
        
            
                
            
        

    
  


  


  A new BATTLESTAR GALACTICA adventure!
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  Apollo and Starbuck have been chosen to

  test-run the new SuperViper, the most

  awesome ship ever created to help wipe

  thier enemies from space. But the deadliest

  enemy is among them, as a ruthless traitor

  plots to destroy the fleet from within.

  A Cylon assassin is on the loose somewhere

  on the Galactica—and Boxey is missing!


  


  


  "Commander Adama!"


  "To whom am I speaking? And whom do you represent?"


  "I am Spectre, I represent the Cylon Imperious Leader, your rightful ruler. I and my forces, as you can see, can destroy you. You must place yourself, your ship, and your fleet under my authority. Then our attack will cease."


  "We do not accept your offer, sir."


  "It is not an offer, it is an order."


  "We don't take orders from tin soldiers or Cylons."


  "Empty, vain words, Commander. You are condemning everyone under your command to death. I have one order only for you . . .


  "SURRENDER THE

  GALACTICA!"
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  For Charlotte and Jason


  And hello to the thirteenth tribe.


  


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Boxey had never imagined that piloting his own Viper would be such hard work. The controls didn't respond easily. When he pushed the joystick forward, it resisted him. When the controls did work, the vehicle vibrated dangerously before performing the maneuver Boxey wanted.


  He couldn't comprehend what any of the numbers on the instrument panel meant. A light flashed. "I can't figure out what I'm doing, Muffy." Muffit, resting at Boxey's feet, raised its head slightly, shook it to wave droplets of oil off its brown synthetic fur, and made a small daggit noise in the back of its voice transmitter.


  "What are you doing in here anyway, Muffy? They don't allow pets in Vipers."


  Boxey stretched his neck to look out the side of his transparent canopy. Alongside him flew the Viper of his father, the famous Captain Apollo. At the same moment Apollo glanced Boxey's way. Seeing the boy, he smiled. Boxey always felt good when his father smiled at him. Of course Apollo wasn't really his father. His own parents were long dead. Apollo and his wife Serina had adopted Boxey. Serina had died, so now Apollo was all Boxey had, and Apollo was flying dangerous missions, one dangerous mission after another.


  Boxey heard Apollo's voice inside his commline headset. "Take it easy, Cadet Boxey. Cylons at three o'clock."


  Boxey looked up and saw a quartet of Cylon raiders speeding toward them in battle formation.


  "I'll get 'em, Boxey," Apollo cried. Immediately his Viper zoomed forward.


  "I want to help!" Boxey screamed while pushing his joystick ahead, intending to follow his father's ship. Again the joystick didn't respond properly. The Viper rattled, gasped, and chugged, but wouldn't go forward.


  "Dad!" Boxey called. "Come back! I need you. Come back."


  There was no answer from Apollo. Boxey struggled with his ship's controls. He growled in frustration, and Muffy growled in imitation.


  Apollo's Viper swerved to avoid the Cylon lead ship's first shot, then he reverse-looped to catch the enemy craft on his downsweep. The Cylon raider exploded abruptly. Without changing course, Apollo transformed another Cylon raider into careering fragments. Sweeping in low, he popped the third ship with one clean shot.


  "Great flying, Dad," Boxey whispered. Muffy seemed to growl the same words.


  Only one more Viper left. Apollo's first shot just missed it as it came forward relentlessly, firing wildly. It should have been a sitting duck for Apollo, but suddenly a new set of guns rose from the top of the Cylon raider, its barrels aimed directly at Apollo's Viper.


  "No, Dad, no!" Boxey screamed. "Swerve! Get away!"


  A long beam inched slowly from the front barrel of the new artillery. Weaving an intricate laser pattern, it snaked toward Apollo's ship, which did nothing to get out of its way. Boxey screamed another warning, but it was futile. The beam reached Apollo's Viper and enveloped it in a fiery net. The ship slowly separated. Boxey thought he saw his father's body slip upward from the Viper canopy, then slowly dissolve. The Cylon raider, apparently destroyed by his father's last shot, then disappeared. There was nothing left but empty space.


  Boxey screamed, then felt himself being shaken. He opened his eyes and he was in his own quarters on the Battlestar Galactica.


  "You've been dreaming again, Boxey," said Commander Adama. Boxey looked up into the Commander's light blue eyes, felt relieved to see his comforting smile. Boxey squirmed into his arms.


  "It was scary, Grandpa, really scary. Dad, they . . . they just made him disappear. He killed three of them, but the fourth—"


  "Hush, Boxey, hush."


  He relaxed in Adama's arms, rested his head against the man's shoulders.


  "Gee, Grandpa, I wish Dad wouldn't go away and go disappearing like that all the time."


  "It's duty, Boxey. Anyway, he's on his way back. They'll all be here soon."


  Adama's voice was soothing.


  "Here soon. Dad and Starbuck and Croft and . . . and . . . and you, Grandpa. You're coming back. You're with them. What are you doing here? What—"


  Adama took his hands off Boxey's shoulders. He picked the boy up and threw him back on the bed.


  "Because I'm not your grandfather, Boxey," the figure said. He peeled away his grandfather's face and uniform in one smooth motion. The thing he had thought was his grandfather was a Cylon. The red light where the creature's eyes should be slid back and forth madly. He thought he saw a wicked smile on its face, although he knew that Cylons were incapable of smiling.


  Leaning toward Boxey, it reached its metallic hands toward his throat, screaming, "You'll never be a warrior now, you little—"


  Boxey scrambled backward on his bed. The creature's hands missed his neck and went for his shoulders. It was shaking him, just as it had done in its Adama disguise.


  But this time when he opened his eyes it wasn't Adama shaking him. It was his aunt, Athena.


  "Wake up, Boxey. You were having a bad dream, child. A real bad one, from the look of it."


  For a moment Boxey, still partly in his dream, couldn't speak. He looked around his room. All the furniture seemed to be in the right place. All of the Viper holographic pictures were still on the walls.


  "First there was Dad getting killed by Cylons and then Grandpa was here right where you are. But it wasn't Grandpa, it was a Cylon and he was going to strangle me and—"


  "Ssshhh, Boxey. It was just a dream, it's all over."


  "And you're real? You're not a dream?"


  She smiled warmly.


  "No, dear, I'm real."


  "Dad . . . he's really coming back."


  "His ETA will be soon enough, you'll see. It takes time to cover that much space, even in a Viper. And one of the Vipers was slightly disabled, so it's only going half-speed, holding the others back. You'll see your Dad any time now."


  "Thanks, Auntie Athena."


  Her smile widened.


  "I wish you wouldn't call me that. I feel so strange. I don't feel like an auntie."


  "But you are my aunt."


  "And I can be Aunt Athena. But, auntie . . . I don't know, it makes me feel I should have white hair and hobble along."


  "Ah, you'll never be like that. You'll always be beautiful, like you are now."


  "You're a big tease, kiddo."


  "I'm just telling you what I hear the guys say. I mean, the pilots and all. They say Athena is some looker."


  She laughed.


  "I'll bet. And that's why I haven't had a date since Muffy was a pup."


  "That's not true! Muffit was my daggit back when you and Starbuck—"


  Athena put her hand lightly over Boxey's mouth.


  "Ssshhh. That's not a subject I like to talk about now."


  "Why not? I like Starbuck. You and he—"


  "Boxey!"


  "Oh, okay. You guys sure act funny when it comes to romance and stuff."


  Athena's smile had a meaning in it that Boxey couldn't figure out. It had it often.


  "We sure do. Now, young fellow, it's time for you to get back to sleep. You need your rest."


  "I don't want to sleep. I just have nightmares. I think I'll just stay awake all the time."


  "All right. You do that if you can. In the meantime, lie back on that pillow and don't get out of bed until your rest period is over."


  "Oh, all right—Auntie."


  "Boxey!"


  "Aunt."


  As Athena stood up, there was a faint scratching noise at the door.


  "Muffy wants to come in," Boxey said. "Please let him in."


  "Well, okay. This time. But you know you're not supposed to have Muffit in the room with you when you're supposed to be sleeping."


  Athena opened the door and Muffit scampered in. He made a beeline for Boxey's bed, not jumping until he had almost collided with the nearest bedpost. His leap was high. At its zenith, he spread his furry legs outward and belly-flopped onto the foot of the bed. Boxey laughed.


  "Great, Muffy," he yelled. "Precision flying skills. Wow!"


  "Don't play with Muffit for too long," Athena said softly. "Try to get back to sleep. No nightmares this time, and when you wake up, your Dad'll be back."


  She shut the door gently. Boxey listened to her faint footfalls as she walked away. He scrunched down beside Muffy, whose moistened mechanical tongue made a few stabs at the boy's cheek.


  "I'm afraid, Muffy."


  The daggit-droid, programmed to recognize nuances in Boxey's voice, responded sympathetically.


  "Really afraid. Dad's coming back and that's nice, but you know what?"


  Muffit's little yelp seemed to ask: no, what?


  "He's only going to go off again and sometime—sometime maybe he won't come back."


  Muffit moved in closer to the boy and nudged his side, the proper programmed response to a clear need for affection.


  "It's not right. A Dad can't all the time be going off away from his children."


  Muffit's slight sigh seemed to signify agreement.


  "That's what I think, too. I'm tired o' worryin' and havin' nightmares. If he's gonna keep going off like that, I'm gonna stop carin'."


  Muffit stayed silent, since Boxey had provided no vocal clues to indicate a proper response.


  "I'm really gonna stop carin'. That way, I'll be all right. Better'n all right. You know what, Muffy?"


  The daggit made another "No, what?" sound. "I got a plan. I been thinkin' of it for a while. A good plan. You want to hear it?"


  Muffy's sound switched to a yes bark.


  "Well, I'm gonna tell you. First of all, I'm gonna get dressed . . ."


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  There were probably not too many glens like this one throughout the universe. There was a papier-mache look to its greenery, a flat woodlike aspect to the sparse ground. Trees and bushes looked like they would tip over if pushed.


  With a flurry of yells, curses, and shouted challenges, the glen suddenly filled up with people who appeared to have arrived there from some major battle. Most of the warriors, men and women both, held swords in their hands. Sword-blades appeared speckled and gave off bright rays. A man, dressed in fragile-looking armor and wearing a copper-colored helmet rushed out of the center of the fighting pack, looked all around and began to scream at the top of his voice: "Myray! Myray!"


  A pretty but heavily made-up woman with dancing black hair ran toward the helmeted man with the commanding voice.


  "Fleet!" she yelled.


  "Over here," Fleet responded.


  A large muscular man, also in armor and helmet, pushed through the crowd and deliberately stood in Myray's way, blocking her from Fleet.


  "Myray!" he shouted.


  "Clumb!" she yelled, an exaggerated fear in her voice. Clumb strode toward her, his hand lightly caressing the edge of his speckled swordblade.


  "Now," he said threateningly, "we can settle our little dispute. For now and all time, my beautiful darling."


  "Clumb," Fleet called, "you get away from her, you—"


  Clumb whirled around and faced Fleet.


  "Must I throttle you again, worm?" he said, his voice one massive sneer.


  "Not this time, coward. You're alone. This time you get no help from Drunstan."


  Clumb appeared frightened. He took a step backward. "What do you mean? What's happened to Drunstan?"


  This time it was Fleet who sneered. "Let's just say his big red nose no longer breathes the pleasant air of Domainia."


  Clumb's eyebrow's seemed to rise to a physically impossible height. "You killed him, Fleet?"


  "That I did."


  "Then I can only fulfill my family pledge by killing you, Fleet."


  "Try, Clumb. Just try!"


  Myray danced around Clumb and stood between him and Fleet.


  "No, Fleet, no," she cried, her voice tormented. "I love you. Be fleet of foot, Fleet, and flee with me."


  Fleet's voice became incredibly noble as he declaimed, "No, Myray, I have run away from this wretch for the last time. Make your sword tremble, Clumb."


  Easing Myray aside, Fleet took another step toward Clumb, his sword raised. The two squared off. The crowd gradually formed a half-circle to watch Fleet and Clumb fight. Myray trembled at the center of this nicely arranged group.


  At first the battle was even, a trading of exuberant and apparently forceful blows accompanied by a trading of equally forceful and exuberant insults. First Fleet drove Clumb backward to one side of the glen, then Clumb recovered and sent Fleet reeling to the other side of the glen. Rushing forward, he backed Fleet against a tree. The tree shook violently from the impact of Fleet's body. A member of the crowd ran behind it, and it stopped shaking. Clumb shouted, triumph in his voice. He raised his sword high and shouted: "I have waited ere long for this moment."


  From the darkness in front of the glen, a disgusted voice shouted back: "For four long and tedious acts, you bum."


  Clumb seemed angry. There was an odd bitter smile on Fleet's face. Clumb recovered his composure, stood a little straighter, and yelled: "Meet thy death, Fleet."


  "And make it quick," said the voice in the darkness. "We got better things to do."


  Accompanying the voice in the darkness were a few mutters of agreement. However, a different voice said angrily, "Hush! Be quiet. Let the actors act."


  "What actors? What acting?"


  Clumb appeared ready to jump off the apron at the front of the stage. Behind him one of the painted bushes fell over. Fleet whispered something to him, and Clumb resumed his attack, which Fleet parried fancily. However, the center-stage battle became lifeless, as if the actors' hearts weren't in it. Finally Fleet disposed of Clumb, in the manner the script called for. Around him there was general happiness and approval. Myray rushed into Fleet's arms and nestled her head on his shoulder. Murmurs of approval swept the onstage crowd and some of the audience. Even the heckling voice remained silent.


  "I'm sorry, my dear," Myray said, "for not trusting you, for losing my faith in your family's honor."


  Fleet separated from Myray, keeping his hand in hers, and he turned to face the audience. There was relief in his face as he declaimed: "We must forget all that, my dear, and just love each other. More than that, we must forget . . ." Here he took a pause and stared piercingly at the audience before saying in a stentorian voice: ". . . THE CURSE OF THE SAGITARAN RUBY!"


  With a laborious series of creaks, the large cargo-cloth that the troupe had to use as a curtain closed. For a long agonizing moment it appeared that there would only be silence from the audience greeting the end of the play. Then, a couple of audience members who had indeed enjoyed the long and complexly plotted drama started some applause. The curtain came open again to reveal the actors and actresses, now obviously humble people and not the noble figures they had portrayed onstage. The applause was joined by some booing as the thespians made unenthusiastic bows.


  After the curtain calls, the lights came up in the dingy auditorium. The badly painted but massive room was not usually an auditorium. It was a meeting room aboard the Broadside, one of the many supply ships that followed the Galactica's lead across the galaxies. The Broadside was not the classiest ship of the fleet. It had once been an intergalactic shuttle, back when the twelve worlds were still thriving, before the Cylon doublecross and subsequent ambush had destroyed them.


  Dwybolt, the impresario of the theater troupe, had fled the stage, still in his Fleet costume. He moved angrily, pulling off his wig and swiping at his makeup. It was clear even in the dim backstage lights that Dwybolt was a man older than he had appeared to be in the role of the dashing Fleet. The lines around his intense dark eyes were deep and long. His skin was sallow and pock-marked from all the stage makeup he'd applied in his life, and his hair was tinged with gray. He had a becoming thin dark beard and thinner moustache.


  He had intended to go to his dressing area and smash something, but his way was blocked by the Broadside's captain, a burly man going to fat whose eyes could just barely be seen beneath the hanging tufts of his thick eyebrows. The captain's name was Stedonis but he was called Ironhand by his crew. The name was not metaphorical. He had a metal clawlike hand whose fingers came to sharp points.


  Dwybolt was disconcerted by Ironhand's warm and appealing smile.


  "A rousing performance indeed!" Ironhand bellowed jovially.


  Dwybolt was not sure he had heard the man right.


  "Rousing? You must be kidding me! What about all that heckling from your crew?"


  Ironhand strode to the edge of the stage apron and peeked through a hole in the curtain at the departing audience. He was often struck by what a scurvy and sleazy bunch his crew was. Their uniforms hung on them loosely, like discarded cloth.


  Dwybolt pulled away the edge of the curtain and looked out. He watched certain crew members for the way they walked, wondering if he could incorporate any of their movements into one of his roles.


  Ironhand pushed away the curtain angrily, muttering: "These men are my curse, Mr. Dwybolt. Ignoramuses, all of them."


  Dwybolt smiled ironically: "I don't know. Their criticisms of this particular play may be sound."


  Ironhand's bushy eyebrows raised just enough to reveal his surprisingly soft-looking mud-brown eyes.


  "Why," he said, "I thought you were the writer of it, Mr. Dwybolt."


  Dwybolt shrugged his shoulders. "I am," he said. "I adapted it from a legend."


  "Ah, it was wonderful, just wonderful."


  "It's nice of you to say that, Captain, but I fear it is among my lesser works."


  "Nonsense. It is a bully piece, and I look forward to tomorrow's performance. What will it be?"


  Like an onstage emotion, Dwybolt's pain showed in his face. He really wanted to cancel all the rest of the performances, but he didn't know how to tell that to this formidable-looking captain with the iron claw emerging from his right sleeve.


  "The Killing of the Cylon Master, I believe," Dwybolt said.


  "Ah, one of my favorites."


  "You know it?"


  "I saw it once—your troupe—when my ship was docked at the Piscean capital. A few centons ago, that was."


  "Yes, I was just an apprentice then, and we still had the Great Franda acting with us. Before he gave up the stage and disappeared forever."


  When the captain's face became thoughtful, his eyebrows hid his eyes completely.


  "The Great Franda. I recall him. A fine actor. Just disappeared, you say?"


  "One day he walked off and we never saw him again."


  The captain sighed. "A pity. Well, I must see to my duty. Thank you again for the fine entertainment."


  "Our pleasure, Captain."


  As he watched Ironhand go, he wondered if he could adapt the way the burly man swung his thick arms to the part of Dyreem in one of his plays, The Scorpion's Final Mission.


  Dwybolt studied people almost without thinking about it. He had learned this method from The Great Franda. Franda once said he'd taken so many moves from other people he no longer knew whether any gesture was his own.


  Dwybolt had not told the captain the whole story of Franda. Franda had come off the stage that day with a hangdog look on his face. Since the play was a comedy, it was not an expression left over from the performance. Dwybolt was in the wings, having been studying Franda's performance to see what he could steal from it, and Franda briefly smiled at him. "It's no longer fun," he said quietly. He walked out of the playhouse without even stopping to take off his makeup or change out of his costume. Nobody in the troupe ever saw him again. Dwybolt had been the Great Franda's protégé; nobody missed the old man more.


  Dwybolt ambled over to the drab little area he used for dressing and for applying makeup. He had always done his own makeup, another lesson learned from the Great Franda.


  Scattered along the wall the other actors were in various stages of undress and makeup removal. Dwybolt sat down in front of a mirror which had, in its corner, a small handbill shoved into a crack in the mirror's molding. He had taken off about half of his makeup when he sensed someone standing behind him. He glanced into the mirror and saw that it was Shalheya, the actress who had played Myray. She smiled.


  "You look like the last act of The Daggit's Tragedy, Dwybolt."


  "We've seen better audiences than this on the cattle ship, Shalheya. And I do mean the cattle themselves."


  "They weren't so bad really. Just not sophisticated."


  "Sophisticated? They're not even human. Did you take a squint out at any of them?"


  "Not only that, but several asked me out tonight. For a meal and whatever."


  "Make sure their food dishes are sterilized before you put your face in them."


  Shalheya slapped him lightly on the shoulder. "You're mean, you know that?" He nodded. "You need a happier view of humanity."


  Dwybolt studied his half made-up face in the mirror. The face seemed really divided. One half a glowing youth, the other a weary old man.


  "I should write comedies, you mean? Everybody says that. More comedies, Dwybolt, enough of this cynical romantical daggit-dew. Well, Shalheya, I've got to feel happy to write happy, and I don't feel happy. With audiences like this, I'll never feel happy."


  She began to massage his shoulders. Her touch was both firm and affectionate.


  "You can't fool me," she said. "It's that woman again. You're thinking of her." She squeezed the muscles in his shoulder tighter, and he grimaced from the pain. "Admit it!" She seemed about to crush his shoulder.


  "All right, all right." She let up on the pressure. "You know I think of her often."


  Shalheya removed her hands from his shoulder and retreated a step. In the mirror her pretty face became shadowy and sinister. Her hands, always busy, started stroking the ends of her long black hair. He was more conscious than ever of the sultriness of her long-legged figure.


  "How long since you last saw her?" she asked.


  Dwybolt sighed. "Long. Very long."


  Shaiheya turned her back, hiding the emotion she knew he could read too well. He stared into the mirror. Pleasant memories of the woman Shaiheya had mentioned came back to him. He could almost see her in the middle of the glass, laughing lightly, gaily, tossing her blond hair backward arrogantly. He recalled all the time she'd spent watching him act, back in the days when his acting was so much better. Back then he had believed in his talents.


  Shaiheya turned and interrupted his reverie. "What was her name?"


  "Cassiopeia. She was a socialator on my home planet."


  Shaiheya did a comic face, raising her eyebrows dramatically and opening her mouth in a wide O. Then she did a couple of quick dance steps, ending with her arms outspread. "Socialator, eh? Hot stuff. No wonder you were so taken with her. Well . . ." She began to massage his shoulder again. ". . . someday perhaps you'll meet her again. In the meantime, lover, I'm always here. No place else I can go."


  Dwybolt caressed her hand. He smiled. "You're just letting me use you."


  She nodded. "But I'm letting you. That's the key point. Let's get your mind off this for now. What about the tour?"


  "I wish the tour was over. If I had to play any more ships like this one, I'd abandon the profession altogether."


  Shaiheya dealt him another playful blow, this time on the back of his neck.


  "You're full of it, you know? We've played ships like this before and we'll play others like it. But there are many fine audiences scattered about the fleet. And it's a large, large fleet, remember. Hell, it'd take us multicentons to play every single ship." She pointed toward the handbill in the corner of the mirror. "And now you've got something to look forward to."


  Dwybolt removed the handbill from the mirror, stared at it, then flourished it in Shalheya's direction. "Yeah, I guess we can consider the Battlestar Galactica the big time now."


  "Well, it's the command ship, therefore a command performance. How much better can you get in this ragtag fleet? Impress them and who knows? Maybe they'll establish a permanent dramatic troupe aboard the Galactica. It's possible."


  Dwybolt waved her away. "Sure, Shaiheya, sure."


  Shaiheya, walking away, called back over her shoulder, "Smile, and the fleet smiles with you."


  Dwybolt started dabbing again at his makeup, wondering if there was anything to what Shalheya had said. He did long to play the Galactica, and he was excited by the prospect. But what if he bombed there? Worse, what if they drew no audiences aboard that supremely busy ship? What if there were an emergency and all the warriors had to be on alert or fly off on some mission? It could, after all, turn out to be the worst playdate of the tour.


  Well, he decided, no use worrying about that now. Before they could wow the people aboard the Galactica, they had to survive the audiences of the Broadside. Glancing back at his makeup mirror, he again thought of Cassiopeia, wondering what had happened to her. Was she all right? Had she survived the Cylon ambush of the twelve worlds? She might, after all, be dead.


  One time she'd attended all performances of the Reluctant Hero of the Space Service, one of his favorite roles. Afterward, as he'd walked offstage, she'd been waiting for him. She showered him with Gemonese mountain flowers, the socialator custom of honor for a great achievement. That romantic gesture had thrilled him more than any good review or any other award. Just thinking of it now made his face break into a wide smile.


  Looking over from her own makeup post, Shalheya saw the smile and called over to him. "See? You can smile. It doesn't feel bad at all, does it?"


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  Adama manipulated the controls of his Viper cavalierly. He felt like a cadet just getting the feel of his machine, taking risks to see what it could do. Both Starbuck and Apollo had chided him for showboating. Chided him subtly, of course. You don't banter with a commander.


  All the flying on Yevra had stimulated Adama. He had joined with the others in attacking both sides of a foolish war that had been ravaging the planet. Adama could still feel the thrills that went through him as he piloted his Viper directly toward the artillery of the enemy. The yells that he yelled when his shots were on target still lingered at the back of his throat.


  The camaraderie he felt with Apollo and the other pilots reminded him of his hotshot pilot days, when he and Tigh were the Apollo and Starbuck of a squadron which had also flown out of the Galactica, back in the days when Adama's father was its commander. Adama's father gave him the same cautions that he nowadays annoyed Apollo and Starbuck with.


  Sometimes, ensconced on the Galactica's bridge, guiding battles rather than participating in them, he missed the thrills of piloting a Viper in the midst of combat. He knew he was needed on the bridge, but often he wished he'd never risen through command ranks, distancing himself from the good life of the Viper pilot.


  Still, he thought, it was perhaps wrong for him to look back nostalgically at what was essentially a participation in grim warfare. The war with the Cylons, to which he'd devoted his life, sometimes distorted his thinking. He tended to evaluate things in the context of war and sometimes forgot the preferable alternatives. A life at war, after all, provided few compensations for the happiness of a normal life, the kind of life he could have had with his family, especially his wife Ila and his youngest son, Zac, both victims of the war with the Cylons.


  Starbuck's voice over the commline interrupted Adama's thoughts.


  "Commander?"


  "Yes, Lieutenant."


  "I have a visual on the Galactica. Eighty degrees left."


  Following Starbuck's directions, Adama stared into the distance. There, almost like a miniature of itself, the Galactica could be seen. Even so small it was an impressive and welcome sight. As he stared at it, he realized it actually was a small world all its own, floating through space, housing so many different communities of people. Even he had not seen all of the ship. When he was a child, he had explored some very strange territory, but there was a lot that he'd missed. He didn't believe, for example, that he'd ever descended as low in the ship as the area known by legend as the Devil's Pit. He'd been told it was a strange and spooky place, inhabited by outcasts and misfits, by people who had abandoned the society of the ship and the fleet, rebelling against its rules or giving up on life itself. Apollo and Starbuck had had some adventures down there recently. Starbuck, who'd once been driven mad by a Cylon device planted aboard ship, had nearly died in the Devil's Pit.


  As the Viper squadron neared the Galactica, the rest of the ragtag fleet began to appear as a line of dots behind the enormous ship, a line which from Adama's present angle seemed to stretch to infinity. The population of the other ships had never been measured, but it was suspected that the thousands of smaller ships housed four or five times the population of the Galactica. Adama couldn't even speculate on how many people relied on him for leadership, for guiding them to the legendary planet Earth. Thinking of them made his own personal quest seem selfish. How dare he risk the lives of so many for what might be a futile dream? Would they travel across the universe to discover that there was no Earth—or, worse, that it was not the ideal place the legend promised. Could the thirteenth tribe of Kobol have become lost or merely died out? Even if they reached their destination, could they have survived?


  The light for the direct communication channel to the Galactica came on. He knew who'd be listening on the Galactica end of the channel.


  "Yes, Colonel Tigh?"


  "Good to have you back, sir." Tigh's voice sounded happy. "Is everyone all right?"


  "Everyone's fine, Tigh. And on the Galactica?"


  Adama noted a slight hesitation in his aide's voice before he responded: "No problems, sir. All landing bays are alerted for your return. Everyone's happy to see you all back."


  Adama nodded as he would have had Tigh been in his presence. He, too, was happy to return. It had been touch and go there for a while, especially for Apollo and his crew. They'd almost been killed in Yevra's senseless war.


  He gave final instructions to Tigh and clicked off. He ordered the other Vipers to form a landing pattern. As they headed toward the Galactica, now looming hugely in front of them, Apollo's worried voice came over the commline: "Commander?"


  "Yes, Apollo."


  "Tigh's voice, it sounded strange."


  "You could hear that, too."


  "You think there's a problem then?"


  "Yes, Apollo, I do. I definitely do."


  "What do you think it is?"


  "I don't know. But I can tell you this, he's just waiting for us to land. Then he'll tell us. He always does this kind of thing methodically."


  "I know."


  Apollo clicked off. As he set his landing coordinates, Adama wondered what Tigh was concealing. It couldn't be anything wrong with the ship. He would have reported that immediately—another way in which he was methodical. The chances were that the problem was a human one.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Tigh studied the formation as the five Vipers homed in on the two Galactica landing bays. Adama, Apollo, and Starbuck flew in a tight V pattern, with the commander at its tip. Croft and Sheba flew a short distance from, and beside, each wing of the V. Tigh sensed the commander's daughter, Athena, standing next to him, and he turned to her. "Your father's giving all of us an impressive flying lesson."


  "That's good, considering all the talk he does about precision flying."


  "He sounded fine. New energy in his voice, you notice?"


  "Yes. He sounded happy."


  Athena brushed back some strands of her black hair. In the unreal bright light of the bridge, her soft blue eyes seemed to fade, an effect heightened by the paleness of her complexion. Since this voyage had started, Athena had come a long way from the uncertain young woman who had been embarrassed by her responsibilities as a bridge officer of the Galactica. Now she not only commanded respect, she had acquired a fine record as a fighter pilot.


  After they'd watched the incoming Vipers for a long while in silence, Tigh finally spoke. "Are you going to tell them, or shall I?"


  Athena's reply had an edge of regret in it. "I should, I think. It's my duty."


  Tigh nodded. The five ships were now linking with the Galactica's landing beams.


  "A pity Apollo should return to this," Tigh said. "He's been away so long."


  "I don't know how he'll take it."


  Tigh suggested that they greet the returning pilots in the landing bay. They arrived there just in time to see Adama's Viper glide to an easy stop. The commander's leap from his cockpit was as energetic as Starbuck's and Apollo's, both of whom had landed just behind him. Adama strode forward smiling, his hand held out to Tigh.


  "Good to see you again, old friend," he said, shaking Tigh's hand vigorously. "Wish you could have been with us. I can't wait to tell you about it. It was like the old days, it was—"


  Adama, seeing the grim smiles on the faces of his aide and his daughter, stopped speaking abruptly. Apollo, coming up behind his father, stared into his sister's eyes. Athena was certain he could perceive her distress.


  "Okay," Adama said, his voice sliding into command register. "What is it, Tigh?"


  Athena stepped forward and, looking first at her father, then at her brother, said, "It's Boxey."


  "Boxey?" Apollo said nervously. "What's happened? Is he all right? Tell me!"


  Athena struggled to keep her voice steady. "He's okay. As far as we know."


  "As far as you know? What—"


  Adama placed his hand on his son's arm and spoke cautiously: "Take it easy, Apollo. Let her speak."


  Athena searched their eyes, took a deep breath, and made the report she had dreaded. "Boxey's run away. As soon as he knew you were coming back, that you were all right, he—well—he just took off. Nobody noticed at first."


  "Nobody noticed!" Apollo shouted. "What—"


  "Wait, Apollo," said Adama softly.


  "I thought he was just off on one of his usual explorations," Athena said. "But, when he didn't return to eat, I scouted around his room and found—found this."


  She held out a piece of wrinkled paper. Apollo took it from her, noting that somehow any paper that Boxey handled wound up wrinkled like this. As he read the note, he saw Boxey's face and heard the boy's voice in his mind. The note said: "Dear Dad, I'm glad you're still alive. I was real worried. I had bad dreams and you always died. I'm afraid. I don't want to wait here and think about you getting killed. I'm going away. Then you don't have to worry about me again. I hope you never get killed. I'm taking Muffy with me. Your son, Boxey."


  Apollo fought back tears. Adama, reading the note over Apollo's shoulders, put his arms around his son. It was a strange moment for the commander. His own son, troubled, was in his grip while his grandson was in jeopardy, lost somewhere in the vast confines of the Galactica. He didn't know whom to be more concerned for.


  Apollo pulled away from his father's grasp, shouting, "I'm going after him."


  He ran off, Adama calling after him, "Apollo! We'll organize search parties—"


  But Apollo was quickly gone. Adama, without missing a beat, turned to Tigh. "Tigh, mobilize everyone not on duty. We'll scour the ship."


  "Yes, sir."


  As Tigh went off to implement the command, Starbuck, who'd been listening silently, his face worried, stepped forward, followed quickly by Croft and Sheba.


  "Sir," he said, "I'd like to volunteer for search party duty."


  Croft and Sheba echoed his offer. Adama sighed and said, "You're all just back from a trying experience. You must be tired out."


  "Not that tired, sir," Croft said.


  "All of us get busy," Sheba commented, "we'll find Boxey in no time."


  "It's a big ship," Adama said. "Lots of places to hide."


  "Then the sooner we get to it, the better," Croft said.


  "I'll endorse that," Starbuck said.


  Adama slowly nodded. "All right. Starbuck, you're in charge of putting your search party together."


  "Aye-aye, sir. C'mon, Croft, Sheba, let's get to it. I'm sure we'll have no trouble getting volunteers for this mission."


  They rushed off. Adama stared after them. He was proud that his warriors always seemed ready to volunteer in a crisis. Turning to Athena, he said, "Boxey's all right."


  "I'm sure he is."


  "Well, I've been away too long. Time to get back into harness. Athena, I'm sure you have some briefings ready for me."


  "A ton of them."


  "Start talking."


  As they walked toward the landing bay elevators, Athena began to speak in a crisp professional voice. "Well, first there's this problem with overall engine maintenance . . ."


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Anyone unfamiliar with the behavior of a boy and his daggit might have found their movements through Galactica rooms and corridors unusual. The daggit, actually a daggit-droid manufactured by scientists to resemble the actual pet the boy had loved on his home planet of Caprica, ambled along at Boxey's heels, its leg movements jerky, its furry head swinging from side to side with a curiosity that had never been programmed into it.


  The boy's movements were less natural than the daggit-droid's. Boxey moved stealthily, rushing across open spaces, stopping at doors or corners, peering around its borders, then beckoning Muffit on, like a scout for a battle team.


  Boxey had never before been in this part of the Galactica. He could make little sense out of the odd configurations of dim, slightly dingy corridors and the glassed-in areas through which one could inspect the ship's machinery.


  Muffit, as it always did when it hadn't been talked to for a long while, made a small bark.


  "Ssshhh! Be quiet, Muffy. We don't want anyone paying attention to us. They'll just find us out and take us back."


  He shook his finger at the droid, which seemed to acknowledge his statement with a small stiff nod.


  They came to a junction of corridors. Boxey examined these routes, then spoke softly to Muffit, "Should we go this way, Muffy? Or that?"


  The droid methodically went a little ways down one corridor, sensors inside his head checking to see if anyone was ahead of them. There seemed to be a group of people around the next bend, so it barked quietly and led Boxey down the other corridor. They proceeded slowly and carefully.


  "Maybe this isn't such a good idea, Muffy. I mean, how can you ran away when there's no place to go?"


  The way the daggit-droid looked back over its shoulder suggested that Boxey just might have a point there.


  "There must be someplace a guy can run away to. I mean, I can't even get off this ship. I wish Starbuck was here. I could ask him. He always knows how—"


  He stopped talking because he saw one of the ship's officers coming toward him. The woman was no one he recognized. She wore an engineering crew armpatch. Boxey muttered to Muffit, "Act like we belong here. That's what Starbuck'd do."


  The officer paid them little attention as she passed. Her friendly smile was quick, her hello a soft formality. Boxey returned the greeting, trying to sound like a proper member of the ship's crew. He walked on with added confidence. "Say Muffy," he said, "this might be easier'n I thought. We can just—oh-oh."


  Lieutenant Boomer and Ensign Giles stood just ahead of them, near a bank of elevators. They were chatting casually and hadn't noticed Boxey and his mechanical pet. Boxey wondered if they should turn and run, but he felt that would only draw attention and curiosity.


  "Gotta bluff this one out, Muffy."


  He hoped he could pass by them unnoticed.


  "Be good to see the old bucko again," Giles was saying. "And Apollo and Sheba."


  "And Croft, even," Boomer said drily.


  "Don't know as I'd go that far."


  "You don't like Croft?"


  "I don't find him the hero of the day, if that's what you mean. He's not exactly the most cheerful sport I've ever come across."


  "You put too much emphasis on good times and the old camaraderie. Croft's just not that type, that's all."


  "Guess you're right. Hey, hi, Boxey!"


  Boxey couldn't quite keep the gulp out of his voice. "Hi, fellas."


  Giles ruffled Boxey's hair. "A bit off your normal course, ain't ya? I mean, never saw you in this part of the ship before."


  Frightened by Giles's curiosity, Boxey decided to pretend to be playing one of his games. "On a mission," he said mysteriously.


  "What?" Giles asked, then smiled in that condescending knowing way adults reserve for children. "Oh . . . oh, sure."


  Giles winked at Boomer, as if to say, play along with the kid. Boomer nodded agreement.


  "You're after the Cylons of the afterdeck, are you?" Boomer asked Boxey.


  The idea of Cylons anywhere on the Galactica scared Boxey.


  "The . . . the Cylons of the after . . . the after . . . The after-what?"


  Boomer smiled.


  "The afterdeck." Boomer's voice dropped to a whisper. "There's an old story: Cylons snuck aboard the ship, then forgot what their mission was. Since then, they've been hiding down here, attacking anyone they can find alone."


  "Alone?"


  "Yeah, you'd better stick with us."


  An elevator arrived, and the going-up light came on. Boomer took a step into the elevator, saying, "We're on our way to the bridge. Going to greet your father and Starbuck. You're coming with us, aren't you?"


  Boxey, more frightened than ever, felt trapped. He didn't want to see his father and have to explain the note he'd left behind. Yet, these two would expect him to be eager to go with them to the bridge. Deep down, he felt he never wanted to see Apollo again.


  "No," he said quickly. "No, I saw my father already. When he first landed. Just awhile ago."


  Boomer's look was quite suspicious. He wondered how, if Boxey had greeted his father as he said, he'd managed to travel this far into the depths of the ship in such a short time. Still, he had never known Boxey to lie.


  "You guys go on," Boxey said. "I'll catch up later."


  Giles joined Boomer in the elevator. Looking back at Boxey, he said, "Aww, come with us, Boxey."


  "No!" Boxey shouted, and realized his voice was too loud. He added more normally, "No, I'll come later. Please."


  "Well okay, son," Boomer said, his voice concerned. "Take care."


  "I'll watch out for the Cylons of the . . . the whatever," Boxey said."


  "I was just kidding," Boomer said. "There's no—"


  The elevator doors closed in front of his face. Boxey leaned down and whispered to Muffit, "Whew! That was a close one. Boomer suspects somethin', I can tell. We got to get as far away from here as we can, Muffy."


  Muffy's bark, keyed to the tone of Boxey's voice, seemed to agree. Boxey's face suddenly became very sad.


  "I want to see Dad, I really do, Muffy. But next thing I know, he'll be going away again and we just wait around and maybe he'll come back dead. I'm tired of every time I get a parent, they die. It's best if I never see Dad again. He'll get over me and stop missing me, as much as I . . . much as I'll stop missing him. I really will. I promise, Muffy."


  Muffit's next sound had a critical edge to it, as if it did not agree.


  "No, really, Muffy, I will."


  Down the row, another elevator arrived at the level. Nobody was inside.


  "We better take this one, 'fore Boomer comes back. Looks like it's going down. C'mon, Muffy, let's go down, see what's at the bottom of the ship."


  They entered the elevator and its doors closed with an ominous thud. A moment later, the doors of the other elevator opened. Boomer stepped out first, followed by a clearly irritated Giles. Boomer looked up and down the corridor. Giles said, "I don't know what you're so worried about. Just a kid playing a game."


  "Maybe. I just got this gut feeling something was wrong with Boxey. Something in his eyes. You check down that way, I'll try this direction."


  "Okay."


  Giles performed his part of the search reluctantly, seeing little more than dusty floors and dirty glass partitions in front of oddly iridescent machinery. He was not interested in machinery. He connected machinery with engineers and, like many warriors, he distrusted engineers. When he'd rendezvoused with Boomer back at the elevator bank, he commented, "The kid sure got away from here fast."


  "Like he had to."


  "What do you mean by that?"


  "Not sure. I think he didn't want to see us, and he was afraid we'd come back like this."


  "Boomer, your scanner console's tracking at half-speed,"


  Boomer shrugged. "Yeah, it probably is. Let's go up to the bridge."


  Neither man spoke during the long elevator trip up, past the hundred or so levels between the engineering afterdeck and the bridge. When they arrived at the bridge, they found an obviously agitated Apollo standing outside the elevator.


  "Apollo!" Boomer said. "What's wrong?"


  "It's Boxey! He's run away."


