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 FROM THE ADAMA JOURNALS:

 Croft.

 Who is he? Where did he come from? Am I really a partof his memories, or just a substitute for
authority figuresin general? Even when he described the incident where wecrossed paths, and I
pretended to remember it because he needed for me to remember it and I needed him for themission, I
could not recall a single aspect of the brief adventure.



 Later, when I had some time, I went to my quarters andrequested fromGalactica's computer a printout
of myjournals covering that time period, the time when heclaimed I'd supervised the capture of his gang
and the shipcontaining their booty while they were fleeing from theirraid on the Cylon platinum mines.
Studying the pages, theonly reference I could find to the incident, or an episodewhich could have been
the incident, was this:

 Routine was interrupted today by an apparentpirate ship that stumbled into our sector, seeminglythe
result of a miscalculation in course. Ship tried toescape, but when they had our pursuers in theirsights,
their commander refused to fire on us, andship and crew were easily netted. Tigh says theirholds were
quite rich in plundered cargo. I told himto take care of the matter fairly and to send theprisoners to the
proper judges.

 Could that commander have been Croft, could that cargo have been the platinum? Why didn't I record
the name of a man who allowed himself and his gang to be captured rather than firing on his own kind?
Wouldn't the fact thatthe cargo had been Cylon platinum be worth noting?

 The note seems to indicate I didn't even see theseparticular brigands, yet Croft insists we had a
face-to-faceconfrontation. I should recall such a meeting vividly. After all, wouldn't I have been
impressed that the leaderof a pirate group had once been a full-fledged commanderof a garrison, and
wouldn't I have recorded my bewilderment that such a vital and intelligent man had corrupted his worth in
a petty crime? The escapades ofsuch a daring renegade commander deserve more thanjust a passing
mention in my journal, I think.

 There is nothing in the surrounding entries to indicatethat I was busy with some more important matters
thatmight have prevented my entering a full report of theincident. Further, the journal note that remains is
soroutinely worded, so militarily matter-of-fact, that I can't believe that I wouldn't have let at least a hint
of Croft'spersonality or the uniqueness of his exploit enter my journal. What could have been going in my
head at the time that caused me to miss the essential point of theepisode? I can only believe that internal
evidence suggeststhat the entry is about a different group of crooks and thatCroft has mistaken me for
somebody else, some othercommander performing his normal duty.

 Still, if it was Croft and his gang, I am sorry'I do notremember him or the details of his capture that have
beenso large an obsession for him during his confinementaboard the prison grid barge. To Croft that
episode seemsto have been the major event of his life. It's too bad that, while he dwelt on his hopes for
revenge so fiercely, our confrontation was only a forgettable moment for me, anentry in my journal that
calls forth no pictures of the eventit describes.

 CHAPTER ONE

 This time the trap must work.

 It must, the Imperious Leader of the Cylons hadcommanded, snare the human fleet completely. The
humans should not be able to execute one of their sneaky last-minute escapes. There could be no
overlooked malfunction in the trap's mechanisms. For too long nowthe Cylon forces had chased after
Adama's assemblage ofmismatched ships (a captured prisoner had referred tothem as a ragtag fleet, a
meaningless term since it couldnot be translated into the Cylon language).

 His executive officers, tired of battling the human pest,had acceded readily to the Leader's plan to force
thehuman ships, especially theGalactica, into the range ofthe awesomely efficient laser cannon on the ice



planet Tairac.

 Imperious Leader was particularly pleased that thefinal destructive assault should originate on Tairac
because the garrison there was commanded by the exiledfirst centurion, Vulpa. It was fitting that the
outspokenVulpa should deliver the final blow. He would learnobedience and regain status at the same
time.The Leader recalled vividly the day he had beenobligated to send Vulpa, one of his most valued
officers,into exile.

 "Perhaps we should abandon pursuit of the humans,"Vulpa had suggested in the middle of a briefing. The
executive officers closest to Vulpa had immediatelymoved away from him, knowing that the oddly
ambitious first centurion had finally overstepped the proper bounds.

 "Abandon pursuit?" the Leader had said. Vulpa took the question as an invitation to pursue the subject.
TheLeader knew he was drawing Vulpa into inevitable errorsof Cylon decorum, and he was sorry to
have to do so, butthere was no other choiqp when a Cylon acted in an un-Cylon-like manner.

 "I suggest," Vulpa had said, the arrogance in his voicequite above his station, "that we allow the humans
tocontinue their foolish quest toward the far reaches of known space. As long as they do not contaminate
anypart of our own dominions, they do not pose a threatsignificant enough for the continued waste of
Cylon timeand personnel. We have, after all, achieved our goal.Except for that small band of fleeing
survivors and theregaining enslaved humans on some outworlds we control, the human racehas been
exterminated. The warhas been won."

 "You wish to criticize my decision?" Imperious Leaderhad said politely, giving Vulpa a final chance to
backdown from his unsuitable position.

 "Leader," Vulpa had replied, "your wisdom andjudgment are vitally needed back on our home worlds.
You would even be cheered for abandoning the—"

 "Silence, First Centurion Vulpa! You assume my rightof omniscient judgment. As long as a free human is
left alive, the chance they could return in large numbers at alater time is a threat that cannot be abided.
Humans breedfaster than Cylons, even though their lifespan is shorter.Do you not remember how their
resourcefulness made the war against them last too long, longer than it should have?Even now the human
insects are winning battles andskirmishes against us. Remember how a small squadronof human
viperships wrecked our attacking wall offighters at the Battle of Carillon. I cannot rest until wehave
achieved the goal of human extermination. A period of exile, First Centurion Vulpa, should aid you to
realizethe importance of my objectives—and, perhaps, lessenyour unfortunate impulses toward
ambition."

 As Vulpa had slunk off the command deck, ImperiousLeader had almost felt sorry for the punished
centurion.However, he had known for some time that Vulpa woulddraw such punishment eventually.
Vulpa's excessivedisplays of ambition had to be countered. He clearlyhoped to be the next Imperious
Leader, and he did notlack qualifications for the position, if only he would stopexhibiting his ambition for
it so openly.

 Ambition was rarely observed among Cylons. Imperi­ous Leader had not had an inkling of what the
wordmeant until he had been awarded third-brain andabsolute power over the Cylon Alliance.

 Vulpa, however, had always been something of arenegade Cylon. As a fighter pilot, while still at
first-brainstatus, he had been more aggressive than his peers, sosuicidally aggressive that it seemed
surprising that he hadsurvived to second-brain and then executive-officerstatus. Normally Cylons at



Vulpa's level knew how to maintain a showing of absolute obedience whether theyfelt it or not. Imperious
Leader hoped that the exile would force some sense into him, since he so obviously did have the potential
to become the next Imperious Leader, plusabilities that would make him exceptional at the job.

 Now it seemed that Vulpa's exile would work out to theCylons' advantage. He was the best possible
officer tohave on the ice planet Tairac. An officer with Vulpa'sabilities was, after all, required at the
mainspring of the trap.

 As always, Imperious Leader enjoyed working out thedetails of his plan. Details were comforting. If his
head,now covered by a massive communications helmet, couldhave been seen by the intricate network of
officers arrayedaround his pedestal, they would have observed a glowingaura shining from each eye. The
few humans who hadever seen the impressive alien leader had felt both awe andrevulsion toward him,
partially because of the creature'smany eyes, partially because of his uneven and out-of-balance body
(which, in its bulk, resembled a pile ofjagged and lumpy stones), and partially because of thelarge-pored
aspect of its swamp-gray skin. As his abilitiesto mimic human thinking processes increased, hediscovered
just how repulsive he looked through theireyes. Their perception of him as an ugly beast made himhate
the human pest even more. Especially since, to him, ahuman was the ugliest sight imaginable in a universe
thatcontained a diversity of ugliness.

 As he awaited the first reports of the beginning of hispresent strategy, a sneak attack on the fringe of the
ragtagfleet, the Leader reviewed his overall plan. He could findno flaws, but there were gaps. He needed
to acquire the kind of information that would prevent such gaps frombecoming another of the humans'
lucky escape routes. Another session with the simulator might provide him with data about human
behavior that could lead to keyinsights about their seemingly erratic patterns ofmotivation and action. He
had already learned severalodd lessons about them from conferring with various simulacra. He ordered
an executive officer to have thesimulator transmitted to the command chamber. It wasthere before him,
on his pedestal, exactly at the end of hisrequest.

 Nodding toward the telepathy-template at the centerof the simulator console, he requested mentally the
simulation of Commander Adama, head of the humanfleet. As usual, Adama proved too difficult a task
for the simulator. The edges of his simulacrum were fuzzy. Toolittle was known about the
commander—there was notenough information about him stored in the simulatordata banks, and so it
could not provide a successfulduplicate. Whatever the Leader asked of it, the indistinctform of Adama
supplied insufficient data. Frequently itwas not able to answer at all and just stared at the Leader
indifferently. No insights or revealing associations ofthought could be gleaned from the Adama
simulacrum.Brusquely the Leader ordered it away, called instead forAdama's son, Captain Apollo. The
resolution of theApollo simulacrum was sharper. Humans regarded theyoung man as handsome.
Knowing that made the Apollosimulacrum more repellent to Imperious Leader. Fortu­nately, he could
disengage synapses within his third-brainto cut off physiological reactions to the simulation. Heasked the
Apollo a few questions, but could discover littlemore than he had learned from the simulacrum of
Commander Adama. Apparently the simulator's infor­mation concerning the son was nearly as scant as
that concerning the father.

 Imperious Leader called for a scan of information thatmight suggest names about which the simulator had
accumulated more data. Since most of the Cylons'information about humans was extracted from
prisoners,the simulator often contained better information aboutkey officers in lower positions of
command, those who had more direct dealings with combat warriors. On thescanner's list, he recognized
the name of Starbuck, anheroic sort of human (or at least they thought so), mention of whom seemed to
occur often in Cyloninterrogations. He ordered the template to provide asimulation of this Lieutenant
Starbuck.



 Suddenly seated in front of Imperious Leader was a human with eyes so bright and searching they
remindedhim of the rays of light that emanated from Cylon warriorhelmets. The Starbuck figure
immediately broke into abroad smile. Humans seemed to derive some odd sort of pleasure out of smiling.
The Leader was glad he had cut off physiological reaction to the sight of humans, or else he might not
have been able to endure the sight of thissmiling bright-eyed human.

 "Hi, chum," the Starbuck simulacrum said. Thegreeting surprised Imperious Leader, since simulacra—
programmed, after all, from simulator data banks—rarely initiated conversation.

 "I am addressing Lieutenant Starbuck of the BattlestarGalactica,am I not?"

 "Knock it off and tear it up, Cylon. You know I'm no more Starbuck than you're a blooming lily of the
valley.I'm a reproduction and I'd strangle you if my hands hadany substance."

 The Leader glanced briefly toward the simulatortemplate, wondering if something was wrong with the
device. It was highly unorthodox for it to program suchindependence into a simulacrum—unless, of
course, that independence was so much a part of the man's characterthat it could not be removed from
the mental, emotional,and physiological profile that had been extracted by thesimulator. It was possible,
Imperious Leader thought,that this Starbuck might be extremely useful, if only as astudy of independence
of thought in humans. Much could be learned from the brashness and insulting demeanor of this young
officer replication. Connections might be established that could fill just those gaps in Imperious Leader's
strategy.

 "How many ships remain in your fleet, Lieutenant?"

 The Starbuck laughed.

 "As many as the specks of dirt between your toes,Cylon."

 "Cylons do not have toes."

 The Starbuck seemed genuinely surprised.

 "Then maybe we don't have any ships," it said.

 "Come now, Lieutenant, we know that there are stillmany ships in your—

 "Then you'd better inspect the dirt between your toes more closely, Cylon."

 "But I told you Cylons don't—

 Imperious Leader stopped talking. Not only did theStarbuck simulacrum initiate conversation, it also
interrupted.This interrogation was going to be difficult,and perhaps extremely unpleasant.

 When the Cylons' sneak attack came, Commander Adama was in a classroom aboard the research-ship
Infinity,lecturing to the greenest-looking bunch of flightcadets he'd ever seen. They looked to him like
grade-school children who should be learning the history of thetwelve worlds rather than the intricacies of
viperaerodynamics and warfare maneuvers. One of theyoungsters in the first row appeared to be not
much olderthan Adama's adopted grandson, Boxey. From the glazedlook in the cadet's eyes, the
commander wondered if he might even trust six-year-old Boxey at the controls of aviper more than this
dazed young man. He had beenassured that the new crop of cadets were all of proper legal age, but the



dangers they'd have to face after graduationfrom their abbreviated course of training were so
considerable, so awesome, that he wished they did nothave to be quite this young. Still, they were all
volunteers.When the call went out to the hundreds of ships in the fleet, the command staff had received
enough applica­tions to man the ships and flight crews of at least a hundred squadrons. If only they had
enough ships toform a hundred squadrons.

 The desperate plight of the fleet was not made anybrighter by the inadequate and makeshift conditions in
which the new warriors were trained. A research ship didn't substitute for a fully equipped and staffed
spaceacademy, even though the faculty had been able toconvert enormous labs into gymnasiums,
mock-flight areas, and simulated battle-condition testing chambers.Adama recalled the space academy
he'd attended on hisnative planet, the destroyed Caprica. The CapricanAcademy had been manned by
the most brilliant militarystrategists in all the twelve worlds; the classes aboard theInfinitywere conducted
mostly by officers too disabled tomaintain their posts and pilots who'd been severelywounded in combat.
The Caprican Academy had boasted the finest technology available. Any flight, combat, orsupport
situation could be reproduced within its walls orat its many stadiums for war maneuvers. The facilities on
theInfinity were acceptable so long as you didn't inspect them twice.

 However, such improvisation was the key to the fleet'scontinued success in evading the main force of
their Cylonpursuers. Every person on every ship was putting indouble time to improve the efficiency and
speed of the overall fleet. Half a dozen freighters had been convertedto flying foundries, which in turn
converted scrap metaland other materials into vipers for theGalacticrfs crew offighter pilots. Everyone in
the fleet had become ascavenger, searching for metal and electronic supplieswithin their ships and on the
few planets they encounteredwith obtainable material. Considering the sources fortheir construction, the
viperships now leaving the foundrywere remarkably well-manufactured vehicles. It was true, of course,
that they were more often subject to technicaland mechanical failures than those vipers from theoriginal
squadrons. That was only natural, consideringthe haste of construction, the substitutions, the strain on
already overused metals, all of the compromises thatmade the newer vipers a bit less maneuverable, a bit
moresubject to the kind of malfunctions that often accompa­nied improvisation.

 Still, Adama was continually amazed at whatexperienced pilots could do, even with substandard
equipment. A pilot like Starbuck, Boomer, or Apollocould do wonders with any flying crate put under his
control. But space-academy cadets didn't have theinstinctive abilities to correct course, or whirl out of a
spin, or work a smooth landing when all the equipment around you was sending out sparks. At that, their
record under fire was not bad so far—a tribute to the commandabilities and protective instincts of the
experienced pilotsand flight officers. Starbuck, for example, inspired somuch confidence in his squadron
that a cadet on his firstlaunch out of theGalactica tubes frequently accom­plished miraculous
aerodynamic feats. Even Apollo,more militaristic than other young officers, more distantfrom the crews
under his command, had performedwonders in helping the new cadets. It was just too bad thatthey were
unable to train them better, unable to give themmore flights just for practice. Fuel conservation and the
constant danger of Cylon attack made flights that weren'tconcerned with battle, scouting, or planetary
explorationimpossible. Too many cadets were being lost inskirmishes that experienced warriors would
have sur­vived.

 The main theme of Adama's speech was the need forcaution, a message that he had to reiterate often
even with his experienced officers. It was not cowardly, he insisted,to draw back from a planetary or
intraspace phenomenon when your instruments recorded even the slightest threatof danger. It was not
cowardly to retreat from a battlewith Cylons when the alien forces outnumbered you byfantastic odds. It
was not cowardly to carry back animportant message to the fleet even when it meant leavingsome of
your fellow pilots behind to fight an apparently hopeless battle.

 Looking down at the cadets' faces, Adama could seethat although they strived to look respectful to an



officer whose name was legendary among them, they still werenot ready to accept his message. Adama
wasn't even surehe offered it with complete sincerity. He recalled Apollo'smisery when the young man
had been forced to leave hisbrother Zac under intense Cylon fire in order to return totheGalactica and
warn the fleet of the impending Cylonambush. Zac had been killed, and a long time passedbefore Apollo
stopped feeling guilty over his brother'sdeath. Even now, Adama wasn't entirely sure his son had
surmounted his guilt feelings. But Apollohad actedcorrectly and his alerting of the fleet had led directly to
thefew human survivors' eventual escape from the massiveCylon war-thrust.

 It seemed tragic, to Adama, that Apollo, perhaps themost heroic of allGalactica's combat officers,
never had amoment when his emotions allowed him to actually feellike a hero. It was just an epithet
awarded him, like amedal he never took out of its storage box to wearproudly.

 "I'm glad Apollo is so reticent about his heroism,"Adama's daughter, Athena, had said when her father
hadbroached the subject to her. "Never trust a hero whoboasts about his heroism."

 "Yourfriend Lieutenant Starbuck isn't reluctant toboast a bit about his exploits."

 "Well, he's an exception to a lot of rules. And don'tthink I didn't take note of your sarcasm."

 Adama knew his daughter felt something like love forStarbuck, so he didn't pursue the subject. She
alwayspretended her feelings for the bold and immodest youngofficer were not as deep as Adama knew
they were.

 The alarm warning of the Cylon attack blared out inthe middle of Adama's lecture. To their credit, the
cadetswere on their feet and on the move immediately. Adama dropped his notes to the floor and rushed
to the launchingbay where his shuttle, piloted by Athena, awaited him. Assoon as he was secure in his
seat, he felt the welcome lurchas the shuttle hurtled forward through the launching tubes and out of
Infinity.

 "What is it this time?" he asked his daughter, who waslistening to the garbled series of messages coming
over theshuttle's commlines.

 "Nothing too frightening," she responded, "A bunch ofCylon fighters broke through a flaw in the
camouflageforce field. We might as well drop the force field for all thegood it's doing us. Save the energy.
The Cylons seem todetect us often enough."

 "I'm beginning to wonder if they know where we are atalltimes."

 "Think you might be right there."Athena's agreement added to Adama's suspicions. Shehad
command-level abilities and, in fact, had turneddown  important posts  in  order to  remain aboard
Galactica.He had always found her opinions valuable, even when they disagreed with his own instincts.
"What's the report on the ambush?" he asked her."Only  one  of our ships  hit.  The foundry ship
Hephaestus.Some highside damage, nothing serious,nothing they can't handle."

 "Cylon casualties?"

 "Not specified. Boomer's message was, quote, weannihilated a majority of the creepy red-lights before
theyturned tail, unquote."

 "We lucked out again then."



 "Starbuck says he's donating a large bequest of luck tobe spread over the entire fighting crew."

 Adama's laugh was too short an outburst, and Athenalooked over him, worried.

 "Something's troubling you," she said."Luck's troubling me. We've had too much of it. We'vestayed
ahead of the Cylons for a longtime. Some of that'sskill, some of it's luck."

 "Well, it's natural I suppose to worry about luckturning, but—

 "No, that's not even bothering me. Anyway, I thinkluck's just an instinctive control of our natural human
resources. What's bothering me is that our luck seems abit too pat, a bit too calculated."

 "I'm afraid I don't—"Sometimes I get the definite feeling that the Cylonshave some strings attached to us
and are just pulling atthem like puppetmasters. As if their sneak attacks are not meant to succeed, as if
they're just proddings to force usinto certain course patterns, as if—

 "Mmmm, that's pretty fanciful. If I didn't know youbetter, I might say paranoid.And if I didn't know..."

 She lapsed into a concerned silence, pretended tocheck gauges she had just checked a moment ago.

 "Well, out with it," Adama said. "What were you goingto say?"

 She took a deep breath before answering.

 "I reviewed a report on the last Cylon ambush, the one where our guys wiped out nearly the whole
contingent oftheir fighters. Tigh underlined a part of it for me, put a question mark in the margin. Our
scanners seemed toindicate—I emphasizeseemed —that there had been no life form of any kind within a
couple of the destroyed ships. Of course the scans were random, and they mightbe incorrect, especially
since collected under battleconditions in which not all Cylon ships were scannedefficiently. Still..."

 "Still, it's an interesting bit of data, and that's why Tighwanted us to take note of it."

 "Exactly."

 "What do you think it means, Athena?"

 "Not sure. What's the possibility that the fighters wereremote-controlled, operated at a distance by
Cylonsinside the ships that escaped?"

 "It's worth considering."

 "Fits your puppetmaster theory rather neatly, don'tyou think?"

 "As I say, it's worth considering."

 Athena laughed.

 "I detect a touch of mockery in your laughing, young lady."

 "It's just that, even if your boots had wings on them,you'd resist jumping to conclusions, Dad."



 "You're not supposed to call me Dad during dutyhours."

 "What do I get, company punishment for insubordi­nate affection?"

 "A couple weeks pulling prison barge duty might doyou a world of good."

 "You've convinced me. Sir."

 TheGalactica now hovered before them, remindingAdama of some kind of brilliant gem (a steely,
brightly glowing jewel set against black velvet in the UniversalMuseum on Caprica). Next to the
Galactica, the rest ofthe fleet looked pretty much like paste items on acostume-jewelry necklace. These
vehicles carried the onlysurvivors of the vicious Cylon ambush that had destroyedtwelve worlds and most
of their people.

 Adama felt a twinge of pain in his chest as he recalled the day when, helpless on theGalactica bridge, he
hadwatched the twelve worlds go up in flames, had listened tothe transmissions of human suffering, had
observed theplanets fall to the enslaving Cylon forces one by one, hadsent out the clarion call to assemble
those humans who could escape Cylon capture and bring ships to the fleet.The ships' continued survival
in the face of Cylon assaultstestified to the courage of the remainder of the humanrace, the inherent
courage within all humans. Vesselsdesigned for commercial, transportation, or supplypurposes had
managed to perform like fighting ships. OnemarkedColonial Movers, We Move Anywhere had, with
makeshift armament, turned back a squadron of Cylon fighters single-handedly. Its achievement was
alreadybeing transformed into song and legend among the peoplein the ships of the fleet.

 Adama felt proud of the way his ragtag fleet hadperformed so far. However, the fear that one day there
would be an attack in which human ingenuity andfortitude could not overcome the overwhelming Cylon
odds haunted the dreams of theGalacticds commander.

  

 Every time Starbuck settled his neck back into theneckbrace and watched Jenny, his flight-crew leader,
close the canopy around him, he wished the same wish. Ifonly he could have a cigar right now...

 Hundreds of times he'd asked Boomer, who was anexpert on the botanical aspects of smoking devices,
todevelop a cigar that wouldn't be crushed against the frontof the canopy or fill the small enclosed area
with densesmoke, and could additionally be fitted through breath­ing and communication gear. Boomer
had laughedheartily and said that while he thought it was possible tocontain the smoke within a
proper-sized burning cylinder, and even possible to find a way to adapt it to the breathinggear, he
doubted whether Core Command would approve such a revolutionary device. Core Commands were
always aeons behind in accepting the really innovativecombat notions, Boomer had commented dryly.

 "Lieutenant Starbuck, sir?"

 The high voice, distorted perhaps by the static in thetransmission, sounded adolescent, a bit whiny.

 "What is it, Cadet Cree?"

 Starbuck saw the boyish cadet's face in his mind.Childlike eyes, eager mouth, tousled hair—did he
imagine it, or did Cree have a number of freckles across the bridgeof his nose? No, there were definitely
no freckles. Cree wasjust the sort of wide-eyed kid who looked like he shouldhave freckles, that was all.



 "Lieutenant, sir, what you said at the briefing—aboutexercising all caution and not firing until—

 "Yeah, yeah, kid. What is it, did I use too many two-syllable words or what?"

 "No, not that. I understood. It's just that we weretaught that there were times when aggressive initiative
was—

 "Stow it, Cadet. That's academy lecture and it's all justso much felgercarb when you're in the cockpit of
acolonial viper, get it?"

 "Well, yes sir, but—"

 Starbuck sighed. It seemed that every third or fourth cadet was like Cree—still not ready to join a
squadron,too eager to spout ill-digested textbook lessons, and yetso unwilling to even consider death and
pain.

 "Look, Cadet Cree. When you've been on a fewcombat missions, you'll know all there is to know about
aggressive initiative,okay? Until then, you obey Star-buck's Golden Rule."

 "Golden Rule?"

 "Keep your trap shut when somebody wants something from you, plan on how you're gonna get them
later,and never volunteer even when the mission looks like theboondoggle of all time."

 "That doesn't sound very—

 "Kid, now's one of those times when you keep yourtrap shut."

 "Yes, sir, Lieutenant."

 A soft chuckle on the line. Starbuck's wingmate,Boomer.

 "I think the young warrior's learned a lesson," Boomersaid.

 "What's that?" Starbuck asked.

 "Now he knows what it's like to be starbucked."

 Starbuck smiled. In flight-squadron slang, to bestarbucked meant to be maneuvered into a losing
situation, whether in a gambling game, a battle, or anargument.

 A blue light began beeping on the viper's controlpanel—the command bridge's warning that all ships
wereready for launch. The deep mellow voice of Colonel Tigh,the commander's aide, came over the line:

 "Deepspace advance probe. Blue Squadron up."Starbuck tensed his body, knowing he was to launch
first."Launch one!"

 Starbuck was slammed back against the cockpit seatand neckbrace as his viper began its long
acceleratingthrust out of the launch tubes of BattlestarGalactica. Onthe line, Tigh's voice bellowed:

 "Launch two!"



 That would be Boomer's ship being catapulted out thesecond bay. Starbuck steadied his viper as it
clearedlaunch tube and zoomed in a wide arc above the massivecommand ship. Out of the corner of his
eye he sawBoomer executing the same maneuver with his fighter,then hovering beside Starbuck's viper.

 "Flight Academy unit, stand by," ordered Tigh."Cadet Cree, Cadet Bow, and Cadet Shields. Prepare to
launch."

 Each of the cadets' ships was launched in its turn andthe five fighters of the advance probe formed a star
formation in front of theGalactica. Starbuck tapped asignal button on his control panel to alert the other
fliersto engage their turbos for forward thrust. All five fighters,even the three makeshift vipers fresh from
the foundries,were accelerated evenly by their pilots. Behind them thecommand battlestar appeared to
fade abruptly andbecome a distant point.

 Starbuck felt cold shudders as he surveyed theapparently empty space around him. Even the flickering
far-off stars gave him no confidence that there was reallyanything out there.Oh, there's something out
there, allright,he thought.If there's nothing else, there're Cylonsout there. Out there somewhere.
Behind us, ahead of us.Even above and below us.He laughed softly, thinkinghow Boomer was always
saying, in off-duty bull sessions,that there were no such concepts as above and below, infront and
behind, when you were alone in space. Each tiltof your ship, the smallest alteration of your flight angle,
each failure of your instruments to record correctly—allof these changes shifted your reality as well.
Boomer wasfond of phrases like "altering reality." In a way,Starbuck's long-standing friendship with the
courageous,intelligent, and skillful Boomer kept shifting his ownreality in positive ways. Boomer steadied
him whenever the angles of his own life tilted, rescued him when he gothimself into really deep trouble.

 Starbuck checked the scanner panel which nowdisplayed, in electronic silhouettes, the flight formation.
One of the ships had edged out of formation and appearedready to veer off on its own.

 "Loosen it up, Boomer," he said. "The man next to youis about to fly up your tailpipe."

 There was a short pause before Boomer, evidentlychecking which pilot was out of line, spoke:

 "Cadet Cree, is that you?"

 "Yes sir," came the agonizingly adolescent voice ofCree.

 "Come any closer you'll melt your front end off."

 Cree's viper edged back slightly. But just slightly.Imagining the freckle-faced—no, not
freckle-faced—kidscrewing up his unlined brow in childish puzzlement,Starbuck was surprised to find
himself simultaneouslyamused and annoyed by the foolish daring of the youngcadet.

 "Our instructor ordered us to keep tight," Creeannounced with authority.He probably has a
blackboardin his cockpit with him, Starbuck thought.

 "Your instructor is back at the base, probably playingseven-eleven with a glass of grog at his elbow,"
Boomersaid. "You, my fine young skypilot, are on a deepspace probe. There are risks that you don't get
past by stoppingyour mock-flight vehicle and raising your hand to askyour instructor a question!"

 "Our instructor never let us raise—"



 "Cadet! Even this kind of routine flight is differentfrom anything you experienced on the training ship
Infinity.It's not like failing a simulation. Overheat andyou evaporate. Pfft. Get off my tail, okay?"

 Cree paused before answering:

 "Yes. Yes, sir."

 Starbuck studied the scanner, watching Cree draw his ship back and take his proper place in the star
formation.The kid would have to be watched or he'd be converted tospace debris the first time anything
went wrong. Nomatter what the mission, there was always a com­plication—a ship so hastily built it
couldn't stand the stress of battle, or a pilot who should be flying modelships in his hand across a
playroom. Starbuck sighed. To some people the present difficulties of theGalactica'sfighting squadrons
might be shrugged off as fortunes ofwar. He had too many problems seeing war in suchterribly
materialistic terminology. If there was anyfinancially oriented figure of speech that applied, it wasthat
war—at least the kind of battles Starbuck and hiskind had to fight—was the gaming pot with each side
anteing and raising until one displayed the winning hand.Or, as so often happened with Lieutenant
Starbuck, thevictorious player managed to avoid having his bluffdiscovered.

  

 Adama watched Colonel Tigh trace a flight-path line on the starfield map. Tigh's long thin aristocratic
fingersseemed to be about to create their own individual pathsacross the map. Long ago, during the
thousand-year warthat had ended so abruptly with the fake Cylon peaceoffer and their subsequent
annihilative ambush, Adama and Tigh had been combat pilots together, sharing areputation for bravado
and accomplishment much likethat enjoyed presently by the brash and daring younglieutenants Starbuck
and Boomer.

 The two combat teams, one from the past and the other in the present, were alike in hundreds of ways.
Both teamshad distinguished combat records. Both were the obvious choices for the most dangerous
missions. Both were evencomposed similarly, each containing one white man, oneblack. And (Adama
would have been embarrassed toadmit) there were distinct similarities in the personalitymakeup of the
past and present duos. Although he wouldnever have acknowledged it to Starbuck, Adama hadbeen a
similarly brash young man, plunging recklesslyinto risky exploits, especially if they seemed designed to
test him. And, in many ways, Tigh had been Adama'sBoomer, courageous and equally daring. Boomer
andTigh, however, both knew when it was time to apply thebrakes to adventurers like Starbuck and
Adama, knew when caution should replace bravado as the watchword.It was a pity that Tigh had not
won the battlestarcommand post he so richly deserved. He had been,unfortunately, as incautious in
speaking his mind in thewrong places as he had been wary in battle, and the resultwas that the command
posts had been denied him.Adama had reminded him time and again to measure hiswords, but Tigh
always blurted out what was on his mind,usually with some eloquence, without regard to thesituation. On
theGalactica command bridge, Adamavalued Tigh's frankness, depended on it in fact. Still, hedeserved
that command post—and Adama would have obtained it for him, if there had been any more battlestars
left to command.

 "We have our new flight path," Tigh was saying. "Thecorrected course is locked in."

 Adama studied the course and the change of vectorthat Tigh's hand traced.

 "I don't like it," he said softly.

 Tigh seemed surprised.



 "But it's the only course that makes sense, Command­er," he said. "And look how it's keeping us even
fartherfrom-

 "Still don't like it. Anything that dovetails this simply,this conveniently, must be examined more closely.
Forour own safety."

 One side of Tigh's mouth tilted upward in an ironicsmile.

 "I thought you'd be jubilant," Tigh said. "Wedestroyed sixteen Cylon ships in that last assault."

 "How many of them were manned?"

 Tigh hesitated before answering:

 "We scanned five. No indication of Cylon pilots in anyof those cockpits. But, Commander, in the middle
ofcombat you know that scanners can't be accurate, can'tbe—

 "Yet it is not unreasonable to assume that the Cylonsare sending unmanned craft against us."

 "Well, as speculation, it's—

 "They may want to have us destroy those attackers. Tolull us."

 Tigh nodded.

 "Thathas occurred to me, I admit. You read myreport. On the other hand, their task force has fallen
backto"—he pointed to the starfield map—"that point. It's a considerable distance, and seems to indicate
they've losttrack of us again."

 Adama stared at the cluster of lights in the sector of themap which Tigh indicated.

 "No, I doubt that. I think they're still there, rightbehind us. Just keeping their distance. And so are their
base ships." He turned away from the star map. "Onething is sure, we can't go back."

 "When have we ever done that?" Adama understood the undertone of frustration in hisaide's voice. Tigh
often expressed his wish they could stopfleeing the Cylon task force, could just turn around, digin, and
blast the Cylon war machine out of the skies. "Look here," Adama said.Taking a small cylindrical tube
out of his pocket andsetting its laser-directed light for a thin line, he directed the ray toward the map, first
raising it toward the top ofthe starfield.

 "Above us is the planet Cassarion, listed in thewarbook as a Cylon outpost. We cannot move in that
direction." He lowered the light, sent its beam toward the lower portion of the map. "Below us, the
Sellian asteroidbelt. Millions of fragments from the world the Cylonsdestroyed. We couldn't get through
it. Apollo, Starbuck, and Boomer'd have no chance of blasting a path throughthat mess, as they did back
at that Carillon minefield."

 "Our only course is clear then," Tigh said. "Straightahead. The point scouts report a safe passage."

 "It was too easy," Adama said softly."Commander?" Adama raised his voice.



 "That last defeat of the Cylon attackers, their suddenretreat..."

 "But theGalactica was bearing down on them."

 "Yes...so it appeared."

 A glimmer of understanding came into Tigh's dark eloquent eyes.

 "And what is the truth?" he asked.Tigh was challenging, demanding an absolute."Not truth perhaps,"
Adama said. "More than truth.Instinct. I think we're being carefully maneuvered,herdedtoward that... that
safe passage ahead."

 Athena, now standing by her father, suddenly spoke: "But why?" She glanced toward the starfield map,
seeming to see in its lines, arcs, and flickering lights theblack void with its few stars that was the reality
represented by the symbols on the map. "What's out there?" she whispered.

 "I don't know, Athena. Ghosts maybe. Hostile planets,friendly ones. Maybe this time we'll stumble on
Earth, ifit's not after all the imaginary product of legend." Heturned back to Tigh. "I think we should send
out morescouting patrols. What is it, Tigh? You're reluctant.Why?"

 "Commander, we've pushed our star fighters aroundthe clock. They're bushed."

 "We all are. You're worried about more than that,aren't you? Well, what is it?"

 "Sir, it's just that, well, we're having to throw in morecadets from the academy now. Too many. It's
danger­ous."

 Adama thought of the cadets he'd seen earlier, and theemotional exhaustion he'd felt from addressing
them. He wanted to tell his aide to bring everybody in, recall allvipers. But that was impossible.

 "Of course it's dangerous. But we're somewhat lackingin alternatives for the moment, with a Cylon task
forceprobably tailing us, and who knows what out there."

 Tigh nodded, the reluctance still showing in hissaddened eyes.

 "Colonel, wemust increase the scouting contingent,even if it means sending up cadets."

 "Dad?"

 Adama glared at his daughter, showing disapproval ather familiarity on the command bridge. She caught
hismeaning, drew her slim body to attention.

 "Commander.I'm checked out for scouting in a viper.Reassign me."

 Both Adama and Tigh smiled.

 "Athena," Adama said, "you're much too valuablehere."

 "Yes, sir," she said, clearly disappointed.

 Tigh turned to a bridge officer and ordered that theduty roster be flashed onto the main screen, in order



to seewho was still available for scouting patrols. Starbuck'svoice over the main commline interrupted
Tigh's com­mand:

 "Blue Leader to Base. We're coming up on a smallplanet. Dead ahead. Can you give us a quick scan?"

 Tigh nodded toward the scanner section leader, who immediately fed the lieutenant's request into the
ship's computer system.

 "Base to Blue Leader. Scanner readout coming up."He turned to Adama, concern in his eyes.
"Commander?"

 "What is it?"

 "An object in Sector Sigma."

 The officer switched the readout onto Adama's screen.

 Grids flashed and words appeared in the screen's corner.The shape of the planet reported by Starbuck
came intoresolution. Adama ordered a deeper probe-scan. The planet was so dark, so shrouded in a
nearly black cloudcover, that only a slightly more detailed resolution couldbe managed. As each category
covered by the probeflashed by in a corner of the screen, the same conclusionwas flashed: insufficient
data.

 "Starbuck," Adama said into his commline mike.

 "Yo, sir."

 "Do you observe a sun or any other astronomical orgeologic phenomenon around the planet?"

 "No, sir, not a blessed thing."

 Adama turned away from the console.

 "What is it, sir?" Athena asked. "Why doesn'tStarbuck observe anything? It doesn't—"

 "Perhaps it does, Athena, perhaps it does. We needmore data."

 "I don't understand."

 "We have a small planet here, not much more than anasteroid. It seems to be floating through space on
its own,no sun anywhere detectable. It might be the remnant of some exploded planet from a star system
long sincedisintegrated. Or it might be...something else."

 "Sir," Tigh said, "are you thinking what I think youare? One of the Cylon asteroids?"

 "Exactly, Tigh."

 "Cylon asteroid," Athena exclaimed. "I don't get it. Anasteroid's a geological—"

 "That's correct. I forget, Cylon asteroids would bebefore your time. There was a time, early in the
thousand-year war, when the Cylons discovered a way to powerasteroids across space, sometimes at



phenomenal speeds,for combat purposes. They became sort of geologicallyformed fighter craft. We
were never able to discover how they did it, as we've been unable to discern a great dealabout Cylon
technology."

 "And this could be one of their—what would you callit, war weapons?" Athena asked. "This minor
planet?"

 "Well, it's a bit large, but perhaps. This might be one oftheir abandoned units. Or maybe not
abandoned."

 Adama's voice had become ominous.

 "We need more data. Probably it's just what it lookslike, a drifting asteroid." Adama turned to a bridge
officer. "What's the report on it show now?"

 "Structure: Crystalline elements table M-one."

 "Surface?" said Tigh.

 "Frozen seas. Fields of ice. Blizzard conditions markedby di-ethene storms."

 Both Adama and Tigh looked pained by the newinformation.

 "Di-ethene?" Athena said. "I never heard of—

 "The word's a corrupted form of a much longer word,"Tigh said. "One too long to memorize. It's a gas.
ACyIon-manufacturedgas."

 "If I remember correctly," Adama said, "di-ethene isoften formed as a waste product from the style of
laserweapon the Cylons've evolved. Their weaponry pumpsout di-ethene, usually into the ground,
sometimes into theair. It's very dangerous, especially if it escapes to a planet'ssurface in the form of
clouds or mist. In the properdensity, it can be fatal to us—one of the few instances I know where the
discharged elements from a weapon canbe just as dangerous as the firepower of the weaponitself."

 Athena hunched her shoulders.

 "That gives me the cold creeps."

 Adama smiled.

 "Cold is the word for it, all right, at least on this particular planet. What's your view, Tigh?"

 Tigh glanced briefly at father and daughter, then at thewatching bridge crew, before speaking tersely:

 "Environment: Hostile!"

  

 When Starbuck finally got a good look at the darkcloudy planet, he felt his hands go cold. He wondered
ifhe was reacting to the planet's spectral appearance orwhether the intense cold that no doubt existed on
its surface sent out actual penetrating waves of frigidity,perhaps to warn off intruders. He flicked on his



commlinetoGalactica, and said:

 "Nice place. Didn't I see it listed in the R & R guide?

 You want us to orbit the equator or is there a torrid zonefor—

 "Keep out of its gravitational pull," ordered Tigh in a solemn voice. Tigh didn't like flippancy in
transmissionsto base, but had long ago given up ordering Lieutenant Starbuck to maintain the proper
gravity while communi­cating.

 "Will do," Starbuck said. He cut off theGalactica lineand switched over to direct-comm among the
vipers in theformation. "Okay, guys," he said, "all youngsters moveup ahead and lock in a holding pattern
while Boomer andI get a closer scan of the surface. If you—

 "Lieutenant Starbuck. Sir."

 The annoying squeak of Cadet Cree again.

 "Yes, what is it, Cadet?"

 "I made a first in Scanning Procedure finals at theacademy. I could go along with you, get a little actual
experience at—

 "This is no time forpractice, Cree. I'll give you a spotquiz later. Meantime, obey your orders. Your
instructordid tell you guys about obeying orders, didn't he?"

 "Yes sir! Lieutenant, sir!"

 "All right then. You guys, peel off. Cadet Bow, you'rein command."

 Starbuck could picture Cree choking at that last order. The overconfident young cadet obviously saw
himself ascommand material. Well, he'd learn. Learn or catch alaser beam in the throat; there weren't
many otheralternatives for eager new cadets nowadays.

 The vipers broke formation. The three cadet shipsmoved ahead as ordered, although Starbuck thought
hecould detect a shade of recalcitrance in the way CadetCree executed the maneuver."Let's go,
Boomer!"

 The ships of the two experienced lieutenants arched away from the cadet ships and edged.cautiously
towardthe asteroid. On the commline Starbuck heard CadetBow:

 "Shields... Cree... Keep visual contact. Hold forma­tion, Cree."

 Bow's voice was deeper, more mature than Cree's, butthere was still a cadetlike tentativeness in the
sound of it.

 On Starbuck's control panel, theGalactica commlinelight flashed on. He flipped the communication
switch.

 "Galactica,reading," he said.



 Adama came on the line.

 "Starbuck," he said, "the planet below you has anatmosphere. Some di-ethene content, breathable
other­wise, although the cold can descend to unbreathablelevels. I don't want you or any of your squad
to get tooclose. The di-ethene indicates the possible presence of Cylons or other alien habitation. Be
careful. Take a lookand return."

 "About the di-ethene. It's in cloud form?"

 "Sometimes."

 "Dense."

 "Sometimes."

 "You don't have to worry. We won't go anywhere nearthat planet. Right, Boomer."

 "Do you have time to put that in writing?"

 "Boomer, sometimes—

 Starbuck was interrupted by a sudden blinding flash oflight that seemed to come from the other side of
the asteroid. Where the cadet ships were.

 "Bow!" he cried into the direct-comm. "What wasthat?"

 "I wish I could tell you," Bow replied. "Biggest darnlight show I've ever seen. I'm going to check it out."

 "No, wait for us," Starbuck said, but he could see oncontrol-panel scanner that Bow had already peeled
awayfrom the other two cadet vehicles and was heading towardthe point where the light had flashed.

 "G'mon, Boomer," he said, "let's hop to it. Thatkid'll—"

 "Got you, bucko."

 Both flight-command vipers curved into gradual loopsand flew toward the cadet ships. As the cadet
fighterscame into view, Bow speeding far ahead of Cree and Shields, a brilliant bead of light suddenly
emerged fromthe planet's cloud cover. Throbbing and fiery, it soared skyward, almost with a gliding
ease. It headed towardBow's fighter. Too late Bow started to brake the ship andchange his flight angle.
The beam of light intersectedBow's foundry-manufactured viper, which now lookedlike a speck of dust
dimly illuminated in the brightness of the gigantic light-spear. Bow's fightercraft was searedjaggedly down
the middle before it erupted into a shapeless melting mass, then exploded. The explosion'sflames seemed
dim by comparison with the brilliance ofthe force that had destroyed it.

 The light-beam sailed off into space, as if launched on asteady even course, leaving no trace behind of
'thedisintegrated craft.

 The words now coming over direct-comm from theremaining two cadet ships were jumbled, inchoate,
hysterical. Both pilots had changed their courses to fly toward the area where, moments ago, Cadet
Bow's shiphad been.



 "Cree! Shields!" Starbuck shouted. "Back off! We'reon the way!"

 "What happened?" Boomer said as he brought his viper up beside Starbuck's.

 "He was picked off!" cried Cree. "It's some kind ofenergy beam. Got Bow, wiped him out, came at him
like apulsar—only bigger, much bigger!"

 Remembering Adama's cautionary words, Starbucksaid:

 "What do you think, Boomer? Some kind of lasercannon? With, say, a pulsar-styled beam?"

 "It can't be! We're way out of range. Never saw one that could pick off a target that accurately, from
ground through a cloud cover. I never saw that good a trackingdevice, especially not for that distance
and situation."

 "Okay."

 Starbuck flipped the communication switch to theGalacticaand shouted:

 "Blue Leader to Base! We're under attack! Ready thelanding deck. We've lost a ship and we're coming
in!"

 As he began to set his viper for the return course, Starbuck checked the whereabouts of Shields and
Cree.They were both heading toward the dark asteroid.

 "Cree! Shields! Set for return course.Now!"

 But both pilots, unheeding, headed their craft straightfor the planet's cloud cover.

 CHAPTER TWO

 Silently, Apollo watched Boxey put Muffit through itsintricate maneuvers. The furry daggit-droid was a
manufactured replica of the animal the boy had lostduring the invasion of Caprica. Actually, as Boxey had
pointed out often enough, the droid did not replicate theoriginal very accurately. The original Muffit,
Boxey said, had been shaggy-haired and mostly gray. The reproduc­tion's fur was thick and brown, and
its body was larger.Larger, in fact, than any daggit Apollo had ever seen orowned. Nor did its visible
metal patches add to the illusion. However, the lab that had manufactured this prototype had included the
essential traits for any daggitmodel, affection and loyalty. In the time since Boxey hadtentatively accepted
the droid from the laboratory , he hadcome to love it as much as, if not more than, the daggithe'd lost.

 Now, as the boy commanded the droid to sprawl on the cabin floor and do a sort of clumsy push-up,
Apollo kept his eye on the youngster, amazed at how much the boyseemed to have grown in just the past
few days. Thedifficulty of raising a growing and energetic child made Apollo wonder again whether he
should have adoptedBoxey. Homeless, without parents, the child needed somebody. But perhaps a flight
commander wr s not themost suitable father. With theGalactica constantly underCylon pursuit and
unknown threats ahead, there w isalways the risk that Boxey could be orphaned again, and Apollo didn't
know whether the boy could recover from still another loss among the many losses he'd alreadysustained.
Thinking of the boy's tragedies led Apollo toremember the losses in his own family. His brother Zacdying,
left behind by Apollo in a damaged ship to dieunder Cylon fire while Adama watched onGalactictfs
monitors. Later, both father and son had traveled to thesurface of Caprica to find that Ila, wife and
mother, haddisappeared without a trace.



 "Dad?"

 Apollo almost didn't react to Boxey's question. He wasstill not used to being called Dad by the boy.

 "Yes, what is it, Boxey?"

 "You. well, you sort of went away from me there for aminute."

 "Sorry, Boxey, just thinking. A bad habit. What doyou need?"

 "Don't need anything. Just wanted to make sure you'restill here."

 Apollo smiled at the boy, but could not keep fromfeeling sad. Even Boxey was aware of the risks. He
didn'twant Apollo to go away even when he was physicallypresent. But there were more battles to come,
moremissions.Ihave to go away, Boxey, he thought,andthere's no way I know how to explain that to
you.

 The boy returned his attention to Muffit.

