the Maquis might succeed in taking the Orb just about any-
where. Its trail would be as cold as a Pagu winter by then. In that
event, recovering the Orb would be all but impossible.

She glanced upward again. The Ferengi youth was still standing

on the restaurant’s upper level. He was gripping the railing so hard
with his long, graceful fingers that his knuckles were as white as a
sinoraptor’s fangs. The boy’s gaze seemed to be lingering on the
entryway to the kitchen, through which Rom and Quark had just
disappeared. His dartlike eyes contained a fire that she would have
recognized in any species: frustrated ambition.

Winn decided to find out as much about the boy as she could.
Turning her gaze back to O’Brien, she said, “Please continue as-
sembling your team, Chief”

O’Brien nodded. “We can be ready to leave within a few
hours.”

“Good. I have some business to tend to in the meantime.”

Then she strode purposefully back out onto the Promenade.
She still needed to contact Militia Command in order to obtain an
escort vessel for the Orb-recovery mission, a call she intended to
place from her quarters.

But on her way there, she made a brief stop at the station’s secu-

rity office.
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Nog felt his lobes fairly vibrating with apprehension, though he
couldn’t exactly say he was afraid. The sensation wasn'’t as bad as
the times Odo had picked him up and tossed him into a holding
cell—his most recent experience of that occurred only a few days
earlier, when his friend Jake Sisko had acted to settle their recent
quarrel over a double date that had gone badly—but it was close.
Sure, Kai Winn wasn’t the constable; no armed deputies flanked
her, nor did she have the authority to summarily lock him up, so
far as Nog could tell. And she didn’t have Odo’s creepy, unfinished
facial features. But Nog was well aware of her significance to
Bajor’s religious community, and felt himself responding to her air
of quiet authority in spite of himself.

What would Marauder Mo do? Nog asked himself. He decided
that the beloved action-figure/holovid personality would meet
Winn’s authority with bluster.

“All right, Kai Winn,” he said, folding his arms across his chest
with practiced insouciance. “Now will you please explain exactly
why you’ve brought me here?”

Winn gestured broadly about her, as though inviting him to
study the Bajoran shrine’s simple, unadorned walls. “I asked you to
come here partly to familiarize you with something I'm seeking.
And partly so we can speak in private about its extreme impor-
tance to the people of Bajor.”

Nog looked about the shrine, which was empty except for
the two of them. A pair of prylars had been tending to the tapes-
tries in the outer vestibule when they arrived, but had obedi-
ently vanished when the kai had asked them to step outside for a
few minutes. ;

“Well, we seem to have a great windfall of privacy,” Nog said.
“Let’s get on with this before my uncle sends out a search party.”

Winn smiled blandly, not rising to Nog’s insolent tone. Moving
quietly, she led the way into a smaller interior chamber, which was
lit only by candles set into sconces. In the center of the room, atop
a raised dais, sat a large, dark, roughly cubical box.
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“I know all about your many . .. skills,” she said, her eyes seem-
ing to bore into him.

“Really?” Nog said, wondering how that could be. After all, he
wasn’t exactly a public figure.

Her expression turned grave. “Yes.Your Constable Odo has told
me a great deal about you. It seems you’ve misspent a great deal of
your childhood learning to crack safes, pick locks, and so forth.”

Now his lobes picked up the sound of opportunity. She needs
me, he thought. Looks like it’s a seller’s market for the services of a good
lockpick. And Nog knew that he was good.

But being scrutinized by an authority figure—even one whose
authority largely didnt affect him—also made him nervous. He
maintained his neutral negotiator’s grin as best he could anyway. “I
suppose I’'m not the sort of person you'd normally turn to for help.”

“Be that as it may, your abilities will be invaluable in recovering
one of Bajor’s missing Orbs from the vault that holds it.”

“Let me guess. It’s in a Ferengi-constructed blindvault.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You're familiar with them?”

“Of course,” Nog said, swelling with pride. “The lock mecha-
nism is a kind of tonal puzzle. Sort of a subsonic word-association
game where you key in specific notes in response to random
prompts from the vault’s computer.”

She stroked her chin thoughtfully. “That doesn’t sound too dif-
ficult.”

Nog felt an incipient surge of panic; perhaps he had told her too
much. Recovering quickly, he pointed to his right ear. “Without
the correct combination—or lobes like these—you won'’t have a
prayer of getting a blindvault open anytime soon.”

“It is a mistake to underestimate the power of prayer, my young
friend”

“I trust latinum more.”

Ignoring his comment, Winn said, “The mission will last about
four days. You would accompany me aboard a Bajoran Militia ves-
sel, which will be working in tandem with a Starfleet vessel in re-
covering a missing Orb.”

.

—
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Nog didn’t like the sound of that. “Why do you need to bring
me along? Why not just bring the vault back to the station and
have me open it here?”

“Because if others have succeeded in opening the vault first, re-
covering the Orb may well prove impossible. I can’t risk that.
Don'’t worry, child.You’ll be well protected.”

Nog’s fear persisted. “If you need to bring a lot of protection
along, then this must be a pretty dangerous mission.”

Her bland smile abruptly turned as hard as duranium. The lines
on her face, perhaps etched there during the brutal years of the
Cardassian Occupation, deepened. “We live in a dangerous uni-
verse, child,” she said.

“Maybe. But some parts of it are definitely more dangerous
than others. And therefore more expensive.”

She blinked in evident incomprehension. Pleased that he was
holding his own with her, he pressed on. “I need latinum. Ten bars.
Up front. I'll do the mission, but only if you show me the goods
first.”

She regarded him in silence for a long moment. He expected
her to become angry with him. Therefore the sad expression that
crossed her broad face took him by surprise.

“I’ll show you something better,” she said finally. “The Orb of
Prophecy and Change.” Then she turned toward the box at the
room’s center and opened it.

He looked inside, skeptical.

Suddenly, a light more brilliant than anything Nog had ever
seen before streamed forth, washing over him, enveloping and em-
. bracing him. Ageless voices whispered into his lobes, their enticing
words just beyond his comprehension. He heard a ringing, not-
unpleasant musical overtone underlying it all, which brought to
mind the stories he’d been told as a child about the highly paid ce-
lestial choirs that worked the Great Lounge of the Divine Treasury.
It spoke to him of the infinite, and of answers to questions he
lacked the understanding even to ask. And for an instant, he
glimpsed something heretical, something he’d dared to consider
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only occasionally, such as during the times when he watched, dis-
appointed, as his father knuckled under to Uncle Quark’s arbitrary
will.

It was the notion that there might be something out there even
more precious than latinum.

Then, as suddenly as the nimbus of light and thought had sur-
rounded him, it was gone. The box was closed, inert.

Kai Winn was studying him, a look of expectation on her face.

Nog wasn’t at all certain how much time had passed. It might
have been minutes, or merely seconds, the way time often passed
in his latinum-lined dreams.

All he knew was that now he felt more willing than before to
listen to what Winn had to say. And that there was a lot he needed
to learn about the universe around him, dangerous or not.

He wondered if this was the same feeling his uncle had spent
years systematically stamping out of his father.

“Will you do it?” Winn asked. “We can discuss the issue of re-
muneration later. At the moment, time is of the essence.”

“Okay,” he heard himself saying, realizing only belatedly that he
had somehow dropped his insistence on up-front payment. He
hoped he hadn’t just disgraced every sacred, heroic, profit-driven
principle that Marauder Mo stood for.

