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 AUTHOR'S
NOTE

 


Naturally, I strongly recommend
viewing the entirety of the 2003-2009 series Battlestar
Galactica before reading this. Its prequel series,
Caprica, is also strongly recommended (especially
before Book Thirteen), as are the associated films
(Razor, The Plan, and Blood & Chrome).

If you have not yet read Lords of Kobol –
Book One, Two, Three, and Prelude, I
strongly urge you to stop now and go download them. Also, it
should go without saying that you should read Colonies of Kobol
– Volume One and Two. Like this novel, they are
free.

You may do so here.

Colonies of Kobol is a sequel series
to Lords of Kobol, and largely a prequel series to
Battlestar Galactica and Caprica.

 


Thank you.


 PREFACE:
REGARDING THE TIMELINE …

 


To alleviate confusion, let us look through
time to pinpoint the major events in Colonial and Kobollian
history.

 


About five thousand, six hundred years before
the Final Exodus, the Lords of Kobol descended Mount Olympus to
assume godhood over humanity.

About two thousand years before the Final
Exodus, the Thirteenth Tribe – later revealed to be organic Cylons
– departed Kobol for Earth.

About one thousand, six hundred years before
the Final Exodus, the oracle Pythia wrote her famed contributions
to the Sacred Scrolls.

The Final Exodus occurs when a portion of
mankind flees the revolution of Cylons and the Blaze on Kobol,
leaving behind the gods who guided them for more than five
millennia.

At about the same time as the Final Exodus, a
Cylon revolution on Earth eliminates all but five members of the
Thirteenth Tribe.

About two thousand years after the Final
Exodus, mankind's one-time servants return decades after the Cylon
War and the Twelve Colonies of Kobol are destroyed. A ragtag fleet
led by the Battlestar Galactica flees in search of
Earth.

About four years after the destruction of the
Colonies of Kobol, a planet inhabited by prehistoric humans is
named "Earth" and settled by survivors of the Galactica, the
rebel Cylon Basestar, and the ragtag fleet.
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 I

MAURBAN

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


"I wasn't from Abdera, but I was sent there.
I was there for … five months?" The young man nodded his head. "We
hadn't heard anything from Minos in weeks by the end. We all
believed it fell."

"A safe assumption."

A woman asked, "What had you heard from other
cities by that point?" Tello chuckled. "What's funny?"

"Nothing. It's just that, when I was a boy, I
remembered hearing my parents talk about these other cities like
they were evil. There was fighting all the time between them."
Maurban went quiet and his face softened.

"Then they came."

He nodded. "We heard of the Virgo first.
'People in boats from the clouds.' We didn't believe them until we
saw for ourselves," he shook his head. "They said they ruled us
now. That our farms were their farms. That we served their king.
They tried to make us worship their gods. They said Apollo was the
same as Endovelicus and Jupiter the same as Reue. No. Our gods are
our gods. We prayed to Bandua when we took up our swords against
them. Not Mars."

"And your swords," the male began, "how did
that fare?"

"Not well. Camas, Teruel, Kelin. Those cities
fell first and we heard the horror from those who got away. They
spoke about Virgan rifles like they were … bolts of Holy Reue's own
lightning held in a man's hands. We finally got some and armed
ourselves. We had rifles now. We thought Abdera would defeat
them."

"Did you ever fight the Leo?"

"No. We heard they landed along the coast.
Paterna. Alesia. That was far away enough for us to put them out of
our minds."

"So," the female asked, "you were safe in the
city walls of Abdera."

"Yes, until the Virgans came and I saw their
ships at last. They were like boats from the sky. Giant,
silver, metal things. Dozens of men and women came from them. All
of them armored in metal. All of them carrying rifles and swords.
They fired … cannonballs? I do not know. Our storage buildings were
destroyed and the city's food was gone within the first week.
Still, the Virgans remained beyond the walls. Supply trains were
captured and raided. Then they waited."

"For what?"

He was not hungry, but a pang of the memory
gripped him and he placed his hand over his stomach. "For us to
die."

"What did you do?"

He shrugged and pulled his knees to his
chest. "I remained at my post by the wall. Near the main gate. I
was brought water and scraps for a few days. Food I was sure had
been taken from the animal troughs or trash. When you're so hungry,
you do not care. I ate it. So did everyone else. After a few weeks,
even the scraps were gone. I left my post a few times every day to
find anything to eat. On a good hunt, I would find a rat and I
would be satisfied for another three or four days. But when a city
has no food, no scraps, the rats themselves go away. Me and the
other soldiers, we tried boiling different clothes to see how they
might taste. Wool was alright but I was hungry again shortly after.
Paper. Sawdust. We had some herbs so we could at least make what we
ate have a hint of flavor." He licked his lips and looked toward
the black floor. "More often than not, I wept after eating
anything. I wept because I knew the cruel trick I played on my
tongue. A spoon of wet sawdust might have a sprinkle of basil and
salt atop it. My tongue would taste it and expect greatness. Rice
or beef or liver. Then it would touch the sawdust. The bitter
blandness of sawdust."

"That was not the worst of it," the female
said.

Maurban shook his head. "No. The thing about
eating is, you know you're going to have to shit, eventually. When
you're eating wood, clothes, paper." A chill raced over his body
and he again pulled his knees close to his chest. "It was almost
always diarrhea. There was blood. Then we got dehydrated, so we had
to drink more water. And then the wells became an issue."

"Tell us about the end."

"I saw my friends die next to me at the wall.
They were … bleeding from their nose and ass. They had these spots
all over their skin. When they vomited, they vomited blood and
bile. They did not live long after they vomited, usually." A tear
formed in the corner of one of his eyes. "We were barely conscious.
The city's commander, Ciprian, refused to surrender, but I heard
that he died. That he had slit his own throat." He paused and then
continued, "One morning, a woman stumbled into the road by the
gate. She was holding a baby to her chest and I thought she was
looking for food or water. She wasn't. The baby was dead. She
walked to the gate, pushed aside the guard by it with her foot,
because he was already dead, and opened it. She just opened the
gate to the city and collapsed." He released a long breath and
said, "The Virgans walked in a few minutes later. They just looked
around at everyone, laughing."

"They didn't bring you water or food?"

"No." He repositioned himself, "I was lying
against the wall for the whole morning as their soldiers came past.
The first time anyone came to me, they took away my rifle and
knife. That was all. I couldn't move. I couldn't go look for a rat
or paper, but my stomach." He winced. "Hunger is bad enough on its
own, but there is a pain that comes when it is empty. When it has
stayed empty for too long. I saw that my hands had the spots and I
knew the end was coming for me soon, but I just wanted the pain in
my belly to end. I reached down beside me and picked up a cracked
piece of dry soil. I knew it would be gritty, so I didn't look
forward to its feeling on my tongue or on my teeth. When I
hesitated, my stomach spoke again and I put the soil in my mouth.
My tongue was too dry to even wet it. I chewed, I think, and I
swallowed. Then I remembered hearing laughing again. They stood
there, looking at me, laughing. They kept saying,
'drós-etere,' but I don't know what that means."

The female voice sighed and said, "It means,
'dirteater.'"

"Oh."

The male voice spoke softly, "You weren't the
first Tauran to eat dirt. As the Empires laid siege to your world,
settlers all across the Plain turned to eating anything to fill
their stomachs as food ran out, including the soil. You were simply
the first one seen doing so by the Virgans."

"And thus were your people called ever
after."

Maurban closed his eyes. "Why must some pile
further pain atop suffering?"

"Why indeed."

The Tauran disappeared and the female asked,
"Are we certain humanity is worth saving?"

"Finally, after ages of religious claptrap,
there is the pessimistic being with whom I've been tasked to tend
this tree." She did not appear amused. His smile faded and he said,
"You know we must save them."

"But how much better would this be, and the
lives which make up this tree, if none took pleasure in such
suffering?"

"Much better, but through strife, the people
are tempered and made stronger."

The female grunted, "A mild consolation."


 II

DOMOS

1,151 Years After Colonization

 


The major spun the oblong gold ring around
his finger as everyone waited. Soon, Lord Lodema Hyland entered the
chamber and the council of officers stood. The ruler of Virgo's
holdings on Taurus, she often wore a colored leather jerkin over a
shirt of fine mail. Her hair was pulled back tightly and bound
against the back of her neck. Domos looked at her and wondered
about all he had heard regarding her past, but she immediately
locked eyes with him and he lost his train of thought.

"Major Randel Domos," she said with a booming
voice. All the heads around the table swiveled toward his. "Welcome
to Taurus City."

"Thank you, my lord."

"You all certainly recall the major's
father." The others nodded. "His son comes to us fresh from the
east, and after past victories against the Lions at both Zama and
Perga. With the fighting on that front at a temporary end, major, I
hope you may help us on more domestic issues."

"I shall do my best."

She looked at the papers before her. "General
Woodrowe," she faced the gray-haired man to her left, "would you
please inform us on the current disposition of the native
rebels?"

"My lord," he nodded toward her and then
faced the table. Balding, his gray hair was swept back and his
waxed gray moustache curved out from under his nose and back toward
it again. "We have captured a further twenty rebels in the city of
Marathon and seized a sizeable number of weapons. We believe this
has ended the insurrection capabilities for their sort in the
north."

"Indeed?" Lodema asked. "Why? Were these
twenty rebels … important in some manner?"

"No, my lord. They are simply the last of the
rebels in Marathon. And there have been no further reports of
rebels in that region."

Randel narrowed his eyes and looked from the
general to Hyland. She saw his gaze and wrote something on her
paper. "And what of Tseri?"

"From the captain I have dispatched to Tseri,
I have likewise heard no further reports on rebel activity."

"So you believe their insurrection is at an
end?"

"Yes, lord."

Lodema was quiet and looked around the table.
"Virgo and Leo have been on this world for over three centuries. In
that time, the dirteaters have scarcely gone a day without some act
of rebellion against one or both empires. Do you truly believe that
the arrest of twenty natives in Marathon has put an end to very
nature of these savages to fight?"

Woodrowe stuttered and blew air through his
lips for a few moments before he regained his composure. "I merely
intend to say, my lord, that the insurrection is, for now, at its
end. Certainly, the savages will rebel again at some point."

"Certainly." Hyland watched the old man as he
nodded. She wrote something else on her page and pushed it aside.
Domos watched the faces of the others around the table and they
seemed satisfied. "I fear that I have ill news regarding our
efforts here. I have received notice from Buskirk that they will be
unable to send additional funding, soldiers, and materiel to Taurus
to aid in our efforts."

"What?"

"Her majesty promised …."

"They said they would send multiple
horsefyrds!"

"And new ships."

"I know, I know." She raised her hands to
quiet the officers and continued, "It seems that the crown is more
intent on shoring up their position on Sagittarius because there is
the possibility of gold. Likewise, their attentions are drawn to
Pisces as fighting against the Leo has dragged on. We, however, in
our success, have led her majesty to believe that we are well
enough on our own for the time being." The officers shook their
heads. "We here know the truth, but we must have a means of
supporting ourselves."

"A greater means," a man in a suit said.

"Yes, cofferer. Have you a notion?"

"I have a few, but they would involve
something to draw the ire of the people. More taxes."

Lodema nodded. "I am certain. Will you please
begin calculations on what we may reap from your notions, compared
to our present state and minus future aid from Virgo?"

"I will, my lord."

"Thank you, all." She gathered her pages. "I
shall see you in the morrow." The officers stood and began to file
from the room. "Major Domos, if you please."

Randel walked back to his chair and sat. Once
the last of the officers departed and closed the door, he said, "My
lord?"

"I saw your confusion as General Woodrowe
spoke. Would you please explain yourself?"

He felt a flash of nervousness until he
recalled Hyland's own lambasting of the old man. "My lord, I have
fought the rebels, in the towns, on the Trail, elsewhere in
between. The fact that a few of their number were captured says
nothing of their capabilities or their desire to continue to fight
against us."

She nodded. "Go on."

"We may regard them as savages and
dirteaters, my lord, but the natives are not unintelligent. If some
of their number have been captured, then they will remain hidden
for a time. They will alter their tactics. They will store their
weapons in new places. I do not believe for a moment that the
rebels are truly defeated in Marathon or anywhere else, for that
matter."

Now she smiled. "I was right to bring you to
the city, major."

"Thank you, lord."

She pulled a page from her stack and began
writing furiously. "I am naming you commander of the watch for
Taurus City."

His eyes widened. "I … thank you, my
lord."

"It is a temporary thing." She stopped
writing and looked up. "When I was given Taurus, I inherited the
general and have sought to diminish his responsibilities once I
gauged him unequal to the task. I am nearly ready to ask for his
resignation, but that will require either a tragedy to illuminate
his failings or a great deal of political favors, the latter of
which I do not have."

"Is he currently the commander of the
watch?"

"He is. I will speak to him myself and you
will have all the information you require for your duties in short
order. In the meantime, I want you to rout rebels from our city.
Woodrowe says there are none but we both believe that to be
folly."

"Indeed, my lord." She stood and he followed.
As she approached him with an outstretched hand, he asked, "You
said, 'temporary,' lord."

"Yes." As she shook his hand, she said, "If
you excel as I think you might, I will name you general of our
forces."

Stunned, his mouth fell open and he asked,
"And what of the other officers?"

"You saw them. Sycophants to the old general
and the old ways of dealing with natives. As you say, these
dirteaters are different. They are not so easily cowed as the
Sagittarians or amused by technology as the Gemini. I will need
your experience and thinking."

"I am glad to give it, lord."

She held her hands behind her back. "Have you
any questions for me?"

He almost chuckled, remembering his thoughts
on her history from earlier. "A few, perhaps, but I will ask only
this today. Why were you not named Duchess of Taurus?"

Lodema smiled. "You heard?"

"I heard … a tale."

"A tale that is mostly true. Yes, I argued
with Queen Martha when she named me 'lady.' Yes, the queen
acquiesced and named me 'lord,' as I requested."

"Why, may I ask?"

"Because 'lord' conveys more power than
'lady,' does it not?"

"It does, my lord."

"She would not, however, name me 'Duke of
Taurus.' She insisted upon 'duchess' and I balked. Thus," she
shrugged, "I simply rule as a lord."

"Not so simply, I think." Domos put his arm
over his chest. "Good day, my duke."

She laughed and said, "Good day, major."

 


The palace at the center of Taurus City was
larger than the boy expected. His eyes struggled to take in the
stone and metal-capped towers. Bright green ivy rose from the red
soil and crawled up the blocks of its façade. Flowers, imported
from Virgon, were planted all around the perimeter.

"This is our home now?" Linton asked as he
held his father's hand.

"It is," Randel said. "Now," he knelt to face
his son, "I have a great deal of work and I will not be able to see
you as much as I might like," the eleven-year-old pouted, "but this
place is safe and there is a great deal to occupy you."

"I understand, father."

They walked into the large entrance and there
the major spoke with the manager of the household. Linton walked up
stairs and around corners and found large rooms.