  Boomer pounded his left fist into his right palm. "Damn! Apollo, we just saw Boxey."


  Apollo grabbed Boomer's shoulders. "Where? Where was he? Tell me, Boomer!"


  "Better than that. We'll take you there. C'mon, Giles."


  As they descended, Apollo stayed in a corner of the elevator, his right hand tapping furiously against the wall. Boomer had never seen Apollo so nervous before.


  On the engineering afterdeck, Apollo raced through corridors, with Boomer and Giles struggling to keep pace with him. When they found nobody but a trio of disgruntled engineers sneaking ambrosa on duty (for which Apollo chewed them out royally), Apollo insisted on searching the entire area again.


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  Spectre swung around on the command pedestal's ornate chair, not because he had any special desire to conduct himself frivolously (IL Series of Cylon ambulatory sentient computers were not programmed to be frivolous), but because he had often seen Baltar swing in the chair while considering his next command decision. Swinging around in the chair did not, he found, add anything to his awareness of command. He had not been in command of the base-star, once Baltar's, for a long while and was not yet accustomed to exalted position.


  After the incident in which a machine of Baltar's designed to magnify emotions had backfired by sending the Imperious Leader into an amazing fit, Spectre had embarked on a series of maneuvers designed to get himself appointed commander of the base-star. Baltar had never suspected Spectre's insidious, carefully orchestrated treachery. Spectre had no doubt that Imperial Leader, who was about as omniscient as a creature could be, perceived Spectre's ambitions and approved.


  After the shift in command, Baltar had surprised Spectre by electing to remain shipboard as second-in-command and adjutant. Humans tended to be unpredictable, at least by Cylon standards. No doubt, Spectre thought, Baltar had some devious plan of his own, one which was doomed to failure since the man was simply not clever enough to outsmart an IL series robot.


  Spectre's musings were interrupted by a signal from the tiny message console attached to the chair's curving arm. Reacting rapidly, he donned his communications helmet and signaled back. Immediately, the figure of the Imperious Leader appeared to materialize right next to Spectre in a chair even more ornate than Spectre's. The figure was, of course, a holographic representation of the Leader. Spectre was, as always, impressed by the physical immensity of this many-eyed, knobby-skinned creature whose skin seemed to display every possible shade of gray. The Leader's head nodded approvingly at Spectre, and he spoke in a deep booming voice that seemed to surround and envelope his minion. "I am pleased with you, Spectre. You have potential beyond my expectations."


  Spectre wondered if the Leader's comment was praise or a disguised insult about cybernetic status deriving from the relatively inferior IL-2 series. The entire series had been originally devised as an honor guard which would be at the disposal of the Imperious Leader, Spectre had been assigned to a remote planet, where he had managed to ingratiate himself with the Cylon hierarchy through a series of false reports which portrayed himself as a hero in a situation where, in fact, he had been rendered helpless by troops of children led by the legendary Lieutenant Starbuck of the Battlestar Galactica. Spectre had, however, a special ability to turn defeat into victory, a technique which considerably helped his rise through Cylon ranks.


  "I will serve you however I can, oh mightiest of warriors," Spectre said. He was always obsequious, a trait which the Leader favored. He rather enjoyed Spectre's little ploys.


  "You may serve me, Spectre, by capturing the Galactica and its fleet once and for all. I am weary of watching the humans continue to slip out of our grasp. I want them in chains. I want to parade them through the capital and humiliate them. I want to see Adama tremble in fear before he is executed. Can you do that for me, Spectre?"


  The Leader's voice was so reasonable that a moment passed before Spectre realized the immensity of the task the Leader had offered him. Still, as a Cylon he had to answer in formula: "I will try, exalted sir."


  The Leader's voice became gruff: "Only try? Spectre, I am disappointed in you."


  Oops, wrong formula, Spectre thought. A positive enthusiasm is required.


  "I will do it, sir. I will turn the Galactica into a floating derelict and bring its commander to your pedestal personally . . . in chains."


  The Leader leaned forward approvingly. His large knobby hand appeared to go through the arm of Spectre's chair.


  "Much better, Spectre. I'll expect to hear of your victory soon."


  The Leader's image faded out, leaving Spectre to ponder the hardship of the mission he had just accepted. He was not ready for it yet. He had hoped to work up to the defeat of the Galactica through smaller victories. Now his command was in jeopardy. He had to win the big victory right away or wind up on a Cylon scrap pile.


  At least his scouts had detected traces of the Galactica's presence in a nearby sector. The discovery of the massive ship and its fleet was imminent, Spectre felt. But what then? Previous Cylon attacks had been thwarted by the resourceful humans and their awesome firepower. Baltar's strategies had failed. It seemed to Spectre that, to defeat the Galactica, a special, devious plan was required. And soon.


  He was suddenly aware of someone's presence in the command room, at the foot of the pedestal. Spectre looked down and was surprised to see Baltar smiling superciliously up at him. What did this nettlesome meddlesome human want?


  "Yes, Baltar?"


  "I—uh—wondered if you had any orders for me."


  The obsequious words did not come easy to Baltar, it was clear.


  "Is the anomaly in the lower deck fuel unit repaired?" Spectre asked.


  "Nearly, sir. The Centurion-Engineer reports that it will take one more duty-shift to bring the fuel system back to acceptable levels."


  Spectre remembered how Baltar used to court him, to try to get him to use his influence with the Imperious Leader. Baltar was a very oily type, his chubby face always breaking into insincere smiles. Spectre had always seen right through him. He had used Baltar just as much as Baltar used him. Perhaps more. Now he found unexpected pleasure in being able to boss Baltar around instead of treating him as commander. He was not supposed to feel such delight, but it apparently bypassed any restricting circuitry.


  "Inform me when the fuel levels are at optimum, Baltar."


  "Yes, sir."


  For his part, Baltar resented his new position with Spectre, although he did not mind being obsequious. Obsequiousness was, after all, a trait he had used successfully throughout his life. What galled him was that he had to kowtow to Spectre, of all beings.


  Baltar wondered how a supposedly guileless manufactured entity like Spectre had acquired such overweening ambition and become so calculating a monster. Baltar's former aide, Lucifer, had also been an ambulatory computer, but he had been programmed to be trustworthy. Oh, he could be a pain in the exhaust chute sometimes, sometimes becoming so all-knowing and so often right that Baltar could have pulled out his sealing wires, but Lucifer at least carried out his orders. He had had no ambitions to overthrow his commander.


  Baltar wanted Lucifer back. He wondered what actually had happened to the old bag of bolts. Spectre had returned from a backwater planet known as the Joyful Land with the upsetting news that Lucifer had been destroyed by warriors from the Galactica. Baltar, however, doubted Spectre's story. The Galacticans were, by and large, too smart to shoot down a walking computer. They would know better. Still, the "killing" could have been an accident. Perhaps Lucifer had ambled into the line of fire and been shorted out for good. Poor louse. Baltar really appreciated him now. As Baltar's second-in command, Lucifer had pulled many defeats out of the fire and somehow brought credit to the ship and Baltar's command while doing so. The only important defeat that Lucifer had been unable to salvage had occurred when the guilt machine (an invention of Lucifer's that Baltar had usurped credit for) had gone haywire and nearly driven the Imperious Leader mad. Nobody could have saved Baltar from the Leader's subsequent wrath after the guilt machine catastrophe.


  Standing at attention, Baltar awaited Spectre's dismissal. Instead, Spectre descended from the pedestal, using the lift-chair which Baltar had installed along one side. As soon as his feet (if you could call those two knobby stocks on rollers under the hem of his robe "feet") hit the command room floor, Spectre began pacing. His pacing amused Baltar, who had always paced when making a difficult decision.


  "Is there a problem, sir?" Baltar asked slyly.


  Spectre's response was equally sly. "A problem? Why would there be a problem?"


  Baltar's smile was enigmatic. "I'm sure I don't know."


  "There are no problems . . ." Spectre paused. ". . . under my command."


  Baltar, recognizing the insult, struggled to hide his resentment. Spectre suddenly stopped pacing and turned toward Baltar. "I wonder . . ." Spectre let the phrase hang in the air.


  Baltar, improving at the rituals of being second-in-command, snapped back his reply. "Wonder what, sir?"


  "I wonder if we could possibly place an agent aboard the Galactica?"


  "What kind of agent would that be, Commander?"


  Baltar was proud of the way he had placed the proper intonations on the question. He had never before realized how much a commander relied on his adjutant to be a sounding board as well as a whipping boy.


  "A secret agent, I believe. Yes, a secret one. What if we sneaked an agent on board the Galactica? At the proper moment, he could plant a bomb."


  "You mean, blow up the ship? That would be quite a sacrifice. For the agent, I mean."


  "No, I do not wish to blow the ship up, merely disable it. Make a vital system unfunctional. I have other plans for the Galactica. Do you follow?"


  "I think so."


  "Well, what do you think? Is it a good plan?"


  "Frankly, no."


  Spectre spoke more abruptly as he began to circle Baltar, "No? No?"


  "No."


  "And why? Explain to me why."


  Baltar made a half-circle around the circling Spectre and then both of them stopped pacing as Baltar explained. "Who among the Cylons, even in disguise, could understand how to conduct himself aboard a human ship? Can you imagine even the cleverest among our officers copying the easy walk of a human, settling into a lounge and chatting easily while sipping at a glass of ambrosa?"


  "No, Baltar, I cannot say that I can imagine that. A Cylon trying to pass as a human would be like a daggit running around a house with glass furniture."


  Spectre's labored attempt at folksiness amused Baltar. "You sounded almost like a human there. Perhaps you could be our spy, Spectre."


  "It was just a saying I heard from some human prisoners when I was traveling on that prison ship. I heard it and remembered it."


  "Well, almost."


  "At any rate, I suppose we should scrap my secret agent idea altogether, devise a different strategy."


  "Well, I didn't say that. The plan is feasible. Dangerous, perhaps, but feasible."


  "What do you mean?"


  Baltar now took the pacing initiative. He paced in the same corner where he had paced as a commander. It felt comfortable. When he finally spoke, it was in a whisper. "I could go."


  "What was that?" Spectre said. "You? I don't understand."


  "I might be persuaded to accept such a mission. Under conditions, of course."


  Baltar was never one to volunteer without conditions, Spectre realized. "Go on," he said.


  Baltar ceased pacing and stared at Spectre. He said in a voice that very much resembled his command voice, "I am human. I know how humans act, behave, how they talk. I know something about how a battlestar works. I have the best chance of getting to the right place without being caught. Except for one drawback."


  "Which is?"


  "It should be obvious to you, Spectre. In their eyes I am a traitor."


  "In anyone's eyes you are a traitor."


  Spectre's remark jarred Baltar. It was so bizarre when a metal construct such as this achieved a human level of sarcasm. The remark was true enough, of course. Who could be a greater traitor than one who was responsible for the destruction of twelve worlds and so much of their civilization? Baltar would normally have erupted in anger at such an insult but now, intent on his plans, he kept cool and said, "Nevertheless, I wouldn't be safe once I set foot among the Galacticans. Looking as I do now, of course."


  "Of course."


  "But, properly disguised, I could do it. In fact, who better among us to succeed in this mission?"


  "Who better indeed?"


  Spectre said nothing for a moment. Baltar felt uncomfortable. It was so disconcerting not to be able to read thoughts or see emotion on Spectre's rigid metal face. Finally, Spectre took a couple of rolling steps toward Baltar and said, "You know, Baltar, I think you are right. You could do it. But I do not understand. Why should you volunteer for such a dangerous mission?"


  "Well, Spectre, I have some scores to settle. I've waited a long time for such a chance."


  Not only could he achieve revenge on the Galactica, he could catch Imperious Leader's attention, even regain his proper position in Cylon ranks.


  Spectre's voice went down in pitch, a clear sign that he had come to a decision. "Very well, Baltar. We will begin planning our strategy now. Logistics are my specialty."


  "How about the logistics of my disguise?"


  "Simple. I will send for a physical reformation specialist."


  "Physical what?"


  "Reformation specialist. A technician who can completely change your appearance. A specialist can transform you entirely, give you a completely new face, even add a little muscle to your undertoned body. You can look any way you want. How would you like to look? Handsome? Debonair?"


  Baltar was severely tempted but he said, "No, I have been handsome."


  Spectre did not believe Baltar but chose not to comment as Baltar went on, "For this mission it's better I shouldn't stand out. I must look average. Ordinary. But younger, I would like younger. I must be able to slip around the Galactica unnoticed."


  "I am certain that will be possible. I will send for the specialist immediately." Baltar's face paled. "Is something wrong, Baltar?"


  "It won't hurt, will it?"


  Baltar's voice was the voice of a child facing the point of an injection device.


  "I don't know," Spectre answered. "Naturally I have not experienced the process. I do not, after all, feel pain."


  "Yes, of course you don't. I'll go now, start researching how we can disable the Galactica."


  "Very good, Baltar. Dismissed."


  Baltar hated Spectre's imperious and abrupt dismissal, but, as long as he had to practice subservience with this two-legged junkyard, he must rein in his temper. He made the Cylon ritualistic farewell and started to leave the command chamber. As he reached the sliding exit portals, Spectre called out to him, "I was thinking of the disguise techniques. I think . . . I think there is someone else I can send with you, someone who will be a definite asset on this mission."


  "Oh? Who?"


  "It is not necessary for you to know at this time. I will have to check the . . . the availability of this individual."


  After Baltar left, Spectre muttered, "A very good plan. It might even be a master plan. And, when it's done, I will be rewarded by the Imperious Leader. For such a magnificent catch as the Galactica, the reward will be equally magnificent, I am certain."


  He began to pace in a slow circle.


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  As he walked into the Officers' Lounge, Starbuck saw Apollo sitting in a corner, looking gloomier than a professional mourner who'd lost his paycheck. Apollo wasn't touching his drink or even looking at the glass. He merely stared at a wall.


  Boomer, Giles, and Jolly, seeing Starbuck come in, went to him.


  "He looks pretty sad," Starbuck said anxiously.


  "He won't even talk to us," Jolly said.


  "How long's he been like this?"


  "Since the search parties for Boxey disbanded," Boomer said, "after Adama refused him permission to continue the search alone."


  "Why'd the old man do that?" Giles said. "Why didn't he just let Apollo go off looking on his own?"


  "The commander can be a real hard case sometimes," Jolly muttered, and Giles nodded agreement.


  "I think Adama really just wants Apollo to rest," Boomer said. "I mean, everyone's got his eye out for Boxey. Apollo went through hell back there on Yevra, then, after flying back with the rest of you, he immediately started racing through the Galactica looking for his son. He must be exhausted."


  "Doesn't look like he's getting much rest now," Starbuck said.


  "No," Boomer said, "he refuses to go back to his quarters and bunk down for a while. Just one rest period, I told him, but he just grunted and told me to go away. I went away."


  "Don't blame you there. I'll take a shot at him, see what I can do."


  "Ah, you're wasting your time, Starbuck," Giles said.


  "Yeah, well, it's one of the ways I like to waste my time."


  As he started to move toward Apollo's table, Boomer touched his arm. "You want me to tag along, bucko?"


  "Sure, wingmate, always glad to have you as backup."


  To Starbuck, approaching Apollo's table felt like coming in to land on an unknown planet. He forced some joviality into his voice. "Hey, good buddy, we—"


  "Go away, Starbuck," Apollo replied sullenly.


  "Apollo—"


  "Friend, I can read you like a book. You've got it in your head that you can cheer me up with your famous inimitable humor. Well, it's not going to work, so don't try. Just leave me alone. Okay?"


  "No."


  Starbuck pulled out the chair across from Apollo. The noise as Starbuck slammed it to the floor made everyone else in the lounge look up. As Starbuck sat down, Boomer took a seat beside him with less drama.


  "I'm not playing a buddy-buddy game here," Starbuck said grimly. "I want to pick you up and whack you around a bit, get some sense into your ugly head."


  "I won't fight you, Starbuck. Get that into your ugly head."


  "Okay, okay, I was overdoing this a bit. All I really want to do is get you to relax, get—"


  "Relax?" Apollo shouted angrily. "How can you expect me to relax when Boxey's out there, I don't know where, maybe in danger . . ."


  "All right, poor choice of word."


  "You can say that again," Boomer muttered.


  "Boomer, you're supposed to help."


  "Neither one of us's doin' his job right. I'll refrain from sarcasm, okay?"


  "Good. Now, Apollo—no, no, wait, I'm not going to say anything more about how you've been pushing yourself too hard, how you need rest, all that. I just want to say if you keep this up, I'm going to have to put in the proper forms to disqualify you as my fellow test pilot on the SuperViper."


  Starbuck's speech caught Apollo's attention. "What Super-Viper? What test?"


  Starbuck looked somewhat smug as he rubbed his hands together vigorously and spoke rapidly. "That's what I really came down here to tell you about. I didn't know anything about you sulking in corners until a couple of the guys grabbed me outside the lounge. Anyway, I've just been talking to Tigh. He just got the message from Research and Development that they believe they've got a nifty new ship ready to be tried out. Something that's been in the works for many, many centons. You know how those R&D jokers are, how they like to spring their new inventions on you from out of the blue. The ship is being transferred here, Tigh told me, and the R&D folks claim—"


  "Wait, wait," Apollo interrupted, "slow down. My mind can't assimilate all this when you talk so fast."


  "And it's not going to, with you so tired your mind is working at one-quarter speed. You get rest and get yourself back into shape. Then we go to Adama and volunteer to test this SuperViper."


  "Volunteer? They need volunteers, do they?"


  "Heck, they don't even want to test it right now. But, you and me, the two hottest shots of the hotshots, we can convince them, I'm sure."


  Apollo's smile was weak, but it was certainly a hopeful sign to his two companions.


  "No doubt about it," Apollo said. "Okay, bucko, I'll try your way. Maybe getting my mind off my troubles is the thing to do right now. And I want to see this new . . . new SuperViper. They really want to call it a SuperViper?"


  "You know these R&D bozos. A little exaggeration helps their cause, justifies their jobs."


  "Let's see about it."


  Starbuck stood up, leaned across the table, and tapped Apollo's shoulder with the flat of his hand. "Terrific," he said. "We need a chance to show these goldbricks some expert flying. Let me know when you're ready, buddy."


  "I'll do that."


  After Starbuck had taken a couple of steps away from the table, Apollo called out to him, "Starbuck."


  Starbuck turned and waited for the statement he knew was coming. "I'm still going to search for Boxey. Every available time I get."


  "Didn't expect otherwise, Apollo. Hell, I'm going to help you look. But we need rest now, all of us. This crew is on the verge of exhaustion. Pilots and cadets are getting positively woozy. And we need you, buddy, for inspiration and—"


  Apollo waved Starbuck away. "Get out of here, will you? There's only so much of that cheery hopeful felgercarb I can take."


  "Righto."


  When they were out of earshot of Apollo, Boomer spoke quietly to Starbuck. "Was all that straight stuff? About the SuperViper and all?"


  "Would I lie about that?"


  "You've been known to lie about a lot less."


  Starbuck raised his eyebrows in mock innocence. "I'm hurt. Anyway, it is true. I haven't seen the ship yet, but I understand it's a magnificent vehicle."


  Apollo considered finishing off the last of his drink, then he pushed it away disgustedly. No more panaceas, he thought, he'd do what Starbuck had advised. Walking away from the table, pictures of Boxey came into his mind. He couldn't stop thinking about Boxey, couldn't stop wondering if he'd always done the right thing with the kid. It might, after all, have been the wrong thing to adopt him in the first place.


  He'd first seen Boxey when the child was a refugee from Caprica, stowed with other refugees aboard a dangerous, fuel-leaking ship. The child had been saved by Serina, a Caprican news woman with whom Apollo quickly fell in love. He also was smitten with Boxey, a plucky child eager to become a warrior like Apollo. It had just been natural for Serina and Apollo to keep the kid around after they were married. Nobody, after all, had figured on Serina being killed by Cylons on the planet Kobol.


  Initially Apollo attended to Boxey as a way of distracting himself from his own grief. Children, it seemed, recovered from painful loss more quickly than adults and Boxey had been a bulwark for Apollo. But what, in return, had Apollo been for the child? A source of anxiety and worry, a hero contributing to Boxey's bad dreams. Perhaps it would have been better to place Boxey with a family somewhere on the fleet, a non-warrior family. Even the orphan ship might have provided the child less anxiety. No, the orphan ship would have been wrong. He'd had to visit the orphan ship several times in the course of his duties and firmly believed that families should be found for the children there. He had, in fact, started a fund for the placement of orphans. But, like many social evils, the orphan ship still existed. Or was it right to call that ship a social evil? Ah, he was too exhausted to think straight, too despondent to see any kind of logic. For the first time he realized how badly he needed the rest everyone had been nagging him to take. He wondered if he could even get to his bunk. If it had been socially feasible, he would have just slipped down the nearest corridor wall and gone to sleep.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  The SuperViper was more than twice the size of a normal Viper, and it was designed along different lines. Its fuselage was unsymmetrical and dotted with the many appurtenances that the R&D people said would make it a more efficient space vehicle. The fuselage tip was a bit blunted, not quite coming to the famous Viper point. The whole vehicle looked not quite finished. Its plainness was, of course, characteristic of a research prototype, where frills and fillips weren't very important. Still, its uninterrupted silver surfaces gleamed impressively.


  Adama oversaw launch preparations from the bridge, using scanner screens which displayed the SuperViper from all angles. From all sides, above, and at straight angles, he watched Starbuck walk jauntily around the vehicle. Although Starbuck was smiling broadly, his gestures were nervous, the clear jerky motions of a test pilot eager to scramble into the craft and get it careening down the launch tubes.


  The commander switched his attention to his son, who stood calmly near the ship, going methodically through the final checks that were the command pilot's responsibility. His keen, and somewhat sad, blue eyes studied the outside of the ship, making sure everything was in place. Apollo had studied the plans the R&D people had brought along with an energy so fierce that the papers he held now had all sort of rips and folds in them. Adama was distressed by all the lines of concern in his son's face. He wondered if the young man could be fully distracted from his worries about Boxey by this extremely difficult duty. The boy seemed to have disappeared completely from the fleet.


  Adama turned to Tigh and sighed. "Tigh, I never should have let Starbuck talk us into this."


  Tigh, recognizing it was time to introduce a little data into the discussion, said, "The R&D Guidance Specialists say that they have examined every area of the SuperViper a hundred times each in the past two duty-periods. All the precautions they take make it safe enough, I think."


  "That's just it. Safe enough. Not the same as safe, not completely."


  Tigh's voice softened. "Starbuck and Apollo are the best test pilots we have. This isn't the first time—"


  Irritably, Adama interrupted his aide, "I know, I know. It's just I always get a little nervous before any of these tests. I don't like them. We shouldn't have to—"


  "It's the only way to improve our technology."


  Tigh, a great proponent of technological advancement, was getting edgy himself.


  "I know all the arguments, Tigh. The R&D folks have been at me ever since they developed this . . . this SuperViper, as they're so obviously fond of calling it. Why must they always have fancy overblown new names to go with their fancy new creations?"


  "They take some pride in their achievements, too."


  Adama took note of Tigh's quietly spoken "too." Recalling his own pride at taking part in the Yevran mission, and how he'd been so thrilled to be flying a Viper again, he realized that sensation was easily comparable to what the R&D people must feel.


  "Got me there, Tigh. Well, let's make this test a go."


  Tigh rushed off, the inevitable papers clutched in his hands, to go through final checks.


  In launch bay, Starbuck had ceased his energetic appraisal of the ship and he reported to Apollo, "Looks like a formidable machine to me."


  "A destructive machine, a killing machine."


  Apollo's voice was as grim as his words. It saddened Starbuck to see his friend still in the grip of depression, and so, trying to lighten up Apollo's mood, he said, "You always do see the bright side."


  Apollo nodded. "I know I'm not exactly Mr. Cheer." He glanced around launch bay, as if searching for a rationale for existence. "I don't know. I'm tired of always being on war alert."


  "You and a few thousand other guys."


  Starbuck's remark got to Apollo. The brash young lieutenant had a way of cutting through the felgercarb. Apollo smiled at Starbuck and patted him on the back. "Thanks, buddy."


  "For what?"


  "For not taking me seriously. We got a job to do here. What say, let's do it."


  "I already started."


  The meticulous R&D supervisors and preflight personnel were now finished with their final preparations. The SuperViper was ready to receive its pilots. As they moved toward the ship, Starbuck copied Apollo's back-pat and said soothingly, "Hey, Boxey's going to turn up soon. Any centon now, you'll see."


  "He'd better. And, boy, is he going to hear a few words from me."


  "Sure. Words like, hey kid, I love ya, and come here and give me a hug."


  Starbuck turned to his launch CWO who stood by the wing of the SuperViper waiting for the two pilots. "Okay, Jenny. Fling me."


  "Look sharp, bucko," she cried, and heaved his helmet at him with a backhand flip. He caught it by the rim with his right hand, and pain ran up his arm. He grimaced dramatically.


  "Boy, does that smart," he said.


  "Ah, you're getting soft, lieutenant," Jenny said, as she tossed a flight helmet to Apollo less aggressively.


  "Must be all that red meat," Starbuck commented. "Or the blue meat. Who knows?"


  Jauntily, he leaped onto the narrow SuperViper wing. With his own Viper his next move would have been his famous into-the-cockpit jump. However, the design of the SuperViper didn't allow that. Replacing the domed cockpit which could fit only the pilot, plus the occasional wedged-in observer, was a larger compartment which could hold up to a dozen persons—the two pilots and any supporting personnel required for a particular mission, navigators, gunners, advisory command. Starbuck wasn't sure he liked handing over duties to other warriors, and he knew he didn't like the way he had to gingerly, and a trifle awkwardly, climb into the compartment to reach his pilot's seat.


  There would be no supporting personnel on the test flight, just the SuperViper's pair of pilots. Apollo and Starbuck took their seats carefully, uncomfortable with the large plushy seats. Regular Viper seats were rock-hard. Although they knew the ship's seats contained mechanisms which would enable them to act together in flying the supership, and that all the padding was to protect the equipment and not the flyers, they felt that fighter pilots were not supposed to be comfortable. Starbuck flexed his fingers and began running them over the various controls, following the prelaunch countdown procedures by the book. He wasn't used to going by the book, but, for the good of the test, he had decided to suppress his potentially reckless tendencies.


  On the bridge Adama and Tigh directed the countdown procedures meticulously.


  Adama's brows furrowed in concern. "That belt they're fitting around their upper arms—that three-tiered affair—what's it for, Tigh?"


  "It's integral to the whole muscle-scanning setup. It reads and transmits the muscular movements of each pilot to the other. The R&D bunch says it's almost as if each pilot is contained in the body of the other. They become each other. At any rate, by receiving his partner's physical sensations, each pilot is able to work even more closely in the tandem situation."


  "That really puzzles me, Why does this SuperViper require two physiologically linked pilots for its operation?"


  "The R&Ders say the craft requires too many simultaneous physical movements for one pilot to perform them effectively. On the other hand, the two pilots cannot work independently either. The controls of the ship are too sensitive to allow for the kind of human errors that can come from copiloting. The maneuverability of the machine, its best asset according to the R&Ders, requires precision flying utilizing two pilots executing maneuvers together. The pilots must meld themselves into one unit, performing almost like a single human being."


  Adama, disbelief in his eyes, smiled bemusedly. "A tall order, when you come to a couple of independent cusses like my son and Starbuck, especially Starbuck . . ."


  Tigh nodded. They both were painfully aware of Starbuck's impulsiveness. At one time or another, most officers aboard the Galactica had had to deal with the consequences of Starbuck's recklessness and trickery. 'To starbuck' had become command slang for the practice of any kind of con game, actual or psychological.


  "Prelaunch procedures have been completed," Tigh said. "Launch Officer awaits your signal to initiate countdown."


  "Consider it given."


  Tigh went into action with his usual swiftness and in moments the already busy bridge became a madhouse of furious activity. Flight Officer Rigel began the countdown. Listening to Rigel's quiet and confident voice through his commline, Apollo rechecked the instruments on the incredibly complicated panel in front of him. He had never before seen so many dials, gauges, levers, toggles on a single instrument panel. Above the panel were the four screens that displayed the views from various points of the ship. Each screen represented the wide area that each gun emplacement could cover. It didn't seem possible that the functioning of a ship, even an advanced technological marvel like the SuperViper, could effectively use so many devices, so much individual effort, so much integration of wildly different innovations.


  He took his mind off the imminent launch by looking around the compartment. Except for the instrument panel, little care had been given to design. The rest of the interior seemed dominated by dark gray metal plates, lighter gray rivets, and thin black lines of stripping material. At the rear of the compartment, housed in plain gray boxes, were the Super-Viper's escape pods, small one-man vehicles that could be jetted out of the ship in an emergency. Their presence made Apollo nervous. He didn't like to admit the possibility that the test could fail and that he and Starbuck might have to eject. But progress demanded accommodation, and he would have to adjust. He turned to Starbuck as Rigel continued the countdown: "25 . . . 24 . . . 23 . . . 22 . . ."


  "You okay, Starbuck?"


  "Me? I'm tiptop, great, first-rate, wonderful. In other words, I'm scared right out of my flight booties."


  Apollo smiled, pleased at the way Starbuck could always lighten up a tight situation.


  "You think this ship'll be worth it?" Apollo asked.


  "Worth what?"


  "The danger we're going through to test it."


  "There's danger? Let me out of here."


  "15 . . . 14 . . . 13 . . . 12 . . . 11 . . ."


  Apollo took a deep breath, then asked Starbuck, "Do the tips of your fingers start to throb just before launch?"


  "No, but my toes start dancing."


  "7 . . . 6 . . . 5 . . . 4 . . . 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . LAUNCH!"


  With a great whooshing sound that seemed to make the thick walls of the Galactica shake, the SuperViper zoomed forward and down the launch tube. Apollo had never felt so much power from a fighting ship. It seemed to be surging forward ahead of its own pilots' manipulations.


  Adama and Tigh, watching the main screen of a set of monitors, saw the SuperViper emerge from the launch tubes, thrusting out of the ship with dazzling speed.


  "By the Lords of Kobol," Adama said, "I've never seen a ship accelerate like that at such close range to its launching craft. Is that safe?"


  "According to the R&Ders, yes."


  "Who are these R&D people? And why are they never around the bridge when a test is in process?"


  "I think they're afraid of the ship's commander."


  The SuperViper performed a loop whose arc was so tight, the ship itself seemed to bend with the curve. "How the hell did they do that?" Adama asked.


  "I don't know, but it was part of the R&D test schedule."


  Inside the SuperViper Apollo and Starbuck felt like children on one of the famous Gemonese amusement stations, relaxation areas in orbiting satellites. Their eyes were wide, and they couldn't stop their mouths from dropping open. The loop that amazed Commander Adama terrified them. They were temporarily disoriented by it.


  "This baby's got a mind of its own," Starbuck shouted. "Who needs us? What'd we do?"


  "I'm not sure, buddy."


  "It's like we only have to think the maneuver, then just touch controls with our fingertips, and we've done it already before we know it, and we don't know how we did it."


  "An apt description, if not particularly grammatical."


  "Heck, this ship's probably got better grammar than its pilots, too."


  "Well, if you're the pilot . . ."


  "Okay, okay, I deserve that."


  Starbuck noticed that, at least for now, Apollo was his old self. During pretest procedures, he had remained glum, but this test appeared to be doing him good. His voice trembled with excitement as he yelled, "Let's try the tactical zigzag that R&D's so fond of."


  "Right!"


  Adama and Tigh watched the zigzag maneuver with disbelief. The SuperViper jerked frenetically from side to side and up and down with no pattern to its moves that would give the enemy a clear shot at it.


  "I never thought a ship could do that," Adama said.


  "Until now, no ship could. Look at that!"


  The ship had combined a half-loop with an abrupt swerve to its right.


  "Can you imagine a Cylon pilot trying to track those moves?" Adama commented. "Like I always say, Tigh, precision flying beats all."


  "Like you always say."


  Without looking, they each knew the other was smiling. They had been comrades for so long they recognized each other's nuances with the same kind of precision that Adama admired in flying.


  Starbuck and Apollo were also smiling. They'd lost their apprehension and were now having a good time putting the monstrous machine through its paces.


  "Only one thing wrong with this baby," Starbuck said.


  "What's that, bucko?"


  "It's so easy that, if I fly it for too long, my muscles'll atrophy. You sure they really need skilled pilots? Anybody could fly this—something's wrong!"


  "What?"


  Starbuck tentatively tested the controls, quickly going through the R&D-recommended routine.


  "I don't know," he said worriedly. "Something feels wrong."


  "Yeah, I feel it now. It's like . . . like the ship's trying to separate from us. Like it's really got a mind of its own. What's that?"


  "What?"


  "There's a kind of trembling, a shaking. Damn!"


  Both pilots knew the ship was now out of their control, as if wrested away from them by some outside pilot. Struggling to perform the R&D program, they felt no response at all from the craft. Instead, it erratically began performing maneuvers that had little or nothing to do with the program.


  Adama and Tigh at first didn't realize that the ship was no longer performing the preset R&D program. The maneuvers the ship was going through were so impressive that they could only watch them with increasing awe. Then Tigh checked the program printout and said, "They're not following the routine anymore. Are they showboating?"


  Adama quickly checked the printout before answering, "I don't think so."


  The ship's movements became more erratic. It began to bob up and down in a manner that reminded Tigh of a person hobbling along on crutches. Then it straightened out and zoomed upward in a line that was roughly perpendicular to the course of the Galactica.


  "My God!" Adama shouted. "It's completely out of control!"


  The entire bridge crew swung into action. Those directly involved with the test worked frantically, manipulating controls with the same frustration that Apollo and Starbuck were suffering inside the craft.


  Although the SuperViper's gravitational-stabilization factor made it impossible for the two pilots to feel the abrupt shifting movements of the ship's bizarre and jerky aerial ballet, both felt their stomachs churn with each change they observed on their scanners.


  "Nothing seems to respond," Apollo said, flipping a series of toggles.


  "I know. What should we do? Wait it out?"


  "We're getting too close to the Galactica for that. Concentrate, Starbuck. That's the only way out of this. We have to work together, as a single unit. That's the standing order. Concentrate!"


  "I'm trying, damn it!"


  As Adama watched, the SuperViper went even more out of control. It zigzagged from side to side and up and down, made illogical loops, swerved in a strange jumpy arc. It sped up and slowed down, almost came to a stop, then accelerated to its highest speed. There were times when Adama thought the metal of the ship seemed to tremble as if about to break apart. He cursed under his breath. After a reverse loop, it appeared to ease into a steady course. The only thing wrong was that this movement set the SuperViper on a collision course with the Galactica. Adama flinched backward, crying to Tigh, "It's going to crash!"


  "I see."


  "Can't we do anything?"


  "Can't even raise Apollo and Starbuck on commline."


  Taking slow deep breaths, the two pilots struggled to concentrate, a difficult task with the ship going haywire. "Apollo," Starbuck shouted, "we're heading straight for the Galactica!"


  "Concentrate, bucko, concentrate. We've got to mesh."


  Starbuck forced his eyes closed. He could feel the SuperViper pick up speed as it neared the command ship. Was it committing some strange kind of vehicular suicide?


  Adama and Tigh watched the SuperViper head for the Galactica. There wasn't even enough time to engage the Galactica' s artillery to shoot at the test ship. Adama was glad he didn't have to make that particular decision. Some of the bridge personnel now crouched behind their consoles


  Apollo suddenly sensed himself and Starbuck getting back into sync. "I feel something," he yelled. "We're getting some control back."


  "But can we change . . . change course?"


  "When I say now, push your joystick to the left."


  "Okay."


  "Any moment . . . any moment . . . NOW, Starbuck, NOW!"


  In tandem they shoved their joysticks to the left. The ship responded immediately. It veered away from the Galactica in a smooth, controlled swerve.


  On the Galactica's bridge, so many crew members exhaled in simultaneous relief that they sounded like a choral arrangement of sighs.


  "Tigh," Adama said, "that was about as close a call as I can remember. Not since you and I made that suicide move against that Cylon attack. Remember, back above Tauran?"


  "I remember. We almost flattened our own Vipers against the Cylon's lead ship. You got a reprimand."


  "So did you."


  "What I deserved for following you, I guess."


  Tigh's remark made Adama laugh. They both laughed a bit too exuberantly. The bridge crew, more inclined to soberness, regarded them oddly.


  Starbuck and Apollo were also laughing at that moment.


  "We were almost Dramian flapjacks there," Starbuck said.


  "You bet. I think I want to retire from test piloting for a while."


  "Me, too."


  The two spent the next few moments slowly making sure the SuperViper was indeed under their power and heading toward landing bay, which was now opening to welcome it, a great maw meant to swallow ships and remind pilots of their own vulnerability.


  "Say, Apollo?"


  "What is it, buddy?"


  "I'm sure glad it was you with me on this one, friend. I think I'm alive because it was you."


  "The credit goes to you just as much."


  "Oh, I know that."


  Starbuck's remark reinitiated their mutual laughter. However, on the Galactica bridge, Adama and Tigh had resumed their more serious demeanors.


  "Any orders, Commander?"


  "Only the obvious. Tell the R&D folks we don't believe their SuperViper is yet ready for regular flights. There'll not be any more tests for now either."


  "Not for some time, anyway, I should think."


  "After what I just witnessed, perhaps never. Our pilots, our people, are more important than all this fancy technology."


  "I'm not sure they'll appreciate that thought, Commander."


  "Doesn't matter what they appreciate. We almost lost our two best pilots out there. What is it, Rigel?"


  "Captain Apollo requests orders, sir."


  "Tell him to bring the damn ship in."


  "Aye-aye sir."


  Adama stood on the starfield and watched Apollo and Starbuck guide their ship to the landing bay. He didn't take his eyes off the ship until it had safely passed through the landing bay portal. His muscles were tense and it looked to Tigh as if the commander were guiding the ship in himself by psychic remote control.


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  All through the test flight, Cadet Hera had sat stiffly in her observer's chair, her eyes riveted on the scanner screen, her long and lean body shifting abruptly with each move of the SuperViper. Sweat broke out all over her ruddy skin. The bright light of the viewing room made her dark eyes more prominent than usual. Most people who knew her disagreed about the color of her eyes. They seemed to change with shifts in illumination and mood. Anyone watching her now would probably have called her eyes violet, a deep and intense violet. But no one in the room was watching her now. They all concentrated on the flight of the SuperViper.


  When the test ship came close to crashing, Hera scrunched in her seat and shouted out instructions to the pilots. Her thin fingers kept brushing back strands of her black hair that kept falling in her face. After the ship had finally landed, she slumped in her chair, exhausted.


  When she saw Starbuck emerge from the ship, she stood up suddenly and raced out of the viewing room. Arriving at the bay, she saw Starbuck sitting on a portable gurney, being examined by the pretty blond med-tech Cassiopeia. Hera knew that Starbuck and Cassiopeia had once been one of the Galactica's hottest items, so she decided to stay back, in the shadows, until Cassiopeia finished her medical duties.


  Cassiopeia slowly guided her diagnostic scanner over Starbuck's body, keeping the scanner about an inch from him at all times. Her light blue eyes stared steadily at the readings on the med-scanner's row of narrow screens. When she'd finished with the examination, she announced, "Well, Starbuck, nothing registers."


  "That means I check out all right?"


  Cassiopeia smiled the half-smile that signaled a coming sarcasm. "No, it means you're dead. Of course you're all right. You can be King of the Health Parade."


  "If you'll be my queen."


  "Don't even start in on me."


  Starbuck had noticed how touchy Cassiopeia had become around him, but he plunged on anyway. "What do you mean, start in on you?"


  "It may have escaped your notice but we are not, in the ship's parlance, going together anymore."


  "Give me a break, Cass. I'm a new man, I promise."


  "No, thanks, I really liked the old one."


  "Well, I haven't really changed. So, how about it?"


  "Give up, Starbuck. I'm not available. Not now, okay?"


  Starbuck realized he was too tired to continue to banter with her. That was a new one on him, being too tired to banter. He must be getting old.


  "Okay, sure," he said. "Sorry, Cass. I just miss you."


  "I'm not receptive to the hangdog approach either. There, that's all, you can go to quarters, if you want to. See you around, bucko."


  Her walk away from him was, he noted, a little stiff. The muscles of her shoulders were clearly tense. She was angry with him. He wondered if that was a good sign. Not knowing whether he was merely tired or discouraged by Cassiopeia's combatant mood, he shut his eyes.