Almost in a daze, Nog walked across the Promenade back to the
bar. Maybe Marauder Mo wouldn’t have struck the deal he had
just made with the kai. Ferenginar’s favorite superhero certainly
wouldn’t have been afraid of the mission; it was an adventure, after
all, and many were the protagonists of Ferengi.holofiction who
valued adventure nearly as highly as Acquisition: Itself. But being
asked to wait for payment until after the fact might have given
even the most stalwart action hero pause.

Nog noted with some surprise that he wasn’t afraid. A little ap-
prehensive, maybe. But not afraid. Instead, he found himself eagerly
anticipating the mission, which would commence with his meet-
ing Kai Winn on the docking ring in a little less than four hours.




THE ORB OF OPPORTUNITY 85

The trick, of course, would be getting through those few hours
without letting anyone know what he was up to; the kai had made
him promise to keep his involvement in the mission absolutely se-
cret. Nog had agreed, aware of how bad she would look if word
were to get around that she might be taking someone as young as
he was into harm’ way. Were that to happen, the kai would no
doubt become very testy. And a testy kai could certainly contrive
ways to make life very difficult not only for him, but also for his fa-
ther and Uncle Quark so long as they remained aboard the station.

He wondered: Would the kai have retaliated had he flatly de-
clined to go on the mission? He wasn’t sure, but he decided it
didn’t matter. He wanted to go, if only to prove to himself that
Uncle Quark couldn’t do to him what he’d already done to his fa-
ther.

Now, as he wended his way toward his uncle’s business office,
was the time Nog felt most in need of the unfailing courage of
Marauder Mo. After all, he was about to disappear for four days,
and he couldn'’t tell anyone why, not even his father. But I've got to
tell my uncle something.

He entered the office without knocking and saw Quark sitting
behind the desk, hunched over an untidy pile of financial padds.
Nog saw that his uncle was auditing the secret books for accuracy,
while vetting the public ones for plausibility. It was a good, solid
practice for any Ferengi businessman.

“I need a few days off, Uncle,” Nog said without preamble.

“No,” said Quark without looking up. “Now get back to
work—"

“—before I dock you,” Nog finished, in unison with his uncle.

Nog remained standing beside the crowded desk, watching his
uncle work. Quark looked up at him at last, obviously irritated.

“You're still here.”

“Just for as long as this takes, Uncle. I really need some time off.
Four days.”

Quark set down the padd he was working on, his eyes narrow-
ing with suspicion. “Why?”
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Nog feared he’d already said too much. Quark would surely fig-
ure out what he was up to. After all, hadn’t he also heard O’Brien’s
pitch to his father? He had to know that the foray into the DMZ
exactly coincided with his vacation request.

But if Quark had done the math, he gave no outward indication
of it. He simply returned his attention to the teetering stacks of
padds on his desk. “I'm afraid I can’t spare you, Nog. You know
how shorthanded I am around here.”

The reason for Quark’s obtuseness suddenly struck Nog like a
body blow. He doesn’t take me seriously enough to think Winn would
want to take me along to the DMZ. He only barely overcame a pow-
erful temptation to tell his uncle the truth.

Instead, he said, “I’'m taking the time off, Uncle. With or without
your approval.” He turned his back on Quark and made for the
door.

Quark pushed the padds to one side with a loud clatter and
stood. “Nog, if you leave before your shift is over, you can forget
about ever drawing a paycheck from me again.”

Nog hesitated in the doorway. The impulse to stay, to remain in
the bar doing his uncle’s bidding, had evidently become an en-
trenched habit. How many times had his father caved in to Quark
following confrontations like this one? He pictured himself twenty
years older, still working in the bar alongside his father and a spiri-
tually broken—and financially insignificant—cadre of Ferengi
waiters and Bajoran dabo girls. The horror of the image rivaled his
father’s tales of the Vault of Eternal Destitution, the impoverished
netherworld that awaited the souls of insufficiently profitable Fer-
engi in the next life. :

“Good-bye, Uncle,” he said, then continued out the door, steel-
ing himself so as not to react to the shouted invectives that fol-
lowed him halfway back out onto the Promenade.

Nog found the Bajoran Militia ship Akorem Laan surprisingly
comfortable and roomy. But then, never having been aboard a Ba- l

|

1

joran Militia ship, he’'d had no idea what to expect.
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Napping in the luxurious cabin where Winn had left him, Nog
reflected on just how smoothly things had gone during the first
two days since  the departure from DS9. Almost too smoothly.

An unfamiliar and incredibly loud sound shrilled through the
room, startling him so thoroughly that he nearly fell off the bed.
He jumped up and ran awkwardly to the companel mounted on
the bulkhead.

“Um, bridge?” Nog said, shouting above the alarm. “What’s
going on up there?”

“Whos this?” responded a stern male voice.

Nog tried to swallow, but found that his mouth was too dry. His
ears were beginning to throb with pain because of the blare of the
Klaxon. “I'm Kai Winn’s, um, mission specialist.”

“Were in a state of red alert. Please remain in your quarters, young
man. And stay off the comm unit.”

Nog nodded, then realized that the person on the other end of
the comm couldn’t see him. “What’s going on?”

“Just stay put and be quiet,” said the comm voice. Then the chan-
nel was abruptly cut off.

Nog scowled at the silent companel. Hupyrian beetle-wings of
fear brushed his spine. What would Marauder Mo do? he thought,
trying to calm himself.

He went to the door and exited into the corridor, then carefully
followed the signs on the bulkheads until he found a turbolift.

The male Bajoran officer who greeted Nog on the bridge of the
Akorem Laan might or might not have been the same individual
who had told him to remain in his quarters. In Nog’s experience,
Bajorans were usually as hard to tell apart as hew-mons.

“This is a restricted area,” said the officer. Another pair of
brown-uniformed Bajorans, a male and a female, approached him,
their intentions as clear as if they were Nausicaan bouncers.

“I just wanted to find out what was going on,” Nog said, splay-
ing his hands imploringly. .

“That won’t be necessary,” said another voice as the pair put
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their hands on his shoulders and began steering him back into the
turbolift.

They stopped. “Yes Eminence,” they said in unison, then re-
leased their grip on Nog’s quaking shoulders.

Kai Winn emerged from behind a bank of arcane-looking
equipment and approached Nog and the officers who still flanked
him. “It’s all right. Why have you come to the bridge, child?”

“I heard the alarms,” Nog said. In fact, his lobes were still ring-
ing, even though the Klaxon had been turned off minutes earlier.
“I just wanted to know what was going on.”

Winn nodded, then turned toward the stern-looking, blunt-
faced Bajoran male who stood in the center of the room. The large -
viewer beyond him at the front of the room displayed an image of
a Federation runabout whose port side looked pitted and
scorched. “With your permission, Colonel Lenaris?”

“By all means, Eminence,” he said deferentially. Nog gathered
that this colonel was nominally in command of the ship. But Winn
was clearly the one who wielded the real authority here.

Winn returned her gaze to Nog. “We seem to have reached a
portion of the DMZ frequented by the Maquis. The Starfleet ruri-
about aiding in our search has been damaged by one of their
mines.” y

Mines, Nog thought, his fear rising, running, and getting out

ahead of him. If the runabout can smack into a mine, then so can this

ship.
“How ... How bad is the damage?” Nog asked, his heart racing.
The colonel spoke up. “The crew of the Orinoco was fortunate.
Their navigational deflector apparently set off the mine, but the |

runabout managed to avoid the brunt of the blast. Chief O’Brien |

and his team are busy repairing the damage now, with some assis-
tance from our people. We’re at full stop for the moment.” |
. - . . ’ s J
Nog considered with mounting horror just how close O’Brien |

1

|

and the other Starfleet people had come to being incinerated by a |
terrorist booby trap.
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“After we get under way again,” he asked the colonel, “how do
we know we won't run into more of these mines?”