"This will be your chamber, young master,"
the manager said. "And yours is through here, major."

"Thank you."

The boy walked into the room and looked at
the blank walls and large bed. He went to the window and looked out
at the city far below. Streets circled the palace and were filled
with stone temples and places of business. Beyond them, there were
long avenues and streets of wooden and metal homes, dingier and
dirtier than anything nearby. When Linton climbed onto the small
sill so he could look straight down, he heard someone gasp behind
him.

"Deus mias!" Before he could look back
and see who it was, he felt an arm wrap under his torso and pull
him from the window. "Please be careful, young master!"

Linton glared at the dark-haired woman and
said, "I was. I wasn't going to fall."

"As you say, young master."

Major Domos entered the room and looked from
the woman to his son. "Is all well?"

"Yes," Linton said.

"Hello, major," the woman bowed. "I am Elo,
the housemaiden assigned to you and your son."

"Oh, greetings." He walked toward her and
shook her hand. The act surprised her and she smiled. "You have
other duties, I am certain, throughout the day, however the one
task I would set you to is in preparing Linton for the morning and
ensuring he's attending his studies."

The boy shook his head, "Father."

"I will do so, major."

"I can do it myself."

Randel tilted his head toward the boy and
said, "You will have to prove it to me. The past few years did not
provide evidence in your favor."

Linton softened his attitude. "I will do
better."

"Let us hope. At the start, Elo will aid
you."

"Very well."

A soldier came to the major and handed him a
page. "I am sorry. Linton, will you remain in the palace until our
baggage arrives?"

"I will." Saying nothing else, Randel went
down the corridor with the soldier, leaving only the son and the
housemaiden. "Is there a school nearby?"

"No, master. The members of lord's household
school their children downstairs."

"May I see?"

Elo looked around and said, "I suppose you
should meet the priest before your first day. Come with me." They
walked down the corridor to a staircase. "If you do not mind, I
have a shortcut. It will take us through the kitchen."

"I do not mind. I like the smells of
cooking."

Elo laughed. "Good."

They went down two flights of stone stairs
and emerged in the bustling kitchen. Ovens lined one wall and cooks
stood by pots, stirring them. Others cut vegetables and meat on the
tables at the center of the room. The boy watched them work and
took in a deep breath.

"Ma!"

A girl with long black hair ran to Elo's side
and hugged her. She leaned down and kissed her head. The whole
time, Linton stared.

"This is Eva, my daughter."

The girl smiled. "Hello."

Linton nodded once. "Hello."

"This is a new young master under my care,
Linton Domos. You will see each other sometimes." She bowed toward
him a little, hugged Elo again, and went back to the table where
she gathered cut vegetables. "Are you ready to see the school?"

Still staring at the girl, he said,
"Yes."

"This way." They walked through a short
passage and came to a larger corridor where ten children were
leaving a room. "This is the teacher, Priest Ewart."

An older man emerged from the classroom. "I
have a new student?"

"Linton Domos," the boy said. He shook the
priest's hand and then looked at the children as they walked away.
"Is class finished for today?"

"Yes. But I will see you tomorrow?"

He didn't answer. Linton looked back toward
the kitchen and asked, "Will Eva be in school with me?"

"No," Elo said. "She is a servant."

Saddened, the boy looked down and said, "Oh."
The mother smiled and followed him into the classroom behind the
priest.


 III

GARSEA

1,151 Years After Colonization

 


Doda was on her hands and knees. Her robes
were bunched up beneath herself to provide some cushion for her
straining joints, but it didn't seem to matter. She scrubbed the
wooden floor with the brush as hard as she could. The grains of red
soil came up from the boards and swirled with the soap and water.
After she scrubbed, she wiped. Once that section was dry, she
pushed the bucket along and she shuffled to the next part of the
sanctuary. Later, of course, she would oil the entire floor.

Templo dels Deus was the last native
temple in Camas. As such, it was the one frequented most often by
the Tauran people, and just as often by Virgan authorities looking
for suspected rebels. It was no surprise to Garsea when the door
flung open and Virgan officials were standing there, silhouetted
against the harsh light of the day.

"Come in, come in," she groaned as she stood.
"Don't let the wind bring the dust with you." Doda wiped her hands
on her robes and she walked toward the pair. One was a short man
wearing a blue fabric vest with the Virgan seal embossed in gold
and silver upon it. The other was a soldier, a tall woman in silver
armor over a red uniform who carried a rifle. The soldier closed
the doors and the man blinked to adjust his eyes to the candlelit
dimness. She sighed and asked, "How might I help you today?"

"You are the priestess of this temple?"

"I am. Doda Garsea. Priestess in full for
thirty years."

"And this is a native temple, is it not?" The
man squinted and looked around the sanctuary.

"It is."

"I have a decree for you." He handed the
paper to Garsea and began to wander around the room, studying the
paintings on the wall.

Doda watched him for a moment and then opened
the sealed envelope. "'Taxation of native temples?'"

"Yes."

She read each line twice, three times,
scarcely believing what she saw. "Ever since the Virgans came, they
gave tolerance to the temples."

"What gods do you worship?"

Garsea looked at the soldier who hadn't moved
from the door. "The same as yours. We have different names for
them, though. You know this."

"But your means of worship are," the man
looked inside an empty censer and offering plate, "quite
different."

"Some say."

"More violent."

She looked away from the soldier and glared
at the man, who now poked around at the statuary and flicked the
edge of a sacrificial pan with his finger. "As were the offerings
given the gods on Kobol."

"Perhaps." He picked up a heavy wooden object
with three faces staring out from it. "What is this?"

"Deus talla. A gods carving. Each home
has one to honor the gods most important to their families."

"Not all? Just a few?"

"We have found that if each home honors three
or four fully, then all are satisfied."

The man chuckled and set the carving back on
the table. "As you wish."

She raised the letter again. "Taxes. Taxes on
temples."

"Just on native temples." He wiped his hands
and returned to the other side of the sanctuary. "If you would care
to convert yours to a discipline or sect recognized by the Holy
Church of Virgo, then you will not have to worry about these
taxes."

"No. I think not."

"As you wish." He moved toward the door and
said, "The collections will occur on the first day of each month.
Good day."

He opened the door and stepped out into the
windy day. The soldier kept eyeing Garsea and the priestess finally
said, "Where is Urraca Sans?"

The woman answered, "Who?"

"Urraca Sans. A mother. A storeowner. Last
month, you and your soldiers came to my temple and defiled it to
arrest her and three others. I recognize you."

The soldier nodded. "If we arrested her, she
was a rebel. If she was a rebel, she's been sent to prison."

"No trial?" The soldier turned toward the
open door. "No means of appeal?"

The soldier said nothing. The man simply
said, "First of the month." The soldier closed the door.

Garsea stood there, fuming. Her worn, wet
hands balled into fists and relaxed. She turned back toward the
floors and remembered the many faces of her congregation pulled
from the temple over the years. How many of them had she ever seen
again? Very few. Their homes looted by soldiers. The
businesses. She knew the people were nearing their breaking point
and the resulting violence would not be pleasant.

Doda knelt again on the floor, bunching her
robes under her knees. She soaked her brush and brought it to the
wood planks in front of her, and as she did, she saw dust and soil,
blown inside when the Virgans entered. She looked back at the
portions she had already cleaned and there, too, was a fresh layer
of dirt.

She sighed and collapsed onto her haunches.
"Frak."


 IV

BONFILS

1,151 Years After Colonization

 


Isabeau remained in her tent, looking out
onto the construction. Stones were being placed and walls were
being raised. Alesia had nearly fallen to the Virgans more than a
century ago and the small city was virtually destroyed. Finally, in
a time of relative peace for the Leo on Taurus, it was being
rebuilt and renamed Olympia in honor of the gods.

The Marchis de Tor wore a simple dress
to allow for an occasional draft on this hot day. In her fifties,
she found herself more susceptible to the heat and weakened by it.
A servant was always nearby with water. Another with a fan. Some of
the machinery outside kicked up a great cloud of red dust and she
held her breath before she saw the wind take it in a different
direction.

"Marchis," someone called from the
flap of the tent behind her.

She turned and saw the tall form of young
Stace Chappuis. "Grand colonel. Please, come in."

"Thank you." He stepped forward and noticed
the breeze from the servant's fan. Not wanting to block it from the
marchis, he backed away a little. "Forgive the intrusion,
but I have disturbing news from some of our cities."

"'Some?'" She turned to face him.

"These reports all just arrived. From Teruel,
Arcadia, and Perga. The commanders there report many hundreds of
natives seeking entry."

"How many hundreds?"

"Some thousands, in total." As she nodded,
Chappuis added, "And these are simply the cities whose messengers
reached us first. I would expect Ariadne, Zama, and our other
cities to be experiencing the same."

"Why? Explain."

"The Virgans. These reports include
statements from many migrants and they are all the same. The
Virgans, it seems, have again increased the taxes collected from
native businesses. They are even taxing native churches now."

Her eyebrows raised. "So, Virgo's
pursestrings have drawn taut?"

"It would seem so."

Bonfils turned away from the colonel and
looked out toward the construction again. "While this bodes well
for us, I would not welcome so many new poor. Our cities are
strained sufficiently at present without thousands more mouths. And
it goes without saying that there may be rebellious elements among
these folk."

"I concur."

"They are to be forced away. Push them back
toward Virgo's holdings or the open Plain. I care not. Dispatch
whatever force you deem necessary to accomplish this."

"Yes, marchis." He saluted behind her
and departed.

She watched the workers raise the frame of a
building and tried to see around it toward the borders of the old
city. She wondered if there might be natives there, waiting to get
in.


 V

DIDACUS

1,152 Years After Colonization

 


An imposing man, Arias was bound and slumped
against the post. A soldier whipped at him again and the lash tore
across his arm and chest, giving him a new laceration and welt.

"Enough." Major Domos walked into the open
space before him with his hands behind his back. "Would you care to
speak now?"

Didacus lifted his head, with effort. His
short salt-and-pepper hair was soaked with his own blood and caked
with the red soil of his world. One eye was swollen shut, but the
other he focused onto the major. He looked around briefly and spied
the Virgan lord of Taurus, Hyland, off to the side, watching with a
smile.

"I will say nothing to you."

Domos nodded. "As you wish." He gestured to
the right and the soldiers brought forth more prisoners. The
Redshirts threw them roughly into the dirt and Arias saw that they,
too, had been beaten. "I am certain you will recognize your
lieutenants. Your compatriots."

Didacus said nothing. He only stared at his
trusted men and women. The soldiers pushed and kicked them until
they were leaning against a wall. He sighed at that point,
believing that rifles were about to be fired and their misery
ended.

"You raised a force of two hundred, all from
within Taurus City, to attack that depot," the major said. "That is
impressive. And you displayed tactical thinking in your strike.
More impressive. You see," he knelt and looked into his face, "many
of my fellow Virgans regard you all as savages." Arias' good eye
swiveled to look at Randel. "I do not. I know you are just as
capable as we Virgans. I do not take that for granted. We are
clearly your cultural betters, however I know that our superiority
is based largely on technology and knowledge." He stood and
finished, "But it is a superiority we intend to maintain."

One of the bloodied men fell to his knees and
was promptly kicked by a Redshirt. The rebel retched in response
and looked up from his sick. "Guatrau?"

"Yes." The major walked toward the prisoners.
"That is your guarra patrau. Your 'war father.'" Some of
them were surprised to hear a Virgan speak the native tongue. "He
has been captured. Would you like to see him spared? Would you like
to spare yourselves? Speak now."

A man and a woman raised their heads and
heaved great bloody gobs of phlegm at the major. Both hit his legs
and he backed away. The Redshirts set upon them again, beating and
kicking them. Domos ignored the spit and watched the soldiers for
nearly a minute.

"Enough." The Redshirts backed away and
Didacus again sighed, hoping that the end was near for them all.
"Any words for your soldiers, guatrau?" Arias raised his
chin and held his head still. "Very well. Let us begin."

Begin?

One Redshirt stood behind each of the eleven
prisoners and lifted them up, holding them in place. They were all
too weak to struggle. Another soldier went to each of them with a
long knife and sliced across the prisoners' midsections. They
howled and screamed in pain as blood poured into the dirt and
Didacus gasped for air. The Redshirts sliced again, this time
tearing the abdominal walls and spilling intestine from their
torsos. A couple of the prisoners fell unconscious, but the
soldiers continued their work. They wound the entrails around the
long blades and pulled. After nearly ten minutes, all their screams
had ended and the Redshirts finally dropped the dead into the piles
of their own gore.

The entire time, Arias' eye remained wide
open. His body heaved with each breath and he felt energy in all
his muscles. He struggled against the ropes that kept him tied to
the post and he put his feet beneath himself. He tried to stand,
but the binds wouldn't allow him. The major walked toward him and
smirked as he watched the attempt. Finally, Didacus grunted, "Free
me."

"Why? Because you wish to fight me? To kill
me? No. I fear the bout would not be a fair one for you, due to
your injuries."

Arias struggled a bit more and when that
proved futile, he screamed and then slumped again against the post.
Out of breath, he muttered, "Kill me."

Domos glanced toward Lord Hyland and then
looked at Didacus. "No. I believe a greater punishment for you
would be to live." Horror crept across the prisoner's face and
Randel saw it. The Virgan smiled and said, "Take him away."

He was pushed into a dark room and he
stumbled until someone caught him. Before Didacus could straighten
and glower at the Redshirts who tossed him so unceremoniously, they
were already gone and the door was shut.

He braced himself on the wall and looked
around the room. There was a low ceiling, so low he would have to
stoop as he walked. Dim lanterns ringed the place and there were
cots all along the walls with a few tables and chairs near the
center. There were no windows that he could see.

"What have we upon us now?" a voice said as
an older man, only a little over a meter tall, stepped from the
crowd of staring men. "Muscles. A worker." Arias stood as tall as
the ceiling would allow and he glared down at the dwarf. "A
fighter. It is no wonder that you are in this prison camp
then."

"What is this place?"

The man stepped closer and smiled. Didacus
could see that he was wiry, muscular, and very tan. Despite his
stature, he had suffered years of labor in the hot sun. "This is
where the dead are judged, for we are all already dead, are we
not?"

"Still Minos?"

"Still Minos. I am Blas. Many consider me the
father of this place, for we look after one another as a family. As
much as the Redshirts might allow."

Arias' shoulders slackened and he nodded.
"Arias Didacus."

"Now that you speak, I know."

"How?"

"We hear rumors." He tilted his head with
sympathy. "I am sorry you were not more successful." Blas stepped
forward and offered his hand. "Come. Let us find you a bed."

Didacus hobbled forward. "I would not want to
put someone out. I will earn my way."

"We have a few empty beds." He offered a hand
again but the captain did not take it. "And that foot? You should
be consigned to light duty for a time."

"I have heard nothing of the kind."