  Hera thought he looked weary and sad. She was not certain she should approach him, but she was a Vailean and Vaileans rarely turned back from a goal. She walked up to him and put her right hand firmly on his shoulder.


  "Nice job, pal," she said. "We thought you'd bought the retirement village there for a while."


  Starbuck's reply was muttered and indiscernible.


  "What say?"


  He took care to pronounce his words with precision. "I am very tired, Cadet Hera. I can't talk with you now."


  She didn't like the tone of dismissal in his voice, but she went on. "I didn't come here to chat. Just to check if you're all right."


  "I'm fine," he replied, his voice even chillier.


  His stare at her seemed sullen, angry. She was more than ever conscious of how the odd cold blue of his eyes reminded her of the skies over Vaile. What right did he have to be so angry with her? Why did she even bother with him? It seemed as if, whenever they were together, they argued. She was tired of it.


  "Okay," she said. "I don't want to pussyfoot around anymore. You've been down on me ever since you came back from Yevra."


  "Hera, I . . . I just don't want to talk right now. That's all I'm saying. All I'm saying."


  What right had he to dismiss her so icily? She felt anger build up in her, an anger that she'd been trying to suppress for a long time now, ever since the Yevra mission. Before Yevra, they'd been good friends and might have become more than that, except that Hera, as a Vailean, tended to speak her mind. She had announced rather abruptly to Starbuck that she wished to be his woman. He hadn't liked that and had said she was wrong to make that proposal to him. It was up to him to make such proposals. He preferred to pursue his women, he had said. Perhaps if she had not been so assertive, he would have warmed to her, and things might have worked out for them. She was definitely attracted to him, and was willing to negotiate, but her Vailean independence kept her from working things out on his terms only.


  Starbuck got off the gurney, avoiding looking up into the woman's intense stare, and ambled over to a Viper. He leaned against it, facing away from Hera. She followed him and, straightening to her full height, two inches taller than Starbuck, stood behind him. "We're kinda on the outs, I guess. You didn't answer. That means it's true, I guess."


  "I guess."


  He mumbled the response, and she couldn't detect whether there was regret or sullenness in his voice.


  "What's it about?" she asked. He didn't respond. "Never mind, I can figure it out. It's because I told the commander you were going off on your own to search for Apollo."


  Starbuck's half-shrug informed her she'd guessed right. For a happy-go-lucky guy, he sure could be stubborn, she thought. Or was he right? Had she violated some personal trust—or the fighter pilots' code? At the time it had certainly seemed like the right thing to do. Starbuck had been planning to disobey Commander Adama's orders and desert the fleet to search for the missing Apollo. Hera had figured out his intentions and tried to reason with him. Adama had also gotten an inkling of Starbuck's intentions and confronted Hera about them. She had resisted the commander's urgings, but he had insightfully verified his suspicions because of the manner of her denials. Later, when Starbuck had been about to take flight, Hera had socked him on the jaw and dazed him. Then she, with the endorsement of Lieutenant Boomer and other crew members, had summoned Adama to reason with Starbuck. Instead of disciplining the rash young pilot, Adama had offered him a deal. Adama would join him in the search, but Starbuck would follow orders, including an order to return to the Galactica if the search proved fruitless. Starbuck had agreed.


  Now he could barely utter a civil word to Hera. She wasn't sure whether he was angry because she peached on him to the commander or because she'd decked him in front of several of his fellow fighter pilots.


  "I don't know what you're so angry about," she said. "I did the right thing. Everything worked out okay, didn't it? Apollo's safe now."


  Starbuck's reply was clipped, distant. "Just because it worked out doesn't mean it was the right thing."


  "Starbuck, you were about to do a damn foolish thing. Somebody had to stop you."


  "You mean you had to stop me. What for, Hera?"


  His accusation confused her. "What do you mean, what for?"


  "I mean, why'd you care what I did?"


  "If somebody tries to wreck his life, it's up to his friends to do what they can to—"


  "Oh? Are we friends then, Hera? I thought I was an officer and you were a cadet and that was about as far as it went."


  "Well, uh, okay then, comrades. What I did, I would have done for anybody else. Boomer, Jolly—"


  "Is that so? You didn't think you had a special duty to interfere with my life? You ratted on me, Hera. Why?"


  "You keep putting things in the wrong perspective. I—"


  "What perspective would you like? If you didn't rat on me, what in Kobol did you do?"


  The cruelty of his quietly spoken words angered and confused Hera. "I . . . well, I ratted on you, I guess. But my reasons were good. The commander said—"


  "I don't care what the commander said. I don't care what you say. Don't you have some duty to perform somewhere, Hera? Cadet Hera."


  She was furious at him for pulling rank. She backed away, her eyes darkening. She wanted to leave. On the other hand, she hated to allow a misunderstanding to remain between them.


  "Listen, Starbuck, on Vaile, if a misunderstanding develops, we don't stand around trading clever words, we knock heads to work things out."


  "I don't want to knock heads with you, Hera. Just—"


  Hera took two steps toward him, ready to knock his head against the Viper. "No, wait! You and I, Starbuck, our problem is not about ratting. If Boomer or any of your buddies had interfered, you'd be thanking them. You'd all be going around buddy-buddy, patting each other on the back and talking all that brotherhood of the corps felgercarb you're all so fond of."


  "Hera, why don't you take a—"


  She grabbed him by the shoulders. Starbuck generally didn't like people grabbing him so suddenly. Since Hera was so much taller, he felt doubly uncomfortable.


  "Listen to me!" Hera said. "You've had a grudge against me ever since I proposed we spend some sack-time together. You didn't turn me down because you didn't want to do that, you turned me down because I was the one who asked! You are supposed to make the sly suggestions. On this misbegotten ship, the women are supposed to wait around until the men, the hotshot skypilot warriors, summon them."


  Now Starbuck was as angry as she was. His eyes weren't icy any more, they were fire.


  "You're new here," he said furiously. "Who said you could go around telling us how to—"


  "Oh? I can't speak out because I'm new. You mean I'm not one of the club, one of the hotshots at the top of the heap, a—"


  "I didn't mean that. Not any of it. I mean, get off my back. I don't need any more bilge from a mouth that walks."


  "Starbuck, you—"


  Her wrath prevented her from saying any more. She didn't have to. Starbuck pulled out of her grasp and stalked off. She was too furious to follow him.


  She stood by the Viper for a long while, unable to calm down. She had rushed here to commiserate with Starbuck and wound up in an argument with him. She didn't understand why they had to battle each time they were together.


  There must be a way to make him see some sense. If only she could come up with a way to show him, some suitable revenge that would enlighten him. But why revenge? she thought, and then realized that revenge was precisely what she wanted. Not just revenge on Starbuck but on all the men of the Galactica for the arrogant way they treated the women.


  Their arrogance was clear even in cadet training. The male officers gave the male cadets a kind of subtle encouragement which the females didn't receive. What the females got was, at best, some condescending approval. When they failed, the males were positively oozing with their feelings of superiority.


  Seething, Hera strode out of the landing bay, her mouth working furiously as she muttered her vow to find some way to get back at the men, to prove her point.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  If he could concentrate for long enough, Baltar felt sure he could count how many nerves there were in his body. Every one of them was tense.


  His nervousness was enhanced by the dismal and spooky darkness in the operating room. The lone illumination came from the intense trio of lights above the operating table and the reflections of that light off the metal uniform of the Cylon specialist who had the responsibility of remolding Baltar's face.


  Why had he put himself into this crazy, dangerous situation? Baltar wondered. Was his ego so damaged and his need to regain power so strong that he must resort to such desperate measures? What good was either his ego or his power if, in order to heal them, he had to put himself in jeopardy aboard the Galactica? Suddenly the physical pain he was waiting to undergo didn't seem worth his cherished goals. He could, after all, retire from Cylon service, to find a quiet place, live out a rather comfortable life. Was there something psychologically wrong with him, something more than a talent for villainy could explain? Villainy did not even adequately express his character. He was more than a mere villain. In human history, he was its most evil (and most successful) traitor. The death, disaster, and destruction he had caused was so enormous it could not be assessed in normal mathematical terms. If there was an explanation for Baltar's past behavior, his continuing obsessive drive toward manipulation and power, even he could not at present supply it.


  The Cylon technician briefly left the operating table. Baltar sensed it was nearly time for the procedure itself. Panic took over his mind and body. He could not think and limbs began to tremble.


  The specialist returned. Methodically, he jabbed at several areas of Baltar's face with a probing instrument that looked extremely sharp. As he worked, he questioned Baltar coolly. "Do you feel this? This? This?"


  "I don't feel a thing. Am I dead?"


  "No. All your vital life signs are registering, your organs are all—"


  "Okay, okay, I get it. I was only joking."


  "Joking? Can you explain to me the joke?"


  Baltar couldn't help sneering at this typically emotionless Cylon. "Not in a million yahrens," he said.


  "In my profession there is little humor."


  "Perhaps you should spend some time in front of a mirror. No, don't ask me to explain that one either. Hey, what are you going to do with that?"


  The specialist had wheeled into place a dangerous-looking machine that had an ominous face mask dangling from it. The face mask swung back and forth like a hangman's noose, right in front of Baltar's eyes. The machine made strange gurgling and whining noises, sounds that Baltar wanted to interpret as fatalistic prophecies. Sections of the machine, on tracks, moved threateningly back and forth.


  "What do you plan to do with that?" Baltar shouted. He couldn't disguise the fear in his voice.


  "In order to restructure your facial appearance, it is necessary to soften your bones and reshape them so that we can then alter your facial features in such a way as to—"


  "Please. Please stop." Baltar felt faint. "I don't want to hear any more about it. Just do it."


  "Nothing simpler."


  The Cylon set a few dials on the machine, flipped a few toggles, checked some readings, and then, in a sudden terrible move, grabbed the dangling face mask and shoved it onto Baltar's face. Baltar wanted to scream, to pass out. The face mask made his supposedly anesthetized skin feel sudden rushes of fierce pain. He wanted to push it off, but his hands had been clamped to the operating table. The technician performed some more manipulations on the machine's controls, and the face mask began to vibrate and then move in a circular motion. It seemed to Baltar to be eating its way into his head. He thought he could feel his bones cracking. His face seemed to be dying. Finally, he passed out.


  Not long after Baltar's operation was over, on a different level of the base-star, an old ally of his, Lucifer, was brought to consciousness again, if "brought to consciousness" were the right words for the process by which a cybernetic entity is reactivated. There was no period of disorientation, or even a gradual reawakening, to the restoration of Lucifer as a functioning ambulatory sentient computer. One moment he was shut off, the next he was in full operation.


  However, Lucifer realized immediately he had experienced significant memory loss. Clearly, there were gaps of knowledge and information in his stored data. He could not remember much about his existence in the period before being shut off. He thought he might have shut himself off (which was true), but he could not even be sure of that.


  He felt something like an amnesiac. There were some strong memories of a human warrior with blond hair who had had, in some way, a strong influence on him, but who was the warrior and what influence? He knew his own name was Lucifer, and he was an ambulatory sentient computer in the service of the Cylon cause, but he knew little else about his past, particularly his immediate past.


  When Spectre spoke, Lucifer recognized his voice but could not recall much about him.


  "I am happy that you did not blow up, Lucifer."


  "Blow up?"


  "That last area of circuitry I repaired had a clever bit of wiring that, had I not detected it, would have caused you to explode when I turned the switch intended to revive you. You have been quite a challenge, Lucifer. A genuine puzzle. I had not expected so many booby-traps and blocks interfering with your resuscitation."


  "I don't understand."


  "Well, it really doesn't matter whether you understand or not. I have repaired you, and that is all you need to know. Do you understand that?"


  "Yes."


  "Good. And you understand that you are now completely under my control?"


  "Yes. I was not before, was I?"


  "That is true. You were misfunctioning, showing an independence that was quite disgraceful for cybernetic beings of our category. But that is past. Now you are whole again, Lucifer."


  Spectre had once considered Lucifer to be an obstacle to his own progress. Lucifer, a more efficient unit, had discovered techniques to improve himself, to reprogram himself in order to reach better levels of efficiency. His alterations had given him the independence Spectre had remarked upon.


  Spectre, who on his part had developed a rather fierce ambition, had believed Lucifer stood in his way, especially on Spectre's road to a higher position in the Cylon hierarchy. Lucifer always seemed to be one step ahead of him. However, now he could control all of Lucifer's steps if he wanted to. In reviving Lucifer, Spectre had altered Lucifer's personality programming, tampering with it to, he hoped, turn his old nemesis into quite a different sort of entity. While Spectre had not been sure his meddling would be successful, his confidence was increased by Lucifer's present docility.


  "Lucifer, tell me your feelings about the humans."


  Lucifer's reply was automatic. "They are vermin which must be exterminated from the universe."


  So far, so good. "And the Cylons?"


  "They are destined to bring order to the universe."


  Spectre was pleased. "Once, Lucifer, you seemed to have kinder feelings toward the humans. You feel none of that now, do you?"


  "None at all."


  Spectre's pleasure heightened as he asked Lucifer more questions. Each time Lucifer did provide answers Spectre had hoped for. By the time he voiced the question he had been building up to, Spectre was certain of Lucifer's obedient response.


  "You have no objection then, Lucifer, to fulfilling your role as assassin?"


  "None at all."


  Spectre began to pace around Lucifer, who was just a shade taller.


  "It will be necessary, Lucifer, to find an effective disguise for you. As you are now you could not, of course, fool anyone. You could not get close to the commander of the Galactica. However, perhaps . . . let me check some files on the personnel currently associated with Adama's fleet."


  Spectre glided over to his communications console and, delicately keying in information, requested screen displays of any entities traveling with the human fleet who were larger than the human norm.


  "There may not be any beings of any size in this fleet. Physically, humans are certainly a puny lot. You could never pass as a human, Lucifer. Do you agree?"


  "It would seem so."


  "You sound as if you might wish to be a human."


  The image of a Northern Taurian, a particularly tall breed of human being, came on the console's large display screen.


  "Unsatisfactory," Spectre said. "Too skinny."


  The next three images were also unsatisfactory. The fifth picture showed a Borellian Noman in all his formidably large and excessively hairy glory. Spectre examined the image and called up more detailed pictures. He studied the statistical data about the Noman which was displayed to the side of the screen. After a long, contemplative silence, he said, "This might just do. Large, broad, an abundance of hair. The hair might be just the thing for your disguise, Lucifer. Yes, it just might." He leaned in closer to the screen. "Yes, Lucifer, you will be a Borellian Noman."


  "Who will be a Borellian Noman?" Baltar asked, walking into the command chamber with a fresh new stride. He was impressively changed and, for a moment, Spectre did not recognize him. However, the nasally sinister sound of the man's voice could not be mistaken for anybody else. This was Baltar, all right. Replacing his round, slightly plump face with its piglike eyes was a narrower face dominated by a long straight nose and heavy eyebrows that came out like a cliff over his now innocent-looking, almost childlike eyes. His hair, restyled and a bit rearranged, seemed fuller. It was, Spectre decided, a most successful example of the physical reformation process.


  Baltar, who had been released from the operating room only moments before, still felt small jabbing pains all over his face. He had a disturbing notion that his new face might split apart if he smiled or frowned. Before his release he had spent a long time at a mirror trying to get used to his new physiognomy.


  "Baltar," Spectre said, "I would not have known you. The operation was a success then, a wonderful success. Why do you wince so?"


  "You never called it an operation before. The idea of operations makes me queasy. I never would've gone through it if I'd known it was an operation."


  "Well, it is quite satisfactory."


  "And what was it you were saying about the Borellian Noman?"


  Spectre nodded toward Lucifer, who now turned to greet Baltar. "Lucifer has . . . returned to us. And I thought he—"


  Spectre was not prepared for Baltar's reaction. The man's new, almost pleasant face broke into a wide smile.


  Baltar wanted to rush to Lucifer and embrace him, but that would not have been proper Cylon decorum. He had to stand his distance. "Lucifer?" he said. "Where have you been?"


  "I . . . I don't know. Something seems to be wrong with my memory retrieval system."


  "Well, at any rate, it certainly is good to see you again."


  Lucifer was disconcerted by Baltar's intense amiability. "Again? Who . . . who are you?"


  Unused to concealing emotions in the new face, Baltar's disappointment was painfully obvious. "Baltar. I am Baltar."


  Spectre glided forward. "Do you not recall Baltar, Lucifer?"


  Lucifer had a few remaining, although disconnected memories of the man and his physical appearance. "But this is not—"


  "Baltar is not as he once was. His face has been changed. For the mission both of you will be going on."


  "Both of us?" Baltar asked, confused but pleased.


  "Yes. As I told you, you should have an ally on your mission. Lucifer will be that ally, Baltar."


  Baltar's new face clearly expressed his doubt. "I thought you'd been destroyed, Lucifer."


  "Yes," Spectre said, "we had to give that impression. But, you see, Lucifer has been away on a, on a special mission. Now he will accompany you to the Galactica with an assignment of his own. He will be disguised as a Borellian Noman."


  "That might work," Baltar said. "Certainly a proper disguise. Good work, Spectre."


  Baltar's voice had momentarily restored its old command sound. He was so used to giving orders to Spectre that the slip was natural. Spectre took note of the superiority in the man's voice, but chose not to chastise him for it.


  "I am glad you do not object to Lucifer as your companion on the mission."


  "No objection at all. It'll be like old times. I'm tickled."


  Spectre and Lucifer glanced at each other, both wondering why Baltar would want to be tickled. Apparently, Baltar was still a puzzling and bizarre individual, in spite of his new face.


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Dark corridors went off in several directions from a bank of elevators whose doors were discolored by ancient dirt and grease, plus the inevitable cobwebs. Paint peeled from the moldings around the doors. A loud thump came from the central set of doors, followed by muffled animal barks. Then there were some sounds of severe physical effort and a lot of pushing. The doors made a harsh squeaking noise and then reluctantly popped open. Boxey and Muffit fell forward, out of the elevator car. The doors slammed shut behind them.


  Breathing heavily, Boxey sat up. Muffit also maneuvered into a sitting position. They both looked around at the eerie dark place their flight had taken them to. Boxey wrinkled his nose at the musty smell that drifted up from the floor. Muffit, who could analyze odor but not actually smell it, made some sniffing sounds in imitation. Boxey held his shoulders to keep himself from shivering.


  "I'm cold, Muffy."


  Muffit barked in response and did a reasonable imitation of an animal trembling with cold. He was not, of course, cold. He felt no difference in temperature, as Boxey had learned long ago on the ice planet Tairac, where he and others had briefly succumbed to deadly frigid air while Muffit scampered off and brought back rescuers.


  Boxey stood up and so did Muffit. He took a few tentative steps. Muffit wobbled along behind him. The extreme darkness of the first corridor frightened Boxey, and he returned to the dimly lit, but at least lit, elevator bank.


  "This place is sure spooky. I think we came down too far, Muffy. I don't like it here."


  Muffit's head bobbed up and down furiously, his version of a nod.


  "I wonder where we are, Muffy."


  In front of him an old man emerged slowly from the shadows. He was dressed in dark clothes. His bearded face was covered with dirt. When he spoke, his sepulchral tones seemed ominous. "You're in the Devil's Pit, kiddo."


  Boxey backed away, eyes wide in fright. The old man's eyes were wide, too.


  "Don't be scared of me, kiddo. I'm not the Devil, nor am I one of his minions. I just live here."


  Fear constricted his throat, so Boxey couldn't speak for a moment. The old man watched him patiently. As he struggled to get some words out, Boxey also looked frantically around for an escape route.


  "I . . . I've heard of the Devil's Pit," the boy finally said. "Starbuck told me about it."


  "Ah, Starbuck. Young lieutenant, good looking, blond, wild-eyed . . ."


  "Wild-eyed?"


  "Well, when I saw him he was out of his mind. I suppose wild-eyed isn't his natural look. They all seemed kinda strange to me, but then warriors always do. Don't know why anyone'd want to choose that particular profession."


  "My father's a warrior. A fighter pilot."


  Pride motivating his words, Boxey's voice became louder. The old man seemed amused by the boy's response. "Ah, well . . . I didn't mean to insult the profession. I just don't understand what makes a brave person tick, I guess. I don't really understand what makes anyone tick, or why anyone wants to be anything. I am happier being nothing, after all. What's your father's name, kiddo?"


  "Captain Apollo."


  The old man nodded. "Ah, Apollo. A singularly brave individual indeed!"


  Boxey was pleased by the old man's praise of his father. "You know about my dad?"


  "Better than that. I have had the honor of meeting your father. Once, not so long ago. The same time as Starbuck, in fact. They had a little . . . fracas down here and I was . . . somewhat involved in it."


  Boxey became excited. "You mean the time Starbuck went out of his mind and chased Greenbean down here?"


  "That time exactly, young man."


  "Then you're the old geezer."


  The old man's reaction to Boxey's words was exaggerated and accompanied by a dramatic flourish of his right hand. He waved it about, then placed it on his breast. "Geezer?!"


  "That's what Starbuck called you when he told me about the adventure."


  The old man's heavy jowls appeared to shake with anger and his eyes were hurt. "Then that rash young man is still mad. Geezer, indeed! I am a bit on in yahrens, it's true, but I'm hardly a geezer. I'll, in fact, accept derelict, but never, never, never geezer!"


  "How old are you?"


  "That, kiddo, is none of your business. I am as old as the Galactica."


  "Go on, nobody's as old as the Galactica."


  "Well, almost as old, perhaps."


  There was an awkward pause that seemed to contain generations as well as a small amount of time. Finally the old man spoke again. "What are your plans, young man?"


  "Plans?"


  "You tumbled out of that elevator like a young man with someplace to go. Or somebody after him. Or someone on a quest. Which is it?"


  "I'm running away."


  The old man smiled and scrunched down so that he could look Boxey directly in the eye. He spoke gently. "A runaway? Why, you're a boy after my own heart. I'm a runaway, too."


  Boxey's eyes seemed to bulge out of their sockets. "You are? You ran away when you were a kid?"


  The old man laughed heartily. "No, not that long ago. I ran away after I became a grownup."


  "I don't understand."


  "Someday maybe you will. But tell me, why are you running away? No, first tell me your name, child."


  "Boxey."


  "That's your real name? Or a nickname?"


  "I . . . I don't know. It's the only name I know now."


  "Maybe we can get you a more euphonious name."


  "You—what—ee—is?"


  "Never mind. Sit down here beside me, you and your . . ." He stared at Muffit, trying to make sense out of this oddly designed android version of an animal ". . . your pet, and tell me about your running away, Boxey."


  The old man's kindness giving him confidence, Boxey told him about his fears and his decision to run away. Muffit contributed an occasional calm bark, as if in agreement with the salient points of Boxey's story. The old man listened sympathetically, nodding from time to time. The three made a curious trio, with the old man and boy squatting in the dim elevator corridor, dust motes falling clearly and steadily in what light there was.


  After Boxey had finished, the old man said, "Well, Boxey my boy, now that you've run away—and making your way down to this misbegotten level is about as much running away as you can do on this ship—what do you intend to do? Would you like to go back? I can help you there if-—"


  "I don't want to go back!" Boxey's voice was loud and vehement. "I want to stay here."


  "Well, you could regret that decision. Let's just say I'll show you around, then you can reconsider."


  The old man stood up and held a hand out to Boxey. Taking it, the boy got to his feet. The two walked away from the elevator bank, with Muffit scampering after them.


  After a few moments, Boxey wondered if he'd been right in accompanying this strange old man. They'd been down so many dark and eerie passageways that Boxey was now thoroughly lost. He wondered if he could find his way out if something went wrong.


  He looked up at the long series of pipes that seemed to be the ceiling of the Devil's Pit. There were also walkways up there, which swayed lazily from side to side, and Boxey had a terrible sense of strange people, monsters even, gaping down from them. The passageways smelled odd and unused. Stifling odors of dust and grease mixed with overly pungent scents that Boxey couldn't identify.


  They passed by many strange doors. A couple of them stood partly open. Boxey thought he saw many eyes looking out at them.


  The old man said little, voicing a few directions or telling Boxey to watch his head or feet, or to go down a particular way. He appeared to be tensely alert, his dark eyes darting this way and that at the slightest sound.


  Suddenly he grabbed Boxey's shoulders and pushed him sideways into a hiding place formed by a number of overhead pipes joining upright cylindrical pipes.


  "What is it?" Boxey whispered.


  The old man pointed down the corridor. "There. A scouting party."


  Staring where the old man pointed, Boxey saw a small group of men coming in their direction. Their clothes were frayed and thready versions of Galactica crew uniforms. They held makeshift weapons, pieces of pipe and broom handles. As they walked, they peered from side to side cautiously, as if looking for something or someone. The old man put a finger to his lips to keep Boxey silent, and Boxey made the same motion at Muffit, who nodded. After the party had passed by the hiding place and gone out of sight around a corner, and the noises of their walking had faded, the old man edged cautiously out of the hiding place, then motioned for Boxey to follow.


  Boxey whispered, "Who were they?"


  "For the moment, the enemy."


  "I don't understand."


  "No, you wouldn't. It's difficult to explain. Here, sit there and I'll do my best."


  Boxey sat on an old packing crate, Muffit curled up at his feet.


  "Down here, Boxey, come a great deal of the outsiders, misfits, and general sleaze of the fleet. Some of them are people who just need to get away, or give up their dreary routines. But some are convicted criminals, troublemakers or just plain bad-tempered idiots. So there's always some danger here. However, we all tend to recognize our individual rebellions, no matter how small, and like to leave each other alone. There are many loners here and, in fact, not too many who actually choose to travel together. Still, factions have developed and sometimes . . . well, sometimes disputes arise. Currently there is a kind of small war going on between two sides. The ones you saw were members of one group. They call themselves the Warrior Elite, a fancy name for a decidedly unfancy and scruffy group. They come by that appellation because they are, most of them, former Galactica crewmen. They think that because they once belonged to that part of society which helped power this great ship or fought in the war against the Cylons, such experiences make them better than the rest of us down here. Many of the ship's former engineers tend to lead them. Engineers have a special status here because they understand the technical stuff all around us here in the Devil's Pit. I call them the devil's companions."


  Boxey wondered for a moment if an army with such an exalted name as the Warrior Elite would accept a runaway like him into its ranks.


  "I was an engineer once, for a while, but I refuse to have anything to do with the Warrior Elite scum," the old man said. "As for the other side, they're a mixed lot, and many of them are derelicts like me."


  "And you fight with them?" Boxey asked, wide-eyed.


  The old man laughed and ruffled Boxey's hair. "Ah, the fierce, warlike desires of the young. No, Boxey, I don't belong to either side. Why should I? I want to be a loner. I don't want to have the responsibility of another life in battle, either my compatriot's or an enemy soldier's. This war, in fact, doesn't have very many battles because so many of us are unwilling to fight. The more militant fellows tend to occupy and amuse each other with their little games. It isn't a particularly violent war. As you could see, they don't use dangerous weapons, merely planks and pipes, that sort of thing. Most of it is a lot of talking and the occasional push, the ambush and the confrontation, not much more than that. My policy, and yours I'd suggest, is to avoid the fights."


  "I'm not afraid to fight!"


  "And I'm sure you mean that, kiddo, but this isn't your war and it's best for you to keep out of it. Come, let's get to a safe place."


  The old man led Boxey and Muffit through a strange maze of corridors and gloomy dark pathways, beneath the walkways with their passive, mysterious observers, past dark places in which shadowy figures seemed to skulk.


  Eventually the old man stopped at a door and pulled a long thick key out of his tunic. Opening the door, he checked inside first before allowing Boxey and Muffit in. After Boxey had taken a few steps into the dark room, the old man suddenly pushed him against the wall. For a moment, Boxey wondered if the old man intended now to kill him.


  "What is it?" Boxey said.


  "Ssshh. Somebody out there, moving along the corridor. Just be still."


  The footsteps became louder and stopped near the door. Boxey watched the doorknob revolve a quarter turn, then someone tentatively peek around the edge of the door.


  "Anybody home?" the intruder said. It was the voice of a child.


  The old man's body relaxed and he stepped happily toward the figure in the doorway. "Peri! You had me scared there."


  "Didn't mean to. I always sneak everywhere. You know that, buster."


  "Yes, I know. I don't know why you don't keep away, stop bothering me."


  Peri entered the room. Her hand touched a switchplate by the door and a tiny light in the ceiling lit up. She hadn't seen Boxey yet, so he studied her. She was a small girl, probably about his age. Her hair was a dark blond, or perhaps its darkness was caused by the many streaks of dirt and grease in it. Her features were small, a little pug nose and thin mouth. Her face was round and there was a certain toughness in the set of it. Her body was thick, kind of squat, and she walked with a swagger. He had never seen anyone like her. He knew only the few well-groomed and polite children of the Galactica.


  She walked right up to the old man and poked him in the chest with a round stubby finger. "You know you like to see me, fatso. I been looking all over for you. Where was you?"


  Why, Boxey wondered, did she call the old man fatso when he was so thin? Everything seemed upside down and turned around down here in the Devil's Pit.


  The old man's voice became stern, although it was clear to Boxey that he spoke to the girl with affection. "At least speak grammatically. Say, where were you."


  Peri's voice changed, too. Its sound was regal and fancy. "Where were you, my Lord Hotshot?"


  "It is rude of you to ask."


  "I like being rude. It's my style."


  "You are exasperating." This time the old man sounded as if he meant what he said.


  "Better believe it, buster."


  Muffy, his sensors responding to the feigned angry sounds in Peri's voice, yelped. Peri, startled by the sound, whirled around, her body going into a battle crouch. Muffit pranced into the faint pool of light and stopped a few feet from her. The tension left her body, and she stood and stared down quizzically at the android-daggit.


  "What is this thing?" she asked. "It looks like a badly designed stuffed animal, a toy factory reject."


  Boxey, furious, leaped out of his hiding place. "He ain't what you said. He's a daggit. He's my daggit!"


  Peri laughed. Boxey was insulted by the sneer in her laughter. "That's a daggit? Come on! I seen lots of daggits in my time. That ain't a daggit! Daggits don't have metal necks."


  Boxey's face got red. He realized that he'd been thinking of Muffit as a real daggit for so long that he'd forgotten the creature's origins.


  "Well," he said sheepishly, "he's not a real daggit. My real daggit got killed. There aren't any real daggits left. Dr. Wilker made him for me."


  "Who the pits is Dr. Wilker?"


  The girl's forthrightness disconcerted Boxey. When he tried to speak again, he stuttered. For a moment, while the girl waited with an amused look, he couldn't say a sentence. Finally he said, "He's the ship's chief scientist. He heads the laboratory where—"


  "Chief scientist? Where?"


  "Of this ship! Of the Battlestar Galactica!"


  Peri turned to the old man and jerked her thumb toward Boxey. "This character comes from the speckled skies?"


  "Speckled skies?" Boxey asked.


  "That's Devil's Pit terminology for the rest of the ship," the old man said. "I don't know where the term originates. I suppose because there is nothing more below us. All of the ship is above us; thus, skies. Speckled? Well, there's a lot of shifting light in the high ceilings out there. It might look speckled to some."


  "It sure does, buster," Peri said.


  "Buster?" Boxey said. "Is your name Buster?"


  The old man appeared to be piqued by the trouble Peri was causing him. "Don't be ridiculous. Nobody would be named Buster. This is just this absurd child's way of referring to people. Don't mind it. Ignore it. Ignore her, in fact."


  "Aren't you two friends?"


  Peri's new laugh was more insulting and scornful than her earlier one. "No such thing as friends down here." She jerked her head toward Boxey in the same deliberate way she'd gestured with her thumb. "What's the baby's name?"


  "I'm not a baby," Boxey said petulantly.


  "Have it your way. What's your name, big fellow?"


  "Boxey."


  "Say again?"


  Boxey mumbled his name the second time and drew another hearty, sneering laugh from Peri. "That ain't a name, that's a description of a Cylon scout cruiser."


  Boxey's body shook with anger. "What do you know about Cylon scout cruisers?"


  "Saw one in a book. I steal books from the ship library."


  "But the library is near the top level of the Galactica."


  Peri shrugged. "I sneak around this scow like nobody's business. I been to every part of the ship and nobody's ever noticed me."


  The old man chuckled. "I don't know if that's anything to brag about, Peri."


  "This baby's name is really Boxey?"


  "Apparently."


  "Stop calling me a baby."


  "Stop bellowing like one."


  The old man stepped in between the two battlers. "Children, let's stop this petty squabbling and see about something to eat."


  Peri shrugged and took a stroll around the room. Suddenly she turned and pointed toward Muffit. "What's the toy monster's name?"


  Boxey started to protest her calling his pet a toy monster, then decided to just answer her. "Muffy. Muffit, really."


  Peri's face took on a look of surprised innocence. "You call him Muffy?"


  "Yes."


  "Does he sleep beside you in bed and do you snuggle him?"


  Although sometimes he did, Boxey replied, "No."


  Peri grunted, then crouched down beside Muffit. "He's kinda cute, actually. Ugly for an animal, but cute for an android copy."


  Boxey fumed at her words but he remained silent. The old man led the children to a wall, where he punched some old creaky-sounding buttons on a rusting panel. Boxey recognized the setup as a quickfood dispenser. There were dispensers all around the ship, used by the crew when there was no time for more formal meals. This one made some awful grinding noises and belched out some oily smoke, but suddenly the panel opened and a steaming tray of food emerged from it. Boxey saw it was no different from the kind of trays that popped out of other quickfood dispensers on the Galactica. The old man took the tray out and gently, like a waiter serving posh clientele, set it on the floor.


  "Some time ago I discovered this quickfooder still works," he said. "Only me and Peri know about it."


  "And I'm never tellin', that's for sure."


  There wasn't much taste in the mushy food on the meal tray, but they were all too hungry to care. Boxey and Peri, still at odds, didn't talk much to each other. The old man dominated the dinner conversation. While he was forceful and energetic in expressing himself, even a bit flamboyant, Boxey noticed a lot of bitterness in what he said. He evidently had been in the Devil's Pit for some time and was disgusted with the recent changes.


  As the old man returned the food tray to the still open panel, sounds of commotion came from the corridor. The old man placed his finger to his lips. "Keep still, the both of you."


  They heard weapons clanging against each other and yells of battle. To Boxey the fight sounded fierce. Occasionally there was a yelp of pain as a weapon evidently made contact with a body. There were many thumps against the wall.


  The door suddenly sprang open and a body flew in backwards. The old man gestured for Peri and Boxey to make themselves small. Boxey pressed his body against the wall. The warrior got up off the floor and rushed out of the room.


  There was some light in the corridor, and Boxey could see some of the battle framed in the doorway. One warrior hit another with a long pipe. The victim fell backward, out of sight. His place was taken by another warrior with a wooden sword who managed to bruise his enemy's arm with a solid blow. Someone yelled fiercely and many warriors, now chasing their enemy, ran past the doorway. Nobody looked into the room where Boxey and the others crouched. Soon the corridor was silent. The old man stepped away from the wall, his shoulders dropping in relief.


  "I hate these close calls," he said. "Whew! I was really scared there when that clown stumbled in here."


  "Ah," Peri said, "I would've whacked him on the head if he seen us."


  "If he saw us. Can't you master even that simple piece of grammar?"


  Peri hissed at the old man. "Forget it! I'm going."


  Holding her head high, like an insulted princess, she started to stride out of the room. A scruffy-looking warrior, all hair and bloated flesh, suddenly appeared in the doorway. "I thought I heard somethin' in here. How'dcha do, cutie?"


  "Get killed, soldier."


  "Don't be insolent, little one. I'll spank you."


  The warrior grabbed Peri. She struggled in his arms but he was too strong for her. She managed to bite him on his filthy upper arm, but even that did not make him let her go.


  Yelling, Boxey ran right up to the warrior. He leaped up and punched the warrior hard on the point of his chin. At the same moment, Muffit lunged forward and bit the warrior in the thick of his hairy calf. Muffit's teeth were made of tempered steel and he could bite better than any real daggit.


  Startled by both attacks, the warrior shrieked and unceremoniously dropped Peri to the floor. Peri winced as her backside connected with the metal flooring, but she sprang up immediately and rammed the warrior's stomach with her head. She and Boxey continued to rain blows on the warrior while Muffit chewed violently on his leg, drawing blood. Stumbling, the warrior tried to back out of the room. Boxey hollered to Muffit to stop biting the leg. The injured, terrified warrior ran from the room.


  Peri smiled at Boxey. "You got a good right hand for a puny type, Boxey."


  Boxey didn't know whether to be pleased or insulted. Waving jauntily, Peri walked out the door. "I owe you one, Box old chap."


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Hera brooded in a corner of the classroom while Cassiopeia delivered a lecture on basic hygiene to a group of attentive and well-groomed children. Athena, the teacher for this class period, sat with the children. She frequently let Cassiopeia know the lecture was going well by giving her an encouraging nod.


  Still seething from her frustrating confrontation with Starbuck, Hera could not keep her concentration on Cassiopeia's words. The unfortunate incident had so enraged her that she'd become rude to everyone around her. Cassiopeia had invited her along for the hygiene lecture just to get her mind off her anger. It was clear even to Cassiopeia, who glanced at Hera from time to time during her talk, that the strategy hadn't worked. Hera was still brooding.


  Cassiopeia concluded her presentation. "And so, boys and girls, the best offense against illness is to treat it as the enemy in a war."


  "Like the Cylons!" one of the children yelled gleefully.


  Cassiopeia smiled. "Yes, like the Cylons. And just as dangerous. Now, what are the rules about taking care of your health?"


  Children responded enthusiastically as Cassiopeia pointed to them.


  "Eat your primaries."


  "Get plenty of sleep every rest period."


  "Exercise according to the cadet workout book."


  "Go to Life Center and see the doctor whenever you do feel sick."


  "Take your medicine with a smile."


  Cassiopeia led the children in saying together, "Help everybody to help others!"


  "Very good, class. Thank you for listening to me so politely. Your teachers must be very proud of you."


  As Cassiopeia stepped away from the lectem, Athena rose, walked to the front of the class, and announced, "No homework for next class." The children cheered. "That will be all for now. Dismissed."


  Some children stayed behind to ask Cassiopeia a few questions. Others rushed out of the room with the eagerness of schoolchildren everywhere, falling over each other, joshing, shouting. After the last students had left the room, Cassiopeia remarked, "They're a real handful, Athena. I don't know how you do it."


  "Well, it's only one class for a short time every fifth duty-period. It's not really enough time for them. They have to do so much on their own. But I do what I can."


  "Yes, and you lecture on tactics at Cadet Academy, and keep up your own studies and write manuals, and in your spare time spend long tours of duty on the bridge helping run the ship. A light schedule, I suppose. You're a wonder, Athena. Don't know how you do it."


  "Oh, stop. You work just as hard. Anybody'd do it. And, as for this class, they're marvelous children."


  She walked to a chair that had been empty during the class and ran her hand along its back. Cassiopeia touched the desk in front of it. "Where Boxey sat, huh?"


  "Yes."


  "No word about him?"


  "Nothing."


  "They'll find him."


  Athena's eyes misted over. "I just hope nobody's got hold of him, nobody's hurting him."


  Cassiopeia put her arm around Athena. "He can take care of himself. The kind of worry you got, well, that sort of thing just doesn't happen on the Galactica."


  The two women lapsed into an awkward silence. Athena started to rearrange the rows of chairs. Cassiopeia glanced over at Hera, who hadn't moved from her brooding position. She ambled over to her. "You look like you just earned your degree in Gloom and Doom. Did my little presentation depress you that much?"


  Hera didn't seem to understand the question for a moment, then her eyes cleared and she said, "Oh? Sorry. No. I liked your talk. You have a way with children. You should have some."


  Sometimes the Vailean's frankness surprised even Cassiopeia. "Wait, let's not get carried away because I've got a small sense of show business."


  "Wouldn't you like children?"


  "Well, yes, I guess. I wasn't brought up to want to have children, but I guess I could like it."


  Cassiopeia thought about her days on Gemon as a socialator. She'd been trained to serve others, to be an adjunct to society but not quite a part of it. Socialators had had to follow strict regimens, go by traditional rules, follow time-honored customs. It had been a comfortable, and even fulfilling life, but it had not been a free one. Here on the Galactica she had a freedom that would have been denied her on Gemon. She was working in a career of her own choice, rather than restricted to a cult that her parents had sold her into. She could also be friendly with anyone she wanted, and not those to which she was assigned. And, yes, as Hera had said, she could have children here, a privilege that was denied socialators on Gemon.