 "Hey, you daggit. I said twenty figure-eights. Stop shirking!"

 Apollo was amused by the authoritative tone in theboy's voice as he barked commands at the droid. The
boy was always saying how he planned to be a colonialwarrior, a fighter pilot like his dad, and it had
becomepart of his play. Well, he certainly looked to be Starfleetmaterial, even at the age of six. He'd
already shown anunusual bravery so many times in the—

 Apollo's thoughts were interrupted by the blaring ofthe alert claxons. As he leaped toward the door,
saying aquick good-bye to Boxey, he heard Adama's voiceechoing from many speakers:

 "Battle stations!"

 Hurrying onto the bridge, Apollo was quickly briefedby one of the officers. He rushed to his father's
side.

 "Fighter control reporting," he said. "All squadrons standing by."

 Adama nodded, clapped a hand on his son's shoulder.

 "Starbuck's probe ran into something," he toldApollo. "He's lost a ship." He turned to Tigh, asked:
"Situation?"

 Tigh leaned in toward the telecom screen, flipped aswitch.

 "Starbuck," he said. "Report in."

 Sounding out of breath, Starbuck's voice came on theline. On the small screen, his face looked worried
even inthe telecom's unsure resolution.

 "It came from the asteroid, somewhere in the upperquadrant. A high-energy beam of coherent light.
Massive, very intense, blinding...we think it's some sort of laser weaponry, the kind with the pulsar



effect—but this time, believe me, it must be agiant pulsar weapon. Tigh, it's—

 "Starbuck," Boomer's voice cut in, "we've lost contact with Cree. Visualand scanner."

 "Stand by, Colonel. We're missing another ship."

 "And Shields now!" Boomer yelled. "I've got nocontact with Shields either!"

 "Breaking transmission,Galactica" Starbuck cried."Back with you in a flash.

 As Starbuck's voice faded, Apollo turned to Adama.

 "Father," he said, "let me take my squadron out afterthem, to protect them from—

 "No, not yet," Adama said softly. "Not till we knowmore. But put your squadron on alert, Captain
Apollo!"

 Apollo rushed off the bridge, grabbing a flight jacket held out by an aide just before he leaped through
thehatchway to the corridor.Starbuck frantically racked through all communica­tion channels, trying to
find a sound-trace of the missingcadets. "Cree! Come in! Shields! Where are you?"

 "Got them!" Boomer shouted. "They're just insidecritical gravitational pull."

 Boomer flashed Starbuck the coordinates identifyingthe location of the two ships. The static on the
commlinefaded, and the cadets' hysterical voices replaced thefirelike crackle.

 "Cree! Shields!" Starbuck cried. "Come back! Youcan't go down there!"

 Cree's response was strident:

 "I saw where it came from! I'm going after it!"

 "Turn back!" Starbuck said. "Do not enter theatmosphere. I repeat, for both of you, do not—

 "Bow was my roommate!" Shields gasped, tears in hisvoice.

 "That's an order! Both of you turn back!"

 Starbuck's control panel scanner showed the two cadetships not veering a millimeter from course.

 "I'm locked on target," Shields said, his voice coolernow.

 "Right behind you," Cree said.

 Starbuck set his viper downward, toward the asteroid cloud cover.

 "Boomer," he said, "we can't let them go down alone!"

 "Maybe we can't, but we have to! Starbuck, pull out!"

 "No, you know me better, Boomer. Join me or returnto command ship."



 A pause before Boomer answered:

 "I never know whether you really mean that option.I'm just behind you, bucko."

 The two vipers zoomed toward the cloud cover.Boomer's level voice came over the commline:

 "They're in the clouds. We'll never get a visual onthem."

 "Record their short-range telemetry. Maybe we can geta fix."

 Involuntarily, Starbuck sucked in his breath as his ship penetrated the gray, almost black cloud cover,
and he felthimself enveloped in a nightmarish darkness.

 First Centurion Vulpa, Warrior of the Elite Class, satregally in his command chair and gruffly barked
orders athis first-brained subalterns. Some kind of intruder hadbeen discovered above the clouds of
Tairac. A beam fromthe laser cannon atop Mount Hekla had struck and destroyed a ship. Subsequent
activity of other ships had been detected.

 Vulpa felt uncharacteristically nervous. Cylons rarelyfelt agitation of any sort. But then, Vulpa was not a
characteristic Cylon. When he had been a first-brain fighter pilot, he had had occasional glimmerings that
there was something special about him. And he faintlyperceived that his specialness had little to do with
hisspectacular abilities to maneuver a Cylon fighter and destroy hundreds of enemy spacecraft. No, the
qualitieshe felt had more to do with the way he could perceive the universe, the way he could make
simple mental connec­tions that seemed impossible for other first-brain Cylons.In some combat instances
he had been able to executestrategy that heknew was the equal of anything a second-brain officer might
have done. When he had tried toexpress these strange feelings to other warriors, they had not been able
to comprehend. A number of times hisconversations were reported to superiors, and he hadbeen called
in for discipline. Thus he had learned toconceal his awareness of his own select rank among hisfellows.
His inner isolation had also brought him feelings of loneliness, another emotion not usually felt by Cylons.

 After the ceremony in which he had been awarded hissecond brain, his perception of himself increased
more than twofold. He had been right, there was for him thepotential for a special destiny. He knew
immediately thathe was one of the few second-brain Cylons whose intricatebody mechanisms would not
reject the implantation of athird brain at a later evolved stage of his life. Most Cylonscould not survive
one more brain implantation, and therefore only few were ever scanned as eligible to beraised to
Imperious Leader status. Of those few, manywere simply not suited for overall command level because
they were not qualified in other physical, mental, oremotional aspects. Vulpa discovered later that his
owneligibility was endangered because of his tendency towardforthright commentary, a pronounced
arrogance in hismanner, and a need to bully other officers into agreementwith him. The present Imperious
Leader had cautionedhim several times about these traits, saying that if he did achieve third-brain status,
he would comprehend at oncethe reasons why such traits could, from an overall objective view, be
regarded as deficiencies.

 Nevertheless, Imperious Leader had admitted, Vulpa's assertive tendencies might just be overlooked,
since incertain situations they resolved themselves into ingeniouspositive actions. Vulpa tried to obey
Imperious Leader'sadmonitions, as any good Cylon must. His ambitionincreased, soared higher than any
hopes ever displayed byhis fellow executive officers, who could just barelyexpress ideas of ambition,
who perhaps were not in factambitious. That knowledge made him feel lonelier thanhe had ever felt in the
days when he had had only a single brain.



 In spite of his own cautiousness, Vulpa encounteredsituations in which his negative traits came to the
fore,and he cursed himself for his loss of control. He did not want to fall off the thin line he was treading,
since it led directly to the monstrously high pedestal on which theImperious Leader throne rested, and
Vulpa needed desperately to continue along that line. His last outbursthad nearly finished him, and had
resulted in thedisciplinary assignment to this frigid, distant, appropri­ately lonely outpost. Although there
was considerablehonor in being assigned command of the most massive weapon ever devised for Cylon
use, Vulpa neverthelessfelt the shame of the discipline deeply. He vowed to perform actions here so
heroic that Imperious Leader would have to call him back to the command base star.There he would
prove himself worthy of the throne untilthe time came when he would actually ascend to it.

 The time when a new Imperious Leader would bechosen seemed frustratingly a long time away, but
Vulpa would have to endure it. Anyway, it might not be so long.If the present Imperious Leader
continued his obsessivequest to destroy all fleeing humans, to exterminate thegrubby little race in fact,
there were all sorts of openings,all sorts of possibilities that the Leader would tumblefrom his throne
ahead of his time or even be destroyed by one of those crafty little human pests. It was doubtful, butan
ambitious being tended to contemplate lines towardthe future with an un-Cylon-like eagerness.

 Now, perhaps, his chance had come. As soon as themessage that the escaping human fleet was being
maneuvered toward his sector arrived, informing himthat it might be necessary to engage the immense
firepower of the laser cannon, Vulpa had put his garrisonon alert. Destroying the remnants of the human
race might just put Vulpa into the strategic position he hadhoped for. It would draw Imperious Leader's
approval and definitely put Vulpa in the forefront of all Cylon executive officers. It would—

 A technician interrupted the first centurion's reverie:

 "Two fightercraft. Colonial. Entering defense perime­ter."

 Rising, Vulpa examined the hexagonal screens for himself. Good. This confirmed the previous reports of
anomalies, and verified that the destroyed ship had alsobeen colonial in origin. The two ships now
onscreen had cleared the dense cloud cover and were skimming alongthe vast gray underlayers,
seemingly flying with purpose toward an objective. The foolish filthy little creatures! They were planning
an assault on Mount Hekla and thelaser cannon. Vulpa might have laughed aloud, if such laughter were
not regarded with such suspicion amongCylons.

 "I want one of them alive," he said to his subalterns.

  

 Starbuck's ship cleared the clouds, with Boomer following a moment later. The asteroid's surface was
nearly as dark as the interior of the cloud cover. The onlydiscernible lights were a fairly bright spherical
glow in thefoothills of a dimly outlined mountain that ascended to the clouds, and the contrails from the
ships of the twocadets far ahead of them.

 "I got 'em, Boomer."

 As they closed in on the slower vipers of the two cadets,Starbuck punched up a general terrain scan. He
wasimmediately impressed with the mountain. Although the great ranges of Caprica had contained
mountains moreawesome than this one, here on this small asteroid, rising up from a relative flatland, it
was an awe-inspiring sight.Its ragged outlines and glacial surface suggested quite achallenge even to an
experienced mountaineer.



 And the vipers of the two cadets were heading right forit!

 That's the last thing I need right now,Starbuckthought,to crash-land on a mountain like that chasing
two brainless kiddie-pilots. I never planned on getting anymountaineering time into my files and records.

 He punched up a closer scan of the mountain. As the screen displayed the summit, some ungeological
forma­tions were indicated. The information at the bottom ofthe scanner screen made Starbuck inhale
sharply.

 "What is it?" Boomer said.

 "On the top of that mountain, it's a gun emplacement.Huge. It's like it's carved out of the ice and rock.
The weapon itself's in a, in what appears to be a steelcretebastion. And, Boomer, if my figures are
correct, it's every bit as massive as we suspected. And, look, it's movingnow. As big as it is, it ain't
stationary—it's as maneuver- able as...as a telescope in an observatory. I mean, thescale shows it as
enormous, maybe the largest laser-stylecannon anywhere, Boomer. It's bigger than—oh myGod!"

 The vipers of Cree and Shields were now slippingupward, zeroing in on the weapon itself. At the same
timethe barrel of the cannon swung slowly around, pointed intheir direction but just above them. Starbuck
bellowed acurse as Shields's ship eased into the weapon's lowerrange. Suddenly an uncanny,
luminescently bright beam of light pulsed out of the cannon's barrel, lighting up the skies and causing
thousands of glittering rays to form amazelike network across the immediate icy surfaces of the planet. It
enveloped Shields's viper, which seemed toremain in shadow outline for a brief moment, then
disintegrated into a blazing fireball. The beam passed tothe left of Starbuck's and Boomer's ships,
continuing toilluminate the surface of the planet in a dayliivebrightness, then entered the clouds, briefly
lighting them in a red-streaked but quite peaceful-looking aspect thatreminded Starbuck of the kind of
Huffy clouds that hadsailed over Caprica on a warm summer day.

 "Shields!" Starbuck screamed, even though he knewthe cadet was dead.

 "Too late," Boomer said, "he's gone. I've lost Cree'ssignal too."

 "It's there. I saw him. But it's being jammed. They know we're here, too, Boomer. Stay low, that cannon
can't reach us down here."

 "Right, bucko!"

 Starbuck's scanner showed a trio of what were clearlyCylon fighters rising from an area beyond the
weapon.From the first shots they fired, at a target near the left sideof the mountain, Starbuck knew
immediately where Creewas.

 Vulpa ordered the launch of three fighters to make the remaining enemy pilot crash-land. The command
pilot ofthe lead Cylon fighter carefully sent a shot across theviper's bow. In the gelid atmosphere, the
streaks of laserfire had the look of fiery icicles.

 "Invader," the Cylon flight commander said, "releasecontrol of your ship to us."

 The human's answer was to open fire. Vulpa ordered his flight commander:

 "Force him down!"



 The three Cylon ships converged on their commonenemy.

 Starbuck and Boomer had to watch the Cylon shipsforce Cree down. Cree's pitiful voice came through
aninterruption in the jamming crackle of static:

 "Starbuck! I'm surrounded!"

 "Hang on," Starbuck replied, even though hesuspected the poor cadet couldn't hear him. "We'recoming,
kid."

 "Starbuck," Boomer pleaded, "forget it. It's too latenow to do anything for Cree. By the time we get
there, he'seither dead or taken by those Cylon creeps."

 "But-

 "No buts about it. We have to get back and warn theGalactica.This weapon's like nothing in any of our
warbooks. They've gotta know!"

 "I've lost two men. I'm not going to lose Cree."

 "Forget it, Starbuck. We don't stand a chance againstthat weapon. We have to get to theGalactica.
One lifeagainst thousands! Starbuck..."

 For a moment Starbuck, furious, was tempted to disregard Boomer's cautions. But, knowing that his
wingmate was right, he muttered another dark curse and,following Boomer, swung his viper around.

 Seeing that the human enemy had been effectivelytrapped and captured, Vulpa returned to his command
chair. One of the monitoring centurions announced:

 "Two more fightercraft approaching, flying low."

 "Destroy them as they come into range," Vulpa said.

 The monitoring personnel kept close watch on the twonew ships, then saw them swing around and slip
over thenear horizon.

 "Fightercraft retreating," the technician said.

 "That may be to our advantage. If we can use them tolocate their command ship."

 "Sir, that will be impossible. They have alreadymanaged to elude our instrumentation."

 Vulpa nodded. The red streak of light moving backand forth across his helmet slowed, almost stopped.

 "Bring me the captive," he ordered.

  

 Imperious Leader turned to the simulation ofStarbuck, which now seemed to lounge insultingly in its
chair, an ugly stick humans called a cigar clenchedbetween its teeth.



 "Well, Lieutenant," Imperious Leader said, "yourcompatriots suspect nothing. They seem to have fallen
blithely into my trap."

 The Starbuck took the cigar out of its mouth, flicked ashes from it as if the cigar had real substance, and
said:

 "You got 'em in your slimy little claws?"

 "No, but we will have them at any—"

 "Then you ain't trapped 'em, bug-eyes."

 "You are not programmed to insult me, Lieutenant."

 "Sorry. Oversight. Sometimes even illusions can't helpexpressing the obvious."

 Imperious Leader's hands gripped the sides of his throne more tightly, trying not to show anger at this
unusually autonomous simulation.

 "I would like to speak to you about your commander," he said.

 The Starbuck's eyes lit up and he broke into thatannoying smile.

 "Ah. You mean, old Ironhull Adama."

 "I do not understand. Hull made out of iron. I hadnever understood that he wore metallic battlesuits, as
weCylons do. There is nothing on record to suggest that."

 The Starbuck's irritating smile broadened:

 "Ironhull is a figure of speech. Do you Cylons have figures of speech?"

 "We employ such in our poetry, but not ordinarily inour normal speech."

 "You guys writepoetry!"

 The Starbuck seemed amazed. Imperious Leader wasimpressed by how sharply outlined this simulation
was, as if one could reach out and actually touch it. He almostwished to make the test, but knew his hand
would go rightthrough Starbuck's incorporeal form.

 "We have a faction of our society who use figures ofspeech in the poetry they chant. It is never written
down.Cylon law does not allow that. But much of it is, Iunderstand, preserved orally."

 "But Cylons dohave a written language?"

 "Naturally."

 "Why don't you let the poets write their work down?"

 "It is custom, and has been custom since times more ancient than your puny race has apparently existed.
Poetsdo not write down their poetry. It would be unseemly."



 "Unseemly? Why unseemly?"

 "Poets are not... not among the most desirableelements of our society. They are misfits, often criminals.
We have found that assigning them to the poetry enclavesdefuses their dangerous criminal traits that
threaten theorder of our society."

 "You saiddefuses."

 "I believe I did, yes."

 "That was a metaphor. Figure of speech, ImperiousLeader. Dangerous. Watch yourself."

 "I should order your beheading."

 The Starbuck laughed heartily.

 "Tiy it. I'd like to watch the blade slip through myneck. It would be like a viper sliding through the
clouds.Pardon the figure of speech."

 Imperious Leader reviewed the annoying conversa­tion, found his way back to the point of the
discussion.

 "We were talking about Ironhull. Your commander."

 "Yep. Ironhull just means he's tough and not alwayspenetrable to ordinary human eyes like mine. Around
thecrew, sometimes we call him Ironhull. Especially when we don't understand what's going on in his
head. Is that anyclearer?"

 "It is clear enough. Commander Adama—is he likely to detect the outline of our plan? Will he know that
ourpursuit is a way of directing ^Jm toward a destination that we have chosen?"

 "I think he might."

 "Why?"

 "You guys are hardly the subtlest creatures in theuniverse. You manage to be insidious, I'll give you that,
and there are areas of, well, alien psychology in your makeup that keep throwing us for loops. But you
are notespecially subtle when it comes to warfare. You like the big moves, you like to display the heavy
weapons, you prefer to destroy by outnumbering your enemy, depend­ing on numbers instead of intricate
strategy, you preferdirect attack to sleek aerial maneuvers—all of these thingshave often given us the
edge in battles."

 "In some battles, yes. But you should remember that, overall, we are the victors. Our methods have
brought usthe near-destruction of your military might, have broughtus the annihilation of your twelve
worlds, have given usthe domination of the universe."

 The Starbuck stopped smiling and nodded grave'y.

 "Yes, you're right there. By sneak attacks, torture, anda total lack of mercy you've nearly won it. But not
quite allof it, bug-eyes. We're still there, and we're on the run now.But someday we may turn and face



you, and thenyou'll..."

 "You hesitate. Why?"

 "Your data banks here cannot provide me the wordsthat would effectively allow me to speak the disgust
I feelfor you."

 The-Starbuck sounded almost mechanical. The edgesof the simulacrum seemed to blur.

 "I believe, Lieutenant, that your day to turn and face uswill never come. Your commander is headed on a
coursethat will result in the final annihilation of your race. Whenit comes into range of our weaponry upon
Tairac—

 "We've beaten you before. We'll do it again."

 "This trap, Lieutenant, is what your people call foolproof."

 The Starbuck's eyes seemed to narrow as he said:

 "Well, with any luck, Imperious Leader, perhaps youcan catch yourself a couple of fools."

 Pressing a button on the side of his throne, ImperiousLeader made the Starbuck simulacrum disappear.
Itsvague outline seemed to remain for a moment even afterthe image had abruptly vanished.

 FROM THE ADAMA JOURNALS:

 I never knew Lieutenant Starbuck during his cadet days.However, stories—myths and legends of the
academy—have come back to me. I can't verify their truth.

 I heard that, on off-duty hours, he would often unlockthe war-game room (with "borrowed" keys, of
course)and turn the area into a vast amusement arcade,conducting lotteries on how many hits could be
scoredwithin specified amounts of time by a mock-flight vehicleshooting at images of Cylon ships, hiring
the best hand- to-hand fighters to hold matches under simulated battleconditions (again, a certain amount
of gentlemanlywagering was supervised by Starbuck), and using the numbers of randomly selected spot
quiz questions of a testing computer for some sort of roulette-styled game.Even though he conducted the
arcade with a clientele of about one-third of the students attending, nobody on theteaching staff could
ever nab him. They tried. But eachtime they tried to catch him in the act, they entered a war-game room
that was dark and silent.

 Another time, it's said, a cheating ring developedamong many of the cadets who were under so much
pressure to succeed that stealing tests or sending in betterstudents as substitutes to take the exams began
to seemlike the most reasonable way out of their plight. Theyfigured that Starbuck, with his reputation for
engaginganyone around him in a con, would go along with theirplan and help them.

 "Sure," he said, I imagine with that sometimesirritating sly smile on his face. "What do you need,chums?
What's coming up? Let's see—IntermediateMilitary Strategy I, am I right? Tomorrow? Okay, you guys
meet me in the Cylon throne room just before thetest, I'll have copies of the answers ready for you there.
Nosweat. See ya around, kiddies."

 ("Cylon throne room" was an academy euphemism forthe communal bathrooms at the academy.)



 The next day the cadets in the cheating ring showed upin the throne room and, sure enough, Starbuck
was there,a twinkle in his eye and a set of answer papers in his hands.He told the cadets that this first
instance of the answerservice would be free of charge, they could discuss termswhen the students had
evaluated the worth of the service.

 I don't know how the cadets got the answers into thetesting rooms. Perhaps they merely memorized
them, orsneaked them into the place in some ingenious cadetfashion. Anyway, the tests were fed to each
individualtesting cubicle by the exam-transmission system. Thetests had been kept under lock and key,
and guarded,since the previous morning when instructors made themup. The examiner who told me this
anecdote said therewas no way any intruder could have gotten near theexams or discovered the answers.
At least the staffthought so.

 The cadets from the cheating ring eagerly set to work,marking answers with their electronic pencils at a
ratethat no monitor had ever before seen from a cadet class. Itlooked like many of the students would
finish the test wayahead of time, something of a phenomenon with the monstrously difficult academy tests.
A feeling of great confidence swept among the cadets who'd received theanswers from Starbuck.

 Then they turned to the last page of the test booklet. Atthe bottom of the page was scribbled a note
which wasunmistakably in Starbuck's handwriting. This noteappearedonly in the test booklets of the
cadets who werepart of the cheating ring, another maneuver which led theexaminer to tell me he believed
the story might beapocryphal. Anyway, the note read:

 All of the answers which I supplied you in thethrone room are incorrect. If you filled in each andevery
one of them, you just achieved a zero on this exam. However, since this is a test of intermediatemilitary
strategy—a fancy term for grace underpressure or the successful use of reason and instinct to stay out of
trouble—those of you who deserve topass, who deserve to succeed beyond cadethood, have this
option: there is sufficient time for you torush back through this exam, change your answers,read the
questions properly and choose the correctanswer, and—if you got my kind of luck-successfully achieve a
passing score on this exam.But, before you do that, first erase this note. Blessyou all. S."

 The examiner who told me this story swore up anddown that it couldn't possibly be true.

 I have observed Starbuck closely, ever since he cameaboard theGalactica as a green but crafty young
ensign. Ihave watched him starbuck everybody in sight, includingmyself.

 I believe the story.

 CHAPTER THREE

 If the tension on the command bridge had beenflammable, one spark could have destroyed the entire
Galactica.Athena, in an instinctive affectionate move,edged closer to her father, just out of range of his
peripheral vision, simply to be there in case he needed herfor anything.

 Starbuck's hands had nervously fumbled with hisflight helmet as he and Boomer reported in to the
commander. Their words, although properly formal andmilitary in phrasing, came out in angry bursts. At
onepoint, Tigh put a calming hand on Starbuck's arm to steady him. Apollo could not stand still and he
paced asmall area of the bridge, sliding one hand along a railingas he walked. At the end of Starbuck and
Boomer's report, Adama broke the shocked silence by saying to Athena:

 "Show the tape of what Starbuck picked up fromCree's scanner."



 Everyone on the bridge cringed visibly when thepictures of Shields's viper being blown up were shown.
Then, as Cree faced his ship toward the summit of the mountain and the awesome laser cannon was
revealed,everyone inhaled sharply or swallowed hard or simplygaped in wonder.

 "Good Lord!" Adama cried. "Athena, freeze on thatweapon."

 Quickly Athena stopped the tape and reversed it a fewframes, then adjusted the resolution of the
picture.Knowing her father would want figures about theweapon, she worked out the calculations
immediately.

 "Sir, I have a • fix on the scale. The ramparts arefourteen metrons high. Destructive power nearly infinite
within two hectares."

 "We're just out of its range right now," Tigh whispered,examining Athena's figures. "It can't zero in on us
accurately, although a random shot could still hit us."

 "It could destroy theGalactica in a single pulse!"Adama said softly.

 Apollo hit the railing beside him with a hard ham-fisted slap that rattled it on its moorings.

 "It's fantastic!" he said. "The Cylons are a highlyadvanced, mechanized culture, yes, but their technology
can't have reached those proportions. Their weaponry tends to be less—"

 Starbuck interrupted angrily:

 "Can't say it matters much tome who built it. It'sthere,and it took two of my pilots!"

 Apollo and Starbuck glared at each other, eachspoiling for a fight in their frustration over the deaths of
Shields, Bow, and probably Cree. Breaking the line ofsight between them, Adama stepped in front of
Starbuckand said calmly:

 "Combat losses are my responsibility. You took theonly course of action you could by returning to the
Galactica with these scans."

 "Tell that to Cadet Cree!" he shouted furiously. Then,catching the disapproval in his commander's eyes,
headded: "Sir."

 Adama, his eyes saddened, nodded. Athena knew herfather could always sympathize with
insubordination thatoriginated from anger over combat deaths. He turned toColonel Tigh and said:

 "That's it then—this is why the Cylons squeezed us intothis course."

 Apollo, leaning on the railing, said:

 "How long until their pursuit force catches up to us?"

 "Depends on where their base ships are," Adama said."We have too much fire power for their attack
squadrons.They'll hang back, make their occasional sneak attacks.But you can wager it won't be long
until they bring up base ships."



 The officers of the bridge fell silent, until Starbuckfinally spoke up:

 "Commander, Blue Squadron can take out that gun."

 That's Starbuck,Athena thought.Although headvises all cadets never to volunteer, he's always the firstto
step forward when theGalacticais threatened.

 "To send in a squadron of fighters would be masssuicide," Adama said. "You've seen what that weapon
cando."

 "Still," Tigh said, pointing at the star map to the last known location of the Cylon pursuit force, "we
cannotturn back."

 "No," Adama said.

 "What's left?" said Boomer.

 Adama turned to Athena and ordered:

 "Put up the geologic scan of the asteroid's surface."

 "Yes, sir."

 Adama examined the subsequent picture for a longmoment, then pointed toward it, saying:

 "We could land a small, highly specialized task forcedown on the surface. Find some weakness in their
defense. Destroy the weapon."

 Tigh, studying the geologic scan, said:

 "We can't be sure there is a weakness..."

 Adama nodded, raised his eyebrows querulously.

 "Risk is high," he said. "As always, it seems."

 "But... but that's suicide," Starbuck muttered.

 Adama glanced at Starbuck, no anger for the young man's outspokenness visible in his eyes.

 "I cannot see any alternative," Adama said. "I am opento other suggestions."

 All anyone on the bridge could offer were a few coughsand a couple of murmurs.

 "Program a search for qualified personnel," Adamasaid to a communications officer. "Anyone
experiencedin ice-planet survival. Experts in mountaineering. Specialists in heavy demolitions. Once the
readout isassimilated, we will convene in the Briefing Room. Untilthen, everyone not on duty right now
return to yourcabins and get in as much sack-time as you can. Once themission is initiated, there might
not be a time for any of usto rest."

 Athena exchanged a worried glance with Apollo, eachof them sending to the other the message that the



oneperson who should rest, their father, would be the onlyone to disobey that particular general order.

  

 Light... red light... moving slowly from side to sideagainst an icy metallic background . . . blurs . . . cold. .
. intense cold freezing blood, stopping the flow ofblood ... the red light coming closer... Shields's scream
as the beam hit his ship...all the pieces of his ship... howmany pieces... uncountable... could they be put
backtogether like in a puzzle... Shields dead, Bow dead, nothat can't be...the red light up against my
eyes, trying todraw me into it...red light, Cylons, the stupid red light on their helmets . . . cold . . . red light
. . . cold every­where ... cold...

  

 Cree came awake suddenly. The red light interferingwith his dream was on the helmet of a Cylon staring
downat his prone body. Everything came back to him in a rush of memory. The beam of light, the
destruction of hisbuddies' ships, his own viper being forced down. The swirl of large-flaked snow as he
climbed out of his ship and faced the four Cylons who surrounded him, their quartetof moving red lights
alarmingly eerie in the cold gloom. One centurion had ordered him disarmed, and two others had
performed the deed before Cree's seemingly frozenarms had been able to resist. What was it the
centurion incommand had said before the others dragged him awayand he had lost consciousness? "Take
him to Vulpa," thealien had said. He had definitely wanted Cree tounderstand, for he had spoken it in the
language ofhumans and not of Cylons.

 The Cylon now examining him was different from the ones that had captured him. There were more wide
blackstrips across the metallic portions of his uniform. The black lines indicated rank in a Cylon officer,
Cree hadbeen instructed back at the academy. Then this one was a leader of the Cylons on this icy
world. A much-decoratedWarrior of the Elite Class, if his instructors had beencorrect in their
interpretations of alien heraldry. Whatwas a Warrior of the Elite Class doing on a distant barren icy
outpost like this one? And where was the fleet? Anddid they know Cree came from the fleet? Maybe
not. A cadet's uniform differed from a warrior's, and there wasnoGalactica insignia on it.

 Quickly Cree reviewed in his mind the lessons he'dbeen taught about proper behavior in the event of
captureby the enemy. Never give more than your name, rank, andclassification numbers. Never succumb
to the transparentattempt of an enemy to engage you in casual conversa­tion. Always remember that you
are a colonial fightingman and every kind of dealing you have with the enemymust be regarded as
combat. Never speak at all unlessthere is no other choice.

 Cree remembered his instructor pausing at this point inthe lecture. "However," he had said, "in the event
oftorture, the fleet does not require your compliance withany of these injunctions. We would prefer you
to withholdinformation, but you will not be condemned if torture extracts it from you." Another cadet had
raised his handand asked if perhaps suicide might be better thansuccumbing to torture. The instructor had
replied, "Itmight, but choices like that cannot be dictated. The fleetrecommends survival over suicide."
Cree vowed now tolet the Cylons kill him before revealing anything tothem—nevertheless, a voice deep
within his brain seemed to whisper, don't be so hasty.

 The Cylon commander identified himself as FirstCenturion Vulpa, then in a guttural brusque voice said:

 "You're a colonial warrior?"

 Cree almost answered yes, and proud to be one—butthat would be a response, a break in the armor of



silence.Even though he greatly desired to stand up to thisarrogant Cylon officer, he kept his teeth
clenched andgave a hate-filled glare as his only answer.

 Vulpa didn't seem at all disturbed by the cadet'sobstinacy. He rose calmly from his command chair and
approached Cree, speaking briskly:

 "Only one vestige of your race remains, the battlestarGalacticaand her fleet. Your insignificant,
weak-willed,stupid, lice-ridden group of—

 "Go rust yourself," Cree interrupted, then cursedhimself for breaking his vow of silence so soon. Such a
childishly impulsive reaction did no honor to the cause ofthe captured colonial warrior.

 Keeping in his emotions had always been difficult forhim. Back at the academy Shields was always
dropping byhis cubicle and giving him gentle lectures about caution,about not questioning the lecturers so
much. But what didShields know, he had always thought. Shields didn't longto be a command officer.
Like he said, he just wanted tofly the nuts and bolts off his viper.

 The smiling, chubby-cheeked face of Shields seemedto materialize in front of Cree now, as if replacing
hisown reflection in the shiny metal of the Cylon's silveryuniform. Then he saw Shields in his cockpit, then
he sawShields's ship exploding into a million disintegrating fragments, and his eyes filled with tears. He
blinkedquickly twice, hoping that the Cylon hadn't noticed. Who could tell what Cylons noticed? What
did they see witheven? Was that red light drifting so lazily from side to sidein his helmet an aid to Cylon
eyes, perhaps a focusingmechanism that, in its scanning, brought a single vividpicture to the monster's
organs of sight?

 If Vulpa perceived Cree's tears, there was no way oftelling. The Cylon merely continued to circle him
and askhis infernal questions.

 "How many viper fighters left in the fleet?"

 Wouldn't you like to know,Cree thought.Andwouldn't the information that we have discoveredmethods
to manufacture new vipers in our foundry ships be of use to you?Cree tried to push such thoughts out of
his mind. Formulating the answers the monster was trying to get out of him was a short step from actually
articulating them.

 Vulpa stared directly at Cree, his red light now glidingfaster from side to side along the dark line at the
top of hishelmet.

 "You are made of flesh and blood, human. You have anervous system which carries impulses, the
sensation of pain. Intense pain. Agony." He leaned his head closer toCree, nearly formed the Cylon
version of a whisper: "Howmany combat ships in the fleet?"

 Cree, struggling to suppress his curses, kept silent.Vulpa leaned back, motioned to the two guards and
another pair of the aliens who stood by a nearbyentranceway.

 "Do not let him lose consciousness," Vulpa said, thenturned around, returned to his command chair, and
satdown in the awkward cumbersome way of the Cylon. Theother Cylons, arms raised, with many
distorted reflec­tions of Cree flashing off their outer armor, closed in onthe young cadet.

  



 Starbuck stood to the side as the others, huddledtogether, nervously awaited the results of the computer
search. He could not stop thinking of the three lost cadets, especially Cree. He remembered each of
Cree's naive and,at the time, annoying questions, and now wished he'dbeen less blunt, more avuncular
with the curious trainee.Cree was probably dead, and whatever Adama said aboutcommand
responsibility, the fault was Starbuck's. Hedidn't like drawing to a losing hand time and again, didn'twant
to chance losing another cadet.

 Rapidly the computer sorted out the names of peoplewhose qualifications fit the assignment as entered in
theprogram. Athena ripped out the readout copy and said:

 "Five specialists. Three support."

 Adama nodded.

 "Lock it in," he said.

 "Here's the roster," Athena said, handing her fatherthe paper. He examined it briefly, then thrust it at
Starbuck.

 "This is the team, Starbuck. You and Boomer go getthem. They might be a trifle recalcitrant. Give them
agood pep talk, okay?"

 As Starbuck started to leave the bridge, he glanced atthe list. He stopped abruptly and whirled on
Adama.

 "Commander, there must be some mistake."

 Adama raised his eyebrows, looking as if he had no suspicion of what the lieutenant meant. Starbuck
movedcloser to him and whispered:

 "These are—they're criminals. They're aboard the gridbarge."

 A hint of a smile from the commander before hewhispered back:

 "You have the authority to collect them, Lieutenant."

 "Yes sir, I know, but—"

 "You have your orders, Lieutenant."

 "Aye-aye, sir."

 A worried look on his face, Starbuck gestured toBoomer to follow him.Prisoners? he thought.Why in
thetwelve worlds of blessed memory would the computercome up with a list of prisoners? Grid-rats.
Barge-lice. Is this the tribute we're giving to those three doomed cadets,sending a bunch of criminal
misfits on a mission of graveimportance?Starbuck shook his head from side to side, wondering if the
computer was suddenly under enemycontrol, and if this was a part of the trap that thecommander had
earlier spoken of.

 "What's the matter?" Boomer muttered as they strodedown the corridor. "Something serious?"



 "No, we're just handing the safety of the fleet over to abunch of murderers and cutthroats."

 Boomer scowled.

 "Well," he said, "as long as it isn't serious."

 CHAPTER FOUR

 Croft:

 In my dream I seem to separate from my body and driftupward, through the walls of this lousy cell,
through thesuperstructure of the prison barge itself. For a while Ifloat above the ship, looking down on its
dim grayexterior, its battered sections of unpolished uncaringmetal—seeing simultaneously, it seems, the
hundreds ofpoor wretches who are squirming within the squares of her grids, each prisoner trying to find
one comfortablespot in which to rest. A con's greatest goal is the search fora comfortable area to rest in.
You never find it, but you keep looking. You're like a rat searching for an enclosed safe niche and settling
for a scratchy rope being blownfrom side to side in a stiff wind.

 I can't stand staring at the barge any longer and I seemto catch a magical air current that has
mysteriouslysnaked its way through the vacuum of space, just to findme and help me to escape. Escape,
of course, escape. Theonly real dream a prisoner can have, no matter in whatform his dreaming mind
disguises it, is escape. He mayescape from his body, as I do, or find himself indreamland of sweet pulpy
food, beautiful people, andcomplete luxury.

 I slide off into empty space, leaving the fleet behind me.Looking back over my shoulder I watch the
ships turninto slowly flying insects, gradually diminishing to speckand disappearing. TheGalactica is last
to disappear; it i the largest insect of all. As I look forward again, I knowthat ahead is either the good
dream or the nightmare. Iithe good dream I land at the summit of a mountain, aloneand enjoying my
aloneness. In full gear, my hamdelighting in the feel of the sturdy ice-ax through thethickness of my gloves,
my feet shifting about and digginghard-metal crampons more firmly into the summit's icysurface, the hood
of my parka enveloping my head so thatonly a narrow view of the great craggy vistas is allowed, a
monstrously fierce wind blowing into my face in spite ofthe narrow parka opening. And, unless the dream
includes the climb or the descent (rappeling in an unlikelyslow-motion slide), that's all there is to the good
dream. It's good simply because I feel so good. I have beenpardoned, redeemed, allowed to resume the
only kind oflife I've ever loved.

 The nightmare is nearly identical to the good dream.Except the wind is hurtling at me in hurricane force,
myparka is ripped to shreds, my ice-ax is tumbling awayfrom me down the mountainside, my feet are
beginning toslide out from under me. And Leda is there.

 Leda is there, reaching for me. I don't know if she istrying to save me or trying to kill me. And that
dilemma isthe essence of the nightmare.

 This time it seems to be the good dream. Or is thatLeda below me, hauling her tall form and
considerablebut well-structured weight over an impossibly difficultcornice?

 I never find out, for the next thing I'm aware of, Jester,the turnkey with the permanent sneer, is shaking
meawake. It seems as if he's simultaneously trying to bash inmy skull on the metal flooring.

 "Stop it, Jester!" I cry. "I'm awake. I'm awake. See myeyes. Open, right? Awake. Open means awake."



 Finally, reluctantly, he stops shaking me, mutters inthat voice that sounds like scree underfoot:

 "You're wanted."

 "Wanted?"

 "Get up. Colonial warriors here to see you."

 "Tell 'em I only receive visitors at teatime."

 He pulls me to my feet and pushes me out of the cell. Aswe stroll down the free-channel, between the
rows of grid-cells, I hear the various dream noises of those otherprisoners who are in their cells and not
on some laboriouswork detail somewhere. The moans and grunts seem toblend into a chant of hatred
and despair.

 Jester takes me, surprisingly, to a briefing room in thebarge's executive quarters. The place is well laid
out.Plush chairs, posh tables, decorated mirrors, bad butcolorful paintings on the walls—the kind of
paintings thatprovide the approved reality for idiots who don't know apainting from a picture.

 Standing on one side of the room, as if they'redisdaining the use of the luxurious furniture, are two tall
colonial warriors—one white, one black, bothformidable-looking. The black is clearly bright, he has the
kind of questing eyes that tell you he hasn't learned it allyet and neither have you. The white's a handsome
guy,clearly a ladies' man, yet tough, the kind on whom a dress-uniform cape looks molded. His body is
strong andmuscular, I can tell he's from the best breed of pilots. Buthis eyes, his eyes are deceptive. They
say he can bluff andhe knows how to call a bluff. There's a little bit of con man in them, a little bit of fool,
a little bit of hero. Take yourpick. I think I'd kind of like him, like both of them in fact,if they weren't
rotten colonial warriors.

 Well, they might not want to take advantage of the softfurniture, but I might not see anything like one of
theseoverstuffed conference chairs again, not for a long time. Ignoring Jester, I stride to the seat that
obviously belongs to the head of the table during meetings, plop down on it and put my legs up, like I'm
ready to call the meeting toorder and am merely waiting for the yes-man to quit shuffling his notes.
Neither of the warriors shows muchreaction to my audacity, but Jester, rushing toward me, isclearly
furious. Before he can get to me, though, the blackwaves him away.

 The white begins to speak, addressing his remarks to his companion, talking of me in the third person in
that bureaucratic way I'm always encountering and alwaysdespising.

 "Croft," he says, reading the information off the screenof a mini-computer he holds in his hand.
"Commander ofthe Snow Garrison on the ice planet Kalpa. He and hisgang raided a Cylon outpost."

 "Nothing illegal about that," the other man says, asmidgen of irony in his voice.Sharp guy, like I thought.

 "Not a military operation," the white says. "Armedrobbery. They plundered a Cylon platinum mine.
Wouldn't surrender the bounty to their colonial com­mander."

 Just like all the others, this one's treating our escapadelike an act of piracy. It didn't feel like that at the
time. Took me a long while to assemble just the right team tojoin me and Leda. Besides Wolfe and
Thane, there were the four others, the ones whose names I can't rememberanymore. Their deaths have
interfered with my ability toremember what they were called.



 And it was no picnic stealing into that Cylon sectorundetected, climbing the steep north face of the
mountainoverlooking the Cylon encampment and the mine, trying to hammer pitons into rotten rock that
would not acceptthem, losing two men while attempting the traverse across the verglas-surfaced slope
just because Thane had beentoo late in shifting into the boot-ax belay that might have saved them. And
then there was the rope descent to the encampment in the dead of night after glissading downhalf of the
gradual-sloped south face of the mountain.Our ropes were securely anchored in a saddle, but weknew
there was danger always present. Especially sincethe Cylon guns could pick us off at will if they spotted
us. But they didn't spot us. We sneaked into the encampment, slaughtered all the Cylon warriors, lost
two more of ourown team. The rest of the Cylons, the workers,capitulated to us easily, and we got out
with all theplatinum we could store inside the Cytan freighter whose controls Wolfe knew as well as those
in a viper cockpit.After all that, that smug colonial commander, with hisaristocratic overbearing manner,
tried to force us to heaveto (who were the pirates, them or us?) and surrender thebounty. What right did
he have to it?

 "He didn't go in under the Cylon guns," I say to the twomen, "so he didn't deserve any part of it. Who
are you? Ilike to know the bilge rats I'm dealing with."

 Both men stand tall and exchange a puzzled glancebefore replying.

 "Starbuck," says the white man. "Viper pilot. BlueSquadron, BattlestarGalactica."

 "Boomer. Commander Adama's Strike Wing."

 Adama, eh? I should have known his ugly puss wasinvolved in this somehow. Adama was the colonial
commander who'd tried to appropriate my bounty fromme. His angular face with those icy but
penetrating eyesappears before me. I almost want to tell Starbuck andBoomer to find a quick black hole
and jump in, but I decide to play a waiting game, see what they're up to.Anything to stay out of that cell
for a while.

 "What's the drill?" I ask.

 "You'll find out soon enough," Starbuck replies, thenmotions toward the door. I look in the direction of
his gesture. Wolfe is now standing there, his bullish bodynearly filling the entranceway. Well, the lower
half of theentranceway anyhow. Wolfe's not very tall, but it doesn'tmatter much, the way his body—with
its low center ofgravity and muscular broad shoulders—is constructed.His hair is as shaggy as ever,
Wolfe and combs are naturalenemies, and his deepset eyes smolder with the usual rage,some of it
probably deriving from the sight of me sittingcomfortably in my plush briefing-room chair.

 A guard pushes him forward into the room, and thechains which are always required on a rebellious bull
like Wolfe clank against the metal flooring. Wolfe looks backat his guard as if he'd take the man out right
now if thechains didn't inhibit his movements so much.

 Starbuck mutters to Boomer, but loud enough so I canhear:"That computer sure knows how to pick
'em." Helooks down at the mini-computer screen. "Wolfe.Climber. Muscle man. Snow Garrison. A
one-man task force."

 Wolfe says nothing, just stares with his rheumy hate-filled eyes. There are bruises all over his face. His
jailersare using psychological methods to keep him in line, I see.A wisecrack comes to my lips but before
I can send it inWolfe's direction, my attention is diverted toward thedoorway again. It's dark, but I know
what's coming. I canalways sense Thane when he's within a kilometer of me. Sure enough, his lean,



graceful snow leopard of a bodyeases itself into the room as if there were no turnkey guiding his way. A
chill runs up and down my spine, freezes all my vertebrae. Thane always strikes me this way. His
colorless eyes remind me of ice, or perhapsverglas might be the better description. Verglas—thebrittle
thin covering of ice on a rock, a shiny and slipperyveneer, dangerous. His hair, in direct contrast to
Wolfe's, is close-cut, its ivory-white color almost invisible againstthe whiteness of his scalp and the prison
pallor of his face. I wonder if he still hates me, still resents me as a figure ofauthority, however much my
leadership qualificationshave been diminished by my hitch in this stinking prison.

 "Thane," Starbuck says, staring at the screen,"demolitions expert and specialist in alien environments."

 Thane steps forward and speaks. His voice is as quietas his movements—and, in a way, just as graceful.

 "When people talk about me, I like to see their eyes."

 Starbuck glances up from the mini-computer. Inter­preting their look at each other is a job for an expert
infacial language. What with the trickiness in Starbuck'sactive eyes and the distance in Thane's placid
eyes, there seems no possible meeting ground for communicationbetween the two. Ever.

 "I work with breathing gear," Thane says, his voice as gentle as powdery snow. "Rare gases, chemical
blends. Ican take you through land, air, fire, and water."

 "It says you're in for murder," Starbuck says.

 "That, too," says Thane, mysteriously smiling.

 Murder. I'd forgotten that. After our capture Thanehad gotten into a brawl with the arresting officers. He
knocked four of them down. Two never got up. Ishouldn't have been surprised. When we met, rumors of
past killings performed skillfully by Thane had precededhim.

 I stare at Wolfe and Thane, wondering what to say tothem, or if I should remain mute in order to scout
out thegeneral terrain. I am about to make the mountaineeringhand signal that means all's well, but a voice
from thedoorway nearly knocks me right out of my seat:

 "Hello, Croft, you miserable scabby insect."

 I don't want to look. With Wolfe and Thane alreadyhere, I should have expected Leda would be next. I
don'twant to look. I look.

 I'm not surprised at what I see. There's no way theseabominable jailers could subdue her spirit. She still
looksstunning. A big-boned woman, she's a shade taller thanme and, in my present debilitated condition,
I'm sure sheappears more powerful. She's cut her hair short, thoughit's not as close-cropped as
Thane's—its reddish color stillbrings out the keenness of her lynx-eyed look. Her highcheekbones add to
her slightly alien appearance. Shehates me. I want, this moment, to take her in my arms andbeg her to
love me again.

 It's hard to remember when things were good for us.We met so long ago, before the platinum-mine raid,
before Kalpa—on our mutual home-world of Scorpia. Ivaguely recall a time when we were so young
that we romped and frolicked, when our love was predominant,more important than the petty drives that
impelled uslater. After the platinum raid, she blamed me for thedeaths of the four men and women, but
the real splitbetween us had formed much earlier. The last happy timeI can clearly recall was a
mountain-climbing expedition in the difficult Caprican range. We were both on extendedfurlough, with



added time for injuries resulting from some acts of combat that the military chose to deem heroic, and we
climbed those mountains alone, refusingeven to take communicators along so that the safety-conscious
Mountain Control Squad could know ourwhereabouts. We could easily have been lost forever,crushed
in the white death of an avalanche, droppeddown into a crevasse. But we not only survived ourfoolhardy
adventure, we conquered five summits, one ofthem previously unclimbed.