"No surprise. A punishment for the warrior
who would upend them, hmm?" Blas smiled and gestured toward an
empty cot. "No one has used this one in nearly a month."

Didacus sat upon it hard and he saw a few
faces in the crowd turn away. "What became of the one who slept
here before I?"

Now Blas saddened. "Huc. He was a kind
fellow. The Redshirts made sport with him. Often. We could not
protect him."

He pushed himself until his back was against
the wall. "Has he been mourned?"

"His brother is here. He has taken the mark
of remembrance."

"'The mark?'" Arias straightened. "You
practice entintar here?"

Blas nodded, "I am the artist and there is
another apprenticed to me. Do you have a need for markings?"

"Yes." He slid to the edge of the cot and
untied the string at the collar of his shirt.

"Now?"

"Are you able?"

Blas looked around and nodded to a young man
who darted away. "We will have the light only for a short
while."

"I have much to remember. I do not fear more
than one night of it."

"I am certain." Another man pushed a stool
toward him and Blas climbed atop it. The apprentice brought a pouch
of needles and ink, and as he unrolled it across his thighs, Arias
removed his shirt. The old man glanced up and saw that his entire
chest was covered with tattoos, and upon them were fresh red scars
from the Virgan whip.

Above his heart, there was the sword of
Bandua, the god of war, piercing the seal of Virgo. Beneath his
collarbone on his right, there was the mountain of Reue, the
supreme deity, and the figures of a family beside an image of a
candle, which was partially enveloped by four semicircles. Across
his chest, from pectoral to pectoral, the sun of the dawn goddess,
Atégina, was ornately tattooed. The lady of the underworld, goddess
of rebirth, and, most importantly for Didacus, the goddess of
justice for the dead. The sun was reddened by a particularly deep
gash and beneath it there were many dozens of small black strokes.
They stretched toward his navel and some of them, Blas saw, were
actually names finely written into the flesh. The old man's mouth
hung open and the other prisoners crowded behind him to see the
captain's story writ across his skin.

"One hundred and eighteen."

Blas looked up. "Hm?"

"That's how many names I have given to
Atégina so far." He touched the candle on his skin and said, "For
four generations, my people lived in Tseri." His finger moved to
the right, to the mountain and the family icons. "My wife, my
mother, and my three children. Slain there by the Virgo." He
touched the sword, "Thus have I declared war upon them," his hand
went to the sun, "and I have prayed the underworld curse them for
they have taken from me so many as I waged it." His hand drifted to
his navel and he appeared to be holding the many black strokes.

"And how many more would I add?"

"Two hundred forty-four." Some of the men
gasped. "Those are who I lost in my assault on Minos."

Blas shook his head. "I fear my hand is too
unsteady and my eyes fail me. I cannot write so many names as
finely as those already upon you."

"I do not ask that. I am shamed because I
cannot remember so many." He swallowed hard and said, "Simple marks
will do."

"And when your chest and stomach are
covered," Blas pointed, "your back?"

"No. My arms. I must be able to see
them."

The apprentice brought forth a small candle
from the wall and Blas held the needle in the flame. "Very well."
He looked behind himself at the prisoners and then faced Arias with
a bow. "We thank you for honoring us with your story."

"The honor is in the telling."

With the needle heated and the ink stirred,
the old man began. Arias only winced at the first touch of the
needle, but thereafter, he was as stone.

Since the invaders came and the people of
Taurus resisted, their lives were changed. Their homes were
destroyed. The people were herded from place to place, much like
the cattle they tended. Some were sent offworld as servants or
soldiers. Throughout all this, they lost their means of remembering
their own pasts. They could not carry family portraits, diaries, or
any possessions. They decided to record their lineage and stories
on the only thing they were sure to have with them: their
flesh.

As Blas warmed the needle in the flame again,
a voice beyond the door called out, "Douse the lanterns!"

Blas nodded and several prisoners went to the
walls to blow out the flames. The old man said, "I have made
thirty-four marks. Remember this for when we begin again."

"I will." Didacus picked up his shirt and
blinked to adjust his eyes to the darkness. He saw the man roll up
the pouch and slide from the stool in a faint blue light. Arias
turned and looked up the wall and saw a slit near the ceiling. "A
window?"

"Yes. A small one. Enjoy it as best you may."
Blas and the other men retreated toward their cots and faded into
the shadows.

Didacus stood and tilted his neck as much as
he could to press his head against the ceiling and see out of the
thin opening. It was barely five centimeters wide and it was nearly
half a meter long. He squinted and turned from side to side, and he
saw a building to his left and the open sky to the right. A few
stars were visible, but so was the lower curve of the rings of
Taurus' moon. He smiled a little at that and remembered his
daughter, Astruga, who loved to look at up at it and talk of going
there some day.


 VI

DOMOS

1,154 Years After Colonization

 


"General."

Randel looked toward the window where a
soldier had cloaked herself in the curtain. "What?"

"Lord Hyland is coming."

Damn. "Stand down, everyone. Unlock
it." Domos gently replaced the hammer on his pistol and holstered
it as the ten other soldiers lowered their rifles. In the darkened
room, they were all at the wall opposite the door. For two hours
they had waited and now their leader may have rendered their
patience moot. When the simple wooden door opened and he saw the
silhouette of Lodema in the frame, he stood and bowed. "My
lord."

"General." She stepped inside and squinted,
trying to see everyone concealed in the shadows. "May I ask what is
happening here?"

"You may, my lord, but if I might first." He
stepped around her and tapped the shoulders of her guards, who were
now standing outside. He waved them in and closed the door behind
them. "I will explain."

"Please."

"Since the last assault on Taurus City, the
rebels have been more judicious and finely targeted in their
attacks. No great armies of would-be soldiers. No attempts to take
our munitions."

"As we have discussed."

"Indeed. While you were away, a vehicle was
bombed on the airfield. Two aeroplanes and a transport wagon were
destroyed. We traced the suspect to this part of the city and then
here," he pointed at the floor.

"And who lives here?"

"No one." He walked to the cupboard and
opened two of the doors. Inside, there were old Virgan rifles and
pistols, along with bullets, powder, and sacks for carrying them
into battle. "Serjeant." A man stood and opened the lid of the
chest on which he had been sitting. Inside, there were dozens of
grenades. "We have also found a host of maps, a list of senior
officers and city officials, and much more."

"This is their command tent, so to
speak."

"And resupply depot it seems, my lord."
Randel resumed his seat and faced the door. "There is a key
secreted outside and beneath a stone across the way. For the last
few hours, we have kept watch on that stone in hopes that someone
may fetch the key and fall into our clutches."

Hyland smiled and sat on the edge of a table
by Domos. "Well done, general."

"Thank you, my lord."

"I apologize if my arrival has disrupted
things."

"Not to worry, my lord. If they come, they
come. If they do not, we have at least removed all of this from
their grasp." Randel lowered his voice and asked, "And what of your
trip to Virgo and this talk of forming satellite nations under the
crown?"

Lodema looked behind her toward the serjeant
nearest them. After he left to give them space, she said, "I fear I
was unsuccessful in swaying the queen."

"I am sorry. The case you made to me was
compelling."

"And thus was I told by several in
attendance, yet …" her eyes rolled and scanned the dark room, "I
understand her reasoning."

"And that was?"

"Sagittarius and Capricorn are currently in a
moment of peace. Withdrawing direct control of the crown in favor
of creating nations on those worlds to act more autonomously is
suitable."

"But on Pisces," Randel nodded, "war persists
against the Leo and they have their own rebels, I have heard. Thus,
no nation for now."

"And the dirteaters have conspired to bind
Taurus with Pisces in that regard, yes. The crown and her
commanders wish to retain a more direct hand."

"I fear that I understand, too, my lord.
Shall there be no nation upon Gemini?"

"No need. The petrol and lumber Virgo
requires is dispatched by Dacia without conflict. And the crown is
loath to become more involved in their many religious spats."

After Domos sighed, he asked, almost
wistfully, "The queen does not desire to force the Leo from
Scorpia? Or to conquer Cancer?"

"Martha may be many things, but foolish is
not among them. The Lions and the natives, I fear, on many worlds
give the crown sufficient sport. There is no need to risk such
folly." Hyland lowered her head and clasped her hands between her
knees.

"I have a question, my duke."

She raised her head and he saw that she was
smirking. He was successful in lifting her mood, if only a little.
"Yes, general?"

"The rebels now, they are a different breed.
Desperation has bred in them more devious calculation, and with it
a kind of madness. I … find it difficult to counter this."

She nodded. "The dirteaters need something
new to reel them."

"And what might that be?"

Lodema tilted her head in thought. "We hang
them. We fire upon them in lines. We disembowel them, torture them.
And these are not enough?" Randel shook his head. "I must think on
it."

They sat in silence for a long while. Domos
toyed with the large ring on his finger while the lord sat
perfectly still. Outside, the moon, Minos, began to rise and the
sun began to set. Finally, the soldier at the window said, "My
lords. A young man. He is at the stone. He has the key and is
coming this way"

"Ready yourselves." Domos withdrew his pistol
and pulled back the hammer. Hyland removed a dagger from her waist.
"Do not fire if he does not. I want him alive."

They heard the sound of the metal key in the
lock. Its jostling. The pressing of the handle and the squeak of
the door. When it opened, the man quickly darted in and closed the
door behind him.

Before he could turn, Randel said,
"Surrender, or you will die."

The soldier at the window removed the
curtain, letting more of the waning light inside. Slowly, the short
man turned and his wide eyes beheld a line of Virgan rifles pointed
at him. He dropped the key to the floor and raised his hands. "I am
sorry! I have come to the wrong house!"

"Very wrong." The general stood, "Yet, it is
the house you sought for you took the key from its hiding place."
The Tauran was breathing heavily. "You are under arrest for
rebellion and conspiracy to commit violence against the crown." The
man whimpered and his head turned from side to side, as though he
might find some means of escape.

Lodema stood and sheathed her blade. "Is
there a means to remove him without the eyes of the street seeing?
I would like to maintain the ruse and capture as many of his like
as possible."

"I share your desire, my lord, but I fear
not. This one, though," he gripped the Tauran's hair and lifted his
head, "he is a match for the one who attacked our airfield."

"It is well enough, then." Hyland gestured
toward the door. "Outside with you."

Soldiers opened the door and they emerged.
Two carried the arms of the suspect and dragged his feet across the
red dirt. People peered from their windows in the surrounding
houses and watched as the soldiers took him.

"Wait." Lodema walked forward and pulled on
the man's shirt twice before the fabric ripped. The soldiers held
him up and she dropped the scraps of the shirt to the ground as she
stared at him. "Your decorations." She studied the many symbols on
his chest and arms. "This is your history, is it not?"

Still breathing heavily, he nodded. "It
is."

She pointed to the outline of a pottery vase.
"What is this?"

He looked down at her finger. "It is the
symbol of my home. Teruel."

"You are far from home."

"I have been," he straightened and his fear
seemed to leave him, "since your people attacked and took my family
from the Leo."

"Do you wish to return to the Leo?"

"No. I wish to live free of both of you."

Hyland looked again at the marks. Swords, a
sun, circles, names, wavy lines. "This is your … and your family's
entire history."

With pride, he raised his chin. "It is."

"Excellent." Hyland glanced at Domos and
smiled. "I have our solution."

 


"While the Civil War brought many changes to
the way Virgo's government operates," Priest Ewart began, "it also
brought changes to the Holy Church. As power in the Parlement grew
and the people saw their will reflected in their leaders, they
sought the same in the Church. Thus, the Council issued decrees,
resolving that decisions on policy and practice would be decided by
panels of local priests instead of by the Council's bishops alone.
They also decreed that it would be up to the local priests
themselves as to whether to conduct their services in High Virgan
or modern Virgan. Lastly, they decreed that the Council and its
priests are not the sole conduits to the Lords of Kobol for
absolution. This means anyone, any of you, may pray to the gods as
you wish and you may confess your sins to the gods directly, and
not through your priest."

"Priest Ewart," a girl said as she stood, "my
father said he does not like these decrees and he says we must
still pray with the priests and confess to them."

"These decrees are still somewhat new,
Annalise, and there are many who disagree with them. You may
certainly still see your priests for prayer and other matters, if
you wish. And we should obey our parents, naturally." The girl sat
and Ewart looked around the room. "There is a rather large group of
people who are very angry about these changes and disagree
strongly, saying they are an affront to the gods. Who might they
be?" A boy stood. "Bate?"

"Celtans."

"Well, yes. That is true, but I had a
different answer in mind." He focused on the boy whose head had
been low all day and was often quiet. "Linton? Have you an
answer?"

Domos raised up and looked around. The
children were staring at him, waiting. Many were smiling because
they expected him to fail as he often did. He sighed and stood.
"No, Priest Ewart. I do not."

"Speak with me after class, please." He saw a
girl stand. "Ibby?"

"The Leo."

"Very good. And sympathetic, too, are the
Orthodox, the followers of the Virgan Church who wish to retain the
old ways. Many have left Virgo for our colonies …"

Slowly, Linton sat and he resumed his
position, slumped against his propped-up arm. He waited afterward
as Ewart asked and he listened to the old man go on and on about
honoring the gods and how it is a child's duty to be educated. He
nodded and said he would do better. In reality, he just wanted to
be out of that room.

He left the class and jogged through the
corridor and into another. Then, he emerged in the kitchen and
scanned the room. Taurans were preparing the evening's meal and
there was a hearty stew in pots on the stoves. He inhaled deeply
and looked at each person as they went about their work. He heard
the door to the pantry open to his right, and when he looked, he
saw her.

Eva was taller and her hair longer. Her eyes
were just as bright as always and her full lips drew Domos' gaze.
She was carrying a tray of vegetables and she saw him immediately.
Her eyes widened and she smiled. His entire body tingled at that.
She said nothing and took the tray to the counter before she went
back to the pantry. Linton wondered what she was doing, but then
she looked back at him. With a slight tick of her head, his heart
pounded and he followed her into the room.

It was colder than the kitchen, certainly,
but the fourteen-year-olds didn't notice. They stood between the
shelves of food and stared into each other's eyes. Tentatively, he
reached up, intending to hold her arm, but she leaned away and
pulled the door closed. Now the pantry was dark.

What do I do now?

As he thought, he felt her warm breath
against his face and then her hands on either cheek. Her lips
touched his and electricity raced through them both. It was over
and she withdrew. Linton felt sad and disappointed in himself for
not holding her while they kissed and for not doing more. He made
ready to reach for her when he heard the door crack and saw the
light of the kitchen come in. She was at the entry preparing to
leave.

"Wait," he whispered.

He took her hand and stepped toward her.
Mimicking her movements, he held her face and kissed her now. His
eyes were closed at the start and their heads turned in different
directions as their lips puckered and slightly opened. He looked at
one point and saw that her eyes were closed and he saw her lips
against his. At that moment, he realized he could taste her. She
has a flavor?