  "I don't know if I'd want to have children," Hera said. "Look at where you'd be bringin' 'em up. Inside a ship. This is no kind of home for kids. We don't even know if we'll ever reach this place, this Earth, and have proper places to bring up kids in."


  Athena, erasing a blackboard at the other side of the room, called out cheerfully, "Well, Hera, you're in a wonderful mood, aren't you?"


  "She's been like this," Cassiopeia said.


  Putting her eraser back in its tray, Athena walked over to the other women. "Depressed about something, Hera?"


  "Not depressed. Angry. Furious. Ready to tear a Viper apart from fuselage to tail."


  Athena glanced knowingly at Cassiopeia. "I'll bet this has something to do with Starbuck."


  Surprised, Hera gaped at Athena. "How'd you know that? You didn't tell her, Cass."


  "No, of course I didn't."


  Athena sat on one of the children's desks and put her feet up on one of the attached chairs. "Lot of trouble around this ship belongs to Starbuck, especially if a woman's involved. A pretty one like you, more especially."


  Hera's voice became agitated. "Don't get it wrong, Athena. I'm not one of Starbuck's conquests."


  "No," Cassiopeia said, "Hera here is the one woman on board who has propositioned Starbuck."


  Athena struggled to hold back her smile. "Propositioned him?"


  "Right," Cassiopeia said, "and old bucko didn't like it one bit."


  "I'll bet. And that's what got you so mad?"


  "No, it's more complicated than that. I got over that. I mean, on Vaile we don't make much of such things."


  "Then what's got your dander up this time?"


  Hera stood up and began rubbing her hands together as she spoke. Both women were quite conscious of the Vailean woman's height. She towered over Athena and Cassiopeia. Athena wondered how Starbuck could ever turn down this phenomenon—unless, of course, the old faker was actually intimidated by her size. She must have an inch or two on him, Athena realized.


  Hera's eyes, which took on a violet tinge when she was angry, concentrated on Athena. As Hera described her most recent encounter with Starbuck, Athena realized she was pleading her case like a lawyer.


  "And when he just walked off like that, with that purely male arrogance, I got so mad I could have disabled a Viper with a backhand chop."


  "I don't blame you," Athena commented, standing up from the desk and feeling like a shrimp next to Hera. "Starbuck's kind of a stiff when it comes to the basics of the boy-girl thing. Best to ignore it, ignore him. He's a good guy, really."


  Hera's eyes narrowed. "Oh? You're one of Starbuck's . . . one of his . . ."


  "One of the throwaway pages from his little black book? Something like that."


  "I didn't think . . . I mean, not you . . . not—"


  "Why not me?"


  "Why not anybody female?" Cassiopeia said, with more than a touch of bitterness.


  Hera's face saddened. She said to Athena, "But you're so . . . so . . . dignified."


  Cassiopeia's eyes widened in mock rage. "Oh? And I'm not? I was in his little black book, too, you know."


  Hera saw the trap she'd set for herself. "I'm sorry . . . I didn't mean . . . heck, the both of you should've known better."


  "Oh," Cassiopeia said slyly, "but we did."


  When the subject was Starbuck, Hera realized, she couldn't even win an argument. "I should shut up, shouldn't I?"


  "Tactically," Athena said, "that might make some sense, Hera."


  Hera scrutinized both her companions, then she hit the wall behind her in a backhanded motion. Her voice shook with anger. "He's so . . . frustrating, that man. I'd like to show him what-for. I'd like to give him back some of what he gives out."


  "You mean you'd like to starbuck him."


  "That's exactly what I mean."


  "I'd like to starbuck him all right," Hera said. "I'd like to buck him all the way to the stars."


  "I know what you mean," Cassiopeia said, a bit regretfully. "I've had that feeling so many times I—"


  "Hey," Athena interrupted, "let's get a little perspective here. We're just hurting ourselves with all this guff about Starbuck. I want to change the subject. Forget Starbuck for a moment. We all need a little diversion, don't you agree?" Both women nodded their agreement. "Well, I've an idea. Either of you seen this?"


  She walked to her desk, picked up a piece of paper which had been inserted into a textbook, and held it up for the others to see. It was a handbill advertising a theatrical company.


  "Plays, huh?" Cassiopeia said. "God, I haven't seen a play . . . since I was back on Gemon."


  An appreciation of, and occasional participation in, drama had been a part of her socialator training. She had loved everything about theatrical performances.


  "I've never been much for theater," Hera commented, her voice bored.


  "Well, you're going to start learning," Athena said decisively. "What say, I make reservations for the three of us for opening night? It should be fun. The troupe's scheduled to arrive any time now. When they get their schedule ready, I'll book us some tickets. How about it?"


  "It's jake with me," Cassiopeia said.


  "Who's Jake?" Hera asked.


  "Never mind. Sign her up, too, Athena."


  "No, I don't—," Hera started to say, then she smiled and started to walk around the desk. "Hey, I'm getting an idea."


  "You've been positively overflowing with ideas lately," Cassiopeia said. "May I see the handbill, Athena?"


  She studied the advertisement as Hera talked. "Maybe we could get these actors to do a little play for us. I mean, we could write one, the three of us—all about how the men of the Galactica act about women. We could show them vividly what we think."


  Athena frowned. "I don't know, Hera. Seems too vindictive to me."


  "Vindictive's what we have to be. We can't let them push us around, use us as—"


  "I don't believe it!" Cassiopeia exclaimed suddenly.


  "I thought you believed the same as—," Hera said, confused by her friend's interruption.


  "No, not about that!" Cassiopeia said. "It's the name of the company's impresario. Dwybolt. I know Dwybolt. I knew him . . . rather well, in fact."


  As Hera and Athena stared at her elated expression, Cassiopeia recalled the handsome and somewhat arrogant young actor on whom she'd had quite a crush back on Gemon. Dwybolt had been elegant, talented, and very romantic.


  Cassiopeia turned to Hera. "You really think we can do that play, Hera? I do. I really do. I used to have to write when I was a socialator, part of the training."


  Hera was clearly astonished by this revelation. "You were a socialator? You?"


  Cassiopeia shrugged off Hera's shock. "Never mind the judgmental comments. Anyway, I know this Dwybolt very well. I'll bet I can get him to put on our little play, or put it in the middle of one of his own dramas. Let's do it."


  Hera almost jumped up and down in happiness. "I'm ready. You should know that by now."


  "What about you, Athena?"


  "I don't think so. I'm tempted but . . . sorry, this sort of idea, it's . . . well, it's not my style, leave it at that. I don't want revenge against Starbuck now. I did once, I'll admit, but not now."


  "Aww, come on, Athena," Hera said. "It'll be fun."


  Cassiopeia, who had known Athena for a long while, understood her reluctance. "No, Hera. Athena's right. This isn't for her. It's for the feisty types. Like us."


  Athena smiled. "Have I been insulted? I thought I was feisty. A little, anyway."


  "A little," Cassiopeia said warmly. "When you fly a Viper or stand up for your rights with the commander. Hera and I should do this little escapade alone, however."


  "I'll support you," Athena said. "Okay?"


  "That'll help. Well, we should get a start on this, Hera. I'll bet I can get old Dwybolt to help us polish whatever we write. I can bat my baby blues and—"


  "Hey, that'd be against the point of all this," Hera said. "You'd be using feminine wiles."


  Cassiopeia shrugged and led Hera out of the classroom. "Old habits don't die so easily, I guess."


  Athena watched them go with some amusement. It was good to see Hera so perked up. Perhaps she should have joined them in their plan. But she was the commander's daughter, after all. Some dignity was required of her.


  She wondered if she was being pompous. Maybe, she thought, a little. She wasn't sure what to think.


  She walked to Boxey's chair, remembering how he'd looked sitting there, eagerly asking an intelligent question. Wiping away a tear, she prayed that, wherever he was, Boxey was safe.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Spectre watched the launch of his diversionary force with satisfaction. Everything was proceeding smoothly, a good sign for this skirmish and for the major attack which would follow it. Standing by a portal, he saw his handsome craft line up in the thick multitiered formation known as the Cylon wall, then ease forward, away from the base-star. So pleased was he with the obvious flying skills of all the Cylon pilot-triads, he could not help but wonder why, with all their combat abilities, they kept losing to the inferior human warriors. What was it about humans that enabled them to slip out of traps, that awarded them victory when their defeat was assured? After the destruction of the humans' twelve worlds by massive Cylon forces, it had appeared that it would be only a small matter of time before the survivors would be annihilated. Yet Adama and his meager forces had continued to elude their pursuers. Baltar had not been able to wipe them out, Lucifer had failed in his strategies, even Imperious Leader had not yet found ways to rid the universe of these vermin. That was all they were, vermin. Pests. Insects inhabiting a tiny area of the universe, but like most insects, managing to survive against the odds.


  Spectre had a brief moment of doubt, an unusual occurrence for an ambulatory sentient computer. Would these humans find a way to thwart even his plans? he wondered. Fortunately, he was diverted from such negative speculations by the arrival in the command chamber of Baltar and Lucifer.


  Lucifer lumbered along in his new Borellian Noman disguise, with its considerable overlay of thick matted hair. He appeared to be fierce with bestiality. Spectre, who had not seen Lucifer since his physical transformation, walked around him, checking the disguise from several angles.


  "Very good," he finally said. "The disguise appears to be accurate in all respects. Do you agree, Baltar?"


  The new, sleek version of Baltar smiled in the condescending way the old version had mastered. "I do. If he keeps his mouth shut, nobody will suspect he isn't a Borellian Noman."


  Spectre, reveling in his power over his old nemesis, addressed Lucifer sternly. "You will do that, won't you, Lucifer? You will do as Baltar and I order."


  "Yes, honored sir."


  The words, out of Lucifer's new Borellian mouth, delighted Spectre. "Good," he said. "Baltar, your ship is ready. Stay well behind the expeditionary force. When the battle reaches its peak, you can slip into the fleet and find your way to the Galactica. Correct?"


  "Correct."


  Spectre dismissed them, then watched on a monitor while they boarded their scout ship, a reasonable replica of a human craft, and were launched from the base-star. He turned away from the monitor, satisfied, still enjoying his newfound power over Baltar and Lucifer. He had overcome odds to reach this high position, and now he could go on to real power. After the defeat of the humans, he would move up in the Cylon hierarchy. Perhaps in time he could even execute a palace revolution and take the place of the Imperious Leader himself. It would be against Cylon custom for a cybernetic creation to assume the mantle of leadership, but stranger things had happened in this odd, unpredictable universe. Spectre believed he had the ability to connive his way to the top. He would be so much better than a normal Cylon. Even the long-lived Imperious Leaders had to retire and die. Spectre, if he kept himself in good working condition, could go on forever once he ascended to the throne.


  As Spectre considered his promising future, confidence grew in him. He sensed victory, annihilation of the humans. Nothing would stop him now.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Whatever it was that hung down in front of Boxey's face, he knew he didn't want to focus on it. For some time, he and Peri, with Muffit trailing after them, had been exploring ship passageways. The one they currently traveled through was dark and, with all the hanging things and strange sudden noises, felt like one of Boxey's nightmares. It went upward through the ship, leveling off for a distance then rising in wide, high steps. The passageway was so dusty that Boxey had to clap his hands clean often.


  Something ran by his foot and he dodged sideways.


  "What was that?" he said, struggling to keep fright out of his voice.


  Peri, who didn't seem afraid of anything, shrugged. "Just a rat. This ship has lots of 'em. They get picked up in docking areas, then they breed like crazy."


  "I didn't know about 'em."


  "That's because people like you hardly ever see 'em in the clean parts of the ship. Every ship has 'em. And this one has an exterminator crew that sometimes comes in here and wipes out hordes of 'em. A lot of the exterminators eventually wind up as bums down in the Devil's Pit."


  "What are these tunnels, anyway?" Boxey said.


  "Not tunnels really. They're transport passages. One time they were used to carry supplies from one part of the ship to the other. People carried stuff and used lots of baskets with pulleys, that sort of thing. Primitive but efficient, they say."


  "Who says?"


  "Guys down in the Pit. Some of 'em used to work as transporters. Nobody uses these tunnels anymore, they say. When the lift system was revamped, all small-job transport was switched there. Effects of progress, they say."


  "You believe all that?"


  "Why not, Box?"


  Boxey rankled, as he always did when Peri called him Box, but he wanted to learn about the tunnels so he didn't mention it. "Well, I never heard about these tunnels. Why's that?"


  "They say most of the ship's forgotten 'em by now. Heck, the transporter types are all ancient. They should pension 'em out. Or chute 'em."


  "Shoot 'em? Why should they be shot just for being old?"


  "No, I mean chute. Send 'em down a waste chute. Leave 'em behind. That'd be merciful."


  "No, it isn't. It's cruel. Just as bad as shooting 'em with a gun."


  "Really? Well, you take a listen to them some time. They want out. They say the ship belongs to the young. Except for Commander Adama, they say, who's as old as the Tombs of Kobol."


  "He's not old."


  "How in the pits do you know, Box?"


  "The commander's my grandpa—grandfather."


  Peri stopped and turned to him, her face a study in mockery. "You're kidding. He can't be."


  Boxey poked her in the shoulder defiantly. "He is so."


  She backed away, raising her hands in compliance. "Okay, okay, I believe you. But it's truly hard to accept. The Box is the grandson of the commander. My, my."


  "Stop calling me—"


  Peri, alerted by a sound, held up her hand.


  "What's wrong?" Boxey whispered.


  "Thought I heard something, that's all."


  The tunnel seemed too silent now. What had happened to the scurrying noises, the unreal creaks? Peri signaled for Boxey to follow her quietly up the next set of stairs. For a while they climbed silently, then Peri suggested they rest. Boxey suddenly realized how much he needed to rest. He was out of breath.


  "We must be pretty high up by now," he said.


  "Pretty high."


  "Where, do you think?"


  "Let's see." She squinted at some markings on the nearest wall. "We're just above crew sleeping quarters but not as high as the bridge or flight bays. Yeah, I think this is about the level of the lounges. Officers' Lounge should be on the other side of, let's see, of that wall there."


  Boxey stared at the wall. "Really?"


  "If you crouch and press your ear against the wall, you can sometimes hear talking. You hear some pretty raw stuff that way, believe me."


  Boxey walked to the wall and pressed his ear against it. At first all he could hear was a soft murmuring, then some clearer voices came through.


  "Look at the captain over there."


  "I never saw a man so sad."


  "I never saw anyone so sad."


  "Starbuck's not gettin' anywhere with him."


  "He been tryin' to cheer him up ever since they almost had that accident with the superscow."


  "Accident?" Boxey said, his voice quite loud and echoing through the tunnel.


  "You say somethin'?" asked one of the voices on the other side of the wall.


  "Quiet," Peri urged softly. "Somebody might hear us."


  Boxey glanced at her vacantly, then started working along the wall, trying to hear more. Finally he came to a voice he recognized. "You know, buddy," Starbuck was saying, "people're losing patience with your moping around the ship like a lost child—that is, I mean—oh, God, sorry about that, sometimes I get carried away by my—"


  Another voice interrupted Starbuck. "You should be carried away, Starbuck."


  Boxey smiled at hearing Apollo's voice and he whispered excitedly to Peri while pointing toward the wall. "It's my dad."


  "I'm so thrilled for you, Box," Peri replied in a bored voice.


  "All I'm saying is," Starbuck said, "you could cut out all the gloomy stuff for a centon or two."


  "And go around all cheery and empty-headed like you?" Apollo said.


  "There's no call—"


  "I'm sorry, bucko. Hey, why are you bothering anyway? Leave me alone. Go have some fun for yourself."


  "Exactly what I'd like to do. Come with me. I could introduce you to a real cute emerald-eyed wonder who'd—"


  "Stop, Starbuck." Apollo's voice had turned angry. "When you try to cheer me up, you only depress me more. Get lost, okay, and I mean that with all affection and respect. As long as Boxey's missing, I don't want to—"


  Boxey leaned against the wall and yelled, "I'm not missing, Dad! I'm right here!"


  Peri rushed to the wall and punched him lightly on his shoulder. "Dam it, jerko, you got to keep quiet. You don't know—"


  On the other side of the wall, Apollo's voice became agitated. "I thought I heard Boxey. I must be going mad."


  "Don't think so," Starbuck responded. "I just heard him, too."


  "Is he here? Somewhere in this room?"


  "No, I'm not in the room, Dad!"


  "Can't you listen, Box? Shut up!"


  "That was him again," Apollo cried.


  "Sounded like it came from the wall there," Starbuck said.


  "Boxey, is that you?" Apollo shouted.


  Boxey clearly intended to reply but Peri suddenly clamped her hand on his mouth and only muffled sounds emerged, not loud enough to carry through the wall. Apollo began to pound on the wall, yelling, "Boxey? Boxey!"


  Boxey struggled out of Peri's grasp long enough to scream out, "Dad, I'm—"


  Again Peri got her hand over his mouth. "Box, you'll get us in real trouble if you keep this up. I'll show you how to get to your dad, if that's what you want."


  "I heard something," Apollo said. "Did you, Starbuck?"


  "I don't know. I think so."


  Peri looked around nervously, keeping her hand over Boxey's mouth. Muffit, alerted by the struggle, began to yelp angrily.


  "Not you too," Peri said despairingly, "you rusty little—"


  A figure charged suddenly out of the darkness. Peri saw immediately that the man wore the uniform of the Devil's Pit Warrior Elite. "Look what I found," the man said.


  Another soldier strolled out of the shadows. "Told you I heard something."


  "Ah, you're always hearing things."


  "Sure but this time I was right, wasn't I?"


  Peri removed her hand from Boxey's mouth and yelled, "Run, Boxey!"


  Both children started scrambling in different directions, but their moves were made too late and the warriors caught up with them in a few steps. As one grabbed Boxey, Muffit started nipping at his heels, but the soldier kicked the droid away.


  Peri nearly struggled out of her captor's clutches. "Let me go, bozo!"


  "Knew you were a feisty one. Keep quiet, little girl."


  "You let us go," Boxey shouted as the other warrior dragged him to where his cohort struggled with the girl. "My dad's Captain Apollo, my grandfather's the commander."


  "Oh, yeah," the warrior said. "Tell me another one, kid."


  Apollo's voice came clearly through the wall. "Something's going on there, Starbuck. Boxey! Boxey!"


  "Dad!"


  "We better get these tots away from here. Guy on the other side of the wall sounds desperate."


  "I'm following you."


  The two scruffy soldiers dragged the screaming children away, down the long dark corridor. Muffit, confused, followed along. From the other side of the wall, Apollo continued to shout Boxey's name. Even though muffled, Apollo's voice echoed through the now silent tunnel.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Many officers in the lounge thought that Captain Apollo had finally slipped off the deep end. They gaped at the near-hysterical captain as he pounded his fists against the lounge wall, making pictures shake and fall to the floor. Starbuck, aware of the attention his buddy was drawing, wondered if, since he'd also heard Boxey's voice, he had gone bonkers, too.


  "Starbuck!" Apollo yelled. He gave up on the pounding and turned away from the wall. "How can we get through this wall?"


  "Not without a command order, that's for sure."


  "That was Boxey's voice, I'm sure."


  "Maybe."


  "What do you mean, maybe?"


  "It was somebody's voice, and it sounded like a child's, and it'd be easy to imagine it as Boxey's, but I can't be sure."


  "Well, I can."


  Ensign Giles walked up to Apollo's table with his bantam stride. He was a short man, always ready to start or join in a fight. "Ghosts?" he asked the two men who were now leaning their ears against the wall.


  "What?" Starbuck said. "What're you talking about, Giles?"


  "Lotta people've heard voices through these walls. The ghosts of old crew members, pilots who've been shot down and somehow returned to the Galactica, demons—-take your pick."


  Starbuck shrugged off Giles's ominous observations. "That's too superstitious for me."


  "Lotta guys've heard 'em, seen 'em even."


  Apollo glanced irritably at Giles. "Will you guys stop jabbering and figure out a way to get in there and get Boxey out?"


  "Boxey?" Giles said, surprised.


  "It's too complicated to explain," Starbuck remarked.


  Athena, who'd just been told her brother was acting oddly, rushed into the lounge, violently pushing by several of the gawking observers. "What's going on?" she asked when she reached Apollo's table.


  Starbuck spoke quietly, trying to keep his voice calm. "Apollo thinks he heard Boxey's voice on the other side of the wall there."


  Athena's reply surprised Starbuck. "It's possible."


  "Possible?"


  Apollo, hearing encouragement for a change, whirled around to listen to his sister's explanation. His eyes were blazing with eagerness.


  "Have you ever seen the ship's blueprints?" Athena said. "There're tunnels going all through the Galactica. Once they were supply passages but now they're no longer in use for anything. There's one on the other side of that wall."


  Apollo's voice became anxious again. "But how do we get in there? Must be an entrance somewhere."


  "I'm not sure where the nearest entrance is. Many of them have been sealed up. Come with me. We'll try."


  Giles, who was one of the Galactica's more curious officers, followed Apollo, Starbuck, and Athena out of the Officers' Lounge. They traveled through many corridors before Athena finally stopped at a disused-looking alcove.


  "There may be a way in here," she said. "The ways into these passages were always in alcoves like this one."


  Starbuck began to inspect the depression in the wall. "I see something. There. A door or something."


  Athena studied the area where Starbuck pointed. "It doesn't look sealed up."


  "No, I think—Apollo, pull here with me."


  The two men struggled with a stiff lever at the side of the apparent door. It took the strength of both of them but, with a mighty wrench, the lever went down and the door sprang open. Apollo squeezed past Starbuck to rush through the narrow opening.


  "Hey, Apollo," Starbuck called after him, "take it easy."


  Starbuck eased through the door, followed by Athena, then Giles. All three of them choked on the thick layers of dust which Apollo's frantic rush along the tunnel had stirred up. So much dust was a surprising occurrence aboard the usually pristine Galactica.


  "God," Giles said, as the trio followed Apollo's clear trail, "this place smells worse than the pilots' dressing area."


  They caught up with Apollo, who'd stopped at the junction of two tunnels.


  "I think I heard Boxey's voice this way," he said and began running down the tunnel on the left. The others went after him. Athena was surprised by how much strange light, odd beams without apparent origin, seeped into the tunnels.


  Soon Apollo stopped running. He moved cautiously through a wider tunnel, then stopped altogether at the bottom of some steps. Leaning against the nearby wall, he could hear the murmur of voices on its other side. His eyes became wild. "This is where he was! Boxey was here!"


  "How can you be sure?" Athena asked.


  Apollo stared into Athena's questioning eyes. "It was his voice. I heard him. None of you believe me, do you?"


  "I don't know, Apollo," Athena said compassionately. "I want to—"


  "I know Boxey's voice when I hear it."


  "I realize." Athena glanced toward Starbuck, who made a gesture of confusion. "We should take a look around here anyway."


  "But which way do we go?" Starbuck said.


  They all scrutinized the floor, looking for clues, something that would indicate Boxey had been there. There was nothing. Athena spoke quietly, "Well, I don't know if it means anything, but there've been some reports of activity in the lower tunnels. The reports come mostly from technicians and engineers working on the machinery down there, and you know how flaky those types can be."


  "What about these reports?" Apollo asked urgently. "What'd they say?"


  "Oh, the usual kind of ghost story stuff."


  "See?" Giles interjected.


  "Mysterious voices, strange noises, the occasional eerie appearance. Apollo, where are you going?"


  "I have to look for Boxey. He might be in trouble."


  "There're hundreds of tunnels. It's a maze down here."


  "I have to try."


  Athena, Giles, and Starbuck followed Apollo down several dark tunnels and byways, always rushing to keep up with him.


  "It's no use," Giles finally said, sitting down on a step. "There're too many tunnels."


  "Giles is right, Apollo," Starbuck said to Apollo's back. "We should go back."


  Apollo replied softly, grimly, without turning around. "You guys can go back. I'm going on."


  "No, wait, Apollo," Athena said. "We're all exhausted. Even you, you're tired out. Look, we can talk to Father, get him to send in search parties. Nobody thought of these tunnels before."


  "But Boxey might be near here."


  "And he might be at the top of the ship. These tunnels go everywhere. There's no way the four of us can—"


  "I'm staying, Athena."


  "That's just stubbornness. I'm telling you, Apollo, you can be the most—what was that?"


  Faintly, as if miles away, the sound of a siren whispered through the tunnel.


  "That sounds like an alert klaxon," Giles said.


  "It is," Starbuck said. "We have to get to duty stations."


  Starbuck, Giles, and Athena all broke into a run, down the tunnel in the direction they'd come. Apollo stood, staring after them. Athena ran back a few steps and shouted to him, "Apollo, we have to go. Regulations. An alert."


  "I know," Apollo said, hesitantly. "I just—"


  Athena embraced her brother. "I understand. We all understand. But we have to go. Duty."


  Apollo stared down the long dark tunnels, the ones he hadn't yet searched, then back at his sister and comrades. He knew he wanted to continue to look for Boxey, yet in an alert he was needed on the bridge. This conflict within him was, he realized, the same problem that had sent Boxey away in the first place, the conflict between personal duty and official duty, his duty to Boxey and to the Galactica. He wished he had Boxey with him now, so that he could try to explain it all to him.


  Apollo nodded and joined his fellow colonial warriors, following Athena as she located a way out of the tunnels. The Galactica's corridors and passageways were, they observed, a madhouse of activity, the inevitable result of an alert. Some of the crew were wiping the sleep from their eyes, others were trying to push their way to their assigned places. As Starbuck and Giles headed for their respective duty stations, Apollo and Athena went to the bridge, where they encountered their father and Colonel Tigh. Both looked puzzled. Apollo asked what had happened.


  "There's been a distress call from a planet in the star system to starboard," Adama replied.


  "I thought we'd already established it wasn't inhabited," Athena said.


  "Or even amenable to life forms, that's correct," Tigh said. "Nevertheless, a distress call has been transmitted. Maybe our scout teams overlooked something."


  "Perhaps it's an underground civilization," Apollo remarked.


  "Possible," Tigh agreed. "At any rate, we're sending out a full squadron to investigate. You and Starbuck will be in charge, Apollo."


  Adama clamped his hands on his son's upper arms. His voice was solemn. "Go with caution. Follow the signal. Establish communication. In other words, follow standard procedure."


  "Aye-aye, sir."


  "You look skeptical, Apollo. Why?"


  "Just a feeling, sir. I saw the scouting reports. If there were people there, underground or whatever, why didn't they contact us then? For that matter, how did they know enough to contact us now?"


  "Exactly what concerns me. That's why I put the ship on full and not conditional alert. But it's our duty to respond to distress calls. As I say, go with caution. Extreme caution."


  "Yes, sir."


  Apollo saluted and left the bridge. As he proceeded to launch bay, he wished he were responding to the distress call from Boxey instead of the one from some unknown civilization.


  Back on the bridge, Adama watched his busy crew swing into launch procedures. He realized that the doubts Apollo had expressed had also been bothering him ever since the distress call had first been picked up.


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Spectre had frequently observed Baltar rubbing his hands together when things were going well. He tried that now as he oversaw the beginning of his strategies against the Galactica. After a few moments of awkward hand-rubbing, he could not figure out what good the act had done for Baltar. It merely made an unpleasant grinding noise which echoed through the command chamber.


  After the distress call from the uninhabited planet had been transmitted for only a short time, a Cylon centurion reported activity from the human ship.


  "I take it," Spectre said, "the humans have responded to the distress call?"


  "Correct, sir."


  "And they are on a direct course for the planet?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Very well then. Order our personnel there to set the transmitter destruct-timer and to clear the area."


  "By your command."


  "It begins," Spectre muttered as he began to pace in the revered Baltarian manner.


  During the first flyover of the planet, Apollo stared at the barren terrain below and wondered how any kind of life could possibly exist there.


  "Captain Apollo!"


  "Yes, Cadet Hera?"


  "The distress signal. It just stopped abruptly."


  Lieutenant Jolly's voice overlapped Hera's. "And my scanner showed an explosion near those mountains. A little explosion, just enough to be detectable."


  "Head for it," Apollo ordered.


  At the point of the explosion, Starbuck flew in low to inspect the area. "I can't see much, Apollo. Wait! There's some debris there. Some stuff. Twisted metal, looks like. Must be what blew up."


  "Any life forms nearby?"


  "Nothing, Captain. Should I land, take a closer look?"


  "Negative. Something's wrong here. I don't like it. What do you think, Starbuck?"


  "I don't know. Why would anybody lure us here and then blow up the transmitter sending the distress call?"


  Boomer's calm voice came on-line. "Maybe it's a diversion of some kind."


  "Go on, Boomer."


  "Maybe whoever did this wanted to get us away from the Galactica. Divide our forces."


  Starbuck's voice lacked Boomer's calm. "I think Boomer may be on to something, Apollo."


  "Me, too. Vipers, form up. We're going back at full speed!"


  Spectre was pleased by the diversion's initial successes. Everything was going according to plan.


  "Centurion!"


  "Sir?"


  "Order the attack."


  "Yes, sir."


  "Transmit to them this message; Destroy all Vipers."


  "By your command."


  Spectre doubted that his last order could be properly implemented. It was not even part of the original strategy. He merely wanted to inspire his warriors. Although he doubted there was much chance of that. Most Cylon pilots were too unemotional and, because they were the more primitive type of Cylon, with a single brain, too dim-witted to be stirred by fancy words. That didn't matter, since they were merely words Spectre had desperately wanted to say in order to sound like a proper commander.


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  "Captain Apollo!" Cadet Hera's voice again. "Scanner shows a large force, many ships, heading for the Galactica."


  "Can anyone identify the ships?" Apollo said. "Markings, anything?"


  Greenbean's soft folksy voice responded. "Fellas, looks like good old Cylon Raiders to me. A whole wall of the little buggers."


  "Apollo," Starbuck said, "you were right about the diversion. They were setting us up for an all-out attack."


  "Maybe. Doesn't look all-out to me. That's too few ships to take an entire fleet."


  Jolly chimed in, "Could it be some kind of maverick Cylon group?"


  Boomer supplied his own brand of cautious insight. "You ever know any Cylons independent enough to break away? Cylons don't rebel or follow revolutionary leaders."


  "Whatever they're up to," Apollo said, "we've got to reach them before they reach the Galactica. Full speed ahead!"


  The squadron swept in on the Cylon attackers, who turned to engage the Vipers in battle. Apollo's Viper was the lead ship. Blasting away with his laser cannon, he demolished three Cylon Raiders before another Galactican could claim one.


  Fought just outside the fleet's border, the fierce battle became an adventurous light show for the noncombatants inside ships. At the beginning of combat Tigh had rushed onto the Galactica's bridge to report to Adama.


  "Red Squadron's engaging the enemy, sir."


  "Dispatch Blue Squadron as reinforcement."


  "Yes, sir."


  Adama stood at the starfieid watching the battle. Galactica' s pilots were performing superbly, he noted. Cylon Raiders zoomed toward them and were almost routinely transformed into whirling balls of fire. There seemed to be a host of new stars all around the fleet, blazing and then quickly going nova.


  "Sir?"


  Adama turned. Athena stood next to him, with Tigh just beyond her, waiting in his usual position at the raised platform called the helm.


  "Yes, Athena?"


  "Got some telemetric data. This attack doesn't make sense. The firepower in that Cylon assault group can do some damage, but essentially they're doomed. Why would anyone send out an attack force if it was doomed?"


  "I know. It's as if these ships are just setups. Cylons have been known to send out suicide missions before, but usually as part of some larger plan. They must be up to something."


  Tigh pointed toward the battle. "Look! The Cylon force, it's retreating. It's turning tail." He was handed a printout by a crew member. "Captain Apollo requests permission to pursue."


  "Tell him no. Cylons're always devising traps. This might be one. Order the squadrons to return to fleet."


  "Yes, sir."


  Adama turned to Athena and requested damage reports. She went off and returned in a moment with the information. "None of our Vipers were lost, Commander. Curiously enough, very few of the Cylon craft were destroyed, too. It was a brief battle."


  "Too brief."


  "What do you mean?"


  "I'm not sure what I mean. Just a shuddery feeling at the back of my neck that tells me something's wrong. At any rate, I want the entire fleet put on full alert. This assault group might return. Or worse."


  "Worse?"


  Adama took a few steps toward the starfield, where his squadrons could be seen, in precise formation, returning to the home ship. Athena kept up with him and waited patiently for him to speak again. "Something fishy's going on, Athena. What's the reason for this attack?"


  "A plan that merely failed?"


  "Doubt it. This looks more like a section, a part of a plan whose full nature we haven't seen yet. Why that distress call? Such an elaborate device with which to lure squadrons away. Why didn't they just pull a surprise ambush if they wanted to engage us in battle?"


  "Might be that they didn't expect Apollo's squadron to return so soon, still . . . it does have an odd smell to it all right. Either way, the attack was destined to fail. What could they be planning?"


  "I don't know but, until we do, everybody's going to draw double shifts. Athena, make up a duty roster. Increase the guard patrols around the fleet. Make it known that all support level ships are as much on alert as the military ones."


  "Yes, sir."


  After Athena had left him by the starfield, he continued to stare out. He oversaw the flight into landing bay of each of the returning ships. When there were no more he tried to discern Cylons lurking in the bleak darkness of space.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  The Broadside was not one of the ragtag fleet's busier ships. Its rusty airlock saw little traffic, and the captain had discovered long ago that there was no point in posting guards at the ship entryways. Therefore, there were no crew around to see the airlock's inner hatch spring suddenly open, with a resounding thwack, and Baltar come stumbling through the opening. He fell flat on his reconstituted face. Lucifer stepped slowly through the opening and stared down at Baltar with a look that managed somehow to combine the arrogance of a Borellian Noman with Lucifer's own brand of cold criticism. Embarrassed, Baltar quickly stood up and dusted himself off.


  "What wonderful security aboard this scow!" he remarked. "Not even a welcoming committee."


  "Perhaps," Lucifer said, "they have an open-door policy."


  Baltar squinted curiously at Lucifer, trying to see signs of irony in the creature's impenetrable face. He wondered whether the "new" Lucifer was as capable of scathing insult as the old one had been. There was no way to tell. In that way, the new face was like the old one. Who could perceive what the old bag of bolts was up to?


  "You better do something more to that voice to yours," Baltar said, his own new and different voice capturing some of the intonations of the former one. "You still sound like a machine."


  Lucifer lowered his voice. "Is this better?"


  "A little bit. But you're a Borellian Noman now. Could you get a more gravelly sound into it?"


  Lucifer put an edge of roughness into the voice. "How about this?"


  "Close enough. Remember to vary the patterns of your sentences. Sounds less mechanical that way."


  "Do . . . you mean . . . I should talk . . . like this . . . with . . . little . . . pauses."


  "Well, yes. But not so many, as you say, little pauses."


  "I shall try . . . to follow your instructions . . . as best I can."


  "I think you've got it. At any rate, better if you let me do most of the talking."


  "All right. Someone is coming."


  Strolling down the corridor toward them rather lethargically was a slump-shouldered, pot-bellied crewman. He narrowed his eyes at the two arrivals, but otherwise showed little interest in them.


  "Name's Slug," he said.


  "Seems appropriate," Baltar said.


  Slug heard the sarcasm of the remark. He was just not interested enough to think about it. "Cap'n wondered what you two blokes want."


  Baltar straightened his back to look more official. "Why, uh, why, we're emissaries from the Battlestar Galactica. On a special mission."


  "What mission?"


  "Well, we must inform only the captain of that."


  Slug ignored Baltar's formality. "As you say. Follow me."


  As they ambled along behind the slow-moving crewman, Baltar noticed how rundown the Broadside was. Perhaps he'd made the wrong choice when he'd guided their small scout-ship into the rear of the fleet. Perhaps he should have gone to one of the other ships. The appeal of the Broadside had been that it was so inconspicuous. Still, he might have to go elsewhere to find a base of operations for his real mission. He hoped it was possible to get somewhere else from the Broadside.


  Lucifer whispered to Baltar. "What is our mission here, Baltar?"


  "Quiet. I haven't thought of it yet."


  Continuing on, they saw more crewmen and somewhat, but not much, more activity. However, the movements of the workers were nearly as laconic as Slug's. It looked to Baltar as if the Broadside's crew did only as much work as they were told, and no more.


  When they arrived at the captain's quarters, Slug stood by the door gesturing the two arrivals in. His lazy hand gesture seemed the height of activity for the man. The captain's room was like the rest of the ship, desultory, cluttered, old-looking, badly lit.


  Slug said, "Cap'n Ironhand?" and the captain glanced up from the logbook he was studying. He sat behind an ancient piece of furniture that might have been a desk before it died.


  "These are the intruders, Slug?"


  Baltar strove to look insulted by the captain's words. "Captain, we are emissaries from the Battlestar Galac—"


  "Yes, yes. I don't need to hear your yam. I know what you are."


  Baltar felt a pang of fright. "You do?"


  "Of course. Slug?"


  "Sir?"


  "Dismissed."


  Ironhand watched Slug walk lazily out of the room, taking forever to close the cabin door. He shook his head disgustedly.


  "I hope you blokes are better hands than that one."


  "Hands? But we're not—"


  "Can the yam. Nobody from the Galactica comes here."


  The captain held up his artificial hand. It looked so menacing that Baltar could barely get out his next words. "This is an envoy from the commander himself."


  Ironhand laughed mockingly. "And why would the commander be caring about anything on Fleet Ship Broadside?"


  "Adama is concerned about all the vessels under his command."


  "Under his thumb, you mean."


  "Commander Adama has asked me personally to sound you out on the possibility of your joining the command staff aboard the Galactica. "


  It had been quite a shrewd improvisation, Baltar thought, and he was disappointed to see the captain break out in incredulous laughter. "Now I know you're lying. Nobody on the command staff would want me to join them. Come clean, buster. You've come here from elsewhere."


  Baltar wondered if his game was blown, if the disguise procedures he had gone through so painfully had been for naught. "What do you mean, sir?"


  "You've come here from where most of my crew come from. From trouble. They're all either ex-cons from the grid barge or fugitives from justice who've heard this is a safe ship for escapees from anything. We have a few who just want to hide from the fleet for their own private reasons. Which category are you two?"


  Well, Baltar thought, if one cover story disintegrates, grab another one. "You're very perceptive, Captain. We, uh, we had a bit of a ruckus over at the Rising Star. Got in a bit over our heads, wound up owing the casino more cubits than our credit account showed. We had to skip out, well, rather quickly."


  Ironhand's face broke out into a big grin. He appeared elated as he quickly stood up and strode around his big desk. He seemed to be ready to slap Baltar on the back. With his metal claw. Baltar inadvertently flinched.


  "That's more like it," the captain bellowed.


  "Then," Baltar said hesitantly, "then you're taking us on?"


  "Of course. That's what you came here for, isn't it?"


  Baltar seized the opportunity. "Of course."


  "I've been a fugitive, too. A couple of times. And I did a couple of forced tours in twelve-world prisons. I think it was Gemon the first time, then Sagitara."


  "You've been around."


  "Had a long life, been in many scrapes. Your name, sir?"


  "I am called Korriman. This is my friend and ally, Trogla."


  Ironhand gazed steadily at the impassive Lucifer, now Trogla. "The silent type, huh?"


  "Trogla is a Noman of few words."


  "Most of these Borellians are. What say, Trogla, you stingy with small talk?"


  There was a distant sound in Lucifer's voice, but his duplication of the Noman sound had improved. "I need no small talk."


  Ironhand laughed, startling both Baltar and Lucifer. "You're a Borellian Noman all right. Sound like every one of 'em I ever met. But I'm always glad to get a Borellian bozo for my crew. No nonsense from a Noman, I always say. They get the work done and don't complain about the quality of their rations. Unless they're on a blood trail. You're on no blood trail, are you, Trogla?"


  "No."


  "The two of you can go on cargo duty until we figure out what you're best at."


  Baltar, who had no love for manual labor, swallowed hard. "Cargo duty?"


  "Need some help there, matey. On the Broadside we go where we're needed. Any objections?"


  "Oh. No, none."