Lenaris smiled beneficently. “We’ve got a pretty good idea of
the mines’ sensor profiles now, thanks to the incident with the
Orinoco.”

“Don’t fear, child,”’ said the kai.

Fear is one bf the things we Ferengi do best, Nog thought as he
nodded a mute acknowledgment. He wondered how O’Brien and
the others on the runabout dealt with that fear.

Then, perhaps as a way of managing his own trepidation, he be-
came truly curious about that. How could anyone keep his head
when faced with such a crippling emotion?

“Could I listen in on their comm traftic?” Nog asked Winn,
who batted the request to the colonel with an interrogative glance.

“I don’t see why not,” said Lenaris. “So long as you don't tie up
the channel with any chatter of your own.”

The colonel ushered him toward a console in an out-of-the-
way corner, where a female Bajoran officer who couldn’t have
been much older than he was adjusted an earpiece to “passive”
mode, then handed the unit to him. It hadn’t been built with the
Ferengi body plan in mind, so Nog had to hold the earpiece in
place with one hand as he took an unoccupied seat nearby. Then
he did something else that many Ferengi did extraordinarily well.

He listened.

Monitoring the Starfleet crew’s secure~channel conversations with
each other and with the Bajoran crew, Nog was impressed at how
efficiently—and apparently fearlessly—O’Brien, Muniz, Adabwe,
and Wright worked to transform a near-catastrophe into a minor
inconvenience. His Uncle Quark’s management style notwith-
standing, Nog concluded that constant yelling might not be neces-
sary to get satisfactory results out of one’s subordinates after all.
The Orinoco and its Bajoran escort were both under way again
within the hour.
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From the confidence Nog heard in the Starfleet team members’
voices, he might have concluded that the mine incident had never
even happened. He was beginning to think that O’Brien and his
staff were either the bravest people in the galaxy, or the most fool-
ish. Or maybe they possessed acting abilities capable of fooling
even the most sensitive, empathetic of Ferengi lobes.

Whatever the reason, these people seemed to fear nothing,
while Nog and his father couldn’t even stand up to Quark. What
am 1 doing hanging around with people who have this kind of courage?

Somehow, the Starfleet team had made an acquisition that Nog
had never seriously considered making. And he found that it both
shamed and inspired him.

“The runabout’s sensor link verifies that we’re approaching the
end of the warp trail,” said the young female Bajoran. Nog could
see that her words were intended for Colonel Lenaris and Kai
Winn, both of whom were still on the bridge. “The coordinates
correspond with this system’s one marginally habitable planet.”

“That has to be where the Maquis took the Orb,” Winn said,
apparently speaking to no one in particular. A mottled blue cres-
cent was steadily growing on the forward viewer.

Lenaris nodded as he scrutinized one of the many nearby tacti-
cal displays. “It would seem so, judging from the sensor data Legate
Turrel supplied us. This has to be the location of the base from
which the thieves are currently operating.”

The colonel gestured to another junior officer. “Open a channel
to the Orinoco.” ‘

“O’Brien here, Colonel,” came the chief’s voice a moment later.

“We’re ready to make our approach. Is your recovery team pre-
pared?”

“Just say the word.”

No fear, Nog thought, lying to himself. He felt as though he was
about to hyperventilate. No fear.

“All right,” Lenaris said. “Let’s—"

O’Brien’s raised voice cut the colonel off. “There’s a ship approach-
ing us from the planet. From the profile, I'd say it’s a small Magquis raider.”
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“Confirmed,” said an intent young Bajoran man who was
seated at a console to the colonel’s right.

“We see him,” Lenaris told O’Brien. He began barking orders
to his crew. “Red alert. Raise shields. Charge weapons.”

The klaxons shrilled again. Nog winced as his head rang like a
bell.

The battle was fast, savage, and memorable only for its brevity. But
the bridge had shaken so much that Nog worried he might de-
velop kidney trouble.

Then something happened that seemed to surprise everyone on
board: After exchanging multiple barrages with both the runabout
and the Akorem Laan, the Maquis raider simply broke off its attack
and flew off. Away from the planet where the Maquis base was
supposedly located.

“Pursue them,”Winn said to Lenaris. ‘“We have to find out what
they know.”

Lenaris gently shook his head. “I'd advise against that, Emi-
nence. This could be a ploy intended to leave the Orinoco vulnera-
ble to a sneak attack.”

Winn looked angry at being questioned on the bridge. But she
also seemed to know the limits of her expertise. Thank the Blessed
Exchequer that somebody does, Nog thought, wondering not for the
first time just how he allowed himself to be dragged into the mid-
dle of a combat zone.

Apparently satisfied that he was acting with the kai’s blessing,
Lenaris resumed giving the bridge crew their orders. “Approach
the planet. Cover the runabout’s landing from a standard orbit.”

Nog knew that O’Brien and his recovery team had no choice
other than actually landing; being impervious to transporter
beams, the blindvault itself couldn’t simply be beamed up from
the Maquis base. Once again, Nog marveled at the courage of
O’Brien and the others. After all, these were engineers, not
marines.

Even Marauder Mo might think twice about doing something like this,
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Nog thought as he exchanged a glance with Winn. Unless he’d been
paid up front, that is.

Nog was glad he hadn’t been forced to accompany Chief O’Brien’s
team down to the surface. But not for the reasons he’d expected.

“They’re dead,” O’Brien reported gravely, immediately after his
team had crossed the curiously quiet Maquis perimeter. “All of
them.”

Winn looked stricken. “You're saying the Maquis fighters we’ve
been tracking are all dead?”

“Yes, ma’am. Almost all of them are—were—humans. But we’re find-
ing some Bajorans among the bodies as well.”

Nog watched the entire Bajoran crew as they bowed their heads
mournfully. He felt unutterably sad. No amount of latinum could
make up for the lives that had been lost.

“How did they die, Chief?” Lenaris asked, his voice somber.

“A firefight, apparently. A pretty vicious one, from the look of things.
We’re continuing our tricorder sweeps. O’ Brien out.”

The Bajoran bridge was silent as a tomb for the remainder of
the recovery team’s search of the Maquis compound. Finally, un-
counted minutes later, O’Brien’s voice returned, sounding more
upbeat this time. “We’ve isolated the footprint of the blindvault. It’s
showing up as a one-cubic-meter blank spot on our scans.”

“That’s wonderful news, Chief,” said Winn, brightening.

“How long do you expect the recovery op to take?” Lenaris
asked.

“It shouldn’t take us half an hour to get it aboard the Orinoco,
Colonel. Is your mission specialist ready to assist us in getting the thing
open?”

Lenaris looked in Nog’s direction. Nog merély swallowed the
lump in his throat and nodded.

It’s showtime.

The chief was wrong, Nog realized as he and Winn materialized
aboard the Orinoco. It had taken the recovery team only twenty-
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seven minutes to carry the blindvault that held the Orb of Con-
templation back to the small ship and then reach orbit.

Nog stepped down from the small, two-person transporter stage
located behind the runabout’s cockpit, followed a moment later by
Winn.