She pulled away. Her eyes opened slowly, with
a flutter, and she smiled. She opened the door wider and said,
"Tomorrow. Again."

Linton could only nod. She left and he
remained. He leaned against the shelves and closed his eyes,
remembering the sensations. Remembering her taste. It was all he
wanted.
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GARSEA

1,154 Years After Colonization

 


She was in her fifties and she was tired. The
trip from Camas took longer than she expected and the priestly
convocation would begin early the next morning. She needed to
sleep. Instead, as she lay in bed with the sun still up, she could
not. She lay the arm of her robe over her eyes to help blot the sun
from the window and it helped. Barely ten minutes later, she heard
the sounds of a crowd. Screams. Jeering. Then a gunshot.

She stood and looked out the single window in
her small room. She could only see the side of one of the temple's
towers. She slipped into her robe, ran her hands over her hair, and
left the room where she had been billeted by the convocation's
hosts.

Outside the largest native temple in Minos,
hundreds gathered in the plaza. Two blocks away, the palace stood
and at the center of the space between, a dais had been raised and
Redshirts were on it, holding bound prisoners.

"Reno Tomar Camin!" a woman cried out as an
officer read from a page. "Arrested for rebellion! Arrested for
theft! Arrested for conspiracy against the crown!" A man was
brought onto the stage and a soldier behind him kicked his legs,
forcing him to kneel. "First, your wife, Elicia." A woman was
carried onto the platform next and she screamed the entire way.
"For your crimes, Reno Tomar Camin, you will witness the suffering
of your family before you yourself are likewise punished!"

The crowd moaned and many lowered their heads
in prayer. Some turned away and left. Confused, Doda looked toward
the dais and watched. A Redshirt produced a long knife with a
curved tip. He sliced at her dress until it came free, exposing her
nakedness to the crowd. Garsea felt compelled to look away but she
forced herself to keep watching. The soldier then pulled on her
left arm while another put a leather strap in the woman's mouth.
She bit into it and the knife was drawn across her skin, peeling it
away from her body. She wilted and nearly fainted as it came free
and her arm was drenched in redness. The soldier held up the panel
of flesh and even from this distance the priestess could see that
there were tattoos on it. He threw the skin to the ground and then
returned to the woman. He held her shoulder with his left hand and
then began carving the decorations from her chest and breasts with
the knife. She seemed to faint and blood spilled onto the platform
like water. The husband wailed and screamed, finally falling
forward with his face pressed against the wooden planks. His wife
was completely limp and the Redshirts let her fall to the floor as
another strip of flesh was tossed away.

Garsea turned and looked at the stone façade
of the temple. Ancient paintings on the windows raised above her
and she saw that the gods gave witness to these atrocities. She
balled her fists and ground her teeth. She looked at the people
around her and all were disgusted, yet all seemed to be reluctant
to do anything. Reno began to cry out as the knife cut his own
tattoos and Doda closed her eyes and looked skyward.

Reue, Bandua, Antégina, Nabia,
Endovelicus, … all the Lords of Kobol. Hear me. Hear this. She
paused amid the groans of the crowd and the muffled cries of the
prisoner as more skin was torn away. I call on you, I beg for
you to give us the strength. Help us. Help us in any way possible.
Give us the courage to face these invaders. Give our world the will
to push them from it. Oúto légein imeís pas.

She heard a gunshot and jumped. When Garsea
faced the stage again, she saw that the Redshirts were shooting the
tortured prisoners; not to put them out of their misery, but
because they had many more flayings to perform, judging by the
crowd of bound and guarded Taurans behind the dais. As another
execution decree was read, Doda steeled herself and forced herself
to watch.

She did not sleep. When the morning came and
she was roused by an acolyte, she sat on the edge of her bed, in
her robe, still thinking. Still praying. She ate only a few bites
of the food given to her and then she departed for the meeting.

The sanctuary was not full, but nearly one
hundred priests were present. She saw the head priest of the temple
preparing his notes near the altar. Judging by the dark circles
under his eyes, he had not slept much either.

"Greetings, Jorda."

He looked up and gave a weak smile. "And you,
Doda. I am pleased you could come."

"A portion of myself wishes that I had
not."

He put his hand on her shoulder and nodded.
"My friend, I understand."

"Will we be given the opportunity to address
the convocation?"

He blinked and looked out at the seats as
more priests and priestesses filed in. "This was to be an opening
service. I intended to only offer a prayer and give our agenda on
taxes and the Virgans."

She nodded and looked toward the metal
offering basin before the lectern. "I feel compelled to speak. I
would say that the gods themselves have compelled me, but it may
simply be the fatigue."

Jorda chuckled and said, "If you wish to
speak, you may. I will introduce you."

"Thank you."

Garsea walked to the first row and sat. She
lowered her head, not to pray, but to simply let her weariness
flood her. Her back slumped and her ears rang. Then, from the din,
she heard screams. She opened her eyes slowly and found herself
staring at the floor. The screams were in her memory and they were
a cacophony. A medley of the sounds from the previous night. Anger
welled in her anew and she straightened. After taking deep breaths,
she saw the priest at the lectern speaking. She tried to focus on
him and hear what he said, but she could only make out her own
name. The old man stepped aside and she stood.

Once atop the altar and behind the podium,
she looked across the sanctuary. She studied the many priests at
first, then her eye was drawn toward the Redshirts she spied along
the periphery of the cavernous room. Two at each exit and six
others, too. Nearly twenty Virgan soldiers in the temple sanctuary.
She bit her lip and looked down at Jorda. He still looked tired,
but now his face carried a look of curious expectation.

After a deep breath, she looked up and said,
in Olympian, "Who among us can speak the tongue of the gods?" Some
raised their hands. Others nodded. "If you do, answer, 'So say we
all.'"

Almost two-thirds of the people replied,
"Oúto légein imeís pas."

Doda saw that the Virgan soldiers were
confused and she nodded. Still in Olympian, she said, "We must take
upon ourselves a pair of duties. Duties that mean the survival of
our people in a time of desperation and war. The first is one of
language. The language of the gods is a blessing. It brings us
closer to them and their time. For all I know, it makes our voices
heard all the better. But I would say that we should use the tongue
of the gods because they, the invaders, do not." Nervously, some of
the priests turned and looked at the nearest Virgans. "Many of them
know some portion of our own tongue, but most never knew that of
the gods. Teach it to your congregations. Teach it to the families
in your cities and villages. Not only will we be nearer the gods,
we will be safer and more protected from our enemies. So say we
all?"

The two-thirds nodded and answered, "So say
we all."

She took a deep breath and gripped the wooden
lectern tightly. She scanned the Virgans in the room and said,
still in Olympian, "Last night, we witnessed the latest evil
committed by these bastards. These heinous, ungodly Redshirts. No,
these Bloodshirts, for ours is upon them! Torture. Torture
of the families of the accused. The flaying of skin. The removal of
our history from our own bodies!" She loudly banged on the podium
and opened the top of her robe, revealing a stylized stalk of
wheat, "I am from Camas! I have on my body the names of my family!
The work of my fathers and mothers! These damned Virgans will
not take this from me!" A soldier left the sanctuary and she
decided to lower her volume, at least for the moment. "For over
three centuries, these invaders have been among us. They have
corrupted our old, mother tongue and befouled it with their own.
They have taken our cities, our villages, our towns. If you fled
into the open plain to create your own settlement, they would come
and take that, too. They have taken the food we raise and the goods
we make. And when that has not been enough, they have taxed us."
She took another deep breath and contorted her mouth as she sneered
at the guards. "They have taxed us and taxed us and taxed us! Now
they tax the very temples of the gods! They tax our temples while
they defile them to make arrests of rebels – heroes, patriots – and
then murder our own people in the open. They have taken from us
sons and daughters for servitude! In their palace? Perhaps. Some go
to other worlds and never return! Some they have forced into their
army and then prodded to march and burn the crops of their own
people!" She began to shake her head. "No. No!" Many of the priests
were now eagerly nodding and she could see the energy of rage
within their eyes. "No more! No more! We are no longer mere priests
of the gods. We are now warriors!"

Spontaneously, some shouted out, "So say we
all!"

"We will rally our people! We will teach them
the language of the gods and we will plot the demise of the
Bloodshirts! We will aid our fellow people in the cities of the
Leo, as well! We will push the Bloodshirts and the Blue Devils from
our world!" There were some cheers now and Garsea continued, "My
fellow priests, my fellow warriors, this new task has come
to us today! Will you receive it?!"

"Yes!"

"Will you act upon it?! Will you free
yourselves and your fellow people?!"

"Yes!"

"Will you recover the lands stolen three
hundred years ago from your forefathers by the hated Virgans?! And
the Leo?!"

"Yes!"

"So say we all!"

Doda smiled and bellowed, "Will you be the
slaves of Queen Martha and King Jean …"

"No!"

"… or will you become patriots and heroes to
defend your rights, your religion, and your hearths?!"

"Yes!"

Her chin raised proudly and she put both her
fists in the air. "Then we must go! Go, into the world, and spread
the news to all the priests and priestesses and tell them to take
up our new tongue! Tell them of our cry for war! Go to the fathers
and mothers and bid them to take up whatever arms they may have and
give blades to their children, too!"

"We will!"

"So say we all!"

Jorda and many other priests jumped to their
feet and she finished, "Long live the Lords of Kobol! Death to the
invaders!"

The entire crowd now stood, even those who
didn't speak Olympian. Those who did answered, "Long live the Lords
of Kobol! Death to the invaders!"

"So say we all!"

"So say we all!"

Jorda turned toward the crowd and shouted in
Olympian, "Go! Spread the word! Await news for when we might
strike!"

The clergy left the benches and chairs and
moved toward the exits. Those who didn't know what was happening
begged for understanding, but in their excitement, the priests and
priestesses fled the sanctuary leaving the others and the Virgans
bewildered. The remaining clergy wandered toward the altar where
Jorda and Doda were embracing.

"The gods compelled you today," he said.
"Bandua, Mars, Ares, … whatever we might call him, his sword was
your tongue!"

Now smiling and wide awake, she said, "Thank
you."

The Virgan soldier who left earlier returned,
now with a Virgan official. They looked around the room and other
Redshirts joined with them. They spoke to one another and both of
the older priests kept a wary eye on them.

"What shall we say?" Jorda asked.

"Perhaps the one who left spoke Olympian,"
Doda said. She lowered her head, "If that is so, then I am about to
be arrested."

"If you are, the fire you started today is
not at an end." As the Virgans approached, Jorda stood shoulder to
shoulder with his old friend. "How might I help you?"

The official looked from the priest to the
priestess. "What is happening here?"

"This was a convocation of native priests,"
Jorda said. "It was approved months ago, as evidenced by the
presence of your soldiers."

The wan man glanced at the Redshirts and then
at her. "You. Who are you?"

"Priestess Doda Garsea, Templo dels
Deus, Camas."

"You were speaking just now?"

"I did."

"What language were you speaking?"

She almost smiled. They do not speak it.
They didn't understand. "Olympian. The language of the
gods."

"I know what Olympian is," he snapped. "Why
were you speaking it?"

She chuckled, "It is the language of the
gods. At my temple, we use that tongue for that very reason. What
better purpose might it serve than to bring us closer to the
gods?"

The official shook his head and looked back
at the mostly empty sanctuary. "The convocation is over?"

"For now."

The Virgan looked at both of them, hoping one
of them might say something else or give some other clue. They
simply smiled at him, however. After a long moment, he said, "Mind
yourselves. We will not tolerate disorder in Taurus City." He then
turned and left. The Redshirts slowly resumed their posts around
the sanctuary.

Jorda faced Doda and whispered, "Perhaps it
would be best for you to return to Camas today."

"I was thinking the same. I have much work to
do there."

"Go with the gods, my friend." He hugged her
again. He looked up and saw about three dozen confused priests and
priestesses. "Do not worry, I will explain everything to the
ignorant."

She left the temple smiling. The air was cool
but it was warm with an energy she hadn't felt in years. The trip
back to Camas would be long, though she didn't mind. She could
finally rest.


 VIII

BONFILS

1,154 Years After Colonization

 


"If any man were sick before, his disease
turned to this; if not, yet suddenly, without any apparent cause
preceding and being in perfect health, they were taken first with
an extreme ache in their heads, redness and inflammation of the
eyes; and then inwardly, their throats and tongues grew presently
bloody and their breath noisome and unsavory. Upon this followed a
sneezing and hoarseness, and not long after the pain, together with
a mighty cough, came down into the breast. And when once it was
settled in the stomach, it caused vomit; and with great torment
came up all manner of bilious purgation that physicians ever named.
Most of them had also the empty hiccough which brought with it a
strong convulsion, and in some ceased quickly but in others was
long before it gave over. Their bodies outwardly to the touch were
neither very hot nor pale but reddish, livid, and beflowered with
little pimples and whelks, but so burned inwardly as not to endure
any the lightest clothes or linen garment to be upon them nor
anything but mere nakedness, but rather most willingly to have cast
themselves into the cold water. And many of them that were not
looked to, possessed with insatiate thirst, ran unto the wells, and
to drink much or little was indifferent, being still from ease and
power to sleep as far as ever. As long as the disease was at its
height, their bodies wasted not but resisted the torment beyond all
expectation; insomuch as the most of them either died of their
inward burning in nine or seven days whilst they had yet strength,
or, if they escaped that, then the disease falling down into their
bellies and causing there great exulcerations and immoderate
looseness, they died many of them afterwards through weakness. For
the disease, which took first the head, began above and came down
and passed through the whole body; and he that overcame the worst
of it was yet marked with the loss of his extreme parts; for
breaking out both at their privy members and at their fingers and
toes, many with the loss of these escaped; there were also some
that lost their eyes. And many that presently upon their recovery
were taken with such an oblivion of all things whatsoever, as they
neither knew themselves nor their acquaintance."

"Your captain," the marchis lowered
the page, "she is still in Ariadne?"

"She is." Colonel Chappuis pulled back a
chair and sat. "She has recovered, though she is weakened
still."

"And what is the state of your picket?"

Stace pulled on the front of his uniform
jacket to straighten it and he said, "The city is encircled by two
thousand soldiers. None have broken it."

"Have there been attempts?"

"Oh, yes. Usually in the night. Those who
might flee the plague are fired upon immediately." Isabeau nodded
and the grand colonel continued, "We do not recover their bodies
out of fear of spreading the affliction. They remain and rot,
serving as a warning to those who think likewise."

"What do your physicians say?"

"That it is a fatal fever, likely typhus or a
similar bacterial sickness. They have concurred with our strategy
that isolation is the best preventative."

"Then you are to carry on, colonel."

"Thank you, marchis." He stood and
made ready to leave as she turned in her chair. The windows were
open and looked east toward the beautiful pale blue ocean. The
palace in Hypatia rested high on the cliffs over the sea and
Bonfils could not think clearly if she were not partaking in the
splendor of her position. "Marchis, if I may." She turned
and looked toward him, "What have you heard from Leo as of
late?"