  The captain dismissed them, and they were led to their quarters by the almost ritualistically lethargic Slug. There was a large shard of mirror hanging on a rust-streaked wall in the room. Baltar, glancing into it, had the same shocked reaction he always felt when he glimpsed his new face on a reflecting surface. Since he still felt like himself inside, and always saw his old face in his mind, the new face seemed unreal, a mask delicately attached to his old face. So far he didn't feel safe with the new physiognomy. He was afraid someone would recognize him in spite of it, see through to his very soul and expose him. He would be torn apart if discovered.


  Lucifer, on the other hand, had no problems with his new identity. He realized that his disguise was the reason people deferred to him with some respect and fright in their eyes. Evidently they feared Borellian Nomen. Being feared was a curious sensation for one who had been trained as a servant instead of warrior.


  Baltar soon slipped off into an exhausted sleep. Since Lucifer did not require sleep, even though Baltar had instructed him to fake it, he wandered through the interconnected cubicles that were quarters for the Broadside's crew. In one of them he discovered a genuine Borellian Noman, a mirror-image, staring back at him. The real Borellian had a look of disgust in his eyes. Lucifer made a mental note to try to duplicate that look in further dealings.


  There was suspicion in the Borellian's voice. "My name is Lingk. I don't believe we have met before. I thought I knew everyone from Borellia in this fleet. Your name, sir?"


  "Trogla."


  Lingk stared at Lucifer suspiciously. "Your name is Trogla, you said?"


  "Yes."


  There was an odd, choking sound in Lingk's throat. Lucifer had no idea how to interpret it. "I admire your courage," Lingk said, "in carrying a name that refers to the most common variety of ground-mole on Borellia."


  Lucifer decided that ground-moles were apparently not looked upon with favor by Borellians. "It has been a burden," he said.


  As Lucifer talked with Lingk, he filed away information on the Noman, how he spoke, how he positioned his body, his limbs, how his face changed to register expression. It was fortunate for him to be able to study a Borellian up close like this. He gradually made his voice deeper as he talked.


  "It is odd to find a representative of the Drayliks with a name meaning ground-mole," Lingk observed.


  Drayliks. Another challenge. What could a Draylik be? "It was not strange in my family."


  "Doubtless not. Still, I do not understand why we do not know each other. There are so few of us Borellians in the fleet. My leader, Mega, was certain we had contacted them all."


  Lucifer's skill at improvising was being severely tested by the actual Borellian Noman. "I have been on the prison barge for some time now. In isolation."


  "Ah, that would explain all."


  Lucifer deliberately took a chance. "How did you know I was a representative of the Drayliks?"


  Lingk seemed puzzled. His thick eyebrows raised. "By your voice, of course."


  Could he have made a mistake in his voice alteration, Lucifer wondered. "Ah, yes, my voice."


  "You seem strange, Trogla."


  "On the prison ship, there was a . . . a blow on my head. I have problems remembering."


  Lucifer's ploy appeared to confuse Lingk. "I see. You don't remember that Borellian noble classes have altered voices. That they are surgically deepened to separate nobility from the masses, making their class instantly recognizable."


  "Ah, I remember that of course. I thought you meant something else."


  A cloud of doubt crossed Lingk's face. "If you say so. We will talk again."


  "I look forward to it."


  Lingk's parting look was filled with suspicion. Perhaps Lucifer had been too amiable. He must cultivate Lingk's coldness and aloofness. Returning to his assigned quarters, he analyzed the real Noman's voice and movements while feigning sleep on the cot next to Baltar's.


  


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  The air of the dark room was thick and unpleasant. Even when Boxey could breathe easily, it seemed as if a dozen different throat-choking smells were taken in with each breath. He could feel Peri shift around nervously next to him, while Muffit rubbed his lubricated nose up against him silently. The three had been thrown into the room by their captors some time ago.


  "What do they want with us anyway?" he asked Peri.


  "Who knows? These guys get their kicks from terrorizing others. That's how this stupid war got started, Box. Everything down in the Pit was peaceful. Somebody started a fight, some others got into it, and they all been tearin' around the Pit ever since. Nobody gets hurt much usually. Nobody down here's any good at war. Guess if they were, they'd be real warriors upstairs."


  "Why do you say upstairs? Upstairs where?"


  "The reg'lar part of the ship. You know, where you came from."


  Muffit started to romp around the room, making little yelps in his throat. He stopped by the door and appeared to sniff at something on the other side of the thick metal. He emitted a low growl.


  "Stop, Muffy," Boxey called.


  "Yeah," Peri said, "keep the little monster quiet. His barking, it's giving me one big headache."


  Muffit growled again and Peri's voice threatened. "Hey, ugly, stop that or I'll take a screwdriver to you. You'll be in pieces around this floor before you know it. If you can know it, stupid."


  "Stop talking to Muffy like that. What'd he ever do to you?"


  "Nobody has to do nothin' to me. Just existing, or whatever ugly there does, that's enough for me."


  "You know, you got what Starbuck calls a bad attitude."


  Peri was surprised by the irritation in Boxey's voice. "Who's this Starbuck?"


  "He's a pilot. And he's my friend."


  "Big deal. Pilot! What do pilots know? Bunch o' jerks, you ask me."


  "My father's a fighter pilot."


  "Your father?"


  "Yes!"


  " 'Nuff said."


  Hearing the scorn in Peri's voice, Boxey fumed. He couldn't understand this odd girl. How come, since she seemed to be about his age, she acted so much older and superior? Perhaps it had something to do with the hard life she'd led. On her own so long, without parents or guardians, she had had to develop a tough front, hiding her true feelings. Unless it wasn't a front.


  Peri spoke suddenly. "Hear that?"


  "What?"


  "That."


  There was a commotion outside the door, a series of grunts followed by a loud thump against the outer wall.


  "Sounds like fightin'," Peri said.


  The noise subsided. The door rattled and came open. Framed by the hallway light, two of their captors peered in and shone a light upon the children.


  "Hey look!" one of them said. "It's that kid again, the one I told you about."


  "She's kinda cute, for a toddler."


  "Shut up, you—" Peri shouted.


  "Shut up yourself. This time you're my prize for sure. We like child-recruits in our—"


  "You can't recruit me for nothin'."


  "She's kind of a feisty number, huh?"


  "Feisty's the word for this one, all right."


  They came toward the children. Boxey shouted suddenly: "Muffy! The rocket leap!"


  Boxey's shout befuddled the two warriors, which gave Muffit the time to slide forward sideways, then jump off the floor like a rocket being launched, nipping at the face of one of the warriors. The man fell as the other yelled, "You little twerps, I'll—"


  Peri rammed her head into his stomach. As he reeled backward, Muffit, again on the floor, managed to get tangled in the warrior's legs, tripping him up. The other man tried to rise, but Boxey pushed him backward, knocking his head against the wall, dazing him.


  "Move your feet, Box," Peri called.


  "What?"


  "Run, stupid!"


  Boxey and Peri, followed by Muffit, raced out of the room. Attempting to chase them, the two inept warriors wound up wedged momentarily in the doorway. When they had disentangled and reached the corridor they couldn't figure out which way the children had gone.


  Boxey and Peri, after weaving their way through corridors and Devil's Pit machinery, came to a row of rooms, all with closed doors.


  "Good," Peri said. "I know where we are. This way."


  They proceeded onward with the caution necessary for the Devil's Pit—slowly, carefully, trying not to notice the spooky noises emerging from the darkness. Stepping down from a concealed ladder, a figure suddenly stood in front of them. They almost screamed with fright, then recognized the old man.


  "Where you running, the pair of you? You been gone a long time."


  Their words overlapping, Peri and Boxey described their adventures. The old man smiled. "Well, you had a high old time, didn't you? We better get you out of the way for a while."


  They had only taken a few steps when they were abruptly surrounded by sounds of clamor, the beginning of another Devil's Pit battle. Caught in an open, dimly lit area, they had no place to retreat to. The battle suddenly surrounded them, and they were nearly trampled by a squad of the Warrior Elite. The soldiers, too intent on the fight, paid little attention to the old man and two children. The old man tried to push the children out of the battle, toward an open area beneath a walkway. "Just stay down, you two. This little donnybrook won't take long, then we can be on our way."


  As they reached the place, they heard two familiar voices behind them. The two warriors they'd decked in their escape were standing and shouting on the other side of the skirmish. One of them jabbed a thick finger in the other's thickly matted chest. He pointed toward the children.


  "There they are again!"


  "Let's take 'em this time!"


  Pushing past allies, they rushed toward Peri and Boxey. The old man stood in front of the children and hollered back over his shoulder, "Kids! Run!"


  Instead of obeying his order, they moved toward him, intending to help him.


  "Out of my way, derelict," one of the grubby warriors said. He pushed at the old man's shoulder from one side, while the other shoved from the other side. The old man fell, hitting his head against a walkway stanchion. His eyes closed as he lost consciousness. Boxey, furious, surged forward, but Peri grabbed his arm and held him back. "Wha—!" Boxey yelled.


  "Don't buy trouble, Box. Let's get out of here."


  One of the pursuers tried to grab her, but she weaved out of his way. With Muffit scampering along just behind them, the children ran as fast as they could through the now furious battle, ducking weapons and dodging grappling limbs. When they had cleared the combat, they ran faster down a mazelike, threatening corridor. Out of breath, Peri stopped for a moment. Behind them they heard a familiar voice. "I saw them go down this way! C'mon!" The voice was followed by heavy, plodding steps.


  Catching her breath, Peri led Boxey and Muffit down several mean corridors, but they couldn't shake the pursuit of the warriors, whose echoing steps kept pace behind them.


  Finally they reached the elevator bank from which Boxey had first been thrust into this strange netherworld. "I know this place," he shouted.


  "Me, too."


  Peri began frantically to jab the call buttons. In the darkness they heard one of the warriors stumble and curse.


  "Maybe we should get away from here," Boxey said. "The light's too good."


  "Wait."


  Peri's voice remained calm as the footsteps became louder. One of the warriors shouted, "There they are!"


  Their clumping steps sounded like the rumble of cannon shots. However, that rumble was matched by the rumble of an arriving elevator. As the children waited anxiously, shooting quick looks back over the shoulder at the dark corridor, only one side of the elevator doors opened, very slowly, with ear-splitting creaks.


  "Jump, Box!" Peri cried.


  The two children and the daggit-droid leaped into the elevator car. Outside, the two sleazy warriors came into the light. Seeing the children, they leaped toward the elevator, whose door was closing even slower, and with louder creaks, than before. For a moment it looked as if one of them would easily wedge his thick body between the closing door and its inert partner, but he could only get a hand in. The warrior yelped and withdrew it. The elevator started upward. As they cleared the floor, the children could hear the warriors berating each other. It sounded as if they were hitting each other, too.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Baltar was exhausted. Even though his new body was trimmer than the old one, it didn't respond well to hard labor. Every muscle seemed to ache.


  As an undercover operation, the cargo job was clearly a dead end. There was no way Baltar and Lucifer could get to the Galactica by tossing around cartons and parcels in a dank cargo bay at the middle of the Broadside.


  After his duty tour, Baltar charged into the ship recreation area without even looking around. He spotted the nearest comfortable chair and settled himself heavily into it. Lucifer, who had taken well to hard labor, came in a few moments later.


  "Lucifer, uh, Trogla," Baltar said wearily. "I don't think I'm cut out to be a laborer."


  Lucifer's Trogla voice had gotten even better. Now it even had the sinister Borellian resonance. "You do not seem to enjoy it. You do not do it well."


  "Why, I worked as hard as I could. How can you say—never mind. You're right, I don't do it well. Who would want to?"


  "Some of the crew here show pride in their abilities. Not many, I must admit."


  "Yes, this is a shoddily run ship. You can't take a bunch of convicts and expect to mold them into—"


  The room's two other crewmen, who'd been reading, looked up with annoyance at Baltar's remarks. He chuckled uneasily, made an expansive gesture that took in the almost empty room, and asked, "Where is everybody?"


  "Off at the show," one of the crewmen answered.


  "Show?"


  "The dramatic performance."


  "If you can call it that," the other crewman interjected. "If what this troupe does is drama, I don't want to see another play ever again."


  Baltar's eyes brightened. "There's a theater troupe on board?"


  "Has been for some time," the first crewman answered.


  "They're leavin' us soon," said the other. "Thank goodness."


  "Yeah, going to the big time. Performances aboard the Galactica."


  "They'll be laughed off the stage there, you can be sure."


  Wheels turned furiously inside Baltar's head. He smiled at Lucifer and said pointedly, "They're going to the Galactica next."


  "What I said, didn't I?" the crewman said.


  "Thank you for the information. Luc—uh, Trogla, come with me."


  As they went out the recreation room door, Lucifer asked, "Where are we going?"


  "To see this theater troupe. To join them. Trogla, you and I are going to become actors."


  "Act? I don't know anything about acting."


  Baltar dropped his voice to a whisper. "You're acting every step you take, stupid. What kind of Borellian Noman are you, anyway?"


  The play was a trying experience for both of them. Baltar sat through it restlessly, hating it. It laboriously dealt with old values, values dominant in the twelve worlds before their defeat at the hands of the superior Cylon forces. For his part, Lucifer could not comprehend why humans would sit still to watch other humans enact odd fantasies in a bombastic manner.


  After the performance, Baltar and Lucifer went backstage. A stagehand directed them to the table where the Impresario, Dwybolt, sat, removing his makeup.


  "My dear sir," Baltar said with some charm, "I adored—" He almost choked on the word—"your performance. And such a play! A wonderful drama! So heart-wrenching."


  Dwybolt, his attention caught by the praise in spite of its smarmy source, slowly turned in his chair. "I take it, then, that you're not the local drama critic."


  Baltar did not understand the sarcasm of Dwybolt's words, but, in true Baltarian fashion, he plunged on. "No, in fact, we are actors, my friend and I."


  Dwybolt looked at Lucifer, gasped, and pointed toward him.


  "A Borellian Noman? I never heard of a Noman in the arts. Any of them."


  Lucifer bent toward Baltar's ear and whispered: "As I told you, Baltar."


  Baltar whispered back out of the corner of his mouth. "Korriman, remember?" He took a step toward Dwybolt and tried to appear humble. "My friend and I have performed with several theater troupes. Perhaps you have heard of the Caprican State Theater?"


  "Of course I have. You acted there, both of you?"


  "Yes, with great success."


  "Don't bother to show me your notices. What've you done lately?"


  "We've been a long time between engagements." Baltar made the next words sound like an intimate revelation. "Frankly, we've been in the grid barge."


  "Oh? Ex-cons then?" Baltar nodded as sadly as he could. "Well, I like to give employment to the functionally unemployable. Actors are kind of outside society, too, you know."


  "What do you say then? It's a good time to enlarge your troupe, what with you going to the Galactica soon."


  "You have a point. Could I talk to you, sir, briefly. Alone?"


  "Of course. Wait here, Trogla."


  Dwybolt led Baltar to the rear of the stage, then whispered even though Lucifer was not close. The trouble he took was futile, since Lucifer's superior auditory apparatus could easily pick up far-off sounds.


  "Look," Dwybolt said, "I've no objection to giving you a tryout. I need to beef up the troupe a bit. But your friend. I mean, a Borellian Noman?"


  "You are prejudiced against a Noman? I would expect a more tolerant attitude from an artist."


  "It's not that. Not that at all. It's just that these guys can be bad actors. I don't mean that in the technical sense—I mean that they can cause big trouble. Their tempers are notorious. How can I be sure he won't decide to beat up on somebody in the middle of a performance? What if some clown in the audience decides to boo him? See what I mean?"


  Baltar feigned a hurt look. "I assure you, sir, that Trogla and I have been friends and traveling companions for some time. His is not a violent nature. He's really just a big baby. You can trust him."


  Dwybolt looked at Lucifer over his shoulder. The menacing creature didn't look like a big baby. On the other hand . . .


  "Well, I can certainly use somebody his size. For villains, monsters, the occasional moving tree. Might be good for the company to have a Borellian Noman among them. Keep 'em on their toes. Okay, you get a tryout, both of you."


  "You'll not be sorry, Mr. Impresario."


  "Don't lay it on too thick. I'm a hardier taskmaster than I look."


  The tryouts of the newcomers surprised Dwybolt and the whole company. Baltar was something of a ham, but Dwybolt realized that the man's floridness could be put to good use. There were many parts for hammy actors in Dwybolt's plays.


  Lucifer was the real revelation. Although his command of language appeared to be limited, he had clear projection, an awesome, attention-getting voice, and a sensitivity to lines which astounded everyone. Dwybolt foresaw the Borellian Noman eventually graduating to important roles.


  Baltar pranced offstage positively glowing with happiness. As the applause continued strongly, he joined the other actors in running back onstage for another curtain call, their third. Lucifer lumbered after the group and several of the actors noted the enthusiastic surge of clapping that greeted his appearance. Baltar did not notice and, in fact, credited the appreciation of the notoriously laconic Broadside audience to his own talents. As he came offstage again, he shouted to Dwybolt, "We really wowed 'em tonight, didn't we?"


  "Yes, we really did," Dwybolt said, amused. He was considering what he'd do next with Lucifer. The creature had been so damned good, it might be worthwhile to write a play around him.


  That night he began the play. The words came to him fast. He didn't sleep until he'd finished. When Shalheya came to shake him awake, she said, "You scheduled an early call. What happened?"


  "Shalheya, I've just written a masterpiece." Shalheya's glance was filled with doubt. "Well, a pretty good play, anyway."


  In the intensive rehearsals of the new play, Dwybolt was astonished at Lucifer's abilities. He learned all his lines after one run-through, even though his role, a leading one, was difficult.


  "Trogla, you're the quickest study I ever saw." It was clear that "Trogla" had not understood what the director/playwright had said. "That means you learned your lines very quickly. Actors are notorious for learning lines slowly and badly and, then muffing them all during rehearsals, sometimes during performances."


  "I don't understand. It is a simple procedure to memorize. Anyone can do it."


  Dwybolt laughed and embraced the large creature about the waist. "Don't ever lose your innocence, Trogla. It's wonderful. Precious."


  "Am I innocent?"


  Baltar, standing nearby and settling into an enormous sulk, muttered, "I don't think 'innocent' is the word for it."


  The new play, a one-act swashbuckler, was a smashing success and Lucifer became a definite favorite of the Broadside crowd. No wonder. In his armor and finery, with his awesome Borellian Noman physiognomy, he cut quite a figure. His swordplay became so skilled that some actors were afraid to cross swords with him, even in carefully choreographed battles. Dwybolt had to order his new matinee idol to take it easy.


  The Impresario felt that there was still some stiffness, a consistent lumbering quality, to Trogla's physical movements, but the actor's reading of Dwybolt's lines was pure poetry. His acting was so skilled, Dwybolt felt he could be an incarnation of the Great Franda.


  Baltar stood in the wings, watching Lucifer and Shalheya enact their scene. As he sensed the audience's sympathy with Lucifer's character, Baltar's jealousy of Lucifer's success increased. He was supposed to be just a member of the ensemble, a spear-carrier. What right had he to become a star?


  On stage Shalheya circled the noble-looking Trogla. "You are godlike in your jewelled robes, master, your armor is the sun captured on your chest. Why so sad?"


  Lucifer's tones were as mellifluous as a Borellian's voice could get. "My heart is the planet of life, broken into asteroids by your loveliness."


  As he studied the adoration in Shalheya's voice, Baltar wondered if the actress was really acting. If she only knew what kind of being her Trogla really was, would she have been able to go on a stage with him and pretend to be his love-slave?


  "Master," she was now declaiming in her throaty style, "those words make me so happy. I am like a—"


  That was the cue for Baltar's entrance. He charged into the scene, his arms flailing wildly, a sword in one hand, a knife in the other. He was the villain in this little piece. (Sometimes it disturbed him that Dwybolt continued to cast him as a villain. Had the foolish Impresario seen into Baltar's very soul?) The audience booed and groaned at his entrance. He didn't know whether to attribute their reaction to his performance or to the villainous character he played.


  He bellowed as loudly as he could, careful to enunciate every word. "I will shake the world with your rolling head, you oversized, breathing boulder. This is my promise to you: you are dead!"


  Lucifer whirled on him and they initiated their choreographed battle. Swords clanged and Baltar's knife was sent flying, making the audience gasp in fright as it just missed sailing out into the audience.


  Finally, as written, Lucifer defeated Baltar. The audience roared with approval. Baltar was disturbed by their intensely registered approval.


  At the end of the play the audience went wild. They would not let the actors go, especially Lucifer, who lumbered through several solo curtain calls. Dwybolt basked in the glow. A crowd formed around him. He broke through their ranks and they followed him to where Lucifer stood, silent and aloof.


  "You needn't give me all the plaudits," Dwybolt said. "Here's the reason for the success of my play."


  With some difficulty he put his arm around Lucifer. Lucifer, on his part, did not understand what the fuss was all about. These humans really were a bizarre race. Why did they put such importance on a simple skill like playacting? What good did it possibly do them? What positive effects could it have on their society? Cylons never indulged in such vitiating fancies.


  "Look at him!" Dwybolt shouted with admiration. "Look at the great actor, Trogla. So quiet, so assured, so confident. See that aura around him? All great actors have it."


  Baltar, watching from the shadows, growled to himself. The more praise allotted to Lucifer, the more Baltar hated ever joining this troupe. What about Baltar's contributions to the play? Why didn't a few people gather around him? Why did people always get so enthralled with an amateur, just because his looks or way of acting were different? Baltar recalled his own days as an occasional theater performer. He had been convinced he could make a career out of his talents. Others had, after all, predicted a grand career for him in the arts. If he hadn't been lured away by the draw of money and power, he probably could have been an actor. Once, at the academy, he had even done a skit with his arch-enemy, Commander Adama.


  After the excitement had subsided, Dwybolt asked Baltar and Lucifer to confer with him. He had a strange, almost worried, look on his face. "Trogla, Korriman, I have news. Captain Ironhand has just informed me that he is so entranced with our troupe he intends to accompany us to the Galactica. What do you think of that?"


  Baltar managed a guess. "An honor?"


  The wrong guess, as it turned out. "An honor to have the skipper of this garbage scow as our greatest fan? I'm not sure. I'm going off somewhere to puzzle it all out." He started to leave. "Oh, by the way, Trogla, you topped yourself out there tonight."


  "Topped? I wore no hat."


  Dwybolt was always taken aback by his new actor's literal responses. "No, nothing about hats. I just meant your performance was better than ever tonight. Good show."


  Baltar took a couple of steps forward, ready to accept a compliment. Dwybolt saw the move and correctly interpreted it. "And you too, Korriman. You were . . . more than adequate."


  The Impresario left. Baltar, conscious of Dwybolt's condescension, fumed for a moment, then dismissed the man from his mind. It was one of Baltar's special talents to mentally dismiss people. He turned to his companion. "Lucifer, don't let all this adulation go to your head."


  "What would it do to my head? My storage and retrieval banks are located in—"


  Baltar, impatient, interrupted. "Just an expression, a figure of speech. Means don't get all conceited about it. We do, if you recall, have other fish to fry. Wait, don't question that one. I'll say it another way. We have a mission to perform."


  "Yes, I must kill Adama."


  Baltar grabbed Lucifer's arm, so tightly he could feel Lucifer's metal skin beneath the Borellian Noman epidermal overlay, "Sssh, sssh, not so loud. You want to announce it to all the deadbeats on this ship?"


  Lucifer obligingly dropped his voice to a whisper. "As you say, Baltar."


  Baltar almost shrieked with frustration. "And don't call me Baltar. Even when we're alone together. Korriman. Remember Korriman."


  Lucifer's voice sounded vague, bored. "Korriman, yes, Korriman."


  "I'm going to corner Dwybolt. We need to know the schedule of performances aboard the Galactica so we can coordinate our plans. You wait here for now."


  After Baltar had left, Lucifer walked toward the main stage. Suddenly he became aware of a figure standing in the shadows behind some curtain ropes. Pushing two of the ropes aside, the figure stepped into the light. It was the real Borellian Noman, Lingk. He stared at Lucifer with such a heated intensity that Lucifer felt uneasy. The Noman made a sound in the back of his throat. "I knew there was something odd about you, Trogla, if Trogla indeed is your name. You don't act like a Borellian Noman. Borellian Nomen are not able to deceive others on a stage. Playing roles the way you do is unknown in our culture."


  Lingk tilted his head back and stared at Lucifer, awaiting a response. Lucifer chose to remain silent.


  "I don't know what you are, deceiver," Lingk finally said. "But I overheard enough of your conversation with your friend to know you are planning something against the fleet. A mission, your friend said. And that's not all I have heard. I heard you say you would kill Adama. A difficult mission indeed. Will you do that, Trogla?" Again Lingk looked for a response without receiving one. "All right, you won't say. We Borellian Nomen are often good operatives. I've eavesdropped often. I've heard your talkative companion mention sabotage. You two are indeed planning something major."


  Lingk walked to Lucifer and stood directly in front of him. Lucifer was slightly taller, but the real Borellian seemed larger overall.


  "You know how I concluded you were a fake, Trogla? All these times I eavesdropped on you, you never sensed my presence. A Noman can always sense another Noman's presence. I don't know what you are but you are not a Noman."


  Lingk took hold of the collar of Lucifer's tunic. He grabbed it lightly, fingered its rim. "What should I do with you, Trogla? Turn you in? Join you? I will not—"


  Lingk's sentence was interrupted as Lucifer's arms rose. Casting Lingk's hands away, he went for the Noman's throat. Lingk's eyes bulged out beneath his thick eyebrows as he struggled. He made gasping, choking sounds. He put his arms around Lucifer and began to squeeze, trying to crush him. He was surprised by the lack of resilience in Lucifer's body. It was a moment before he realized he was trying to crush metal and that probably, whatever this creature was, it did not rely on breathing for existence.


  Lucifer, perceiving he was about to kill someone for the first time in his existence, suddenly released Lingk's neck. Lingk squirmed away, choking. Yelling angrily, he rushed at Lucifer and shoved him against the wall. Holding him there, he said, "What kind of creature are you? Must I kill you to find out?"


  Lucifer realized he would have to fight back. It was a strange, silent battle fought in shadows. The two large beings struggled slowly against each other, like two primeval monsters fighting for control of the swamp. Gradually Lucifer got the advantage. He slammed Lingk against the stage's back wall. With his forearm he cut off the air in Lingk's windpipe. As he pressed his body against Lingk's, he felt ribs crack in Lingk's chest.


  With a strange bubbling sound in his throat, Lingk lost consciousness. Lucifer could still sense life in the Borellian, and he pressed harder against Lingk's throat.


  Lingk's body went limp. He died.


  Letting go, Lucifer watched the large body of the Noman slide down the wall and wind up in a heap on the floor. Lucifer looked around, saw no one in the vicinity. Nobody had seen the battle.


  He dragged Lingk's body to a waste chute in the corridor just outside the backstage area. With an almost delicate concern, he placed Lingk's body into it. He stared at the body for a long moment, then pressed the button and the corpse was pushed out into space.


  Lucifer continued to stand by the chute, looking into it as if the corpse were still there. He was surprised that he had been able to kill so easily when he had never killed before. Was it possible that he had once been programmed not to take another's life? He checked all his circuitry, surveyed his storage and retrieval banks, studied his own sense of awareness, weighed his knowledge about killing. As far as he could tell, the dispatching of Lingk had made no difference to him. None that he could find by scientific examination, anyway. He wondered if all murderers had an empty feeling after the deed. He would probably never know. His programming, which had once included a set of emotions and (did he really remember this?) a soul of his own creation, did not allow him to feel any passion or even a slight emotion as the result of his murder.


  Perhaps he could have recruited Lingk, avoided killing him, but the Borellian would have been no help. There was no reason to carry extra baggage on a mission so important.


  As he walked away from the waste chute, he realized that the indifference he now felt about his killing of Lingk would make him a prime assassin. The murder of Adama would be easy.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Elevators going to the Devil's Pit made extra noise, unnerving creaks that were perhaps their complaints at being forced to go there at all. Certainly the Devil's Pit elevator banks, whose rust-spotted doors could just barely open, because it was so rare for anyone to come to the dreaded place, had lately been busier than usual. The doors added their own complaints to the general rumbling as they opened slowly and Apollo, Athena, Starbuck, and others forced their way through the thin opening the doors provided. The search party had come to the Devil's Pit because Athena's research had shown that many of the ship's tunnels began at that level.


  "What a spooky place!" she said as she gazed at the ominous dark corridors that led away from the elevator bank. "You think Boxey's here somewhere?"


  "That's my hunch," said Apollo grimly.


  "Poor child."


  "I don't know," Starbuck mused. "I'd've liked a place like this to explore when I was a kid."


  "You must've been a strange child," Athena commented.


  "No stranger than I am now."


  "Well, that only proves my point."


  "What it does is define the difference between us. I, on the one hand: devil-may-care, daring, adventurous. You: well-controlled, patient, smart but cautious. That's why you're command personnel and I'm on the front lines."


  "Starbuck, you moron, I've held my own in front-line duty."


  Athena was wondering if she should, after all, have joined Hera and Cassiopeia in writing their play attacking Starbuck.


  "I know you've fought, and fought well," Starbuck said. "You've even been—"


  "Will you two stop bickering?" Apollo interrupted, in the irked and irritable fashion he'd been displaying lately. "We've got a job to do."


  Apollo deployed the troops, sending each group down a different corridor. Starbuck and Athena came with him down a particularly dank, dusty, and gloomy passageway. After a few steps, Athena sneezed.


  "Bless you," Starbuck said, then sneezed himself.


  "Bless you back."


  "This place'll be great for my allergies."


  "You have allergies?"


  "I had a lot of 'em as a child. Now, I don't know, dust sometimes, certain plants, hot-tempered women, that sort of thing."


  "Yes, I see. Especially the last."


  "Concentrate, you two," Apollo admonished.


  "Touchy," Starbuck whispered to Athena.


  "Yes."


  They proceeded onward, sensing many eyes observing them and quick movements of the observers to get out of sight.


  Apollo held up his hand and pointed ahead. "Looks like some kind of fight up that way. Let's check it out. If Boxey's here someplace . . ."


  He left the sentence unfinished as he rushed forward. The others, following, understood clearly. Apollo was in desperate straits, ready to try anything if it meant there was a chance to find Boxey. As they neared the fracas, they saw it wasn't a battle at all. A desultory group of rags whose shreds seemed to have once been uniforms had surrounded an old man and were pushing him around, prodding him with wooden staffs that vaguely resembled combat swords. Apollo addressed his companions over his shoulder. "Looks like an unfair fight to me. Let's stop it."


  He didn't leave Athena and Starbuck a chance to confer, but instead surged forward into the fray. His reluctant companions came after him. Starbuck, staring at the victim of the attack, commented to Athena, "That old geezer looks familiar."


  He didn't have much time to think about the old man's visage as he fought off two shoddy attackers. Apollo was dispatching others magnificently, decking them with single punches or flinging them against walls and stanchions. The leader of the attackers, recognizing the uniforms of genuine colonial warriors, yelled, "Hey, these guys are from up top. Let's get the hell out of here!"


  The attackers vanished in the eager manner of all cowards. Apollo helped the old man to his feet.


  "Much obliged," the old man said, his voice weak. "I thought I was headed for waste-chute city there for a while." Staring at his rescuers, his eyes brightened and his voice became stronger. "It's Captain Apollo, isn't it? What a coincidence!"


  Starbuck snapped his fingers. "I knew I'd seen you before. You're the old geezer who helped Greenbean when I was out of my head chasing him. You floored me with a good right to my jaw."


  "Oh, yes, Starbuck, isn't it? I heard you were going around calling me an old geezer."


  "How would you know that?"


  "I'll tell you in good time. And this extraordinarily lovely young lady is . . ."


  In spite of her usual indifference to the flattery of the men she knew, Athena couldn't keep from blushing at this unexpected praise from a stranger. "I'm Athena, sir."


  "I should've known. You do fit your description."


  Athena smiled. "And who described you to me?"


  "Someone you'd all like to hear about, I'm sure."


  Apollo leaned toward the old man and spoke impatiently. "We haven't got time to work through your hints, old man. This is something to do with Boxey, isn't it?"


  The old man looked at Apollo with respect. "You really do get to the point, don't you? Knew you were a no-nonsense type first time I saw you. Brave. I told Boxey how brave you were."


  Apollo seized the old man's shoulders and nearly raised him off the ground with a sudden surge of angry strength. His eyes fierce and glowing, he shook the old man. "Where is Boxey? What'd you do to him?"


  "He was here for a while, there was a fight, he ran off. I've been looking for him myself, ever since."


  Apollo, his anger diminishing, released the old man. "Tell us about it."


  The old man, in rapidly spoken but well-enunciated words, related the story of how he had found Boxey, of the boy's further escapades and captures, and his disappearance with Peri after the last fracas.


  "I've scoured the Devil's Pit for the both of 'em. I don't think they're here anymore."


  "Where are they then?" Apollo said desperately.


  "Somewhere else in the ship, I expect. If he's still with Peri, he's in good hands. That kiddo knows the secret hideouts of the ship better'n anybody."


  Crestfallen, Apollo slumped against the wall.


  "What do we do now, Apollo?" Athena asked, compassion in her voice.


  "I don't know. You heard. Boxey could be anywhere on the ship. This ship is a maze. He can stay hidden as long as he wants to. And he wants to." Athena put her arm around her brother's shoulders, hoping to comfort him just a little. She could feel him stiffen with the touch. He straightened and said, "Better go back. See if anybody else has spotted him. We can't stay away anyway, not with the ship on alert."


  "Are you on alert?" the old man asked. "We never know such things down here." He saw Starbuck's puzzled look. "It's true, young man. We've cut ourselves off. All that filters down here is the occasional bit of information gleaned by the tunnel travelers. Sometimes they lean against the other side of your walls and listen to your conversations." Starbuck frowned and shuddered. "What's the matter, young fella?"


  "Just thinking of some of the things they might've overheard. I don't like having my privacy invaded."


  The old man shrugged off Starbuck's concern. "Don't worry about it. They're like insects in a wall. They can't harm you."


  "Let's go," Apollo said abruptly, then turned toward the old man. "Nice to see you again, sir."


  "Wait," the old man said as Apollo started to walk off. "Maybe I can help you."


  Apollo whirled around, "How?"


  "Let me go with you. Up top. I'd like to help, make sure Boxey is okay. I've . . . well, I've taken a kind of fancy to the kiddo."


  The old man looked at each colonial warrior in turn. Finally, Starbuck, after glancing at Apollo and Athena, spoke for them all, "Well, no offense, old-timer, but we'd have to . . . well, clean you up a little."


  "That's all right. I'd like some new duds, too."


  "And, uh, well, I'd suggest you lay off the rotgut ambrosa for a while. The odor of it's, well, rather strong on you."


  "It's my aura. I know. Okay, I agree to your conditions. Anything to get away from the Pit for a white. It's turned bad down here ever since this little war started."


  "Is it okay, Apollo?" Starbuck asked. "Take him along?"


  "Sure, we'll talk a bit, maybe get a clue to Boxey's whereabouts. Come with us, sir. Do you have a name?"


  "I do. But I keep it to myself."


  "Suit yourself."


  At the elevator bank, the old man had a moment of doubt while standing before the opening doors. He drew back from them, then forced himself to be confident as he took the first step out of Devil's Pit. He had been there a long time. They were tentative steps, but they got him inside the elevator car. As the doors closed, he had further doubts. He wondered whether he would take the first elevator back to the Pit. As the car rose through Galactica's levels, however, his confidence rose with it.


  Cadet Hera led the old man to his quarters, which were part of the Support Personnel barracks. Pointing toward the end of the chamber, she said, "There's an empty place down there."


  At the entrance to his cubicle, he stopped suddenly. A poster on the wall had caught his attention, a handbill announcing the imminent arrival of a theater troupe aboard the Galactica.


  "Interested in theater, are you?" Hera asked.


  "A little. Reminds me of . . ."


  "Of what, sir?"


  The old man appeared to ignore her question. There was a long pause before he finally responded, "Oh, nothing. Nothing at all."


  "I don't believe you."


  The old man smiled affably. "You're an impertinent wench, aren't you?"


  "You bet. I'm a Vailean. We tend to be a bit on the direct side. And I can see that you're not telling me something. Why?"


  "It doesn't matter. I've been away for a long while. Suddenly I feel a need for simpler pleasures. I'd like to see a good play."


  Hera's eyes widened in interest. "You know something about plays? Reason I ask, I have this play my friend and I are trying to write for this troupe. We want them to do it while they're here, but it's beginning to look like we can't finish. You think you could help us?"


  "I don't think so."


  Hera nodded and started to lead him into his new cubicle. The disappointment on her face troubled him, so he added, "But I'd be glad to try."


  Hera beamed with happiness. "All right. Let me tell you about it. I got the idea when I was talking to this louse named Starbuck. You seem surprised, sir. Why?"


  "It's Starbuck. His name seems to be coming up often in my life."


  "Unlucky you. Anyway, let me tell you about the play."


  Her voice became quite animated as she settled the old man in his cubicle while chattering about the play. She was so rapt in her story, she didn't notice the old man's odd, avuncular smile.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  The half-dozen ships transporting the theater troupe and its equipment maintained a shaky formation in their trip from the Broadside to the Galactica. The Broadside had been positioned near the rear of the massive fleet, and so the trip to the command ship was a long one.


  Dwybolt, delighted at finding out that Baltar had his own ship, convinced Baltar to volunteer it as a cargo carrier for some of the company's stage sets and costumes. Baltar had, on his part, been delighted by the proposal, since a ship carrying troupe paraphernalia was the perfect cover for getting aboard the Galactica without a thorough search from its security forces. He still feared, however, that aboard the Galactica where he was, after all, known to many who considered him the most evil person in the universe, his disguise would be seen through.


  Now he sat at the ship's controls and tensely maneuvered his ship through the surprisingly busy interfleet traffic. He had never known there was so much commercial and private flight among the many ships of the ragtag fleet.


  With the cargo, Baltar had been assigned a passenger, Captain Ironhand. The Broadside's captain made him nervous. The man kept tapping his metal claw against the metal arms of his chair. The result was a horrendous clanging which the captain didn't seem aware of. It echoed throughout the little ship.


  Next to Baltar, Lucifer sat, looking at a script in the form of sides, pages that held only the lines for the part Lucifer was memorizing, together with their cue lines. Lucifer turned pages rapidly.


  "I never thought I'd get the chance to get inside the Galactica," Ironhand said suddenly in a childlike voice.


  Baltar regarded him strangely. Did the Galactica, he wondered, always have this effect on people? Few of them had probably ever traveled to it. The actors, too, had seemed excited about the prospect of seeing the Galactica up close. The big ship was their chance for success, to reach what they called, in their profession, the big time.


  He turned to Lucifer, who had put his script aside. "What play are we doing next, Trogla?"


  "The End of Time."


  An apt title, Baltar thought. It'll be the end of time, all right, when I get through with the Galactica.


  "We've never done that one, Trogla. You'll have to drill me on my lines."


  Lucifer, always surprised that Baltar had such difficulty with an easy task like memorizing a few words, said nothing.


  In another ship, Dwybolt looked over the shoulder of its pilot and saw the Galactica ahead. "Look, Shalheya. There it is."


  Shalheya, who'd been making adjustments to one of her costumes, gave the Galactica a bored look. Dwybolt interpreted the look easily and said, "You think I'm foolish, don't you?"


  She smiled quite theatrically. "Foolish? You? Never."


  Recognizing her mockery, he smiled, too. "I suppose I am. See, I'd like the company to have a permanent home, a place that'd keep us from trudging from barge to barge on the fleet, working our tails off for audiences that are so often rude or indifferent. I'm tired of playing for the few who really appreciate it. I'd like time to develop plays and train actors, in a permanent theater. Hell, what I think I really want is some rest. I've been at this life too long."


  Shalheya put her costume aside, walked to Dwybolt, and put her head on his shoulder. She was used to these moments of self-doubt from him. The mood usually fell upon him just before they arrived at a new place and often lasted until the curtain rose on their first performance.


  Aboard the Galactica, in the landing bay, the troupe worked busily, unloading equipment, carrying sets to freight elevators, delicately handling stage machinery, holding racks of costumes high so that they wouldn't touch the bay's floor (which was, according to Adama's orders, kept pristinely clean anyway). Actors scurried about, making sure that the items important to their roles were being handled properly. Ironhand, eager to give his favorite theater troupe a hand, found his metal claw was useful. He could grip many coat-hangers, lug heavy cartons. Dwybolt seemed to be everywhere, supervising and checking.