 What forced us apart after that is a series of littlemysteries. An argument over a matter of battle strategy
resulted in a small rift—in the terms of mountaineering, acrack in otherwise sturdy rock. A petty domestic
harangue perhaps increased the crack to a roughed-outhollow. More disagreements, more
dissatisfactions, more suppressing of real emotion, led to the hollow becomingpart of a gully, the gully
growing into a ravine, the ravinefinally—with the tragic end of the raid—becoming a deep crevasse
separating us forever. Even now, the moraine,the rock and glacial debris, of our lives seems to lie around
us. Well, I carry the comparison too far. Leda would say Icarryeverything too far.

 "She looks like she could take us all on," Boomerwhispers to Starbuck, clearly impressed by Leda's
formidable appearance. "With or without chains. She'dbeat us all."

 "Leda," Starbuck says, consulting his computer again."Medic first class. Expert in laser wounds. And
arctic experienced. She's—

 "What's the mission?" Leda interrupts sharply.

 "Commander Adama'll be briefing you," Boomer says.

 Leda glances my way.

 "Adama, huh? You buddy-buddy with Adama now,Croft?"

 I laugh.

 "Just like a carabiner snaplocked to a piton," I say.

 Leda scoffs at the joke, then addresses Starbuck andBoomer:

 "To have Croft and myself in the same place at thesame time invites disaster. I suggest you return me to
mycell. I'm better off with the rot there than with the likes ofCroft."

 Starbuck smiles. What in blazes is he so pleased about?

 "I take it you don't like him," he says to Leda.

 Leda smiles broadly, displaying her white even teeth.

 "I'm married to him," she says. The smile goes away asquickly as it came, and she speaks more softly:
"And no, Idon't like him."

 "Hello, Leda," I say. "You're still prettier than aLibran—

 "Shut up, Croft!" she says loudly. "I'm not taking anymore of your birdlime. None of us are."

 Boomer examines the four of us, the old team now inirrevocable rift, and mutters to Starbuck:



 "Cozy little group. This is one mission, Starbuck, Iknowyou're not going to volunteer for."

 I feel for you, Boomer, but I'll never be able to reachyou.

 "Let's get these... these gentlemen and lady out ofhere, Boomer," Starbuck says, as he folds up his mini­
computer and slips it into a pocket of his flight jacket.

 Boomer looks very disturbed as he orders Leda andWolfe unchained and then herds us all out of the
briefingroom. I'm going to miss that chair, and I figure it's goingto be a long time before I ease myself into
one like it again.

 CHAPTER FIVE

 Apollo could almost feel theGalactica's motionlessness,as if the ship had miraculously managed to
brake to acomplete stop, instead of just drifting at a point out of thelaser cannon's range.

 He made his knock on Adama's cabin door sound firmand determined. A touch on Adama's desk panel
madethe door slide open. Adama looked up, smiled.

 "Come in, Apollo. You look troubled."

 "Not troubled. Just angry."

 Adama's eyes narrowed, and the smile disappeared.

 "Go on," he said to his son.

 "The computer search for members of the landingparty..."

 "What about it?"

 "It was influenced. Contrived."

 A flicker of anger in Adama's eyes as he said:

 "That's a serious charge."

 He was offering Apollo a chance to retreat. Apollo wasnot going to take it.

 "I'm aware of that," Apollo said. "Itis a seriouscharge." He struggled to keep his voice level. "You don't
want me to go, do you?"

 Adama swung his chair away from the desk, gaveApollo a stare that would have withered the average
Galactican officer, and said:

 "You think I'd spare a member of my own family?"

 Apollo became aware that the recording device abovethe desk was now on, had been operative
perhaps since hehad made his charge. He spoke slowly, measuring hiswords:



 "I'm suggesting the selection was biased, or I wouldhave been chosen. I'm qualified in survival
techniques. I'm single. I have the correct endurance rating, not onlycorrect but the highest among
Galacticcfs personnel,officer and enlisted man. I also have the weaponscapability, command factor, the
ability to—

 "But," Adama interrupted, "you lack experience insubzero temperatures."

 Apollo was prepared for this objection.

 "None of our warriors have such training," he said.

 Adama swung his chair back toward the desk.

 "If the computer passed you over, it did so for areason."

 Apollo was equally prepared for this observation, andstruggling to keep his voice official and controlled,
hesaid:

 "And I knowexactly what that reason is.You are thesole judge of who is expendable and who isn't. And,
according to Colonel Tigh, I'm rated as nonexpendable."

 Adama sighed.

 "You are the highest-rated combat experiencedcommander we have. It's imperative that we conserve—

 "Are you sure your feelings are not obscuring yourobjective judgment on this one, sir?"

 Apollo moved toward his father. Adama remainedsilent, staring sightlessly at the surface of his desk.

 "Don't you think I understand?" Apollo said, his voicegentler now. "You've lost so many members of the
family.Zac. Mother..."

 Both of them now lapsed into silence. Obviously hisfather was remembering the same scenes that were
obsessing Apollo. Zac being blown out of the skies by theCylons. He and his father returning to Caprica
to realize that Ila, too, was dead. The feelings these memoriesengendered could not be adequately
spoken, evenbetween father and son. Adama rubbed his eyes as if toremove the memories and said to
Apollo:

 "Don't ask me to—I won't reprogram the search."

 "You don't have to. Just expand the party by one."

 "Apollo, I-"

 "If, as you said, I am your highest-rated commander,youneed me on this mission. What difference does
my expendability or lack of it make when you know we'regoing up against that death weapon? If this
mission fails,we're all doomed, all due to be blasted to pieces. And youknow it!"

 The two men stared at each other for a long moment,each trying to cling to his own stubbornness. But
finallyAdama, assuming his command voice, relented.



 "Tell Colonel Tigh it is so ordered," he said, andstarted to swing his chair back to his desk. Before he
coulddo so, Apollo touched his hand, and returned his coldlook with an affectionate one. A hint of a
warming effectin the commander's steel-blue eyes appeared briefly. Itwas enough for Apollo. He nodded
and then strodequickly out of the command cabin.

 Athena, who'd been informed by Apollo of his plan tojoin the mission and had advised him against
confrontingtheir father, felt angry when she pulled out the new mission list from the computer and saw her
brother'sname added to it. She considered going to her father tocomplain, but knew that would do no
good. Adamawouldn't appreciate being besieged by both his childrenarguing opposite sides of an issue.
And, worse, now it wasimpossible for her to put in the request that she become a substitute on the
mission—to replace the medic, Leda, who had expressed so much reluctance to join theexpeditionary
team.

 Starbuck suddenly confronted her, his eyes fixed onthe computer sheet she was holding.

 "Is that the revised list for the mission?" he asked.

 "Yes. Apollo is on it. I wanted to be on it, but thecomputers chose this... this Leda. She's a convict!"

 "Hate to tell you, but they'reall convicts, darling. Feellucky you're not on the list. I'm just praying that
Apollomakes it back intact. Looks to me like a one-way voyage.Sure glad Boomer and I didn't make it."

 Starbuck could always get a rise out of Athena, and hewas especially successful with his last little aside.

 "Starbuck," Athena whispered angrily. "That's theside of you I can never understand, or accept. One
moment you're offering Blue Squadron for a daredevilfoolish assault, the next you're oozing about how
gladyou are to be off the mission. These people have a chanceto save the entire fleet, I'd give my
eyeteeth to—"

 "Good for them. I say good for them, and more powerforever. I personally have a very dangerous card
game coming up. Here, let me have that readout. I'll take it toCommander Adama."

 She looked at him puzzledly. What was he up to now?

 "Look," he urged, "I have to be at the briefing anyway.I'm in charge of the prisoner detail until they
accept themission."

 She hesitated. It was always best to hesitate whenStarbuckvolunteered for anything, large or small. He
smiled at her, and she handed him the list.

 "Hang around that briefing room as long as you can,"she said. "Maybe a little bravery will rub off."

 It was a cheap shot, she knew, especially when directed at a warrior whose battle record was so
distinguished. Shejust wanted him to act like the hero he was, a role heseemed to resist with relish.
Except under battle condi­tions.

 No,she thought as she watched him walk briskly awayfrom her,Ishouldn't've said that. Should not
haveangered him. Now we're on the outs again! When will Iever learn?



 CHAPTER SIX

 Croft:

 Galacticalousy Commander lousy Adama doesn'teven recognize me. Angry, I remind him. Even after I
remind him, he gives me a blank look. He says yes heremembers, but he really doesn't. It was just a
passingmoment in his lousy life, just a matter of duty. I've beenable to visualize every feature of his face
since ourcapture, and yet it's clear he wouldn't know me from a pileof daggit-meat. I hate him more than
ever.

 "Do you harbor any feelings toward me that wouldhamper your performance in the mission we've
selectedyou for?" he asks.

 This is my chance, I realize. I can express my contemptand get away, not have to do a job for a man
whom I'd rather kill than serve. But resigning from the missionmeans returning to the grid-barge, climbing
into thatrotten cell, and being forgotten again', maybe for goodthis time. I don't want to, go back to that
cell. I'd doanything to keep away from it. Even embrace lousy Adama as a long-lost friend.

 "My feelings never hamper my performance," I say.

 "That's true enough," Leda says, and then laughs. Theecho of her laugh bounces around the command
bridgelike an artillery shell gone crazy.

 Adama screws up those fierce, almost cruel eyes andstares deeply into mine—discovering, I know, eyes
crueller and fiercer than his.

 "How is it a man of your abilities, a commander, is stillconfined to a prison ship?" he asks suddenly.

 "You oughta know. You put me there."

 "I don't mean that. After the prison ship managed itsescape from the confinement base on Sagitara, all
prisoners were offered a chance at rehabilitation. We needpersonnel too badly to worry about past sins.
Only the criminally insane were denied freedom."

 Involuntarily I glance toward Wolfe, wondering whathis classification was and if he'd ever been offered
rehab.If he had been, he would have taken it, so I suspect hehadn't. What had changed things so now, so
that evenWolfe was useful?

 "Most prisoners accepted the offer of Core Commandto join the fleet as useful personnel. You refused.
Why?"

 I shrug.

 "Well, I guess I'm just a romantic at heart."

 He screws up his brow to match his screwed-up eyes.

 "What does that mean?" he asks.

 "I don't know. Just that rehabilitation meant swabbingdown landing decks and repairing the rubber
bands thatpower this lousy fleet. Garbage details. Like the flirtatiousmaid said to her overeager master, I



don't do windows."

 "I doubt you refused rehab because you're a romantic.Sounds more like pride to me."

 "We'll match numbers on pride sometime. Sir."

 Adama gets more businesslike in his manner and briefs me on his precious mission. It's simple and
complicated atthe same time. The layout's not too bad. The gunemplacement takes up most of the
mountaintop becauseof its size. There's a small area for landing a ship, nothing else. Nothing except a
jagged mountain that looks like it'sgot more death traps hidden in its terrain than easypathways or slopes.
In the foothills is a large encampmentthat appears to contain a full Cylon garrison. Beside thegarrison is a
large airfield that scanners show has severalCylon warships of different classes spread across it.Great!
This all looks just like the platinum raid. Theydiscover we're on the mountain, they can pick us off for
target practice.

 "And you want us to go up that?" I ask Adama.

 "It's not so high," Captain Apollo interjects. Who isthis guy anyway? He acts like he's somebody
important.

 "Shows how much you know about mountains. Beglad you don't have to climb it."

 Apollo flushes, red to the gills. He's furious, trying tohold it in.

 "I'll be part of the team," he says.

 "God save us," I say. "Look, the worst thing you can doto sabotage this mission, Commander, is give me
somegreen amateur who doesn't know a piton from a—

 "My son will join the mission," Adama says quietly. His son! Terrific. I got to drag his son along, break
myback belaying him up cliffsides, toss him ahead of me overridges, probably get jounced into a ravine
because of one of his mistakes. And all because a commander wants togive his son an edge. This mission
is shaping up just dandy.

 "I have mountaineering experience," Apollo says tome, as if that alone justifies his presence on the team.

 "Is that so? Then how could you make such a dumb remark? Take a good look at the geologic scan of
thismountain. What did you say, it's not so high? Look, man,height's not a measure of difficulty when
you're assaultinga mountain, especially when it's a mountain where there'sbeen no recorded previous
climbs to provide us information on possible routes. Ever hear of MountCyimklen, Captain Apollo?"

 Apollo looks like he doesn't want to discuss mountainswith me, but he responds anyway: .

 "Of course. It's on my home planet, Caprica."

 "Well, Mount Cyimklen is the second-highest moun­tain on your home world. And you've probably
climbed it, right?"

 "As a matter of fact—"

 "Everybody has. Nothing to it. Six-year-olds canconquer Cyimklen. Despite its height, it's composed of



easy slopes, well-worn trails, practically stairs carved intothe rock. There was a time when it was
something of a challenge because of its extreme height, but that was a millennium ago. Once somebody
had challenged it, andclimbed it, discovered its secrets, the ascent of it becameeasy. Now, let me ask
you another question. Ever hear ofMount Pannurana?"

 "Well, yes—"

 "And I'd bet my grid-barge chits that you've never climbed it."

 "I tried. Once."

 "Pannurana is just slightly more than half the height of Cyimklen. And it's only been scaled to the top five
times.Twice by me. And why? Because it's a rattrap of amountain, that's why. Rotten rock, lousy
footholds, icelike sheet glass, a peak that rises straight up on all sides with nothing to grab hold of, air as
thin as your commonsense, Cap'n. More guys died on Pannurana than all thesurrounding mountains
combined. All the surroundinghighermountains. So don't look at this geologic scan andtell me this one's
not so high, all right?"

 Apollo looks quite embarrassed. Good. Guys like him I like to keep off balance. Maybe if he listens to
reasonhe'll be able to perform as a member of the team instead of being a drag on the ropes. Still, I don't
like the look of thismountain, no matter who's on the team.

 "Okay," I say. "Let's establish this. It's no easy climb,no jaunt in the clear air for eager amateurs. Ignoring
forthe moment the fact that we can be wiped out in amillicenton if the helmet-heads detect our presence,
Ican't see a single good route up the mountain, at least noton the basis of this geologic scan. The north
and westfaces are clearly too tough to tackle under the conditions down there. East and south are better,
but I don't like thelook of the glacial material near the summit. Southeast looks most promising—which is
to say not very. Giventhe fact that you won't allow us sufficient time to study themountain closely so we
can plan out a proper route—"

 "There's no time, Croft," Adama says. "I know youneed it, but if the Cylons pincer us between the
pursuitforce and that cannon, we're finished."

 "I appreciate that, Commander, but I'm not, shall wesay, pleased. A good climb requires long
preparation.This mission—you might as well climb it with your eyesclosed. After settling your dispersion
plans for your share of the pension fund, of course. Are you sure there're noalternatives?"

 Adama appears irritated. Perhaps he doesn't like theway I'm taking over the briefing. Tough
chute-waste,Commander.

 "What alternatives are you suggesting, Croft?"

 "I assume direct assault with aircraft is out of thequestion." He nods. "What about a routeinside the
mountain? I never knew a Cylon setup that didn't havesome below-ground facilities. They seem buggy
about underground passages. I'd bet my pass back to the grid-barge that there're tunnels inside the
mountain, maybeeven some sort of elevator system."

 Adama studies my face for a moment beforeanswering. He thinks he can read me.

 "Perhaps, but all our close probe-scans end upjammed. We don't know what's down there, except for
what I've already shown you. If an alternate route isdiscovered, it should be used, I agree. For now, we



have toassume that the only route to the laser cannon, the only chance we have at destroying it,
is—unfortunately—upthe mountain."

 He's a fair man, I'll say that for Adama. I wish I hadhim for backup work in place of his overzealous and
inexperienced offspring. I'd still hate him, but at least Icould rely on him.

 "I appreciate your evaluation of the situation,Commander. I feel a part of our goal has to involve being
opportunistic. We should look for any alternatives toclimbing the mountain."

 "And if there are none?"

 I shrug.

 "Then we climb."

 Adama is pleased. Well, that's okay with me. Maybe ifwe can just pull off this stunt, I can come back to
theGalacticaand strangle its commander. Insurmountablechallenges are easier to take if you got a
worthwhile goalto come back to.

 Adama briefs us on equipment. They have most ofwhat we need. Good. There are even a few
molecular-binding pitons. Normally I don't like to use specialequipment—too many second-rate climbers
get to the top more through technology than effort—but in a climb withso many unknowns, a
molecular-binding piton is a goodtool. If the rock is good, this kind of tricked-up piton can be just
pushed into it, while the binding effect makes ittake hold. Two advantages to us: certain phases of the
climb can be shortened simply because we won't have to waste time pounding the little buggers in, and
the Cylonswon't be able to detect us by hearing the sound ofhammering. Our ropes are doctored, too.
They're made ofAquarian hemp, the kind with the alterable tensilestrength. When you need extremely
flexible rope, youtwist your end to the left and it becomes as manipulable asa snake. When you need it
stiff and straight, a twist to theright makes it as inflexible as metal cable. Even though I detest
specialization in an ascent, I'll make an exceptionfor these tricky pitons and the magical rope this time.

 Adama completes his briefing and introduces us grid-rats to the straights who'll compose the remainder
of thetask-force personnel.

 "The shuttle will carry a snow vehicle, Ram-class armed with lasers. Sergeant Haals is senior gunnery
master."

 Haals nods. He's a tough-looking bunny rabbit. I wouldn't mess with him. Adama continues:

 "Vickers is from a gun crew that helped to hold the rearguard in the last phase of the Battle of Caprica."

 Vickers looks like he has a high opinion of himself. Adefinite hero type. Another daredevil like Apollo.
Well, atleast he's apparently good with a gun. That's worthsomething.

 "You'll need a laser technician. Voight is chief of theweapons-repair section."

 Voight's a no-nonsense type, I can see that. Tight-lipped but reliable on the job. Not much use in a fight
withhis fists, but you don't have to be when you know themechanics of laser weaponry.

 "You've met the Snow Garrison demolitions unit under Commander Croft."



 That sets me right back on my heels. From the wayAdama looks at me, I can tell that's just the reaction
hewants from me.

 "Commander? Am I reinstated at full rank?"

 Adama takes a long pause before replying.

 "Temporarily. Full reinstatement will depend on theoutcome of the operation."

 The strings have been attached. No matter. They're to be expected.

 "Reinstatement on one hand," I say, "death on theother."

 Thane and Wolfe glare at me. I can tell they don't like me being put in charge of them. Neither one ever
likedbeing told what to do. Leda's look is neutral. She mayhate me, but she knows my reinstatement
improves thesafety of them all.

 "Croft," Adama says, "you and your fellow convictsare not all that different from us right now. We're all
in akind of prison put up by the Cylons."

 Wolfe bellows with sarcastic laughter, and says:

 "Yeah, Commander, our chains are exactly alike."

 I don't know whether outsiders could receive hismessage as well as the rest of us, but I'm glad the
stockylittle bull said that. People on the outside of a prison bargenever really feel the pain of being inside,
in spite of theirfancy philosophical analogies to their own prisons. Forthe moment, Adama's point is well
taken enough, butguys like him forget the fancy talk once they're sprungfrom their traps. I decide to
break the uncomfortablesilence that follows Wolfe's sarcasm.

 "Am I in full command?"

 If there's any sense to life, I should be.

 "Of the demolitions unit, yes.'Of the expedition: no."

 I knew there was no sense to life, anyway.

 "Three warriors will command you and your team.The officer in full command will be Captain Apollo."

 In my mind I throw up my hands in despair. That's thefinal capper, Captain Apollo in full command. Not
only isthere no sense to life, its absurdity is a set of calculatedcruelties.

 Adama scrutinizes his list further. What more pleasantlittle surprises has he got to spring on me?

 "Supportingyour team will be two of my finestofficers, Lieutenants Boomer and Starbuck."

 Well, I can accept that anyway. You can depend on aguy like Boomer to perform well, and I'd bet on
Starbuck,too. Apollo is amazed by his father's announcement.

 "Starbuck and Boomer?" he cries.



 Starbuck smiles and glances toward Boomer, who looks a tad confused.

 "Guess it was that tour we pulled on that Aeriana IceStation."

 I edge toward the two lieutenants. Something tells methere's something to be learned by eavesdropping
onthem.

 "We have picked up Cylon base ships approaching onlong-range scan," Adama says. "They will reach
us ineight to nine hundred centons. Whether you havedestroyed the pulsar weapon or not, the fleet
moves inexactly seven hundred." His grim look takes in all of us."Good luck. To us all."

 Neither Boomer nor Starbuck notices me standingbehind them. Boomer whispers to Starbuck:

 "We were never at any ice station on Aeriana."

 "Computers don't lie," Starbuck says.

 Boomer shakes his head—a bit distraught, I suspect, at this turn of events. He moves a couple of steps
away from his buddy. I wonder if I should expose Starbuck's con, butdecide not to. I'd still rather have
him at my side, with orwithout ice-station experience, than hardheaded punkslike Apollo.

 Speaking of hardheaded punks, here comes theyouthful captain himself, sidling up to Starbuck and
whispering in a friendly voice:

 "I know how you feel about Cree, about losing thosecadets, but you don't belong on this mission."

 Starbuck stands tall and takes his shot:

 "That makes two of us, doesn't it, Captain?"

 "Tampering with a computer readout is a seriousoffense," Apollo says.

 "I imagine it is," replies Starbuck.

 I'm surprised by the broadness of Apollo's smile.Apparently he's glad to have Starbuck with us, too. At
least he's showing some good judgment there.

 I'd feel a lot more comfortable about the missiongenerally, if Leda, Wolfe, and Thane would stop
lookingat me with such enmity in their eyes.

 FROM THE ADAMA JOURNALS:

 Communication is impossible. Communication is im­probable. Communication is implausible.

 I've often considered having a sampler made of those nine words, with each embroidered splendidly in
gilt threads. I'd then hang it behind the desk in my official quarters.

 When I'm particularly frustrated, I believe people cannever reach an understanding. At best they attain a
levelof verbal exchange which they invest with the illusion ofan understanding. In my particularly bleak



moods I evenbelieve that people cannot even reach a point ofcommunication,much less understanding,
especially one in which something that is really meaningful to both isexchanged at the same moment. So
many things—factors, aspects, character traits, tics, timing, temporary obsessions, all the words we cloak
intentions under—interfere frustratingly with human contact. For some people distinctions of class, race,
and personality cannotreally be overcome, except for the trading off of ordinarybanalities, themselves
substitutes for communication.

 In military life, I've often found the obligations of rankto be obstacles in moments when I've vitally
neededsufficient trust for a subordinate to speak openly. AboardtheGalactica, I have tried to establish
the custom that the commander is open to all points of view. But I'm still thecommander, and that
interferes even when I'm dealing with outspoken crew members like Tigh and Starbuck. Even Apollo and
Athena, who rankle at the formalities they have to employ to speak to me officially, seem tochoke up a
bit when expressing their ideas on the command bridge. At least they speak openly to me inprivate. No
matter how much I try to put my officers andcrew at their ease, there always seems to be a formality in
the order of presentation that affects my response to the message. I have to allow that formality as part of
thenecessary discipline required to keep our fleet continuing on its desperate quest. And always the point
of realunderstanding, the bridge to genuine communication,seems to hang between us, invoked but not
traveled.Sometimes I wish I could hear the message in the manner—be it angry, pleading, arrogant, or
obscene—that would be most comfortable to the speaker expressingit.

 I showed the above part of this entry to Tigh, to get histhoughts on the subject. He smiled and said not
to sweat it, all the communicationGalactica can handle is goingon regularly. Any more, and he'd apply
for transfer to theColonial Movers transport ship.

 CHAPTER SEVEN

 Boxey could not get Muffy to master sit-ups. No matterhow much the daggit tried, it had too much bulk
to bendcomfortably at the waist—although, since it had beenprogrammed to please the boy, it gave the
exercise a goodtry. Boxey told it that it was all right to stop trying. Muffitresponded by standing on its
head.

 Boxey looked toward the doorway. His father, Apollo,stood there, wearing a snow parka. When their
eyes met,he smiled at the boy. Boxey noticed there seemed to betears in Apollo's eyes, and he
wondered why.

 "You've got him trained well," Apollo said, noddingtoward Muffit.

 "Muffit's very intelligent. For a daggit."

 Sometimes Boxey remembered the first Muffit, back on Caprica, the daggit he'd lost. He was not
always sure that the second Muffit was quite as nice as the first one.The first Muffit had been more
affectionate, especially inthe way it had licked his face with its wet tongue. The newMuffit's tongue was
scratchy and dry, and he'd had to tellit not to lick his face.

 Apollo got down on his haunches to talk to the child.

 "Boxey, I have to go away for a while."

 Boxey did not like that one bit.

 "We don't want you to leave us," he said.



 "It won't be long. I promise."

 Boxey realized there was some mysterious force thatguided grown-ups into making decisions that they,
oranybody else, could not like. He did not know whetherthat force was the god he'd been told to pray to
everynight, or whether grown-ups just obeyed rules that werelike his Dad's instructions to him about
eating orpreparing himself to be a colonial warrior.

 "Where are you going?" Boxey asked.

 "Down to the ice planet. With Starbuck and Boomer."

 Boxey did like the sound of that.

 "An ice planet!" he cried. "Can Muffit and I come withyou? We've never seen real snow."

 "Not this time. See, it's a special project. To help theGalactica."

 "But I'm a warrior."

 Apollo smiled and squeezed Boxey's arm.

 "I know," he said. "And as one you'll follow orders.Right?"

 Boxey looked downcast.

 "Yes, sir."

 "Good. See, disappointment at being left off a missionroster is all part of your warrior training. When
yourqualifications meet the needs of a mission, why then you'll"be picked. Do you see?"

 "I suppose so."

 "Okay." Apollo's voice became more military. "Yourorders are to eat your primaries and go to bed
when Commander Adama says it's time, and—

 "And say my prayers."

 "Yes. Say your prayers."

 Apollo called to Muffit, who scampered over andoffered a metallically taloned paw. The captain shook
it,then hugged Boxey. It seemed to the boy that his dad'shug was harder and longer than usual. Then,
saying good­bye again, Apollo quickly left the room. Boxey stared atthe doorway for a moment, then he
said aloud:

 "Remember, Muffy, when Dad showed us the shuttleas part of our training?"

 The sensors inside the daggit picking up the question­ing sound in the boy's rising tone of voice, Muffit
nodded.

 "Well, remember that hatchway that Dad said was an emergency exit?"



 The daggit nodded again. Since this time the boy's question was more conspiratorial, the daggit's sensors
transmitted the message that the droid should add a lowgrowl, and Muffit growled quietly.

 "Well, remember he told us the story of the time he'dsaved a trapped squadron by using it as an
entrance?"

 The daggit-droid kept nodding.

 "Well, I can eat my primaries and say my prayers onthat ice planet, Muffy. Let's go try that hatchway."

 Muffit, reacting to sensor-transmission, barked ea­gerly.

 CHAPTER EIGHT

  

 Croft:

 Never seen it to fail. Everybody on a ship gets at least alittle twitchy in those agonizing moments of
waiting to launch. This shuttle's no exception. Wolfe's shifting hislegs like there's still chains attached to
them. Leda keepsfooling with a breather, examining its straps like she'snever going to get the hang of
them. Thane sits unmoving and straight. He looks calm. But Thane only getsthat stiffjust before he's
ready to set an explosion, or to explode emotionally.

 The shuttle is so crammed with gear it's hard to move around the compartment. I don't know what's in
Adama'smind sending down this much junk, we'll never use half ofit. I told him about traveling light. He
just nodded like heunderstood. Guys like him always nod, then go by thebook anyway.

 The gun crew, who were down in the hold checking outthe armored snow-ram vehicle we're going to
use on theplanet's surface, stumble into our compartment like abunch of drunks just back from a spree.
Vickers trips overThane's feet and sprawls against Wolfe's barrel chest likea swan out to achieve
duckling status. Thane snarls at himas Wolfe pushes him away:

 "Watch who you're stepping on."

 Vickers regains his balance and growls:

 "Move your feet."

 Thane gives him a disdainful look but doesn't move a millimeter. Sergeant Haals bursts into the
compartment, his arms clutching a small arsenal. None of these guysbelieves in traveling light, it seems.

 "Clear the way," Haals says, "coming through."

 "Not over me," Thane says.

 "Out of the way," Haals says. He hands his weaponryto Voight and grabs Thane by his shoulder
harness. Iconsider interceding, decide against it. Let them get all thehostility out now. We've got to work
as a team later.



 "Take your hands off," Thane says quietly.

 Vickers pipes up:

 "Listen, you grid-rat, when a gunner tells you to clearthe way, you move your carcass on the double!"

 I knew Vickers'd be real trouble. I'm going to have toget into this mess. Wolfe's already sprung up to
backThane's moves.

 "Did you say grid-rat?" Wolfe shouts.

 Turning toward Wolfe, Vickers—the idiot—says:

 "Barge-louse would be more like it."

 Wolfe slams Vickers into the nearest wall. For amoment it looks like the gunner is going to go on clear
through the metal. In rushing to hold back Wolfe, I missThane's move to his shirt pocket. Out of the
corner of myeye I can see him removing a small capsule. I should've known. No matter where he is,
Thane always manages to find a supply of chemical commodities. He breaks theampule under Vickers'
nose. Vickers' head jolts backward and his body goes limp. Eyes glazed, he collapses to thefloor. Leda
seizes Thane's hand as he thrusts the capsuleeven closer to Vickers' face. Another dose and thegunner's
dead.

 "You fool!" Leda whispers. "Our only chance to escape is on the surface." So that's her game. And she
looks at melike I'm obviously going to agree to the escape. She turnsback to Thane, whispers: "You want
to get us thrown back to the grids?"

 "No one steps on me," Thane says calmly, his handsfingering his shirt pocket as if he's ready to draw out
another killer capsule. I want to tell him to lay off thechemicals, but the noise of scuffle behind me stops
the words in my throat. Turning around, I see that Wolfe isnow fighting Haals. Both can just barely swing
a punch in this gear-filled compartment. On the other side of them, apparently attracted by all the noise,
the threeGalacticaofficers rush into the compartment.

 "Haals! Wolfe!" Apollo shouts. "Break it off!"

 I decide I better show some command-level initiativeby backing up Apollo's play.

 "Wolfe! Back off!"

 Reluctantly Haals and Wolfe separate. Both of themlook ready to go at it again in a minute. It's a fight
that,under the proper conditions and with the proper space,I'd like to see. Haals looks big enough and
tough enough to give Wolfe a good ride, though usually nobody beatsWolfe. I beat him once. That was in
about five fights.

 "How is he?" Apollo asks Leda, who's now strokingVickers' throat with her strong but thin-fingered
hands,helping him to breathe while Thane's chemical dosage is still in effect.

 "He's all right. It's a short-span paralysis."

 She's talking gently to Apollo. Why? Because she's attracted to him? Or because she wants him lulled so



thatshe can put her escape plan into operation? Boomergently removes a small electronic pack out of
Thane'sother jacket pocket. Delicately he holds it up for Apolloto see.

 "Look at this."

 Thane makes no move toward Boomer, but instead states calmly:

 "Don't touch the switch. It's a hand mine."

 You can see on Boomer's face he has no intention oftouching the switch.

 "You don't use the stuff on your own troops," Apollosays angrily.Wolfe moves to Thane's side. They
make a formidable pair: a thick-chested roughneck who'd be a giant if not forhis height and the cool lean
specter with death trapsconcealed all over his body.

 "We're not barge-lice," Wolfe growls.

 "Or grid-rats," Thane says softly, but with menace.

 "Oh yes we are," I say, stepping between them and Apollo. "Lice and rats. Better yet, just bodies. We
werepicked for this drop because we're expendable."

 "Nobody'sexpendable," Apollo says. I resist comment­ing, no, you probably aren't—as the
commander's sonyou've probably already mapped a way out. Actually, Apollo's presence is comforting.
So long as he's with us,and alive, we can be sure Adama'll dispatch a rescue force.Anything happens to
him, the commander's not likelyeven to drop us rations. "You were picked," Apollo continues, "by a
computer that didn't give an electronic damn about grid-barges, rats, lice, or warriors." Well, atleast he's
got us all neatly classified. "You're here to do a job on the Cylons"—he hands Thane back his kit; Thane
replaces it in his pocket—"and not on each other. Stowyour gear. And fasten your harness. We're on
count­down."

 A comforting rumble goes through the ship as we nearlaunch point.

 CHAPTER NINE

 "Killer" Killian was not the type of colonial warrior who ever contemplated his own death in battle. A
tough thick-muscled man, he looked like the grizzled veteran of many combats that he was. Nobody ever
noticed the shrewdnessin his eyes because his face was so dominated by a bushymustache.

 He pressed his shoulders back against his seat as he awaited the signal to launch his viper. If anyone had
toldhim that this was his last launch and that in a fewmoments he would be dead, he would have just
touchedthe end of his mustache with a stubby finger andshrugged. He might have commented that if his
numberwas up, it was up, and then gripped his throttle a shademore tightly.

 Over the commline the command came: "Let's fly!"Killian's viper, escort to the expedition shuttle,
slammeddown the launching tube with a great roar.First Centurion Vulpa was beginning to doubt whether
any information of value could be extracted from Cree.

 So far the human vermin had been able to stand up totorture well, responding only with his name and an
interminably large amount of numbers.



 "Entry tracks," a technician announced.

 "How many?" Vulpa asked.

 "Two."

 "Describe."

 "One large. What the humans call a shuttlecraft. Theother a fighting ship, a viper, flying escort for the
shuttle,it appears."

 "Any indications of their origin?"

 "No."

 Vulpa considered allowing the ships to land, but therewere too many unknown factors. If the shuttle
containeda rescue force or an assault team, the possibility of lossesto his own understaffed garrison of
troops was too strong. He would order the cannon to annihilate them, to wipe— no, that was impossible.
Dr. Ravashol and a crew of hisprecious creations were up at the pulsar installation forrepair and
maintenance. It would be a mistake now to alert Ravashol to Vulpa's modifications of his invention, even
though he suspected Ravashol already knew aboutthem. No, better to destroy the intruders through more
conventional means.

 "Activate a destroyer shell-fighter with full warhead."

 The shell-fighter was a variation of the new type ofCylon pilotless craft that could be guided by
personnel inordinary fighters. The difference in the warhead-equipped model was that it was constructed
from thebarest minimum of components. Since the entire shipexploded along with its target, there had
been no need to waste material. When he had still been a member of Imperious Leader's general staff,
Vulpa had ordered thedevelopment of the destroyer shell-fighter because of the heavy losses that were
being sustained, losses that wereout of all proportion to the firepower of their under-equipped human
adversaries.

 He ordered his command pilots to guide the warheadfighter toward the shuttle, while themselves
engaging theescort viper and destroying it.To Apollo the dense cloud cover of the planet belowthem
looked spectral. Gray and smooth-surfaced, it seemed to conceal eerie mysteries. Its appearance only
increased his natural caution. Looking over his shoulder,he crisply gave orders to Boomer:

 "Get a navigational fix before we penetrate the cloudcover. We don't know what to expect on the
surface. It could be pitch black, as it was when you and Starbuckwent after Cree. No telling what the
ground surface is like. Snow powder, pack ice, perhaps more di-ethene cloudsthan—

 Starbuck, in the copilot seat, interrupted:

 "Cylons low on the starboard quarter!"

 Apollo ordered a quick scan. There was a Cylon patrolformation just in back of another ship which the
scanner indicated as unpiloted. The ship also lacked most of thefamiliar features of the normal Cylon
fighter.



 "What is it, do you think?" Apollo asked Boomer.

 But the odd hollow sound of Thane's voice answered:

 "It's not really a ship at all."

 "Thane! How'd you get there?"

 "I got tired of being harnessed back in that cabin.Thought I'd visit."

 "You know you're not allowed—

 "This isn't the time to quote your stupid regulations atme, Captain. That ship out there, what your
inefficientscanner describes as a ship, is actually a weapon. A guideddevice whose nose contains a
solenite warhead, withsufficient power to blow this shuttle to bits. Tiny bitsdisintegrating to nothing. I
would assume that itsguidance system is set on a course for us."

 Thane spoke all this so calmly, so dispassionately, thatApollo was not sure whether or not to believe
him. He wasdescribing their deaths, and he did not seem at all to careabout the fact that he would die
too.

 "Employ evasion maneuver," Apollo ordered Star-buck, who immediately reset the shuttle's course.

 "You can't evade that weapon," Thane said. "It's oneof the Cylons' best technological achievements. I
respectit. You can't evade it no matter how sophisticated yourevasion procedures are."

 "What do you suggest?"

 "Destroy it before it destroys you."

 Apollo wanted to ask Thane how he proposed todestroy a strange new weapon, but the man had
disappeared as oddly as he had materialized.

 Killian, alerted by Starbuck to the sudden attack,arced his viper into a long curve, heading on a line
towardthe trio of Cylon fighters that flew just behind the ghostship with the lethal warhead. One of the
Cylon shipspeeled away from the tight formation and headed forKillian.

 "Starbuck!" Killian shouted into his commline mike."Dive for the cloud cover!"

 "Won't work. They'll outrun us."

 "Don't worry. I'll block for you."

 Even as he said that, Killian pressed his firing buttonand placed a dozen quick laser shots in a small circle
that first ripped off the rear section of the Cylon plane, thentransformed it into a blazing fireball. In
reaction to the loss of a ship, another Cylon fighter swerved towardKillian's viper.

 Everybody in the shuttle was hurtled backward in theirseats as Starbuck accelerated. The sound of the
engineswas, to Apollo, like a shriek of fright.

 "Starbuck!" he yelled. "This isn't a fighter! You'lloverrun the turbines!"



 "Tell that to the Cylons," Starbuck yelled back.

 The shuttle plunged into the cloud cover. The onlylight in the cockpit came from the scanner which
displayed Killian's battle in the skies above them. Theysaw the second Cylon fighter shatter under
Killian's cool and accurate firing. The last fighter and the warhead ship had altered course to pursue the
shuttle. Starbuck tried to find more power in the shuttle's engines, but all that hecould discover was a
louder shriek.

 Killian zeroed in on the last fighter but it evaded his fireand came in under his viper. His ship rocked as
theCyIon's shot hit him amidship. He checked his scanner fordamage report. The lousy Cylon had
destroyed thelowside engine. Before Killian could pull out of the spin he was now in, the Cylon fired
again and knocked a bigchunk out of Killian's ship. Employing all the piloting instinct he had at his
command, Killian pulled his viperout of the spin. Damage report showed a fuel line had been severed.
The viper would blow up at any moment.

 The Cylon fighter was streaking toward him. Killiantried to shoot at it, but his laser did not respond to
thetouch of the firing button. So that was out, too; it hadbeen hit. Veering his ship to the right, he escaped
the next burst of Cylon shots. But he knew that he could not evade for much longer. This time he had,
after all, drawn his number.

 Starbuck's voice came over the commline:

 "I can't get this wreck going any faster. There's no wayI can maneuver out of that warhead's way.
There's no—

 "Shut up, Starbuck," Killian cried. "That thing's myjob."

 Evading the Cylon fighter one more time, Killianaimed his ship at the warhead-equipped shell. Engaging
the turbos at full thrust of the remaining engines, heaimed his viper directly at the warhead ship. He
shouted acurse that had a long-standing tradition aboard theGalactica.Killian's viper and the warhead
ship collidedjust above the cloud cover of the ice planet. The explosionthat resulted from the crash
spread across the sky in amassive fireball that rushed toward the remaining Cylon fighter. The Cylon ship
tried to curve away from it, but before it could complete the arc, it was sucked into andenveloped by the
widening flame.

 The shuttle lurched violently and Starbuck's glovedhand came off the throttle as if the device had
suddenlyturned red-hot.

 "What is it?" Apollo screamed.

 "Either we got hit by a stray shot or this speed's toomuch for the shuttle. I don't—

 "Captain Apollo!" Leda cried from the entranceway tothe passenger compartment. "Everything's flying
aroundback here. The wind's terrific! Something's split in theside of the ship, I think. Can't identify where
in all thedebris, but—

 "Try to hold control, Starbuck," Apollo cried. "I'll check this out."

 "I'll try, but the ship's maneuvering like a balloon that's come untied."



 Apollo rushed back to the passenger cabin. He spottedthe dark split along the ship's side immediately.

 "The skin's ruptured! Grab your breather gear!"

 Everyone clamped on their breathers in quickmotions—except for Croft, whose moves were methodi­
cal, and Thane, who attached his breather to his faceslowly, looking as if he didn't care whether he wore
it ornot. Starbuck's voice came over the intercom:

 "The ship won't respond. We're dropping down into ablizzard! Visibility zero. Surface coming up on all
instruments. Counting down! Three! Two! One! Zero!Heads down!"

 A loud rumble went through the ship, sounding like awarning that the shuttle was about to shatter into a
thousand pieces. Buffeted by the violent winds, the shuttlewent into a spin that made its passengers grasp
at the air,looking for something solid to cling to. SuddenlyStarbuck pulled the nose of the ship upward
just before itmade ground contact and skidded across the surface.Whirling snow created a fierce small
blizzard inside thevehicle. The ship's sudden stop was thunderously loud, had all the bone-breaking
power of a three-G force, andfelt to the shuttle passengers like death.

 The bridge crew of theGalactica fell silent as themonitoring screens blanked out suddenly. Adama,
alerted by the silence, looked away from the reports ofCylon pursuit and into Tigh's tense eyes.

 "We've lost signal from both ships," Tigh said.

 Adama, recalling his conversation with Apollo aboutexpendability, felt cold pain at the pit of his stomach.

 "Any reception at all?" he asked.

 "The viper channel is dead. No lights. Telemetry indicates total destruct."

 "Who was it?"

 "Killian."

 Adama remembered the mustachioed officer vividly.His experience and combat instincts would be
missed.

 "And the shuttle?" he asked Tigh.

 Tigh paused before answering:

 "The emergency channel kicked in. All reds. Telemetryindicates heavy structural damage. We could
reach forthem on high band."

 "No. Maintain silence."

 "But—"

 "I want to try to reach them as much as you do, Tigh.But we can't. We can't reveal our position."

 If he could have talked to his son now, he would havetold him that expendability or nonexpendability
hadnothing to do with the fact that Apollo had beenprogrammed out of the mission computer search. It



hadmore to do with the fear of having to deal with the exhausted emptiness of this moment.

 Vulpa hovered over the communications panel, wherehis operator studied the action in the clouds above
Tairac.

 "One ship destroyed," the operator said. "One prob­able."

 "The patrol with the warhead ship?" Vulpa asked.

 "All contact lost. They may be destroyed."

 "Contact Rearguard Patrol Leader."

 "Garrison Command to Rearguard Patrol Leader."

 Vulpa considered the possibility that the advancepatrol had been completely destroyed. He did not like
it.Because of what had been termed important mattersrelating to the war with the humans, he had been
denied afull contingent for the garrison on Tairac. The generalstaff had argued that, after all, it was
extremely unlikelythat the humans would attempt to break through thatparticular defense perimeter. Now
they were here. Notonly.that, but the general staff and its Imperious Leader had guided them here.
Further, they expected Vulpa to counter any assault in spite of his understaffed situation.He wondered if
they relied too much, perhaps, on the awesome power of the laser cannon with its annihilativestrike
capability. It was, naturally, true that the pulsesfrom the cannon could easily destroy theGalactica andthe
ships of its fleet. However, before it could do that,those ships must be located.

 The patrol leader reported in, and Vulpa addressedhim:

 "Tracking reports one invader destroyed. One prob­able."

 "That agrees with what our instruments show. Theprobable dropped into cloud cover and spun out of
control before our instruments lost contact with it. Sector Hekla."

 Vulpa was annoyed that the shuttle's status remained probable.

 "Search for wreckage!" he barked. "Leave no surviv­ors."

 "No survivors."

 The shuttlemust have crashed, Vulpa thought. If thehumans were not dead, his task of destroying them
became infinitely more complicated. The unstableweather conditions on Tairac's surface caused too much
interference and distortion in the Cylons' monitoringequipment. Blizzards could hide the intruders, ragged
terrain offered them places to crouch out of sight,darkness made visual discernment of them near to
impossible. If there were any survivors, they must bediscovered immediately, before they had a chance to
become aware of the conditions that could be turned totheir advantage.

 CHAPTER TEN

 Croft:

 During the disoriented moment after the crash, I seestars and fire. That's dreadfully wrong, I tell myself.



Doesn't jibe with the cold in my bones. I feel like a statueof ice. A statue to what? To my own stupidity at
leaving my rotten-smelling, claustrophobic, painful—but warm,always warm—cell aboard the prison
ship? I've felt coldbefore, even cold this intense. I've been on mountains whose violent cold winds nearly
blew me away. Beeninside a snow pile from an avalanche that took me centonsto dig out of. Experienced
wet-cold that caused cracks inmy clothing, made ropes split unexpectedly, left corpses whose eyes still
expressed a live disbelief in their ownmortality.

 When I come to, all I can see first is snow whippingaround the passenger cabin. The temperature's
droppedso fast I can't work the breather right. My eyes adjust andsome of the snow subsides. We're all
entangled. Supplieshave tumbled upon us, we've tumbled upon each other.

 Light. Apollo has a working lantern in his hand. The lamp shines on a gaping rent in the fuselage of the
ship. Outside,a dense blizzard is howling around us. I don't want to goout there. I'll freeze to death here.
Still, I want to choosehere.

 Starbuck crawls out of the front end of the ship, a thintrickle of blood seeping from a wound on his
scalp.

 "Just the kind of landing you dreamed of," he says. "No instruments, no engines, no field—"

 Boomer, crawling out behind him and immediatelystanding up, says:

 "Grab a light."

 Starbuck staggers to his feet, grabs a light, andmutters:

 "You did a great job, Starbuck, mastering an out-of-control shuttle, keeping us from crashing head-on.
You'reone fine pilot—"

 "When you're through feeling unappreciated here,"Apollo interrupts, "help check the wounded. We lost
halfthe ship back there."

 "Aye-aye, sir."

 Apollo is being tough. Taking charge. I don't knowhow much of him taking charge I'm going to be able
tostand.

 Boomer claps a hand on Starbuck's shoulder and says:

 "Don't feel too bad. Anyone else would have lost itall."

 "Don't worry, I—" Starbuck says as he shoots anangry glance at his captain. I gather that Starbuck
doesn'talways see eye to eye with Apollo. "I'll be all right,Boomer."

 Pushing a couple of heavy cartons aside, I make myway toward the rear of the shuttle, where I see what
a realwreck looks like. Metal that used to be separated by intervening materiel is now securely
interlocked. Themateriel itself is unrecognizably crushed. Wolfe is leaningover Voight. Apollo moves
toward them.

 "How is he?" he asks Wolfe.



 Wolfe looks for a moment like it's an imposition forhim to answer any question, then he says:

 "Just a rap on the head. He'll come around in half a centon."

 "Apollo," Leda says from the other side of thepassenger cabin. She's crouched over Vickers. "I can help
them if you can find my case."

 Apollo moves off, his eyes scanning the wreckage. I amabout to join in the search, but I notice an odd
bodymovement from Wqlfe. He leans just slightly toward Voight's body, his hand grabs at something
which hesecretes in his parka, then he swaggers away. I decide to check Voight. The flap of his laser
holster is unsnapped, the weapon is missing. Wolfe may have the pistol, then.Maybe not, but it's a darn
good guess. I can't take it awayfrom him. With Wolfe's volatile temper, I can't tellanybody he's got it
either. If he has it, it'll be out and firingat any of us he happens to get mad at. I'll just have to sittight on the
information, see what I can do about Wolfelater.