"Regarding?"

"Regarding our friends, the Virgans."

She nodded and placed her hand on a stack of
papers. "Notes from Lomere. You have heard of our navy's defeat on
Pisces."

"I have."

"Did you also know that there is strife anew
upon Sagittarius?"

"I did not."

"Yes. We are to be warned that the Virgans
may grow full of themselves and start more conflicts
elsewhere."

"Consider myself warned." He expected to be
dismissed, but she leaned her elbows onto the desktop and pursed
her lips as she thought. "Yes, marchis?"

"What do you know of the disposition of the
Redshirts at this time?"

"There is an increased military presence in
all of their cities. Word of arrests and public executions of
dirteater rebels." He shrugged a little, "Their natives are giving
them more difficulty than before. I thought nothing else of their
new activity as none appeared to be directed outward."

"And our natives. No issues since the attack
in Paterna two months past?"

"Small matters. Nothing major."

She nodded and looked at the report from
Ariadne again. "I have a notion. Are you able to communicate with
your captain?"

"By signal light, yes."

"Have her gather a family or two. Not more
than ten persons. None must show the symptoms of their plague, but
ensure that they carry it."

Stace took a step toward the desk and
squinted as he thought. "Very well."

"Provide for them a horse and cart complete
with supplies for travel," Isabeau looked toward the chart on her
wall, "and a map showing the way to Kelin."

Now Chappuis nodded. "I see, marchis.
Yes. It will be done."

"Good."

"If I may ask, toward what end do we afflict
the Virgans? To weaken them before an attack of our own?"

"I harbor no desire to strike. For the first
time in memory, the crown's investment on this world appears to be
profitable and without the drain of warfare. To weaken the Virgo,
to keep them askew, is to our benefit. Whether we are at war or at
business or any other practice, it is good for us."

"Very well, marchis."

"Maintain the picket at Ariadne. None but the
plague horse and cart are to depart until the physicians say the
illness has run its course."

"Yes, marchis." He saluted and
left.

She turned back toward the ocean and watched
the sun glint off distant waves.
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DIDACUS

1,154 Years After Colonization

 


Arias and his crew stood outside in the heat
for more than an hour. The pit they dug had been completed a while
before and the Virgan soldiers remained nearby, with their rifles,
in the shade of a tent. The ten Taurans sat on the red soil several
meters apart, as ordered by the Redshirts, and flicked small
pebbles into the hole. It became a competition of sorts to see who
could reach the far side. Didacus hit the other wall more than a
few times, but he didn't relish such small victories. He was tired
and hot and he was a worker for the enemy. These were the only
things on his mind.

Finally, they heard an engine. The Taurans
were surprised because ground vehicles weren't terribly common as
petrol was so expensive on this world. A truck with a long bin
attached to its rear rumbled into view around distant buildings and
came toward the pit. The Virgans left their tent and waved them
ahead, pointing to where it should stop. The prisoners stood in
their place by the hole and watched the truck. They had not been
told what they were doing.

"I thought this was construction."

"I thought this was our own grave."

Arias said nothing. He watched the bin and
tried to guess at what was inside. When the truck stopped, he heard
a screech above and he looked toward it. Raptors circled overhead.
His heart sank and he again looked at the vehicle. He saw large
silver birds on the walls of the bin hopping down into it and
others flying out from it. One of the Redshirts banged on the
wooden side of the bin to ward them away, but the birds were
unfazed.

"Lords of Kobol," Didacus said, drawing looks
from the others, "please, no."

The bin raised up and the rear wall swung on
a hinge. From it, bodies tumbled onto the ground. As the pile rose,
some few fell into the pit on that side. The Taurans watched in
horror as they saw men, women, and children, some nude, most
covered in dried blood, continue to fall from the rear of the
truck. Finally, as one old man slowly slipped from the wooden bed
and onto the mass of rotting flesh, it was empty.

Pale. Sweating. Sick. The prisoners stared at
the many dozens of dead and waited for the command from the
soldiers. Finally, the serjeant waved them forward and the ten men
were frozen in place.

"Come now, dirteater frakkers!" the man
yelled. The others raised their rifles and he added, "Put this lot
in the ground and cover 'em!"

Tentatively, a few walked to the pile. Arias
stood still and scanned the group of Virgans. Is this my
moment? They were spread out and he knew he could take any of
them individually, but as a group? Separated as they were? He
looked at the bodies and closed his eyes.

"All of you!"

He started to walk. He heard a couple of the
prisoners coughing through the stench and another one vomiting to
the side. Didacus came to a stop at the edge of the corpses and
looked down at the man by his feet. His eyes were gone, possibly
plucked out by birds. He was free of clothing but coated in brown,
clotted blood. His chest had great gaps in it because his tattoos
had been carved off him. His throat had been slit from ear to
ear.

Arias looked down at his own hands. His dirty
hands. He focused his eyes on the man's ankles and reached for
them. With a firm grip, he pulled the rigid body free of the rest,
dragging him over the red soil, and then he threw him into the hole
to his right. He watched the skinny figure fall the five meters,
bouncing lifelessly off the sides and the bottom. When he looked at
the trail left by the corpse, he saw that strips of the man's back
had been peeled free by the rocky surface. Didacus shook his head
and returned to the pile.

They worked for over an hour. Some of them
wept and several were physically sickened. Arias kept his head
down, focusing on his hands and focusing on a single part of the
bodies to grab. Not their faces. Not their eyes. Once he bent over
the form of dead girl, possibly ten or eleven. He thought he could
do the same with her as he had the others, but he could not. He
turned away from her and took an old woman instead.

The pile had whittled down to the last few.
The smell of decay and feces was overwhelming as it wafted from the
pit. Still, with his eyes focused only on his hands and on the
bloodied arms of a woman, he pulled her off the ground and dragged
her to the far end of the pit where he released her. As she fell,
he caught sight of a decoration the Virgans had missed. She landed
less than a meter below the surface. Her face was gone; whether it
had been cut away by the Virgans or torn away by raptors, he didn't
know. Sleeves of flesh were missing from her arms. Her bare,
dissected chest was opened to the sky, yet on her hip he saw a few
lines of black ink. A candle, the symbol of Tseri. He thought of
home and wandered away from the pit.

He stood in a daze and stared into
nothingness. At least at this position, the smell was blowing a
different way. A few moments later, the last of the bodies had been
thrown in and the Redshirts brought out the shovels again. A
private dropped one at Didacus' feet and he looked down at it. He
heard the rough sound of a metal shovel tearing into rocks behind
him and knew that the prisoners were working to cover the dead.
Finally, he nodded and thought, I can do that much more for
them. He picked up the shovel and joined the others.

When the work was finished, the workers were
herded up into the truck's rear. The Virgans walked alongside the
vehicle because they didn't want to get into its bin. The
prisoners, though, stood in the remnants of the corpses' gore. A
few more retched and some wept again, but Didacus draped his arms
and head over the side. He looked toward the ground and held his
hands out. He hoped that the wind of their travel might somehow
cleanse them.

When they returned to the camp, they tried to
clean themselves in the sinks and baths. Two stayed in the water
for hours using any cloth they could beg for to wash the stains
away. Arias washed himself, too, but he returned to his cot and sat
there on its edge, staring at his hands.

The next day, the ten were chosen again and
again they were driven to the outskirts of Minos. They dug another
pit and, seeing the truck rumble up to the side with birds lighting
atop the walls of its bin, several of the men wept. One young man
cried, "No! I cannot!" The Virgans yelled at him that he would, but
he turned and ran. The Redshirts fired on him and the remaining
nine were forced to dump his body in with the rest.

That evening when they returned to the camp,
they found a gauntlet formed by the other prisoners. They had
basins of water, towels, and soap at the ready. Didacus was brought
a chair and Blas took the captain's filthy hands in his, wiping
them free of blood and soil. The little old man looked into Arias'
eyes and saw the hollow pain there. The desire to scream and the
rage to fight. Once their hands were cleaned, Blas stood before
Didacus again and held out a bundle of cloth.

"I know this is not enough," he said, "but it
may help you while you are here in the evening, recovering. It may
help keep the evils of the world separate from the rest of you." He
held the fabric up, revealing a pair of gloves. "We made them today
from our clothes and I hope they give you comfort."

Arias didn't react. Slowly, he looked toward
his hands and lifted one up. Blas slipped a brown glove over it,
and when he could no longer see his hand, he inhaled sharply and
held his breath. The old man put the other glove on the other hand
and stood. Didacus stared at his covered hands and, finally, placed
his face in them and cried.

 


A week later, Arias was no longer part of the
burial detail. The Virgans were astute enough to rotate people off
that duty. Still, he wore his gloves at nearly all times and for
long after. In the evenings, he sat on his cot and stared at the
floor. Others who worked with him at the graves followed his lead
and similarly kept themselves away from the others. Blas tried to
converse with him each day, but Didacus would say nothing. Then the
damned priestess came.

Agnes Calvet spoke with a high-pitched voice
and seemed interminably happy. Some spoke to her and told her what
these prisoners had been put through, but she would return to her
smile after offering prayers. She sat at the central table and
gathered as many around as could fit and spoke about the Lords of
Kobol. Then she began to speak about their language.

For months, she read from the Scrolls in
Olympian and she would speak to them normally, conversationally,
for a while afterward in that tongue. She taught them words and
names and many seemed to enjoy it. Arias, however, remained at his
cot and sat the entire time.

He stewed and saw the bodies of the hundreds
he buried. Even though he tried his best to avoid seeing their
faces as he stood there on those horrible days, he could not help
it. Now, in the darkness of closed eyes, he saw their faces again.
With his gloved hands, he imagined holding the necks of the carrion
eaters and twisting them. And he imagined the same fates for the
Redshirts who stood guard.

"Pólemopátrios?"

He looked up toward the priestess and saw her
staring at him.

"You understand me?"

He blinked and nodded.

"Then you have been listening."

Olympian. She's speaking Olympian.

"Eimi."

"Very good." She smiled and clapped. "I am
glad you have heard me, warfather. For not only am I to teach the
prisoners the language of the gods, I am to teach you all the
language of war."

Didacus stood from the cot and strode to the
center of the room. The other prisoners looked up to him and Blas
smiled. In Tauran, he demanded, "Say what you mean."

Calvet raised a single finger and returned to
Olympian. "In this tongue, we will have our code. With this code,
will we strike the Bloodshirts and the Blue Devils. When the time
is right," she emphasized. "In the meantime, we, the priests and
priestesses, will coordinate and communicate between the prisons
and the people of our many cities and towns. All of them, all of
you, are our fighters. As you do not speak the tongue of the Leo,
those in the thrall of the Leo do not speak Virgan. Thus will the
language of the gods be the bridge between all our warriors."

Arias nodded and said, "Go on."

"I was sent here, to you, warfather. You
shall be our taxíarchos, our captain, here. The war to free
our world is upon us and all of Taurus will need you."

He swallowed hard and felt a cool wave wash
over him. The cloud over his head was gone and he clasped his
gloved hands behind his back. "Let us begin."
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DOMOS

1,155 Years After Colonization

 


Gray clouds above poured rain onto the Plain,
throwing the red dust of the soil into the air. Wind blew the water
and dirt and obscured all the fields, buildings, and roads. The
driver came to a halt and looked over his shoulder at the backseats
and said, "I am sorry, sirs. I daren't travel farther."

Randel grabbed the door handle and then
stopped. He reached down to his red jacket and opened the side
panel, his ring clinking against a button. He pulled that part of
his jacket closed against his left breast and buttoned it there. As
he did, his major handed him an umbrella and asked, "Where is
it?"

Domos said nothing and exited the vehicle,
quickly opening the umbrella above his head, but angled into the
wind. He squinted through the haze and pointed. "There."

A large building seemed to ebb into existence
as the wind slackened from moment to moment. Their boots sloshed in
the red mud and a flash of lightning silhouetted the structure
against the nearly opaque mist of water and dirt. The crack of
thunder was loud enough to startle them both. Soaking soldiers
swathed in their own protective gear stood guard around the
building perimeter. Not seeing the general, they didn't salute
until the last possible moment. With effort, they found the
entrance and walked inside.

"I thank you for braving such foul elements,
general," a captain said. "I fear we are at our wits' end."

"How many days now?" Domos collapsed the
umbrella and shook the dirty water toward the still open door.

"Five."

Finished, he brushed some of the water from
his jacket and pants as the major did the same. "Very well. Show
me."

"This way." The captain opened a large door
and stepped inside. When the visitors saw the room, their eyes
scanned the high ceilings and the large piles of fabric on the
right side. Empty looms and tables filled rows in the center. On
the far left, dozens of natives were seated on the floor and a line
of Redshirts stood before them.

Domos walked toward the left wall and the
soldiers were pulled back by their serjeant. Weary, the natives
slowly looked up at the new faces. "I am General Randel Domos. This
is my aide, Major Elis. Who among you is the leader?"

And old woman looked up and down the row of
Tauran faces and raised her hand. "I am."

"Captain Kinborough tells me you have refused
to work. Why?"

She would have laughed were she not so tired,
"We have been forced to work many days without sufficient rest, nor
have we been paid in some weeks. We are not allowed to go home
until the impossible tasks set before us are completed."

"And why have you refused to eat?"

"To show that we are serious."

"I see. Have you not been encouraged by the
whip? Are you not frightened by the notion of your arrest?"

"'Encourage' is a strange word, general. No,
we are not so motivated. The whips we have been given only force us
away from the looms all the more, so your people have shown no
desire to use them."

Kinborough lowered her head and Randel said,
"I see. Well, I am here now and a decision will be made. The work
will be completed. That is the only certainty. As for your
eating or your freedom to go home, that is what we shall discuss
now." With a wave of his hand, the general led the major and
captain away from the workers and toward the stacks of unsewn
fabric.

"I am sorry, general," Kinborough said. "I
forestalled the use of the whip after one of the workers died.
Given our previous directives, I was loath to continue the
practice."

"A wise choice, captain." He took a deep
breath. "Are you aware of any signs of plague here in Catulla?"

"None, general."

"That is good, at least."

"The processing facilities must have their
sacks for the transport of meat," the major said. "The farms need
sacks for their goods. Plague-areas need sacks for the bodies."
Randel nodded. "The workers and prisoners all need clothing, as
well."

The captain raised her voice a little, "I am
aware, major, of the needs of our people, and how the deficiencies
of this plant are causing woe. Given the restrictions, however, I
am at a loss …"

"I appreciate your position, captain," Domos
interrupted, "but the restrictions are there for good reasons, and
ones you may not fully understand."

"Please, if I may understand, general, I
would gladly keep the information a secret."

"Very well. The plague that has stricken
Kelin, Marathon, Sarpedon, and others has killed nearly twenty
percent of the population."

"Damned Lions," the major muttered.