The first thing Nog noticed was the slick-looking black cube,
just aft of the transporter, still sitting on the antigrav sled the re-
covery team had used to bring it aboard the runabout. Each of the
cube’s sides measured just over a square meter. The next thing Nog
noticed was the trio of Starfleet-garbed people who stood about
the sled, touching the object’s seamless surface in search of a
way in.

That’s why I'm here, Nog reminded himself. Because nobody here
except me has a chance of getting a blindvault open quickly enough to sat-
isfy Kai Winn.

The sound of Colonel Lenaris’s voice drew Nog’s eyes toward
the extreme forward part of the cabin, where the gray-blue planet
below was visible through a large, front-facing window.

“We’re ready to break orbit and withdraw from the DMZ, Orinoco.”

Chief O’Brien, seated in the cockpit with his back to Nog, an-
swered crisply. “We're ready as well.”

Moments later, the planet dropped away. The runabout was
heading back toward Deep Space 9, shadowed by its better-armed
Bajoran escort. The worst part of the mission was over, Nog noted
with no small amount of relief. Within two days, he’d be back
home, trying to explain his mysterious absence to his uncle and his
father.

But that was a reality best dealt with after he’d finished the task
he’d come here to perform.

Nog approached the blindvault, and O’Brien’s team members
made room for him. He ran his long fingers across its smooth,
light-devouring surface.

O’Brien chose that moment to enter the aft section and address
the members of his team. “All right, now let’s have a good close

look at this blind—"
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The chief stopped in mid-word, his mouth forming a silent el-
lipse of incredulity as his eyes fell upon Nog.

“Um, mission specialist Nog, Chief. Sir. Reporting for duty.”
Nog assayed a sloppy, left-handed salute.

O’Brien ignored him, glaring instead at the kai, who was now
standing beside Nog. The runabout was beginning to feel dis-
tinctly crowded.

“What the hell is going on here?” the chief demanded. “What
exactly is a teenage kid doing tagging along with you on a danger-
ous mission in the DMZ?”

Winn seemed as imperturbable as one of the stone gargoyles
that guarded the Tower of Commerce back on Ferenginar. “You
said you thought a Ferengi would be useful on this mission, Chief;,
did you not?”

“Of course 1 did. I tried to persuade Rom to come with us, re-
member? You were there.”

“Indeed I was, Chief. Rom declined, so I found another Fer-
engi who possesses similar aptitudes. I would think, under the cir-
cumstances, that you’d be grateful for the help.”

“It’s your Orb,” O’Brien snapped. “And your conscience. Emi-
nence.”

Winn’s rejoinder was interrupted by the wailing and flashing of
a cockpit alarm. O’Brien and a dark-haired hew-mon engineer
named Muniz—Nog recognized him from back on the station—
immediately returned to their stations. The other two crew
members—a hew-mon male and female who, respectively, had to
be Wright and Adabwe—Dbegan running scans from other consoles
adjacent to the main cockpit. The blindvault and the Orb inside it
were now all but forgotten.

“Sensor contact with a ship,” Muniz said. “Nd, make that fwo
ships.”

O’Brien nodded. “I see them, Enrique. O’Brien to Lenaris. Are
you picking up what we’re picking up?”

“They’ve appeared on our sensors, too, Chief. One is the same Maquis



THE ORB OF OPPORTUNITY 95

ship that attacked us earlier. It’s been stopped and boarded by a Galor-
class Cardassian warship.”

“I want to approach and hail them, Colonel. I think we ought
to find out what they’re up to,” O’Brien said. ‘

“Agreed.”

A few minutes later, Nog watched O’Brien drop the runabout
out of warp and hail the Cardassian ship, which was already visible
through the front window as a distant point of light. A glance at
Adabwe’s tactical readout told Nog that he was actually looking at
two vessels—one Cardassian and one Maquis—flying in extremely
close proximity to each other.

O’Brien repeated his hail. “Cardassian vessel, this is Chief Miles
Edward O’Brien of the Starfleet runabout Orinoco. Please re-
spond.”

“Strange,” Wright muttered, shaking his head at something on
his console that Nog couldn’t see. “You'd think the Maquis ship
would show human life-signs. But all I'm detecting on either ship
is Cardassians.”

Adabwe’s head moved up and down. “I get the same readings.
The Akorem Laan’s science officer confirms our scans as well.”.

The chief raised an eyebrow at that, but said nothing. Instead, he
repeated his hail yet again. He did so twice again before a brusque
male voice responded on an audio channel. “Orinoco, this is the
Cardassian warship Tavracet. Please state your business here.”

“We’ve just concluded a ... salvage operation,” O’Brien said in
the ingratiatingly familiar voice Nog sometimes heard him use at
the bar when in the company of Dr. Bashir, a tankard of beer, and
a handful of metal-tipped projectiles. “I was wondering if you re-
quired our assistance before we returned to Federation space.”

A long beat elapsed before the Cardassian responded. “Thank
you for your kind offer, Chief. However, I believe we already have the matter
well in hand. The terrorists have been apprehended. Tavracet out.”

“My. That wasn’t very neighborly,” Adabwe said, still studying
her sensor console.
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Wright shrugged. “Cardassians aren’t the cuddliest people in the
quadrant. Even when they’re not shooting at you.”

Nog looked toward Winn, who stood behind the cockpit. Her
eyes were focused on the forward window.

“The people on that Maquis ship might have been the ones
who stole the Orb from Turrel in the first place,” she said.

“Maybe,” O’Brien said, turning his seat toward her. “Or the
dead Maquis we found on the planet might be the guilty parties.
We may never know.”

Winn nodded. “I suppose the important thing is that we’ve re-
covered the Orb.”

“I'm forced to agree,” said O’Brien, who then opened a channel
to Colonel Lenaris back on the Bajoran ship. After a quick and
parsimonious exchange, the chief fed a series of commands into
his flight console.

The distantly visible Tavracet and its Maquis companion fell
away as the runabout went back to warp and resumed its heading
for DS9.

Nog was startled by a hand on his shoulder, but calmed when
he realized it was Winn. Smiling, she gestured toward the black
cube behind the transporter. “Mr. Nog, if you'd be so kind?”

Nog moved deliberately toward the antigrav sled. His fingers
felt slippery with sweat as he slowly felt along the blindvault’s
edges. He closed his eyes to shut out the expectant gazes of Winn
and Chief O’Brien’s team. He had to marshal all of his concentra-
tion to tune out the myriad tiny sounds they made even as they
tried to be still. Angrily shushing the fidgety Muniz had done ab-
solutely no good at all.

There. A gentle ringing overtone, perceptible only to Ferengi
auditory nerves, sounded as his fingers came into feather-light
contact with the first hasp. The second, third, and fourth, each one
making its signature chime, followed in sequence. He opened his
eyes to see a half-meter-wide flatscreen interface extrude itself
onto the blindvault’s nearest face, as though conjured by magic.

An icon appeared, rendered in the angular, reassuringly familiar
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script of written Ferengi. He touched it, and a tone sounded. He
calculated a tone an octave higher, then bisected it to generate a
pitch a tritone above the original sound.

The process repeated and gradually accelerated, as he heard the
pitches and anticipated the response each time. Sweat ran down his
bulbous forehead and into his eyes. He ignored it and soldiered on.
Though he nearly lost the sequence when someone’s badly timed
decision to sit caused a cacophonous squeak, he continued listen-
ing to the ever-changing tones and keying in the responses that
would have made no sense to anyone with smaller, less sensitive
lobes.