 Apollo is helping Leda. He's snatched the medical casefrom beneath a pile of debris.

 "What's it look like?" he asks her.

 "Broken arm and a couple of ribs." Her voice is cool and businesslike now. That's what I like about
Leda, one of the things I loved once, perhaps love still. No matterwhat she feels about any of us, she can
be trusted to do herjob well. "Possible internal injuries." She looks around atthe rest of us. "Anyone else
hurt?"

 "I am," Thane says softly.

 She moves quickly to Thane's side.

 "What's your problem?" she says, looking into hercase.

 Thane grins maliciously, edges his lean body towardhers, whispers just loudly enough so the rest of us
canhear:

 "I'm lonely."

 That's Thane, all right. Even his little jokes come outwith icicles hanging all over them. Leda, clearly
furiouswith him, grabs her case and moves off, saying:

 "Stay out of my way. I have work to do."

 She settles down beside Vickers again.

 "Don't waste your time on him," Thane says. "We'llhave to leave him behind to die anyway."

 Always the humanitarian, Thane. This time he arousesthe ire of Apollo, who shouts:

 "We're not leaving anyone behind!"

 Thane looks coldly at Apollo. It's the look he gets justbefore he's ready to spring.

 "We'll see, Captain. We'll see."



 Apollo, busy seeing to Voight, doesn't hear Thane. Iwish I hadn't. Thane's all coiled up inside. If that
tensiongets released, I don't know if I can handle it.

 Boomer, directing his light toward another gash in theside of the shuttle, reports to Apollo:

 "It isn't good. She'll never fly again."

 Great!

 "Worse," Apollo comments, "she can't sustain life inside. All of her systems are purged."

 Terrific, even better!

 "Looking on the brighter side," Boomer says, "I thinkthe snow ram's operable."

 "Let's get her out fast, then, so we can move the wounded into her."

 Apollo takes a step toward the gash. Outside, thesound of a far-off aircraft becomes louder quickly.
Apollotries to look out the opening. The roar grows to adeafening scream as a Cylon fighter flies over us.

 "He'll be back!" Apollo cries. "We better get everyoneout of the shuttle. Boomer, Croft, help me get the
snowram."

 The three of us crawl into the hold containing thesnow-ram vehicle. Apollo climbs into it, and starts
throwing switches. As I climb into the other side, I amstartled out of my wits by a low growl. Apollo
whirls in hisseat and shines his light toward the rear of the snow ram.A child and a furry animal crouch
there, huddled into acorner, obviously on the verge of becoming one youthfuland one furry icicle.

 "Boxey!" Apollo shouts, amazed. Apparently heknows the kid. Unless Boxey's the animal. The child
crawls forward, attempts a smile that turns out painfullyweak.

 "Muffit wanted to see snow," he says. Muffit must bethe animal. It sidles to the boy's side. It's not an
animal.It's some sort of droid version of an animal. A copy of adaggit, I think, though I haven't seen a
daggit since Godknows when.Apollo looks ready to bawl out the kid, but he reactsinstead to the obvious
fact that the kid is terribly cold andscared.

 "Come here, son," Apollo says softly, affectionately.Did I hear right? The kid is Apollo's son? That's just
perfect.

 The kid hugs Apollo. Apollo hugs back.Cozy.

 "I'm sorry," the kid says.

 "It's all right," Apollo says soothingly. "It's all right."

 I resist saying maybe it's all right withyou, but whatabout the rest of us? The droid must be a mind
reader. Helooks my way and growls again.

 I don't like this setup and I don't like the way it's going.Wolfe may have a gun, Thane is ready to cut
throats,Leda—who knows what ever goes on in Leda's head? Apollo's trying to assert command over a



bunch to whomcommand is a threat. We have no shuttle to return to theGalacticain. A Cylon fighter
plane may be returning at any moment. The captain's kid is a stowaway. I've got to put up with his
mechanical pet growling meanly at me.There's snow everywhere and it's colder than a Scorpionslumlord.
We're expected to climb a mountain that mightnot even have a rock you can cling to without sliding off,
knock off a weapon that can destroy a whole fleet, escapewith our teeth intact. Nope, I don't like this
setup one bit,and it's beginning to look like it's going to have to be mewho makes it function at all.

  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN

 Cylon scout ships had once again detected a flaw in thecamouflage force field of BattlestarGalactica
and its ragtag fleet, and Imperious Leader was quite pleased toverify that the humans, their progress
slowed almost to astandstill, had fallen right into his trap. It was obvious they were trying to stay out of
the accuracy range of thelaser cannon on Mount Hekla. It was time to prod Adamaand his vile human
forces. Turning to the ring of executiveofficers surrounding his high pedestal, he ordered:

 "I wish to close in on the human fleet. Double ourspeed and inform our warriors to make ready. This will
bethe final battle. Send out one phalanx of the ghost ships toattack the fleet immediately. I want them
frightened andaware we have discovered them."

 Satisfied with his strategy, he dispatched the officers. The ghost-ship phalanx should serve to confuse
Adama'sfleet. The development of the pilotless warhead aircraft had been one of First Centurion Vulpa's
finest ideas. IfVulpa did succeed to the position of Imperious Leader,his technologically innovative
abilities should be vastlyimproved by the addition of the third brain.

 He reviewed the details of his plan, satisfied with thegeneral outline of squeezing the humans between the
Cylon pursuit force and the Mount Hekla weapon. Although there was no apparent reason to doubt, he
decided to consult the Starbuck simulation again.Turning to the simulator, which he had not yet sent away
from his pedestal, he stared at the telepathy-template and requested the simulacrum of the arrogant
human lieuten­ant.

 "Hi, chum," the Starbuck simulacrum said after theoutline of his body had solidified. Turning his attention
back to the telepathy-template, the Leader ordered thatthe simulacrum have memory of their previous
conversa­tions.

 "I'm still not going to help you," the Starbuck said.

 "You can't avoid it. Your programming impels you toanswer any question according to the knowledge
we haveaccumulated about your real self."

 "You can take all your programming strips and eatthem for breakfast, bug-eyes. Better than primaries
anyday."

 "Do you know about our pilotless aircraft?"

 "Your ships are pilotless even when you guys are inthem."

 Suppressing his anger, Imperious Leader turnedtoward the template and ordered that knowledge of the
ghost ships be added to the simulacrum's information. The Starbuck smiled as soon as the information



was provided it.

 "Trying to spook us, then. Nice play, I'll give youcredit."

 "Oh?"

 "Sure. We humans have a natural tendency towardsuspicion. Give us a force we can't explain, or a
strangeshape drifting through the darkness, and we all feel aclutching in our chest, a shiver up our spine,
and the urgeto run for the hills."

 "Then the ghost ships will be a successful maneuver?"

 The Starbuck appeared to think for a moment. Thesimulator was searching its data banks for an
appropriatehuman-language response.

 "Doubt it," the Starbuck finally said.

 "Why do you say that?"

 "It's like this: Adama. You can't fool him with magictricks. He ain't like the rest of us. Sometimes he's
downright inhuman."

 "Then you believe he might not be, to use your word,spooked by our pilotless aircraft?"

 "You might spook him a little, but you won't scarehim."

 "What is the precise difference in terminology?"

 "Spooking requires merely a feeling that the object ismysterious; scaring requires that the object come
up,smack you in the face, and convince you it's out for yoursoul."

 "I do not follow that completely."

 "You never will, chum, you never will."

 "I believe our strategy will succeed."

 The Starbuck smiled.

 "Best of luck," it said.

 Imperious Leader was surprised.

 "You wish me luck?"

 "What do I care? I'm only a simulation."

 Imperious Leader wondered for a moment if, since thissimulacrum seemed quite insane, the real
Starbuck was equally mad.



 CHAPTER TWELVE

 Croft:

 Nothing's so bad it can't get worse if you apply a littlehuman ingenuity to the situation. We could hear the
Cylon fighter in the distance, swooping to ground level,then accelerating upward. There was a
phantomlikequality to the sound. The fighter could locate us at anytime, and all of us were too cold or
injured to move out ofits way with any speed.

 Boomer tries to get things hopping:

 "Okay, everybody out! Now!"

 Wolfe scrambles for the hole leading outside, Thanestrolls to it. Sorting through the smashed containers,
Imanage to liberate a number of ice axes, some of themolecular-binding pitons, other odds and ends of
climbing equipment. They wouldn't be enough, perhaps,but we have to salvage as much as possible.
Near thegaping hole, while still scrounging for materiel, I stumbleacross a large figure huddled in the dark.
A face, angry,comes into the dim light. Leda."I might have expected you to trample me on your wayout,"
she says.

 "I wasn't on my way out. I was—never mind. I didn'tsee you there in the dark."

 "You never did."

 She glares at me, but in her eyes is some delight atscoring her point. Let her have her little triumph.
Nothing gained by alienating her any further. If this operation issuccessful, maybe we can get back
together, maybe—ah,it's no good fretting over futile wishes.

 Boomer rushes past us, not seeing myself or Leda.

 "I'll take Vickers," he says. "Starbuck!" Starbuckpokes his head through the entranceway to the forward
cabin. "Give me a hand."

 "I'm trying to remove the communicator," Starbuckprotests. "We're going to need it."

 "Sorry, you don't have the time. Captain Apollo thinksthey've spotted us. That Cylon ship'll be back for
anotherpass quick as a flash. Give me a hand with Vickers."

 Starbuck comes into the passenger compartment andreaches for Vickers' feet while Boomer cradles the
gunner's head and shoulders. I hustle toward the exit,immediately feel the harsh sting of fiercely blowing
snow against that part of my face that's not covered by the breather. In spite of the snow and the
darkness, the grayshape of the Cylon fighter is immediately visible hurtlingtoward us.

 "Here he comes!" I shout.

 The fighter dips into a strafing run. The fire from itslasers hisses and crackles across the ice field. I dive
to theground, feel the sharp smack of firm ice against my wholebody, behind me, I can hear the other
members of theteam scrambling out of the shuttle. Looking up, I'm justin time to watch the forward
section of the shuttle burstinto a bright yellow flame.

 As the Cylon fighter slips upward in a loop designed toend in another strafing run, a deep rumble sounds



frominside the shuttle. The snow ram kicking into life. With aloud roar, the vehicle smashes through the
side of the shuttle, creating still another large hole. Its sleek black surface streaked by the glow of flames
from the burningshuttle, the snow ram swerves furiously into defensiveartillery position. Apollo sticks his
head out the snowram's portside window, hollers:

 "Starbuck! Get up here!"

 "Always in demand," Starbuck yells as he jumps up onthe turret of the vehicle.

 The Cylon ship, not expecting to encounter resistance,appears again and initiates its run. Starbuck
extends thelong barrel of the snow-ram gun, and spinning it around, takes aim on the enemy ship as it
approaches. The Cylon fighter's guns, with their longer range, score a pair of hitson the snow ram. The
cover flies off the vehicle's externalbattery. Starbuck seems not to notice. Holding back untilthe properly
timed moment, he stares upward, sightingalong the narrow barrel of the gun to the enlargingshadowy
form of the advancing ship. Just as I'm about toyell at him to fire, he does. With an ear-splitting howl, he
unloads at the swooping Cylon plane. The shots flystraight to their mark. The ship "explodes like a
meteorcracking apart. We all shield our eyes from the incandescent glare.

 Turning the vehicle around, Apollo aligns it alongsidethe shuttle, whose fire has now dimmed. In the
dying lightwe assemble, at least those of us still conscious do. Thesnow-ram engine coughs and shakes.
Something'sobviously wrong with it.

 Suddenly the kid sticks his head out the highsidehatchway of the snow ram and cries out:

 "Great shooting, Starbuck!"

 From the looks on the face of Starbuck and some ofthe others, I can tell Apollo and Boomer have
forgotten toinform them of Boxey's presence. When they hear the droid inside start to bark, they all
jump, startled at theabrupt sound.

 Apollo, cutting off any queries about the presence ofthe kid and his mechanical pet, tells everyone to
crowd around the snow vehicle. As we do, he lights a lamp. Ibecome more aware of the ferocity of the
wind as the firein the shuttle finally flickers out.

 "Light the other snow lamp," Apollo orders. "Keep them shielded."

 Starbuck takes care of the other lamp.

 "Crowd as many as possible inside," Apollo says."We'll rotate riding on top. Haals and Wolfe go first."

 Neither Haals nor Wolfe looks like he appreciates theprivilege of being first. The wind's increasing in
velocity,while the snow's back to mere blizzard level. Starbuck hands me his light and everybody starts
loading the snow ram. When the job's just about done, I become conscious of Thane and Wolfe standing
behind me. I turn and facethem, after checking that everybody else is still busy withthe loading.

 "What is it?" I say as quietly and guardedly as I canacross the roar of the blizzard.

 "You're not going to guide them across to themountain?" Thane says. Somehow his quiet voicemanages
to carry no matter what noise is raging aroundhim.

 "We can make it," I say.



 "It's our chance to make a break."

 Exactly what I suspected. They've been cooped up fortoo long. Their desire for escape has overcome
theircommon sense, and they're not going to listen to me forlong before attempting to flee from the core
group.

 "A break, eh? To where? We're stuck on this ball ofice."

 Thane's obviously been thinking this all out. Hisanswers are ready.

 "We can hunt. Build shelter. We've been in a lotworse."

 Wolfe moves in closer and whispers in his raspy voice:

 "Maybe we can hijack a Cylon transport and make arun for a sun system."

 "Yeah, and maybe we can clip off all the hair on yourbody, Wolfe, and get rich selling it as animal pelts."
Wolfelooks like he'd rather clip me. "We're not going to runanywhere. We signed on to blow up that
pulsar-typecannon or whatever it is."

 Thane's eyes narrow, as much a show of emotion asI've ever seen him manage at one time.

 "You sayin' you'd crawl up that mountain to get yourrank back?"

 I want to take that scrawny neck of his in my hands andsqueeze it until life comes back into his eyes.

 "It's low-blow time, that right, Thane?"

 "Low blows are for people who can fight back. Theybroke you, Croft. You used to bite, but now you're
toothless. Okay, you stay and wear their choke chain.We're cutting loose the first chance we get!"

 I remember when these guys didn't used to be so stupid.Thane says they broke me. I'm not sure who
they broke.Maybe he's right. Maybe I've lost my sense of loyalty, thatfeeling of companionship we'd all
experienced before the platinum raid. But is it disloyal to rank a selfish desire forescape and personal
freedom over our duty to save thefleet from certain disaster? It doesn't seem so to me, andI'm about to
tell Thane and Wolfe that, but out of thecorner of my eye I can see Apollo walking up to us, thesnow
crunching under his heavy boots.

 "Soon as you're finished loading," Apollo says, "we'll go."

 I glance at Thane and Wolfe. I'm pretty sure both ofthem have given up on me. Maybe I can convince
them later.

 "We're through," I say to Apollo, and walk off next to the captain, feeling the two pairs of eyes of my
formercohorts staring deep craters into my back.

 Next to the shuttle wreck, Leda is working furiously onthe injured Vickers and Voight. Haals comes out
of theshuttle, his arms sliding into the harnesses of a backpack.

 "How are they?" Apollo says, crouching by Leda. Thelook she gives him reminds me of a look she once



used toreserve for me. Since she wants so badly to escape, thelook is probably phony. Maybe it was
always phony.

 "They'll survive," Leda says, "if we can get them toshelter."

 "Put them inside the ram. There'l] be enough room,with Wolfe and Haals riding on top."

 Wolfe now hovers over all of us, growling:

 "I'm not freezing, just so—"

 "I said you ride on top," Apollo says, standing. "That'san order."

 "I'm not letting any punk of a—"Wolfe stops suddenly, shoots a dirty look my way. I tryto convince him
with a shrug that I'm staying out of it. Hespins on his heel and strides off. I should warn Apollo, ifhe hasn't
realized it already, that Wolfe in a belligerentmood is extremely dangerous. But then I'd have to informon
Wolfe about the stolen gun, and what good wouldtelling Apollo anything do? The smug young captain
would just mutter he could take care of it, like he always does. I hope someday he comes up against
something hecan't take care of. Soon.

 We load the two injured men aboard the snow ram,and Apollo goes to the controls. As I climb into the
interior of the vehicle, I can hear Wolfe and Haals as theyscramble into position up top.

 "Get over!" Wolfe bellows.

 "It's frozen on that side," Haals complains.

 "That's your problem."

 Let Wolfebe Haals's problem for a while. I'm getting into the ram and huddling against somebody for
warmth,preferably Leda.

 Leda, however, has positioned herself betweenStarbiick and Boomer. She'd probably rather be
positioned against the captain, but she's always smartenough to take pot luck.

 We go some distance in silence. Even the garrulous Starbuck stares off into space without talking. Once
in awhile the kid whispers to the droid, but that's about all theconversation anybody can work up. We're
all tense. Ifeverything's been this bad so far, what's up ahead?—inone way or another, that's what we're
all thinking,whether our goal is the mountain or escape or a warm place for our mechanized daggit that
probably has no sensors for cold anyway.

 Suddenly there is the noise of a scuffle above us, then athump followed by a loud, sharp crackling noise.
Withouteven a cough, the snow-ram engine kicks out, and thevehicle skids a bit across a stretch of ice
field.

 Apollo is out of his driver seat and outside as soon asthe vehicle comes to a stop. I come out right after
him,Leda just behind me.

 A short distance behind the snow ram, Haals is lying inthe snow, his arms outflung. Wolfe leaps off the
top,stumbles, and rolls in the snow. Leda runs to Haals'sprone body, checks him out.



 "He's in bad shape," she cries back. "Very bad. Hemight die, looks like."

 "What happened?" Apollo roars at Wolfe.

 Wolfe takes a deep breath before snarling his answer:

 "He was bawling me out. I told him to get off my back,pushed him a little. He tried to fight back. His feet
wentout from under him, and he slipped. His torch madecontact with that thing there"—Wolfe pointed to
the coverless external battery—"then there were sparks all over the place and he fell off the vehicle as it
stopped.Your clumsy warrior shorted out the power cells, I guess."

 Starbuck, emerging from the snow-ram interior, seemsabout to leap on Wolfe.

 "I'll bet he did!"

 Apollo holds Starbuck back.

 "Stop it! We've got enough problems."

 Searching the terrain ahead of me, I see just what I'mafraid to see. I whirl on Apollo, saying:

 "We're going to have more problems if we don't adjustour breathers to full protective power, and right
away.There's a di-ethene wave building up in this storm."

 "The ram's powerless without these batteries," Apollosays. "Do we have time to hide it?"

 Finally. He's learning something, showing enough sense to ask my opinion.

 "Do we have a choice!" I say. "Of course we hide it."

 Apollo and I begin to dig into the snow to throw up awall around the ram to hide it from Cylon eyes.
Starbuck and Boomer help Leda carry back Haals to the vehicle. Wolfe sulks for a moment, then joins
the digging. EvenThane comes out of his hiding place aboard the snow ramto make adjustment checks on
the breathing gear. For amoment at least we're all working together, making like ateam. For whatever
that's worth.

 After the snow wall's constructed we all huddletogether inside the snow ram for warmth. For now
there'sno other course of action. Apollo holds the kid in hisarms. The breather mask the kid's wearing
looks too bigfor him, though Thane's rigged a couple of extra straps tomake it fit better. But it doesn't
look like it's working sogood. At least when he keels over we'll get an indication ofhow long the rest of
us'll last. No, that's an unworthythought. Where did I become the type who'd let a kid diefor any selfish
advantage? I glance down at the daggit,huddled against the boy, giving warmth instead of takingit. It's
lucky. It doesn't even have to wear a breather mask.When we've all popped off for good, it can scamper
among our bodies.

 "How do you feel, Boxey?" Apollo says.

 "Just a little cold."

 Apollo pulls the boy even closer to him. It's not badseeing a little human affection, even briefly, when you
consider the composition of this team. I look over atLeda, who's deep in some private thoughts of her



own. Iremember seeing her this way, some time long ago, whileshe was resting in the saddle of a
mountain ridge. I don'tremember where, I don't remember what took placebefore or after, I just
remember her sitting like that and I remember how much I loved her at that moment. I want to reach over
and touch her arm, ask her thoughts, haveher nestle close to me—but I know that one move in her
direction and she'll smash her fist into my face and breakmy jaw.

 Starbuck crawls over to me, asks:

 "What are our chances?"

 Another invocation of my expertise from aGalacticaofficer. I'm sure gaining in stature around here. Too
badit's probably too late.

 "Depends on how long this storm lasts," I say, "and ifthe atmosphere, under the influence of the
di-ethene,starts descending to the critical point of the gasescomposing it. That's the point when, well,
when you can'treally see much distinction on the critical-temperaturecurve between the gaseous and
liquid phases. For ourpurposes, the air outside turns to liquid. Some call itdeathpoint, though the name's
never made much sense tome, since normally you're pretty dead long before thecritical point. That satisfy
you?"

 "Not much. But thanks anyway."

 "Anytime."

 He crawls away very slowly. The cold's beginning toaffect his muscles. It's affecting all of us that way. I
have toforce myself to keep exercising what muscles I can in thiscramped sitting position.

 The droid suddenly springs away from the kid's side.Its furry ears point upward. It looks like it's heard
something, though I don't know what it can possibly hearwith that blizzard howling outside. It begins to
barkfuriously. The kid tells it: Shut up, daggit. Then it breaksfor the door. With more strength than I could
work up, itforces the door open and bounds out. Starbuck tries to gofor the door, but can't make it.

 "I...I can't move," he mutters.

 "Muffit," the kid whines weakly. "Muffit! Comeback."

 Apollo pulls the kid even closer to him, saying:

 "It's all right, son. Muffit isn't like us. He can survivedi-ethene."

 "Three cheers for Muffit," I say.

 "Will he be back?" the kid says.

 "He'll be back."

 Apollo glances around, then mutters to no one inparticular:

 "I just hope he doesn't bring a Cylon patrol back with him."

 I almost wish he does. What good is it huddled insidethis broken-down vehicle? The Cylons might just



let us have a warm cell before executing us. Be fitting for me,wouldn't it? Complete the cycle? From
warm cell to warmcell. Welcome it. Though I don't feel so cold anymore.Feel numb. Drowsy. Hey! Stop
feeling drowsy. Can't go to sleep now. Sleep's death. Won't let everything end thisway. Can't let it.
Won't. Can't. It's not right. Not fair.Not..

 FROM THE ADAMA JOURNALS:

 I wonder if, when we finally outrun or destroy the Cy-lons and find a planet to welcome us, we will be
able toreconstruct our lost legends, our destroyed books, ourcurrently unperformed entertainments.
Some of theseare, of course, preserved in our computer banks, but notall. Not all. Yesterday I requested
a copy of the CapricanstorySharky Star-rover, confident that ithad to bepreserved somewhere in the
fleet records. But the answerreturned,scan negative. For a moment I could not acceptthe answer. A
book that I'd read and reread years ago wasno longer available—was, in effect, lost to us. No onewould
ever read it again, unless a frayed copy turned up insomebody's locker or as an artifact on some deserted
planetary outpost. I nearly instigated a search.

 Alone in my quarters, I tried to remember the story ofSharky Star-rover. I thought I could remember it
easily.Perhaps I could renew the oral tradition, keep alive atleast the major part of a story I had so loved.
But, I soondiscovered, I had few of the details of the story in mymind, even less memory of the order in
which it happened.

 Sharky was just a boy, that much I recalled. A toughkid just past the hurdle of puberty. Trapped on an
out-of-the-way military asteroid, where his disabled-veteranfather coped with his combat record by
becoming ahophead and his mother coped with the father by turninginto a shrew, Sharky vowed to
escape. I don't remember how he managed it, but he stole a supply shuttle, havinglearned simple piloting
by watching the ship's pilot do thejob. He headed the shuttle away from the complex of military asteroids,
setting his course for an area that wasconsidered unpopulated, although appealing rumors ofsin cities and
pleasure palaces had accrued around it.Somehow he teamed up with his new pal Jameson. I don't
remember whether Jameson stowed away on the shuttle when Sharky stole it, or whether they met on
one of themany settlements Sharky visited. Jameson was some kindof blob, a representative of an alien
race that was quiteunpopular in some sectors of the galaxy. There were timeswhen Sharky had to hide
Jameson away, but when it wasnecessary, he fought tooth and nail for his alien friend.

 It's Sharky's friendship with Jameson that I reallywant to remember. They worked so well together in
flyingthe shuttlecraft across the galaxy—I recall all kinds ofclever exchanges, all sorts of moments in
which a sly jokeof Jameson's gave Sharky peculiar and valuable insightson life. There was a meditation of
Sharky's in which healmost said he wished that a real love were possiblebetween a human and a member
of Jameson's race. He never really said he wanted to embrace Jameson—and,remember, Jameson
couldn't be embraced, or even heldonto, no matter how hard you tried—but it was clear thatSharky's
fantasy would include a Jameson magicallytransformed to human shape and quite embraceable.

 The adventures are even harder to recall than theimpressions of character. The book was basically a
collection of episodes about Sharky's adventures on thevarious planets he stopped at. At the more
civilizedsettlements he found that his theft of the shuttle had been recorded and he was wanted as a
criminal. He had to gothrough some pretty hairy times to escape and not bereturned home. (The
continuing to flee was an especially important feature of the book—it seemed to suggest that
irresponsibility was a desirable way of life, and I find itfunny that my responsible adult self remembers that
theme so nostalgically.) He fell in with a group ofcriminals, pretended to go along with them, thenthwarted
their plan by getting Jameson to walk in onthem at the moment of the crime. But what was the crime?
Who were the criminals? Why don't I remember theircharacters? Once Sharky—who was only in his
earlyteens, remember—almost successfully impersonated astar-cruiser captain, a disguise he was using to



try toobtain a cargo hold of food when he and Jameson werestarving. I can remember that episode pretty
well. I usedto read it to my children when they were growing up. Zac used to pretend to be Jameson,
and crawl bloblike aroundthe floor.

 I can still feel the sadness of the end of the book, whenSharky and Jameson were finally apprehended.
Sharkywanted Jameson to be returned home with him, but therules wouldn't allow it. The officer in
charge of the squadthat captured them told Sharky that Jameson could notsurvive within any military
installation. He would be afigure of scorn. The captain said that separating them wasan act of compassion
and not cruelty. Sharky said he sawthe point, but I never felt he did, and neither, I suspect, didany
readers of the book. Anybody who could read the scene of parting between Sharky and Jameson
without crying had to have a sturdy hold on his emotions. I can'treally remember Sharky's return to home,
perhapsbecause I don't really want to. I remember it wassentimental. Perhaps his dad had gone off his
habit and his mother had become a saint. It doesn't matter. NobodyI know who ever read it ever
bothered much about believing its ending.

 Clearly,Sharky Star-rover was a flawed book, andperhaps some misguided programmer librarian
thoughthe/she had good reason for not including it in theGalacticacomputer library. That's too bad.
Sharky'squest for a more adventurous life seems so similar to ourquest for Earth. The story might give us
hope when weneed it. No matter how much of the book I canreconstruct, no matter how much
eloquence I attempt intrying to retell the story to anyone, I'll never really haveSharkyagain. So much has
been destroyed. So much.

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 Although theGalactica bridge might have seemed stilland inactive to an outside observer, there was an
abundance of human movement going on. Crew members' hands were testing dials and gauges whose
information had remained stable for some time. Commu­ nications officers kept pressing their earpieces
harderagainst their ears, trying to discover some encouraging sounds. Colonel Tigh sat at his post,
rippling the cornersof printouts he'd stopped examining centons earlier.Athena's eyes searched every
horizontal scan line of her monitoring screen, and kept punching new combinations of the same data into
her computer setup. Adama's large knobby hands gripped and ungripped the railing that ranalong the
starfield walkway.

 Suddenly one of the bridge officers grumbled a curse and called to Colonel Tigh. Tigh rushed to the
woman, Adama close behind him. She pointed to her long-rangescanner. Tigh turned to Adama, saying:

 "That scanner's picked up a Cylon fighter squadron."

 "How many?" Adama asked.

 "Looks like an attack phalanx. They're beginning topress."

 Adama nodded.

 "Order Blue Squadron to patrol the rear."

 "Aye-aye, sir." Tigh flipped the nearest communica­tion switch as activity around him on the bridge
multiplied. "Scramble Blue Squadron! Patrol rear sectorsSigma through Omega!"

 The claxons roared through theGalactica, and thebridge crew could almost physically detect the rush of



pilots toward launching bays. On various screens, pilotscould be seen swinging into action, flight crews
readyingthe vipers, and the reverberations of the fighter shipsthemselves.

 The squadron launched and achieved formation longbefore a visual contact with the Cylon attack
phalanx wasmade. Positioned well to the rear of the fleet itself, the vipers were more than ready for the
not-so-sneak attackof their enemy.

 Aboard theGalactica, the bridge crew stood and sat atbattle stations, their active eyes watching
informationscreens and equipment. Adama ordered the picture beingtransmitted from Blue Leader One
transferred to themain screen. Tensely, they all watched the distant pointsgrow into blots and then take
form as flat-looking butmultileveled Cylon fighters. The first blast from a Cylonweapon was directed at
Blue Leader One, and everyoneon the bridge flinched and startled backward when the shot seemed to
come right at them. Then the skies were filled with laser fire and the sudden bursting flames ofdirect hits.
A pair of Cylon fighters broke through theBlue Squadron line of defense and headed for the fleet.

 "Protect the freighters!" Adama ordered.

 "Galacticato Blue Leader," transmitted a bridgeofficer. "Engage!"

 A Blue Squadron viper peeled away from the squadronand in one long beautiful sweep fired at both of
theattackers and transformed them into two masses of firewhose flames reached out toward each other,
combined,fell together, and exploded further in a burst of brightlight that, for a brief moment, illuminated
the entire widetriangle of ships that was the present fleet formation.

 "My God!" Athena gasped.

 "Good shooting?" Adama, standing behind her, asked.

 "Not only that. That double kill was accomplished byone of thecadets."

 "As I said, good shooting."

 Adama walked away from her, his face apparentlyexpressionless, but Athena recognized a flicker of
pleasure in his reaction to the heroism of a graduate of hismakeshift flight academy.

 The Cylon ships, quickly routed by the dizzyingmaneuvers of the Blue Squadron vipers, retreated into
thedistance, became points again. A flight officer ap­proached Adama, and reported:

 "Blue Squadron returning to base. Four Cylonsdestroyed, the rest are running."

 "They'll be back," Adama commented. "In packs, likewolves. What do your reports show, Tigh?"

 The colonel was scowling at a set of printouts that he gripped tightly in his hands. Something clearly
disturbedhim.

 "We got ships again, but not Cylonpersonnel. TheCylons in the rearguard ships guided the others, as
before.We lost one viper and one good pilot. They lost just thevehicles, if vehicles is the proper word.
They're wearing usdown with these empty ships. It's eerie."

 "That may be what they want us to feel. If they come atus again, go for the rearguard ships. Station a
fewwarriors on the slower freighters with heavy artillery toblast any of the pilotless aircraft that might get



throughnext time."

 "Aye-aye, sir."

 Athena, eavesdropping on the conversation betweenher father and his aide, sidled up to Adama and
whispered:

 "Let me go."

 "Go where?"

 "Give me some heavy artillery, station me on a—"

 "I told you. We need you here."

 Adama's voice was firm. She should have immediatelyreturned to her station, but she decided to press
her luck.

 "Well, you're going to have to take a few warriors off the flight roster. Let me take up a viper the next
attack. Ican—

 "None of that. You stay here."

 "I'm as well checked-out in a viper cockpit as any ofthose cadets you're rushing into battle."

 Adama's shocked face cut off her little speech abruptlybefore she could get to the logical part.

 "One of thosecadets, as you so happily informed memoments ago, performed that skillful double kill,
Athena."

 "All right. I'm properly chastened, Commander. But one lucky cadet is just a rationalization for your
keepingme stuck at a console on the command bridge. I want my chance at—

 Adama's stern expression softened.

 "I promise I'll give you your chance, Athena. But rightnow, back to duty. Youare needed."

 "Yes, sir."

 Tigh, the usual papers in his hand, returned toAdama's side, and said:

 "Any estimate on time remaining until the landingparty completes the mission?"

 "It's irrelevant. We have to move forward in"—Adamaglanced at his chronometer—"in four hundred and
twenty centons regardless of whether they're successful ornot."

 Gradually the activity on command bridge hadstopped, stalled. Only the nervous agitated hand
movements remained.

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN



 Croft:

 Clothes in pieces, shreds falling off my body. Ice-ax twisting and turning in the middle of a long slow
bounceoff a cornice. Bare feet getting number and numberagainst the ice of the summit. Leda reaching for
me. Butwithout threat. Her outstretched hands are meant tocomfort me. She wants to hold me. I slip and
slide, tryingto reach out to touch her. Her clothing's ragged, too.Flaps and rips all over it. Flecks of ice
clinging to her face.The skin of her hand turning black, leprous. Her feet aregoing out from under her.
No, Leda,no\ Still reachingout, she's falling away from me. I start to fall, too, butgrab an outcropping of
ice and my body flaps like a flag in high winds. Twisting my neck, I look below me. Leda stillstares up at
me, her eyes pleading, her body gentlyspinning in a slow fall, doubling up as it hits the side of a ridge, then
continues its descent. Beyond her, the ice-axtakes a high bounce off a serac. I am about to drop fromthe
outcropping, dive after her, but I can't make myfingers work, they seem glued into a permanenthandhold.
I start to scream but I can't even hear myselfabove the howling of the wind.

 And then, suddenly, simply, noiselessly, I am awake.

 Where am I? I seem still in a dream. My body feels sonumb, maybe I am. But why would I dream a
place likethis? And so placidly? This place is the stuff ofnightmares. It's a cave, I can see that. Several
entrances.But what's that war junk on all the walls? There's ahatchway from a Cylon aircraft. A stock
from a laser stun rifle. Bits and pieces of unidentifiable metal. Scannerscreens. A bunch of metallic Cylon
uniforms. Signs in the Cylon language. Half a control board. All this stuff ishanging on the walls of the
cave like casual decorations. I get the name of their designer, I'm going to scratch him offmy fall list. The
stove in the center of the cave is jerry-built from a fuel tank. Stove! I've got to make my body workand
get near that stove. Even at this distance from it, I canfeel the side of my body facing it begin to thaw. But
I can'tmove yet. What's that on the lower part of the walls? Furs.Mostly white and brown furs. There are
animalsindigenous to this crummy planet? What's that junk in thecorner, piled so high? I can make
out—what?—that looks like snowshoes, and that like a mountain of skis, and Isuppose those're sleds,
but they're so inefficientlydesigned, so rough in construction, they might be a sideline product of the guy
that decorated the cave.

 How did I get here? Last I remember, we were in thesnow ram and I was trying to get my fingers to
work.Looking around me now, I can see the other members of our party, some of them still out, a couple
beginning tostir. Apollo springs up suddenly, looks around. At the move, one of the fur bundles near the
corner jumps up, runs over, and begins to lick Apollo's face. It's the kid'sdroid. From the other side of
Apollo, the kid himselfjumps up, hugs his pet.

 "Muffit. You came back."

 Apollo puts an arm around the kid, says:

 "Boxey..."

 The kid smiles up at Apollo.

 "You okay, Dad?"

 Apollo's return smile is a bit weaker than the kid'seager one.

 "I'm okay," he mumbles.



 Others begin to stir. I can move now. I crawl towardthe stove, try to lap up its heat like it's flowing
water. As Istand up and turn around to warm my backside, I see anextremely large furry bundle that is
definitely not Muffitstanding beside an entranceway to this cave chamber.This is one big fellow! Taller
than any of us, he's got thatnoble look that blond, blue-eyed types often have as a matter of course, even
when they can't lick an intershippostal stamp. Not that this guy is a coward. Not in anyway. Muscles like
that, he's a fighter. He looks almostsuperhuman. He's the kind of guy that, when you'reassembling a team
for mock hand-to-hand combat, youpick first for your side.

 Everybody's noticed him now. When he speaks to us,his voice is so stentorian I'm not sure he's quite
real:

 "You are fortunate your daggit found our huntingparty. You were on Deathpoint Plateau. Nothing
survivesthere for long."

 Well, he speaks our lingo, even down to such slang asdeathpoint. It seems I was just talking about
deathpointto someone. But who? I can't remember. It's like my mindfroze along with my body.

 "We're grateful," Apollo says, moving forward,assuming his right of command in his usual smug way.
"Who are you?"

 "Simple hunters," the noble type answers.

 "Then," Apollo says, glancing around the cave, "I assume you'll return our packs. And weapons. And
thatwe are free to go."

 That's it, Apollo. What a master strategist you are. Get to the point. Don't bother feeling out the
intentions of theguys who rescue you, just start making demands. Iconsider pushing Apollo out of the
way, taking over, employing a little smooth con on this fur-clad hunk, find out what's up.

 "Go?" the hunter says. "Where would you go? Thestorm continues. The di-ethene has left you
dehydrated. Iwill see that you receive liquids. Then, we can talk of yourgoing."

 With a regal turn, he leaves the cave through thenearest dark opening. Slowly, like wild animals circling a
fire, the rest of the expeditionary team, except for theincapacitated wounded trio, comes to the stove.
Starbuck is still looking back over his shoulder at the place wherethe hunter made his exit.

 "I don't like the way he said that," Starbuck mutters.

 Apollo, glancing around the cave interior, suspicion inhis voice, says:

 "Something's odd about this setup. Humans survivingon a Cylon outpost? I don't know anything about
humansin this sector at all. Doesn't make sense."

 "Something else doesn't make sense," I say. BothStarbuck and Apollo gawk at me. "They're not just
hunters. Too heavily armed."

 "And have you noticed the walls?" Boomer says."They're studded with wreckage. Over there, that's
Cylonarmor."

 Starbuck stares where Boomer points.



 "With scorch marks from combat lasers," he says.

 "I say we jump him and get outta here," Wolfe says.

 Good old Wolfe, always right there with the sensiblesolution.

 "I agree," Leda adds.

 What's inher head?

 "Wait a moment," Apollo says. "If it's the Cylons theyfight, and those're mostly Cylon souvenirs all over
thosewalls, then maybe they're on our side. We might be able touse their help."

 "I'm thirsty," the kid says, and his lousy mechanical petgrowls. We all turn toward the kid.

 Behind Boxey, coming through an entirely differententranceway, the noble leader seems to have
returned. Hepicks up a fur-covered pack, then stares over at us.Starbuck whispers:

 "How'd he get behind us?"

 Apollo approaches the hunter, puts on his best friendlyvoice:"The water? Could we—

 "Silence," the hunter barks.

 Starbuck rushes forward.

 "Look," he says, "the boy and the wounded needwater. You said—"

 "I said, silence."

 Apollo stares at the man, then remarks:

 "Something's wrong."

 Boomer, moving to Apollo's side, says softly:

 "The hair on the back of my neck is starting to crawl,guys."

 "Here is the liquid I promised, and some food," saysthe voice of the noble leader. But it's not the noble
leaderwe're all looking at. We whirl around as one. The voicehad come from the opening through which
our hunter had originally exited. Now he's there again, holding packets of food and animal skins filled
with water. Twoother hunters are coming through' two different caveopenings.

 "What the—" Boomer says.

 "Didn't we just talk to that guy?" Starbuck says.

 The two new hunters are exact duplicates of the guycarrying the rations. Apollo and I turn around again.
The one at the far wall looks like the other three! They are all blond, blue-eyed, heroic-looking types.
Apollo, stunned,whispers:



 "They're clones!"

 "Actually, we prefer the name Theta Class life forms,"says a voice whose sultry softness in no way
resembles thevoices of the quartet of blond hunters. Through stillanother entranceway, one concealed by
piles of fur, a woman has entered the cave chamber. And she is someimpressive vision of a woman! Her
lovely face slightlyresembles the faces of the cloned men—at least she has theblue eyes and blond hair,
but she looks more like agoddess than a huntress. Her snow parka and leatherleggings, together with her
arsenal of weapons (including a laser rifle slung over her shoulder), do not in any wayconceal the
superbly formed body underneath all thatjunk she's wearing. Starbuck stares at her as if one of hisdreams
has suddenly materialized.

 "This mission is looking up!" he says to Boomer. The first hunter who addressed us introduces himselfas
Ser 5-9, and the woman as Tenna 1. The others havesimilar names. Ser 5-9 distributes the food and
water. We all fall on the stuff like a pack of ravaging monsters ofprey. Ser 5-9 and Tenna take seats on a
slightly raised platform and watch with interest our eager devouring ofthe rations. Ser 5-9 asks how we
come to be on their planet. Apollo, before I can suggest to him that he use alittle caution, gives them a
quick briefing on our mission.He's apparently bought their act lock, stock, and barrel. I wish I could be
so sure. Interrupting Apollo's statements,Ser 5-9 says:

 "You came to destroy the Ravashol pulsaric-lasercommunication wave unit?"

 "Ravashol?" Apollo asks."Dr. Ravashol," Tenna says. "He is human."Starbuck, irritated, glances toward
Tenna and says:"Human, you said? A human created that monster up--there for the use of Cylons?"

 Tenna, though clearly on the defensive, shoots back:"If it were not for Ravashol, we would not exist."

 "He is the father-creator," Ser 5-9 says reverently.The kid, who's been taking all this in, pulls at Apollo's
sleeve and asks:

 "Is Ravashol God? I'd like to meet him."Somehow Apollo's face manages to cross a half-smilewith a
whole frown.

 "No, son," he says. "He's not God. Not if he's with theCylons." He turns back to Ser 5-9. "Why does he
work forthe Cylons?"

 None of the reverence leaves Ser 5-9's voice as he says:"They let him live to experiment. To create."

 "To create weapons that destroy other humans!"Starbuck says sardonically.

 Tenna, addressing herself mainly to Starbuck, voices a warning:

 "I would be careful what I said about the father-creator."

 Ser 5-9 seems to come down from the clouds as he addresses Apollo:"The pulsaric laser cannot be
destroyed. The emplace­ment is guarded by Cylons. Still more Cylon soldiers arestationed in the garrison
at the foothills to Mount Hekla.Even if you could get past them, the weapon itself isconstructed of
magna—practically indestructible."

 "We have solenite," I interject quietly, then watch themfor the reaction. They react as I expect, with a
moment'ssilence to assimilate the information. When Ser 5-9speaks again, it is with the same awe with
which he speaksof Ravashol:



 "Solenite. Ravashol explained solenite once."

 It's always useful to use technical words when you'redealing with what appear to be primitive tribes.
Well, theword "solenite" can give me a couple of shudders. I'veused it before and I've found I can never
feel quite calmabout it. The name derives from the use of solenoid, themagnetic coiled wire that, when
activated as the majorpart of the explosive's ignition system, clings to almostanything. Including magna.
Easier to place around theobjective than normal explosives requiring bore holes orthe attachment of
high-resistance wires by embeddingthem in plastic substances or through soldering, soleniteneed only be
secured to the magna surfaces of the cannonand then connected to the equally magnetic base-charge
materials at strategic points. (So long as you know wherethe strategic points are—which, come to think
of it, wedon't about this damn cannon.) Because of its high degreeof water resistance, it is safe to carry
solenite up the icemountain, especially since its combination of chemicaland plastic explosive substances
is stable to lowertemperatures than even humans can stand. Further,solenite has the most efficient
pressure effect of anyexplosive I've ever used. Its density is such that its velocityof detonation is
phenomenal. A good explosive's got to have shattering power; solenite's got that and then some.It blasts
in all directions like an exploding star. That's whyit's the safest and most dangerous explosive of all. Safe,
because it's so transportable. Dangerous, because if youdon't get out of its range pretty quick, you've had
it. I canunderstand Ser 5-9's awe, because it's the natural reactionof anyone who's heard of solenite.

 Ser 5-9 confers with Tenna for a moment. From his gestures I can tell he's informing her that our
possessionof solenite immeasurably increases our chances to get theweapon. When they regally turn their
attention back tous, Ser 5-9 says:

 "You can leave the injured members of your partyhere. They will be tended to. We will guide the rest of
youto the village."

 "And then?" Apollo asks

 "You will see when we get there," Tenna says.

 Apollo chews on this for a moment, then nods in agreement. The clones begin to assemble equipment for
the trip.

 Apollo, crouching by the injured threesome, says toHaals:

 "I want you to stay here with Vickers and Voight."

 Haals's eyes look like they're not quite functioning. Isuspect that the dose of electricity he got on the
snow ram still has some residual effects. He apparently doesn't thinkso, for he rises in protest and informs
Apollo:

 "Captain, I'm fine."

 Apollo, rather than disputing the gunnery sergeant'sbravado, gives him a tranquilizer of smooth talk:

 "I know. I want someone here who can defend himself.Just in case. We'll be back for you."

 Haals smiles.

 "Right, skipper."



 After Apollo and I check out the equipment, we jointhe clones and the rest of the party at an opening to
thecave chamber. Starbuck is engaged in small talk withTenna. Of course.

 "I was hoping I'd have time to thaw out before we goout there again," he says.

 "We'll find a living compartment in the village," sheresponds. "I can warm you up there."

 "I'll bet you can."

 Double that bet, Starbuck. Wish I could have some ofthe action myself.

 Apollo asks if everybody's ready. We all nod and headout of the chamber. Ahead of us is a tunnel.
From theblast of harsh wind and the flurries—like thin, streakyclouds—of snow, it's a good guess that it's
a short trip tothe outside. Muffit bounds ahead of us with his usualeagerness. I hang back, ready to take
the point-manposition outdoors, when I notice that Wolfe is deliberate­ly hanging back with me.

 "When do we break?" he whispers suddenly.

 An interesting sign. He's still trusting enough to talk tome.

 "Don't push it, Wolfe."

 He glances around, making sure everybody else isahead of us. From out of his jacket he takes a laser
pistol.Must be the one he stole off Voight. Better I play dumbabout it. I'll have to control him if he goes
berserk.

 "Just want you to know I'm ready," he whispers.

 "Where'd you get that?"

 "It doesn't matter where. I can use it on the Cylons. Oranyone else who gets in our way."

 I can't argue with him. So long as he's got the gun, he'sdangerous. I glance down at the weapon, gesture
for himto put it away for the time being. He slips it inside his jack­et and strides bullishly ahead to the
others.

 Outside, both the winds and snowfalls have subsided.No di-ethene clouds in sight anywhere. But the
coldremains. My God, does the cold remain.

 We proceed across the ice field very slowly. Packsweigh us down, our own weariness doubles the
weight ofthe packs. Our walking boots, the best theGaiacticaquartermaster has been able to come up
with, don't gripas well as I'd like. The scree caps at the heels don't providethe proper friction. Ah, well,
just one small problemamong many.

 Apollo gestures me forward. He and Ser 5-9 areconferring. Ser 5-9 says to me:

 "This is the edge of the ice field. We'll have to followthe ravines from here."

 I agree, happy that the clone shows the kind of smarts Ican trust. His people obviously know their way
aroundmountains and ice fields. They may prove useful asguides.



 We traverse the icy ravines, a tricky task. The threewarriors from theGaiactica have trouble maintaining
their balance. I have to laugh a couple of times at theirintricate slipping and sliding maneuvers. Ser 5-9
signals astop, then explains:

 "We are close to the village."