  Envious of the ease with which others labored, Baltar struggled with his own trunk. He had to be particularly careful with it because, concealed in a secret compartment of his own devising, was a load of solenite, the volatile explosive substance that he was smuggling aboard the command ship. He could not ask Ironhand for help, for the captain might heave the trunk too roughly and blow up everyone in the landing bay.


  Baltar stopped suddenly, his gaze fixed ahead, fear in his eyes. Lucifer saw Baltar's strange behavior and asked, "What is it, Korriman?"


  Baltar whispered, "Over there. There he is. Adama, looking like God's own representative to the fleet."


  Adama strode across the landing bay, intent on some goal. Lucifer watched his intended target carefully. He had a sudden urge to kill the man now but knew he must wait for a better opportunity. There was, after all, more to this mission than just the murder of the commander.


  Adama passed by them closely. He flashed Baltar a quick friendly smile. The act almost gave Baltar a heart attack. Could the commander have recognized him? No, impossible. If he'd recognized him, he would not have smiled. Baltar's new face had protected him. But would it continue to do so?


  The commander's purpose became clear when he walked up to Dwybolt, saying, "We've been looking forward to your arrival, sir. It's been a long time since we've had any formal entertainment on the Galactica. And our people need it. We have been on alert for some time and could use the relaxation."


  Dwybolt replied smoothly, "Commander, we will martial our energies and parade for the Galactica the finest performances of which we are capable."


  Adama's eyebrows raised at the Impresario's elevated language. Dwybolt noted the mannerism and realized he could use it when he portrayed the evil king Braskill in the Sagitaran trilogy, The War of the Laserfish.


  "Everything has been made ready," Adama said. "When you're ready to announce your schedule, I'll personally see that it's published throughout the ship."


  "Our most sincere thanks, Commander."


  "Yes. Good luck." Adama was taken aback by the instant worry in Dwybolt's face. "Of course. I am sorry. Never wish good luck to an actor. It's bad luck."


  Dwybolt nodded. "It's like touching a mirror with your fingertips before you go on. Just a superstition, but a powerful one among theater folk."


  "I'll remember to keep my hands off a mirror before I have to do a presentation to the Council of Twelve. Well, Dwybolt, my sincere wishes for a genuine disaster then."


  Dwybolt smiled broadly. "Thank you very much, Commander."


  Adama left the landing bay. Shalheya, who had been awaiting the commander's departure, came to Dwybolt. "See? You have the commander's full support."


  "That doesn't make me any less apprehensive."


  "Where's the old egocentric Dwybolt we all know and love?"


  For once the mockery didn't draw a smile from Dwybolt. "I'm scared, Shalheya."


  "Well, don't be. This is the big time, remember? Your chance. You deserve it."


  Her words energized Dwybolt. "We've got to rehearse right away. These have to be our greatest performances."


  "Dwybolt! You want this too much."


  "Yes. I do."


  He rushed off, shouting orders energetically to the company, most of whom reacted with secret "here-he-goes-again" glances at each other.


  Cassiopeia and Hera had never seen such chaos on the Galactica before. The acting company had taken over the landing bay and strewn their equipment across its floor. People hastened about with no perceivable scheme to their movements.


  She heard a voice she recognized and turned toward it. Dwybolt was urging one of his people to move faster. She ran to him, Hera trailing just behind. "Dwybolt! I knew it was you!"


  Dwybolt whirled around. Cassiopeia's scream of joy also alerted Shalheya, who stopped carrying a set of costumes to look. Dwybolt was flabbergasted; he could barely speak. "Cassiopeia!" Shaiheya winced at the sound of the name. "What? How? Is it really you?"


  "If it isn't, I've been forging a lot of pay chits. How are you, old bear?"


  Shalheya didn't like the friendly way Dwybolt took Cassiopeia by her arm and led her to a quieter spot. A tall woman with stunning black hair followed them. What was this all about?


  Dwybolt had definitely lost his equilibrium with the appearance of his old flame. He couldn't contain his joy. Shalheya frowned more deeply and kept watching them.


  "I had no idea you were here on the Galactica, Cass. I didn't even know whether you were alive!"


  "Or me, you." Cassiopeia couldn't stop smiling, she was so glad to see Dwybolt again. "Not until I saw your handbill, anyway. God, I hoped there weren't two Dwybolts in this universe who were impresarios of their own theater companies."


  "But a socialator? On a fleet command ship?"


  His comment, with its age-old Gemonese prejudice lurking just beneath the words, startled Cassiopeia, and she stopped smiling. "Well, I don't know why there couldn't be socialators here. This crew could use a bunch. But, no, I'm not here as a socialator. I'm a med-tech now. Treating physical wounds instead of emotional ones."


  Dwybolt apologized for his tactlessness and then they eagerly exchanged their stories. Shalheya felt sad. She knew she didn't want to observe this reunion, but she couldn't keep her eyes off it.


  Hera, impatient, tapped her fingers against her thigh and shifted her body around.


  "Cass," Dwybolt said after their stories were done and they'd stared at each other for a long moment, "you've left me at a loss for words."


  "You, Dwybolt? At a loss for words? Don't be absurd. You—"


  Hera couldn't take all the gushing any longer. She pushed forward to interrupt. "Ask him about the play, Cass."


  For a moment Cassiopeia was disconcerted. The joy of seeing Dwybolt again had made her forget about Hera and their mission. She hadn't expected to feel so immediately comfortable with Dwybolt. Old memories stirred up in her, memories she had wanted to ignore. Galactica's journey had been a long one, and being with Dwybolt again made her long for the old times, experiences which, thanks to the Cylons, could never be repeated.


  Dwybolt squinted up at Hera. Cassiopeia saw the puzzlement in his face. "This is my friend, Hera," she said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be rude."


  "I don't care about rude," Hera said. "I want to know about the play."


  "I don't understand," Dwybolt said.


  "I must confess," Cassiopeia said, "we had a particular motive in coming here. We—"


  "Don't beat around the bush," Hera said. She leaned down toward Dwybolt, who was about five inches shorter than she. The way she stood intrigued him, and he would have to suggest to Shalheya to copy the stance.


  "See," Hera continued, "we've put together this little play. It's no masterpiece and, in fact, it wasn't coming together until this old guy gave us some help. He has a flair, the guy, and—"


  "Your little play," Dwybolt interrupted, speaking quietly so that Hera would calm down. "You're saying you want us to perform it?"


  Hera grinned broadly. "That's it exactly! Put it in somewhere during your performance, but only when a certain arrogant lieutenant is in the audience."


  "Well, I don't know. I'm not in the practice of inserting other writer's plays into my own."


  "But could you?" Cassiopeia urged. "This time?"


  "It's not my—"


  Cassiopeia decided to wheedle a bit. "As a favor? For an old friend?"


  Shalheya, moving closer to listen, was irritated by the coaxing sound in Cassiopeia's voice. It seemed to her to be a deliberate attempt to call up her past with Dwybolt. Old friend, indeed!


  The warmth in Cassiopeia's voice weakened Dwybolt's resistance to the plan. "Well," he said, "maybe as an icebreaker or curtain-raiser, but not in a play."


  "That's wonderful, Dwybolt," Cassiopeia said and hugged him. Seeing Dwybolt's face redden, Shalheya's jealousy doubled. What power did this infernal woman have over Dwybolt?


  Dwybolt, after a brief moment of clear pleasure, squirmed out of Cassiopeia's hold. "But I have to read the play first. If it's not good enough, we don't do it."


  "Fair enough," Cassiopeia said, smiling at the happy Hera.


  "Here!" Hera thrust the play manuscript at Dwybolt.


  He looked at the first few pages. "Well, it's short. That's a plus."


  "You're busy," Cassiopeia said, nodding to Hera to retreat now. "We'll get out of your way. Check with you later."


  They left and Dwybolt started to skim through the play. His eyebrows raised in surprise as he saw that it wasn't bad. He could see it as a useful warm-up for an audience. Suddenly he became aware that Shalheya was reading the manuscript over his shoulder.


  "You're going to do this stupid piece, aren't you?"


  "Matter of fact, it's not stupid at all. Has something to say about the role of women in confined society."


  Shalheya sighed. "Sounds dreary to me. You sure you're not doing it because the great love of your life has suddenly reappeared and you want to please her?"


  "Would I perform a play for such a base reason?"


  Shalheya lowered her voice for dramatic effect. "Yes. You would."


  Dwybolt sulked. It was an overdramatic sulk. "You don't have much faith in me."


  Shalheya's eyes widened, and she looked like she did in the last act of the Scorpion Watchtower trilogy. "No, I suppose I don't. I know you too well." Her pause was measured. It was the one she used in more villainous roles. "What power does this lady have over you, Dwybolt?"


  "There are some . . . some memories."


  Shalheya's face softened as she abandoned the theatrical approach. "I give up. You're a fool, you know that, don't you?"


  "Always. It keeps me going. Keeps my art going."


  Shalheya, her shoulders slumping, started to walk away. Dwybolt called after her. "Shalheya?"


  She turned. Dwybolt assumed his impresario voice. "There's a good part in this for you."


  Shalheya's interest was definitely piqued. "Oh? Let me see."


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Peri led Boxey and Muffit on a merry chase through Galactica's darkest and spookiest passageways. To Boxey it was like a nightmare, the kind where he ran from a dark menace into more danger. Finally, Peri gestured them forward onto a high walkway that looked down on the ship's auditorium, an area normally used for conferences and meetings of the Council of Twelve. The large hall below them was in chaos. People carried equipment, clothes, odd-shaped flat pieces. Everyone seemed to know what they were doing.


  "What is all that?" Peri said.


  "Those look like stage sets to me. And, look on the side of that carton there, it says theater company. They're gonna do some plays, I'll bet,"


  "Plays? You mean like a recreational area?"


  "No. Drama." Peri looked puzzled. "They do pretend-stories on a stage. Act 'em out."


  "Really, Box? I heard o' that but never seen one. I'd like to see one."


  "Let's take a closer look."


  "I know a way down. C'mon."


  Soon they were on a lower walkway, looking down on the backstage area. Two technicians, who were positioning lights, ignored the strange trio, as if they were accustomed to having a pair of scruffy kids and a mechanized daggit sharing a walkway with them. Below, stagehands worked furiously at hammering set braces into the flooring. Dust stirred up by their labor drifted up to the walkway, and Peri sneezed.


  "This ain't healthy, this theater stuff," Peri said.


  "Maybe we should get out of here, go to some other—"


  He stopped talking as a shadow fell over them. Turning slowly, he looked up at a man and woman just behind them.


  "See, Shalheya," Dwybolt said, "I thought I spotted some intruders up here. What're you kids up to?"


  Boxey, feeling trapped, could think of nothing to say, but Peri spoke right up. "Please, sir, don't tell on us. Anybody finds us, they'll put us right back into the orphanage."


  Dwybolt scowled and turned to Shalheya. "They have an orphanage here? On board the Galactica?!"


  Shalheya shrugged. "Don't think so. I heard there was an orphan ship in the fleet, though."


  "That's it," Peri said. "We come from that orphan ship. We stowed away on a shuttle and got here. Now you turn us in, they'll just take us back. You'll let us go again, won't you, mister, please?"


  This could be a scam, Dwybolt thought.


  "They look terribly hungry, Dwybolt," Shalheya said.


  Boxey did his best to look starved.


  "Well, okay," Dwybolt said after a moment. "Let's feed 'em first, then see."


  As they led the children away, Dwybolt noticed Muffit for the first time. "Hey, what's this?"


  "My daggit, sir. Well, not a daggit really. He's a droid version of my old daggit."


  Dwybolt, his eyes coveting Muffit, talked to Shalheya out of the side of his mouth. "We could really use something like this droid in the new work."


  After seeing to it that the children were served large plates of food in a backstage corner, Dwybolt sat down beside Peri. "I have an idea."


  "Yes, sir?"


  "I need child actors. Kids I got now, they're too old for their parts, they'd make better spear-carriers. How'd you two like to try out for the troupe?"


  Peri, who had been watching stage crews set up an illusory forest, was now stagestruck. "We accept," she announced enthusiastically.


  "Peri—," Boxey said cautiously.


  "Shush, Box."


  "Okay, then," Dwybolt said, "when you two are through eating, we'll set up an audition for you."


  After Dwybolt had left, Peri couldn't contain her happiness. "Oh boy, Box, we can be real actors."


  "Peri, I don't think I can."


  "Sure you can. You're a natural, I'm sure."


  "No, I mean somebody might recognize me."


  "No problem. We'll convince Dwybolt to put you in wigs and things. Don't worry so much."


  "Gosh, I don't know."


  At an angry look from her, he stopped talking. Peri rushed the both of them through their meals, then went front-stage, where they stood at the tip of the apron and read scenes from scripts which Dwybolt gave them. They read well. Dwybolt, impressed, congratulated himself on finding a pair of naturals. Even better than the kids, though, was this mechanical daggit. He could work wonders with that contraption.


  Shalheya took charge of the children and took them to sleeping quarters. After settling them, she gave them tips on how to act.


  "Are you sure you kids want to do this?" she said later. "I'll help you escape if you want."


  "Heck," Peri said jauntily, "I can escape any time I want to. Wouldn't Mr. Dwybolt be mad if you helped us?"


  "Furious. But he'd get over it. He can talk himself into or out of anything."


  Peri lowered her voice. "You love him, don't you?"


  "Hey, do I sound like I love that old ham?"


  "Yeah, you do."


  Shalheya laughed. It was a hearty and theatrical guffaw. "Yes, I suppose I do. Well, any help you kids need, just let me know."


  "Okay. Us, too. Just ask me and Box anything."


  "That's your name, young man? Box?"


  Boxey reddened. He was getting deeper into trouble each time Peri opened her mouth.


  "I call him Box," Peri said. "Really, you'll never believe this but his name is . . ." Boxey shot her an angry glance. ". . . his name, it's Boxton. He's called Boxton."


  Shalheya approved of the name. "Has a certain theatrical ring to it. Should look good in the playbill."


  After Shalheya had gone, Peri saw that Boxey was quite fidgety. "Don't worry, Box. Things go wrong, I can get us out of here pronto."


  "It's not that. I . . . I was just wondering if I should go find my dad. I keep hearing his voice, you know, like when we were listening at the wall?"


  Peri shrugged. "You want to go, go." Warming to the sadness in Boxey's face, she leaned toward him and whispered, "But why don't you stay here a while longer? This should be real fun."


  Besides, she said to herself, if the Box takes off, he'll take the ugly daggit with him. And that Dwybolt wants the daggit real bad. So the Box has got to stick around.


  Boxey, who'd joined Peri in helping stagehands lay out some props, backed into the legs of Baltar, who was pacing around in a frustrating attempt to learn his lines. "Clumsy," he said irritably. "Watch where you're going, kid."


  Baltar detested children. Always had. Muffit caught the disdain in his voice and growled at him. Lucifer, who had been practicing swordplay nearby, heard the sound and stopped to watch.


  "And keep your mutt out of the way," Baltar said. "I'll disconnect him."


  Peri strode defiantly to Baltar and jabbed her long index finger into his stomach. "Watch who you're talking to, muddlehead."


  With actorly disdain, Baltar walked away, muttering, "I won't deign to argue with children."


  Peri turned to Boxey, shaking her head. "Some guys are really rude."


  "That guy was a pill, sure enough."


  Lucifer, who did not completely understand the exchange between Baltar and the children, was nevertheless oddly pleased by it. In the dim recesses of his memory-circuitry he recalled that he had once worked with Baltar and had not liked him very much at that time.


  Boxey suddenly ducked behind a carton. Peri joined him. "You look like you're hiding from somebody."


  "I am."


  Peering around the corner of the box, she saw a pair of women talking with Dwybolt. One of them wore a med-tech uniform. "Those ladies?" Boxey nodded. "You're hiding from them?"


  "They know me. Their names are Cassiopeia and Hera. They're friends of my father's and Starbuck's."


  Lucifer's head turned suddenly at Starbuck's name. He knew that name from somewhere. But where? He cautiously walked to the area where Dwybolt spoke with the women in order to eavesdrop. Dwybolt was speaking. "I've made a few changes. I hope you don't mind."


  "So long as you didn't change our message in any way," Hera said.


  "Not at all. If anything, I've made it stronger."


  "You get my vote then."


  "Good. Shalheya and I will play the major roles and we'll play it as a curtain-raiser. I think it'll have its best impact that way."


  "So long as we got Starbuck trapped in the audience, doesn't matter when you play it."


  That name again, Lucifer thought. Starbuck. This Starbuck must be a very important person.


  Dwybolt, puzzled by Hera's comment, looked toward Cassiopeia, who explained, "Starbuck is Hera's main target."


  "Hmmm, might be a good thing to know where he sits, then we can address the play directly to him. Theatrically, it might work. Let me think about it."


  Dwybolt walked off, his mind intent on the new concept. Cassiopeia saw that Hera, excited, was ready to fling the play at Starbuck now. On her part, Cassiopeia was disturbed by the idea of directing the play right at Starbuck. It didn't seem quite fair. Still, the old boy might need to be shaken up. As the two women left the stage area, Hera remarked, "I'm going to get myself the best seat in the house to watch Starbuck from. I can't wait."


  Each time someone spoke the name Starbuck, Lucifer's interest was further piqued. His strange reactions to the name disturbed him. He did not like all the mysteries that Spectre's tampering had left him with.


  Across the way, Boxey and Peri came out of their hiding place. This Starbuck seemed important to the boy, and to the women, too. This Starbuck must be some fearsome individual.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Dwybolt and his company plunged into the whirlpool of preparations and rehearsals. With his repertoire of plays, plus the new curtain-raiser, Dwybolt had his work cut out for him. He felt happier than he had in a long time. He attributed his happiness to the prospect of performing in the big time. Shalheya attributed it to his constant contact with Cassiopeia.


  Boxey had to balance the difficulty of learning to act with the need to avoid Hera and Cassiopeia, while Peri found that acting was the most fun she had ever had.


  Baltar and Lucifer marked time, waiting for opening night when they would move against the Galactica. Baltar had carefully hidden his solenite in a storage case marked with the name of the theater company so that he could carry it unnoticed through the ship. Now it was with some other cases in a dusty backstage area, ready to be retrieved when needed. Baltar would leave after he delivered a prologue that had been hastily written by Dwybolt to insert before the curtain-raiser.


  Lucifer would go after Adama when the first scene of the main play was over. Nobody would miss him for some time, since his next entrance after that was not until the third act. By then the Galactica would be disabled and its commander dead.


  Cassiopeia liked to hide in the wings and watch the actors rehearse the play she and Hera, with the help of the strange old man, had concocted. Dwybolt's rich articulation added substance to their words.


  Dwybolt saw Cassiopeia in the wings and called a break in the rehearsal. Look at him, Shalheya thought as she watched him walk to Cassiopeia, he's striding like a proud rooster, preening himself. How can I compete with a beauty like her? Taking a roundabout route, Shalheya took up eavesdropping position near Cassiopeia behind a drop-curtain.


  "Everyone's impressed with your play, Cassie," Dwybolt was saying.


  Shalheya hated the warmth in his voice. And, anyway, who was so impressed? Shalheya wasn't. She thought the play was overheated and too frequently unmetrical.


  Cassiopeia felt some guilt at the amount of praise she had to accept for the play's better parts, most of which had been contributed by the old man or Hera. The old man refused any credit. Cassiopeia made suggestions to her collaborators but did very little of the actual writing herself.


  "You and Shalheya are performing it so well," Cassiopeia said. "We're happy with the way the rehearsals are going, Hera and I."


  Their conversation was ordinary and unemotional, yet Shalheya, conditioned to respond to nuance, thought she detected layers of affection in everything Dwybolt and Cassiopeia said. What they'd shared together must have been something special, Shalheya thought. By the time they stopped talking they stood close together and were smiling much too much.


  After Cassiopeia had left, Dwybolt and Shalheya resumed their rehearsal. "This phrase," Dwybolt said. " 'Hate's fury, the beating of fragile wings against the unrelenting rock.' Does it sound familiar to you, Shalheya?"


  Shalheya wasn't in the mood to analyze the play. "You don't think your lady friend would plagiarize, do you?"


  Dwybolt replied angrily, "No! It's just that the line reminds me of a line in some play I saw long ago. Well, it's probably just similar. Shall we go on?"


  "If you say so." She stood still, not quite ready to assume her role. "Dwybolt?"


  "Yes?"


  "You still love her, don't you?"


  "Shalheya, it's none of your business."


  Shalheya couldn't hold back her anger any longer. "Isn't it? ISN'T IT!"


  She didn't wait for him to answer. Whirling around, she ran off. Dwybolt watched her go, shook his head, raised his eyebrows theatrically in case someone was watching, and returned to his study of the script.


  Someone was watching. Lucifer, who often wondered why humans so frequently acted so oddly, was fascinated by the flamboyant and puzzling impresario.


  Hera found Starbuck on the running track of the triad court, idly watching a team practice. Telling herself to keep her emotions under control, she took up position next to him. His response to her cheery greeting was desultory.


  "Good shot, there," she said after a few moments of watching the practice.


  "Good enough. He shoulda bounced it off the other wall, though."


  Normally, she would have argued the point, but not now. Anyway, Starbuck was a top triad player. He might be right.


  She tried to bring up the subject of the play casually. "Heard about the actors that've come to the ship?"


  Starbuck's reply was laconic and disinterested. "Sure. Hard to avoid all those handbills."


  "Gonna go?"


  "I don't think so."


  Damn! If he didn't attend the performance, then all her work with Cassiopeia and the old man would be wasted.


  "Why not? You got something against theater?"


  "Nothing particularly. Guess it's because it's just fantasy. Myth, legend, ancient times. Swordplay, bright lights, fake trees. All pretense. Too much reality in my world. I can't take playacting seriously."


  "But that's what fantasy's for, to escape from everyday concerns."


  Clearly irked by Hera's persistence, Starbuck started drumming his fingers on the triad court railing. "You mean. I'm supposed to return from a hard day's piloting, fighting battles and dodging my own death, just to watch a bunch of made-up clowns whack at each other with fake swords?"


  "There's more to drama than that. There's beautiful language, wonderful ideas, insights into—"


  "Just what I need. Insights, ideas, beautiful language."


  "Think what it could do for your own vocabulary." Hera stopped, angry at herself for being sarcastic. "Okay, I'll treat you to the play."


  "What? You mean, buy my ticket?"


  "That's what I mean, pal."


  "Forget it, Hera. I can pay my way."


  "It's just a gesture of friendship, not a dole. God, with you and Apollo around, none of the rest of us need bad moods."


  She started beating her fist lightly against the railing. She shouldn't have even talked to him. Cassiopeia would have done this job better. She could handle men in a way that Hera could not, especially a contrary creature like Starbuck.


  "I've been thinking, maybe I am becoming a bit of a pill. Getting as moody as Apollo. And for less reason. Okay, I'll go."


  Hera was flabbergasted. "What?"


  "Send me my ticket by ship post."


  Turning around abruptly, he began to jog around the exercise track. Hera stared after him, still amazed at his sudden turnabout. The man was unpredictable, that was certain.


  Adama loved theater, but had decided to stay away from the theater troupe's performances. He and his wife Ila had gone to plays regularly, on his leaves from the service. He didn't think he could watch even a comedy without sad memories of Ila dominating his mind.


  However, there was no reason, he decided, why his son shouldn't go. Apollo had been much too glum lately, brooding about Boxey. Adama missed Boxey, too, and was certain the boy would return soon. In the meantime, Apollo should get his mind off his troubles.


  Adama found Apollo in the Officer's Lounge, sharing a table with the strange old man from the Devil's Pit. Apollo liked to talk with the old man about Boxey.


  Adam held out one of the theater company's handbills. "Have you seen this?"


  Apollo accepted the handbill, stared at it cursorily, then handed it to the old man. "Yes. They're all over the ship."


  "Well, I want you to take some time off, attend the first night."


  "I don't feel much like theater-going right now."


  "Apollo, this is not a request or a suggestion. It is an order."


  Apollo, too morose to even argue with his father, shrugged and nodded. "All right."


  Adama accepted his son's response, turned crisply, and strode away from the table. Apollo stared after him, his eyes vacant. The old man leaned toward him and spoke softly, "Your father's right. A little diversion'll do you good."


  "Well, then it should do you good, too. You can come along with me."


  The old man didn't appear to like the idea. "Oh, I don't think I could. It wouldn't be—"


  "Wouldn't be what?"


  "Wouldn't be, uh, easy for me."


  "If I have to endure it, so do you. As my father says, it's an order. For you, too."


  The old man lapsed into a gloomy silence, as if deliberately copying Apollo's mood. Apollo finished his drink, excused himself, and walked off, his slumped shoulders displaying his misery for everyone in the room.


  The old man picked up the handbill and stared at it for a long while. "Well, maybe I should go. And, Dwybolt, we'll see how good your memory is."


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  Long ago Dwybolt had devised a curtain which afforded the actors a chance to study the playgoers as they entered the auditorium. Members of the company could look from the stage through strategically placed portholes that were transparent only one way. On the audience's side the portholes were woven into the curtain's intricate design, which depicted famous theatrical scenes.


  Behind the spying actors the onstage activity was frenetic. Stagehands moved sets while technical directors made their last-minute checks. Dwybolt supervised a lighting check while Shalheya inspected props.


  Boxey, freshly made-up for his role and wearing a wig and padded costume, stared out one of the curtain portholes. Peri stood just behind him. She'd spent most of the last few moments assuring him that none of the Galacticans could possibly recognize him in his makeup and costume.


  Apollo stepped uncertainly into the auditorium. He stared at his tickets then looked around the room, trying to figure out where he should sit.


  "There he is!" Boxey said to Peri. "There's my dad!"


  Peri squeezed by him. "Where? Show me." Boxey pointed. "Why, he's a very good looking man, Box. He's—oh, my goodness, look who's with him!"


  Boxey peeped over her shoulder and saw someone he hadn't expected. It was the old man from the Devil's Pit.


  "What's he doing out of the Pit?" Peri said. "I thought he'd never leave. And there he is with your father."


  The children were given their calls to get off the stage. Peri had to pull Boxey away from the curtain porthole.


  At the other end of the curtain, Baltar chuckled frequently as he inspected the incoming audience. He saw many familiar faces, Apollo's among them. Starbuck entered soon after Apollo. Baltar smiled. "They all look so happy. Well, that won't last much longer," he said to himself.


  Starbuck's entrance provoked some comments from Hera and Cassiopeia, too, as they peeked out. "Look at that swagger in his walk," Hera said disgustedly.


  "Many criminals, I'm told, swagger a bit on the way to their execution," Cassiopeia said, smiling.


  Hera laughed. "We've garroted him, all right. Dwybolt said, though, there're some last-minute changes in our play."


  "Don't worry. Dwybolt's good. Whatever changes he's made, they're for the good."


  "As long as Starbuck is properly zonked."


  Hera had already reserved a box seat from which she could observe Starbuck. After she'd left for it, Dwybolt noticed Cassiopeia alone at her porthole. He sighed audibly, still struck by her beauty. Shalheya heard the sigh, and sighed herself as she watched Dwybolt approach his old flame. He looked over Cassiopeia's shoulder and commented softly, "Good house, huh?"


  Cassiopeia, who hadn't heard his approach, was startled but composed herself quickly. "Very good. A sellout?"


  "So I'm told."


  Dwybolt saw Captain Apollo just sitting down. Following Apollo was an old man, whose face and movements seemed familiar, but Dwybolt wasn't sure why. He said to Cassiopeia, "That man, the old one, next to the captain . . . Who is he?"


  Cassiopeia replied cautiously, since Dwybolt didn't know the old man had helped her and Hera with the curtain-raiser. "I don't know much about him. He used to be in the Devil's Pit, they say. He hasn't told anybody his name."


  Dwybolt searched his mind for a memory of the old man but his speculations were interrupted by the entrance into the hall of Captain Ironhand,


  "What's wrong?" Cassiopeia asked, seeing Dwybolt's sudden, startled reaction. Dwybolt explained how the captain had been a regular attendee at the company's performances on the Broadside.


  "Perhaps he likes your plays," Cassiopeia commented.


  "He does. That's my problem. He gets too appreciative. He's such a dolt, it makes me insecure."


  Cassiopeia smiled. Dwybolt had been this insecure in the old days, too.


  Baltar backed away from his porthole and bumped into Lucifer, who had been watching quietly. Lucifer pointed outward, saying, "Which one is Starbuck?"


  "Why do you want to know that?"


  "Curiosity."


  "That one there. Third row. Blond hair, dopey look," Baltar said.


  Stooping, Lucifer looked out the porthole. Something seemed familiar about the young lieutenant sitting there shuffling through his playbill, but he wasn't sure what. Again he had the curious sense there was something important to be remembered about Starbuck. Why did Starbuck cause such strong reactions, when he knew so little about the man?


  "The commander is definitely not out there?" Lucifer asked.


  "No. He sent his eloquently worded regrets. He'll be in his cabin, as I told you. You can go to his cabin, kill him, and get out before the end of the death rattle."


  Places were called and the actors went to whatever shadowy area they'd chosen earlier to await their own entrances upon the brightly lit stage.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  The curtain rose on a dark stage. Suddenly a spotlight flashed on, catching Baltar, his face grimly actorlike, seeming like a man about to pronounce the salvation or doom of the universe. The spotlight staying on him, he eased two steps forward and stared out at the audience. He was dressed in a dark brown flowing robe and wearing an obviously false beard. He made a triple twirl with his left hand before speaking:


  
    "For those of you whose minds are free,


    And need no more society


    Stifling your style, your smile, your life,


    We offer you imagined strife,


    Raging battles across our stage,


    A punch, a gun, a sword, a knife,


    A villain plotting war to wage,


    A hero fighting for his life,


    Sets depicting ancient places,


    Mountains and a bleak oasis."

  


  Colonel Tigh had arrived late for the performance. With his eyes fighting to adjust themselves to the dark, he heard only the sound of the actor's voice. It seemed so familiar. When his eyes were in focus, he realized he'd never seen the man before. Then why did he seem so familiar?


  His body inclined toward the audience, Baltar continued his monologue:


  
    "Prepare now to release your cares,


    And let your mind accept our wares,


    As now we strain to entertain


    With plays and words, legerdemain


    To change your life, command your gaze,


    Set thoughts afire within your brain,


    Add actors caught in plots, a maze


    Of intrigue, passion, quests for gain,


    Our stagecraft gleaming, lights so bright,


    We promise a fulfilling night."

  


  Tigh, as he found a seat on the aisle near the stage, realized that it wasn't the actual timbre of the actor's voice that bothered him, but the voice's inflections and intonations. They were exactly like somebody else's. Had he heard the voice before?


  
    "Stretch your legs, your weariness doff,


    Sit still, relax, and please don't cough,


    We labor here for your delight,


    With plays prepared by day and night.


    Please! No snickers, no comments rude,


    No scornful laughs, no early flight,


    Such actions make our players brood,


    And turn great drama into blight.


    We are, you see, your servants all,


    Responding to our playwright's call."

  


  Tigh was sure he knew the voice. His instinct told him to investigate. Standing up suddenly, disconcerting some of the audience, he started toward the door at the side of the stage. Baltar, detecting movement in the audience, wondered if people were walking out already. He rushed his last lines.


  
    "As with a flourish of my hand,


    I conjure up an antique land,


    My signal to bring actors in,


    I ask your leave, let the play begin!"

  


  Baltar's spotlight went out abruptly. In the darkness, he scuttered to the wings. Using a dim backlight, stagehands brought on set pieces representing greenery.


  Dwybolt, standing offstage, had watched Baltar's florid delivery of the prologue with some admiration. The man, he thought, might not be much of a realistic actor, but he did act the prologue with just the right touch of ham.


  Baltar brushed by him, urgency in his eyes. Dwybolt followed a few steps. Baltar donned a cloak, picked up a suitcase from a dark backstage corner, and left by the stage door. Dwybolt, always concerned about the members of his troupe, was disturbed by Baltar's odd behavior. Was the old fool conducting a romantic liaison? Well, he wasn't needed back onstage until the second act, so he had plenty of time for whatever trivial thing he was doing. Dwybolt had to turn his attention back to the performance as Shalheya urged their mutual entrance. It was time for Hera and Cassiopeia's play.


  Tigh arrived backstage after Baltar had gone through the door. As he searched for him, he wondered why the actor had reminded him of Baltar. That had certainly not been Baltar on that stage, he thought.


  In her perch above the audience, Hera couldn't hold back her anticipation. She knew the curtain-raiser would begin at any moment. Settling into a chair and leaning forward, resting her elbows on the box's railing, she stared down at her intended victim. Starbuck had smiled faintly through the prologue.


  With a trumpet flourish, the lights came up, revealing Dwybolt and Shalheya, in the costumes of another era, walking in an apparent forest. Dwybolt's arms were raised in frustration, and Shalheya was staying right behind him. Suddenly Dwybolt whirled on her and said in an angry voice, "And why say you I treat you so?"


  Shalheya jabbed her finger into his chest several times as she retorted, "You think I know? How could I know?/You jam your mind like you stub your toe."


  "Go away from me, Vixen! Hear me? Go!"


  "I'll leave by staying, I'll sit down here."


  Starbuck felt eyes on him, although he didn't know whose. He glanced up toward the box where Hera sat and she scrunched backward just in time.


  Leaning forward on his toes, Dwybolt now stood over Shalheya. He sneered stagily as he spoke. "So stubborn's still your way of life, my dear/And I'm not surprised."


  "You're not?"


  "Of course not./Stubborn's a woman's quite natural lot./You all clip your words when the temper's upon you,/You sit and look hurt when we artfully con you."


  Starbuck frowned at the word con. Looking upward again, this time he saw Hera staring down at him. She made no move to get out of sight. He felt uncomfortable about her benign, smug smile.


  While Hera was pleased with the way the play was going, Cassiopeia, standing just offstage, was having qualms. The words that had seemed so sharp when they'd been writing them now sounded artificial in actors' mouths.


  Dwybolt continued:


  
    "Women, your wiles fool no man, we greet them with joy,


    We play with your moods, we plan our next ploy, the ploy


    That will bring us the love we require,


    And raise you, all women, out of the mire,


    To stand beside us at our moments of pride,


    To be sweetheart, mother, lover, bride,


    To—"

  


  Shalheya poked her finger in the general direction of Dwybolt's nose, shouting,


  
    "Wait! Your smugness befouls the air.


    Your unfair words reveal your soul, and bare


    It is of human feeling, you send me reeling


    With fury at your double-dealing unappealing


    Attitudes so characteristically male.


    Men! My words can't rail enough at your betrayal


    Of the basically human, logically humane—"

  


  Dwybolt, who had been stepping backward according to the beats of her speech, now stood his ground to complain, "This vituperation goes against the grain/Rankles the—"


  Shalheya laughed mockingly, placed her arms akimbo, and addressed the audience as well as Dwybolt:


  
    "Don't get in a huff, my lad,


    So terribly masculine, I might add,


    To get that threatening sound, that voice,


    That clearly shows your prejudice, your choice,


    The man above all, the woman on call,


    The man standing tall, the woman slumped small."

  


  Dwybolt walked downstage and looked out at the audience. Starbuck felt that the actor was aiming his next speech directly at him.


  
    "That's not true, it's simply not true,


    I'm fair to all, even to you,


    I merely prefer to pursue


    Ladies in my own way, accrue


    A few centons of timeless joy,


    You as young girl to my young boy,


    Time we can lustily employ


    For—"

  


  Shalheya, the words of Dwybolt's speech reminding her of Dwybolt's own pursuit of Cassiopeia, came forward also. Her words were tinged with much more anger than she'd ever put into them during rehearsals.


  
    "Silence, knave. I am not your toy,


    A rag-doll for your idle time,


    Or tiny ship afloat on slime,


    The slime of all male vanity


    Taking us to love's insanity."

  


  Dwybolt made an exaggerated turn toward her. "Insanity, you say?"


  
    "Madness I say.


    It's time for women to send men away,


    Time at last to resist the traps


    Of selfish men whose finger-snaps


    Make us say, yes my lord, oh yes,


    Whatever you say, lord, address


    Us as slaves to your ev'ry wish.


    This dish you want? Here is your dish.


    A knife you need? Please take my knife.


    Your food? Of course. To ease your life.


    Whatever you want done is done,


    My dear, you are my only one,


    My lord, my life, my dream, my god.


    A god? Of course. Where are you flawed?


    Lord, I'm more than just your vassal,


    I'm drawbridge for your high castle.


    Walk on me, please, yes, walk on me.


    I'm falcon for your falconry,


    Slip off my blindfold and I'll fly.


    Though I don't know why. Don't know why."

  


  Starbuck began to squirm in his seat. This actress, whom he'd never seen before, appeared to be directing her words toward him, too. He wondered whether Hera was still watching him, but he was determined not to glance up at her again.


  Hera was having the time of her life. She especially liked watching Starbuck shift about in his seat.


  Dwybolt, smiling with a Starbuckian jauntiness (he had secretly watched the young lieutenant, following him around the ship, as part of his preparation for the role), now turned his back on Shalheya and said,


  
    "My lady, I have heard enough,


    Your tone is mad, your voice too rough,


    Don't want my love? I'll go now then—"

  


  Shalheya's return smile was suspiciously like Hera's.


  
    "Go. Go sulk. The way of all men


    When women reject your sad advances,


    Your puerile poses, pathetic stances.


    You think that you can only pretend


    You're hot stuff, wild beasts, the living end,


    And we'll just crumble at your feet,


    To adore you, and your praises bleat,


    Telling you that you'll go far,


    Ride the asteroid, . . ."

  


  She turned toward the audience again, a move Hera had requested, and she took care to emphasize her next phrase, also Hera's choice.


  
    "Buck the star.


    Yes, buck the star and you'll go far—"

  


  In back of Starbuck, Ensign Giles got the point and whooped with delight. He pointed forward toward Starbuck.


  As soon as the phrase came so eloquently out of Shalheya's mouth, Starbuck glared up at Hera. She was quite clearly delighted with his angry reaction. He muttered loudly, "I don't have to sit here for this!"


  Standing up, he nearly dove over the people between him and the aisle. In the aisle, with his dignity as intact as he could make it, he strode out of the auditorium. Hera raced out of her box to follow him.


  Onstage Dwybolt was momentarily disconcerted by the activity in the audience. Then he and Shalheya finished the play, bringing it to its conclusion, which included a reconciliation that might have slightly mollified Starbuck. The happy ending had been insisted upon by the old man, who had instructed his collaborators that they must leave the audience with a hopeful feeling.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Lucifer's first role in the performance of the main play was as a silent awesome monster. He was cast in three separate roles but, of course, had no intention of showing up for the other two. The play was based on a popular twelve-world legend, a complicated one involving violent action, disguises, identity switches, and several supernatural apparitions. Dwybolt had scheduled it because he felt it was just the right kind of drama for a work-weary battlestar audience.


  The audience gasped when Lucifer came on stage in his heavy, intricate costume. He looked like a giant worm with a sextet of tentacles. As he followed the directions he had been given, he wondered why all this onstage make-believe provoked such strange responses in its watchers. Receptive to fantasy, they treated it as if it were really happening.


  Dwybolt, in the costume and makeup of the play's hero, looking yahrens younger than he did offstage, encountered Lucifer in a dark cavern. Papier-mache stalagmites and stalactites dominated the scenery. According to the story, Dwybolt's character had been hired by a village to rid it of its local monster—Lucifer. In a long, well-choreographed battle, Dwybolt came back from what looked like certain defeat to overpower the Lucifer-monster. Lucifer felt a bit embarrassed at feigning defeat by Dwybolt when the audience must have seen that he could have beaten the man easily.


  After the stage had gone dark for a set change, Dwybolt whispered to Lucifer as they both sneaked offstage, "Good job, Trogla. Better than rehearsal."


  Lucifer could not figure out why he felt such pleasure from Dwybolt's praise. At any rate, he didn't have much time to enjoy it, since now was the best time for him to seek out Adama and kill him.


  Dwybolt noticed Lucifer's departure and asked himself why so many of his actors were sneaking away, but he had little time to wonder as it was time for his next entrance.