Throughout the procedure, which seemed to go on for an hour
but probably actually occupied a span of perhaps four or maybe
five minutes, a single thought recurred continuously within Nog’s
head, like a persistent leitmotif that got stuck in the brain during a
concert of Sinnravian drad music: This is way, way too easy.

Then, just when Nog began to worry that he might have made
a critical misstep capable of making the blindvault’s computer shut
down permanently, the interface panel shimmered and began to
vanish, along with the front and top faces of the black cube.

He turned toward Winn, flashing her a triumphant grin.

Then he saw that her expression was anything but happy.

A moment later, he saw a similar, surprised look on the faces of
O’Brien, Adabwe, Wright, and Muniz. Only then did he look back
into the open blindvault.

It was empty.

What the hell would Marauder Mo do now?

“No,” Winn whispered. “By the Prophets, it can’t be.” Having lived
through the horrors of the Occupation, she had known despair on
many occasions. But never quite like this. Victory had never been
snatched from her grasp quite so ignominiously before.

Nog stood before the empty vault, his mouth silently opening
and closing. “Do not blame yourself, child,” she told him.“You did
everything I asked of you.”
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Winn became conscious of O’Brien standing beside her. “Ob-
viously somebody got to the vault before we did. And it’s the same
somebody who killed all those Maquis, unless I miss my guess.”

Winn nodded, numb. It didn’t matter. The Orb was gone. Just
like all the other Orbs that the damned Cardassians had expropri-
ated and then lost. :

Nog found his voice at last. “This has got to have something to
do with that Cardassian ship.”

“Why do you say that?” O’Brien asked.

“Because nobody mentioned finding any sign of Ferengi either
down on the planet or aboard the Cardassian ship. And without a
Ferengi, whoever beat us to the vault probably couldn’t have got-
ten it open as quickly as they did.” '

O’Brien nodded, apparently understanding. “Unless they al-
ready had the entry code. And nobody had that except for Legate
Turrel and maybe a very small handful of other Cardassian offi-
cers.”

Nog’s eyes widened as he carried this logic another step fur-
ther. “That’s why I think the Orb might be aboard the Cardas-
sian vessel. Chief, were there any strange energy signatures on
that ship?”

“I don’t think so. At least, none that any of us recognized.”

Winn watched as Adabwe and Muniz called up the records of
the scans the Orinoco had made of the Tavracet and the Maquis ship
it had impounded. O’Brien, Wright, and Nog were also watching
intently as arcane charts, graphs, and columns of numeric data
scrolled across the readouts.

Winn realized she couldn’t make heads or tails of any of it.

“There’s an unusual-looking energy spike here,” Adabwe said,
pointing to a sharply rising curve on a graph she’d frozen in place
on one of the monitors. “But it could mean anything from a leaky
coolant manifold to an inefficient warp core.”

“Doesn’t exactly scream, ‘I'm the missing Orb, come look for
me here; does it?”” Muniz said. A

Nog spoke up. “No. But it could.”
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“Excuse me?” Muniz said.

Nog pointed at the cryptic squiggles on the console before
them. “Can you run this through the computer or something and
convert it into sound?”’

Adabwe scowled thoughtfully.“That’s a lot of cycles per second.
It wouldn't be in the audible range.”

‘Grinning, Nog tapped his lobe. “Let’s give it a try anyway.”

A moment later, Adabwe keyed in the last of a short sequence of
commands. “There it is.”

“I don’t hear anything,” O’Brien said.

“Me, neither,” said Muniz.

“Shhhh,” Nog said, closing his eyes. A moment later he opened
them and a look of recognition passed across his pinched face.“I've
heard that sound before.”

“Where?” Winn asked.

“In the Bajoran shrine back on the station. Two days ago.”

Winn recalled that Nog had been standing with her before the
Orb of Prophecy and Change that day.

Hope reignited within Winn’s soul. She turned to O’Brien.
“Chief, we must double back and find the Tavracet immediately.”

Another sensor alarm sounded, prompting O’Brien to return to
the cockpit to check it. Winn followed him forward. “Looks like
we won't have to.

“The Tavracet seems to be following us.”

Winn immediately beamed back to the Akorem Laan, and headed
straight for her private cabin there. Activating her peréonal sub-
space transceiver, she instructed the device’s control computer to
contact Legate Turrel on his secure diplomatic channel.

Whatever deception you’re attempting, Turrel, I'm going to put a stop to
it, here and now.

Turrel’s face appeared on her desktop viewer moments later,
and Winn thought she saw a look of surprise flash across the
legate’s hard, almost reptilian face. The picture on the screen was so
sharp he might have been standing right beside her.
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“Kai Winn.Io what do I owe the unexpected pleasure of this call?”

Winn wished to waste no time on diplomatic pleasantries. In-
stead, she sought to rattle him with a direct assault. “How long
have you been aboard the Tavracet, following us?”

He blinked several times, signaling to Winn that she had scored
a direct hit. Then he recovered his composure and smiled his ne-
gotiator’s smile. “Very good, Eminence. What gave me away?”

“For one thing, the Tavracet appears to be carrying the Orb of
Contemplation. I didn’t think you'd want to stray very far from it,
after all the trouble you evidently took to persuade the Central
Command to release it to your custody. And especially after the
Magquis allegedly stole it.”

Turrel frowned. “You doubt that the Maquis were responsible for the
theft of the Orb?”

“Let’s just say that I now find it hard to believe that they acted
alone.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The blindvault you used to carry the Orb is transporter-proof.
That means the thieves would have had to board the vessel you
took to Deep Space 9 in order to seize the vault. So if Maquis
fighters had been the only attackers, they would have done far
more than simpfy steal from you—they would have slaughtered
you and every other Cardassian on board. But there were no
Maquis on the Maquis ship you’ve just impounded.”

“Interesting speculation.”

“Not speculation. We’ve already opened the blindvault you left
behind in the Maquis hideout. The Orb was missing.”

The look of discomfiture on Turrel’s face spoke volumes. He
hadn’t been expecting this. Winn thought he had the look of a
man whose entire world was now in danger of spiraling out of
control.

She pressed on. “Turrel, it’s very unlikely that the Maquis could
have removed the Orb from the blindvault. But you could have
done it. Or perhaps the deed was carried out by some of your sub-
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ordinates, Perhaps by officers who weren’t happy with your efforts
to repatriate the Orb.”

“Ordering the Orb returned was an unprecedented act of Cardassian
largesse,” Turrel said, somehow managing to sound both cautious
and self-aggrandizing at the same time. “Bold strokes such as these
can sometimes inspire fear.”

“Change is often frightening,” Winn said, nodding. Having lived
under the brutal heel of Cardassian oppressors for decades, she felt
she knew what she was talking about. “But perhaps now is the time
to challenge that fear. After all, we’ve both worked very hard on our
recent diplomatic agreement. I'm certain that neither of us wishes
_ to place in jeopardy what we’ve accomplished together thus far.”

Turrel’s stolid visage changed subtly, moving by degrees from
calculating to contemplative. At length, he said, “All right. Perhaps
the whole truth will best serve that end.”

“I am listening, Legate.”

“I’m sure you are aware that Maquis raids have been a persistent prob-
lem for the Cardassian Union over the past yeat, ever since a treaty redrew
our boundaries with the Federation.”

“Leaving a number of former Federation worlds and their pop-
ulations technically in Cardassian territory.”