 There is a wave of relief among our party. We're allcold, colder than Thane's eyes. Last time I felt this
chilledwas back on Kalpa, when we had to go in hand-to-hand combat across a series of snow bridges
against a Cylonattacking force.

 "The entry hatch is at the end of this ravine," Ser 5-9says. "Wait here."

 Edging his body away from the side of the ravine, Ser5-9 descends a little ways, with Tenna following
him. As Iwatch them go down, I feel a chill of suspicion go throughmy body. In spite of the irrational
nature of that feeling, Ihave to ask Apollo:

 "Think they're turning us in?"

 Apollo clearly doesn't like that idea one bit.

 "No," he says brusquely. "I don't know why I feel thatway—but no."

 "Well, you got all the command insights, Captain."

 He gives me his harshest stare, as we start to follow Ser5-9 and Tenna down the rather steep slope.
Starbuckcomes immediately behind us, then the ever-reliable Boomer. God, Boomer's hardly said a
word since we settled down on this godforsaken planet, but I know Iwant him by my side if we get into
any trouble.

 Ahead of us, both Ser 5-9 and Tenna stop abruptly,crouch behind a large rock. They talk together, then
Tenna comes climbing up back toward us. Starbuckpasses Apollo and me, and welcomes her:

 "I knew you missed me, but..."

 Some things never seem to leave Starbuck's mind.

 "Cylon patrol!" Tenna whispers, then points upwardtoward the rim of the ravine. "Pass the word."

 We all quickly find hiding places. Along the top of theravine, the Cylon patrol can be glimpsed at
intervals,metallic shadows that almost blend in with the ice of thesurface, the only interrupting color being
those blastedred lights on their helmets, sliding so sinisterly from sideto side. Fortunately, no red light
seems directeddownward where we all crouch. Just as they are about outof sight, the dumb daggit-droid
begins to growl, and thekid whispers:

 "Sssshh... good daggit."

 The droid shuts up. A Cylon seems to glancedownward, but apparently sees nothing. Good daggit.
When we've seen no Cylon for a- while and are about tobecome permanently ensconced ice statues
honoringcaution, Ser 5-9 laboriously works his way back up to usand says:



 "The way is clear now."

 I glance toward him. His eyes are bright, concerned.All my doubts about him melt away.

 "So you're not turning us in to the Cylons," I say.

 "No," Tenna mutters angrily. "We hate the Cylons."

 Ser 5-9 crawls closer to me. His staring wrath-filledeyes alone could destroy me at this moment, I
suspect.

 "Pardon me," I say, "I'm not the most... not the mosttrusting person in the universe."

 "We are Theta Class life forms," Ser 5-9 says."Considered by the Cylons to be...to be subhuman."

 The bitterness in his voice convinces me of his hatredfor the Cylons.

 "We were created for slave labor," Tenna adds. "Mostof our brothers and sisters are still slaves in the
village."

 "But you revolted," Apollo says.

 Both Tenna and Ser 5-9 appear to be embarrassed bythe implication of Apollo's statement.

 "No," Ser 5-9 says, "I'm afraid we did not. Evidentlywe are not perfect."

 Apollo's smile contains a great deal of sadness.

 "No," he says. "Just human."

 Ser 5-9 and Tenna appear pleased by Apollo'sunderstanding. They smile broadly.

 "Then," Apollo continues, "ashumans you'll help usdestroy that pulsar cannon."

 Both smiles fade quickly from the clones' faces.

 "First we must get into the village," Ser 5-9 says."Come."

 Moving with a speed we haven't been able to summonsince the launch of the shuttle from the pod decks
of theGalactica,we make our way down to the village entryhatch. Using a chipping tool, Ser 5-9 punches
ice away from the hatch. Forcing the valve wheels, he pulls the hatch open. As it raises, there is the
hissing sound ofreleased pressure. Ser 5-9 takes us each by the arm and helps us down into the corridor
below. Tenna takes overcommand of the expedition and hurries us along the subterranean tunnel
corridor. Although the passageway glitters with frost, it seems much warmer than the outersurface of the
planet. I am glad to be here.

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 After angrily receiving the report of his scouts that theCylon patrol ship assigned to kill the human
intrudershad been itself shot down, First Centurion Vulpa sent outfoot patrols, with orders to hunt down



the humans anddestroy them.

 On one of the planets of the Cylon Alliance, there was akind of insect—small, gray-bodied creatures
with eightwirelike long legs and antennae that never ceased activity.They were not poisonous nor did they
bite nor were they in any way destructive to the planet's ecological systems.Their only drawback was that
they were irresistiblyattracted to the shininess of the metal in Cylon uniforms.All Cylons stationed on that
planet, as Vulpa had been for a long time, came to hate these insects, because they wereingenious in
finding ways to penetrate the Cylon covering and implant themselves upon Cylon skin, sometimes even
shorting out a wire or two embedded in the middle layerof the uniform. Once on Cylon skin they became
thatterrible annoyance, an itch that could not be scratched. Ifseveral of them penetrated the uniform, even
a normallyunemotional Cylon could be driven mad. This expedi­tionary team of humans, Vulpa thought,
seemedcomposed of that revolting kind of insect. They were making him itch considerably, and he
wanted themexterminated immediately, so that he could transfer hisattention away from this minor futile
mission and back to the major goal of eliminating theGalactica and its fleet.

 "We found the wreckage of the humans' shuttle," afoot-patrol leader reported in. "The rest escaped in a
snowram. We found the vehicle, broken down and abandonedon the plateau."

 "You hunted them down?" Vulpa asked hopefully.

 "No. But humanoids cannot survive the plateau."

 "I hope you are right."

 Vulpa felt annoyed. The humans should be dead. Thenwhy did he feel they were still skittering around
like thoseinsects beneath Cylon metal?

 The corridor down which Ser 5-9 and the other clonesguided the expedition team proved to be one part
of a vastsubterranean system of caves. Apollo sensed that thedwellings which were placed within
depressions andcliff sides along the high walls would be of great interest togeologists and archaeologists
ofGalacticcfs space fleet—if they only had time for research these days. The clonehabitations were
carved out of the relatively soft rock. ToApollo, they appeared quite primitive, with theirunevenly
balanced windows and entranceways, theirmottled surfaces of stone and closely packed mud. Their rich
brown coloration suggested the dwellings had been subjected to a sun. Since that was impossible, Apollo
wondered if the colors and textures were natural, orperhaps the result of some special treatment applied
to the surfaces of the dwellings.

 Ser 5-9 halted the group, gestured that it shouldremain in the shadows.

 "This passage leads to the bottom of the researchstation," he said.

 "Research station?" Apollo said. "How is it—

 "Some time ago, a group of human scientists, fleeingfrom the war with the Cylons, landed on this planet
andestablished an experimental research station whosepurpose was to develop inventions that could be
used tobring and sustain peace. After the scientists' arduouswork to build the station and begin their
experiments, theCylons came. They engaged the human group in battle,killed almost all of them, then
took charge of this planetand powered it away from the sun system to which it hadbelonged. The ice
formed, covered the caves, and eveninfiltrated areas of the research station itself. It is not usedfor
scientific research any longer, but the planners meet there."



 "Planners?"

 "The father-creator made two types of Theta lifeforms. We are hunters, workers. The planners are
thinkers. They will know best how to approach the pulsarweapon."

 Ser 5-9 abruptly went to Tenna's side and talked withher again. Returning to Apollo, he announced:

 "You come with me. Tenna will stay with your friendsin the village."

 "I don't know if we should separate."

 "Too many of you at one time may frighten the planners. They are not... especially brave."

 "I think I understand. Back at the fleet we have a grouplike that which we call the Council of the
Twelve."

 Apollo led Starbuck into a different set of shadows,saying:

 "Our turn for a conference."

 When sufficient distance from the others had beenestablished, Apollo said softly:

 "Anything happens to me, you're in command."

 "All right, Captain. But remember command upsetsmy stomach, so don't stay away too long."

 "You love command, and you know it."

 "When you get back, be careful you're looking in theright place."

 "What do you mean?"

 Starbuck glanced over his shoulder, as if he expectedattackers at any moment.

 "Boomer and I have a wager going," he said.

 "You surprise me."

 "Which of our specialized team is going to jump us first."

 Apollo stared at him questioningly.

 "You really think they're going to go through with thismission?" Starbuck said caustically.

 "I had been counting on it."

 "Our lives are on the line."

 "So are theirs."

 "And so's their freedom. If we're successful, we gohome. They go back into chains."



 "Not necessarily. The commander might—"

 "And you can stash that might in the deepest cargohold of a straggler ship. Adama might be willing to
take achance on Croft, and maybe Leda, but do you see eitherWolfe or Thane going the redeemed-hero
route?"

 "They don't have to be warriors."

 "They'realways warriors, they wouldn't know how tobe anything else. No, they got to make their break.
If not here, on this mission, then somewhere else on some otherboondoggle. If I were them, I wouldn't be
taking thechance..."

 Apollo nodded, said:

 "I see what you mean."

 "I thought you would."

 "Watch yourself, you hear?"

 "Sure. Sure, skipper."

 Tenna had assembled the rest of the group. Beforetaking leave of them, Apollo leaned'close to Boxey
andwhispered:

 "Boxey, stick close to Starbuck."

 "Don't worry, Dad. I'll keep an eye on him for you."

 Apollo tousled Boxey's hair, then gestured for Tennato take over the group. He felt a clutch of fear as he
watched the team walk off.But why should I worry? hethought.Boxey's safe, so long as Starbuck and
Boomerare there to protect him.He nodded toward Ser 5-9, and the two tall men entered the
passageway leading to theresearch station.

  

 The planners looked nothing like hunters, although as clones they all looked like each other. Planners
were thinand fragile, adding to the intellectuality of theirappearance. Their faces were gaunt and
dominated by high-bridged noses. They were dressed in thick robes,their faces almost obscured by
large-fold cowls. Five ofthem sat at a primitive conference table underneath theemblem of the
Experimental Research Station, a weathered holographic mural-photo of the father-creator. Planner One
brought the meeting to order byinforming the others:

 "Worker Ser 5-9 is here, in the village!"

 Planner Two, incensed, slammed his fist on the tableand stood up, snouting:

 "He was told to keep his marauders out of the village."

 Planner Two's voice was pitched the same as PlannerOne's, but there was an added level of petulance in



it.Planner Three, in a gentler version of the voice, urged himto sit down again, an invocation that Planner
Two obeyedimmediately.

 "I object to calling Ser 5-9's huntersmarauders"Planner Three said quietly. "They are guerrilla warriors
fighting for liberation."

 Planner Three's statement initiated an argumentamong all five planners. To an outsider, the sound ofthese
clones would have been strange—like a personarguing with his five selves. Finally, Planner Five began
rapping the table with a clublike gavel, screaming:

 "Order! Order!"

 The others subsided.

 "Bring them in," Planner One said to a guard.

 Apollo and Ser 5-9 were admitted. They strodeforward boldly and stopped in front of the conference
table.

 "Members of the Planner Council," Ser 5-9 said. His voice had taken on the impressive stentorian
resonancewith which he had initially greeted the expeditionaryteam. "We seek your wisdom. I have
brought with meFlight Captain Apollo... from BattlestarGalactica."

 "TheGalactical" Planner Three said, awed. The otherplanners displayed a similar surprise.

 "The Cylons have posted warnings against youthroughout the star system!" Planner Five said.

 "Every outpost is on permanent alert!" said PlannerOne.

 "If he is discovered here, we're..." said Planner Two,his voice trembling with fright. "This must be
reported!"

 Ser 5-9 stepped forward, placed his huge hands flat onthe conference table, his bare arms powerful with
tightened muscles, and said:

 "Nothing will be reported."

 Planner Two, though clearly intimidated by Ser 5-9'sphysical authority, squawked:

 "That is not for you to say."

 "Apollo and his team can—"

 "His team?" screamed Planner Four. "There areothers!"

 "Yes. They have come to destroy the Ravashol pulsaricweapon."

 All of the planners paled simultaneously, the effectlooking to Apollo like a five-sectioned mirror.

 "Impossible!" Planner Two shrieked.



 "Impossible or not... we're going to try," Apollo said.

 None of the planners could respond. Instead they wentinto a huddle. Their discussion sounded like a
covey ofbirds agitated by the suspicion of preying hunters.Andthese're supposed to be the intellectuals,
Apollo thought./should never have consented to consult with theselunatics. Seems clear that Ser
5-9 and the other worker clones are making a mistake in trusting these planners.They couldn't even
plan the menus for a madhouse.Finally the huddle broke and Planner One said formally:

 "We will discuss your request and give you our answershortly."

 Apollo, furious, came forward. His upper legs collidedwith the table.

 "We don't have time for bureaucratic discussions!" he hollered. "The fleet will soon be within range of
thatgrotesque weapon up there! Itmust be destroyed!"

 Planner Three, in his best peacemaking voice, saidsoftly:

 "We cannot rush into this. Such matters must bediscussed." He looked genuinely troubled, and seemed
to Apollo the one planner with at least a degree of sense andcompassion. "I am sorry."

 However, apologetic or not, the planner's sad plea onlymade Apollo angrier.

 "Let's get out of here," he said, with disgust, to Ser 5-9.The two tall men started for the door.

 "We will give you our answer," called Planner Fourafter them. "In time."

 Ser 5-9 whirled around and faced the quintet ofplanners. He could barely suppress his indignation.

 "Just don't betray us," he said intensely, then strodeout of the room, Apollo right behind him.

 At Ser 5-9's advice, Apollo remained close to thecorridor walls, moving from shadow to shadow, as
theyreturned down the passageway. Once, when a workerclone passed, Ser 5-9 pushed Apollo into an
alcove andthey silently waited for the worker to pass.

 "Wait a moment longer," Ser 5-9 said. After a short pause he spoke again: "I'm sorry, Captain. I thought
theplanners would help. I should have known better."

 Ser 5-9's voice was filled with disgust. Apollounderstood. To this worthy young clone, the plannersmust
have seemed the height of mental achievement. He had now seen them for the muddle-headed cowards
theywere. It was a bitter lesson, and one that needed noreinforcement, so Apollo said soothingly:

 "No time for that now. We have to get to the top of thatmountain."

 Once the object of their mission was again put intowords, Apollo felt a shiver of apprehension. It was
easy tosay: Get to the top of that mountain. But Croft'scaution—and he was an expert, after all—and the
misfortunes in the mission so far had made Apollorealize what a formidable task they had undertaken.
They were all experts in their fields, yes, but expertise wasuseless when frigid air was breaking off chunks
of yourfingers.

 Also, that last talk with Starbuck had unnerved him. IfStarbuck was right, and the four criminals were
about tobolt, then there was no way the rest of them could get tothe top. They needed Croft and his



collection of misfits. Itseemed that the fate of theGalactica, of the fleet, of all theremnants of the human
race, was now suspended on avery thin stretched thread.

 "But when we get to the mountaintop," he said to Ser5-9, "I'm not sure what to do. That cannon,
according toour scanner analyses, is a multistage energy pump. We're unsure of its design. I'd hate to
blow the lens or focusingsystem, something that could be repaired."

 Ser 5-9's bright blue eyes narrowed, as if he were tryingto reduce the lens system in his own head.

 "There is another who could help," he said.

 "Who?"

 Ser 5-9, for a moment, seemed reluctant to answer;then he said:

 "The father-creator. Ravashol."

 Apollo, amazed, asked:

 "He's here? In the village?"

 The tall hunter shook his head no.

 "He lives at the base of Hekla near the Cylon commandpost."

 There was a strange reluctance in the way the clonepushed out the words of his declaration.

 "You're afraid of something," Apollo said.

 "Yes."

 "I find that hard to believe. What could you possibly beafraid of?"

 "His home is sacred ground."

 "But you'll take me to him?"

 Ser 5-9's eyes almost shut. The power of his eyes,however, seemed only momentarily dimmed.

 "To free my people, yes!"

 Apollo smiled and clasped his hand on Ser 5-9'sshoulder. It was lucky they were nearly the same height.
For some people the hunter's shoulder would have been adifficult reach.

  

 Athena kept silent as she watched her father andColonel Tigh crouch, like observers at a spectator
sport,over the scanner screen. Some Cylon craft had beendetected toward the rear of the fleet.

 "They're looking for a straggler to pick off," Adamacommented. He turned to Athena and asked:
"What's our fleet spacing?"



 "Standard defense between each ship."

 "Close the gaps to twenty-five," Adama said, and Tighprotested:

 "Commander, some of our ships have cadets at thehelm. The collision risk—

 "I know. It's a chance we'll have to take. I want to giveour fighters a tighter grouping to defend."

 Tigh seemed reluctant to give the order, but finally said"Yes, sir" and transmitted the command. Athena
scrutinized her father's face. His eyes seemed focused inthe distance, as if he could see all the way to the
ice planetand its awesome weapon atop a mountain. He looked, Athena thought, very, very worried.

  

 Cree had not been aware of even a thought in his mindfor some time. For hundreds of centons, it
seemed. Hisonly awareness had been of pain. Now his mind couldn'teven call up a picture of a single
Cylon torture device, andhe knew they had used several. Vague memoriesremained. Wires with fine
needles being injected into various bodily pressure points. Clamps bunching up theskin and pulsating it
with electric charges. Something thatexpanded his brain like a balloon and made him think ofnothing else
but that it would break into flying pieces atany millimicron of a centon.

 Pain. That was all. All he could remember. When ithad started, he had vowed not to tell the Cylon
leaderanything. He hoped he had not. He could not be sure, buthe could hope.

 Now consciousness returned. Or something likeconsciousness—who could be sure? He seemed to be
backin the Cylon control headquarters, but the room seemed distorted now. The distortion could be
residual effect ofthe torture. The Cylon leader sat in his command chair,oblivious to Cree. Vulpa
appeared uglier, more repulsivethan ever. Cree, in long discussions with his friendsShields and Bow, had
argued that the supposed uglinessof the Cylons was the result of conditioning, that they were supposed to
view the Cylons that way in order tosummon up the urge to kill. Now, watching the Cylonleader, feeling
his stomach churn with hatred, Creewouldn't be at all willing to argue that side.

 A human dressed in religious robes slunk into the control headquarters, then stood behind Vulpa's chair,
waiting to be acknowledged. It was a moment before Creerealized the astonishing fact that the new
entrantwas ahuman. What was a strange human doing here, in Cylonterritory, standing obsequiously
behind an ugly Cylonleader?

 When Vulpa finally did acknowledge the humanvisitor, he said:

 "Yes, let's see, you're Planner Two, are you not? What is it?"

 Planner Two leaned down next to Vulpa's helmet andwhispered. Cree could not make out what the
cowled manwas saying, but Vulpa reacted to it by bellowing:

 "Apollo? From theGalactica?”

 Cree felt a surge of joy. The invocation of the name ofhis flight commander and his home battlestar
buoyed hisspirits. But where was Apollo? It seemed unlikely that thecaptain would be here on a mission
to rescue a cadet.



 Vulpa turned to a nearby subordinate and said in asneering voice:

 "So humans cannot survive the plateau? Well, it seemsthat they have, centurion! Search the village.
Everycompartment. Find them!"

 The subordinate exited quickly, taking some otherCylon warriors with him. Cree almost laughed, but it
wastoo soon to attempt such an exhaustive labor.

  

 As soon as Tenna increased the heat of the glowing light in the middle of the chamber, the team crowded
around it, pulling in its warmth as if it could be gatheredin tangible rays. Tenna touched Starbuck's arm
and ledhim away from the group. Although he desired thewarmth, he was interested in anything the
attractive blond huntress had to say to him.

 And what she said surprised him.

 "I will, warm you now."

 He glanced at the others. Thane seemed to havenoticed the separation of Tenna and Starbuck from the
group. Just like Thane to keep his cool unemotional eyes on everything!

 "Ah," Starbuck whispered to Tenna, "isn't theresomeplace, well, someplace more private?"

 "Private?" Tenna said, genuinely astonished.

 "Somewhere we can bealone," he whispered.

 Now they had caught the attention of theentire group.Everybody watched them, including Boxey,
although the child's smile did not resemble the odd leers of the others.Again except for Thane, who, it
seemed, never smiled.

 "There is no such place in the village," Tenna said."Why should we have to bealonel"

 "Ah, well, um, then, I think I'm not so cold anymore.I'll just go right back to my friends and—"

 "But you don't have to be cold. In fact, it's preferredif—"

 "I get the idea. And it's a good idea, but... well, say,look, Tenna. See, ah—"

 Apollo and Ser 5-9 entered the chamber. Starbuck letout a sigh of relief.

 "Am I glad to see you!" he said to the captain, who seemed puzzled by Starbuck's welcoming
enthusiasm. Boomer laughed.

 "What did you find out?" Croft asked Apollo.

 "There's only one man who can help us," Apollo saidgrimly. The group congregated around him as he
toldthem about Ravashol. Then his voice dropped to awhisper. "If Ravashol won't help... well, then, we'll
justhave to take our chances."



 "Maybe we'll get lucky," Croft muttered. Starbuckcouldn't tell whether the wiry-muscled mountaineer
wasbeing sarcastic or sincere. Before he could consider thatproblem, another clone resembling Ser 5-9
rushed intothe chamber.

 "The Cylons are searching the village!"

 "Be calm," Ser 5-9 said to his duplicate. "Explain."

 "There're search patrols marching around everywhere.All through the village, the underground mall,
every­where. Pushing us aside, searching us, kicking any workerwho stops to look at them. They're
going into our livingquarters, searching, ripping things, smashing furniture,scattering us everywhere. At the
meeting hall they'reoverturning the benches, tearing aside wall hangings.They say they're searching for the
landing party and they'll start killing us if we don't tell them where they'rehidden. They—

 "Enough," Ser 5-9 ordered with an imperial gesture. "It must be the planners. One of them, or all of
them,informed."

 "What did you expect?" Apollo said sarcastically."We've got to get to Ravashol, andnow\"

 "I agree." Ser 5-9 turned to Tenna, commanded:"Tenna! Take the others and hide them."

 "But where?" Tenna asked.

 Ser 5-9 hesitated. His keen eyes searched the ceiling asif trying to find a place of concealment up there.
Then hesighed and said:

 "With the children."

 "Hear that, Muffit!" Boxey yelped. "There's children!"

 Muffit barked and wagged its tail. Beneath the tufts of overhanging fur, the metal surrounding the opening
fromwhich the tail protruded was briefly evident.

 "What's this about children?" said Boomer. "Nobodysaid anything about children before."

 "We were thought to be sterile," Tenna said, smiling."It was a Cylon prerequisite to maintain what they
termedthe purity of the Theta life form. But we have been bearingchildren."

 "And hiding them?" Boomer asked.

 "Yes."

 The clone who was a match for Ser 5-9 said nervously:

 "Please, we must hurry!"

 Standing by the entranceway, he motioned for theothers to move quickly. Some of the expedition
members seemed to linger behind, as if afraid to leave the rare spotof warmth.

 In the corridor, they split into two groups. Apollo andSer 5-9 headed in one direction. The others
followedTenna. To the children, Starbuck presumed.



  

 Glimpsing a squad of Cylons passing in a cross-corridor up ahead, Tenna motioned the group into
alcoves located along the walls of the corridor. Thanechose to hide in the same alcove as Leda. She had
nodoubt Thane's choice was calculated. She'd had troublewith him before. He kept his attention on her
as shewatched around the edge of the alcove for an all-clearsignal from Tenna.

 Suddenly, without a warning, without any emotion showing on his face, Thane put his arms around Leda.
Squirming within his grasp, she turned on him, her eyesblazing with anger. Thane whispered:

 "Scream if you want. Then they'll hear you and we'll alldie. I don't care."

 He leaned in, tried to kiss her, while at the same timeforcing her body against the wall.

 Leda worked a hand free and quickly brought it up toThane's throat. He stopped forcing her as she
gripped thethroat and squeezed. Slowly, utilizing the powerfulstrength in her arm, she forced him back.
What little color there was in his face left it. His arms dropped to his sides.

 "Scream if you want," Leda whispered, aping hisintonations.

 Obviously Thane could not scream. Not even if hewanted to. She might not have let him go if the
all-clearsignal had not come from Tenna.

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 Croft:

 The place is crawling with Cylons. When Starbucksays it's all right to leave our hiding place, I'm
reluctant togo. Perhaps I could run to the Cylons, make a deal, offer them—but no, no deals can be
completed with Cylons.They make deals, sure, but soon as they've got what they want, they renege. I'm
better off trying to climb Mount Hekla blindfolded than making small talk with the red-lights.

 As the group reassembles, I decide to take the pointagain. Ahead of me, Leda, her face red in the
aftermath ofanger, moves out of her hiding place. A short intervallater, Thane slinks out of the same
alcove. His eyes shiftabout. He doesn't notice me, or doesn't care. Instead ofrejoining the group, he
begins taking steps backward. What's he up to? God, Thane, this is no time to try anescape. But that
looks like exactly what he's trying to do. I'm about to pursue him, but I'm afraid he'll deliberatelycreate a
disturbance. He has no instinct for his ownsurvival. Let him go. Perhaps we're better off withouthim. I
follow a couple of steps anyway. He disappears intoanother alcove. When he comes out, he's in one of
theclone leather working uniforms. How in the twelve worldsdid he findthat! It doesn't fit his lean body
very well.After all, these guys are man-mountains and Thane's gotthat ax handle of a body! Still, he goes
off down the corridor, with all the confidence in his stride that he'spulling it off. I have to let him try. As a
prisoner, it's his right to try to escape. I used to think of nothing else butcrashing out when I was on the
prison ship, but I wouldn'tjoin Thane now on a bet.

 I catch up to the group. Leda hangs back and whispersto me:

 "Thane's not here!"



 "I know. He's off somewhere looking for an exit."

 "Crashing out?"

 "You got it."

 "That creep! Least he could do was take me with him.Guess he couldn't, not after..."

 "After what?"

 "Nothing I'm going to tell you about, Croft. But youand him deserve the same fate, believe me."

 "Maybe. But it's a fool's play, trying to escape fromdown here. Where can he go? What can he do?"

 "I don't know, but at least he's trying."

 "I get your drift. You're saying that he's trying and I'mnot."

 "Believe what you want. I don't know why I'm talkingto you. I think you really buy that line these
colonialwarriors spout. You want to be returned to rank, to—

 "Stop it, Leda. I'll never be returned to rank. It's backto the grid-barge for us after—

 "And you're still going to help these idiots?"

 "I don't know what I'm going to do."

 "Well, you're going to have to decide soon. I hopenobody needs to crank your brain for you."

 "Leda, I..."

 I stop, hating myself for almost saying what I almostsaid. Leda seems to understand anyway. She says:

 "No, nothing can be like what it was before. Don't youknow the real truth that keeps us
hustling—nothing is ever like what it was before."

 "You didn't used to be so bitter."

 "Maybe. You were always the bitter one, Croft. What aswitch, huh?"

 Tenna signals for us to be still. Leda seems relieved atthe signal. I wish I could haul her into one of these
alcovesand talk sense to her.

 Tenna leads us to a compartment that is identical to theone she took us from, except for a row of clone
workeruniforms hanging on the far wall. Starbuck stays behindin the corridor to guard the entrance.
Another glowingwarm light dominates the center of the room, like in the previous place. Standing next to
the light, brilliantly illuminated by it, is another woman. I know it'sanother woman, because I can clearly
see that our guide is stillwith us, standing next to Wolfe. The woman in the roommust be a clone of the
same series as Tenna. She isintroduced to us, for convenience' sake, as Tenna II. She'sso identical, she
might as well be called "Tenna too."



 "Quick," the first Tenna says to the second, "we musthide these humans."

 "But—" Tenna II says.

 "No time for planner-type talk. The planners'll talk usallinto death. We need to put them with the
children."

 Tenna II nods and presses a button. A piece of wallslices open, revealing another compartment, a large
chamber populated by several fair-haired blue-eyed children. The room is not like the others. It's
brighter.More color on the walls and in the children's clothing. Rough-crafted toys are scattered around
the rocky floor.At first I think the children must be more clones, butcloser study shows some variation in
feature, some difference in body type.

 As soon as the daggit-droid sees the children, it barksstupidly. The children, who clearly have never
before seen such an ugly ball of animated fur, cower at the noise of thedaggit. The kid rushes forward,
grabs his pet by the collar.He addresses the children:

 "He won't hurt you. He's just a daggit. Come on,Muffit."

 The kid and the daggit step into the children'schamber. For a moment it's a standoff; then the clone kids
gather around the daggit and compete to stroke its fur.

 I go quietly to the entranceway to the corridor andmotion for Starbuck to abandon his guard post and
comein. As soon as Starbuck sees the two Tennas standing gorgeously side by side, his face brightens
and he says:

 "This is really getting interesting."

 "Yeah, and I'm sure they'll both be responsive to yourcharms on an equal basis."

 "Don't I wish."

 Boomer catches sight of us, and rushes up.

 "Starbuck!" He notices where Starbuck's attention isriveted and pulls at him, saying: "Later." He glances
around the chamber. "Where's Thane?"

 "I don't know," Starbuck says. "Maybe he gotseparated in the passageway."

 I decide not to let the two of them in on what I saw in the corridor. Thane deserves his chance, even if
he is animbecile for making his play now..

 "What do you say, Croft?" Boomer says suddenly. "Ithink Thane's been looking for the chance to make
a break."

 "Nobody's ever sure what Thane's looking for," I say noncommittally.

 "We'd better go look for him," Starbuck says.

 "No," says one of the Tennas. The first one, I think."Letus do it. We've got a better chance to find him.
Asyou can see"—she gestures toward the other Tenna—"inour small world, strangers are rather easy to



single out."

 She herds the team into the children's chamber, thencloses the door behind us. The kids are chattering,
askingBoxey a lot of questions, giving the daggit a goodrubdown. I find a comfortable spot against the
thick fur on one wall. This is terrific! Apollo's off on his littleescapade to catechize the father-creator, and
we're allstuck in the nursery. Maybe I can do the mountain on arocking horse.

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 The entranceway to Ravashol's domed dwelling wasdecorated with scrollwork that, Apollo assumed,
musthave something to do with the religious hold he had on theclone population. Ser 5-9 and Apollo
entered Ravashol'squarters through a small, cramped, obviously secretpassage, and emerged behind a
pile of equipment cases.

 Ravashol's living space was, Apollo noted, in definite contrast to the primitive look of the rest of the
village. A libraryful of books lined the high walls, and far off in acorner was an area crammed with
research equipment,both electronic and chemical.

 Ravashol himself sat at an enormous flat worktable. A single light shone down from a source high in the
ceiling.Apollo wondered if the effect was calculated to add areligious aura to the image of the
father-creator busy atwork. Added to the bright light was an eerie glow whichseemed to emanate by
itself from walls not containingbooks or scientific equipment. It was easy to see why theclones held their
creator in such awe. Clearly, Ravasholwanted it that way.

 At first Ravashol didn't notice his two visitors. As hescribbled busily on a piece of paper, his small eyes
squinted and his doll-like hands pulled at his thin beard.His hair was graying and brushed back from his
forehead. One deviation from his religious appearance was hisclothing, which appeared old, dusty, and
ruffled.

 He suddenly became aware of his intruders and lookedup, alarmed. His hands went to his papers as if
they weremore worth protecting than himself. As Ravasholreached for a warning button, Apollo noted
that the littleman's spine appeared to be subtly deformed, a slight twistthat turned his torso a few degrees
sideways from the lower portion of his body.

 Ser 5-9 ran forward, pleading in a voice that soundedmuch like a supplicant's in prayer:

 "Please, father-creator, don't call for help."

 Ravashol drew back his hand, a bit calmed byrecognizing one of his clone creations. He took a slow
walk around the large worktable until he was standingbefore Ser 5-9. Ravashol was about half the height
of theclone.

 "You are not permitted here," Ravashol said. "Onlyplanners. And workers arenever allowed to use the
secret passage."

 "Father-creator, we are in need of your help."

 "You are one of the Five series."

 Ravashol seemed uncertain.



 "Yes," Ser 5-9 said proudly. "Series five, Culturenine."

 So that's where they derive their names,Apollothought,words and numbers, that's their identity.

 "But you..." Ravashol said to Apollo. His voice hadbecome fearful. "You are not one of mine. You... you
arehuman!"

 "Flight Captain Apollo, from BattlestarGalactica"

 Shocked, Ravashol backed away from Apollo as if he were tainted by something—disease or unbelief
or thequality of being human.

 "TheGalactica is a vessel of war!" Ravashol yelled."We came here, my colleagues and I, to escape war.
I amopposed to war, to violence of any kind."

 "You have a strange way of showing it!"

 Ravashol seemed genuinely surprised by Apollo's angry declaration.

 "What do you mean?" he asked.

 "What do I mean? So you're opposed to war. Well, what do you call that monstrosity on the top of that
mountain? A weapon of peace?"

 Ravashol seemed confused, embarrassed. He wascaught in a trap and he knew it, but he still was
looking fora way to pull himself out, even if it meant cutting off alimb.

 "It...it...is an energy lens system. Designed totransmit intelligence across galaxies."

 "Yourenergy lens system has fried two of my fightersand is holding the colonial fleet at bay until Cylon
battlestars can reach and destroy it."

 Ravashol's eyes looked frantically around the room, atApollo, at Ser 5 -9, at the shelves of books, at the
scientificequipment.

 "Impossible!" he said. "My system is maintained bySeries Five Theta life forms!"

 The shiftiness of the father-creator's eyes led Apollo tosuspect that the man was lying, trumping up quick
excuses to justify himself before his intruder. Ser 5-9,towering over his creator, took a step forward and
said to Ravashol:

 "With all reverence, father-creator, the workers among the Series Five Theta life forms are whipped if
they comenear the pulsaric weapon, except at times when you arepresent."

 Ravashol looked at Ser 5-9 as any god would at asubject who had rebelled, who was in danger of
fallingfrom grace.

 "You are wrong!" Ravashol said sternly. "I... I makeadjustments. Repairs. I transmit, and my helpers are
Series Five."



 "Maybe so," Apollo said, "but right now your precious pulsar gun, or whatever euphemism you want to
call it, ismanned by Cylons!And as a weapon of war!"

 Ravashol began to pace.

 "But that's..." he said. "I mean, it's... there's no..."

 He took a deep breath and addressed Apollo: "Don't yousee? That's only a temporary misuse of its true
function. Atemporary abuse of—

 "So youdo know how it's being used," Apollo said.

 Ravashol could no longer hold in his anger.

 "I have no control over the use of my creations! I'mlucky I wasn't eliminated, that I still have the chance
tocreate. Ultimately, my inventions will be used properly, for peaceful—"

 "Ultimately?!"Apollo shouted. "How long can youwait to get around to your precious peacetime uses of
it?"

 "I've no control, I said, no responsibility."

 "Then who does?"

 Apollo's voice was quiet but intense. Ravashol startedto speak again, but before he could get a word
out, therewas a thunderous pounding knock on the laboratorydoor.

 "Cylons!" Ravashol said, checking a monitor beside the large heavy door. Springing quickly into combat
position, Apollo and Ser 5-9 drew their lasers. Ravashol, clearly frightened by the appearance of the
weapons andthe men holding them, hesitated a moment, then said:

 "Shooting now will just bring more Cylons. Hidebehind the research stacks." He guided Ser 5-9 toward
thestacks, telling him: "In the equipment cases... hide underthe panels."

 With Apollo safely behind the research-library tapecases, his body surrounded by cases and one over
hishead, Ser 5-9 chose to hide in an alcove near thebookshelves. Another knock resounded throughout
theroom.Knocking before charging in isn't the usual Cylon style, Apollo thought. The third Cylon
knock had a senseof urgency about it. Still, Ravashol waited a couple ofbeats before responding in an
annoyed businesslike voicethat displayed no trace of tension:

 "Enter!"

 He pressed a button releasing the door lock. A Cylonfoot patrol entered.

 "Why did you keep us waiting?" its leader asked.

 "Did I keep you waiting? I didn't notice. My work mustoccupy all my concentration. Would you prefer I
ruin myexperiments? These are delicate compounds."

 "Search," the Cylon leader ordered his soldiers.



 "The garrison commander will hear that you haveinterfered with my valuable time," Ravashol grumbled.

 "We have orders to search."

 The troops overturned a couple of packing casessituated very near Apollo's place of concealment.
Apollotensed his body, ready to jump out at the enemy ifdiscovered. Another Cylon awkwardly brushed
against abookshelf, sent a few volumes tumbling to the floor.

 "This is intolerable," Ravashol said.

 "Our orders are to—" the leader said.

 "We'll see about that." Ravashol activated a telecombeside his worktable. "This is Dr. Ravashol. I wish
tospeak to the command centurion."

 The image of First Centurion Vulpa appeared on­screen.

 "Dr. Ravashol," Vulpa said in a voice that soundedrespectful and almost friendly.

 "Why is my work being disrupted?" Ravasholcomplained. "There is a patrol here in my laboratory. Inmy
laboratory. And they're—

 "We are searching for human invaders," Vulpa saidpolitely.

 "Humans? Here in the village? Are you sure?"

 "We have one of their pilots as prisoner already. Weare looking for others."

 "I know nothing about humans. My experiment iswaiting, so please order your centurions to leave and
letme continue my work. I need to—

 "First Centurion Vulpa!" the patrol leader interrupted.

 "Yes, centurion?"

 "We have found a subhuman, a worker clone, hidinghere."

 At a gesture from their leader, a pair of Cylons broughtSer 5-9 forward.

 "Wait," Ravashol said. "He's helping me."

 "Only planners are permitted to visit you," Vulpa saidcoldly.

 "He is here because I needed a strong back to movesome equipment immediately."

 "Nevertheless, Dr. Ravashol, the use of a worker cloneby you without my express authority is a violation
of ouragree..." Vulpa stopped talking, as his attention wasdiverted by a command-room centurion.

 "We have captured another human—in the corridorsof the village," the warrior announced.

 Vulpa returned his attention to Ravashol.



 "You see, doctor? I can't allow any divergence fromnormal procedure, not now. Centurion?"

 "Yes, Commander Vulpa?" said the patrol leader.

 "Leave Dr. Ravashol to his research."

 "Should we let the worker clone remain here, sir?"

 Vulpa thought for a moment.

 "No. I can't allow such laxity. Punish the worker

 clone."

 The screen went abruptly dark as Ravashol protested:

 "But he is here on my orders. You can't—

 Before the Cylons dragged him out, Ser 5-9 said in a calm, reverent voice:

 "Please, father-creator, I am satisfied to be punished.It is correct. I should have obtained the necessary
clearance before coming here."

 "But—" Ravashol said. The door closed behind theCylons and Ser 5-9.

 "Did you see who they hold prisoner?" Apollo said,climbing over the wall of cases. "I think one of our
cadets—"

 "No," Ravashol said, his voice collapsing in agony."No." The doctor's eyes, when he looked at Apollo,
weredeeply pained. "Why couldn't you have left us alone? Ifyou and your battlestar had not intruded
upon thisquadrant, all would be peaceful."

 "You harp on the word 'peaceful' as if it has somemagical qualities. Peace isn't brought about by magic,
oreven magical thinking. We didn't have a choice aboutcoming into this quadrant, Dr. Ravashol.
Father-creator!The Cylons forced us here. They are out to exterminateevery human in the universe." He
searched for anyremnants of mercy toward his fellow humanity that mightremain in the scientist's eyes.
"Eventually, doctor, evenyou will go."

 Ravashol seemed surprised by that idea.

 "They let me live! They could have killed me, but theylet me live."

 "And undoubtedly they'll preserve your life evenlonger, so long as you keep producing your little peace
weapons for them!"

 "Captain, I cannot abide—you mustn't—they are..."He paused, and when he spoke again, it was in a
near-whisper. "Understand my work. All you want to do isdestroy what I have created."

 "Sir, with all due respect, I have to say that something'sgone haywire in your mind. Your creation
deservesdestruction. It's an instrument of destruction."



 "But it's capable of carrying communication units all the way across—

 "And maybe it will still be later, when the theory isrefined, when the machine can no longer be adjusted
for use as a weapon. Please, sir, we must act, and soon. Ourpeople are being captured, yours are being
punished for—"Ravashol waved a hand for Apollo to stop."Before you came," he muttered, "everything
was in its proper place. Planners to think. Workers to work."

 "I've got a couple pieces of news for you, doctor. The order you revere is that of the Cylons, an order
based onthe extermination of all species that do not conform totheir specifications. Secondly, your
planners are suchevolved thinkers they can no longer allow themselves tocome to decisions. And your
workers are thinking... and breeding."

 "Impossible."

 "Their children are hidden in the village."Ravashol, stunned, started to pace again. "Children!" he
muttered over and over."If you won't help me to save the lives on theGalacticaand the ships of the fleet,
if our participation in a war notof our own making so repels you, then do it for the Thetas.In a sense, they
are all your children."

 As soon as he'd said it, Apollo felt embarrassed atusing such a cheap sentimental tactic. But, sentimental
ornot, it reached the doctor with the twisted body.

 "I...I used some cells from the members of our teams,the ones who were later slaughtered by the
Cylons, usedtheir cells in my first experiments. I altered the structureof the cells, yes, to try to develop a
more perfect style ofhuman being. None of my experiments really worked, Ithought. The clones'
appearance was right, but they'venever seemed quite human. I never saw them as quitehuman. I adopted
the Cylon line to comfort my own failure, saw my creations as subhuman. I was wrong. Iignored the
occasional flash in their eyes, the infrequentmove of a hand, that reminded me of my dead colleagues.
You're right, Captain, in a way they are my children. And,more than that, theyare human."

 Moving faster than his body seemed capable of,Ravashol hastened to his worktable. He began to press
buttons furiously on a small console beside it. On itsscreen, complex and intricate diagrams began
forming.Ravashol explained that the picture depicted in blueprintstyle the installation atop Mount Hekla.

 "There are two chambers on the mountain itself, onehousing the pulsaric laser unit, the other a small
garrisonmaintained there to guard and operate it. On the otherside is a small airfield big enough for one
ship. The shipoccasionally brings up supplies that cannot be trans­ported by the single elevator the
Cylons have constructedinside the mountain."

 "The elevator? Could we get to it, use it to get our teamup to the cannon?"

 Ravashol thought for a moment.

 "I would recommend against that plan. Too risky. Theelevator, besides being rather small, is heavily
guarded.Even if you could get your team crowded into it, your presence would have been detected
before you finishedthe long trip to the top. The Cylons would be picking offyour people one by one as
they got off the elevator."

 "There may be some way we can use it. Go on. Whatabout the supply ship? Can it be hijacked?"



 Ravashol gave this idea as careful consideration as he'd given the earlier one.

 "No. You could hijack it, yes, at the airfield below, butthe landing strip is so narrow the ship has to be
guided infrom a control tower in the garrison. It's doubtful you could surprise the Cylons, and surprise is
essential tomake your plan work."

 "You're right, doctor. Tell me more about theinstallation."

 "What you really need to know is how to destroy it. Doyou have solenite?"

 "Yes."

 "Then you can destroy it. Solenite's your best chance."

 Apollo let out a sigh of relief as he realized thatRavashol was, after all, going to help them plan the actual
destruction of the weapon.

 "For total destruction of the pulsaric laser unit Isuggest the jamming or reversing of the main pump. That
can be accomplished by disintegrating the double turborefractor. Here, on this diagram, that's the point
you mustreach, and you must allow yourself enough time to implant the solenite. It's not easy, but it can
be done. Without the use of the internal elevator or a ship, you'llhave to scale the mountain."

 "We have the personnel for such an ascent."

 "Skilled?"

 "As skilled as we could pull off a prison barge."

 Ravashol frowned but continued with his briefing ofthe youngGalactica captain.

  

 Starbuck kept an eye on Croft, Leda, and Wolfe. Atthe same time, he had the strange sense that each of
themwas keeping an eye on him, even though there was little actual eye contact achieved. Wolfe,
especially, seemedagitated. Boomer eased next to Starbuck and whispered:

 "Still think they might take off?"

 "Don't know. Right now they're caged. They've beencaged for a long time. This might get to them.
Looks to melike Wolfe'd like to beat his way through the wall."

 "Things're really switched around."

 "Don't follow you, Boomer "

 "Not sure what I mean, myself. But they've beenimprisoned for a long time, each of them. Been under
thethumb of jailers, and who knows who else. Now we needtheir skills. They've got the upper hand. We
have to relyon them. It's like we're the prisoners now."

 "The strain's getting to you, old buddy. Nobody canturn us into prisoners. Nobody. Get loose. Go play
withthe kids for a while."



 Boomer laughed. Both men watched the children atplay. Boxey seemed to thrive on the attention of the
clonechildren and especially their interest in Muffit and thedaggit's extensive repertoire of tricks.

 Suddenly the door to the secret chamber started toopen. Both Starbuck and Boomer, on alert in case
Cylonswere on the other side of the sliding portal, sprang up. Butwhen the opening was wide enough,
Tenna ran in,exclaiming:

 "The Cylons have captured one of your party."

 "Thane!" Leda said. "The poor-She started running for the entranceway.

 "Where do you think you're going?" Starbuck said,blocking her way.

 "I'm going after him!"

 Starbuck almost let her, then it occurred to him thatLeda might just be using the opportunity to split
awayfrom the main group herself.

 "You're not going anywhere," Starbuck ordered. "Weneed you for the ascent of the mountain. Boomer,
I'll takea look. You're in charge. If I'm not back in tencentons..."

 Boomer's brow furled.

 "I don't know, Starbuck."

 "I do."

 Boxey came running up to Starbuck, Muffit scamper­ing behind him.

 "I'm going, too. Dad told me to keep an eye on you."

 "Oh, Dad told you, did he?"

 The boy nodded yes. Starbuck put on a worried lookand said:

 "Look, Boxey, I'm counting on you as a youngcolonial warrior to keep these children safe. Now, your
father also told you to obey orders. Right?"

 "I guess so."

 "Then snap to it, cadet." Boxey managed the stance ofattention. "And stay clear of those women...
you're onduty. Back in a flash."

 Boxey returned to the clone children as Starbuckfollowed Tenna out of the chamber. In the outer room
Starbuck said to her:

 "Can you take me to where they have Thane?"

 "The Cylons will recognize you."



 "Not if I look like a Theta."

 Going to the wall, Starbuck grabbed one of the workerclone uniforms hanging there, put it on over his
ownclothing, then gestured to Tenna to lead the way.

 After they had gone a few steps, they spied a pair ofCylons walking ahead of them in the corridor. Not
wanting to test his disguise with one of the red-lights,Starbuck cautioned Tenna to stay back. They hid
for amoment in one of the many alcoves along the passageway.The closeness of the attractive tall woman
sent a fewthoughts not related to the mission sailing throughStarbuck's head. He leaned closer to Tenna
and whis­pered:

 "Look, when we get out of here, maybe in some hiddenchamber somewhere, we can find some, you
know,privacy.You know what I mean..."

 "No."

 "But you brought up the subject of privacy your­self..."

 She smiled at him.

 "No. I did not."

 "Sure you did. Back at the—

 "I know what you mean. But whatever was said, it wasnot said by me. Or to me, for that matter."

 "But-

 "You think I am the Tenna who brought you to thechildren's quarters?"