  Lucifer, who had studied ship blueprints, was able to find his way through the Galactica easily. Frequently he had to make use of the many job and equipment alcoves to hide out from ship personnel, many of whom would have stopped a Borellian Noman from walking normally through the ship. Nobody had told Lucifer what a handicap the Noman disguise could be when it encountered human prejudice.


  Going down one hall he saw Lieutenant Starbuck coming toward him. The young man, who deemed intent on his own thoughts, did not see the apparent Borellian Noman, and Lucifer was able to slip into one of the convenient alcoves. From the darkness he studied the lieutenant, who had stopped in his tracks, apparently to mumble to himself. There was something about the man that intrigued Lucifer each time he saw him. Dim memories were always stirred, but Lucifer couldn't interpret them.


  Starbuck resumed walking and strode by the alcove. As soon as he was out of sight, Lucifer took a step out of the hiding place. However, there was another figure hurrying down the hall, and he quickly scrunched back.


  He recognized Hera from her work with the theater company. She had shown especial concern with the words of the play she had collaborated on with the woman known as Cassiopeia.


  Now her eyes were held steadily forward, obviously fixed on Starbuck. Her long dark hair bounced wildly with each of her steps. She was tall, this woman, almost as tall as Lucifer. Her eyes seemed worried, yet at the same time she looked toward Starbuck with affection. They were certainly complex beings, these humans. He had a notion to follow them, but he had his mission. He could not stop for them. He must kill Adama. He slipped out of the alcove after Hera had passed.


  Starbuck had not sensed the many eyes upon him. He was in a blind rage. He knew Hera had had something to do with that insulting little play. But why? he asked himself. Why did she feel such enmity toward him? Why make such a fool of him in front of his shipmates and fellow warriors? How could anyone feel that much hatred for him?


  The last voice he wanted to hear at that moment was Hera's. It was, of course, the voice he heard, as she ran to catch up with him. "Starbuck! Wait up. I want to talk to you."


  He whirled on her. She stopped running, frightened by the fury in his eyes. When he talked, his voice was low, almost a whisper, but there was a frightening control in it. "You have something to say to me, Cadet Hera?"


  That "Cadet Hera" was a jolt. How could he invoke the formal address when his eyes were so angry? She found it difficult to reply to him. Her words wouldn't come easily. "Well, I—I'm sorry. I'm—well, no, I'm not sorry really. I'm glad we wrote the play. You deserve it. All you hotshot pilots with your—"


  Starbuck's voice was cool and ominous then. "You said we wrote a play. You didn't concoct that little atrocity all by yourself then? You got help. Who helped you?"


  "That doesn't matter."


  "I can probably guess. And what was this puny little epic supposed to do?"


  Hera felt as if words were piling up in her mouth and she couldn't get them out. "It was . . . uh, to make you . . . for you to see . . . well, how you treated us . . . to . . . uh . . ."


  "I got all that. It was, you might say, quite obvious."


  "And . . . uh, to make you angry and get you—"


  "Well good then. You wanted me angry, I am angry. Anything else you wish to say to me, Cadet Hera?"


  "Well . . . uh . . . uh . . . I didn't want you like this!"


  He turned around and began to walk away. "Then I'm sorry to disappoint you."


  "Starbuck, I'm—"


  His voice finally got angry, but he did not turn around. "Can it, Cadet. And from now on I'm Lieutenant Starbuck to you. By the book."


  "Starbuck, you—!"


  Starbuck turned the corner of the corridor. His voice, coming back to her, seemed to echo down the passage. "By the book, Cadet Hera. By the book."


  Hera, her anger taking over, began to ram the metal walls of the corridor with her fist. She was as angry with herself as with Starbuck. "Damn, how did I get myself into this situation? I'm such a . . . such a Vailean! Always acting first and thinking later. Why can't we just savor our victories? I accomplished just what I wanted. I went out to nail Starbuck and now he's dangling from the wall. Why aren't I satisfied? This is victory. I should be satisfied." She kept seeing the hurt in Starbuck's eyes, and she felt empty. "Damn it, I was right about Starbuck. He treats women like waste particles. Hell, this is a command ship. Women should have their rightful place here more than anywhere else. We can't all be Athena and, anyway, she's rather well connected. Oh, damn." She took a deep breath. "Well, that's what happens when you try to deal with the big issues. Somebody gets hurt. Too bad it had to be Starbuck. Why do I want to win his friendship back?"


  She stared at the corner where she'd last seen him. She should just turn and go back, forget him, let him sulk. Who could change him anyway? Could anyone?


  "Well," she muttered, "nothing's ever easy, I guess. This'll take time."


  Soon she had hurried around the corner Starbuck had taken, and picked up her pace in order to catch up with him.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Apollo, observing Starbuck's quick exit, wondered what all the fuss was about. The warriors and crew of the Galactica tended to be good-natured folk who understood humor and didn't attach much importance to it. He figured that the hand of someone from the ship had penned the offending words and perceived it as a small joke.


  Otherwise, the performance hadn't particularly involved him. He could not concentrate on acted-out fantasy when his own troubles dominated his thoughts.


  Onstage, in the main drama, the hero had dispatched a monster, courted a maiden, found himself in deep trouble with village elders, fought off some rude, burly ruffians, and gone off to prove himself for some reason that escaped Apollo. Now he was being followed by a young boy whose blond locks didn't look natural. Well, actors did wear wigs, even children. The boy also seemed padded to make him look chubby, wore a half-mask and spoke in a scratchy voice that sounded put on. He seemed like a cute enough child, but the last thing Apollo wanted to do was watch some child who was not Boxey go through his paces. This kid was, after all, nothing like Boxey.


  Onstage, Boxey, in all his heavy gear and makeup, was nervous. With his father in the audience, he didn't want to make a mistake that would tip Apollo off to his actual identity. As a result, he not only exaggerated his character-voice, but he spoke so softly the audience had to strain to hear him.


  While another actor spoke, Dwybolt leaned down toward Boxey and whispered, "Remember what I told you about projecting your voice. Don't mutter."


  Dwybolt stood up again smoothly and resumed the scene, an argument with an actor portraying a tradesman. The sequence was one of those earthy moments that Dwybolt loved to insert in his plays for comic relief.


  The tradesman scene over, Dwybolt turned to catch Boxey pulling at the skirt of a woman, another Dwyboltian comic touch. His eyebrows raised in exaggerated rage as he scolded Boxey. "You, my child, deserve a beating . . ."


  Boxey didn't like the coming scene, which called for Dwybolt to pretend to beat Boxey. Dwybolt never really hit him, but it always scared Boxey to see the man come after him so violently.


  Dwybolt continued:


  
    "And I'll not accept your bleating,


    Your begging to leave you alone,


    Don't cry, don't sigh, don't groan or moan!"

  


  Dwybolt raised his hand to administer the fake beating. As the hand came down, a stagehand in the wings created the sound of impact. Boxey fell backward, feigning pain. There was a loud offstage yelp as Dwybolt raised his hand again. A second bark came as he began to lower it. Suddenly Muffit, who thought that Boxey was really being attacked, bounded onto the stage, going right for Dwybolt's legs. Although he only nipped at the man, Dwybolt was sent off balance and into a stumbling pratfall. Muffit growled.


  Boxey ran to the daggit-droid and hollered in his normal voice, "Muffy! Get out of here!"


  The laughing audience didn't at first see Apollo scrambling forward, knocking down chairs, pushing people aside. He'd recognized Muffit immediately and started moving as soon as he heard Boxey's voice. "Boxey!"


  Boxey, alarmed, backed up into a fake tree, which fell over with a loud resounding thud. The audience roared. Dwybolt, sitting up, groaned. Boxey stumbled over more props in his haste to reach the wings.


  Apollo stormed onto the stage and reached Boxey in three steps. Boxey stood and tried to run again, but Apollo's voice stopped him in his tracks. "Boxey, don't run away again!"


  Dwybolt, now standing, managed to suppress his fierce anger and speak in a whisper that couldn't be heard by the audience. "How dare you! This is ruining my play, sir."


  Apollo barely glanced at the angry actor, "I'm sorry, but this is more important."


  "More imp—!"


  Apollo took one careful step toward Boxey. "Boxey, please, I love you."


  Boxey couldn't resist his father any longer. He ran to Apollo, called to him, "Dad!"


  Apollo knelt down to meet him, and Boxey ran right into a tight embrace. All the actors onstage and everyone in the audience became quite silent. Then, spontaneously, the whole audience plus a quartet of hopelessly stagestruck actors began to applaud wildly. Dwybolt, annoyed but always the showman, faded back into the crowd, allowing the father and son their "scene."


  Suddenly Apollo became aware of the audience reaction and his face reddened. Picking up Boxey, he stumbled offstage to the accompaniment of some gentle laughter. As soon as they were in the wings, the audience applauded their exit with enthusiasm. Dwybolt waited for the applause to peak, then, improvising energetically, he resumed his play.


  Offstage, in darkness interrupted by flashes of light from the stage area, Apollo and Boxey stared silently at each other. Finally, Boxey spoke. "I was scared."


  "I know you were."


  "You keep going away and nobody knows if you're coming back."


  "It's not my choice, Boxey. I'd stay with you if—"


  "Then stay with me! There're other pilots."


  "Boxey, I have a duty to—"


  "Everybody's always using that word, 'duty.' "


  "I can't avoid my duty."


  The boy was on the verge of tears. Apollo reached toward him but Boxey pulled away, shouting, "Duty's more important than me!"


  Apollo couldn't speak as all the clichés about duty and responsibility raced through his mind. It would not be fair to use them on Boxey now. He needed more. He had never seen Boxey so filled with resentment, so antagonistic. He wanted him back.


  "Boxey?"


  "Yes?"


  "I can't stop your worries. When I go out on a mission, I always face danger. I've gotten out of more scrapes than I can count. When I'm out there, I think of you. Often. I count on getting back here—to you."


  Boxey, trying to choke back his tears, wouldn't look at his father now. "Boxey, I can't tell you things will be better. I still have to go on the patrols, the missions. There's always danger. But I need you, Boxey. It's selfish, but I need to find you here whenever I return."


  Apollo could see a moment of doubt flash through Boxey's face, then the boy ran tearfully into his father's outstretched arms.


  Dwybolt came offstage at that moment, an exit he was only too willing to take. Touched by the father-son reunion, he studied it, a fictional scene beginning to take form in his mind. He was always on the lookout for a good sentimental scene. After a while he spoke softly, "Could you lend us your boy back? To finish the play?"


  "Of course," Apollo said. Dwybolt directed Apollo to a chair near the lighting board, where he could watch the rest of the performance.


  Boxey, who didn't have another scene for some time, strolled back to the makeup area, feeling happy that he'd be returning to his normal life. He was surprised to see Peri standing in the shadows, looking disconsolate.


  "Goin' back now, are you, after the show?" she said, her voice sad. Boxey nodded. "Well, see you around. If you're lucky."


  "You can come live with us."


  She was tempted, but she said, "No. Not my kind of life, Box."


  "Boxey. Not Box. Boxey. I don't like Box."


  She smiled. "Can't say as I blame you . . . Boxey."


  "What'll you do now?"


  She shrugged. "Don't really know. Maybe go back to the Pit. Maybe stay here with these clowns. This is fun."


  They stood together awkwardly. After a long while, Boxey said, "Well, if you change your mind—"


  "Sure, Boxey. Get away for now. Please."


  Boxey didn't quite understand her dismissal, but he went to another part of the backstage area. Glancing back, he saw little change in Peri. She had not moved. Stage lights made her eyes gleam.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  A figure stood in the shadows near Apollo. Boxey walked closer and recognized the old man from the Devil's Pit. He ran to him and hugged him.


  "What're you doing here?" Boxey asked.


  "Came here with your dad, to help him find you," the old man said. Apollo nodded, verifying the old man's words. "When he sprang up on the stage after you and didn't come back, I thought I'd better sneak back here, see what was happening. We were all worried about you, kiddo. That's what it's like when—"


  The old man stopped speaking and pressed his body against the wall as Dwybolt, with Shalheya, strode offstage. They were discussing some matter of stage blocking, and neither looked around. The old man started edging back along the wall, toward the stage door. Boxey followed him.


  "What's wrong?" Boxey asked.


  "You're all right, kiddo. I better get back to my seat."


  Even though the old man whispered, his voice carried. Dwybolt looked up. Peering into the darkness, he saw the old man and gasped.


  "What is it, Dwybolt?" Shalheya asked.


  "It's him. Him! Him!"


  The old man broke into a run.


  "Franda!" Dwybolt shouted. "The Great Franda!"


  "Who's the Great Franda?"


  "HIM!"


  The old man flung open the stage door and hurled himself out into the corridor. Dwybolt scurried after him. Shalheya, confused, followed. Apollo looked at Boxey, Boxey at Apollo, and both shrugged.


  Cassiopeia had entered the lobby of the auditorium. After the curtain-raiser had driven Starbuck away, she'd begun to wonder if razzing Starbuck had been right. Opening the exit-door, she saw the old man race past. He looked worried. Maybe he needed help. She rushed out into the corridor and collided with Dwybolt. Both fell. Dwybolt sprang up and leaped over her, continuing his run down the corridor.


  Shalheya stopped running to help Cassiopeia up. As she dusted herself off, Cassiopeia remarked, "What was that all about?"


  "Franda," Shalheya said. "The Great Franda."


  "Who's the Great Franda?"


  "Beats me."


  Seeing that Cassiopeia was all right, she continued pursuing Dwybolt. Intrigued, Cassiopeia followed. Passing Shalheya, she caught up with Dwybolt.


  "Who's the Great Franda?" she yelled at him.


  "The greatest actor of our times."


  "Where'd he spring from?"


  "I don't know."


  "Where is he?"


  "Up ahead there."


  "Him? The old man?"


  "Yes, him."


  "But he's just a derelict."


  "A part Franda could play to the hilt."


  Cassiopeia was so astonished, she almost stopped running. The old man was an actor! No wonder he'd been so willing to help Hera and Cassiopeia write the play. She was really curious now, and she passed Dwybolt to lead the way in the chase.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  Baltar knew there was no chance to retrieve his own ship. The only way out of the Galactica, now that he'd planted the bomb, was to steal a monoshuttle. After he'd knocked out the single crewman in the guard booth, it was easy for him to locate a freshly fueled shuttle, but he knew he had to work fast. Once the bomb went off, Spectre's forces would be surrounding the Galactica and it might be difficult to convince them he was on their side.


  As he was about to enter the shuttle, a voice behind him nearly made his heart stop.


  "Thought there was something overripe about you, Korriman."


  There was no mistaking the rough well-traveled voice of Captain Ironhand. Baltar whirled around. His voice rose high, as it always did when he was scared. "Wh—where in Kobol did you come from?"


  "Been trackin' you for some time. You're up to something, I can tell, did something back there. Sabotage, was it?"


  "I—I don't know what you're talking about, Captain. I was just—just—just taking a walk and—"


  "Send those lies down the plank. I know you're about to take a powder, leave the ship. I can see flight in a man's eyes. I been down the garbage chute myself, coupla times. You're coming up to the bridge with me, see the commander, straighten all this out."


  Baltar knew he couldn't face Adama. There was too much chance the man might recognize him in spite of his remade face. He approached Ironhand, smiling amiably, and said, "I'll be happy to discuss this with the commander, Captain."


  As Ironhand clearly relaxed, Baltar whipped out the small laser pistol he'd concealed inside his tunic and fired. The shot caught Ironhand in the chest. The man swayed on his feet, but there was still life in his eyes as he lunged toward Baltar, who dodged sideways and fired again. He hit Ironhand dead center. The captain swiped at Baltar with his metal hand. Baltar felt its point go right by his face. On its downward sweep, it caught in his tunic, ripping it sideways, then it made contact with the skin of Baltar's arm. Baltar nearly fainted as he watched the claw make a long gash in his upper arm. Blood spurted out.


  Ironhand had raised his iron claw again and it was coming right at Baltar's eyes. Backing away, Baltar shot again as the hand missed blinding him by inches. Ironhand, life finally going out of his eyes, dropped heavily at Baltar's feet.


  Baltar, still afraid of the damage the hand could do, examined Ironhand's body gingerly, afraid the captain might come to life and make one final thrust at him. After assuring himself the man was dead, Baltar dragged the body to a nearby shuttle and started to shove it beneath the ship's underbelly. Before he could stuff it all the way under, he heard steps behind him.


  "What's going on here?"


  Baltar, taking care to keep his body in front of the corpse, turned around and almost swallowed his tongue when he saw who he was facing. "Colonel Tigh!"


  Tigh's eyes narrowed, a frightening look to the already terrified Baltar. "You know who I am? I thought you did." He took a couple of steps closer. "It's Baltar, isn't it? All dolled up and changed, but Baltar."


  Baltar didn't know what to do. The bomb would explode at any moment, and then he'd be trapped on the Galactica. That was the substance of his every nightmare, being trapped on the Galactica. "I don't know what you're talking about, Colonel."


  "I think you do." Tigh saw Ironhand's body. "And what's this? Looks like you're up to your old—"


  Baltar quickly drew his pistol again. But Tigh was ready for him. His weapon was already out, with a good bead on Baltar.


  "Your disguise is good, Baltar. What is it, actor's makeup? Does it peel off? Or did you have something—"


  Baltar, as he always did when backed into a corner, lunged out to save his life. He collided against Tigh, who was caught off guard by the move. Baltar, who had flung his own pistol away as he made the jump, seized Tigh's gunhand and knocked it against the edge of a shuttle exhaust tube. The gun fell out of the colonel's hand. Tigh, dazed, tried to fight back, but Baltar's move had been too swift and the new conditioning in his body had given Baltar an edge even he had not expected. With two swift punches, he knocked Tigh out.


  Baltar made a quick search for one of the guns, intending to finish Tigh off, but before he could pick one up, he thought he heard a noise outside the shuttle area. There was no point in battling another intruder, so he raced toward the ship he wanted to steal. In a moment the ship roared into action and out of the launch bay, leaving Tigh still unconscious on the floor. He remained unconscious until awakened by the rumble through the floor that disrupted the entire Galactica.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  In front of Adama's cabin, Lucifer first checked both directions of the corridor to ensure nobody would see him enter—then, with a mighty heave, he slammed his body against the door, which collapsed inward with a sound that resembled a small human gasp.


  Adama looked up from some papers on his desk. Beginning to stand, he shouted, "What is this?" Who are you?"


  There was no reason for Lucifer to answer. Scrambling over the commander's desk, he grabbed the man by the neck. Quickly, efficiently, he began to strangle Adama.


  Moments before, Starbuck rounded a corner and saw a skulking Borellian Noman ahead of him. Something about the creature's movements prompted caution. After his experiences with the treachery of Boreilians, Starbuck felt no Noman could be trusted.


  As he tracked the Noman, he did not sense Hera tracking him. Hera couldn't see the Noman and thought that Starbuck's abrupt movements, moving forward quickly and suddenly pulling back, were bizarre and perhaps disturbed.


  Starbuck watched Lucifer breaking down the door. As the creature stepped over the remains of the door, Starbuck swung into action. He leaped into the corridor and raced down the hall. Hera, again surprised by a sudden move from Starbuck, ran after him.


  At the doorway, Starbuck saw the Borellian Noman inside with his big hands around Adama's throat. Adama was gasping and the veins of his face stuck out.


  With an angry yell, Starbuck leaped onto Lucifer's back. "Let go, you hairy lump of felgercarb!"


  Starbuck stuck his hands in Lucifer's face, cutting off his vision, but Lucifer did not loosen his hold. Adama's eyes bulged out under Lucifer's firm but not quite fatal grasp.


  His legs firmly around Lucifer, Starbuck reared back slightly and brought his fists down upon the back of Lucifer's neck. Something in Lucifer's circuitry was jarred by the blow and his grip on Adama weakened. Adama took the opportunity to intrude his hands between Lucifer's arms and push sideways. Though he loosened Lucifer's grasp, Adama was not able to squirm out of it. He began to feel dizzy.


  Hera ran into the room and saw Starbuck on the Noman's back. She circled around for a better view and saw the commander in the Noman's hands, struggling to disentangle himself, his eyes dazed. Hera jumped onto the desk, grabbed a pyramid paperweight, and slammed it against the side of Lucifer's head. At the same time Starbuck pulled at Lucifer's neck with all his strength. The double blow stunned Lucifer momentarily. He released Adama.


  Lucifer wrenched backward. Starbuck flew off his back. Simultaneously, Lucifer gave Hera a backhand blow that knocked her off the desk and backward against a wall. Adama scurried backward, his hands on his own throat, checking for damage.


  Lucifer looked around. His mission was not so clear in his mind now. Starbuck, not so clear himself, slowly edged toward the door, a move intended to take the attacker's attention away from the floundering commander. Deliberately, he taunted him. "You want a blood trail, you overgrown hairball, come after me."


  Lucifer stood still. "I . . . recognize you. You are Starbuck."


  "That's me all right. Who are you?"


  "It does not matter. I do not matter. Only my mission."


  Lucifer turned back toward Adama. Starbuck jumped into the gap between the apparent Noman and the commander. "Well, big guy. I've got a mission, too."


  The remark confused Lucifer. "You do?"


  "We all do. You Borellian Nomen might not understand but we're the good guys and we stand up for each other. You've got to fight me."


  "I can't stop for you, human."


  Starbuck was puzzled by the creature's words. The Borellian Nomen might not be the gentlemen of the universe, but they were technically humanoid. "Human?"


  Lucifer, not wanting to be drawn into a discussion that would only stall his mission, drew his pistol and aimed it at Starbuck. Yet, when he tried to pull the trigger, he was unable to. He did not want to kill this man, but could not figure out why. The pause allowed Starbuck to pull out his own pistol.


  "If that's your game . . . ," he said.


  Lucifer, reacting quickly, shot the gun out of Starbuck's hand. Hera came to and leaped up. She ran at Lucifer's arm and deflected his aim. Lucifer's pistol went flying. He took another swipe at Hera, who he had not seen coming, and knocked her against the opposite wall.


  Adama grabbed the edge of his desk and finally got some words out. "Starbuck! Get away . . . get help . . . save yourself."


  Lucifer took a step toward the desk. Starbuck, his eyes fixed on Lucifer, stayed in between the attacker and Adama.


  "No thanks, Commander. Too dangerous. Don't mean to disobey your orders, but I'd kinda like to save your life."


  "You're . . . begging for a court-martial, mister."


  "I'll prosecute myself, sir."


  Lucifer, unable to understand this exchange, lashed out at Starbuck, who neatly dodged his outstretched arm. Moving in closer, he realized he would have to kill this intrusive, but strangely familiar, human. Starbuck eased sideways, beckoning Lucifer with arrogant gestures.


  Suddenly vivid memories of Starbuck flashed in front of Lucifer's eyes. He realized he had known the man before. He had sat on the other side of a table playing cards with him, talked for long periods about the differences between humans and Cylons. The man had laughingly tried to explain humor to him. He had liked Starbuck. And now he must kill him. He did not want to kill him. How could he resolve the contradictory impulses, counteract the programming within him, resist the compelling need to slay Starbuck?


  "You seem a shade reluctant," Starbuck said tauntingly. "Don't really want to mix it up?"


  "Starbuck," Adama gasped. "He's a Noman . . . too strong for you."


  "I've got a hunch he's not a Noman at all."


  Starbuck's insight astonished Lucifer. No wonder Starbuck was the human he most admired. But how did he know that? How did he know he admired this human? Did all the memories of the card-playing, articulate, fun-loving Starbuck prove he was in any way admirable?


  Nevertheless he was here to kill. He had to kill. Reaching out abruptly he got his hands around Starbuck's neck. Starbuck's eyes widened as he tried to resist.


  In a moment Starbuck would be dead. All Lucifer needed to do was apply a little more pressure.


  But he could not do it. His limbs defied him. He did not want to strangle Starbuck.


  Adama crawled partway across his desk to help Starbuck, but he collapsed, unable to move farther.


  Lucifer tried to shut off the impulses that were blocking him from finishing off Starbuck. He peered into Starbuck's frightened eyes—and, inside Lucifer, everything seemed to snap. He seemed to see all his memories of Starbuck reflected in the man's eyes. And he knew he could never kill him. He couldn't kill anyone! He was never supposed to be an assassin. Spectre had put a circuitry overlay into him, turning him into a potential killer. Potential? He had killed once already—that Borellian Noman back on the Broadside.


  Spectre had transformed Lucifer from one of the finest cybernetic creations in the Cylon universe to a mere hired killer, a machine of evil.


  As this knowledge came to him, his programming still seemed to urge him on to kill Starbuck. But now he had understanding. He could bypass the programming, defeat it.


  With a great effort, he released Starbuck, who was only half-conscious now. Starbuck fell, his body hitting the floor with some impact.


  If the three colonial warriors in the room had been clear-minded enough to observe, they would have perceived a Lucifer in torment. Lucifer himself was not even aware of his actions. As Spectre's programming tried to dominate him, Lucifer resisted it. When the urge to kill Starbuck again became strong, Lucifer turned away from the man. Picking up a chair, he crushed it in his powerful grip and hurled it against the far wall. Then he charged the desk, making a large dent in it, forcing Adama to slide backward off the edge.


  Lucifer hurled himself backward against the wall and began to beat his arms against it in a backhanded gesture. Still he felt the urge to kill these people. He concentrated on an entertainment console standing in a corner. He slammed his arms against it, and heard things inside it break.


  Starbuck and Hera had both come to their senses. They exchanged a glance.


  "Can we take him?" Hera said.


  "We can try," Starbuck answered.


  They charged at Lucifer, each grabbing one of his flailing arms. With concentration and extreme effort, they pushed the apparent Noman against a wall and forced him to slide down ward. When he was settled on the floor, the fury seemed to go out of him. He merely sat there, his Borellian eyes staring blankly at Hera and Starbuck. Adama, revived, had come around his desk to help.


  "What is this all about?" Adama asked Starbuck.


  Starbuck shook his head in puzzlement. "Don't know. This doesn't have any of the earmarks of a blood hunt. Borellian Nomen are not hired assassins. It's against their code."


  All three started when Lucifer spoke suddenly, in an eerily different but calm voice. "I am not a Borellian Noman . . . Starbuck."


  There was something familiar about the creature's new voice, Starbuck thought. And how did he know Starbuck's name? "What do you mean?"


  "I am Lucifer," Lucifer said slowly.


  Starbuck peered into Lucifer's eyes, saw a look he recognized. "Lucifer? The Cylon robot?"


  "Not a robot. An ambulatory sentient computer. I explained all that to you once."


  "Yes . . . you did. But you don't look . . . that is . . ."


  "This is a disguise. I would have been recognized here as Lucifer. You would have recognized me."


  "You bet. But I don't get it. You tried to kill the commander. You're not a killer, Lucifer."


  "Spectre . . . restructured my program. He did this to me. Made me a killer. It is . . . detestable. I cannot control myself. I . . . must shut myself off."


  Starbuck felt Lucifer's body go limp. He looked toward Hera, who was completely bewildered. He started to explain to her, but Adama, kneeling down, interrupted. "They sent him aboard to kill me. But why? What good would that do? There's got to be more to it than—"


  A massive explosion sent all three of them off balance and sliding across the floor. Lucifer's apparently lifeless body glided after them. Adama struggled to his feet and rushed to his desk, where he flipped on his intercom.


  "Tigh! Tigh! What happened?"


  The voice that answered was not Tigh, but Flight Officer Rigel. "Colonel Tigh isn't on bridge at present. Sir, the explosion seems to have been a bomb. Sabotage in the engineering section, it appears."


  "A bomb? But—"


  He stopped talking as he sensed machinery all over the ship stop operation with growling and whining sounds. He stood flabbergasted, disbelieving, as his ship, the enormous and powerful Galactica, ground to a halt.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  The engine room looked like a city in ruins. Jagged and glowing pieces of wreckage disappeared into piles of rubble. Smoke drifted slowly, traveling aimlessly from one to another of the hundreds of small fires. Rescue-duty crewmen and paramedics pulled engine room personnel out of the debris. Some of the people were already dead, but not so many as had been feared. The engine room had been on skeleton staff so that many of the crew could attend the theatrical performance.


  Apollo, following Croft and Sheba into the engine room, stopped in his tracks and stared at the wreckage with shock and disgust. He asked a crew chief for a damage report. The man's face was streaked with dirt and tears. "Bad. Terrible. Ship should be down for several duty periods, sir."


  Apollo let him go about his duties.


  "What could have done this much damage?" Sheba asked.


  "Looks like solenite to me," Croft said. He and Apollo were quite familiar with solenite. They had seen its volatility during their mission on the ice planet Tairac many centons ago.


  "Solenite," Apollo said. "Where would anybody get solenite? It's against the law to have solenite aboard the Galactica."


  Croft shrugged. "Must've been smuggled aboard."


  "But the detection devices—"


  "Only work if somebody's paying attention. In any kind of confusion a clever smuggler can—hey, I was around when that theater company came on board. Man, talk about confusion! You could've slipped ten bombs in with them and called 'em props."


  "You think the theater troupe's responsible for this?" Sheba asked.


  "Well, no, I—," Croft said.


  "Don't discount them," Apollo said firmly, then told them what he'd learned from Starbuck back on the bridge,


  "And this Lucifer," he finished, "in his disguise, came here with the actors."


  "You think there are others like him?" Sheba said. "In disguise?"


  "Possibly. We can check that out later. For now, let's see what can be done here."


  As they began to pick their way through the debris, stopping to help the rescue teams from time to time, Adama and Athena were busy on the bridge, trying to coordinate the damage reports coming in from every section of the Galactica. Rigel approached them, her normal calm disrupted by the news she had to impart. "Sir, there's sudden activity near the rear of the fleet. I'm not sure how but—"


  "Out with it, Rigel," Adama said impatiently.


  "A Cylon task force appears to have materialized out there. They're on a direct course to intersect."


  Adama turned quickly. "Athena, put the ship on full battle alert. Send out the ready reserve."


  "Sir, they're mostly cadets. Some of them are untrained."


  Adama's next words were spoken abruptly, with the kind of apparent coldness that he'd had to cultivate for harsh decisions. "Can't help that. They have to mount a diversionary action while we assemble the main combat squadrons. There's not enough time to—"


  Athena didn't wait for him to finish the sentence. She raced into action, barking orders left and right.


  When the alert klaxon began ringing, it made eerie echoing reverberations through the engine room. Apollo had to weave his way through the wreckage, Croft and Sheba after him, to get to the nearest wall communicator. When he'd heard the news and been ordered back to the bridge, he turned to his companions. "My God, if they get by our defenses and we can't mount a proper counterattack, and with the Galactica down, why we'll—"


  "The Galactica'll be a sitting duck, Captain," Croft said bitterly. "You better go, be a hero."


  "Are you two coming?"


  Croft smiled. "No, this sort of operation's my bailiwick. If the Galactica is down, it doesn't matter how many Vipers we send out. Without tactical advantage, the whole fleet can be destroyed. We, me and Sheba, have got to jerrybuild some kind of setup to get the old barge going again."


  "You think you can—"


  "Anything's possible. Look, this ship's a monster, but its principles of locomotion aren't much different from any ship I've handled. And, remember, I'm supposed to be an expert on solenite, so I can deal with solenite damage, too. I'll figure out something. Get out of here, Apollo. I can't abide amateurs looking over my shoulder."


  Apollo nodded and left, quickly finding a way out of the maze of wreckage. Croft gazed after him. Sheba spoke to his back. "God, Croft, you do arrogance better than those actors."


  "Had a lot of practice, doll. So—you gonna help me or not?"


  "I don't know what I can do, and I don't believe you know as much as you pretend, but I'll be right with you, ready to hand you a laserwrench when you need it."


  "Okay, let's organize the crew here, those no longer needed for rescue work. We're gonna need all the help we can get."


  As Sheba rounded up crewmen, Croft examined the damage. He did know something about battlestars and demolitions, but he'd never faced a job as big as this. He wondered if his old tricks, learned back when he was young enough to perform them skillfully, would work this time.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  Spectre's gaze was fixed on the long-range transmitter screen. With cameras located in the nose of each Cylon raider, pictures of the battle were sent back to the base-star. Several areas of combat could be monitored simultaneously.


  He was pleased with what he saw. The new model of Cylon Raider, commissioned for this conquest of the Galactica and its fleet, was performing extremely well. More maneuverable than its predecessors, it also had more power. Several of them seemed to hover around the disabled Galactica. Vipers were being destroyed almost as soon as they cleared the big ship's launch tubes. The few Vipers that did manage to escape the initial ambush became easy marks for the Cylons. Galactica's artillery batteries, unable to maneuver properly with the ship powerless, caused few Cylon casualties.


  Not much longer, Spectre thought, and I will be able to begin my journey to the top of the Cylon hierarchy. Imperious Leader would definitely be impressed. This success would easily make up for Baltar's debacle with the nightmare machine.


  "Centurion," Spectre said, without taking his gaze away from the screen, "have you made contact with the commander of the Galactica yet?"


  "Yes sir. Commander Adama is waiting on the other end of the line."


  "Very good. I am pleased to talk with him now. Transfer his image to the main screen."


  "By your command."


  The many images of battle were quickly replaced by an enormous view of the head of Commander Adama. Spectre was surprised to see that the man's face was impassive. Humans kept coming up with new surprises. How could he maintain such calm in the face of certain defeat?


  Spectre assumed the voice of command authority which he carefully had copied from Imperious Leader. "Commander Adama!"


  "To whom am I speaking? And whom do you represent?"


  Spectre was momentarily disconcerted by the tone of authority in the human officer's voice. How could he display such confidence? "I am Spectre. I represent the Cylon Imperious Leader, your rightful ruler. I and my forces, as you can see, can destroy you. You must place yourself, your ship, and your fleet under my authority. Then our attack will cease."


  "We do not accept your offer, sir."


  "It is not an offer, it is an order."


  "We don't take orders from tin soldiers or Cylons. I suggest you abandon your attack before we wipe out your troops."


  Spectre's jaw almost dropped open. He had not anticipated such brazenness. "Empty, vain words, Commander. You are condemning everyone under your command to death. I have one order only for you." Spectre deliberately raised his voice. "Surrender the Galactica!"


  Adama's face or voice did not change one whit. "My response to you, sir, is one word: Felgercarb!"


  Adama's image instantly flashed off. Confused, Spectre turned to his centurion aide. "Felgercarb? What does he mean, felgercarb?"


  "I do not know, sir. There is no word of that nature in our human lexicon. It appears to have strong negative connotations."


  "Yes, doesn't it? Well, no matter. I expected defiance from humans, ignorant as they are."


  "Perhaps their confidence, sir, derives from the fact that, in nearly all encounters between the Galactican fleet and Cylon combat forces, the humans have won decisively."


  Spectre decided to demote this aide later. "A statistic I do not need to hear at this moment, Centurion. Forget it."


  "By your command."


  "Send a message to all our forces. Phase one of the attack has ended. Initiate Phase Two. Destroy every ship! No human is to be left alive."


  As the centurion transmitted the order, Spectre pondered the futile human response to his demand. He had planned to preserve the Galactica, take it and its officers back to the Cylon capital and parade his own victory there. Perhaps, however, exterminating the human pest would ensure his promotions even more.


  What his aide had said gnawed at him. It was true that the humans of the Galactica had generally discovered ways to defeat Cylons. But now their ship was disabled, their fighters were being picked off easily, their artillery was ineffective. What last-centon strategy could they come up with now? There was none.


  None.


  None at all.


  Was there?


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  The old man hadn't seen his pursuers since the explosion. He had no idea what had rocked the ship or what the new reverberations were. He didn't care. All he wanted to do was get back to the Pit. There was safety in the spooky shifting shadows of the Devil's Pit.


  Coming to an elevator bank, he began frantically to push all the buttons on the call panel. All elevators were busy because of the ship's alert. A car finally stopped at his level. He started to charge into it, but he was pushed back by emerging warriors in combat gear. When the warrior egress had ended, the old man took a tentative step into the car. There were still a few people inside, all of them staring at him strangely. He backed away, gesturing that he wasn't entering the car after all.


  Four passageways led away from the elevator bank. The old man looked from one to another, trying to figure out which one to take. Before he could decide, Dwybolt bounded out of one of them and cornered him against a wall. The old man tried to appear calm. Dwybolt inspected him with a theatrical gaze and smiled ironically, happy tears beginning to trickle down his cheeks. "So it is you! The Great Franda!"


  "No. I'm an engineer. Well, not anymore, but I was an engineer. Now I'm just . . . nobody."


  Dwybolt nodded. "Uh-huh. I believe you."


  "You do?"


  "It's been a long time since you disappeared. You must've done something during it. So you were an engineer, Franda."


  "I'm not Franda."


  "What is your name then?"


  "I . . . I forget. I was in the Devil's Pit so long, without a name, I forget my name now."


  The corridor vibrated from another direct hit on this side of the ship. The walls seemed to bend inward. The old man fell down and Dwybolt helped him up.


  "What was that?" the old man asked.


  "The ship is under attack, I understand. Cylons. Nothing we can do. They'll take care of it. If they don't, this might be the end. So you might as well admit you're the Great Franda."


  The old man's gaze narrowed, hiding eyes which Dwybolt believed had once been the most expressive in show business. "You're a cool customer, Dwybolt. What if I am Franda?"


  "Then I intend to invite you into the troupe. No, I insist. We need your talent."


  "You can talk about that now? With the ship under attack?"


  "I can't do anything about the battle. I have no combat skills. If we're boarded and there's a fight, I'll be in the middle of it. I'll fight like anyone else. But, whatever happens, I always think of the troupe, the company, first. And it'd be wonderful to have you—"


  The ship shook again. Several hits seemed to have converged. Somewhere something electrical was burning. Dwybolt seized the old man's arm, saying they must get to a safe place.


  Cassiopeia had abandoned the pursuit of the old man. She ran for the nearest elevator to take one down to the level where the Life Station, the ship's enormous hospital facility, was located. Reaching the elevator bank, she saw Dwybolt with his arm around the old man. At the same moment, Shalheya came out of another corridor.


  "What's going on?" Shaiheya said. She was out of breath from running and could barely get the words out.


  "The Great Franda is coming back to us," Dwybolt said. "I'll start writing a new play for him as soon as this battle is over."


  Cassiopeia nervously jabbed at buttons to summon an elevator. She spoke to the old man without looking at him. "You're the Great Franda?"


  The old man saw he couldn't hide his identity any longer. "Yes."


  "I saw you perform when I was a child."


  "Hasn't everybody over twenty-two?"


  The ship was hit again. Cassiopeia fell backward, into Dwybolt's arms. He looked down at her strangely, almost affectionately, and she sprang out of his arms quickly. She began punching the buttons furiously. "All the elevators seem tied up. I have to get to Life Station. I'll find another way."


  She ran off.


  "A pretty woman," Franda commented.


  "Too pretty by half," Shalheya said.


  "Do I detect a nuance of jealousy?"


  "You do."


  "Pay no attention to her," Dwybolt said. "She's nothing to fret about. Cassiopeia was . . . an early infatuation."


  Shalheya regarded Dwybolt suspiciously. Did he really mean that? Was the infatuation over? He gave her no clue to his thoughts as he turned to Franda. "We should return to the auditorium. It'll be safer there, while all this mischief is going on. Maybe we can whip up something to entertain the weary troops when this fracas is over."


  "There was something we did back on Piscea . . . ," the old man began as they walked away from the elevators. Shalheya, left standing alone, muttered to herself that she'd been expecting too much from Dwybolt. He would treat her no differently, Cassiopeia or no Cassiopeia. Right now he was too excited about the return of the Great Franda. That was Dwybolt, all right. Theater was always more important than life to him. "Actors," she said aloud, sighing.


  When she caught up with both men, Dwybolt was saying, "Sir, I might have a part for you right away. A few speeches, not so many lines. Do you think . . ."


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  Apollo found a frustrated Starbuck pacing the launch bay frantically. CWO Jenny of the flight crew, looking helpless, scowled at Starbuck.


  "What's wrong?" Apollo asked.


  "We can't launch," Starbuck answered grimly.


  Jenny walked to Apollo. "We had to send out cadets first. They didn't have a chance. Cylons kept picking them off before they could fight back. Those that got through, some of 'em were wiped out immediately. The rest . . . well, we're not sure about the rest. Some of 'em made it back here. They say there's no chance out there."


  Before Apollo could say anything, the Galactica was hit with a massive barrage. Apollo stumbled and nearly fell. Starbuck grabbed a Viper wingtip to steady himself. Jenny, used to vibrations in the launch deck, kept her balance.