“Not technically, Eminence. Those worlds are ours now, and their
Federation populations have been relocated. Save, of course, for the
Magquis—those who opted to use terror tactics in an effort to retain the ter-
ritory the Federation legally ceded to us.”

Of course, Winn was bitterly aware that one person’s terrorist
might be another’s freedom fighter. But this was a subject she
didn’t wish to debate at the moment. “I am familiar with the ori-
gins of the Maquis,” she said. “Please go on.”

“Very well. I needed some help in drawing a particularly troublesome
. ‘Magquis cell out into the open. I also discovered, as you suggested, evidence
that certain individuals in my officer corps were not only actively working
against our efforts to repatriate the Orb of Contemplation, but had also
covertly thrown in with the Maquis to that end.”



102 Michael A. Martin and Andy Mangels

Winn nodded, beginning to see clearly the picture that Turrel
was painting for her. “You needed to draw your own traitors into
the open as well.”

“Exactly so. And the Orb served as an irresistible enticement for both.
The turncoats, you see, wanted to keep the Orb for themselves, and they
contrived to use the Maquis to acquire the vault that carried it. Blaming the
Magquis seemed an elegant method for covering up their conspiracy. By dis-
creetly monitoring the progress of your search of the Demilitarized Zone, I
was able to apprehend the traitors immediately after they had wiped out
the Maquis cell and relieved them of their prize. A prize that will soon be
back on Cardassia Prime.”

“So your offer to repatriate the Orb was merely a ploy. You
planned to keep it all along, while making it appear that the
Magquis made off with it.” Winn suddenly feared that the treaty on
which she and Vedek Bareil had labored for so long—the agree-
ment that Bareil had died pursuing—was unraveling right before
her eyes.

Then another infuriating realization came to Winn: Had Turrel’s
plan worked only a little better, she never would have known that
he had manipulated her, the Bajoran Militia, and Starfleet into un-
wittingly abetting the wanton slaughter of people whose only real
crime was standing up against Cardassian tyranny.

And some of those people were Bajorans, she thought, her gorge ris-
ing. :

“So we seem to have a truly thorny problem now, Kai Winn,” the
legate said. “It would be terribly costly to me, and to my government, if
the accusations you've just made were to become generally known. Obvi-
ously, I can’t permit that to happen.”

By the Prophets, Winn thought, horrified. He means to destroy this
ship and the runabout, merely to cover up his scheme. No doubt he’ll
blame the Magquis for that as well. I was a fool to think I could ever nego-
tiate in good faith with this man. |

Her mind raced. There had to be an alternative to a pitched bat-
tle, and the abandonment of the treaty that Bareil had given his life
to negotiate. If she were to call the bridge now, what were the
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odds that even Lenaris could act in time to save the ship? Absurdly,
she found herself thinking of the games of chance that had seemed
so popular in the drinking establishment run by Nog’s unpleasant
uncle. |

She smiled very slightly when an answer came to her.

“The Federation will be extremely interested to learn that the
Cardassian government has conspired to entrap and murder its cit-
izens,’ she said. “Even if they are Maquis outlaws.”

“I can jam your transmissions,” Turrel pointed out.

Winn shrugged. “That will only ensure that the Federation
learns the truth about what you’ve done to the Maquis. If anything
should happen to me on this mission, Legate Turrel, I assure you
that the Vedek Assembly will give the Federation all of my files on
that very subject.” ‘

Of course, Winn was well aware that she had made no such
prior arrangements with anyone, either in the Vedek Assembly or
anywhere else.

But Turrel couldn’t possibly have known that.

After a moment’s hesitation, Turrel said, “You're bluffing.”

Winn leaned fractionally toward the visual pickup, her eyes
widening. “If you agree to return the Orb now, you won'’t have to
discover the hard way whether or not that’s so. And we can both
go on pretending, for the sake of both our worlds, that the treaty
we just signed still means something.”’

Lapsing into silence again, Turrel seemed to mull her proposal
over very seriously. After all, he had spent at least as much time ne-
gotiating the recent treaty as both she and Bareil had. Perhaps he,
too, didn’t want to see those efforts wasted.

“All right,” he said at length. “Perhaps the best solution to this prob-
lem is indeed to return the Orb to you as promised—and to rely on your
discretion.” Then he smiled unctuously, as though returning the
Orb had been his true intention all along.

“If nothing else, you may consider the Orb a token of my sincere
thanks. After all, if your Bajoran Militia ship hadn’t engaged the Maquis
vessel the Cardassian traitors were using, they might have eluded me—and
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escaped with the Orb. I applaud your wisdom for involving Starfleet and
your own world’s military in this situation. You have helped immensely in
ridding me of two vexing problems.”

Cardassia’s political undesirables, she thought. And the Maquis cell.

A great bitterness rose within her as she considered just how
thoroughly Turrel had manipulated her. Just as she had manipu-
lated Bareil and so many others throughout her life.

Winn laughed then, but without humor. “Of course.” She had
few illusions. She knew all about the pragmatic, often bruising
compromises necessitated by real-world politics, or realpolitik, as
the Emissary sometimes termed it.

Just as she knew that neither she nor Turrel could ever afford to
reveal the truth of what happened today to anyone besides each
other; to do so would be far too politically embarrassing for either
of them.

She had already forgotten how close Turrel had come to attack-
ing the Akorem Laan. Swallowing her anger, Winn reminded her-
self that she was about to return to Bajor in triumph, carrying
before her the long-lost Orb of Contemplation and enjoying the
laurels of a grateful Bajor. A victory has only to look like a victory to
serve as such, she thought. And sometimes that can be enough.

Winn smiled. “Please prepare to transfer the Orb to my ship,
Legate Turrel. I will instruct Colonel Lenaris to expect the Tavracet
to rendezvous with us.”

Turrel scowled slightly just before his face vanished. Winn con-
soled herself with the idea that the Prophets had no doubt foreor-
dained Turrel’s messy involvement in the Orb’ recovery, just as
they had predetermined the unfortunate death of Bareil during
the recent treaty negotiations—and those of the Bajorans whom
Turrel had slaughtered in the Maquis base. She was grateful never
to have known their faces.

Seeing Bareil’s in her dreams every night was burden enough.

Although it had been slightly less than four days since he’d left the
station, Nog thought everything sounded, felt, smelled, and looked
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different. The Promenade seemed a little livelier, more colorful.
The crowd appeared more varied and interesting, even the hew-
mons. Maybe especially the hew-mons.

As a crowd gathered on the lower level of the Promenade,
growing hushed as everyone present awaited Kai Winn’s an-
nouncement, Nog spied the tall, gangly form of his friend, Jake
Sisko. He caught Jake’s eye, and the pair moved to a spot from
which they both could see the proceedings clearly.

“Where have you been for the past few days, Nog?”

Nog shrugged. “Out.”

He barely paid any attention to the faith-and-homily-laden
speech Winn made before she’d unveiled the Orb of Contempla-
tion to the awestruck gathering. Cheers rang through the Prome-
nade.

“That’s really something,” Jake said afterward, leaning across the
railing on his elbows. “I wonder how she got her hands on it?”

Nog shrugged again as he watched a pair of prylars carefully
guide the antigrav sled holding the Orb box toward the Bajoran
shrine. “Who knows?”

“Aren’t you even a little curious, Nog?” said Jake, a good-
natured scowl on his face. “However it happened, I'll bet it'd make
for a heck of a story.”