 "Yes, I—"

 "Well, I am not. Wait! The way is clear. Come!"

 As they crept out of the alcove, Starbuck finally got thepoint—this was not the Tenna who'd proposed
theprovocative ideas of warmth and privacy. This was the other Tenna, the one they'd seen in the—or
maybe it wasstill a third Tenna, or even—no, he didn't want to thinkabout it now. It was too confusing to
sort out. It made nodifference how many Ser 5-9's there were—but thenumber of Tennas was a subject
worthy of further research. Studying the tantalizing shape of the oneguiding him now, he realized it might
just be fun sorting all of them out later.

  

 Vulpa maintained a steady monitoring of the centermall area. After it had been cleared of the clone
populacewho generally milled about there, the execution platformwas raised. The worker clones, now
suddenly aware whatwas to take place, began discussing it actively amongthemselves. They seemed
excited. Good, Vulpa thought.The execution would be a lesson for them. It should prodthem into
revealing the whereabouts of any other humanswho might be concealed in the clone village. In time these
human insects engaged on their tiny futile mission wouldbe flushed out and killed, and Vulpa could stop
feeling thevague itch inside his metallic uniform.



 He glanced at another screen which displayed theentire underground chamber. Gloomy snow torches set
inthe walls projected the main light, together withreflections from the ghostly stalactites that hung from the
high ceiling.

 A centurion entered the command post, informingVulpa that the execution ceremony would be initiated
athis order. Vulpa waved a hand, so ordering. He turnedback to the monitoring screen, where in a
moment he sawa troop of his warriors lead the bound-and-tied prisonerto the execution platform. Along
the way, they pushedclones aside. The clones, cowering, gave the Cylons a widepath. The prisoner was
marched up a set of steps, wherean executioner stood by.

 Vulpa beckoned to an aide to bring the other prisoner,Cree, to him. When Cree had been dragged
forward,Vulpa pointed him toward the monitor, ordered that aclose-up view of the new prisoner be
placed on the mainscreen. He watched Cree for a reaction.

 "Do you know him?" Vulpa asked.

 Cree could barely keep his eyes opened, but hemanaged to focus on the screen.

 "No, I've never seen him before."

 "You are certain."

 "Certain."

 "For the last time, how many vipers are still operation­al?"

 "My name is Cree, my rank cadet, my numbers are—

 "Quiet. Centurion! Remove him from my presence."

 The centurion dragged Cree back to his corner of thecommand-post room. The cadet immediately
slippedback to unconsciousness.

 Onscreen the new prisoner was being given his finalinterrogation. He had been instructed by the Cylon
officer in charge that he could save his life by answeringquestions in open forum—but of course, Vulpa
thought, he would be executed no matter what information heprovided. It was essential that the clones be
given anobject lesson in order to keep them contained at their subhuman level of subservience.

 Vulpa studied the prisoner as he gave laconic responsesto the Cylon officer's questioning. It seemed odd
that theman had chosen to disguise himself as a clone. He was much, much too thin. His pale, gaunt face
simply lookednothing like the healthy facial type that Ravashol hadchosen for the male worker clones.
Nor did he look at allsubhuman. He did not look very human, either. Therewas something extrahuman in
his blank eyes and nearlywhite hair.

 "What is your purpose here?" the interrogator asked.

 "Just visiting," the prisoner said in an eerily quietvoice.

 The interrogator, who had been instructed not to react to the prisoner no matter what he might say,
continued tohis next question:



 "How many of you are there?"

 "I travel alone. I've always been a little... antisocial."

 "You're from theGalactica, are you not?"

 "Never heard of it."

 All of the prisoner's answers were unemotional. Theman must expect that he was going to die—why did
he notshow some fear?

 "How many combat ships in the fleet?"

 "Tough question. There are so many!"

 "How many?"

 The prisoner stared up at the interrogator. He leanedhis chest forward, glanced down at a pocket of his
jacket.

 "In my inner pocket. You'll find a tape coder. Theinformation you want is recorded in it."

 The prisoner was going to cooperate? Vulpa thought.That was a surprise. The interrogator opened the
prisoner's jacket and reached in. He removed from insidea small electronic pack.

 "Just press that button," the prisoner said, his eyes stillemotionless. The Cylon's gloved hand reached for
thebutton the prisoner indicated. Vulpa realized too latewhat the box might be, and he dived at the
monitor screen as if he could somehow reach in and snatch the box awayfrom the interrogator.

  

 Entering the mall, Starbuck was surprised at the crowds assembled there. In the center of the large
chamber, on a raised platform, Thane knelt in chains,several Cylons standing around him. Starbuck felt
anurge to push through the crowd, sweep Thane off the platform, and escape with him. But, no, that
wouldn'twork. If only Boomer were here to help, then the two of them might pull it off, but there was too
much Cylonfirepower between him and Thane. A Cylon questionedthe prisoner. Starbuck had never
heard of Cylonsconducting public interrogations, but perhaps there was astrategic reason for it—you
never knew with Cylons.

 His Tenna pulled at his arm and pointed toward their left, where Ser 5-9 and the other Tenna, the first
Tenna, stood away from the back fringe of the crowd. Starbuckpulled the fur hood more tightly around
his face andfollowed his Tenna to them.

 "Starbuck!" Ser 5-9 whispered, obviously surprised.

 The hunter didn't look too good, Starbuck thought.

 "You all right?" he asked.

 Ser 5-9 started to claim he was in the best of health, butthe first Tenna interrupted:



 "He was captured by the Cylon beasts. They used their laser whip on him. I rubbed healing salve on his
back, butit's badly—"

 "Forget that, Tenna," Ser 5-9 said. "We've got to goback and get Captain Apollo."

 "Apollo?" said Starbuck, bewildered. "Where is he?"

 "He stayed with Ravashol. I left him in hiding."

 "Can Ravashol be trusted?"

 "He saved Ser 5-9 from the Cylons," Tenna said.

 The two Tennas were now standing together. Becausehe had not been watching them, Starbuck couldn't
tellwhich one had just spoken to him. Both their faces sharedthe same concern.

 "Saved?" Starbuck said, looking back at Ser 5-9 "Looks more to me like they caught you."

 "They took me into custody, but they would havekilled me if the father-creator had not interceded. He
liedto save my life. In the long run, I prefer getting whipped togetting killed."

 "All right. We'll have to get the team back together,listen to whatever Apollo brings back. What should
we doabout Thane?"

 "Nothing we can do. They'll execute him."

 "Execute him? Maybe we can get the team back here,save him from—"

 "There's no time.'*

 Starbuck looked toward the platform. Thane wasgesturing with his head down toward his jacket. The
Cylon took a box out of Thane's clothes. A smallelectronic packet.Where've I seen that before?
Starbuckthought. Then he remembered where, and he shouted tothe Tennas and Ser 5-9:

 "We've got to get out of here."

 Thane's soft voice filled the cavernous chamber as thecrowd fell silent:

 "Just press that button."

 Leading the three clones into a corridor, Starbuck yelled back at them:

 "It's a hand mine! Get down!"

 The shock waves from the explosion made the groundbeneath Starbuck's body rumble. The rumbling
wasaccompanied by screams and the sound of falling rocks inthe main chamber.

 The sound of the explosion faded. Starbuck rolledover and looked back. The execution area was a
shambles, rocks and debris nearly enveloping it. Somesmoke still clung to the ground and the walls, but
Cylonsand clones could be seen stirring and moving about,perhaps searching out the dead.



 "What happened?" asked one of the Tennas. Starbuckhad no idea which one.

 "God," he mumbled, not ready yet to answer aquestion straight. "Thane. I didn't think he had the—no, I
should have known, those eyes, those—I took him for acoward, Tenna. I thought the cold look was all a
fake tohide what a misfit he actually—"

 "Starbuck," Tenna interrupted. "What did he do?"

 "He carries packs. Chemicals, explosives. That boxwas a hand mine. I guess he decided to take some
Cylonswith him. And, unfortunately, some of your people. I'm sorry."

 "He was your friend?"

 "Friend? He could have been. Maybe. Maybe weweren't so different. Ah, this ain't my style of thinking.
We better get back."

 "That way," the voice of Tenna said, but it was not theTenna he was looking at. He turned and saw the
other onepointing at a nearby corridor.

 FROM THE ADAMA JOURNALS:

 I keep thinking aboutSharky Star-rover. Last night Idreamt I had a copy of the book in my hands, but
when I opened it, the print was blurred and I couldn't make out asingle word, no matter how close I held
the volume to myface.

 There was this one scene in the book, set on a lushly landscaped planet. Sharky, having fallen exhausted
frombeing chased by some fierce hirsute denizens of the land,looked up at a beautiful tree that seemed to
lunge towardthe sky from his prone vantage point. It had, I seem torecall, a jagged irregular bark that, in
the planet's gloomydarkness, glowed luminescently in abstract bloblikepatterns. One particular blob
reminded him of Jameson,who'd been captured by the natives. The last sight Sharkyhad had of Jameson,
it had looked to him like the captorswere considering boiling him for their evening meal. (I can't
remember whether Jameson was rescued by Sharkyor fate—for some mysterious reason the really
excitingadventures seem to have slipped my memory. I don't eventhink Jameson was edible.) Anyway,
Sharky—saddened by thinking of Jameson—starts to consider this oddlybarked tree in more detail. Far
above him, on snakelikebranches, its leaves were ugly, furry, and dripping with anoily liquid, drops of
which fell like miniature deadly bombs around Sharky. He did nothing to try to avoid thedrops, but none
of them hit him and he thought they evencurved in their downward flight as if to miss himintentionally.

 He stared at the tree for a long time. He had never seenone like it. His mind contemplated all the trees,
all thelandscapes, all the natural phenomena he had seen on histravels. Before, it had all impressed him,
reminded him ofthe vast scope of the universe. Now, he wondered if that impression was an illusion. The
universe was not so darngosh-awful big, he thought, we are just too small toappreciate its finitude. This
tree might be the only one of its kind on this planet, it might be found nowhere else inthe universe, but it
was just a tree. Other planets had trees,some did not. He knew that, of kinds of trees, there was only a
finite number existing in the universe. Whateverthe number was, it was not often increased by one more.
That thought made Sharky think of how small theuniverse was. Perhaps, he thought, people had always
been wrong in contemplating their insignificance in theuniverse. They, too, represented merely a finite
number ina finite universe. Insignificance was not the point, that was only investing the number with an
unnecessary emotional aspect. If trees contemplated the varieties ofhuman being, or even the varieties of
sentient creatures inthe universe, they could come to their own similar conclusions about the significance



or insignificance of trees. Then he began to laugh. (I remember the scene ofhis laughter very vividly.)
Significance or insignificance,finity or infinity, the tree was extremely beautiful at thatmoment. For him.
Nobody else would ever experience this moment, he thought, no matter who rushed in andsprawled
beneath this tree.

 As I search the universe for a place to escape to, I oftenconsider Sharky's momentary dilemma. Are our
possibil­ities for escape so finite that we'll eventually have to climbinto the nets of a Cylon trap? Or
should we continue toconsider them infinite, or at least as a high number—say,the number of kinds of
trees in the universe—in order toinvest those possibilities with hope?

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 "I have reports now that your puny mission on the surfaceof the ice planet Tairac is failing," Imperious
Leader saidto the Starbuck, who seemed to be half-sitting and half-lying on his simulated chair.

 "That right? You capture everybody?"

 "Well, not everybody yet, but soon."

 "How about me, am I on the mission? You captureme?"

 "I do not know of your presence on the mission."

 "I probably am. I manage to get myself in trouble inspite of myself. If you haven't captured me, the
missionisn't failing."

 "Do you think you make a significant difference?"

 "Any one of us makes a significant difference as long aswe're alive. But I've always got a little edge.
Luck, we callit. You guys don't know how to utilize luck."

 "If it is not a tangible factor, we will not apply it to ourstrategy."

 "Your mistake. It's tangible but you'll never see it."

 Imperious Leader chose not to pursue that line of thought.

 "One of your people is to be executed, another will beeventually."

 "Oh? What're their names?"

 "Thane and Cree."

 "I don't know them."

 "But they are a part of the information we—

 "Recall that, when I was programmed, it was based onthe most recent information. This reproduction of
medoesn't know of Thane or Cree yet, because they were not part of your latest information from
captured prisoners.Your data banks can't get milk from a daggit, after all."



 Imperious Leader wondered if the simulator, perhapsforced into overload in maintaining the Starbuck
figure,was now itself actually talking back to him.

  

 First Centurion Vulpa hoped that news of theexplosion had not somehow reached Imperious Leader. It
had seemed uncanny to him how Imperious Leadersometimes knew what had happened even though no
onehad transmitted him information concerning the subject.Perhaps, Vulpa thought, that also was a
function of thethird brain that he so desired. The prisoner's suicide madeno sense to him, and frightened
him a bit. He could counter human acts that conformed with the knowledge Cylons had of the species,
but an act like the prisoner's,suicidal sabotage, was beyond his ken. Vulpa also did not want Imperious
Leader to know the extent of casualties,the depletion of his already understaffed garrison.

 "Stand by for a message from the High Command,"the communications officer announced.

 Vulpa turned to his telecom screen. All the otherCylons stood in a rigid silence. As the contact was
made,the image on the screen was first a scramble of dots andlines, and then it slowly resolved into the
awesome many-eyed face of Imperious Leader. The face was not clear,because the Leader sat in
shadow.

 "First Centurion Vulpa!" Imperious Leader barked.

 "By your command," Vulpa answered, according tothe honored ritual.

 "The time for our final attack is nearing. Our baseships are approaching theGalactica and its fleet. The
major assault on them is imminent. They will be in full range of the pulsar cannon soon. What is the status
of theinstallation on Mount Hekla?"

 "Fully operative."

 "Good. Initiate random firing. Sweep the entirecorridor. You may be able to catch theGalactica when it
first enters your sector. Begin at once."

 "By your command."

 "I expect no less than the annihilation of that battlestarand the entire fleet. The way will then be clear for
yourreturn to the executive-officer staff on the command-baseship, Vulpa."

 "Yes, sir."

 As Imperious Leader's image disintegrated into anarray of swarming and swimming bits, Vulpa
consideredthe meaning of the Leader's last statement. With thesuccess of the operation Vulpa's days of
exile on thisdreadful ice planet were nearly over. He swung around inhis command chair and ordered the
officers still standingat attention:

 "Transmit those orders to Summit Station. Programfor automatic fire. Random sweeps covering the
corridor. Tell the gunnery squad I will be joining them to guide theentire operation. I will take the supply
ship up to thestation. Alert the control tower there to prepare for my arrival."

 "What about the human invasion force?" an officerasked.



 "I doubt they're much danger anymore. But double theguard at all strategic points, at the garrison here
and the command post, and send a whole platoon to guard theelevator accessway, should they get
foolish and think theycan use it."

 Vulpa noticed Cree still lying unconscious in hiscorner.

 "We have no further need of that one. Take him to acold cell. I will examine his cortex later. Is the
supply ship ready?"

 "Yes, First Centurion."

 Vulpa swaggered out of the room. Two of theremaining Cylons picked up Cree, his body still limp, and
dragged him out of the command-post headquarters.

 CHAPTER NINETEEN

 Croft:

 Apollo's only just had time to catch his breath, whenthe door behind him begins sliding open. He spins
aroundwith his laser drawn. The smiling face of Starbuck peeksin through the opening, saying:

 "Is that any way to greet a fellow warrior?"

 Apollo looks disgusted at Starbuck, says:

 "I thought I left you in charge."

 "I made a command decision to reconnoiter."

 Starbuck edges into the room. He's wearing a cloneworker outfit, and it's filthy with dust. Apollo
reaches outand touches the fur, then examines the dirt that comes off on his fingers. Ser 5-9 and a couple
of the Tennas followStarbuck into the room, looking quite downcast.

 "What happened?" Apollo asks.

 "Didn't you hear?"

 "I thought I heard something when I was rushing backhere through the corridors, but—"

 "It was a big explosion. Thane's work. He's dead."

 I glance at Wolfe and Leda. None of us speak. The oldcode: never show emotion when you hear one of
yourkind's been killed. Apollo studies all our faces forreactions to Starbuck's news. I'm glad we don't
show him anything. We all learned long ago you get no prizes for compassion.

 Starbuck tells about the explosion. I have to say I'mimpressed. I always knew Thane had no regard for
human life, but I always thought he had some regard for his own.Still, he's dead by his own choice, and
that's the kind ofcontrol he always demanded.

 "One thing sure," Starbuck finishes, "he didn't betrayus on the mission."



 The mission. I almost forgot that part of it. I countedon Thane to help me lay the solenite. He knew more
aboutthe stuff than I do. Without him, that puts us all a coupleof steps closer to our own deaths. In the
mission plan Leda's backup to Thane in helping me with placing thedemolitions. That should be cozy.
Well, she may kill mewhile we're working together, but she does knowsomething about laying down the
solenite.

 "We've got a problem," Apollo declares.

 "Tell me something I—" Starbuck starts, but gets amean look from Apollo and stops. "Yes, sir. A
problem."

 "Ravashol says our best chance is a—

 "The father-creator helped you!" Ser 5-9 blurts out, astonished and pleased.

 "Yes. We've worked out a simultaneous-attackstrategy. It's our best chance."

 Using maps supplied by Ravashol, Apollo explains thelayout at the top of Mount Hekla and at the
foothillsgarrison. Then he gets down to brass tacks:

 "There're three phases to the assault and they must becoordinated precisely. Croft, Wolfe, Leda, and
myselfwill make the ascent up Hekla. After we reach the top, Croft and Leda will take care of planting
the explosives. At the same time, Wolfe and I'll take on the small guardstationed there, and keep them
out of the way of Croftand Leda,then—"

 "You're taking Wolfe in with you, Captain?" Starbuckasks.

 "That's right."

 All of us look toward Wolfe. He looks as mean andsurly and insubordinate as ever. I were Apollo, I
wouldn'ttake him anywhere.

 Starbuck doesn't know where to turn.

 "But, Captain, respectfully, I think Wolfe should beassigned to another part of the assault. I'll go with
you upthe mountain."

 "No, Starbuck, you're in charge of attacking the main garrison, so they can't respond to any calls and
interruptour little task on Hekla."

 "But, Captain—

 "No more buts. Wolfe has extensive climbingexperience, you don't. And don't hand me any of thatbilge
about you and Boomer being stationed on some iceplanet somewhere. You and I both know how that
littledetail found its way into your records. This mission is tooimportant for me to have to be crawling
down crevasses toget you out. Your job will be to strike the garrison—with the help of Ser 5-9 and a
contingent of his best fighters. You have to render any Cylon rescue teams inoperable,especially keep
them from launching an attack on us fromthe airfield. Then, you have to get to the underground complex
below the garrison, and get through the tunnelthere and encounter the Cylon troops guarding theelevator.
It's located at this point on the map. Our bestescape route from the emplacement is down that elevator.If



we try to go down the mountain, we'll more than likely be killed by the explosion or buried in its debris. I
don'twant any Cylons waiting for us by the elevator when weget down there. Okay, Starbuck?"

 "We won't let you down."

 "I'm counting on your success. The survival of the restof us depends on your gaining control of that
elevator."

 Starbuck nods, but his face still shows concern. Can't say as I blame him. I don't even know if I could
controlWolfe on a run-in like that. Apollo better keep all ten eyeson Wolfe.

 Ser 5-9 steps forward and speaks in his formal voice:

 "Captain. I can delegate someone to join the attacksquad on the main garrison, and lead those troops of
ourpeople. My real usefulness to you is on the mountain.Tenna"—he points to the nearest Tenna—"and I
have considerable experience on that mountain. We can helpyou cut your time in half."

 "No, Ser 5-9,I don't want to risk you on the mountain.Your people'll need your leadership and—

 "Captain Apollo," I interrupt, "wedo need someone of Ser 5-9's abilities on Hekla. Remember, we've
never seenit, never had a chance to scout the terrain up close. It's likehe said. He may know the trails, the
chimneys, the easyslopes—he can save us a lot of time."

 Apollo lets all this bounce around inside his head for amoment, then nods in agreement.

 "All right," he says. "Let's set our timepieces."

 We all look at the chronometers supplied us by theGalacticaquartermaster. I never could make out how
touse one, but I fake the synchronization anyway, and Ipress my button when Apollo tells us to start
timers. After the synchronization ritual, Apollo gets grim, tightens hismouth, and says:

 "We'll reach the top and start our attack in exactlyeighty-five centons."

 "Captain," I say, "it takes me eighty-five centons just tolace my boots."

 God, the look he gives me is so hard I couldn't drive apiton into it.

 "We must reach the top in eighty-five centons," hesays. "TheGalactica will be moving forward after
that."

 "You say so, Captain," I say, then mutter to Ser 5-9:"You guys don't know any shortcuts, you'll have to
throwus to the top."

 Ser 5-9 smiles. A revelation: clones have a sense ofhumor. I'm glad he's joining us.

 "You're the key down here, Starbuck, you andBoomer," Apollo says. "We can't get down the elevator,
we blow up with the gun. For all our sakes, Starbuck,don't be late!"

 Again Starbuck reacts to a mean look from thecaptain; then he says:

 "No, sir. We'll be there."



 As I test all twelve points of each crampon beforeattaching them to my climbing shoes, I feel the kind of
fear I felt during my preparations for every tough climbI've had to make. It's a good sign.

  

 Ser 5-9 brings us out a cave set in the foothills of the mountain. Surrounded by high boulders and
snowdrifts, we can't be seen from the main Cylon garrison. I turnaround and look up at Hekla. Although
not a highmountain in the usual mountaineering judgment ofheight, it is still awesome, since it rises from a
relative flatland, with no easy smaller mountains or hills to make the approach to it gradual.

 Like the best mountains I've seen, Hekla looksdesigned. Its slopes and angles seem freshly handled by a
master sculptor who'll never grow tired of altering thelook of it. Although this mountain's surfaces do not
change their colors with the seasons and the position of asun in the sky, its dark gray cast is varied with
mysterious,and mysteriously attractive, shadows. The howling winds and the irregular plumes of blowing
snow make Hekla allthe more mysterious and terrifying. As the bitter coldbegins to penetrate the many
layers of my clothing, I feelmore confident about the whole escapade. Well, if notconfident, at least more
buoyant in spirits. Like all experienced cragsmen, I long for the challenge of a mountain such as Hekla.
The pain it will cause, theimminence of sudden death, the possibility of exhaustionand defeat—they're all
part of the challenge. My bodybegins to long for the pain, the exhaustion, the cold.Maybe even the death,
since I'd rather die huddled in theniche of a mountain than spread out in the most luxuriouscell a prison
has to offer.

 Silently we all work on readying the ropes andharnesses. I check out the pitons, carabiners, ice-axes. In
spite of the clinging material of our parka hoods,intruding snow and ice start to form cliffs and overhangs
on the geography of our faces. Breathers might have protected our faces more, but there was no
evidence, oreven likelihood, of di-ethene on the mountain, so I'dargued against them. Breathers could get
too easilyclogged in a mountainside blizzard. I remember long agocoming across a climber just' resting
against a rock,smothered because his breather had iced over.

 The storm noise around is so loud I don't hear Wolfeand Leda approach me. When I glance up, the two
are juststanding there, examining me with looks that suggest they've already decided the answers to
questions theyhaven't gotten around to asking yet.

 Wolfe speaks first:

 "One of the clones told me there's a supply ship at anairfield at the top of the mountain, behind the pulsar
emplacement."

 "Yeah," I say. "Apollo told me about that. He thought we might be able to make our escape in it but,
since hedidn't know whether it would be there or if we couldoperate it, he's put it in our plan only on a
contingencybasis."

 "Well, I can pilot one of those Cylon crates.Remember, I learned for the platinum raid? I say, whenwe
get to the top, we grab the ship."

 "And go where? How long do you think it will bebefore theGalactica hunts us down?"

 "TheGalactica is thehunted. Adama's not going to waste a squadron trying to track down three
escapedconvicts."



 "He knows that," Leda says contemptuously. "Youalso know that, if we bug out on the mission, the
chancesare theGalacticcfs not going to be in any shape to hunt usdown."

 "We can't let them die, we can't—

 "Since when are your loyalties with your jailers?" Ledasays. "TheGalactica and the whole fleet are
finished."

 "They will be if we don't knock that weapon out."

 Leda steps back, looks at me as if I'm a painting thatshe doesn't want to buy because its surface layer is
cracking apart.

 "That's right," she says, "they'll all be destroyed. And we'll befree. Don't give me any of that bilge about
howthis planet's too hostile an environment—anything'sbetter so long as you're free. We'll find another
planet.Starlos isn't all that far. We can pick up food, water, fuel.Go anywhere. C'mon, Croft, are you
with us?"

 All I can think is she really wants me to come withthem. Maybe we can get together again. Maybe it'll be
likethe old days—the cheerfulness, the joking around, thelove. Looking into her gelid eyes, it's hard to
see anypossibility of cheer, love, or jokes reviving there, but there's always a chance.

 "Are you going to turn your back on freedom, Croft?Again?"

 Her words go through me more fiercely than thepiercing winds of the mountain. She's blaming me for my
failure, my ineptitude during our confrontation withAdama's warriors right before our capture. I had had
their pursuing ship in my sights and had not been able tofire.

 "I couldn't shoot down colonial warriors," I say toLeda now. It was what I'd said to her then, too.

 "I know," she says, hate in her voice. "The code. Thebloodline. And for your compassion they chained
youlike an animal. Now's your chance.Our chance. One lasttime, my husband."

 What can I say to her? She knows if I don't respond tothat last plea, I'll never agree to their plan. And
she's right,it is our chance. I thought I'd trade my soul to have Leda back. Now that the opportunity is
here, and my soul isn't even on the line, I am no longer so sure. Or perhaps mysoulis on the line and that's
why I feel so empty.

 Wolfe leans toward me, says:

 "Are you with us?"

 If I say yes, I win Leda back. If I say no, I not only loseher but we'll blow the mission—Leda and
Wolfe'll maketheir move without me, Apollo and I'll wind up dead, andso much for saving the fleet from
the damn laser gun. Ican't say no at all, whether it's truthful or not. With acertain feeling of relief at
postponing the real decision, Iaccede to their plan.

 "I'm with you."

 As I look again up the majestic sculpturesque slopes of the mountain, and consider how futile this
mission seems,I realize that maybe I am telling Leda and Wolfe the truth.



 CHAPTER TWENTY

 "It's about time we moved out," Boomer said. "Wehaven't much time."

 Starbuck, peering at his chronometer, nodded.

 "I'll be ready," he said grimly.

 Boomer frowned.

 "What's on your mind, old buddy? You and Apollo'vebeen about as tight-lipped as—

 "It's Cree," Starbuck said. "The Cylon commandertold Ravashol they had a prisoner."

 "Sure, Thane, but he's dead."

 "No, this was before Thane was caught. Theyalreadyhad a prisoner. It's got to be Cree, couldn't be
anybodyelse."

 "You have any idea where they're holding him?"

 "No. The maps Apollo brought back don't indicateany prisoner-detention areas. But I'm going to find
Creesomehow."

 Boomer sighed.

 "Look, bucko, I know you're upset about losing thosecadets, but get it through your head it wasn't your
fault.There's no reason to turn this job into a lousy crusade justfor—"

 "He's somewhere in the Cylon underground complex,Boom-boom. I'm sure of it."

 "Well, let's keep an eye out for him, then. The both ofus."

 Starbuck smiled at Boomer.

 "Thanks, old buddy."

 "Forget the thanks. Let's get hopping."

 "Right. As soon as I give our rear-force officer his instructions."

 "Our rear—oh, I get you. I'll wait for you by the door."

 Starbuck walked to Boxey and knelt beside him.Muffit tried to squeeze into the embrace the lieutenant
gave the child.

 "Okay, Boxey," Starbuck said, "as a colonial warrior,first class, I'm leaving you in charge of these
children. They need somebody who knows the ropes. You andMuffit have to protect them by keeping
them all together.Don't make a sound, no matter what you hear."



 Boxey frowned.

 "What will I hear?'

 "We're going to be making some noise. Then we'll beback for you. For all of you."

 Starbuck stood up, started for the door.

 "Take care of my father," Boxey said.

 "I'll do that."

 In the corridor outside, they were joined by one of theTennas—which one, Starbuck wasn't sure. He
had seenso many of them now. When he'd dozed offence, he'd hada dream in which hundreds of Tennas
seemed to be approaching him, all with their arms out, inviting him tolove. This Tenna looked afraid.

 "Something's bothering you," Starbuck said to her."What is it?"

 "I don't wish to betray my people."

 "I was right then. Somethingis wrong. Are theybugging out of attacking the garrison?"

 "No. They will help you destroy the Cylon garrison."

 "Then what is it?"

 She paused, seemed to wish she could disappear intoone of the niches along the corridor, then let out
her breath and said:

 "The planners have been at them. Now they want tostop you and your team from destroying the pulsar
weapon."

 Starbuck nearly groaned in agony and despair. He hadsuffered the meddling interferences of bureaucrats
before.They always seemed to come up with some reason forwavering from a goal; perhaps it was their
specialty.

 "How will they stop us?" Starbuck asked Tenna."Apollo and the others will be setting the charges while
we're taking the garrison and the elevator."

 "I'm not sure. I think they plan on using the elevatorthemselves, after you get control, then going up and
talking Apollo out of the destruction of the gun."

 "Then they have a lousy sense of timing. They'll neverbe able to—

 "Maybe, maybe not. All I know is that they'll try tostop you by whatever means they can. Here, they're
waiting in this chamber."

 "Well, let's talk to them."

 Starbuck's voice was grim, determined. The room into which Tenna took him and Boomer was wide



and high.Nevertheless, it seemed packed with planners and worker clones. A worker clone who
identified himself as Ser 7-12stepped forward, his feet planted firmly apart, appearingready to confront
Starbuck. Starbuck asked for the group's attention and said:

 "Before we rush into anything rash, let's understandwhat our objectives are."

 "The Cylon garrison," Ser 7-12 said.

 "That's right. We have to knock it out and gain controlof the elevator area within twenty centons or the
Galacticais lost. We have to rescue our team from blowing up with half the mountain."

 Starbuck took a pause, giving Ser 7-12 a hard stare,challenging the clone leader to reveal his mutinous
attitudes. Ser 7-12 replied in a cautious and quiet voice:

 "We will help you attack the garrison, as we've agreed.Many of us here will be pleased to help you kill
Cylons.

 But the pulsar weapon belongs to us and should bepreserved intact."

 "Keep that gun, and theGalactica will be blown out ofthe sky."

 Behind Ser 7-12, a group of the planners kept awatchful eye on the confrontation. Suddenly they parted
their rank, and another man, an older man, was revealedstanding behind them. The old man's attention
seemedelsewhere. Starbuck wondered if he was some kind of older planner.

 "If the gun is destroyed, so are we," Ser 7-12 said."Once news of our revolt reaches a Cylon outpost or
baseship, they will come here in their fighters to destroy us.Our only hope is in turning the weapon against
them. You of theGalactica and its fleet will have accomplished yourheroics and will be gone. What's left
then to us? We will behere alone. Defenseless. Unless we have the pulsar cannonto repel them."

 A deep faraway rumble seemed to shake the walls ofthe chamber.

 "Can't you hear that?" Starbuck said. "That's the gun.It's firing automatically! A random shot could
destroy theGalactica,even while the position of the ship is unknown.Once theGalactica's position is
discovered, one shot willtake it out. Don't you understand? TheGalactica is the last colonial battlestar. It
has to survive. The fate of anentirerace depends upon it."

 "Perhaps. But we don't know your people. All we doknow is that you are willing to sacrifice us for
yourselves.Why should we care about you, then, if you don't careabout us? You are not our concern..."

 "But, Ser 7-12, they aremine," the older manannounced, limping forward. Ser 7-12 and the others
seemed astonished at the man's interference. "I am amember of that race that is fleeing from Cylon
tyranny."

 "Father-creator," Ser 7-12 said, frightened.So that'swho the old man is,thought Starbuck,the notorious
Dr.Ravashol."Their battle isn't ours, sir. We must protectourselves. We will not be subjugated again. We
are notperfect, but—

 "But you are human," Ravashol said, reaching up toput a small hand on Ser 7-12's massive shoulders.
"Morehuman than I could have imagined." He laughed wryly. "Imust review my notes to see where I went
wrong."



 Ravashol stepped back from the clone leader andaddressed the entire group:

 "Those are your brothers in trouble in space. In an oddmythic sense, they are your genuine ancestors,
the racewhose cells provided the raw materials for the creation ofthe series of what I so confidently
thought were moreperfect versions of a humankind I had hated too long and too bitterly. I see now that
what I may have hated was notmy fellow humans, but myself. And you, all of you, arethe manifestations
of that hatred. Well, I was wrong. Wehave to help them. Allow the pulsaric unit to be destroyed
and"—Ravashol paused as he examined the puzzled facesstaring at him—"and / will protect you." The
clones did not seem quite yet willing to accept that comfortingstatement, in spite of the man it originated
from. "Trust me, my children."

 Starbuck advanced toward Ser 7-12 and said firmly:

 "We're out of time. We go now or not at all."

 Ser 7-12's answer came back just as firmly:

 "We're with you."

 As Ser 7-12 began assembling his troops, gatheringthem into squads and platoons, Boomer whispered
to Starbuck:

 "You give any thought to what we would have done ifthey'd said theywouldn't go?"

 "Don't scare me with logic."

 Starbuck avoided Boomer's next question by going toRavashol and saying softly to the old man:

 "Either that was some fine con or you've got somethingup your sleeve, doctor. How are you going to
protectthem?"

 Ravashol's grimness dropped away like a mask, and hesmiled.

 "I'm not exactly the quivering traitor that you peoplethink. I did not give the Cylons all my creations.
Perhaps Iknew there'd be a time when someone like your CaptainApollo would arrive here and challenge
me out of my self-induced trance, I don't know. Anyway, do not fear. Wewill be safe."

 Starbuck matched Ravashol's smile.

 "Yeah, I got a feeling you will. Some people'd envyyou."

 "Oh? Why is that?"

 "Well, your godlike sway over these creations of yoursis the kind of thing that fulfills some people's
fantasies."

 Ravashol stopped smiling abruptly, narrowed his eyes.

 "Godlike, eh? I suppose you're right. Father-creator and all that inanity. I shouldn't have allowed it. It
wasmerely convenient. More than that, it just froze mycreations into attitudes of mindless duty. Thank



you, Lieutenant."

 "Why thank me?"

 "You've made me realize I may have to do strenuousbattle... with a false god."

 Starbuck felt the need to say something comforting, but couldn't think of anything.Just as well, he
thought.What do you say to comfort a fallen god?

 Ser 7-12 had his troops all organized and moving outof the chamber. With a casual salute Starbuck
backedaway from Ravashol and joined Boomer.

 "We're gonna have to move fast," Boomer said. "I wish I knew how the captain and the others're doing.
We mightjust liberate that elevator and find Cylons coming out atus when the doors open."

 "True. With Croft and that gang of his with Apollo,they—God, I wish I'd talked Apollo into letting me
go."

 "Well, one thing at a time I guess. Let's go."

 Boomer looked back at Ravashol.

 "Funny," he said.

 "You find something amusing in all this?"

 "No. But look at him. He looks so small, so solitary,left behind there."

 "Yeah, but I think he's thinking about five steps aheadof any of us, Boomer."

 "Maybe."

 Turning around, the twoGalactica officers rushed outthe doorway of the meeting chamber.

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 Croft:

 I swear this mountain's living. It's out to get us. Youcan't go two steps without being enshrouded by
blowingsnow. Hard, icy snow looking to rip slices in yourclothing. Every six or eight steps I have to tap
ice off mycrampons with my ax. Takes all my concentration tomaintain friction on this jagged approach
slope. Apollokeeps slipping and sliding. My legs aching already, I moveup beside him, holler in his ear:

 "Walk up straight!"

 Some defiance in his eyes. He still doesn't like to takeorders from me.

 "Up straight! Try to keep the whole sole of your bootagainst the surface. You don't get good friction,
you'regoing to collapse from exhaustion before we get anywherenear top."



 He nods. I demonstrate a couple of steps. He picks itup from me. At least he's a good learner.

 The two clones really know their way up the mountain,although they don't climb with much style. I
always saidstyle meant nothing on the side of an icy mountainanyway. I'd rather have a clumsy person
who knows theterrain than a stylist who thinks he can get by on goodmoves alone.

 Wolfe and Leda keep exchanging meaningful glanceswith me. I don't know how they interpret the blank
looks I return to them. Even if we do make it to Hekla's summit, Idon't know how we're going to survive
Wolfe and Leda.

 The climb's getting more treacherous now. We're offthe easy slopes. Up ahead I can see dim outlines of
whatwe have to face. The castlelike configurations of such amountain are even more pronounced from
this vantagepoint. It seems a huge pile of battlements, turrets, steep walls that suggest hiding demons
ready to push awayladders. I holler at Apollo:

 "We need a rest, Captain!"

 "There's not enough time. We can't rest now, notwhen—

 "Rest, hell, we need a bivouac. I know how much timewe got and I know we can't rest long, but each
moment ofrest is worth several microns on the mountain. Sir."

 "Croft, I-

 "Captain Apollo, a mountain's got to be climbed slowand steady. Out here, haste is the same word as
death. Look, it's not just the danger of exhaustion I'm talkingabout. The atmosphere's getting thinner. You
try to go uptoo fast, it's like getting the bends under water. Yourinternal organs are affected by height and
rarefiedatmosphere. Your perception of objects can go haywire, all your senses get dulled. You can
easily reach a pointwhere death seems better than taking another step.Believe me, Captain, going slow is
going to save yourprecious fleet more than vain heroics."

 Apollo glares at me for a moment, then reluctantly agrees. We choose a fairly level spot just ahead. I go
up first, try to do a little site gardening to smooth it out, butit's no use—everything's solid and covered
with ice. Wefall into comfortable resting positions. Wolfe and Ledaseem to purposely separate
themselves from me. Apollopulls himself beside me and asks:"Any more advice?"

 I am almost too surprised to answer. There's nosarcasm in his voice. Hereally wants to know. Perhaps
wecanpull together as a team, all of us. With the tenacity ofthe clones, the impulse toward escape of
Wolfe and Leda,the willingness of Apollo to listen to reason—perhaps Ican pull all this together, use their
divergent motives tocreate the illusion of a team. Just for long enough to get usup to the gun
emplacement. Then Wolfe and Leda willmake their play, and I'll have to see where I stand—but nosense
in worrying aboutthat now.

 "Advice, huh?" I say to Apollo. "Right now I couldn'tgive you the standard lecture. Either your instincts
takehold or they don't. Just remember it's more important toclimb with your feet and not with your hands.
Hands arefor leverage, for position, for balance, for keeping you onthe side of the mountain. But you
don't get a good hold, all the arm-strength you can summon isn't going to bemuch help in keeping you
from falling and maybe takingthe rest of us with you. Solid anchors, good holds, andremembering to keep
your feet the best place you can, orthe second-best place, or third, or any damn place that'llkeep you
steady—that's the most I can tell you right now,Captain."



 Apollo nods and looks up the mountain. You can't seethe top. All you can see are vague shadowy
shapes, thesnow plumes rising regularly from ridges—a sure sign ofstrong-wind areas—a low-hanging
band of clouds in thedistance. Even in the darkness of this ice asteroid, the suggestion of color in the
surface of the mountain isimpressive to me. Far away the ice veneer is a shadowygray; closer there are
streaks and blots of blue; nearby, inthe meager light of our lanterns, I can make out a faintcrystalline
suggestion of purple, the same near-purple I'veseen on the ice mountains of Caprica.

 "What're the chances of avalanche?" Apollo askssuddenly.

 "From what I can tell, no worse than usual. Noguarantees I know of that they won't happen. Still, this
mountain's less likely than some."

 "Oh? Why?"

 "Well, this's a dark planet. No sun to screw things up-melting surfaces, altering terrain so that weight
pressureschange and cause the kind of shifts that result inavalanches. Everything stays cold at about the
sametemperature, so there's no shifts of climate to get an icefallstarted. Terrain and climate here should
combine to makethe mountain relatively stable. But God, man, you neverknow. And there's always a
good chance of a loose-snow avalanche, if there's any disturbance or one of us sets up achain reaction
that jars some snow away from someplacehigher up and it starts charging down at us, gatheringmore
snow to it. Creating an avalanche with a snowballeffect, see? But, I were you, I wouldn't spend much
time worrying about avalanches. There's lots more out there toget us. And we've had enough rest. It's
time to move out,Captain."

 I whisper the last as a hint so that the others can't hear.It's important to Apollo that he appear to be in
control ofthe expedition. Any takeover from me would just causeresentment all around. I have to control
this little foraywith subtlety. Always good to employ subtlety on yoursuperior officer if you want to get
anything done.

 The next stage of climbing is easier than I'd expected.In spite of the rough appearance of the terrain,
there areplenty of holds. Ser 5-9, with his knowledge of themountain, has saved us a great deal of time.
We're able tocover a significant amount of distance just using pullholds to move our bodies up, and
there's a good deal offriction to create an anchoring counterforce. WatchingApollo frequently check his
chronometer, its faintillumination sending evil-looking shadows into his face, Ibegin to get hopeful. Maybe
Hekla is one of thosemountains that look rough but prove to be no realchallenge to a good set of
climbers.

 Suddenly things get tougher, as we reach a glacialformation. Apollo wants to head straight up, but I
counsel traversing the glacier as the best strategy. Ser 5-9agrees. I take the lead, setting a slow pace,
tapping andpuncturing the snow-covered ground ahead of me withthe point of my ax. It's important here
to maintain theslow pace. Any point ahead of us can turn out to be acrevasse and plunge us all to sudden
death.

 Coming upon a wide crevasse, we cross over a snowbridge, each climber taking it alone and slowly. On
the other side of the bridge, Apollo keeps peeking at thatchronometer. He's obviously getting twitchy, but
I refusehis suggestion that we cross the snow bridge in pairs. Thisis the wrong time to take that kind of
chance.

 Reaching a steep icefall, Ser 5-9 signals that it's thebest and most direct way up. I agree. Using some of
itsjagged points to make my way a short distance upward, I start bringing out the pitons, which till now



I've hoarded.They're in short supply and had to be saved for a difficultpart of the ascent. I'm glad that
they're molecular-binding, since I am afraid of excessive sound in this area of the mountain. One good
solid echo, and who knowswhat's going to fall on you. I push the setting on the outeredge of the piton to
ice, and push it in. It goes in with asound that rises in pitch. A good sign. Whether hammer-driven or
molecular-binding, the piton whose sounddescends in pitch signifies that it is insecurely anchored.Being
able to interpret the song of the piton is a lifesavingtechnique. Quickly the piton's shaft works its way all
theway in, and only the oval eye at its end is visible. There's not enough time to loop ropes through the
pitons, so we'llhave to use them simply for direct-aid climbing.

 Not thinking about our goals or the complications tothem, I work slowly, pushing in one piton after
anotherand forming a zigzag ladder up the icefall. I can sense theothers climbing up behind me, but do not
look down. I trynever to look down. On a mountain there's no placeyou've been to that you are eager to
see again right away. Ijust concentrate on setting the pitons in the right placesand listening to the
monotonous but comforting sound oftheir song.

 The top of the icefall is narrow and slightly sloped butsecure. Above it is an overhang that could give us
trouble.Twisting the tricked-up rope so that it's slack, I sling itover the overhang. The other end floats
down. Ser 5-9and Wolfe each take an end of the rope and pull at it tomake sure the rope is anchored
and in a secure place.Then I twist the rope in the other direction, making it hardand stiff as a cable.
Climbing quickly hand over hand, Imake my way to the edge of the overhang, thenlaboriously pull myself
onto it. Up farther is a more secureledge. Telling Ser 5 -9 and Wolfe to let go of the rope ends,I climb to
the ledge, where I drive the shaft of my ax intothe hard snow as far as I can. Far enough to serve as an
anchor for a belay. The ice-ax shaft belay is the safest forthe situation. I brace my right leg by kicking out
a large step below the ax and setting my foot firmly into it.Supporting the ax with the upper knee of my
left leg, I setthe belay rope slack and feed it around the shaft of the ax with one hand in a round turn, low
on the ax shaft, while holding onto the ax head with my other hand. Because ofthe slope, I also run the
rope around the small of my backfor further anchorage, then throw it back down to the others. Jerking
on the rope, I alert them to finish theirclimb to this ledge. Gradually I watch each of them, Ser5-9 and
Tenna first, then Apollo, Leda, and Wolfe, comeover the ledge.

 At Ser 5-9's suggestion we rope together and work our way along the ledge, sometimes holding close to
the wallof ice at spots where the ledge narrows, sometimescrunching down to creep beneath low-hanging
cornices. We reach a point where a fairly gentle slope eases awayfrom us to our left. I signal the others to
hold back while Itake a look, and edge myself forward gradually along theedge toward the slope. As I
look up, some clouds aboveme part briefly and I think I see the outline of the gunemplacement, dark
against darkness, not far above us. Iturn to tell Apollo, but before I can say anything, there is agreat
shuddering explosion above me and the sky isbriefly lit up brilliantly by a pulse from the gun. It's firing
now. Maybe theGalactica is within range. The sound ofthe weapon is deafening. The mountain seems
tcr shake.The thunder of the gun isjoined by a rumble that seems toemanate from deep within the
mountain. I look up. Ahuge crest of snow is coming down at me. I have justenough time to shout:

 "Avalanche!"

 Then the snow reaches me, and the ledge beneath me breaks off in a falling chunk. There is a brief jerk
on myrope, then an abrupt sense of free fall. Apollo has acted quickly and sensibly. He's cut the rope to
save the rest ofthe team. My face is briefly in the air outside, then I am completely enveloped by the
snow. I seem to be fallingmore deeply into it, like a swimmer being pulled along byan unexpected fierce
underwater current.

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



 Landing his ship on the narrow airfield atop themountain, Vulpa released it from the control of the
guidance personnel, while a ground crew slung cables around it to secure it against the high winds.
Snakelike, atunnel emerged from the side of the gun-emplacementbuilding and attached itself to the ship's
exit hatch. Insidethe tunnel, a gunnery master joined Vulpa and a moving runway carried them into
Summit Station. The gun took up most of the space within the emplacement. It lookedlike a massive
chunk of gray metal cut out of themountain itself.

 "Are you ready?" Vulpa asked the gunnery master,who turned to the chief gunner and said:

 "Lens system aligned?"

 "Aligned," the gunner replied.

 "Pump system to speed?"

 "Speed."

 The master turned to Vulpa and announced:

 "Ready."

 Vulpa, feeling a moment's glow of satisfaction,ordered:

 "Commence automatic fire."

 The master pressed a button and the weaponshuddered into action. Vulpa could sense the energy
gathering within the bore of the gun as it quickly built upthe power to generate its pulses. The first pulse
seemed to burst from the gun unexpectedly. As it blasted upward,the sky was briefly filled with a flaring
light. For a very short time the asteroid seemed lighted by a returning sun; then the beam entered the
cloud cover and darkness came back abruptly. Beneath them, the mountain seemed toshake, the usual
reaction. Vulpa heard the sound of asmall avalanche developing. Even though the foundationof the
emplacement went deeply into the mountain, Vulpasometimes worried that the entire structure could
tumble from the mountain as the result of a massive avalanche.But the gun rumbled again and another
sky-lighting flareburst forth from the mouth of the cannon.