"Possibly. Possibly the Leo are responsible,
but we are not certain." Randel glanced at the fabric again and
wondered how many body bags had been made at this facility. "The
plague coupled with our military's clamping upon rebellious and
seditious elements has led to an unfortunate dearth in the
available workforce."

"I see, general."

"Thus, your orders to not execute as wantonly
as you may have before. And your orders to prevent unnecessary
death and injury. Simply put, our presence on Taurus is imperiled
and we need as many viable workers as possible."

"I understand."

The howl of wind and continued thunder
outside the building caused the trio to look into the rafters.
"When the storm has abated, summon the commandant of the Catulla
prison camp. Under my order, all of these workers are to be
arrested and charged with sedition and failure to obey. The
prison's doctors will tend to their malnutrition and, once they are
recovered, they will serve their sentences here at this facility.
You may use other prisoners or workers here in the interim."

"Very good, general. It will be done."

"Thank you, captain. Carry on." Domos and the
major left the large room and made ready to walk into the tempest
again. Once their umbrellas were raised and the door was opened
into the storm, Randel asked the major, "Where next on our tour of
failure?"

"Abdera."

"Let us go."

 


Linton's fingers brushed over the skin on her
waist and he slowly brought them up toward her back. She was so
warm and his fingertips felt as though they were aflame. He
realized that he had been distracted by the sensation and his
kissing wasn't as active as it had been. Quickly, he twisted his
lips again and felt her tongue brush his. Now her hand was on his
chest and waves of heat emanated from it and across his skin.

"Eva."

They both opened their eyes and saw that the
darkness of the closet had been pierced by the opened door.

"Ma."

Elo opened the door further and looked up and
down the hall. She stepped inside and Linton pulled his shirt
closed over his chest. She whispered, "Eva, Master Domos, did we
not talk about this?"

"Yes, Ma."

"Yes, Elo."

"No more." She wagged a finger at the boy.
"No more. Do you understand?"

"I do, Elo."

The housemaiden put her hand on Eva's back
and pushed her from the closet. When she noticed that her shirt was
pulled up, the mother began to tug it back in place. "Ti
koneis?"

Domos narrowed his eyes and looked at them as
they walked away.

"Tipota."

Linton blinked and listened secretly as they
began to round a corner.

Elo shook her head and said, "Neon toi
dran men entoni chéres."

The boy stood and tried to hear more until
their voices were finally gone. He remained in the doorway of the
closet and thought. I've heard that language before.
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The priestess moved quickly across the open
yard. Virgan soldiers were standing all around and they looked on
her with suspicion.

"This way, priestess," Agnes said.

Doda followed her into the building and a
guard was standing before a sliding iron gate. The Redshirt
standing there looked from one to another before he asked, "What's
the reason for your visit?"

Priestess Calvet smiled, "Prayer
session."

He nodded and looked at Garsea. "You?"

She couldn't work up a fake smile like her
colleague. "The same."

"Only one."

Agnes put her hand on Doda's arm and said, "I
will wait here. May the gods be with you."

"Oúto légein imeís pas." The priestess
looked at the guard and said, "I am ready."

He turned his key and pulled on the bars.
When they opened, she walked through and into a stone corridor.
Garsea passed two soldiers before she came to an entrance on her
right. The Redshirt opened it and she walked into a dim wooden and
mudbrick room laden with the smells of twenty-plus men.

"Greetings all," she said. She bowed toward
them and the prisoners returned the gesture.

A diminutive man came forward and said,
"Where is Priestess Calvet?"

"She is here, but she was not allowed in."
Doda looked to her right and saw a Redshirt standing against the
wall, facing the center of the room. "I am Priestess Garsea, a
friend of hers from Camas."

Blas' eyes widened with recognition and he
smiled. "Thank you, priestess. Please." He gestured toward a table
at the center of the room. "Will you be praying with us and
teaching us tonight, priestess?"

"I will." She looked around at the young men
and asked, "Are we familiar with the language of the gods?"

"We are," many said.

"Good." Then, in Olympian, she whispered to
Blas, "Is he?"

"No," he answered. "They are … worried? I do
not know the word in this tongue."

"'Suspicious.' And yet not suspicious enough
to learn the language of Olympus." Speaking Tauran again, she waved
her arms wildly and said, "Everyone, come near. Let us be with one
another." The ring of people parted and a tall, muscular man
emerged. He was heavily tattooed and scarred and once Garsea saw
his trademark gloves, she knew immediately who it was. She smirked
and nodded toward him before she said, "Let us say the Prayer of
Pleading, together."

In Olympian, the twenty-six men and one woman
said, "Help us, Lords of Kobol. Let us walk the path of
righteousness and lift our faces to your goodness. We offer this
prayer."

Keeping their heads bowed and her arms
raised, Doda said, "Taxíarchos, welcome."

"And welcome to you, warrior-priestess." She
looked at Didacus and he said, "We have heard the story of your
call to action. Your presence honors us."

She lowered her hands and raised her head.
The Redshirt against the far wall seemed bored. In Olympian, she
said, "I have come to you now because we require your aid."

"My aid? I am a prisoner and you have
freedom."

"Of a sort, perhaps. I gave my cry for action
over a year ago and we priests and priestesses have spread the word
and taught the tongue. We have laid the foundations of our
communication, but," she chuckled, "we are simply priests and
priestesses. We are good at talking. Not very good at fighting or
strategy."

Arias nodded and said, "I see,
priestess."

"I also ask that you calm my fears,
taxíarchos. I have riled an entire planet until the pot is
fit to boil, yet how might we fight two great empires even if every
Tauran took up arms?"

He smiled and said, "I am pleased to say that
I have given it great thought."

"Thank the gods."

"Of the Bloodshirts and Blue Devils, I will
say this: the only people they hate more than the natives of Taurus
are each other. That is how we shall be victorious."
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Isabeau was sleeping well when the door to
her bedroom was thrown open.

"Marchis!"

She jolted upright in bed and looked toward
the blinding light. "Yes."

"The Virgans have attacked again."

Bonfils hissed and threw back the covers.
"Where?"

"Perga."

The man still in bed grunted and she ignored
him. She crossed the open floor to her bureau and pulled a robe
onto herself. "Ariadne and Zama at the first. Now Perga." She got
into her slippers and walked toward the door. "Another small
force?"

"Yes, marchis." Grand Colonel Chappuis
held the candelabra and led them through the corridors. They passed
a bowing Tauran servant and ignored her. When they entered the
nearby conference room, Isabeau searched the walls for a servant
with water. Seeing a man with a tray, she stalked toward him and
took it from him without a word. "They have struck another vehicle
depot."

"The primary petrol storage tank was
destroyed as well as six vehicles," a captain added.

"Damn." She walked toward the table and
looked at the map sprawled before her officers.

A major held her hand inside the flap of her
jacket and asked, "Why these slaps? Why not a true blow?"

Bonfils sighed and glanced at the colonel. "I
fear that I know."

Stace nodded. "The plague."

"The Virgans suspect that we are the ones who
brought the plague to their gates." The marchis sat in an
ornate chair and rubbed her eyes. "Good for them. They figured it
out."

"If they suspect such … germ warfare," an
older major asked, "why do they not retaliate likewise? They've no
shortage of plague-ridden dirteaters to foist upon our gates."

Chappuis shook his head, "Ah, but we are
familiar with this tactic now. I have instructed our soldiers very
thoroughly on handling refugees, visitors, merchants, and others.
They are isolated and cannot enter a city for some days. The
Virgans may well know this."

"Then why do they not strike with the full
force of their army?" a captain said.

Isabeau leaned forward and stared at the
Virgan flag which marked Taurus City. "Perhaps there is a glimmer
of doubt in their eyes. They hesitate to commit to a full war if
they are not certain we are the cause of their ills. Or perhaps the
plague has weakened even their ranks." The various officers in
their blue and white uniforms looked down at the map and the room
went silent. "Recommendations?"

The older major looked at the map and pointed
at Camas. "We respond in kind. Small forces to attack their vehicle
and fuel depots in their smaller cities here and here."

Stace folded one arm over his chest and held
his chin with his other hand. He was in deep thought and Bonfils
stared at him, waiting for him to say anything. After another long
silence, she said, "Colonel?"

"I believe the time to strike is now." He
lowered his hands and faced the marchis. "If we go to and
fro with small attacks, no real damage is done nor are any lessons
learned. And as time wears on, the Virgans recover. Now, however,
their forces are stretched to deal with plague areas. Their worker
population has been devastated in several cities. They are weak."
Isabeau nodded and Chappuis said, "We should unleash our full
strength."

"I concur."
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The ceiling was low and the air was filled
with a damp, musty scent. It was almost alien on Taurus, but the
building above their heads was built by the Virgans and their ways,
so perhaps that was to blame.

Arias walked from worker to worker. They
passed needles through fabric and fastened buttons in their place.
They bent hardened fabric into the shape of hats. One delicately
applied black paint to a brown belt. Another continued to shave
wood off a long plank.

"This one is finished,
taxíarchos."

Didacus turned and saw a Virgan uniform. One
of his fellow prisoners was wearing it and the captain walked
around him, closely examining every stitch and feature. "Good. Very
good." He then held the arm of the man and studied the affixing of
the yellow corporal's stripes. "Remember. No higher rank than this.
Serjeants and officers would draw attention."

"And this rifle?" A young man passed the
weapon to him.

Arias scanned it. "Did you paint this?"

"I did."

"This is perfection. I want you to paint them
all, or at least teach the others what you've done."

He smiled, "Thank you, taxíarchos." He
watched as Didacus gave the weapon to the costumed prisoner. "Are
you not concerned about the length of the barrel?"

"Somewhat." The pseudo-weapon had been carved
from a bed slat, but it was still nearly twenty centimeters shorter
than a rifle. "It is my hope that when we emerge in these costumes,
the Bloodshirts will be too engaged with other troubles to notice
such a thing."

The man wearing the uniform said, "And we
will take real rifles as soon as we are able."

"That is so." He clapped the shoulder of the
prisoner and looked around their hidden workspace. "We have now
eight such uniforms. I would like enough for our entire squad, so
please, continue with haste." Arias walked around the corner and
his arm brushed the red wall. He swiped his gloved hand over his
sleeve to free it of the soil. If he were spied by an alert
soldier, they might wonder where he had come into contact with dirt
inside the prison compound. He worried about this for a moment but
then the ground began to quake.

"What is that?"

Didacus looked toward the ceiling and saw
puffs of dust fall from the floor above. The faint light from the
candles around the room wavered and he ran to the small ladder
against the wall. He heard a voice come down the metal pipe,
"Taxíarchos, come here."

He didn't answer. He pushed the ceiling and
felt the weight of a cot against it. Someone removed it, however,
and he began to climb. He emerged in the corner of the prisoners'
room and saw the bulk of his comrades near the outer wall, craning
their heads to see out of the narrow window. He walked toward his
own cot and saw a slender man standing on it and pulling himself up
to see out the window. "I am sorry for standing on your bed,
taxíarchos."

He didn't care. "What do you see?"

The ground shook again and alarms sounded
throughout the compound. "Rockets from space. Like falling stars.
Here's another." A large explosion and rumble. "I see Bloodshirts
running about."

"The Leo," Blas said.

Didacus smiled, "I suppose our friends in the
east have been successful."
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DOMOS
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Massive vessels repositioned themselves in
orbit. The Virgan ships bore largely the same profile as the
Drædanáht, which launched nearly four hundred years ago,
though these were more advanced. The battleships were like great
gray and gold castles tipped on their sides with four or five
spires that stretched before them. Their surfaces bristled with
cannon and rocket ports opened, revealing great missiles inside.
Smaller destroyers flitted about, ready to take aim on the enemy
and provide diversions, if need be.

The Leo ships took their cue from the
Virgans, but theirs were somewhat smaller and more agile. The
Grand Galion was their largest with four weapon towers
before it and two at the rear on either side of its thruster
assembly. The cruisers Saint Alexandra and Saint
Jehan had two weapon spires on the fore and one aft, but their
speed was unmatched among the Virgan ships of the line.

Above Taurus, nine Virgan capital vessels
faced eleven Leo. At the commencement of hostilities as the
Grand Galion fired on Taurus City, the Virgans moved toward
them and fired. One of the great Leonan rockets meant for orbital
bombardment managed to strike the hull of the Prince Royal,
destroying it. The Virgans were undaunted and their exploding shot
raked the hulls of the fast cruisers. When the newest ship, Leun
d'Or was stricken and nearly destroyed, the Lions withdrew to a
higher orbit.

Days later, under the orders of the lord and
general of Taurus City, the commodore of the fleet above moved
against the Leo capital, Hypatia. Orbital bombardment ensued,
destroying a portion of the city and the Leonan fleet
responded.

The tiny ships of the Virgo were destroyed by
Leonan guns. Two weapon towers were broken from the
Warspite. But the fleets pressed on.

Aboard the RNS Victory, the commodore
stood on the cramped command deck wearing his heavy copper helmet
and thick suit. The designers of these vessels flaunted their
perceived superiority, placing the command decks forward and with a
large window toward the battle, but Lord Kenelm Darwine was
cautious.

Suits were necessary for the guncrews of the
Virgan and Leonan ships of the time as they were exposed to space,
much like their sea-going counterparts were exposed to the
elements. On the starboard gundeck of tower two, a mate opened the
breach of one cannon and the cartridge was automatically ejected,
falling slowly to the deck. Lieutenants at scopes in between each
gunport marked the position of the enemy and altered the elevation
of cannon to compensate. In the low gravity at the outer edges of
the ship, at least, the cannon and its many shells weren't so
heavy. And the lack of air meant the noise wasn't damaging to
them.

However, the vacuum of space carried a
threat. A missile from Fortune was stopped by Virgan
counter-fire, but it exploded just off the port side of
Victory and sprayed the gunports and defense nests with
shrapnel. Bits of metal tore into the ship through the openings and
then into the suits of five crewmen. One man fell back as he was
hit square in the chest. Blood spouted out from his suit and froze
as it drifted toward the deck. The other four were able to retreat
to the rear wall and grab the emergency canisters of sealant.
Quickly, they compressed the triggers and sprayed the thick, black
muck onto their tears. After a swipe with putty knives chained to
the wall, the leaks were fixed and they returned to duty.

"I want sights upon the Fortune!"
Darwine ordered. His voice carried to the other officers via
voicetubes and they went about their work, checking scopes and
asking other spotters around the ship to signal back with a
location.

"Fortune spied!" someone screamed down
the line. "Dorsal starboard! Bearing four hundred!"

Darwine grabbed the sides of the board
against which he was strapped. "Bring us about! Roll to bring tower
four to bear!"

Victory turned and a Leonan destroyer
came between it and the battleship Fortune. Cannon from all
over its prows erupted and the shells tore apart the outer hull of
the smaller ship. Its powder magazine was hit, the craft blazed out
of existence, and the Virgan was pelted with debris. Now
Fortune was near and the gunners in tower four took aim.
Midshipmen aligned the rockets with the vessel and they waited for
the word to be given.