“Maybe.” Nog desperately wanted to tell his friend how he'd
been an integral part of that story. But he’d promised the kai his si-
lence, and despite what the Seventeenth Rule of Acquisition said, a
contract was a contract—even with a non-Ferengi. Especially
when the particular non-Ferengi in question, arguably the most
powerful person on Bajor, had yet to pay him for his services.

Shame and fascination struggled within him as he realized
that he didn’t care about the money. At least, he didn’t think he
cared very much. For the first time in his brief life, he had things
other than money to consider. What would Marauder Mo think
about that?

Nog and Jake walked together along the Promenade, sharing a
companionable silence. Just days earlier, the two of them had
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agreed to try to be more sensitive to the vast cultural gulf that sep-
arated them. Maybe Ferengi and hew-mons aren’t so different after all.

“There you are!” called a familiar voice, coming from directly
behind Nog. He turned quickly in the rapidly thinning crowd and
found himself facing both his uncle and his father. The latter’s face
bore a look of worry mixed with relief. The former merely looked
annoyed, though not nearly as angry as Nog would have expected.
Has he figured out where I've been?

As his father embraced him, Nog realized belatedly that he and
Jake had walked right up to the front of Quark’s bar.

“I'll catch up to you later, Nog,” Jake said, then disappeared
around the curve of the Promenade.

After Rom released him, Nog noticed that Quark was standing
beside him, quickly tapping numbers into a padd. “About our last
conversation, Nog,” Quark said, his beady eyes riveted to whatever
was displayed on the device.

“I think you said I should forget about ever drawing a paycheck
from you again, Uncle” ,

Quark finally lifted his eyes from the padd. “Maybe I was a little
hasty. Since I'm still shorthanded, I'll tell you what I’ll do:You can
have your old job back. With a thirty percent pay reduction, of
course. To keep the rest of the staff in line. You understand.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Nog saw Chief O’Brien approach-
ing. He turned and caught the chief engineer’s eye.

O’Brien paused beside him and spoke into his ear in a low
tone. “You've got some real talent, kid. It would be a damned
shame if you were to waste it.”

With a parting wink, O’Brien resumed his course and disap-
peared into the milling crowd. Nog wondered just how much of
Uncle Quark’s generous “offer” the chief had heard.

“Well? What's it going to be?” Quark demanded.

Indecision abruptly seized Nog. It had been easy to walk out on
Quark when he’d been at the start of a grand adventure. But that

lay behind him now. And it hadn’t earned him so much as a slip of -

latinum.




THE ORB OF OPPORTUNITY 107

But then he considered what the chief had just said . . .

Nog looked to his father, whose gaze was imploring. It was ob-
vious to Nog how Rom would have handled this situation. He'd
simply go along, as he always had. No matter how badly his
brother took advantage of him, per the Sixth Rule of Acquisition.

What would Marauder Mo do?

A confident smile spread slowly across Nog’s face. “I think I
liked your offer from four days ago better, Uncle,” he said.

Then he turned and walked away. And started planning the fu-
ture.
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O’Brien and Bashir’s dart board remained unused.

Quark wasn’t too bothered by this. The tables and bar stools
were occupied by customers consuming their libation of choice.
Many were absént—mjndedly munching on sand peas, which made
them finish their drinks faster, thus prompting them to ask for re-
fills. The dabo tables were all filled to capacity. Off in the corner,
young Jake Sisko was hustling a couple of Bolians at the dom-jot
table. Upstairs, all the holosuites were booked until closing.

But the dart board just sat on the wall. Quark could afford that,
of course. He didn't profit directly from the board’s use, nor did its
lack of use have a significant effect on his bottom line. He had in-
stalled the thing in the first place only because it was small and un-
obtrusive, and because two of his best customers requested it. As a
bartender, Quark was especially mindful of the Fifty-Seventh Rule
of Acquisition: “Good customers are as rare as latinum. Treasure
them.” If the two of them wanted to spend their time in Quark’s
throwing tiny spears at a series of concentric circles, who was
Quark to deny them?

~ Ironically, those two customers were both present, sitting sepa-
rately. Dr. Julian Bashir sat at the bar with the ever-delectable Lieu-
tenant Commander Jadzia Dax, while Chief Miles O’Brien was at
one of the tables with the less than delectable Lieutenant Com-
mander Worf. In fact, Quark hadn’t seen Bashir and O’Brien to-
gether at all since they returned from a mission to the Gamma
Quadrant weeks earlier. But hey, he thought, as long as they’re coming

’
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in and drinking, I don’t care who they sit with—or whethef or not they
throw pointy things at a wall.

As he refilled Morn’s ale, he heard Dax and the doctor’s conver-
sation.

“I notice you and the chief haven’t gotten together much lately.
No darts games, no racquetball, no holosuites.”

“We just haven’t,” Bashir said.

As he put Morn’s ale glass back on the bar in front of the
Lurian, Quark frowned. Bashir didn’t normally sound that crest-
fallen, especially since he got that “secret agent” program of his.

“Well, Quark did go to all the trouble of putting the board in.
You should at least play a few games just to give him something to
have for side bets.”

As if those side bets brought in enough to be worth it. Quark had to
admit, though, that those side bets did bring a profit, albeit a small
one.

With a level of defensiveness Quark had never heard Bashir use
with Dax, the doctor said, “I'm really not interested in lining
Quark’s pockets, Jadzia.”

“Of course not, but still—"

“Look, I have to go””

Quark glanced over to see Bashir gulping down his tea and get-
_ting up from the bar. Dax, for her part, looked as crestfallen as
Bashir had sounded moments earlier.

“All right. Don’t forget, we need to go over those new radiation
protocols tomorrow morning.”

Bashir flashed that idiotic smile of his. Finally, the old doctor. “I’ll
be there. And—I’m sorry I snapped at you. I've just been a little
tired lately. Good night, Jadzia.”

“Good night.”

Quark shook his head. Dax stared down at her allira punch,
looking disappointed in herself. He walked over. “C’mon, Jadzia,
what did you expect? Some people don'’t like having their personal
lives interfered with.”

Dax arched an eyebrow. “Eavesdropping, Quark?”
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Holding up his hands defensively, Quark said, “Just trying to see
to the needs of my customers.”

“That would be ‘yes, then.” ‘

“Look, for whatever reason, Bashir and O’Brien aren’t best
friends anymore. It happens. It wasn’t that long ago that they
couldn’t stand each other. If I've learned one thing as a
bartender—"

“Quark,” Dax said with a mild glower, “I've learned plenty of
things about friendships over the centuries I've been alive, so I really
don’t need a lesson from you.”

“Oh, I think you do. I see people come in and out of here all
the time. One minute they’re inseparable, betting together at dabo,
experimenting with the same exotic Klingon beverages, sharing
holosuite programs. The next they can’t stand the sight of each
other, come in separately, and sit with different people. It hap-
pens—especially with these humans.”

Dax finished off her drink and gestured for another. “I guess
what bothers me is that I don’t know what happened. I mean, 1
know they were captured by some Jem’Hadar in the Gamma
Quadrant, and then escaped. Julian even found a Jem’Hadar that
wasn’t dependent on ketracel-white. But something happened there.
They don’t play darts, they don’t play racquetball—the chief’s been
working overtime, and julian’s been spending all his spare time in
the holosuite with that secret agent program with Garak of all
people.”

Quark shrugged as he placed a fresh glass of punch in front of
the science officer. O’Brien had also been booking extra holosuite
time, mostly that kayaking program he’'d brought over from his
previous posting. So as far as he was concerned, the sundered
friendship meant double the holosuite usage. Somehow, though,
he doubted that Dax would appreciate a reminder of that.