 Vulpa checked with his control room to see if theGalacticahad yet been discovered within the sector.
Thereport was negative. Still, Vulpa knew, one of thesepowerful beams from the pulsaric-laser-unit
weaponcould still find its way randomly to wherever theGalacticawas. If that happened, even more glory
would accrue to him, and Imperious Leader would be suitablyimpressed, Vulpa was sure. Vulpa's
ambition was suddenly making sense again, and he looked forward tothe successful outcome of this
assignment—the termina­ tion of the human enemy and Vulpa's restoration fromexile to full rank and
responsibility.

 Imperious Leader had to interrupt his dialogues with the Starbuck to direct the final phase of the assault
uponthe human fleet. His base ship had now arrived at thesector where theGalactica and its fleet drifted.
Hedirected a Cylon task force to initiate attack upon the rear of the fleet, not a sneak attack this time but
a full-fledgedassault.

 He would send wave after wave against the humans,enough warships to finally wear them down or push
theminto the range of the Hekla weapon. It was a flawless plan.To Imperious Leader the attack seemed
already ended. His active third brain was already contemplating post-battle problems and matters upon



Cylon-dominatedplanets. Strange political factions seemed to be emergingaround the Cylon empire, and
the members of thesenearly rebellious groups had not yet been located andshunted off to the harmless
classes of Cylon society.

 He looked over at the Starbuck-simulacrum, whichwas lounging in its usual arrogant way. Logic dictated
that the simulator be removed from the pedestal, butImperious Leader wanted the simulacrum to view the
final defeat of the race for which it was a representativeillusion. The Leader realized that, once the
simulator was deactivated, the simulacrum would no longer exist—that any feeling of vengeance the
Leader might achieve fromthe Starbuck's reaction to the annihilation was merely a response to
information gathered from data banks andpresented in human form. The Starbuck would bereturned to
nothingness, a collection of data bits thatwould never form again. Imperious Leader wonderedwhat
revenge he would gain by showing the Starbuck the annihilation of the human race. His feeling of
vengeancewould be as illusory as the Starbuck itself. Nevertheless, ifthe Starbuck displayed any
reaction—shock, anger,disgust—it would be a satisfying coda to the moment ofvictory. And Imperious
Leader very much wanted toobserve the arrogance of the Starbuck collapse.

 Adama watched the attack of the Cylon task force on aseries of screens above the communications
console.Colonial vipers were fiercely engaged in a running battlewith the front ranks of the Cylon force.
On a centralscreen, he could see a wave of Cylon fighters sweepinginto position and firing their lasers in a
wide-arcedmultiplaned pattern of fire. Two colonial vipers shatteredinto fragments and disintegrated in a
consuming fire.Athena, standing beside Adama, cursed under her breath and clenched her fists. But there
were only communica­tions screens to hit.

 A quartet of vipers peeled off from the main group as ifto flee, then abruptly turned and fired furiously at
theright flank of the attacking force. Lines of laser firecrossed and intersected, forming a brief asymmetric
network of fine-lined light. A pair of Cylon ships fell fromthe rank and blew up, then a third, and a fourth.
Witheach destroyed Cylon ship, Athena whispered encourage­ment to the vipers that had knocked them
out. In amoment the screens seemed filled with exploding Cylonships.

 Although theGalactica squadrons had turned back the first line of Cylon attack, there were more
warships in thedistance. Tigh silently handed Adama a report whichshowed that the Cylon base ship had
now entered thesector and was bearing down on the ragtag fleet at highspeed.

 Adama looked up from the report just in time to see a massive spear of light stabbing into space ahead
of thebattlestar. It had passed by them and narrowed to a dim line in the distance before anyone on the
Galactica hadhad time to react to it. Another beam of light followed it,at a different angle, farther away.
A third seemeddangerously close.

 "They're sweeping the entire corridor with that lasercannon," Adama said to Tigh.

 "Blue Squadron coming in," Athena reported. "Ninedestroyed vipers, seven of them piloted by cadets.
Seventeen too damaged to go out again right away,perhaps a dozen ready for another battle. Red
Squadronreports similar damages."

 "What about the Cylon forces?" Adama asked her.

 "They're retreating. But more Cylon warships haveentered the quadrant. Base ship not far behind."

 Adama looked at Tigh, who nodded in agreement tothe question on the commander's face.

 "Our time is up, Colonel," Adama said, then turned tothe bridge officer and ordered: "Flank speed



ahead. We'regoing right through."

 Another spear of light was too far in the distance to bethreatening, but it went through that part of the
sector that was right on theGalactica's course.

 "The expedition must have failed," Tigh said, thesuggestion of tears in his eyes.

 Adama glanced at the console timer.

 "They still have six centons left," he said.

 "Six centons," Athena whispered, and tried not tothink that Apollo and Starbuck might be already frozen
dead upon the planet.

 Starbuck, dodging blasts of laser fire from Cylonsdefending the entranceway to the underground
complex, felt quite the opposite of frozen. Heated by the burningmaterials around him in the destroyed
command post, hefelt warmer than at any time since he'd descended to theice planet.

 Ravashol's clones, driven by the kind of hatred thataccumulates from a long oppression, had easily
gainedthe advantage on the Cylons guarding the command post.Approaching the headquarters in white
and gray furs, theclones had so blended in with the landscape that they had caught the enemy by surprise.
Boomer and Starbuck held back until combat had begun in earnest, then they entered the fray, laser
pistols drawn and shooting. After disposingof the guards, Starbuck leaped down into the corridorleading
to the main underground complex. Boomer remained right behind him.

 As they ran down the passageway, one of the Tennas caught up with them. A Cylon lumbered out of a
side corridor. Reacting quickly, Tenna fired at it. Sparks fromthe wired suit flew as the Cylon fell.

 A group of Cylons at the end of the corridor beganfiring at them. Starbuck, Boomer, and Tenna plunged
tothe ground.

 "We're trapped," Boomer yelled, looking behind himat the fight raging between the Cylon
command-postguards, then ahead at their new attackers.

 "Over there," Starbuck cried, pointing to a hatchwayon his left. "What's on the other side of that?"

 "The cold cells where the Cylons hold prisoners,"whispered Tenna.

 "Prisoners? I asked you before where the prisonerswere kept, you told me you didn't know."

 Tenna's eyes widened, in surprise, then in amusement.

 "You didn't askme. You—

 "I know, I know. One of the others in the Ten series.All right, all right. Can you open that hatch?"

 Tenna crawled over to it, and slowly began to turn thevalve which opened the hatch. There was a small
surprising squeak, and Starbuck tensed himself for whatmight spring out, aiming his laser pistol directly at
thehatchway.

 "There's bound to be guards," Tenna said.



 "I'll take them. They're probably not used to peoplebreaking into a prison."

 As Tenna slowly opened the hatch, Starbuck easedhimself through the narrow opening. He motioned for
Boomer to follow. A blast of cold air quickly dissipatedall the warmth he'd accumulated in the battle.

 Cree had been concentrating on moving his head fromside to side for some time. It was the only
movement ofwhich he was capable. He seemed to have lost contactwith the rest of his body long ago,
right after the Cylonguards had roughly dragged him to this chamber andpushed him into a tubular
frost-gray cold cell. At first he had tried to keep his fingers and toes moving, but whenthey had turned
completely numb he had started to do theexercise with his head and neck. Now he felt like stoppingthat,
too.

 His eyes were just beginning to droop shut when he sawa quick flash of movement to his right. He had
justenough strength to look that way. A man was firing at the two Cylons who were standing guard in
front of the triple row of cold cells. A colonial warrior, from the look of the outfit. Starbuck. It was
Starbuck. Who was Starbuck? He could barely remember, even though the name hadflashed into his
mind.

 First one Cylon fell, then the other, both dropped bythe crouching Starbuck. The clang of their metallic
uniforms against the floor echoed through the cold-cellchamber. There seemed to be more movement on
theright, but Cree found he could no longer turn his neck inthat direction. For a moment he lost
consciousness.

 Suddenly he was awake again. Starbuck had brokenopen the door to Cree's cell and was pulling him
out.

 "Can you move?" Starbuck asked.

 "Is he alive?" asked an attractive woman who stoodbehind Starbuck.

 "Unless those tears in his eyes are self-generating, he'sstill with us."

 Cree tried to talk but couldn't. Starbuck picked him updelicately, as if he were an expensive art item,
and tookhim out of the cold-cell chamber. A rush of what seemedto be warm air in the corridor brought
back feeling inCree's toes and fingers. He tried to tell Starbuck.Although sound emerged from Cree's
frozen lips,Starbuck said he couldn't understand what the youngcadet was saying.

 Gradually Cree became aware that combat was ragingall around them. He tried to force his hand to
reachtoward his holster to draw out his pistol, then remem­bered that the Cylons had disarmed him when
he'd firstbeen captured.

 Starbuck left him leaning against a wall inside a darkniche, like a sculpture propped up in a dusty
forgottenmuseum storeroom. As he listened to the sounds of battleoutside, Cree became aware of the
feeling coming back into his body. When he was aware of the blood flowingthrough his body again, he
knew he would be all right.

 Starbuck returned to the niche. The lieutenant's face was grimy with dirt.

 "Can you walk?" he asked Cree.



 "I can try."

 "Well, you better, cadet. I leave you here, the Cylonswe missed might get you. If we missed any. C'mon,
we'regoing to liberate an elevator."

 "An elevator? I don't—"

 "Don't worry about it. I just need the manpower.Maybe if the Cylons seeyou, they'll drop their guns and
surrender."

 "Drop guns? Surrender? Lieutenant—"

 Starbuck seized Cree and pulled him out of the darkniche.

  

 Loud noises above and below frightened the clonechildren, made them gather together in tight little
groupsand crouch against walls, hide behind piles of fur. At eachvibrating noise, Muffit ran toward the
doorway andhopped up and down. It looked like it wanted to bark, butBoxey had ordered it not to, and
Muffit was nothing if notobedient.

 The doorway slid open slowly. One of the prettywomen came through it, and told the children to be
especially quiet. Alerted by the action at the garrisonheadquarters, some Cylons were roaming the
corridors,looking for the agitators. Afraid, all the children noddedthey would be quiet, and the woman
went out again.

 Boxey got down on his haunches by the doorway andlistened. At first he could hear nothing; then—after
another of the loud rumbling noises—he could hear thegravelly mechanical nasality that he knew was a
Cylon voice. They were in the outer chamber. One of them thumped accidentally against the doorway.
The womanwas saying something to them, something about notknowing what was happening and would
they please notviolate her privacy. Another thump on the door, and hethought he could hear a Cylon
asking what was on theother side of that entranceway. Boxey signaled the otherchildren to come to him.
Reluctantly they approached thedoorway and Boxey told them:

 "We might got to get out of here. If that door opens, wegot to run. Muffit?"

 The daggit-droid pivoted its head toward Boxey.

 "You lead the way, you hear, daggit?"

 Muffit responded with the low growl that was hisprogrammed vocal response to a whispered instruction.
Boxey crouched by the doorway, wondering if his dad orStarbuck would be proud of the way he took
commandjust like a colonial warrior should.

 Suddenly the door was ripped open. All Boxey sawwas a Cylon gloved hand at the edge of the door
before hequickly sprang into action. Hollering, "Okay, Muffy,now!" he barreled through the doorway,
gesturing to theclone children to follow him. Muffit leaped right at thelegs of the Cylon who'd opened the
door, and tripped him.The Cylon's metal suit was ripped open by the jaggedboulder he fell upon. The
other Cylons, astonished by the fact that it was children attacking them, made futile grabsat the small
forms scampering past them. But Cylons, intheir heavy metallic suits, tended to be awkward inmovement,



and not a single child was captured by thecumbersome giants.

 In the corridor, Boxey ran left, shouting:

 "This way!"

 He knew that his father or Starbuck would have led their troops with a shouted command like that. The
onlytrouble was, he didn't know where he was going. Muffitdashed ahead. The best bet, Boxey figured,
was to followthe daggit.

 Muffit led them through several corridors, stopping every once in a while when there were Cylons in the
vicinity. The slightest noise that sounded like a Cylonpatrol marching near them made the children crouch
behind rocks and hide in the alcoves. The loud noises thatshook the walls of the corridors and caused
rains of dirtand small rocks kept sounding regularly.

 Finally the daggit stopped beside a hatchway whose portal had been loosened by one of the jarring
explosive noises. Very cold air seeped in through the tiny spacesaround the hatchway edge.

 "It's cold out there, Muffy," Boxey said.

 The daggit-droid growled in response but edgedtoward the hatchway and pointed its snout a little way
out.

 "But you think it's our best chance. Right, Muffy?"

 Muffy growled again.

 "Okay, we'll try it. I guess everybody's warm enough." Boxey glanced around at his squad of clone
children. Allof them were securely wrapped in fur outfits like theclothing that one of the pretty women
had put on Boxey.But it still might be too cold. Maybe they should just headdown the corridor. Suddenly
there was the sound of amarching Cylon patrol coming toward them. ObviouslyMuffit was right. They
had to go outside. Boxey got two of the larger children to push open the hatchway so they could all get
out; then he gestured his squad to leave thecorridor for the surface of the ice world.

 Itwas cold outside, but not as cold as it had beenearlier, when theGalactica team had first arrived on
theplanet. Boxey didn't know where they should go now. Afire raged in the distance, across the ice field.
It was theonly light, so Boxey decided they should go toward it. Amoment later, the sky itself suddenly lit
up like a flare, andhe could see the building where the fire was raging. Itwasn't that far away. They could
make it.

 The trek across the ice field was harder than Boxey hadexpected. Muffit kept returning from his guide
position ahead and herding the children together, prodding themforward. Just when Boxey felt he was
getting too sleepy togo any farther, they reached the edge of a field that wasn'tcovered by ice. Much of
the rock underneath wasshowing. Some of the rock surface had scorch marks onit. Boxey looked up. It
was an airfield. Arranged in rowswere several Cylon fighters. Beyond the ships, inside theCylon
command post, the fire was now blazing out ofcontrol. They couldn't go inside there, Boxey realized. He
looked again at the Cylon ships, dark silhouettes againstthe background of the fire. They looked warm
andinviting.

 "Get inside the ships," Boxey ordered the children, and they began scrambling into the nearest fighters.
One childreported back that they were indeed warm enough inside.Boxey went ahead farther, Muffit



scampering at his heels.He chose a ship at the end of a line, where he would have agood vantage point if
any Cylons came toward them. As he climbed into it, he was surprised at how empty it wasinside, not at
all like the complicated technological insidesof a viper or of the holograms of Cylon ships that Apollohad
shown him. It didn't seem real; it seemed like theghost of a ship. But, unlike a ghost, it was warm, and
thatwas what was important. Nestling his fur suit against Muffit's fur, he curled into a ball and tried to
maintain awatchful eye out of a side porthole of the ship. Heremembered that this was where the Cylon
navigator sat.It was nice. Comfortable. Warm.

 He felt sleepy.

 He was asleep.

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 Croft:

 At first all I can think of is how foolish I feel at havingtold Apollo there was almost no chance of an
avalanche.Of course this is just the sort of avalanche I'd warned himabout, loose snow set rolling by a
loud explosive sound. What am I doing worrying about how foolish I might'velooked? What'll Apollo
care about that when he's examining my blackened, crushed corpse? What am Ithinking about, corpse?
He'll never come looking for me.I'll just go up with the laser cannon when it explodes. If it explodes.
God, the laying of solenite's up to Leda now,and all that's on her mind is escape.

 Why am I worrying about Leda and Apollo? Got tostart worrying aboutmyself. Already I'm moving my
arms in a swimming motion, seeking the surface of thiscrush of snow. It's important not to panic. Hold my
breath. Find an opening of air, find the surface. I shakemy ice-ax off my arm, work the pack off my back
tolighten myself, give me the lightness to swim to the top ofthe snow. Don't panic. Keep the arms and
legs moving.Grab at anything for leverage upward. Clear breathing space in front of me with my hands,
take quick breaths,keep going upward.

 I can't do it. I must be too deep under. Can't do it. Mustkeep trying. Keep trying until I die. It's that
simple.Death, simple when you get the hang of it. Keep the armsgoing, thrusting upward, reaching for life,
reaching foranything I can grab, reaching. My hand breaks thesurface. I make my arms work even
harder. My headdoesn't seem able to get there. It should be there by now,should break clear. Why isn't
it breaking clear?

 Suddenly I realize I have broken the surface, perhapsfor some time, and I take a breath.

 Everything around me is still; then the sky lights upwith another pulse from the laser gun. Now at least
I'moriented. I haven't fallen far. I'm lucky. I should behalfway down the mountain.

 "Croft!"

 That's Apollo's voice. Where is he? By the light ofanother pulse I see that he's a short distance above
me, descending by rope from the ledge I fell from.

 Working my legs slowly and steadily, I pull my wholebody to the snow surface! Apollo, belayed by
Leda back on the ledge, is laboriously making his way toward me,testing the surface in front of him with
touches of his ice-ax. I pull myself into a semicrouch, enough to dig mycrampons into the loose surface.
God, how I wish nowthis planet had some kind of sun. It'd be wonderful to feelthe brittle kind of surface



that comes from a sun meltingice and the ice then reforming. More friction for thecrampons. Still I make
my way toward Apollo. Hereaches a gloved hand toward me. Reaching up, I can just about touch him.
One more tough step, then... Got him!With a fierce jerk of his arm he pulls me toward him, and Igrab
onto the rope. My eyes search the line of rope all theway up to Leda's belay. It looks all right.

 "Slack," I holler up to Leda. She lets out more rope.

 "You all right?" I ask Apollo.

 "Was about to ask you the same thing."

 "I'm fine. I'm surprised you came down to get me.What'll this do to the timing of the mission?"

 Apollo smiles.

 "We need you to lay the explosives, Croft. Had tocome get you."

 "Sorry, didn't mean to take a cheap shot at you. You'redoing all right, Apollo. That was quick thinking
backthere, cutting the rope. You might've all been draggeddown with me."

 "Just did what you taught me."

 "Well, it was good. You probably should've left meunder the snow, but thanks."

 "Just get that gun for me, okay?"

 For a moment, I'm amused by the moral ambiguity of my position. I've told Wolfe and Leda I'm with
them intheir escape plan, even if I didn't know for sure whether I was. Now I tell Apollo I'll get the damn
gun, even thoughI'm still inclined to take off with Wolfe and Leda. Whenwe get to the top of Hekla, if we
get to the top of Hekla, I may even be surprised by my own decision. Pulling at therope, I yell up to
Leda:

 "Climbing!"

 "Climb!" Leda yells back. And slowly Apollo and Iascend to the ledge.

 Ser 5-9 and Tenna seem glad to see me alive. Wolfe'snot so sure, I think. Leda's eyes are as blank as
Thane'sever were. Does she really mean it when she hints we can get back together? Or is that just a
ploy to gain my help?Ploy or not, Leda can be depended on to fulfill herpromises. Should I care whether
or not she does itwillingly or just to complete a bargain? It would be easierif I didn't care,
but—unfortunately—I do.

 The rest of the climb presents few problems. Theavalanche seems to have made it easier. There are
hundreds of small ledges, footholds and handholds, thatallow us to make it to the level of the gun
emplacement infree climbing. Intermittently, the gun fires and its lightshows us the route ahead. In a sense,
the pulses from the gun are helping us to make up the time we lost, aiding usin its own destruction.

 In the last stages, as if driven toward it, Wolfe andLeda lead the way to the gun emplacement itself. Then
they turn, their figures ill-defined in the shadows. It is amoment before I realize that Wolfe has his laser
drawnand is pointing it at the rest of us.



 "If we go," he says to Leda, "it has to be now."

 "I'm with you," she says, moving to his side and staringat me, looking for my response. I stop climbing
andApollo passes me as if he doesn't know there's a laserpistol pointed at his head. Pulling himself up to
the level of the gun emplacement and standing up a short distanceaway from Wolfe, Apollo says:

 "There's nowhere you can go, Wolfe."

 "You didn't look careful enough, Captain, or you would've seen the Cylon ship anchored just over
there."

 He gestures to the left. Sure enough, the ship reststhere, held down by electronic anchoring rays that give
offoccasional sparkles in the dim mountain light. I startclimbing directly at Wolfe.

 "We're getting off this piece of ice, Captain," Wolfesays, "and flying right out of—

 "There isn'ttime," Apollo says. "Don't youunderstand"—he points to his chronometer—"theGalac­ticais
passing through the quadrant rightnow. We've gotto silence that gun."

 "You got a one-track mind, Captain." Wolfe's smile isgrim, sinister. "You think I care about what
happens totheGalacticaT

 Apollo takes a step toward Wolfe. I keep climbing, myeye on Wolfe.

 "TheGalactica is the only ship that can protect you.All of you." He looks desperately at Wolfe and
Leda,squints down at me. "Without us, you're finished."

 Leda smiles. In the dim light, there's a lot of evil in thatsmile.

 "You don't seem to realize who is finished here,Captain," she says. "Your mission. Your battlestar.
Yourself."

 I keep climbing.

 "The Cylons won't rest until every one of us is put todeath," Apollo says. "Every one ofyou."

 "Don't worry about us," Wolfe says. "We're going tomake it. We've been through just as tough. We'll
make it."

 "To where?"

 Wolfe's voice drops, is just barely audible:

 "Well, now, that isn't really going to matter a whole lotto you."

 I'm up to the ledge now. I pull myself onto it, next toLeda, on the other side of Wolfe and Apollo.

 "The Ice Gang's together again," Leda mutters."What's left of it, anyway."

 I nod.



 "Glad you're with us, Croft. I wanted you back on my side."

 When she says this, I am so tempted to be with Ledaagain that I almost grab the gun from Wolfe to
shootdown Apollo myself. Apollo is clearly shocked seeing mestand up with my former gang.

 "I should've expected this from you, Croft," he says.Looking down at Ser 5-9 and Tenna, who are still
on themountainside but slowly ascending, he says, "Stay back."

 "Should I drop him, Croft?" Wolfe says, aiming his pistol toward Apollo's chest. I am surprised. It's
been along time since Wolfe last treated me as a leader. I almostlike it.

 "No," I say to Wolfe. "Give these people a fair chance.We'll just get to the Cylon ship and—"

 "Fair chance?" Leda says. "That's still your trouble,isn't it, Croft? Always the humanitarian. Okay, so be
it,let's—"

 Above us, the pulsar gun roars. The sound isthunderous, feels like it's loud enough to kill. Thevibration
makes Wolfe lose footing for a brief moment,and he steadies himself by holding onto the emplacement
wall with his free hand. It's my chance. I jump at Wolfe, getting a boot behind one of his stubby legs and
trippinghim up. He falls to the ground next to me. Inadvertentlyhe fires the pistol, and its ray goes
upward, looking strangely feeble against the bright light of the pulseshooting toward the cloud cover. I
slam his arm againstthe emplacement wall. The pistol goes flying. Apollopicks it up. Knowing I'm at a
disadvantage in fightingWolfe, I spring away from him, go to Apollo's side.

 "Your play, Captain," I say.

 "For a moment there, Croft, I believed you."

 "Believed myself. For a moment."

 Apollo smiles.

 "Even after all that, I still don't know whether or not totrust you."

 "Better for you if you don't. Captain. I wouldn't."

 Wolfe pulls himself up slowly, glaring at me. Hishatred of me seems to have doubled, if that's possible.
I'dhate to have to compute the degree to which Leda's hatredhas grown.

 "Croft!" she says. "That was our chance! We had totake it! And you, you—

 "Leda," I say, "I don't know how to make youunderstand. You can blame it on humanitarianism if you
like, although I doubt if most straights'd care to call methat. But, look, we're here on a mission. When I
acceptedthe mission, and you came with me, you were accepting it,too. I don't know what's got into you,
but think: this is amission to save what's left of the human race, what's leftof a civilization that prospered
for millennia on the twelveworlds. We can't let the remnants of the race die for our own selfish goals. So
we're going to do this. Youunderstand that, both of you? This mission is goingthroughlAnd the two of you
are going to help,understand?"

 "A pretty speech, Croft," Leda says, "but I'm sittinghere and watching. You can't make me do any—



 "All right. We're not a team anymore, Leda, okay. Iguess the break in that came long ago, and it was
probablymy fault. All right. Deals. Both of you understand deals.Once we get the explosives planted, the
timer set, and theCylons effectively out of action, you two can have thatship, go anywhere you want, be
free."

 "Croft, I don't—" Apollo says.

 "That's the way we'll do it, Apollo. You get your gunblown up, Leda and Wolfe get the ship. It's the only
way everybody gets what they want. You can forget about thewarbook fighting codes up here."

 "And you, Croft," Leda says, stepping forward."Where do you go? What do you do? What do you
get?"

 I want to tell her that I want her, but it's no good. Youcan't get Leda to give herself, no matter what deal
youoffer. She needs to be free, all right, I'll give her that.

 "I stay with Apollo, with him and Ser 5-9 and Tenna. We'll take the elevator out of there. While we're
on theway down, you two'll have plenty of time to take off andgo... go wherever you can find that
pleases you."

 I look away from her piercing gaze and survey the panorama below us. There is nothing exceptional to
see, nothing worth climbing this mountain for. Under normalconditions, with ample time for planning, it's
an easy mountain, an easy climb, not worth the effort. The iceplanet itself is ugly. Nothing on it is as
beautiful as wherewe stand now, at the top of the mountain, next to anawesome weapon which we plan
to blow to piecesmoments from now.

 "Come withus," Leda says, her voice offering nothingmore than the trip.

 I almost throw out all my fancy reasons and say yesanyway.

 "Nope, Leda."

 "Why not, Croft?"

 "Can't say. Something about being responsible.Something about knocking out this weapon for whatever
you want to call it, the common good or the salvationof—

 "Shut up, Croft. You just want to play hero, be he-man, copy this scanner-screen image of a warrior
here..."She points to Apollo, who shows no reaction. "Well,okay. Just don't give me any of your he-man
speeches. Wedo the job because we're professionals; don't mouth offabout anything else. We do it
because we're the ones whocan do it. You can have the glory of humankind andsprinkle it on your crops
as fertilizer. We accept your deal. Okay, Wolfe?"

 Wolfe sullenly agrees.

 "All right, then," Leda says. "Let's get to it."

 Apollo steps forward, says:

 "TheGalactico's time is running out."



 As if to punctuate his remark, another pulse—perhaps the one destined to turn theGalactica into space
ash—isemitted from the bore of the laser cannon.

 "Get the explosives together," I say. "Then we get moving."

 Apollo—who, after all, has taken a lot of bilge from mein the past few moments—hesitates, then nods.

 "Okay," he says. "You're in charge, Croft. Get us intothat pulsar station."

 "You got it, Captain."

 Working silently, we get the stuff together, each takinghis assigned load, Leda and I splitting what Thane
wouldhave carried. Thane. I'd almost forgotten about him.What difference would it have made to the
cause of Ledaand Wolfe if he'd been there? What difference would ithave made for my own decision? I
had always really beenafraid of Thane. One thing sure. Thane wouldn't havelistened to reason, and he
would have given the Ice Gangthe edge they needed to succeed in their escape. Perhaps Icouldn't have
so easily stood on this godforsaken ledgeand made my noble speeches and swung them to Apollo's side.
If Thane had been there, perhaps I'd have gone with them. Well, no use worrying about that now, not
with thejob waiting to be done.

 Circling around the emplacement, we arrive at the entrance to the intake tube. It opens onto a dark
tunnel.

 "This intake tube opens into the cooling system," I sayto the rest. "The laser is inside. We've got to place
thesolenite just right. Our supply's a bit depleted, my fault. Ilet some of it go, sorry. Back in the avalanche
when Ireleased my pack. Matter of priorities. I put saving myselfover preserving the solenite."

 "You're prone tomistakes like that," Leda says, withthe first smile I've seen from her in some time.

 "According to Ravashol's geogram," Apollo says, "thekey element is the energy-exchange pump. If we
can wreck it, the cannon will overload and blow itself up."

 "Sounds good to me. You and Wolfe and the cloneshold off the Cylons, and Leda and I can lay the
wire, setthe timer. Let's take a look."

 We crawl inside the intake-tube tunnel. It's narrow andwe have to crouch down. I feel like an insect
eating my way through insulation. Suddenly the walls of the tunnel begin to tremble as the laser sweep of
the gun gathersintensity.

 "Hang on!" Apollo shouts. "They're using the intake."

 As the wind pulls through the tunnel, it's like beingoutside in a mountain blizzard. Holding onto the side
walls, we are able to continue on. A sweep of vapor passesus, and I hold my breath, not knowing what
it's composedof. When the laser emits its next pulse, the sound seems toreverberate in the tunnel for an
eternity, threatening todiminish only when deafness has set in. But it stops after the firing.

 Up ahead is a grid that must be used as an entrance formaintenance purposes. We crawl to it and
Apollo pushesit open. On the other side we can see the immensity of thelaser station's interior. The
weapon, a mammoth darkgray cylinder, dominates the center of the chamber. Spreading down from its
base is a central control shaftaround which several Cylons are working. Huge pillarssupport domes in
which the energy sources are apparentlycollected. In the Cylon manner of illumination, lightsalong the high



castlelike walls shift irregularly in intensity. It looks like a room in which nightmares arestored.

 A group of officers gather around some kind ofconsole, directing the action of the gun. Beyond them is
another officer, looking very much like them, except he'sgot a lot more bands of black decorating his
silver-metallic uniform. The decoration, if I remembercorrectly, identifies him as a first centurion. He's the
chiefhoncho, then, the one especially to watch out for. Apolloleans toward me and whispers:

 "The firing station in the center..."

 "Yeah."

 "It controls the energy pump."

 "That's our target, then," Leda says grimly.

 "Right," Apollo says.

 "If I get you right, Apollo," I say, "we blow that and thewhole system overloads. I don't know if you
realize it, butit's also going to tear off the top of the mountain. Before I set the timer, you better have that
escape elevator secured.I don't want to have to wait for it to arrive from the firstfloor, buddy."

 Apollo closes the grid and gawks at his ever-presenttimepiece. The wrist device glows in the dark, and
flickersa bit as its coordinates change."Three centons," he whispers. "I hope Starbuck andBoomer are at
the elevator by now, or else we'll have totake the fighter."

 "Listen, Apollo, I promised the ship to Wolfe and—

 "If it means survival, all promises are off. Don't worry.I'll let your friends have the ship as soon as we're
off themountain. What's the matter?"

 "I been worrying about how much trust you can havein me. I forgot to worry about whether or not I
could trust you."

 "You can't."

 "I realize that now. You make a good member of theIce Gang, Apollo."

 "Thanks, I think."

 The chief honcho barks something in that typicalCylon voice that sounds like a series of electric shorts.
Theother officers react and work some devices in theirrespective equipment. A surge of power resounds
throughthe room.

 "They're stepping up the rate of pulses," Apollowhispers. "They must know theGalacticcfs entered the
quadrant, maybe even know its coordinates."

 "We're ready when you are, Captain."

 Gently Apollo lifts the grid. Gesturing to Wolfe, Ser5-9, and Tenna to follow him, he slips out the
opening.Wolfe pushes Ser 5-9 aside. Once the combat's begun,Wolfe's always extra-eager to get into
the fray, no matterwhose side he thinks he's on. The two clones follow Wolfeout, and for a moment Leda



and I are alone. Leda is 'carefully not looking at me. She adjusts her grip on thecoil of solenite wire and
waits, like me, for the shooting tostart. I lean toward her and whisper:

 "I'd go with you, Leda, but—

 "I don't want to hear about it."

 And that about defines our relationship at themoment. This is the point toward which the years of love
and working together were heading. It all comes to this. Iwant to say it, and you don't want to hear it. If
you wantedto hear it, I wouldn't have to say it.

 With a series of sudden hisses, the shooting begins inthe emplacement-gun chamber. I jump through the
gridopening, Leda right behind me. Out of the corner of myeye I can see Apollo blasting away from
behind one of thepillars. He drops a couple of Cylons with a pair of perfect shots. Although I can't see
them, I can figure where theothers are by the three pillars from which .the other laser fire is coming. The
Cylon gunners and warriors guardingthem are trying to assemble into some order. Stayingclose to the
wall, Leda and I seem to have escaped theirnotice. A communications device near us suddenlyexplodes
from being hit by a stray Cylon shot, and Leda and I dive to the floor. Leda crawls by me, directly to the
base of the energy-exchange pump. Efficiently, without alook at the battle raging around her, she begins
to lay the wire. I scamper to the other side of the pump and beginputting down my wire, but I sense a
movement to myright. Glancing up, I see a Cylon coming at me, his weapon drawn. Twisting around
slightly, I bring out mylaser pistol and drop him. Like most Cylons, he falls with a clumsy-sounding
thump. No other Cylon seems to have detected my presence. Good. I can't allow them to havetoo much
time while we're escaping. Solenite wire sticks to the side of metal without even a loop of air showing in
it, and it's virtually uncuttable by normal means—but I don't know what equipment these creeps might
have. If they're able to disconnect the wires, or enough of them,the gun won't go up. But if we can hold
them off until the timer's set, then it's unlikely they'll be able to move fastenough to save the gun.

 I return to my work, feeling an odd glow of satisfactionfrom the professional way I lay down the wire.
Everything's working out well. At least on our part. Ihaven't time to check out how Apollo's attack is
workingout. There are sufficient notches and outjuttings to wrap the wire around, enough concave area in
which to plantthe explosive charges. The wire adheres easily to the flatsurfaces of the pump.

 Crawling underneath the pump through an archedtunnel that leads to an energy feeder, I begin to attach
thetimer there. Leda crawls into the tunnel from her side andmethodically leads her wire toward the timer.
While Imanipulate the switches of the timer, she attaches the endsof her wires to it.

 "How's it going on your side?" I ask her.

 "Good. Apollo and Wolfe're dropping the creaturesleft and right. A couple of them seemed to see what
wewere up to, but they were dropped before they got near tome."

 "Okay. Everything's set. Look out and see if Apollo'sgot the elevator ready."

 She crawls out and is back right away.

 "He's doing something with the controls beside thedoorway. But it's not open yet."

 "Then we wait."

 I glance over at her. Her face is now tense.



 "You and Wolfe'll be in the air in a couple of microns.Maybe we'll all meet again sometime, in some
exotic out-planet bar or—

 "I'll look again."

 She comes back and says the way to the elevator isclear. Nodding, I flick the switch that irrevocably
sets thetimer. Now the Cylons can tear at the solenite all theywish. There's nothing they can do. The gun's
going to go.

 FROM THE ADAMA JOURNALS:

 Ila and I used to enjoy going to the theater at least once ortwice during each of my rare furloughs. She
recognized my need for escape and usually selected comedies ormusical entertainments. But once in a
while, to satisfy Ha,we went to a tragedy.

 Caprican tragedy contained one significant variationover the tragedies created in the rest of the twelve
worlds—the added feature of the alternative ending. The alternative ending was "intended as a kind of
releasefollowing the emotional drain of the sad or awesomeevents of the play proper. Some audience
members didn'tstay around for it, claiming that the proper reaction to thefate of the tragic hero or heroine
was to purge ourselves by participating emotionally in the tragedy. But I alwaysenjoyed the alternative
endings, bizarre as some of themwere. Generally, they showed what the lives of their hero or heroine
would have been like if they had surmounted or survived the dramatic events that had propelled them
toward their disaster. Often their lives were shown asserene, their experiences having brought them
emotionaland intellectual growth as human beings. Because of whatseemed to me a forced optimism in
such an ending, I muchpreferred the other traditional alternative, in which theplaywright generally showed
that the complications of life(and, by implication, drama) continued to affect orplague the characters,
although usually in not as noblytragic a way as the main drama. I liked that. I liked the idea that we were
all expected to continue the drama of our own lives past major crisis points, and had to renewour hopes,
fears, and mysterious expectations on a regular basis.

 Ila said such a reaction suited me, since after thepleasant intervals of furlough I always had to return to
myown continuing tragedy, the war with the Cylons. Shepreferred the meaningful single crisis, the test of
nobilityor even merely of the dimensions of character, over theuncertain extensions of the alternative
ending. She mayhave had something there. Whatever, she's dead now,away from suffering—while I have
to confront one majorcrisis after another. I sometimes consider alternativeendings—ones where the
Cylons give up, or we finallydestroy them, or a mysterious third force interferes anddecides the outcome
for us. Even more, I would rather notconsider tragedy at all. Ila, I needed you here now, Ineeded that
particular alternative ending.

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 When he was informed that contact with the command post in the Hekla foothills had been lost, Vulpa
wasdisturbed but not worried. Abrupt storms on themountainside frequently interfered with
communicationbetween headquarters and summit station. Nevertheless,the interference was inconvenient
at this moment. Justbefore communications were interrupted, Vulpa had beeninformed that objects
appearing to be a battlestar and a number of smaller ships had entered the quadrant. A preliminary fix
had been established, and Vulpa haddirected that the weapon be set to send pulses toward that fix.
There was a good chance theGalactica had alreadybeen destroyed. He ordered the emplacement



communi­ cations officer to continue attempts to contact headquar­ters, and asked the gunnery master
for more power and afaster pulse rate from the gun itself.

 As he listened to the satisfying thunder of the laser-gun-pulse releases, Vulpa considered how he would
return in triumph to Imperious Leader's base ship. Hewould have to be decorated, another thin-lined
blackband around the shoulder, or perhaps the moreprestigious award of a thicker band at waist level   

 He very nearly missed the beginning of the humans'attack. There was a brief flash of movement near an
intake tube, and Vulpa turned to see a human leapingfrom behind an energy pillar, his laser pistol drawn
andalready firing. A Cylon gunner fell. Another human jumped out of the intake tube and fired. A trio of
Cylon officers, Vulpa's bodyguard, gathered around him andalmost blocked his line of sight toward the
attackers. Two more figures jumped out of the grid opening. Vulpa couldnot believe what he saw. Unless
they were humans indisguise, these were two of Ravashol's clones. And theywere helping the human
attackers!

 The chamber was quickly filled with the blazing lightand floating steam of the attack. Fire and crossfire
obscured any sensible view of the action for Vulpa. To hisleft, one of his guards fell, his uniform on fire.
For amoment Vulpa was fascinated with the corpse, clearly dead but with the red light in his helmet still
activelypiercing the layers of smoke. The humans, always moreagile than Cylons, seemed to be leaping
everywhere,taking up new positions behind new pillars. Gunners andwarriors were falling at a rate near
that of the now accelerated pulse rate of the laser cannon. The reservesquad of warriors from the
garrison rooms joined thebattle.

 Vulpa's center bodyguard fell. The remaining guardpushed his commander back against the wall and
startedfiring at anything that moved toward him, as if he did not care whether his target was human or
Cylon as long asthey did not endanger the commander. But a line of laser fire hit the last bodyguard at
neck level. Sparks shot out from the wiring leading to his helmet and he tried to getoff one more shot
before dropping heavily to the floor.Vulpa, clinging to the wall, started easing his way along it,toward the
elevator.

 The smoke cleared momentarily and he saw that threeof the humans were now gathered around the
elevator, fending off attackers. Vulpa, drawing his pistol, tried totake aim on the tall young man who was
the apparentleader, but one of his own warriors got in the way. Vulpahad to retreat. This was no time to
get into the battle. Hisship, he must get to his ship, alert the rest of the garrison at the command post,
bring them back here to repel thisstrange quartet of human attackers. What were theydoing here
anyway? he thought as he ran toward the tubeleading to his aircraft. Why did they want to destroy the
small number of Cylons at the gun? The gun! Were theygoing to try to do something to the gun? They
could not stop it so long as it was set on automatic. Only Vulpa or the gunnery master could do that. And
the gun could not be destroyed—Ravashol had stated firmly that thematerial composing the gun was
indestructible. Themechanism was too complex for them to tamper with in any way. Ravashol had
provided the factor that allowed only specially imprinted gloved Cylon hands to operatethe shut-off plate
which would stop the gun's automatic steady firing. Ravashol had vowed that—but Ravasholwas also
responsible for the clones. He had been theirprotector, in fact, when the Cylons had wanted all batches
destroyed. And now two of Ravashol's clones wereinvolved in this sneak attack! If he had lied about the
clones, then perhaps he had lied about the gun.

 Vulpa felt an impulse to protect the gun, but the battle raging behind him was too fierce. He risked too
much—his squadrons of warriors, the gun emplacement, himself,his ambition—to chance getting killed
checking out sucha suspicion. The important goal was to board his ship andgather troops to return here
and vanquish the humans.



 He looked back. How could only four attackers do somuch damage? Cylons had fallen everywhere, it
seemed.Smoke and fluttering sparks flew up from their bodies.Their red lights dimmed and went out. But
this was no time to mourn the fallen. The official mourning wouldcome later, in proper organized
ceremonies. Vulpa turnedto run through the gangway tunnel to his ship.

 And found a short stocky human blocking his way and aiming a laser pistol at him. Vulpa threw himself
againstthe wall as the human fired.

 The light-spears were now coming toward the fleetwith shorter time intervals between them. A supply
shiphad been hit and apparently swallowed up by thepowerful beam. By quick alterations of course, the
Galacticahad missed being hit twice.

 Athena studied her father's grim face. He stood at hispost, gripping the railing that ran in front of him, and
seemed stymied by the laser cannon's fierce attacks.

 "Is there anything we can do to counter the force of thepulses?" he asked Tigh. The aide shook his head
no.

 "We've analyzed them from every angle, looked for some way to anticipate them, but we simply don't
havesufficient data. If only the expedition had been able to—"

 "Don't give up hope yet. The expedition may still befunctioning."

 Tigh seemed about to protest, but instead returned toduty. Athena knew that the colonel, knowing the
efficiency with which Apollo worked, did not expect her brother to stretch out the mission time to the last
possiblemicron. She hoped Tigh was wrong. But she could nothelp but feel despair over the mission. If
they were goingto destroy the cannon, they should have done it by now,they should—

 Her thoughts on the subject were rudely interrupted bya light-spear that passed so near theGalactica
thatAthena was certain that, if she had time go out and checkthe superstructure surface, she'd discover
singe marksthere.

 Imperious Leader was pleased with the progress of theattack. The trap was just about sprung. The
Galactica hadbeen forced into the quadrant where the pulses from thelaser weapon would be most
effective. He had orderedthat the coordinates of theGalactica be transmittedregularly to Vulpa on the ice
planet, then had continuedthe pursuit of his own fleet after the human ships.

 Just after the coordinates had been transmitted, theCylon fleet had lost contact with the garrison on
Tairac.That was an annoyance, but a slight one. TheGalacticawas definitely trapped between the pursuit
force and theultimate weapon. There was no way it could escape.

 Why was the Starbuck simulacrum, who had beeninformed of each phase of the action, and had to
know that annihilation was imminent, grinning and keeping soquiet?

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 Croft:

 I don't expect what I see when I crawl out of the tunnelunder the gun. Dead Cylons are lying all over the
place.Apollo is gesturing toward the elevator. I start runningtoward it. Leda splits off away from me,



toward thetunnel to the Cylon ship. I try not to look at her go. Thenshe stops running and yells:

 "Croft!"

 By the entrance to the tunnel, Wolfe is struggling witha Cylon. It's the officer, the r.hief honcho with all
thedecorations on his uniform. A section of his black-bandedsleeve is sizzling—Wolfe's obviously fired at
him, butmissed. Now the Cylon creep's all over him. Wolfe stillhas his pistol, but it's pointing futilely
upward toward theceiling. He fires it once, and I hear the crackling of adestroyed light source above me.
The Cylon picks Wolfe up, holds him with his feet dangling above the floor. MyGod! I never knew a
Cylon could be that strong. He'sWolfe's match all the way. Leda tries to leap at the Cylon,but the louse
seems to anticipate her move and slides outof her way while still clutching Wolfe. I start runningtoward
them, laser drawn and pointed in the Cylon's direction, waiting for a clear shot at him. The Cylon'sholding
Wolfe in front of him now. If I shoot I'm morelikely to get Wolfe. Leda, in better position, grips the
handle of her pistol to get a steady aim, but the Cylonmoves Wolfe's body a bit to the right toward her,
blockingher line of shot. He's using Wolfe as a shield.

 Backing into a tunnel, he keeps his attention on bothLeda and me. Picking up Wolfe even higher, he
squeezeshim in a fierce one-armed embrace. I can hear bones crack inside Wolfe's body. The Cylon
forces his other glovedhand between himself and Wolfe's head. He pushesWolfe's head backward,
breaking his neck. Then he tosses Wolfe toward Leda, as if the body were a light bundle.For a moment,
my reflexes go bad on me; I can't reallycomprehend what the Cylon officer has done. I nevercould beat
Wolfe in a fight, except for that once. This Cylon creep has disposed of him in an instant. I startchasing
after the Cylon finally, firing wildly. Ahead in thetunnel, the Cylon doesn't even look back. He's in his ship
and the tunnel's closed off before I can squeeze off a shotat the ship's fueling area. The tunnel rumbles
and detaches from the ship. I feel the floor slipping out fromunder me. I scramble backward, reach the
main chamberjust in time. I would've slid downward through the gangway tunnel and found myself back
on the mountainwith nothing to do but kill time and wait for the explosionto kill me.

 Leda is kneeling beside Wolfe, trying to find somemiracle in her medical training she can use to restore
him.I grab her arm, try to pull her away. She resists, and I can'tbudge her.

 "He's dead, Leda."

 "I know."

 "Let's go."

 She stands up, looks down at the corpse briefly, sadly.

 "He was a killer, Leda, just a—"

 "I know, and he was such a rotten bilge-rat I don'tknow why I'm sad, why—let's get out of here."

 We run to the elevator. Apollo pushes us inside, thenhe and Ser 5-9 back in, firing furiously at the few
remaining Cylons. Tenna, firing off a few shots to the side, runs in just after them, and the doors ciose
behindher. All of the technology on the elevator is of Cylonmanufacture, but Apollo apparently knows
somethingabout it, because he pushes the right plates and we begin descending.

 "How are we for time?" I ask Apollo.

 "I'm not sure. Lost a little there at the last moment."



 "Won't the blast cut the cable if we don't reach thelower level in time?"

 "It might. We'll find out."

 I'll say one thing for the Cylons, they sure know how tobuild elevators. This one moves downward so
smoothly,it's impossible to tell what our descent speed is. I hope it'sfast, I surely do. Leda has folded her
tall broad body intoa back corner of the elevator car. Her eyes are vacant, hermouth slack. Tenna
whispers to her, evidently trying tosay something comforting, but Leda isn't having any, andshe regally
gestures Tenna away. Taking off her gloves,she wipes her forehead with the back of her hand, dabs ather
cheeks. Sweat is running off her. Running off all of us, in fact.

 Apollo keeps his gaze fixed on the old chronometer. Itry to interpret the strange flashes of light on the
hexagonsof the elevator control board. There's no way of tellingwhether or not we'll make it to the
bottom in time.

 "How much time?" I ask Apollo.

 Without taking his eyes off his timepiece, he says:

 "Ten microns."

 "You have any idea whether this elevator's out of rangeof the blast?"

 "Can't say. Maybe."

 "Hopeful, anyway."

 "Eight microns."