"Fire!"

In their copper helmets and suits, the men
and women at their stations couldn't really hear the weapons fire,
but they felt it, and the enormous, violent vibrations created a
drum in their heads. The cannon shook and they were quickly
reloaded. The midshipman at the first rocket port looked down the
barrel of her scope and waited until the very edge of the
Fortune's starboard thruster came into view. When it did,
she pulled the chain and the wash of the missile pushed her against
the walls of her cubicle. She imagined that even through the thick
fabric of her suit she felt its heat. She held her breath and
stared into the scope. The rocket streamed across space and the
Fortune's turn brought their thrusters right into position
where the missile struck the cowling of one of the great engines,
causing it to rupture. Within seconds, the entire aft portion of
the battleship was being blown apart and sheets of metal were cast
into space. Fire illuminated the wreckage and quickly vanished. Its
weapon spires broke off and tumbled away until their powder
magazines were ignited and they, too, exploded with great fury.

As Victory celebrated the destruction
of the Leonan flagship, the cruisers Alexandra and
Jehan came upon its rear where the Virgan flagship had very
little weapon cover. With the release of two missiles and a wealth
of heavy cannon fire, the debris of the Victory soon joined
the Fortune's and the wounded fleets continued their
fight.

 


Randel lowered the report and closed his
eyes.

"Needless to say," Lord Hyland began, "Virgo
has not responded to my request for additional ships to replenish
our fleet."

"I am not surprised." The general placed the
page on the desk. "Sagittarius and Pisces are proving more
difficult and the likely gains are greater on those worlds than on
ours."

Lodema stood and her mail shirt clinked
against the metal handles of her desk. She walked toward the window
and looked out from the palace and across Taurus City. Piles of
debris littered the streets and broken structures were covered with
scaffolds and workers. "The remainders of both fleets have
withdrawn to safe distances from the other. I would like you to
order ours to take an orbit above this city should the Lions
attempt another strike."

"Yes, my lord."

"Then, I fear, the war must be more fully
waged on the ground." Hyland looked behind herself and added,
"Ready your soldiers and plans."

When Domos left her office, he stood in the
busy corridor and looked in each direction. The palace compound's
layout was in his mind, and he prepared a path that would take him
to his own office, then his command staff's planning room, and then
down to the stables and vehicle depot. There was so much to do.

As he thought, his left thumb turned the
oblong gold ring on his finger. It had never fit terribly snug due
to his father's larger hands. Still, he looked down at it and
realized he needed to make another stop first.

He found Elo outside of their chambers with a
basket of dirty clothes. He nodded to her and then went to Linton's
closed door. He knocked twice and said, "Son?"

A moment later, the fifteen-year-old opened
it. "Yes, father?"

"We must talk."

He walked inside and took a seat at the table
by the window, which had been boarded shut. He looked at the
haphazard nails used just a few days ago and then saw his son sit
in the chair opposite him.

"What is the matter, father?"

Randel looked up and smiled. "War is upon us,
and this you know."

"I do."

"I will soon find myself on the battlefield,
whether outside Taurus City or while storming the gates of Hypatia,
I do not know. Still, I may die."

Linton nodded. "I know."

"It becomes imperative then that I give you
this." He removed the gold ring from his index finger and set it on
the tabletop. "You know of it?"

"I know that it is very old."

"Yes. It was made more than a thousand years
ago. Our ancestor, the Founder of Virgo, crafted it from gold
components aboard the vessels which bore them from Kobol."

The boy's eyes widened a little and he stared
at the ring. "Kobol," he whispered.

"I have been told that it is a purer and
finer gold than any we have yet found. And the stone," he tapped
the dark gray oval, "is no stone. It is a material given to man by
the gods themselves. Plastic." Randel moved the ring to the center
of the table and leaned on his elbows. "It has been passed down
through our family for centuries. A hundred years ago, though, my
great-grandfather's brother had it and he was killed on Virgo."

"I remember that story because his name
sounded like mine."

The father nodded and smiled. "Yes. Wynton
Domos served the kings and queens of Virgo for many years. After he
was robbed and murdered, this ring was the only item recovered and
it was sent to Wynton's brother, my great-grandfather, by Lord
General Ryder himself." Linton continued to stare at the ring and
Randel sighed. "It is yours. Should something happen to me, I could
not bear knowing that it would be lost on some field of battle or
taken by some dirteater."

The boy slowly picked it up. He put it on his
index finger and found it way too large. Then he tried his thumb
where it barely fit. "Perhaps I should keep it with my things or on
a chain until I am bigger."

Randel smiled. "That is good." He stood and
Linton did, too. The father looked at him and saw how much larger
he was than he used to be. A momentary ache came to his throat as
he thought of the years that had passed, nearly five here in this
palace, but his duties had always taken precedence. He put his hand
on his son's shoulder and said, "Care for it."

"I will."

"I love you."

"And I you, father." With hesitation, Linton
stepped forward and put his arms around the general's waist. Randel
reached down and put his hand on the boy's back. The ache returned
and his throat seized, but instead of giving in to the emotion, he
patted Linton's back and walked away.

 


A ring. He held it in his hands for several
long moments and tried it on all his fingers. He smiled and went to
his bureau. Inside, he found a couple of chains, one of which held
a locket with a portrait of his mother. He chose the other chain, a
silver one. The colorful enameled seal of the Domos family was on
it, but he removed the pendant and slipped the chain through the
ring. After he closed the clasp, he put it into his pocket and left
his chambers.

He walked down through the stairwells and
into the servant areas. He saw Elo at work but he wasn't looking
for her. He went to the kitchen and didn't see Eva. He went outside
where the natives congregated and talked when they weren't working.
They stared at him uncomfortably for a moment until he realized she
wasn't there either and left.

"What are you doing here?" Eva said behind
him.

He turned and smiled. "I had to see you
again."

She looked around the corner and whispered,
"My mother is near. She will know."

"I want her to know."

"What?" She took his hand and pushed him
toward a corner. "What are you talking about?"

"I have something to say to her." He leaned
in quickly and kissed her. He backed away just as quickly and said,
"And to you."

Eva shook her head and started to walk away.
"You've gone mad."

"No. No, I haven't."

He followed her into the kitchen where Elo
was standing. She saw the two of them together and scowled. Without
saying a word, she waved and walked away. The couple followed her
into the pantry. When they entered, they saw her standing at the
far end with her hands on her hips.

"What have I told you both?"

Eva's head was low but Linton kept his up. He
was smiling and remembering their first kiss in this room.

"Master Domos? What have I said?"

"I am sorry, Elo, but there is something I
must say first." He turned to Eva and lifted her right hand.
Tentatively, she looked at him, and when she saw his smile, she
grinned a little, too. "Eva," he reached into his pocket and
retrieved the ring and chain. As he placed them in her hand, he
said, "Gameis me."

Immediately, the girl's eyes widened and she
looked at her mother. Elo put her hand over her heart and backed
away. With a hollow voice, she asked, "How do you know this
language?"

Confused by their shock, he looked from one
to the other and said, "I heard you speaking it. It's Olympian,
right? They do not teach it in class, but I found books and studied
it myself."

"Why?" Elo asked.

He looked at Eva again and smiled, even
though she was now standing with her mother, scared. "So I could
speak to you." The mother and daughter shared a look and Linton at
last began to recognize that something was wrong. "I speak a little
Tauran but I've not seen you speak that to each other. Only Virgan
or Olympian."

The girl smiled and understood the sweetness
of the gesture. She opened her hand and saw the ring. "Theoí
mou."

Elo picked up the chain and looked at the
ring. "Where did you get this?"

"My father gave it to me. It's our family's
ring, so now I am giving it to you." He looked from Eva to Elo and
said, "'Gameis me'? Did I say it correctly? 'Marry me?'"

"No, I …" The mother dropped the ring and
chain into Linton's hand as she released it, "You cannot be
married."

"Why? I am nearly sixteen."

The mother shook her head. "Master Domos, you
are a Virgan of noble birth. We are Tauran natives. Servants.
Dirteaters."

He shook his head. "Please, do not say that.
I don't like that."

The housemaiden's eyebrows raised. "Why?"

"Because it is mean. And vile." He looked at
Eva. "I would not have anyone speak that way of someone I
love."

Again, the girl smiled and, nervously, she
lowered her head. Elo smiled, too, and put her hand on Linton's
back. "Pais mou."

"I do love her."

Elo shook her head and sighed. "What am I to
do with you. I suppose your father does not know?"

"No. He would not understand."

"No, he would not. Nothos." Linton
didn't know that word. "Your father is a trouble for another time.
As for your marriage, there is a war on. You cannot be married
now."

Linton stepped closer to her and put his arm
around her back. She lowered her head onto his shoulder. "But
soon?"

"Aporéo." She stepped away from them
toward the door. "I will say only an old proverb: 'secrets are kept
for a reason.'" She departed the pantry and left the teenagers
there.

Linton gave her the ring again and she held
it up to the band of light from the kitchen. Eva smiled and then
kissed him.
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GARSEA

1,155 Years After Colonization

 


Templo del Deus was in flames.

Doda stood in the dirt street staring with
wide eyes at her home, her temple, as it was consumed. Smoke poured
up and away from the windows and doors. Another plane flew overhead
and she heard the terrifying whistle of its ordnance. Two blocks
away, the bomb struck and the ground quaked. She heard distant
screams and she was brought back to the present.

The people of Camas streamed past her,
running. There were no Redshirts anywhere to be seen. Garsea heard
gunfire and the thrums of artillery being fired from nearby, but
she concerned herself with only the crying faces of children and
panicked expressions of adults.

"Let us go!" She swept her hands to the south
and picked up a dropped basket. She hadn't seen who dropped it, but
she had nothing of her own anymore, so she would carry this.
Inside, she saw clothes and a couple of jars of vegetables. "We
must hurry!"

Another aircraft screamed overhead with its
cannon firing toward the ground. Bullets strafed across brick
buildings throwing debris, dust, and chips of stone onto the
people. The priestess ran into the thick of the crowd and moved
with the group as they ran from the city. The gate on the south
side was open and hundreds of Taurans ran through it and into the
Plain beyond.

The sound of the battle behind her drove her
forward. Explosions, cannon, rifles, planes, and horses. She looked
back once and saw both fire and smoke rising from her home city.
The sight pained her and she vowed not to look upon it again.

The refugees were nearly a kilometer away
when they saw mounted soldiers coming from the east. They were
moving toward the southern gate of Camas and they came to a halt,
throwing a cloud of red dust into the air. Before it cleared, they
began to shoot.

Soldiers fired ceaselessly toward the city
walls and then turned toward the stream of refugees. Screams
erupted behind Doda and she looked back along the road.
Blue-jacketed soldiers were running toward the path firing
indiscriminately. Some lobbed grenades and she also saw soldiers
preparing launchers alongside their bucking steeds.

"Help us, Lords of Kobol." She was
interrupted by a blast from a Leonan mortar shell.

The explosion hit the road several meters in
front of her, but the force sent her onto her back and atop other
people. Dirt sprinkled on her like rain and when she wiped some
from her face, she realized that there was blood mixed in with it.
She rose up, her ears ringing, and she surveyed the path ahead.
Bodies lay all over it and on either side. A smoking hole was just
steps away. She saw another round strike next to the road twenty
meters ahead and she felt it in her chest and feet more than she
could hear it. People began to stand again and they crowded around
her. As she opened her mouth to speak, some of the pressure was
released and she could hear the gunshots and screaming again.

Garsea closed her eyes and did not cower.
Again, she began the Prayer of Pleading, "Help us, Lords of Kobol."
Again, she was interrupted. This time, however, the explosions
occurred along the Leonan lines and several of their horses were
felled.

She looked west and saw a column of Virgans
approaching the road. Doda held her breath until she witnessed the
Redshirts firing at the Blue Devils and not the refugees. With more
than a hundred of her people dead on the road behind her, the way
was now clear for the enemies to take aim on each other, and so
they did.

"Hurry!" the priestess yelled and she turned
to run into the plain and around the gaping hole in the road. The
survivors ran with her and many were unsteady after the shelling.
She held the arm of an older man who appeared wobbly and they
stepped over bodies together. The firing continued behind them for
some time and was soon joined by the aircraft of both sides.

"They're killing them!" someone yelled.
"They're shooting our people!"

Garsea looked back at the road and saw a
crush of Taurans in the road. Not dissuaded by the wealth of
corpses before them, the natives continued their flight, only to be
fired upon by both the Virgo and Leo.

Bloodshirts and Blue Devils indeed.
She waved her hand and screamed, "Hurry!"

They jogged for kilometers until the sounds
of war became soft and distant. Camas itself had retreated beneath
the horizon, though its plumes of smoke were still visible. Neither
side seemed interested in pursuing the refugees, and as their group
of some six dozen finally slowed, Doda looked back and saw only a
trickle of additional Taurans on the road.

She sighed and faced south. Their party
carried with them only what few things they could carry, and most
often that was their children. They could not survive long on the
open plain. The priestess knew of a few small communities on the
way to the Trail and Minos, but she didn't know if they could
welcome so many hungry, tired, and wounded people. Or if they had
managed to avoid the war so far.


 XVI

BONFILS

1,156 Years After Colonization

 


It was dark in Teruel. The moon had not yet
risen and only a few candles were allowed in the rooms of the
buildings along the city's walls. Leonan soldiers were in place,
many with scopes, and looking toward the west where the Virgans had
been encamped.

Behind the city's walls, artillery pieces and
mortar crews were at the ready. Lines and lines of soldiers were
camped in the intersections and plazas. Food was running low, so
they raided the shops around them and the homes nearby. Many of the
natives had been evacuated days before, most forcefully, and the
soldiers availed themselves of what few amenities they had.

A sound. And not the propellers of an
aeroplane. Supplies of petrol had been running low for many weeks,
so there were far fewer attacks by aircraft. This had to be a
transport craft. A space-capable vessel. Tylium was rarer on Taurus
than petrol, so its use was confounding to the sergent who made the
realization.

"Caporal." A woman stood up from her bedroll.
"Notify the watch and the lieutenant. Virgan vessel approaching.
Hurry." She saluted and ran out of the bedroom.

The sergent returned to the windowsill and
looked toward the distant horizon. He raised the scope and peered
into the blackness, but he saw nothing. The noise persisted,
though, and became louder. He could now fix on the sound so he
faced north. He looked near the horizon and saw nothing, so he
tilted his head back. He saw several stars obscured by some moving
shape. "There it is."

Bells rang below and he stalked around the
bedroom, yelling and rousting his squad from the useless attempt at
rest. He had them gather their weapons and go to the westward
facing windows of this home. Before they could get in position,
however, the Virgan transport released its bombs.

They fell onto the largest roads near the
gates where the artillery happened to be positioned. They fell onto
the plazas where hundreds of soldiers were encamped. Some struck
the buildings near the western walls. Two of these structures began
to collapse and one fell onto the stone barrier. Beneath the cloud
of dust and debris, the wall had been broken and the brick and
wooden home that destroyed it continued to disintegrate.