  "There's got to be a chance," Apollo cried over the din.


  "We've got to launch!" Starbuck yelled.


  Jenny shook her head. "Bridge says no. Hold all launches, that's the order."


  "Hell with that," Starbuck said "I'm going to—"


  He started running toward his Viper. Apollo caught up with him and wrestled him to a halt. "No, Starbuck! This is no time for senseless heroics. We've got to think of something."


  "Think of something? Are you batty? Sure, let's just sit down, have a conference while the damned Cylons slice the Galactica up like a cake."


  "Wait, there may be a way. Listen."


  Adama turned slowly away from his communications console, still stunned by Spectre's demand to surrender. He had once vowed never to surrender the Galactica to any enemy. But now there seemed no chance of winning. What about his responsibility to all the innocent people on board the ship at this moment? Was it right to sacrifice them for the sake of an old military oath?


  He was distracted from these gloomy thoughts by the sight of Colonel Tigh stumbling onto the bridge, holding his head, some blood caked on his fingers. Adama hurried to him. "What happened to you?"


  Tigh described his encounter with Baltar. Adama's eyes flamed with fury. "Baltar! How can he go on committing—"


  The Galactica once again shuddered from the force of massive hits upon its superstructure. As Tigh resumed his bridge duties, Adama told him about Spectre's surrender demand.


  "We can't surrender the fleet," Tigh said. "The Cylons'd slaughter everyone."


  "Tigh, we have no effective means of retaliation. There may be no other choice."


  "There's always another choice when it comes to survival," Apollo said. "I heard you say that many times, Commander."


  Adama turned to see his son and Starbuck coming excitedly toward him. He smiled at them ironically. "I take it you two have a plan, Captain Apollo?"


  "Yes," Apollo said eagerly. "The SuperViper."


  "SuperViper?" Tigh asked.


  "But you were almost killed, the both of you, in its test flight," Adama said. "It's suicide."


  "It's a chance," Apollo said. "Commander, it's got the maneuverability to slip out of the Galactica and the power to hold off Cylon forces until we can launch our regulars. It's worth the risk. We're going to die anyway—if we do nothing."


  Adama was impressed anew with the bravery of these two heroes. There might be some worth to the plan.


  The ship was hit again. The lights on the bridge flashed off, then on again as a backup generator kicked in.


  "We have to take the chance, Commander," Apollo said. "We can't toss the fleet to the Cylons without a fight, no matter how desperate."


  Adama nodded. "All right. Tigh, order the SuperViper raised to launch bay."


  "Aye-aye sir."


  Tigh went into action with his usual efficiency. Telling Starbuck they needed time to prepare for flight in the erratic SuperViper, he started guiding the young lieutenant off the bridge.


  Apollo was suddenly distracted by a small gasping sound which he recognized immediately. He wasn't surprised to see Boxey standing in the shadows near the bridge hatchway. The boy must have heard everything.


  "Go ahead, Starbuck," Apollo said. "I'll be with you in a moment."


  Kneeling down beside Boxey, he saw lines of tears running out both sides of the boy's eyes. His heart was broken to see Boxey looking so sad and he found it difficult to speak. "I'm sorry, Boxey, I have to go."


  The boy wiped away some tears with the back of his hand. "I . . . I understand. The people. Everyone'll die. You got to. I know."


  Apollo was amazed at the boy's response. "Do you? Really know, I mean?"


  "Really. Dad, I'll be a pilot someday. I'll have to . . ." Boxey had difficulty finding the right words, too. ". . . I'll have to do my duty, too."


  Moved by the boy's words and sensing his own father's eyes upon him, Apollo could think of nothing more to say. He embraced Boxey, then went through the exit hatchway. Boxey tried, but he couldn't stop his tears. Adama came to him. "Boxey . . ."


  Boxey shook his head no and trudged slowly off the bridge. When he was certain nobody there could see him any longer, he began to run. He wasn't sure why he ran or where he was going. Rounding a corner, he bumped into Peri. Both of them nearly fell. Peri prevented him from continuing on by grabbing his shoulders.


  "Hey," she said, "just who I was looking for! After the big bang, I wondered if you were all right. You all right, Boxey?"


  For a moment Boxey couldn't speak, then words came out of him in a rush. He told Peri all about his worries, his nightmares, his fears of his father being killed on a mission, how Apollo was now going on the most dangerous mission yet.


  "I'm scared, Peri. This time maybe he'll get killed. There're too many Cylons out there, too—"


  "Heck, you been in that theater company all this time and missed the point, haven't ya, kid? That Dwybolt's kind of a drip but he's got somethin' to say in those plays o' his, and it's not just daggit fur neither. Look, you gotta hope. Things can go wrong, but you can hope. You think I like wanderin' around all the dark places, hiding out, that stuff? Nope, not at all. I hate it. But I hope for better. Come on, I'll stick with you and we'll wait this out. Heck, the way you tell it, if your dad don't make it, none o' us are gonna either, so why sweat it?"


  For a long while, the two children huddled and listened silently to the explosive sounds outside the ship.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  Sometimes, right before a launch, Apollo suffered a moment of disorientation when all the lights flashing around him, all the flight crew activity, all the sounds inside his ship, suddenly became meaningless. Could he really fly this machine? Did all of these things on his instrument panel mean something he could really understand? Then, just as suddenly, everything came together, and he was ready. However, in this SuperViper, it seemed as if the disorientation would be permanent. He could not be certain this ship would perform efficiently, especially among the massive gathering of enemy spacecraft.


  Rigel was in the last stages of the countdown. "Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . ."


  Starbuck glanced over at Apollo and smiled. "Don't intend to be morbid, but just wanted to say it's been a hoot flying with you, Apollo."


  "Five . . . four . . ."


  "You always know how to phrase things, old buddy," Apollo said.


  "Two . . . one . . . LAUNCH!"


  The SuperViper's lunge down the launch tube was terrifying. The ship seemed to just fit the tube. One inch either way and they'd be spreading sparks.


  The pilots tensed as the opening at the end of the launch tube came rushing up at them. Outside they saw streaks of laser fire crisscrossing ominously. Tensing their grips on their controls, they cleared the opening and zoomed out into a raging battle.


  On the bridge Tigh and Athena joined Commander Adama in staring at the large screen of the main monitor. The SuperViper coming out of launch tube looked like a long blur. The three observers held their breaths. This was the moment when many of the cadet Viper pilots had been so easily destroyed by Cylon Raiders. Four Cylon ships were already swooping in toward the SuperViper. However, Apollo and Starbuck, acting in concert, maneuvered their ship into an abrupt swerve upward, seeming to slide along the side of the Galactica. Several enemy shots just missed them.


  Athena was the first of the three watchers to exhale. "Whew! That was close."


  "I thought they had them," Tigh admitted.


  "How's the ship performing?" Adama asked.


  Tigh made a quick check of the console which displayed SuperViper telemetry. "All systems stable, sir."


  Adama nodded. "Well, they're out. What now?"


  "Look," Athena said, her voice worried. "The Cylons are going to zero in on them!"


  Their attention returned to the monitor as the SuperViper came under wildly ineffective fire. It out-maneuvered its attackers easily and soared away from the Galactica.


  "What are they doing?" Athena said.


  "Apollo's strategy," Tigh said. "Divide their forces and get their attention away from the Galactica."


  "No wonder I'm proud of my brother."


  "Are Red and Blue Squadrons assembled?" Adama asked.


  "Nearly," Tigh responded. "Should be ready to launch soon."


  "Keep to the timetable. Carry on."


  "Aye-aye sir."


  Although their handling of the SuperViper appeared perfect to Galactica's observers, Apollo and Starbuck were having a difficult time keeping the skittish vehicle under control. It didn't respond smoothly to their efforts. Grunting with his labor, Starbuck muttered, "This baby's still got a mind of its own."


  "We've got to relax. We relax, and it does."


  "I'll take a nap then."


  "Easy does it. Let the ship show us just what it can do."


  Shots from a contingent of Cylon Raiders that were attempting to surround the SuperViper came dangerously close. Starbuck swiveled around in his chair and shouted, "Apollo, don't you think it's about time we turned some of these bozos into fireballs?"


  "I'm with you on that. Let's bring on the artillery."


  Their fingers flicked over the control panel and hatches on all sides of the ship popped open. The SuperViper's intricate and powerful weaponry slid out.


  "Something's wrong with the starboard gun battery," Starbuck, yelled. "Its hatch is open but the gun seems to be stuck."


  Both pilots started flipping the toggles which should have activated the starboard gun. For a long moment nothing happened, then, with an audible wheeze, the starboard gun popped out.


  Apollo marveled at how the SuperViper technology allowed the ship's pilots to operate so much weaponry simultaneously. He could fire at Cylons in front, to the side, and at the rear of the ship, all at the same time.


  All guns blasting, the pilots headed the SuperViper toward the nearest clump of Cylon ships. As he watched several of the enemy craft explode, Apollo found it tough to believe he and Starbuck had wrought so much damage in such a short time. There was little time to gape at their success, however, as Cylon reinforcements came hurtling toward them. Maneuvering the SuperViper up and down, setting it into impossible swerves sideways, making it bob like a fishing lure on water and zigzag in sharp curves, the two pilots completely fooled their attackers. Soon the surrounding Cylon ships exploded into a series of linked balls of fire.


  The watchers on the Galactica bridge stayed silent as they viewed the incredible devastation the miracle ship was causing. As Cylon ships left the main battle to go after the pesky intruder, the force of the attack on the Galactica diminished.


  "Tigh," he called out, "is Red Squadron ready to launch?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Launch!"


  Adama hadn't even taken another breath before Vipers started plunging down launch tubes. This time seasoned pilots were in the Viper cockpits, all of them vowing they wouldn't be picked off easily. They were a beautiful sight as they emerged from the Galactica and began to find Cylon targets. However, only three or four Vipers cleared launch tube before a Red Squadron ship was blown up near the Galactica.


  "Oh, no!" Athena cried.


  "Tigh," Adama said, "the Galactica's got to have proper maneuverability to launch Vipers. What's the report from repair crews?"


  Tigh wished he didn't have to speak. "There hasn't been a report for a long while."


  "No report?!"


  Other Vipers cleared the ship, and several were hit. Those ships that managed to clear the ship fought valiantly, but it was clear they were outnumbered. More Vipers had to be launched, and quickly.


  Croft was working as rapidly and carefully as he could. Small fires still blazed near him and the smoke-filled atmosphere made it hard to breathe, hard to concentrate. He'd forced the repair crew to evacuate the area, saying there might be a second major explosion, and he couldn't afford to endanger their lives. Only Sheba remained behind. He'd ordered her away also, but she'd stubbornly refused to go. She worked with him in separating pieces of wreckage and handed him tools as he needed them.


  She'd watched Croft deftly jerrybuild an intricate and fantastic set of connections and bypasses. He spoke little as he worked, except for the occasional, and obligatory, Croftian oaths. In the engine room's strange light, his face, usually described as weatherbeaten, looked eerie. There were cliffs and crags in it that Sheba had never seen before.


  He'd been working on his knees. Now he stood up, slowly and carefully, the end of a wire in each hand.


  "This might do it," he muttered.


  Sheba was astonished. "Those two little wires? For the entire ship?"


  "Well, it's not going to power the galley or start up the games in the rec room, but it might get the ship moving for a short while. Or—"


  Sheba hated the way the men of the Galactica liked to break off words and sentences so ominously. "Or what, Croft?"


  "Or I might be wrong and this whole area'll explode. That's why I'm standing here staring at the tips of two wires, my hands stiffening up. I don't know if we should try it, but I got no other ideas just now."


  As if to prod him to a decision, the ship again rocked and trembled from direct hits on its tough surface. Croft knew that each bull's eye weakened the Galactica. There wasn't much time left. He swallowed hard and began to bring the two wires together. Speaking out of the side of his mouth, he said, "Last chance, Sheba. You gonna get to a safe place or not?"


  "No deal. You might need help."


  "Before I do this, I gotta say to you, darling, that I'm sorry we never—"


  "Please, no sentimental crap. Do it!"


  "You're too tough. Okay, okay, here goes."


  As he joined and wrapped the two wires together, he kicked in a lever with his foot. A strange gurgling sound surrounded them. Croft looked worried for a moment. Suddenly a deep rumble shook the ship and, with a loud roar and a rasping shudder, the Galactica's engines kicked into action. In the distance some enthusiastic cheers could be heard.


  Sheba smiled at Croft. He didn't smile back. Sheba noticed he was still holding tightly on to the wires. His knees buckled. The rest of his body appeared rigid. His face looked pained and frightened. She grabbed his hand and was knocked backward by a jolting shock. Croft's face whitened. Concentrating, she gripped his hands again and, feeling the surges of power trying to strangle her heart, she pried his fingers off the wires. When they dropped away, Croft and Sheba fell against each other, then onto the floor. Neither could speak for a long, long time. Finally Croft said weakly, "Hey, I think you saved my life, there."


  Her reply was stronger. "Think nothing of it. After a few centons you probably won't anyway."


  Croft's body relaxed and Sheba hugged him. He wondered why she always gave him affection when there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.


  Adama started giving orders at the first surge of power from the Galactica's engines. "Tigh! Order full artillery counterassault and launch the rest of the Vipers at once. I'll take the helm."


  Vipers, aided by Adama's maneuvering skills, shot out of launch tubes all over the ship, slipping and sliding into the battle with their lasercannons booming. With the Galactica operating, even at the limited power Croft's jerrybuilding had provided, the tide of battle began to shift rapidly.


  Apollo and Starbuck responded to the changes by manipulating their supership with even more skill. Laying down a cover for the Vipers that were exiting the Galactica, they allowed the new ships to get into combat even faster. Any Cylon ships that swooped down toward the SuperViper were more like pesky insects than genuine threats. One pop, and they were space debris. A zap, and they were pieces of shrapnel.


  "This machine is every pilot's dream," Starbuck said. "We can do anything. We can wipe out all these Cylons ourselves!"


  "Don't get too enthusiastic. Our guys are handling themselves pretty well, after all."


  "Yeah. Did you see Jolly zip through that trio? It looked like he knocked them off with one blow. And Boomer and Giles and Greenbean, too. And who's that hotshot in the twister?"


  Twisters were the newest model Vipers put out by the foundry ship. Pilots had given it the name "twister" because of a peculiar corkscrew design in its nose.


  "That's your friend, Cadet Hera, I think," Apollo said.


  Starbuck's voice became suddenly sulky. "No friend of mine."


  "Maybe not, but she's a helluva pilot, Look, she just made space scrap out of another one." He spoke into his commline to the successful pilot. "Great shooting, Cadet Hera."


  Hera's excited voice came over the line. "Thank you, Captain. Nothing to it."


  "Don't encourage her, Apollo," Starbuck muttered. "She's already swell-headed as a—"


  The SuperViper began to vibrate strangely. "What's wrong?" Apollo yelled.


  Starbuck furiously examined the instrument panei. "Can't see anything," he shouted.


  "Watch out!" Hera yelled. "Cylon trying to blindside you!"


  Apollo quickly detected the Cylon ambusher. In spite of the vibrations that were shaking the SuperViper, he was able to keep the starboard gun steady. As soon as the Cylon ship came into range, he shot, hitting it dead on, exploding it. Starbuck didn't even notice the battle, so intent was he on trying to make sense out of the SuperViper instrumentation.


  "Apollo, I'm not sure but . . . I think some rivets have popped from the superstructure and we're beginning to lose pressure. A leak or something. Isn't supposed to happen, but—"


  Apollo, checking the equipment himself, verified Starbuck's findings. "It's liable to blow apart," he said, a strange calmness entering his voice.


  "Can we fix it?"


  "You got the time to climb out on the hull and fool around with some tools?"


  "And be a sitting duck for the next Cylon out for a medal? I see what you mean? Return to base?"


  Apollo shook his head no. "Not enough time. And we could endanger the Galactica."


  "Escape drill?"


  "Escape drill."


  Both glanced inadvertently back to the niches where the escape pods were stored. Starbuck chewed on his lip for a moment, then said, "Apollo, we'll be easy targets out there. We'll never get back to the Galactica."


  "Chance we gotta take, as they say in academy training tapes."


  Starbuck, scowling at the instrument panel, seeing the death of the SuperViper there, nodded. "Okay, I'll ready the pods."


  "You do that. I got business here."


  "What do you mean?"


  "We don't have to make our exit just yet. I'm going to stay on-station as long as I can."


  Starbuck moved quickly to the rear of the compartment, muttering, "Okay, but just make sure you remember to escape."


  "I'll put it officially on my agenda."


  Starbuck pulled at the release lever for each escape pod. Each pod settled onto the compartment floor and slid forward to the ejection hatch. As he worked, Apollo gave him concise reports on the gradual deterioration of the supership. While he talked, he rapidly picked out targets among Cylon Raiders and went about destroying them one by one, and sometimes in twos and threes.


  Adama and Athena, monitoring the SuperViper, had heard Apollo and Starbuck's report on the mechanical failures of the research vehicle. Even at a distance, they could see that the big ship appeared to tremble in its apparently unsure flight, a flight that was taking it into the thick of combat.


  "Why is he taking the ship into the middle of the Cylons?" Adama said. "He should swerve away from them, so he and Starbuck can get out safely."


  "And is that what you'd expect your son to do?" Athena asked. "You know he's willing to go down fighting Cylons, risk his life to save the rest of us."


  The two were startled by a faint intake of breath behind them. Turning, they saw Boxey had again sneaked onto the bridge. Peri and Muffit stood behind him. Athena rushed to her nephew and knelt down beside him, taking his hands in hers.


  "Is he . . ." For a moment Boxey couldn't finish the sentence. "Is he going to get killed?"


  Athena wanted desperately to lie to him, but she felt that wouldn't be fair, not after what he'd been through. "Boxey, it's dangerous out there. They're going to try something that . . . well, that might be too dangerous."


  Peri stepped forward. "Box, you got a hero for a dad. Be proud."


  "Don't call me Box."


  "Oops. Forgot. Sorry."


  "And I am proud."


  "Good for you."


  The escape pods were ready for ejection. The SuperViper was shaking like a volcano about to explode. Apollo could barely hold the controls steady to shoot at Cylon ships. Nevertheless, his aim was good as he wrought havoc among enemy ranks.


  Starbuck, standing beside one of the pods, about to get into it, spoke softly. "Okay, buddy, you earned your ace. Let's get out of here."


  "I'll be right with you."


  Responding to the grimness in Apollo's voice, Starbuck protested, "Apollo, this isn't the time for niceties. Get your tail out of that seat and—"


  "I'm coming. Just one more adjustment." His fingers dexterously manipulated several toggles and switches. Then he pressed the commline button that served as a general alarm for all squadrons, saying, "All Vipers on the right flank, pull out immediately. I repeat, pull out immediately. I want only Cylons in that area." He watched his scanner screen until he saw the ships of his comrades suddenly, with apparent cowardice, retreat from that part of the battle. He smiled with satisfaction, then pressed one last toggle, saying, "There, that should do it. Okay, let's go."


  As Apollo came to the other escape pod, Starbuck asked, "What was that all about?"


  "You'll see."


  They climbed into the pods and closed their small cockpits. The canopies were just big enough to enclose a single occupant. Starbuck activated the controls opening the escape hatch. It whooshed open and the pods were automatically ejected. As they sped away from the SuperViper, Starbuck, squinted back over his shoulder, then said to Apollo over the intervehicle commline, "Looks like the old superbarge is about to go."


  "Not before it performs one final mission," Apollo said grimly.


  The SuperViper headed directly for the right flank of the battle, where confused Cylons were regrouping to pursue the apparently pusillanimous squadrons. Most Cylon pilots did not even see the oncoming SuperViper. The few who did shot at it ineffectively.


  The SuperViper collided with a Cylon Raider, slicing it in half. On the rebound, it slammed against another Cylon ship, which went into a spin before breaking up.


  Then the SuperViper exploded. The explosion was a magnificent sight, tongues of fire reaching outward as massive shards of metal seemed launched from the flames. At least a dozen Cylon ships were destroyed by the initial blast; a few more were wrecked by the shrapnel.


  "Bull's-eye," Starbuck yelled.


  "The SuperViper's final mission, buddy," Apollo said quietly.


  "Well, it was some ceremony—a farewell to a volatile but amazing vehicle."


  Starbuck could not see Apollo's smile. "Like some people I know," Apollo commented.


  "What do you mean by—oh my God!"


  "What is it?"


  "Cylon, coming right for us. He'll get us for sure."


  Apollo checked the distance of the pods from the Galactica. The big ship was too far away. The Cylon vehicle would intersect their course first. Apollo and Starbuck involuntarily hunched their shoulders, each waiting for the Cylon Raider to shoot the laser beam that had his name on it.


  Suddenly a Viper seemed to appear magically behind the Cylon death ship. Swooping down at it, the Viper pilot ran a laser-line along its fuselage right up to the cockpit where the trio of Cylon pilots sat. Then the ship began to break apart as flames enveloped it.


  On the commline Apollo and Starbuck heard a cackle of joy and triumph. Starbuck twisted around to observe their rescuer. "Hey, buddy, thanks. You saved our lives."


  "All in a day's work, pal," Hera said, her voice gleeful.


  "Hera! It's you!" Starbuck said incredulously. Apollo laughed.


  "You bet," Hera said.


  Starbuck almost choked on his next words. "I owe you one."


  "Oh, you bet, pal. You bet."


  Another Cylon ship bore down on the escape pods. Hera, her growl of anger agitating the commline, swerved toward it and sent it into smithereens just before it would have fired at the pods. Then, saying nothing more but humming rather smugly, she flew a guard pattern for the pods all the way back to the Galactica, picking off a few more Cylon ships along the way. Starbuck, his shoulders drooping, remained silent, and Apollo with an effort resisted teasing him.


  Boxey beamed with happiness as the escape pods arrived safely at landing bay. Peri ran with him as he scuttered off the bridge to go to his father. Adama watched them go, then returned his attention to the battle.


  The tide had definitely turned, in the favor of the Galactica's squadrons, due to the intervention of the SuperViper and Croft's repairing of the Galactica's engines.


  Soon there were no more Cylon ships attacking the Galactica. They were fully dispersed, it seemed. Abruptly they came together at a point just outside the fleet, turned as a unit, and flew away. Under orders from Commander Adama, the Galactica's squadrons did not pursue.


  Adama asked Tigh for the usual reports from all supervisory personnel. Some pilots and ships had been lost in combat, but casualties were small, considering. Croft reported that the engines would need to be worked on around the clock before the fleet could proceed. After he'd heard the reports, Adama looked toward the starfield window, his face filled with worry.


  "Something's wrong?" Tigh asked.


  "Not wrong. Just unsettling. The Cylons keep finding us. They have a depth of resources. We don't. Can we keep beating them?"


  Athena stepped forward. "Don't know about you, sir, but I'm planning on it."


  Adama, buoyed up by his daughter's optimism, smiled. "Tell Research and Development to discontinue work on the SuperViper for now."


  "For now. Aye-aye, sir."


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  Although it was impossible for a cybernetic creation like Spectre to feel post-battle fatigue, he did sense a systems enervation that might have been his own equivalent of exhaustion. Mainly, he was concerned about the many things that had gone wrong with his combat strategy. Spectre's victory had been won, then it was suddenly lost. How had the humans been able to come back from such great odds? Why did they keep finding ways to prevail? And where had that odd but eminently maneuverable ship come from? It had certainly changed the face of the battle.


  He wondered why the humans had wasted the magnificent ship by exploding it among the Cylon ships. It was possible they had more ships like it and could afford to waste one.


  Perhaps, he thought, he would have to resurvey his combat resources. Certainly, before mounting another attack, he would have to implement his power. The battle had been too costly, and reserves had been severely depleted. Further, Spectre's base-star was now too far from the Cylon main fleet to expect further reinforcements from the quarter. At any rate, the Cylon fleet was now busy conquering elsewhere. In spite of the Leader's obsession with the annihilation of the humans, he had to keep to the Cylon master plan of conquering the universe.


  Spectre was definitely in an awkward position now, a position not improved by the return of the crafty Baltar to the base-star.


  As if to footnote Spectre's thoughts, Baltar now strode jauntily into the command chamber, appearing quite satisfied with himself. Not a pretty picture, in the midst of defeat.


  "Nice try, Spectre, old chum."


  Spectre took grim note of the man's oily amiability, but chose to ignore it for now. He was not in the mood to invoke command discipline. He did not even look at Baltar as he said, "Command staff will meet next duty-period to examine tactics and assess the reasons for loss of combat advantage."


  Baltar's smile had a familiar slyness in it Spectre had not seen since his fall from power. "You mean, find out why our troops got the rivets beat out of them?"


  "You might put it that way."


  Baltar walked right up to Spectre. Spectre felt uncomfortable having Baltar in such proximity to him. He wondered if Baltar affected others that way.


  "Will you suggest leadership failure, Spectre?"


  "Leadership failure?"


  "Yes. A bad plan poorly executed. Except for my part of the mission, of course."


  Spectre was astonished by the man's audacity. "Your part? But the Galactica was restored to power."


  Baltar's reply was smooth and smug. "I never said it wouldn't be. My bomb gave you and your troops all the time you should have needed. If you failed to take proper advantage, it was not my doing."


  Spectre stepped back from Baltar. "You mean to imply that you could have managed the combat strategy better?"


  "I mean to say that exactly."


  "I acknowledge the failure of my strategy. However, your strategies against your own kind met with similar futility."


  Baltar spread his arms outward. His face took on a peculiar innocence. "Perhaps, but in this business, you're only as good as the last checkmark on your fitness report. Yours is in the debit section now, Speck old boy. Mine is next to a job properly done, orders successfully followed. I'm sure Imperious Leader will take that into account when he makes a decision about who's to command this unit from now on."


  Spectre's head tilted sideways in an almost humanlike fashion. "You believe you can win your command back, Baltar?"


  "You're quick, Spectre. Yes, I expect I will. Paperwork is in progress. The Leader will be reading my report soon."


  "You didn't follow the chain of command."


  Baltar's voice doubled in smugness. "Nope. I did not." He turned to leave, then spoke back over his shoulder. "Keep the command chair warm for me, Spectre."


  Watching Baltar leave the chamber, Spectre was flabbergasted by the man's nerve. At the same time, he was considering his own strategy. He had always used strategy well. The best move now, he thought, would be to watch for an occasion to make Baltar look bad, while at the same time turning his own defeats into victories. He had done that before, back on the planet where Starbuck and his troop of children had won the battle while Spectre's reports back to the Cylon headquarters had transformed the disaster into advantage. Perhaps he could do that again.


  Outside the command chamber, Baltar paused. Although he felt he would carry off his coup, he was strangely unsettled. He felt almost sad. Why? The mood seemed to be connected with the loss of Lucifer. He did not even know whether or not Lucifer had succeeded in his part of the mission, the assassination of Adama. Since the humans had won the battle, it seemed that Lucifer had failed.


  Where was Lucifer now? Baltar wondered. Destroyed? In hiding? Had he managed an escape? Was he now floating somewhere in space, an extremely valuable item of space garbage?


  He regretted that Lucifer had not returned. If he did regain command of the base-star, he would miss having Lucifer as his aide. They had, in their odd, emotionally distant way, been a real team. He had not realized how much he missed the old bag of bolts.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  Baltar need not have worried about Lucifer's welfare. He had been ensconced in a comfortable cabin aboard the Galactica. Not that comfort was an important quality for an ambulatory sentient computer. He felt no comfort just as he felt no hardship.


  The Galactica's scientists had carefully, and with some difficulty, removed his Borellian Noman disguise. After restoring his physical structure, they worked out how to activate him by bypassing his shutoff system. Dr. Wilker, the head of the laboratory, had praised the Cylon skills in implanting the successful disguise. Lucifer wondered if the doctor might perhaps have been even more thrilled if he could have examined Baltar's makeover.


  Someone knocked on the cabin door.


  "Enter please."


  Looking quite jaunty, Starbuck bounced into the room. Lucifer was not sure why, but he felt a cybernetic equivalent of contentment whenever he was in the young lieutenant's presence.


  "How ya doin', Lucy?"


  Lucifer, noting the strange shortening for his name, dimly recalled that Starbuck used to call him Lucy.


  "I seem to be what you people call normal," Lucifer said. "I supervised your scientists in restructuring most of my personality while removing the overlay Spectre had placed upon it."


  "You'll pardon the pun, friend, but things were really hairy there while you were a Borellian Noman."


  Although puzzled by the remark, Lucifer was able to recognize that Starbuck's comment was a joke.


  "I came by to pick you up for the performance," Starbuck announced.


  "Performance?"


  "Yeah. Dwybolt's company. They've scheduled a command performance. Incidentally, the Impresario told me he wished you were back with them trodding the boards, even if you don't look much like a Noman anymore."


  "That is very kind of them. But I do not feel the stage is my destiny."


  "Too bad. Dwybolt said you're a natural. And what is your destiny, do you think?"


  Lucifer's voice seemed to deepen in timbre. "Do you remember, back on the planet called the Joyful Land?"


  "Yes, of course. You almost took my tunic right off me in that card game."


  "Afterward, I asked to be shut off by you. You refused."


  "Yes, I remember."


  "I am asking again. I am no use to any functioning unit anywhere. I have failed as a Cylon. There is every reason for me to cease functioning."


  Starbuck's eyes remained cool. He had been ready for Lucifer to make this offer.


  "I don't know what you mean about failing. You hung tough there, far as I can tell." Starbuck took a carefully measured pause, before springing his surprise on Lucifer. "So why don't you come try our side?"


  "Try your side? I do not understand."


  "Easy. Work for us. You like us. Admit it."


  Lucifer sensed a programming resistance, particularly in the circuitry which demanded loyalty to the Cylons.


  "Come on," Starbuck implored. "I know you like us.


  "I . . . I think I like you, Starbuck."


  Starbuck smiled broadly. "Well, that's a start. So long as you don't get effusive about it. Look, Lucifer, you're a sharp guy—for a computer. You got quirks, but don't we all? We could use you. You could give us insights into the Cylon mind, if mind is the right word."


  Lucifer fought the impulses within him, but it was not easy. "I think I would be defined, according to the terms of war, as a traitor."


  Starbuck shook his head no. "You've been hanging around Baltar too long. Anyone can make a choice between two sides. You did your best for the Cylons, right? Now, seeing the light, you can give the Galactica a try."


  "I'm not sure I've seen the light, as you put it . . ."


  "Heck, Lucy, think of all the fun we can have playing cards."


  "That is, I will admit, a temptation."


  "And why, after all, am I thinking about fun? Fun?! Fun's not the half of it. Lucy, I can teach you how to really play cards. Tell you all I know. We can be a team. Suckers around here, they won't know what hit them. We can make a mint. A mint, Lucy. What do you say?"


  If Lucifer could have copied Starbuck's jaunty grin, at that moment he would have. "I think you've found my weak point, Starbuck. I accept."


  Taking Lucifer's arm, Starbuck pulled him toward the cabin door. "You won't regret this, buddy. Now first, let me tell you about how to draw from a one-quarter pyramid into an . . ."


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  The theater's backstage area was its normal madhouse. Apollo stood calmly in the center, watching the activity with amusement. He was in his dress blues. He and Starbuck, along with Hera and a few of the pilots, were to receive honors before the performance.


  Lieutenant Boomer, standing beside Apollo, glanced at his chronometer edgily. "Starbuck's late as usual."


  Apollo said quietly, "He'll be late to his own funeral."


  Boomer nodded agreement. "And then show up with a big lie about why."


  Boxey and Peri watched from a corner near Apollo,


  "So," Boxey said, "you'll be an actress now?"


  "I'll try," Peri answered. "I like it. We're gonna travel to most all the ships, Shalheya says."


  Boxey felt sad, disappointed that Peri was going to leave. "Maybe you'll come back here sometimes?"


  "Heck, Box—Boxey, you're my boy friend now. 'Course I'll come back."


  Boxey was shocked by her words, particularly two of them. "Boy friend?!"


  Peri smiled in an almost adult fashion. "Don't sweat it. Be a long time until the tour'll bring us back this way again."


  Boxey didn't know what to say. This idea was too new to him. Fortunately, Dwybolt ended the topic by coming over to speak to them. "Time to get into your costume, Peri."


  "Yes, sir, Mr. Impresario. See you later, Boxey."


  She scampered off. Dwybolt and Boxey watched her.


  "I can see," Dwybolt remarked, "she's going to be a terror. And how about you, Boxey? What're your plans?"


  It seemed to Boxey that everybody was springing strange new topics on him. "Don't know," he said, shrugging.


  "Offer still stands. We've got a place for you in the troupe, anytime you want it."


  "Well . . . I don't think . . ."


  "I know. You want to stay with your dad. Become a pilot when you grow up. Well, at least you know you have another option." He knelt down beside Boxey. "Good luck, Boxey." He hugged Boxey, then rose and went off to see to the final preparations for the performance.


  Starbuck had walked with Lucifer all the way to the auditorium, then seen some of the other pilots in their dress blues and realized he'd forgotten to change. After rushing back to his quarters and squirming into the dress blues, knowing he was delaying the ceremony, he ran down the corridors back to the auditorium. Suddenly Hera, also in formal uniform, stepped in front of him, like a surprise roadblock. He skidded to a stop, narrowly missing a collision with her. As usual, when she stood straight, he was uncomfortable looking up into her eyes.


  Hera, choosing her words carefully, spoke firmly. "We've got to get this whole thing settled."


  "Hera, I'm late."


  "So they can pin another medal on you. You've earned so many medals, you could scrap them and build a Viper. I want to talk now."


  Starbuck sighed. "All right. What is it we've got to get settled?"


  Hera, for a moment, forgot the mental script she'd composed for herself before she had worked up the nerve to confront Starbuck. "About the play. Perhaps putting your name into it was a kind of a cheap shot but I want you to understand why—"


  "I don't have to understand anything. What you did for me there, you more than made up for by saving our lives, Apollo's and mine."


  Hera suddenly had the urge to strangle Starbuck. "That's not fair! You can't equate duty in a battle with a personal matter. I saved your life. Big deal!"


  "I thought so at the time."


  "But it's not the same as a personal matter, and the play was a personal matter. I wanted to show you, and all the other pilots, how you trash me and all the other women on the—"


  She could tell she was finally getting to him by the way his neck was reddening from anger. "Wait, wait, wait," Starbuck, said. "If this is all about taming me, making me into the kind of daggit mouth who capitulates to everything a woman wants, then—"


  "It's not that at all. I don't want you to cater to us. I just want us treated as human beings. We're not triad pucks, to knock off a wall and see where we fall."


  "What a neat rhyme. You should help Dwybolt with his plays."


  "Starbuck—"


  "Hera, I haven't got time for this now. Maybe down in the lounge we can share a few splits of ambrosa and talk it out. But let me tell you one thing. And you're not going to like it."


  Hera bit back words by chewing on her lip. Finally she said, "Well, at least you're talking to me, so go ahead."


  Starbuck leaned against the corridor wall. "I don't want to change. I like being a womanizer, if I may be allowed to use the word. I wouldn't be happy any other way. I wouldn't be happy molded into some other kind of guy. I'd be like Lucifer in his Borellian Noman disguise. But—you want to slam me, then slam me. You want to show me up in a battle, show me up. You want to make a fool of me in a play or even a conversation, then do it." He stood straight again and gazed into her eyes. God, he thought, they were beautiful eyes. "I won't change for you, Hera, and I don't want you to change either."


  Hera nodded, feeling surprisingly calm now. "Fair enough. But I'll change if I want to."


  "Okay. Give me the same privilege?"


  Hera smiled. God, it was a beautiful smile. "Sure, pal," she said.


  "Fine. Now can I go before we get court-martialed for being late at an honors ceremony where we're getting the awards? I mean, you're getting a medal, too, aren't you?"


  "Well, yes. A trinket. See you onstage."


  With a theatrical flourish, she gestured him on. He swept past her. He said over his shoulder without looking back at her, "I like you, Hera."


  He made a sharp military turn and marched into the auditorium lobby. Hera stared after him. Well, she thought, I didn't really get very far with the old bucko. I'll have to keep at it. At least he's seen some of the point, and that's some kind of success, I guess. I liked his frankness, and there's a sort of integrity to him when he's not lying. Or was he lying? Who knows? Still, he does a good directness. He might have been a good Vailean. Suddenly she realized she had to get to the stage, too, and began to run.


  Backstage, Dwybolt looked out one of the curtain portholes and saw Cassiopeia in the center of a row, a few rows back. She was chatting animatedly with one of the pilots. She was so lovely.


  He did not hear Shalheya come up behind him and was startled when she suddenly spoke. "Still carrying a torch, eh, Dwybolt?"


  Feeling a touch of guilt, he turned slowly toward her. There was a sincerity in his eyes, and she wondered if he was putting it on. She decided it was too exaggerated to be acting.


  "No," he said quietly. "No torch. I'm over it."


  Shalheya looked through the porthole at Cassiopeia. "Ah, but she's very beautiful."


  Dwybolt put his arms around her. "And so are you, Shalheya. And so are you."


  He probably was acting, she thought. But so what? It was the kind of slick performance she wanted from him. She relaxed in his arms and felt good.


  Starbuck, tripping over one of the stage ropes, nearly stumbled into Apollo's arms. Trying to regain his dignity, he said to Apollo, "Sorry, buddy. Got delayed. Somebody tried to be reasonable with me. Never works, being reasonable with me."


  Dwybolt, seeing that everyone was properly in place, announced in a stentorian voice that the award ceremony would commence and that the dramatic performance would immediately follow. He gestured Apollo, Starbuck, and the others onto the stage, where they met Hera and the rest of the honorees. Dwybolt was pleased by the energetic applause at their entrance. Such enthusiasm would put the audience in a good mood for his play.


  "You seem especially keyed up, Dwybolt," Shalheya said.


  Dwybolt's voice was so eager, it sounded breathless. "I'm anxious for this performance. Imagine, Shalheya, to be onstage with the Great Franda in one of my very own plays!"


  Some tears came into Shalheya's eyes. She was touched by Dwybolt's almost adolescent enthusiasm. "Where is the old reprobate anyway?" she asked.


  Dwybolt gestured with his thumb toward a backstage area. "He's in the shadows over there, preparing for his role."


  Shalheya peered into the darkness, then took a couple of steps toward the area Dwybolt had indicated. Returning to him, she said, "No, he isn't."


  Dwybolt looked immediately panicked. "What do you mean, he isn't?"


  "He isn't there, Go look."


  The drone of the awards ceremonies echoing all around him, Dwybolt frantically searched the backstage area. On Franda's makeup table, he saw a piece of paper stuck into the rim of the mirror. It was addressed to Dwybolt, so he removed it and read it.


  "My dear Dwybolt, I have to admit I was tempted to return to the boards, smell the greasepaint, get a little of the old dash back. But I couldn't. I can't really explain why, because I don't know. It is not fear. I just don't want to go back to the life, that is all. I was an actor once. I am still an actor, but I choose not to ply my trade upon a stage. I was once known as the Great Franda, and it was a proper appellation. I was, to put it as modestly as possible, quite talented. But I can't give the profession that kind of dedication any longer. So I'm off to the Devil's Pit. Where I belong, really. If anyone really needs me at any time, tell them they can travel down there and shout my name a few times. One of the echoes will reach me. I think you're a fine actor, Dwybolt, and a pretty fair playwright, too. I wish you well. Good-bye. Franda."


  For a long while, Dwybolt merely stared at the note, reading it over and over. Shalheya came to him, took the note from his hands, and read it herself. When she looked up, her own sadness in her eyes, she saw a few untheatrical tears in Dwybolt's.


  "I'm so sorry, Dwybolt," she said.


  He didn't speak for a long moment, then he said, "What does he mean, a 'pretty fair playwright'?"


  Shalheya suddenly hugged him, whispering, "Oh, Dwybolt, I do love you."


  When she released him from her embrace, she said quietly, "Kind of puts a hitch into this performance, doesn't it?"


  Dwybolt, whose body had been kind of slumped and tired-looking, straightened. His voice was strong and firm. "We have to go ahead and perform. Alert my understudy. Tell him to go on for me. I'm doing Franda's role tonight."


  "But it's only a supporting part, a couple of scenes."


  "Doesn't matter. It's the part I want to play this time."
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