He looked over at O’Brien, and noticed that both his synthale
and the Klingon’s prune juice were running low. “Excuse me,” he
said to Dax, who nodded absently, having gone back to staring at
her drink. No doubt plotting some way to trick Bashir into revealing why
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he doesn’t like O’Brien anymore. Personally, I never understood those two
in the first place.

As he approached the table where the two men sat, he heard a
surprising exchange:

“I have observed that you and Dr. Bashir have not engaged in
your—"target practice’ of late.” To Quark’s abject shock, the tiniest
hint of the most infinitesimal glimmer of a smile approached the
beginnings of existing on Worf’s face. He knew that the Klingon
and O’Brien had served on the same ship in the past—the Endeav-
our or the Odyssey or the Voyager or some other such ship, Quark
could never keep track of them. Indeed, Worf usually only came to
Quark’s in O’Brien’s company—which suited Quark fine. Worf
was the most recent addition to the crew of Deep Space 9, and the
Ferengi would have been just as happy for him to be the next sub-
traction. The amusement value of a Klingon who drank prune
juice had worn off pretty quickly. If he didn’t use the holosuites as
often as he did, he’d be of no use to Quark whatsoever—as it was,
the floors and walls always needed repairs after he was done with
them.

In response to Worf’s observation, O’Brien muttered, “We just
haven’t.”

“It is a surprising development. I was under the impression that
you enjoyed the contests.”

“We did, I suppose,” O’Brien said pensively. “But things change.
Look, I really don’t want to talk about this.”

“I understand.”

Okay, this is weird, Quark thought. Dax being a busybody, the
Ferengi could understand; it was her nature. But Worf?

“Can I refill your drinks, gentlemen?”

Before either of them could reply, a voice sounded from the
combadge affixed to the chief’s uniform. “Chief O’Brien—please re- |
port to the Defiant.”

O’Brien gave Quark a half-smile. “I guess none for me, Quark.”
To Worf he said, “Excuse me, Commander.” !

“Of course.”
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O’Brien departed, leaving Quark standing staring at Worf’s im-
passive face. “More prune juice?”

Worf’s glower was far nastier than Dax’. “No.” Then he, too,
rose and moved toward the exit.

Dax, however, intercepted him on the way out. “Did you ask
him?”

Aha—now it makes sense, Quark thought.

“Yes.”

When no more information was forthcoming, Dax, who
looked like she was ready to jump out of her spots, asked, “What
did he say?”

Impatiently, Worf said, “He said he did not wish to speak of it.”

“So then what did you say?”

Worf frowned. “I told him I would respect his wishes and not
speak of it”’

Dax smacked him gently on the arm. Quark suspected that she
was one of the few people in the quadrant under the rank of captain
who could get away with such an action.“What'd you say that for?”

“Because I saw no reason to pry into Chief O’Brien’s personal
life. And I still see no reason to.”

“Well, I do. That friendship is good for both of them. Julian
needs someone in his life like the chief—a stabilizing influence.
And with Keiko and Molly spending most of their time on Bajor,
the chief needs to have more friends around, not fewer.”

“It is not our place to interfere.”

“Like hell. Julian’s my friend. O’Brien’s your friend. You deliv-
ered his baby!”

Quark blinked in something like shock. The bartender had an
active imagination, but even he could not wrap his mind around
the idea of Worf’s delivering a baby.

Dax continued. “We owe it to them to do whatever we can to
bring them back together.”

Deciding that this was the point where he needed to reiterate
his view, Quark said, “You’re wasting your time.”

Worf turned angrily on the Ferengi.“This is not your concern.”
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“Hey, theyre my customers. And so are you,” he said to Dax,
“and even you,” he added with a quick nod to Worf. Turning back
to the Trill, he said, “Look, I think this is a waste of time. The com-
mander here thinks this is a waste of time. Now, if the two of us
agree on something, don’t you think it might have a bit of merit?”

Dax pursed her lips. “No. Excuse me.”

Quark and Worf watched her go. Silence hung between them
for a moment.

“So,” Quark finally said, “you delivered Molly?”” The Ferengi’s
sensitive ears heard the growl build in Wort’s throat, probably be-
fore the Klingon was aware he’d done so. “Never mind—sure you
don’t want more prune juice?”

Worf then also left the bar.

“Or not.”

Quark went back behind the bar, staring at the unused dart
board. Maybe I'll just take the thing down.

“I'm not sure what you expect me to do, Old Man. I can’t order
them to be friends again.”

Dax sat in Benjamin Sisko’s office, watching the captain toss his
baseball from hand to hand. She had béen observing that particular
set of gestures for years—it had gone from a method of burning
off nervous energy to a habit that Sisko couldn’t, and didn’t care
to, break. ~

“Well, why not?” At Sisko’s glower, Dax smiled. “I know, I
know, I’'m just frustrated. Worf and I have been trying to get them
to open up about what happened in the Gamma Quadrant, but—"

Sisko almost dropped the ball. “Worf? How'd you get him to
help out?”

Her smile widened. “He owes me one.”

“I don’t want to know,” Sisko said quickly. Dax was grateful. She
had been able to play on Worf’s gratitude for saving the Klingon’s
life during the search for the Sword of Kahless. However, the de-
tails of that search had of necessity been kept secret, even from
Sisko.
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“Anyhow, it’s not doing any good. They won’t talk about it.”
Dax got up and started pacing across Sisko’s office. “And I can’t get
any clue from their log reports to give me an idea.”

“You read the log reports?”

“Actually, I'd already read them—Julian’s theories on why
Goran’agar wasn’t addicted to the white were fascinating reading—
but this time I was looking at them to see what actually happened
there. But the reports were—sparse.”

“You think they held back facts in their report?”

Sisko’s tone had hardened, the baseball now being clenched in
his hand. He had temporarily stopped being her old friend Ben-
jamin and gone back to being her commanding officer. Dax real-
ized that she was now accusing two of her crewmates of falsifying
a report. “No, nothing like that, just—" She sighed. “I don’t
know—the context is missing. Some people file reports that are dry
recitations of facts.” Chuckling, she said, “Remember the way you
used to file every report to Curzon so spit-and-polish that he
started asking you to provide a stimulant with the reports to keep
from falling asleep?”

“I remember.” Sisko’s lips twitched in that almost-smile of his,
and he started tossing the baseball again. “You told me that people
would be reading these reports centuries from now, and you didn’t
want them to think that all Starfleet officers were automatons.” In
a passing impression of Curzon’s imperious tones, Sisko added,
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Pretend it’s one of your father’s recipes, young Sisko, and put
some spice into it!”

Laughiag, Dax said, “Exactly. Well, Curzon would’ve loved Ju-
lian’s reports. He’s always inserting philosophical asides and odd
theories.”

WlEwe!

“But not this one. They crash-landed on Bopak III, Goran’agar
asked Julian to try to find out why the planet cured him of the
white dependence, Julian theorized that it wasn’t the planet, but
that Goran’agar was born without the addiction, and then O’Brien

engineered an escape.”
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Sisko let out a long breath. “I’ve read the reports, too, Old Man,
and—style notwithstanding—I didn’t see anything that’s a cause
for concern.”

Dax shot him a look. “You didn’t?”

“I’'ve worked with both of them for over three years now, and I
know that they would never leave something out of an official re-
port without a damn good reason, and that they wouldn’t do any-
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