 Copying Apollo, I set my jaw at grim. The only soundin the elevator car is Apollo's whispering
countdown. Hereaches one, and we all tense. There is a long silence.

 "Maybe I did something wrong with the—" I say.

 But I am interrupted by the explosion. It's a deeprumbling blast followed by a series of increasingly
louderones. The chain-reaction effect of the solenite isproceeding according to plan. I can interpret the
sounds of solenite as precisely as an average person can detectchanges in a melody.

 At the loudest explosion, the elevator stops abruptly.My legs feel like they're being pushed through the
floor.Ser 5-9 does fall, knocking against Apollo and Tenna. Apollo grabs at the control panel and
steadies himself.

 The explosions stop. We all take a simultaneous deepbreath and I seem to feel the floor of the elevator
swayingbeneath me.

 "Are we falling?" I ask Apollo.

 "No. But something's loose somewhere. I don't knowif—"

 "Captain Apolllloooo!" cries a voice below us. Thesound is faint but clear. Apollo, amazed, looks at me.



 "That's Starbuck's voice," he says, then crouches downnear the doorway and shouts downward, "We're
up here,Starbuck. Can you hear me?"

 "Pretty good, Captain. Think I can see you. You're about fifty meters above us. Looks to me like there's
a maintenance ledge about... about twenty meters belowyou. If you can get to that, there's a sort of
ladder."

 "Okay, Starbuck, thanks. We'll be right down. Keepyour people out of the way."

 Apollo stands.

 "Okay, Croft, what do you suggest?"

 "Blast a hole in the flooring first, then we'll descend byrope. I mean, rope we got in abundance, right?"

 "Just about my idea, too. Stand back, everybody."

 Aiming his laser pistol at a section of flooring, hequickly carves out a rough circle of metal. Holstering the
laser, he then taps that part of the flooring with his ice-ax.It gives way easily and falls down the shaft. We
hear theclank of it hitting the bottom even sooner than we'dhoped.

 "Okay," Apollo says to me. "Who should handle thebelay?" '

 "No need for a belay, Captain. I still have some of thefancy pitons."

 "I don't understand. How are you going to get outthere into the shaft and push them into the rock,
how—

 "They hold in metal, too. Watch."

 I set the molecular-binding scale on the top of the pitontometal. Kneeling down, I drive them into the
thickflooring in a semicircle. Going in, they sound good. Theyshould hold. Leda, thinking ahead of me,
has rope readyand attaches it to five carabiners, then snap-locks them tothe five pitons. I test that each
carabiner is securely lockedto each piton and satisfy myself that they should hold therope.

 "Good work," Apollo says. "Okay, I'll go first, test theholding power of the rope and—"

 "No, Captain," Leda interrupts. "We appreciate yourbravado but—

 "It's not bravado, it's common sense, as the leader of—

 "It's hardly common sense. You showed us on themountainside how experienced you were when it
came toclimbing. All due apologies, but the same goes fordescending, Captain. Croft and I have better
experience, more training. We'll go first. Is that all right with you,Croft?"

 "Of course it's all right."

 I have to struggle to keep joy out of my voice. Leda'sasked me to team up with her again, even if only
for thisone task. Of course it's all right.



 "Ready, Croft?" Leda says, as she flings the coil of ropethrough the hole, then sets it for the stiff cablelike
tensility.

 Leda seems normal again, like in the old days.Efficient, steady, eager to attack a task without pause.

 "Should we rope together?" I ask her.

 "No. Better to descend one person at a time. Safer thatway, in case the conditions on the mountain
affected therope at any point."

 "Shall we toss for who goes first?"

 "No. I'm going first."

 "Leda, I’ll—

 "Croft, it's my play."

 She's appealing to my sense of leadership. If I tell hernot to go first, she'll defer to me. But, on the other
hand,she's telling me she's not only got the right to go first, but she has the best shot at doing it right. She's
angling for anunselfish command decision. I have to give it to her.

 "All right, Leda. Take care."

 She smiles.

 "Sure thing," she says, and has grabbed the stiff ropeand started descending before I can come up with a
clevergood-bye. I lie prone by the hole and watch her descend inthe dim light cast by our lanterns and
the interiorillumination of the elevator. A crack of light can be seen crossing the bottom of the shaft. It's
not a long descent tothe bottom at all.

 "It's an easy rappel," Leda hollers up to us. "Easy. Allof you, just dig your crampons in the wall and let
your legsdo the work. I have to. I forgot to wear my gloves, they're probably up there on the floor
somewhere, and this rope'sas rough as a rasp file. My hands're gonna be as raw as daggit-meat."

 "The rock jutting out below you, Leda, it looks loose,"I holler.

 "Right. I see it. Thanks, Croft."

 Bouncing her feet off the wall sometimes, at othertimes digging the crampons in for a few careful steps,
sheslowly makes her way down the rope.

 "I think you're just about there, Leda."

 "Yeah. About another half meter."

 When she reaches the ledge, she gives a good kick at theside of the shaft wall and lands, clumsily but
firmly, on theledge.

 "All right, Croft," she hollers up. "Nothing to it. Come on down. I can anchor the rope from down here,
so it'll beeven easier for you, cragsman."



 Reacting quickly, I grab a section of the rope and ease myself out of the floor hole. Leda is right. The
rappel is easy. Having watched her rappel, I can do it even faster.The rock I shove my crampons into is
firm and I get goodfriction all the way down.

 I am about three meters from the ledge when I hear areverberating rumble above me.

 "What's that?" Leda calls.

 "Another explosion. Or one big avalanche or quake onthe mountain."

 I start scrambling down the rope. When I am near levelwith the ledge, the shaft starts trembling in
reaction to theblast. Some rocks fall right by my head.

 "Swing yourself this way, Croft," Leda yells.

 I swing toward her. She grabs my leg, eases me downtoward the ledge. The noise in the shaft grows
louder. More rocks break loose from the shaft wall. Leda grabsmy left hand with her right. My right is
still on the rope.As my foot touches the surface of the ledge, there is another frightening rumble and I feel
the ledge breakingaway beneath my feet. Clinging to the rope, I try totighten my grip on Leda's hand. She
tries to do the same, but neither of us can quite coordinate. Her hand, raw andbleeding, slips a bit in my
glove, but she manages to holdon. She flings out her feet, trying to get them onto thepiece of ledge that's
left. I try to get leverage to help herswing, but can't. My arm feels stretched, hanging from the rope.
Another try by Leda for the ledge fails, although herfoot briefly touches its edge. Now she's hanging
below me.Dangling.

 "Grab a piece of the rope!" I holler.

 She reaches toward it with her left hand, puts her fingers around it, seems to grip it.

 "Don't let go of me yet!" I cry, but she is already letting go. I don't know whether she intends to grab the
stiff ropewith both hands or whether her right hand, too raw tohold on, just slips out of my glove.
Whatever, she has alsolost her grip on the rope. She begins to slide downward.She makes a grab at the
rope with her free hand, butmisses. Then both hands are off the rope and she is falling.

 I remember her falling away from me in my nightmare.This fall is nothing like the one in the dream. It is
quick,and her scream echoes through the shaft even after herbody has struck the bottom.

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 Athena brought Mount Hekla into focus on the monitorscreen. This was the first scan they'd been able to
make ofthe ice planet's surface in some time. Now, for a momentat least, the mountain could be seen
clearly. She calledTigh over. He nodded grimly.

 "Then they didn't get it," he said, pointing to the laser weapon on top of the mountain, which responded
to hispoint by letting out another pulsing blast.

 Athena and Tigh stared at the screen as if it wereplaying an entertainment cassette. For both of them, the
apparent stillness on the planet's surface seemed to, onceand for all, signal defeat for theGalactica.



 "I thought for certain they'd—" Athena muttered, butwas interrupted by an intensely bright flash of light
from the top of the mountain. At first she thought it was justanother pulse from the gun; then she saw the
barrel of thecannon turn bright red, then white, just before the wholeemplacement exploded outward.
The whole summit ofthe mountain seemed to erupt and form a small cloudabove where the gun
emplacement had been. Debris wasstill flying outward when she turned to Tigh and yelled:

 "They did it! They did it!"

 "Commander," Tigh shouted. "The laser cannon'sbeen destroyed. It—"

 TheGalactica was rocked by a pulse from the laser gun, passing closer to the battlestar than any
previouspulse had. A warning light flashed on, signifying a fire in acargo hold. Adama ordered a fire crew
dispatched.

 "Was that the last pulse from the gun before it—?" hesaid to Tigh.

 "I hope so. I certainly hope so."

 Tensely, everyone on the bridge waited, each persondreading the eerie thought of being wiped out by a
weapon that had been already destroyed.

 "That's it," Athena finally said, looking up from herscanner. "It was definitely the last one."

 A sense of relief passed across the bridge, and several crew members managed a weak but
emotion-filled cheer.

 "They've done it!" Adama said, smiling for the firsttime since the attacks had begun. More crew
memberssupplemented the growing cheer.

 "Send down a rescue unit with full fighter escort,"Adama ordered. "Athena can pilot the rescue ship. I'm
sure she'd enjoy that."

 Athena almost hadn't heard her father's last orders.Then they exchanged affectionate smiles, as she
escapedfrom her communications console and headed for thelaunching deck.

  

 Vulpa was nearing the headquarters airfield when theexplosion above him sent his ship rocking, nearly
into a spin. Climbing out of the spin, he saw the massive finalblast that destroyed the laser weapon. He
did not havemuch time to think about it, for the shock waves from theblast caused his ship to go out of
control again. Vulpa tried to restore a steady course, but he could not stop theplunge downward. He
managed to level the ship off just before striking ground, and it skidded to a stop in the icefield, a few
meters away from headquarters.

 Fearing a systems failure that would set the ship afire,Vulpa scrambled clumsily out of the cockpit and
staggered a few steps away. His arm, grazed by the shotfrom the stocky human's gun, began to hurt
again. Helooked back at his ship. Much of its underside had rippedaway, and it was no longer flyable,
but it did not catchfire.

 Turning, he started walking toward the command-postbuilding. For the first time he saw the dying fire
inside itsportals. Suddenly he understood everything. While thebomb-planting team had attacked the



summit station,another group of humans, perhaps also aided by Ravashol's deceptive clones, had
attacked the commandpost and probably the underground complex. That waswhy the Cylons at the gun
had lost communicationcontact with the headquarters in the Hekla foothills.

 Vulpa wanted to run wild with rage. Running wild wasa rarity among Cylons, but not unknown. For the
firsttime Vulpa understood what rage was all about. Thisinfernal small group of humans had not only
wrecked hisgarrison and blown up his gun, they had also exploded hislife. There was no more point to his
ambition. He wouldnever return to Imperious Leader's base ship. He wouldbe shifted from one exile post
to another. He would never succeed Imperious Leader. His life had become as uselessas a street poet's
on the home planets of the Alliance.

 Inside the command post, he surveyed the damage.The humans had almost totally wrecked the place.
Theirattack and the subsequent fire had transformed every­thing into smoldering wreckage. He touched
theactivation button of the transmitter, hoping to see theshape of Imperious Leader form bit by bit on the
cracked screen, but there was no response to his pressing of the button. The only piece of furniture still
intact in the roomwas his command chair. He slumped into it.

 Using the meditative factor of his second brain, he wasable to put himself into a kind of trance that not
onlycalmed him, but mercifully removed awareness of hissurroundings. He did not know how long he
remained inthis state. When he came to, he was immediately aware ofdanger. He looked out the
command-post window. Alarge ship had just come out of the clouds, followed by anescort of fighters.
Vipers. Human ships. What were theydoing here? To rescue their invasion force? Or completethe
destruction of his unit here? No matter. What did hecare what the humans' motives were anymore? The
onlyinstinct left in him said to destroy them, any of them. Hewould start with this rescue force.

 Slipping out of the command-post structure, he madehis way to the airfield without being blocked by any
of theenemy. The first ship he came to was one of the Cylon fighters that were equipped to guide the
ghost ships thatwere positioned in the front ranks of the airfield. He couldcontrol five ghost ships from this
guidance craft. It wasjust what he needed. The humans would think an entireCylon squad was attacking
them, when it was only Vulpa and a quintet of ghost ships. He looked up at the humanships. There might
be too many of them, but he wouldgive them a good battle before going down.

 Pressing a control-panel plate so that the imprint of theglove on his right hand was recognized by the
scanningequipment, he brought the fuel-activation level to fullpower. To his left, he saw some children,
reacting perhaps to the sudden noise of his aircraft, crawling out of thefighter next to him. Children? What
would children bedoing in a Cylon fighter, especially children who vaguelyresembled Ravashol's cursed
clones? Everything, itseemed, was going crazy around him. No matter. The destruction of human ships
would bring back his sanity.He pressed the plates that powered the ghost ships. Aheadof him, five ships
stirred quickly to life.

  

 Starbuck helped Apollo climb out of the elevatorshaft. A meter and a half below, on the floor of the
shaft,Croft still knelt by the body of Leda. The man just satthere, as if he were willing to wait through
eternity for aflicker of movement from her. Starbuck considered going down there, convincing him to
leave her, telling him thatthey could arrange a proper disposition of the body,burial or flames, later. But
he decided to leave Croft alonewith his sorrow for a couple of moments longer.

 "She did a good job up there," Starbuck muttered.

 "Both of them did," Apollo said. "By the way, thanksfor being here."



 "Told you not to worry about my timing. Though theCylon guards put up so much resistance,they darn
nearwere your welcoming committee, Captain."

 "Any Cylons left in the garrison?"

 "No," Boomer said. "They seem to be wiped out."

 "We'll have to regroup now. Boomer, you go back and get Haals and the wounded, bring them back
here. Take asquad of Ser 5-9's people to help you."

 "Yo," Boomer said. He turned militarily and strodeaway.

 "Starbuck, you go get Boxey and the children."

 "Right, Captain. Hey, Cadet Cree, come with me."

 Cree—or at least a gaunt version of the formerlycocksure cadet—appeared from a shadowy niche and
weakly saluted Apollo, who returned the courtesy.

 "I didn't expect to see you, Cree."

 "Never said a word to them, sir."

 "Well, that might earn you a bit of metal, Cree."

 "A...bit...of metal?''

 "An award, Cree, a medal."

 "Oh, yes, sir."

 "Go help Starbuck."

 Apollo went back to the elevator shaft and descendedto Croft.

 "We've got to go now," he whispered. "I'll sendsomeone back for Leda."

 "I should have saved her, shouldn't have let her drop,shouldn't—"

 "Take it easy, Croft. We have to go."

 Croft stood up, looked down at Leda's body.

 "I wanted to get back together with her," he said. "Iwas thinking of that, back on the elevator. Well, that
wasprobably just so much bilge. She'd never've come back tome. But there were so many things I—"

 "Let's go."

 "Right."



 They climbed out of the shaft, Apollo giving Croft thefinal hand up. Ser 5-9 approached them, saying:

 "Dr. Ravashol told me to tell you that he's establishedcontact with theGalactica. They're sending down
a rescueunit. It should arrive anytime now."

 Apollo told Ser 5-9 to take him to Ravashol. WithCroft following, they made their way through
labyrin­thine corridors to Ravashol's quarters. Ravashol smiledwhen he saw Apollo.

 "Your rescue ship's just outside the cloud cover now. Itshould be coming through momentarily. Are you
allright?"

 Apollo glanced at Croft, whose eyes seemed vacant.

 "Well enough," Apollo said.

 "My clones have been conducting a celebration in themain hall. Look."

 Ravashol pointed toward the telecom screen. Apollolooked. The clones were, indeed, making merry, he
thought.

 "Emotion has been alien to them," Ravashol com­mented. "It is good to hear it again."

 "The Cylons will come back," Apollo said.

 "We will be ready for them. You have saved us. You'vesaved my children."

 "I might suggest you stop calling them children, sir. You may be having a little trouble with them from
nowon. They seem to be getting more and more human."

 "I am glad."

 The handshake between Apollo and Ravashol wasinterrupted by Starbuck bursting into the room.

 "Captain! Boxey and the children. They aren't there! One of the Tennas told me the Cylons came, and
thechildren ran away in the confusion."

 "Send everyone you can to search the corridors,"Apollo commanded. "You come with me, Croft. You,
too, Ser 5-9. I'll need your help getting around out there."

 Croft followed Apollo and Ser 5-9 out of the room anddown a long corridor. Finally catching up to
them, Croftsaid to Apollo:

 "Where we going?"

 "To the airfield. The children might be wanderingaround out on the surface. The cold or the di-ethene
couldkill them!"

 "But why the airfield?"

 "We're going to hot-wire a Cylon ship and go offlooking for them."



 "Oh."

 "That all right?"

 "Sure. I just thought you wanted us to do somethingdifficult."

  

 Boxey had been awakened briefly by the sound of loudexplosions and the lighting up of the sky. Muffit
hadbarked. Boxey had told the daggit to be quiet and goneback to sleep.

 Now he was awakened by the lurch of the ship in whichhe slept. A rumble from the front of the ship sent
tremorsthrough its walls.

 "We better get out of here, daggit," Boxey said, but hehad trouble getting his body to move. It felt numb
all theway through.

 "Go get Dad, Muffit...or Starbuck!"

 The daggit barked again, seemed to hesitate, thenshoved its snout against the exit hatch of the ship. It
cameopen narrowly, and Muffit squeezed out. The hatchslammed shut behind it. Boxey could hear
Muffy'sbarking outside. He tried to force his body toward thehatch. It was no use. He couldn't move fast
enough. Just as he'd reached the hatch by crawling, the ship startedthrobbing and Boxey could feel it lift
off the ground.

 Boxey didn't know whether to be thrilled or scared.He'd always wanted a ride in a Cylon ship, he just
wasn'tsure now was the time.

  

 Athena steadied the rescue shuttle just below the cloudcover and ordered a crewman to establish
contact with theexpedition. After a brief colloquy with a strange-lookingman named Ravashol, who told
her that Apollo,Starbuck, and Boomer were safe, she set the crew to theirproper tasks. The medical
officer reported ready. Thepilot who'd be driving the snow ram reported ready. Thewarrior contingent,
brought here in case any Cylonsattacked during the rescue operation, reported ready. As she was about
to set the rescue mission going, thecommunications officer reported:

 "Activity on the airfield below. Cylon ships revvingup."

 "Are you sure it's Cylons? Ravashol said the garrisonwas wiped out."

 "I can't tell who's piloting the ships. It looks likenobody's in some of them, from the scanner probe."

 "Ghost ships! Equipped with warheads maybe. Alert the escort force but tell them to hold fire until intent
ofattack is established."

 Athena's brow furled. She tightened her grip on thecontrols of the rescue shuttle.

 Five of the Cylon ships on the airfield below lifted offsimultaneously, followed quickly by a sixth ship
from a rear rank. Athena asked for a further scanner probe, andwas told that the rear ship contained
personnel; outlineindicated a lone Cylon. The other ships were definitely ofthe designation ghost ship, and



were warhead-equipped.

 "Any hint of hostile activity?" Athena asked.

 "Not yet."

 A moment later one of the Cylon ships gave a sign ofhostile activity. It flew right at a colonial escort
viper.Reacting rapidly to Athena's hasty order of "Fire!" theviper shot at the ghost ship. Hitting it
head-on, the viper's fire caused the Cylon ship to burst into flame and plunge toward the planet's surface.
It exploded before hitting theground.

 "The other Cylon ships are maneuvering into attackpositions," the communications officer said.

 "Blast them out of the skies!" Athena ordered.

  

 Vulpa had put the first ghost ship into operation toohastily. He should not have sent it up against one of
thevipers. The human craft was too maneuverable, couldevade the ghost ship too easily, explode its
warheadbefore it could do any damage. Clearly, the betterstrategy, if he were to get any revenge at all,
was to destroythe larger, less maneuverable rescue ship. Fiddling with the controls, he set the guidance
system for an attack onthe human rescue shuttle by two of the remaining ghostships.

  

 Boxey, feeling warmer now from the exertion, pulledhimself forward into the cockpit of the Cylon ship.
Herealized his ship was part of a line of ships. Up ahead was what looked like a shuttle from the
Galactica. He hoped itwas from theGalactica.

 Next to him one of the other ships flew forward with aloud surge of power. It ran right at what Boxey
recognized as a colonial viper, the kind he hoped to flysomeday. It looked like the fighter was going to
crashright into the viper.

 "No, don't," Boxey cried aloud. "Shoot it down,warrior!"

 Which the pilot of the viper promptly did.

 "Good shooting!" Boxey yelled, then watched two other ships pull out of the line and head toward the
formation ofGalactica spacecraft.

 Athena recognized the move of the two ghost shipsimmediately. One would loop up and attack the
rescue shuttle from above, while the other would zero in frombelow.

 "Intercept!" she ordered.

 Two vipers intruded themselves between the lowerattacker and the rescue shuttle. Catching the ghost
shipbetween two lines of fire, they set it aflame. Another shotand they got the warhead. The ghost ship
exploded. Theshock wave rocked the shuttle, and Athena was able tolevel it off again with extreme
difficulty and quick reflex responses. She wished she were in one of the vipers. Anyship lighter and more
maneuverable than this rescueshuttle.



 "The other ghost ship!" her communications officersaid. "It got two vipers. Blew itself and them right out
ofthe skies. It's horrible." He turned to the console. "There'sa message coming in. It's Dr. Ravashol
again."

 Ravashol's voice sounded strained, desperate. He asked to speak to the officer in command.

 "What is it?" Athena said.

 "The ships attacking you. They are nonpersonnel guidance-system craft that—"

 "Yes, I know all that. Don't worry. Three of them arealready destroyed. We'll get the others, then—

 "No, you can't! One of them may have one of yourpeople on it. A boy. A—"

 "Boxey?"

 Ravashol briefly conferred with a tall muscular blondman dressed in thick furs. Turning back to face the
screen,he said:

 "Yes, that's the right name. Somehow he got on one ofthe Cylon ships. Captain Apollo's on his way up
in aCylon fighter."

 "All right, doctor." She turned to the communicationsofficer and said: "Report."

 "The other two ghost ships are closing in together.Looks like they're ready for attack. The ship in the
rear isdefinitely guiding them."

 "Can you tell which ship Boxey's in?"

 "No. Scanner probe's not come up with that informa­tion."

 "All right. God, we might have killed—we'll have toexecute evasive action until we're sure whether or
notBoxey's in one of those two ships! Tell the fighter escort topull away. They are officially out of
combat."

 "But—

 "I can't have one of them going off half-cocked and shooting down the ship Boxey's in. As soon as one
of theghost ships makes a move at us, we're just going to have toevade it. Those are your orders."

 "We can send one of the vipers after the guidance ship,then—

 "No. That's risky. The guidance ship just might be ableto explode the warheads on the ghost ships by
remote. Idon't even know if the lousy Cylon's aware of Boxey beingin that ship."

 Feeling her body tense, she gripped the controls as sheheard the communications officer shout:

 "One of them, it's coming right at us!"

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



 Croft:

 The way Apollo skims across the fields of ice, you'dnever think he just got done climbing a mountain and
attacking a laser station a short time ago. He's even stillwearing half his climbing equipment. An ice-ax in
holsterbumps against the side of his hip as he runs. Ser 5-9, keeping up with him and giving him
directions, is even more loaded down than Apollo. The clone still has a fullpack andall his equipment.

 Anyway, how do I know it's only been a short timesince we got off the mountain? I haven't been
keepingtrack. I don't know how long I sat by Leda's body. Itcould have been centons. Leda. I don't
want to think ofher. I don't want to think of that. At every step I take, Iseem to think Leda's dead, Leda's
dead, Leda's—I've got to stop it. She knew the risk she was taking, she acceptedit. I would've been the
same. But Leda's dead. And I'mnot. I should be. Leda's...

 I try to take my mind off it. Looking up, I can see therescue ship hovering beneath the cloud cover.
Dimlyoutlined in the darkness, it seems like a somber queen bee,with the smaller vipercraft buzzing
around it like drones.

 I have to put on an extra rush to catch up to Apollo andSer 5-9. Just ahead of us is the Cylon airfield,
next to thewrecked command post. A group of the clone children aregathering at the edge of it. Apollo
runs up to them,shouting:

 "Where's Boxey?"

 There's a desperation in his voice I've never heard before. A child answers:

 "We don't know. He told us to hide in the ships. Hewent on ahead there."

 The child points to the front rank of Cylon aircraft.Suddenly a fighter behind us starts throbbing with
power.Ahead of us five ships in the front rank rev up. Apolloruns toward them, Ser 5-9 and I following a
few stepsbehind. As we get near the five ships in front, the hatch ofone of them squeezes open and what
comes out of it butthe kid's daggit-droid! The hatch springs shut behind it, asit scampers up to Apollo,
barking loudly. Apollo seems tounderstand the bloody droid-animal.

 "What is it?" I ask Apollo.

 "Boxey's in there, I think. He must be, if Muffit was. Inthat ship. It's a ghost ship."

 "What's a—"

 Before I can finish the question, Apollo whirls aroundand starts running toward the ghost ship—just as it
beginsto lift off the ground. We're all forced backward by theswirling tornado in its wake.

 I'm recovering my balance as Apollo grabs my arm andstarts pulling me toward the nearest Cylon
fighter. All ofthe ghost ships are in the air now. Stopping by the fighter,he turns to Ser 5-9, yells:

 "Throw your mountaineering equipment aboard, thenget to Ravashol! Have him send a message to that
shuttlethat Boxey's in one of the ghost ships. Hurry!"

 Ser 5-9, reacting immediately, is hurling mountaineer­ing equipment aboard the Cylon ship before
Apollofinishes his orders. First there's his pack, then his ice-ax,then a whole package of pitons—he must



have beenhoarding them. Apollo, after dumping his climbingmaterial onto the pile, pulls me onto the
fighter. Ser 5-9'scoil of rope follows me aboard; then the clone turns on his heels and sprints off. He is
surprisingly agile for a big manrunning on an ice surface.

 Apollo is busy monkeying with some wires beneath thecontrol panel of the Cylon craft.

 "You can really fly one of these things?" I yell.

 "In theory."

 "In theory! You mean you've never—"

 "No."

 I glance around me. The insides of the ship are weird,all pinwheels and improbably rounded gears, and
other things I can't begin to make out. I turn back and stare atApollo, trying to keep my mouth from
hanging open.

 "There," he says, getting up and taking the pilot seat.

 "There what?"

 "The controls are easy, but they're keyed to imprints ofelectronic wiring inside Cylon gloves. Fixing those
wiresshould inform the monitoring devices that I'm a Cylon."

 "Listen, Apollo, you're so alien to me right now, you'rebeginning to look like a Cylon."

 He doesn't bother to respond, but fingers a couple ofbuttons and levers. The fighter kicks into action. I
findmyself falling into a copilot seat at the upward thrust ofthe ship.

 Above us, I can see a ghost ship in the middle ofblowing up. I glance over at Apollo. The strange
controlsare keeping him busy; he hasn't time to comment. Iwonder what I'm doing here, and why he'd
insisted on shoving me into this ship. His eyes look insane withdesperation. What in bloody Scorpia is he
planning? Ithink I don't want to know.

 As we zoom upward, I watch two ghost ships,apparently guided by the fighter that's staying to the rear,
suddenly zero in on the rescue shuttle, one from above, the other from below. The one going after the
shuttle'sunderbelly is knocked out by a pair of vipers, but theother one very nearly succeeds in blowing
up the rescueship. It's stopped by two vipers, who are themselvescaught and destroyed by the
subsequent explosion. Othervipers seem on course to attack the remaining two ghostships.

 "No, don't, don't..." Apollo mutters.

 Suddenly all the vipers peel away from the shuttle.

 "Ser 5-9 got through to Ravashol," Apollo shouts."They know Boxey's in one of those last two ships."

 I almost don't want to say it, but I do:

 "How do you know Boxey wasn't in one of the shipsthat went down?"



 "I've kept track of the markings on the ship he was in.It's the one up there on the right."

 I look where he points. That particular ship has left theother one now and is heading right toward the
rescueshuttle. For a moment it looks like it's going to crash rightinto the front of the shuttle, but at the last
moment theshuttle dips and flies under the ghost ship. The ghost shipflies up into the cloud cover. Just
before it enters theclouds, its course is already being redirected by the guidance ship.

 "Okay, good," Apollo says. "Whoever's flying theshuttle's an expert. That was precision flying!"

 "I'm sure it was. But what good's it going to do? If I getyou right, that Cylon thing's got a warhead and
it's notgoing to stop searching out the—

 "We're going to have to stop it. We're going to have toget Boxey out of there."

 Did I hear what I heard?

 "Just how do you propose to—

 "Tell ya in a flash. Just let me take care of that otherghost ship before it gets the shuttle."

 Manipulating the strange controls with a tenseefficiency, Apollo heads for the other ghost ship, which is
now bearing down on the shuttle. The shuttle has justpulled out of its dive, but it manages to veer off
rightwardto evade the attack of the warhead-equipped fighter.Before the ghost ship can have its course
redirectedtoward the shuttle, Apollo dives our ship right at it, then pushes a multilined template in front of
him. Laser fireshoots out from the front of our ship. A few tongues offlame, and the ghost ship is a real
ghost now. I hopeApollo was right about which ship Boxey's in.

 The last ghost ship comes back out of the clouds. It's heading directly for the highside of the shuttle. It
looks like there's no chance the rescue ship can get out of theway, but at the last possible moment it
surges forward with a blast of power and the ghost ship goes unsingedthrough its flaming wake. The
ghost ship goes into a deepdive. Apollo mutters:

 "No, it can't crash. It can't—

 It doesn't. The attacker is pulled out and buzzes theground. If Boxey is really in it, he must be having one
hellof a fun ride. That Cylon pilot's showing considerable skills at precision flying by remote.

 Apollo turns to me, talks quickly:

 "Okay, Croft, it's up to you now."

 "Up to me what?"

 "Listen and don't interrupt. The climbing stuff, youknow how to use it. Anchor the rope here, and climb
down to the ghost ship, get Boxey out with your fancyequipment. That's it. It's our only chance."

 "It's not even a chance, it's—

 "Do it!"

 The desperation in his voice puts an end to it. Sure, I'lldo it, I say to myself even as I start gathering the



equipment, what do I care? I might as well die, too, likeLeda. Even as I contemplate my own death, I
work out a plan. It probably won't work, it shouldn't, but I don't liketo try anything this dumb without a
plan. Why shouldn'tit work? All I've got to do is work my way down to a ghostship that's engaged in
attacking a shuttle while the reveredCaptain Apollo keeps still another ship that he's never flown before
steady enough for me to do my job without falling from the rope to the icy surface below. I can dothat,
can't I?

 As I anchor the rope to an ice-ax which I've wedgedbetween the base of the copilot seat and another
juttingpiece of ship whose function I can't even guess, I notice that the belay's no worse than some I've
set up onmountainsides. I tell Apollo a few hand signals I'll beusing that'll let him know how to fly while
I'm operatingbelow. Then I grab three molecular-binding pitons, andusing my famous Scorpion slip knot
on each, I connectthem all with a length of rope. Attaching another piece ofrope to a second ice-ax, I coil
it and secure it on myshoulder. I check to verify that my laser pistol is still in myholster. Taking still more
rope, and with a few more applications of my famous Scorpion knot-work, I jerry-rig several loops at
the end of the climbing rope I'm goingto use. Some of the loops are small enough to slip a bootinto,
which is exactly what I intend to slip into them.Another two loops are big enough to fit me rather snugly,
albeit without much style, at chest and waist levels. Iweight down the main climbing rope with a lot of
junk I find around the interior of the Cylon ship. Apollo keeps looking over his shoulder, as if to say:
Aren't you evergoing to be ready?

 "Good flying!" he shouts suddenly. Apparently thepilot of the shuttle has executed another great
maneuver!Swell!

 After setting the rope to its stiffer cablelike tension andkicking open the side hatch of the Cylon fighter, I
throw the rope out the hatch. The weight at the rope end keepsthe rope from dragging directly behind the
ship, but theangle downward still looks less than favorable to me.

 "Check with you later, Apollo," I scream, and don't wait for his answer. Grabbing the rope and gripping
ittightly, I hurl myself backward out of the open hatch of the ship.

 As I descend I try not to notice the intense cold, thefierce wind, the memories of Leda clinging to the
rope inthe elevator shaft. The cold and wind are easy enough to ignore^-they're no worse than on some
mountains—butthe memories of Leda are hard to dispel.

 I reach the bottom weighted area of the rope and slipmy booted feet into two of the loops I'd knotted.
Looking down, I can see the ghost ship below me. It's headingtoward the shuttle again. Somehow
Apollo's keeping pace with it. Concentrating on the ghost ship itself, I'monly half aware of the evasion
maneuver of the shuttle.Waving my hand in the gesture telling Apollo to descend closer, I then watch the
ghost ship come toward me.Suddenly I'm right next to it. I have to act fast, since Idon't know when the
Cylon guidance pilot might pull theship away from me. Checking that the chest and waistloops are
secure, I quickly slip my body into them, thusfreeing my hands to work. I gesture to Apollo to edge me
closer to the ghost ship. He does. I jam the three pitons,set on metal penetration, into the side hatch of
the ship.Just in time. Before I can do any thing about attaching theice-ax to the rope linking the pitons, the
ship seems to drift away from me, the hatch now out of reach. That's okay; I figured on that. I take out
my pistol and quicklybut deliberately fire toward the hatch. Although I'm notup on the technology of the
superstructure of this bloodyghost ship, I place the shots where the locking mechanism and single hinge of
an ordinary Cylon spacecraft hatch should be. My shots seem to be accurate, at least theabstractly
designed scorch marks at each area look right.

 Well, lucky so far. The wind tearing at my clothing makes me realize just how fast we're going, and for a
moment I am terrified. I'm putting my life on the line, just trusting Apollo's piloting skills. Well, he came



quite wellrecommended, I try to tell myself.

 As the ghost ship makes another run at the shuttle, itpasses very close to where I'm hanging. I get a good
viewof the cockpit. The kid's in there, all right. He's enjoyinghimself! He's all wide-eyed and excited.

 Apollo pulls up slightly and follows the ghost ship's run. Again the shuttle executes a smooth evasive
action.Following the path of the ghost ship, I signal Apollo tolower and move to the left, which he does
smoothly. Thistime the hatch is just out of reach. Okay. I slip the ice-ax inits coil of rope off my shoulder.
Feeding out just a bit of the rope, I then fling the ice-ax toward the pitons on thehatch. First time, it just
misses and I have to reel it back inlike a fishing line. Taking a deep breath first, I then throwthe ice-ax
again. This time its point catches hold of the rope linking the pitons, its long surface hooked snuglyonto
two of the connecting strands. Replacing the coil of rope on my shoulder and taking a firm hold on my
end ofthe section of the rope leading to the ice-ax, I signal to Apollo to slide rightward abruptly, away
from the ghost ship. The rope jerks tight and for a moment I don't knowif it's going to hold; then suddenly
there is a loud crackingsound and the hatch pulls away from the ship, and beginsto plunge downward. I
shake the coil of rope off myshoulder before the heavy weight of the hatch can breakoff any piece of my
anatomy, and don't even bother towatch it all hurtle to the ground.

 The hole left behind in the ship is more jagged than I'dhave expected. Apparently the hatch pulled away
piecessurrounding it. Quickly I slip out of the chest and waistloops and grab onto the climbing rope. After
signalingApollo to head back toward the ghost ship, I grip the rope with both hands and release my
boots from the footholds.As Apollo executes the sweep toward the ghost ship, I kick back with my legs
as hard as I can under the circumstances, then forward. My aim has got to be justright. The side of the
ghost ship comes close to me muchtoo fast, and I don't have time to think. All I can do isswing my legs
outward, aiming for the hold in the side ofthe ship. Apollo holds the Cylon fighter steady. I almostmiss,
anyway. My leg scrapes a jagged edge of the hole asboth legs begin to go through. Letting the force of
theswing carry me, I let go the climbing rope and plunge through the unevenly shaped but wide opening. I
don'tknow why I don't break every bone in my body, as I hit theopposite wall and bounce back toward
the other side, justmissing going out again through the jagged hole which I'd so clumsily entered.

 I lie on the floor of the ship, trying to catch my breath, trying to make some part of my body move.
Suddenly thekid is standing over me, each of his eyes as large as the hatchway opening. Beyond him, I
can see Apollo's shiphovering high above the cockpit.

 "Where'd you come from?" Boxey says.

 I reject all the bad jokes I could make for a reply to thatquestion and just say:

 "From up there, kid."

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 It was all Athena could do to keep from watching therescue attempt of Apollo and Croft. Instead, she
kept herattention on the controls, carefully timing her evasivemaneuvers each time the ghost ship
approached. Itseemed that each escape from it was narrower than the one before. She could hardly
believe she'd heard rightwhen an officer reported that Croft had jumped from therope and through the
open ghost-ship hatchway. She nowunderstood completely why the computer had kickedback Croft's
name during the search for personnel. She was also glad that Apollo had worked himself onto the mission
roster. There were a lot of good pilots in theGalacticasquadrons, but with the possible exceptions of
Starbuck and Boomer, only Apollo could have flown astrange ship with that much accuracy and
precision. Well, as far as precision flying went, she wasn't doing too badherself, she thought, as she



plunged the shuttle downwardto evade another diving attack.

 "What's happening out there?" she asked the crewmember who was keeping track.

 "Nothing. No, wait. Something. The guy just made some gesture out that hole. Apollo's bringing his ship
closer, the rope's right next to the hole. The guy's comingout. He's carrying something, like a big pack.
It's Boxey, Ithink, it looks like Boxey, and they're both on the ropenow, clinging to it."

 "Confirm that it is Boxey, please."

 The crewman squinted at a picture on the monitor,then shouted joyously:

 "Confirmed! It's Boxey, all right!"

 "How far are they away from the ghost ship?"

 "Not far. No, wait. Apollo's ship is slowly veering toport. He's carrying them away."

 "Are they out of range of any explosion?"

 "Yes, I think so."

 "Confirmthey are out of range."

 The crewman paused before answering.

 "Out of range.Confirmed."

 "Escort leader!"

 The voice of the escort officer came over the commline:

 "Yes, Ensign Athena?"

 "Destroy that ghost ship. And the guidance ship, too.Both of them. Immediately."

 She watched the ghost ship explode with greatpleasure. Other vipers from the escort chased after the
guidance ship, which now dived toward the ground. Ashot from one of the vipers crossed the Cylon ship
highside, and it began to wobble. Incredibly, the Cylon pilot was able to keep it steady for a crash
landing on theCylon surface. A clear view of the Cylon ship became lostin the swirling snow created by
the crash landing.

 In the distance Athena could see Apollo descending hisship carefully, delicately, toward the airfield,
Croft and Boxey hanging from the rope. The rope seemed to justtouch the ground when Croft, holding
onto Boxey,jumped off and went into a gentle roll along the ground.After a moment of lying there, both
Croft and Boxeystood up and shook themselves off. Boxey leaped up at Croft's chest and hugged him.
Even from this height, itlooked to Athena as if Croft didn't mind.

 An aide distracted Athena's attention from the eventsbelow by telling her that Commander Adama was
on thecommline and wanted to talk to her.



 "Yes, Commander."

 "I just wanted to tell you—good work. We were... im­pressed with the flying skills of you and Captain
Apollo."

 "Yes, sir. I'm taking the rescue unit in now for alanding."

 "You'll have to make it quick. The Cylon pursuit forceis still on our tail, and we won't be able to keep
them at adistance for long."

 Athena resisted smiling until the image of her fatherhad faded from the screen. The guarded praise he'd
givenher had been worth all the medals in the fleet.

 "Prepare to land," she ordered her crew.

  

 Beside the rescue shuttle, Ravashol gripped Apollo'sshoulders and said his farewells.

 "Peace be with you, Apollo. May you reach yourdestination."

 "Peace be with you, father-creator," Apollo replied.

 Apollo and Ser 5-9 embraced.

 "And thank you and your people for your help,"Apollo said. "If you and Tenna had not led the way up
Hekla, I don't—say, where is Tenna? They wereall herea few moments ago."

 Ser 5-9 hesitated before answering:

 "I believe they went into the shuttle to say good-bye toyour Lieutenant Starbuck."

 "I should have known. Starbuck!"

 Inside the ship, Starbuck was busily bestowing kisses on three Tennas, each one in turn. They all
seemed to beenjoying the ritual immensely.

 "Time to go, Lieutenant," Apollo said, trying to keep from laughing.

 Starbuck appeared reluctant. He sidled conspiratorial-ly over to Apollo and whispered:

 "Can't they come with us? There're only three of them,and—"

 "No, Lieutenant. We can't interfere with these peopleany more than we already have."

 "It hasn't been such a bad interference," one of theTennas said.

 Apollo's observation to Ravashol had been morecorrect than he'd even suspected; the clones were
becoming more and more human.

 "Captain," Starbuck urged, "this is a chance in alifetime. Three versions of the same beautiful woman.



Can you imagine?"

 "Only too well can I imagine. Another time, Star-buck."

 "But, Captain..."

 "I'm sorry, Starbuck. Good-bye, each of you, andthank you. We are all in your debt."

 "I just wanted to pay off some interest," Starbuckmuttered; then he said in a way that took in all three
women: "Good-bye, Tenna."

 All three bade him farewell together, an identicalsadness in their eyes.

 As Starbuck watched them disembark, Boomer pattedhis shoulder and said:

 "Win one, you lose one."

 "I just lost all three," Starbuck said.

 He turned and saw Athena glaring at him from theentranceway to the pilot compartment.

 "I think I'm on a real losing streak," he mumbled toBoomer; then he stepped forward, saying, "Athena,
wewere all just friends.Really."

 She continued to stare daggers at him.

 "By the way," he said, in his best disarming fashion, "Iheard you flew the pants off this rig."

 Her mouth made a nervous movement at the corners,as if it very much wanted to smile.

 "But I missed it. Tell me about it, huh?"

 She said nothing, but nodded toward the cockpit of theshuttle. He followed her in, and took the copilot
seat asshe began to run an equipment check preparatory tolaunch.

  

 For the first time in recent memory, Imperious Leader felt stunned. He had had to verify the report three
timeswith his executive officers. The laser gun had beendestroyed. Contact with First Centurion Vulpa
and his garrison had been lost—apparently the communicationsystems there had been destroyed along
with the cannon.

 Some human ships had been detected leaving the iceplanet. Then, abruptly, the human fleet itself had
escaped.None of his officers knew how, although they suspectedtheGalactica had successfully created
another camou­flage force field. None of his officers knew where they hadescaped to.

 The trap should have worked. It was as if it had beensprung and had captured its quarry, and still the
humanshad found some way to wriggle out.

 He came out of his reverie to find the Starbuck simulacrum looking at him and smiling.



 "How did they escape?" Imperious Leader asked theStarbuck.

 "Escape?" it answered. "That's just so much bilgewa-ter, bug-eyes. We beat you, that's all. We beat you
again.And we're going to keep on—

 Imperious Leader leaped at the Starbuck, intending tostrangle it. His hands went right through the
Starbuck'sneck, and did not alter one degree of its smile. With onegigantic effort, Imperious Leader
pushed the entire simulator off his pedestal. It crashed to the floor of thechamber. Sparks flew in all
directions. For a moment, theStarbuck stood at the center of the wreckage, thensuddenly flickered out.

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 Croft:

 After what I've been through, the bridge of theGalacticaseems incredibly claustrophobic, even thoughit's
an immense chamber. But I can't stop my shouldersfrom contracting at the box that I feel enclosed in.
Boxes,prisons, cells. That's my life. Maybe I should have takenthe opportunity to escape with Wolfe and
Leda. Theymight be still alive and I might not feel so trapped. Still, as I look around at the joyful crowd
gathered on the bridge, Ican't help but feel that their lives were traded for the livesof all around me, all
personnel and passengers on themany ships of the fleet. Perhaps it was the proper trade.

 Adama is in his commander mood and praising Apolloand the expedition for the successful completion
of themission. He tosses a couple of bouquets to Athena andApollo for their flying skills. I try to feel a
part of it allemotionally, but all I can feel is that it was just a job I did.I wouldn't downplay my part in it,
especially the rope-swinging act I did with the kid, but I still don't feel that Ibelong here, drinking in the
rhetoric of praise. They used me because they had to. Otherwise, they would have leftme in my stinking
hole. The hole they're going to send meback to.

 Adama has moved to Cree and is eulogizing on howbrave the young cadet was. Well, that's true enough.
I'drather have been hanging on that rope and falling in thatavalanche than be subjected to Cylon torture.
Goodwork, Cree, you deserve the praise.

 Suddenly Adama is standing in front of me. I try tostraighten up into some semblance of attention, a
reflexfrom the old days, but my bones are so much in pain I canhardly move them.

 "And Croft," Adama says in his resonant voice.

 "I guess it's back to the old grid-barge," I say, and try tosmile as if I don't mind.

 Adama smiles back. The monster,smiling aboutsending me back.

 "No," he says after a pause. "I think you worked outthe rest of your time down on that ice planet. You're
needed on theGalactica, Commander."

 I almost don't hear him say the last word. Commander.Reinstatement in rank. If only Leda were here,
she might just—I've got to stop thinking of her now. Anyway, she'donly have said that reinstatement in
rank was just so muchbilge.

 Adama grips my shoulder for a moment, then moveson. Now he faces the kid and his daggit pet, which
is doinga good mechanical version of a happy drool.



 "Boxey," Adama says, "if anyone should be sent to thegrid-barge for disobeying orders..."

 The kid looks scared. I almost want to protect him.The daggit squeals.

 Maybe a good scare'll cure the kid of sticking his noseinto dangerous places.

 But I doubt it.

 CHAPTER THIRTY

 First Centurion Vulpa pulled his heavy body up over thehanging cornice. The sound of the metal in his
uniformscraping against the ice surface sent echoes rolling down the mountain. He glanced down at the
uniform. Many of the black bands awarded him as decoration for valor hadbeen scraped away by his
climb. Breaks in the suit that had occurred during the crash landing of his ship hadrendered it only barely
functional. He had had tocontinue to wear it as protection against the rising coldtemperature.

 There was only a little farther to go. Exercising all thewillpower that two brains could offer, he climbed
upward. By the time he had reached the summit station, he knew he had no more powers of exertion left
in hisbody. He lay still for a long time.

 Finally he could force his body to rise. Withoutlooking around him, he began stepping heavily across the
wreckage until he reached the center where the remains ofthe once-powerful weapon stood. Its shell still
rosemightily toward the sky, dark gray and gloomy. But itstood on a mangled foundation. The
awesomely powerfulenergy pump was in jagged ruins. Fragments of the station, broken, split, bent, lay
about the still-intactflooring. At points Vulpa could see a helmet or uniformfrom one of his warriors
perceivable beneath some part of the ruins. A bridge of burned metal had formed across thegaping
elevator shaft. Except for the shell of the gun,nothing tangible revealed what it once had been.

 Leaning his heavy body against the shell of theweapon, Vulpa resolved to go into a meditative state. The
ability to do that in the midst of a disaster such as this wasa second-brain quality for which he was
extremelygrateful.

 He could meditate here, oblivious of the wreckagearound him and what it meant to his life, for a long
time.

 Perhaps for the rest of eternity.

 Or until a reinforcement garrison arrived.

 Or until he died.

 It did not matter.