The Virgan transport veered away to the
southwest and did not make a return. The Leo checked their
artillery and got what cannon and mortars they could into working
order. They tended the wounded and carted away the dead. Then the
bells rang again.

Minos was just rising in the east and its
light shone across the plains. From the darkness they had
experienced before, the Leonans of Teruel could see the columns of
Redshirts and their cavalry. After the bells sounded but before the
Blue Devils could attack, Virgan mortars fired first. They struck
the western buildings mostly, destroying the scout advantage of the
Leo and killing many. They also fell into the streets and killed
the soldiers who waited there for the gates to be opened. The Lions
responded with a volley of their own artillery fire, but most of
the shots went astray. The Virgans continued their march and the
horses now began to encircle the city.

Redshirts stormed the gates with ladders and
many found their way through the wreckage of that fallen building.
Explosives destroyed the large wooden doors of one opening, but the
Virgans ready to flood inside were wiped away with a cannon blast
and a volley of rifles. Still, the invaders came.

The Leonan captain stood on the balcony of
the government building at the central plaza and looked toward the
west. Hand-to-hand combat raged in the streets and rifle shots
became more scarce once soldiers began running low on ammunition.
Cannon fire continued, however, and a few Virgan rounds found their
way near the government building.

"Captain," a lieutenant said as he stormed
onto the balcony, "we cannot hold them back any longer."

She simply nodded and reached for a crate by
her feet. "Sound the whistles."

The lieutenant sighed. "The soldiers. Not
enough have …"

"I know. They will hear the whistles and they
will retreat. They have their orders."

"The whistles, yes, captain."

She held the rubber device in her hands and
ran her fingers over its curves and glass. A moment later, she
heard the first of the high-pitched whistles. It sounded from the
main plaza and shortly after, she heard it repeated throughout the
city. Exactly one minute later, as planned, the cannisters were
deployed and a thick, noxious smoke filled the streets. It clung to
the ground and billowed as men and women ran through it, following
them, and spreading farther. The first Redshirts inhaled it and
fell into a fit of coughing. They became dizzy and, soon, their
noses began to bleed.

The Lions retreated from the outer walls and
the few who had masks gathered their comrades and led them on a
slow march through the city. Wherever they found writhing Redshirts
on the ground or in the streets, they were run through with
bayonets or their throats were slit.

Hundreds of soldiers crowded around the
government building and the captain, wearing her mask, looked down
at them. The lieutenant returned to the balcony and said, "Their
infantry is in retreat, captain."

"Deploy more against their cavalry. If we
hold, we will march out and destroy what remains before the
dawn."

 


"We do not have enough of the gas," Colonel
Chappuis said.

"I know. It is all Lomere would give me, damn
them." Lodema shook her head and looked at the line of cannon with
their polished iron barrels and bronze wheels. "We have need for
more of everything. Petrol. Tylium. Ammunition. Soldiers. Cannon.
Powder."

Stace paced beside her, keeping a respectful
distance. "The Virgans fare the same. Reports from Teruel confirm a
lack of ammunition for their rifles and cannon. No aeroplane
attacks. Raids of their stores after their defeat show a lack of
food, as well."

Bonfils sighed and turned toward the line of
horses and the soldiers mounted atop them. "How long do we
have?"

Stace stepped closer and lowered his voice,
"We have waged a war, essentially by ourselves, for six months now.
Our taking of Camas and Kelin were offset by our losses of Ariadne
and Zama, and our defenses of Teruel and Perga have drained us. Our
ships in orbit can provide some additional supplies, but not
sufficient."

The marchis faced him and glowered,
"How long?"

"Two months. At most. If we continue to be
creative, if we winnow the supplies we provide, if we call for
orbital bombardment, …"

"The commodore has been ordered to not fire
unless he has been fired upon." She held her hands behind her back
and stared at the fluttering purple banner of Leo. "Taper our
supplies as much as you are able. We must outlast the Virgans."

The colonel said, "It will be done,
marchis. We shall be ground to naught, but it will be
done."


 XVII

DIDACUS

1,156 Years After Colonization

 


"I fear, oh gods, that demons of Tartarus
shall be renewed by distant fires." The priestess mocked the
movements of prayer again and spoke to the bowed head of their
strategist. "Do you not fear this?"

Arias glanced toward the wall and saw the
feet of the nearby Redshirt. The Virgans had grown more suspicious
of these prayer meetings and sent in soldiers who knew Olympian.
The Taurans adjusted by speaking in Olympian, but with a code
informed by their native tongue and mythology. The suspicions
continued and now the priestess could only meet with one prisoner
at a time.

"I am not afraid, priestess, for Zeus is not
with the demons of Azu, nor the demons of Vermel. The
war for our souls has been waged for centuries, and the time is
near for the rising of the Touro."

Agnes nodded and bowed toward Didacus.
"Olympus hears and welcomes the rise of the Touro. For what
sign shall you seek?"

He looked up and toward the thin window above
the Virgan's head. The young man looked up at it, too, and Arias
said, "I long for the day when I might stand upon the eastern shore
and feel the wind at my face. That wind will sweep across the dry
plain and, on the third day, a storm of soil and thunder will cast
the demons aside at the dawn."

The priestess smiled and said, "May the Lords
of Kobol hear you and grant you that gift."

Their prayer session ended and the Redshirt
took Didacus by the arm. He was led away and a serjeant came near
with a sheet of paper. "Shall I write your report for you?"

"Please," the soldier said. "It is the same
as before. More of their dirteater nonsense about the gods and
demons and a war for their souls."

Didacus kept his head low and managed to not
smile until he was returned to the prisoners' bunks. The fools
have heard it all and yet they know nothing.

 


The storm had raged for more than two days
already. Arias stood on his cot and looked out the window. He knew
it was past dawn. He knew the sun was up. The red soil and heavy
winds that blew across the Plain obscured all. He stepped off his
cot and looked at the expectant prisoners. Their hair and beards
had been cut. They were as clean as they could be. They wrung their
hands and waited.

"It is time."

They all released a restrained cheer and ran
to the corner of the room. After moving the cot aside, Blas said,
"Taxíarchos, I fear I must part ways with you."

"Why?"

"I am too small to be a soldier."

"Then I will make you an officer."

Standing on his cot, he laughed and embraced
Didacus. "I shall sleep and let the Bloodshirts believe me a fool
for not having noticed your flight. And I shall pray to Reue,
Bandua, and Atégina on your behalf."

"Thank you, my friend." Arias kissed the
man's forehead and turned toward the opening in the floor. He
descended and watched as his comrades slid into black pants and red
jackets. He looked at one man and asked, "Have you awakened the
others?"

"They await only the signal for them to
descend."

"Give it." He stooped low and took the fake
Virgan jacket offered him. "Once you have dressed, move to the
tunnel and stand ready to exit."

On the far side of their secret basement,
another panel in the ceiling opened and more prisoners descended
from other nearby rooms. Clothes were passed to them, too, and they
began to dress.

Didacus slipped into the red coat and then
pulled the black pants on over his prison-issued ones. He buttoned
the coat, put on his Virgan-style hat, and looked down at his
gloved hands. He had worn them since he saw the latest savagery of
the Virgans against his people. He had mourned ever since.
Perhaps today, we can pay for their lives with the blood of our
oppressors. And I may mourn no more. He walked through a narrow
passage. Dark and cool, he soon entered a chamber with four other
men who stared up at a wooden plank. The only light was from a
single handheld lantern and they listened to the howls of the wind
above.

"Taxíarchos," a young man began, "will
the storm last long enough?"

"Oh yes. There has been no rain for weeks and
the winds have shifted for summer. 'From the sea they come and to
the Plain they go.' You have heard this?"

"I have not."

Arias shook his head. "It is from an old
story, but it is true. The winds from the coast now blow across the
Plain and the dryness of the soil is carried around the world. For
days, the storm will rage. From city to city." He smiled and
finished, "The Leo and Virgo alike are blinded, but we are
Touro." Some laughed. "We know the wind. We know the soil.
The priestesses have carried our messages to all places. Today is
the day we all rise. Today is the day we win." He looked toward the
tunnel and saw it was packed. "It is time."

"Your rifle, taxíarchos."

Someone handed him a painted piece of wood
and Didacus smiled. He pointed it upward and said, "Remove it." One
man climbed and pushed against the plank. When it lifted, he
rotated it until it came down to them. Then he climbed. Arias was
next and he now stood in a shed filled with dozens of rakes,
shovels, and other tools that the prisoners used. "Stack them as
best you can so more can fit inside."

"Yes, captain."

He leaned down and took the hands of his
fellow prisoners, pulling them up into the shed. Within minutes,
twenty people were standing there, pressed against the walls and
doors. "Listen. We know where we are going. March together. March
well, like the Bloodshirts. We will secure the armory and the
vehicle group will be along after. Yes?"

"Yes, captain."

He turned and faced the door. "Into the
storm."

Didacus opened it and the wind pulled it from
his hand and against the wall of the shed. Clouds of red passed by
and whipped into the opening, forcing all the Taurans to
squint.

"Do you smell that?" he asked above the
noise. He took a deep breath and felt granules of dirt in his
nostrils. He smelled the flinty rocks of the Plain, the aged sulfur
of the soil, the hint of salt from the sea. "That is the smell of
home. That is why we fight. Do not forget it."

He walked out and turned to the left, taking
a rigid position at the corner of the shed. The others followed
right behind him and they formed a double-lined column across the
front of the shed. They all placed the fake rifles against their
right shoulders with their left hands holding their hats. Arias
ordered, "March!"

They walked into the open and the soil
whipped against them. They moved quickly and precisely, though some
gusts caused a few to stumble. Still, in just four minutes, they
had marched away from the prisoners' compound and to the soldier
barracks on the north side. The armory building was to the left and
Didacus was stunned to see no guards posted outside.

"They must be inside!" he yelled over his
shoulder. Too weak to remain in the storm.

The column reached the entrance where someone
saw their approach and opened the double doors. Didacus and the
others marched inside as quickly as possible and found themselves
surrounded by racks and racks of rifles, swords, pistols,
ammunition, grenades, and more. He also spied many chestplates and
other steel armor, but he knew it was useless against the Virgans'
rifles. Once all twenty were inside, they began to brush the red
dust from their uniforms.

When a Virgan soldier closed the door, she
asked, "Why are you lot out and about in this then?"

Arias looked at her and saw three other
guards near the doors, plus a duty officer behind a desk near him.
He reached toward his waist and said, softly, "Now." He made one
step to the desk and swiped out with his right hand. The serjeant
clutched his throat and fell to the ground. He looked at the other
Virgans and saw that they, too, had been quickly and silently
dispatched by blades. "Let us exchange our wooden rifles for real
ones, shall we?"

When every prisoner was outfitted with
sabers, pistols, rifles, and ammunition, they heard the sound of a
vehicle outside. The doors were opened and the next group of twenty
entered. So it went, like clockwork. A column on foot entered and
was armed. Then a group by truck. As each group was armed, they
departed and went to their pre-planned positions. Not Didacus'
group, though. His would be the one to spark the fire.

After more than an hour of arming his people,
he picked up a ceramic grenade from the shelf. "Let us go."

His group exited the armory and into the
gales of red wind again. With grenades in hand, each of them went
to windows and doors of the soldiers' barracks. Two large buildings
housing more than two hundred Virgans, on lockdown due to the
storm. Arias held his grenade high and twisted the metal cap.
Inside, sparks ignited the fuel and shot from the ceramic cylinder.
The others mimicked his movements as he stepped away from the wall
of the building and threw it through the glass.

Screams erupted immediately followed by
explosions which rippled through the buildings. Before the smoke
settled, the prisoners ran in through the entrances and stabbed
every Redshirt, even those who weren't moving. When Didacus
entered, he saw they had been killed as they played card games,
ate, or read books. He smiled at his men and said, "It has
begun."

Hearing the explosions, the other units began
their assault. Columns of apparent Redshirts marched outside
officer's quarters and suddenly barged in, firing on lieutenants,
captains, majors, and more. Watchtowers were felled by mortars.
Gates were trampled by vehicles. Outside the perimeter of the
prison camp and military base, other Taurans performed their tasks.
Citizens took their secret weapons and stormed the police stations
and government buildings. Commandeered vehicles ferried weapons and
explosives all around Minos and the people stormed the second base
on the western side of the city, taking its airfields, too. By
noon, all military facilities were under their control. The palace
was surrounded and Didacus sat in a communications station at the
prison camp, listening to the panicked orders being sent from the
Virgan leaders.

"Where is Major Brookee? Major Hille?" The
voice spoke faster after each bout of silence. "Lord Hyland demands
that any officer answer her calls!"

Arias chuckled and faced the Tauran on his
left. "Are you an officer?"

"No, taxíarchos. But you are."

"I suppose I am." He picked up the microphone
from the table and began, "This is Arias Didacus, …"

"Forgive me," a soldier said as he leaned
over. He pressed a button on the console and then pointed to the
switch on the base of the microphone. "Press this when you
speak."

"Thank you." He pushed the metal button.
"This is Arias Didacus, captain of the people of Taurus. On behalf
of my world, you are hereby ordered to surrender and depart."

Now the Virgans were silent. "This is Lord
Lodema Hyland, ruler of Taurus. You do not have the authority to
make demands."

"This is our world and it is we who now have
your rifles and your vehicles. We command your bases and we have
surrounded your palace. You will surrender."

"I need only speak to my commanders in Tseri
and Sarpedon. The dirteater filth will be wiped from the city's
streets."

Didacus chuckled, "You are welcome to try.
However, I believe you will find your commanders in those or any
other cities to be otherwise occupied, if not dead." He put the
microphone on the table and asked, "Can we contact our people in
the other cities? The Leo cities, too? I need to know how they
fare."

"Yes, taxíarchos," man said as he sat
down. "The frequencies are here."

"Good. I am going to the palace." He faced
the other prisoner, "Once you have a list of the cities and their
current situation, bring it to me."

"Yes, taxíarchos."

In the storm outside, he saw a line of
Redshirts on horseback. The animals' heads frequently bucked and
shook through the clouds of dust and they stopped by the captain.
"Do you have a spare?"

"Take mine, guatrau!" one said as he
leapt off the mount.

"Thank you." He climbed up and squinted
toward the prison gates ahead. They had been open for some time,
but the thought that he was now free had not yet occurred to him.
"Ride with me to the palace."

"Yes, captain!"

The group left the prison camp and base and
rode at a good pace. One held aloft their banner, a plain red flag
so that their people would not fire on them. As they neared the
center of Minos, the wind became softer and the gusts of dust
became more infrequent around the city's buildings. The air
surrounding them became easier to breathe. Soon though, the roads
were choked. Thousands of people, horses, carts, and more filled
every lane and avenue. When the horses turned a corner, they saw
the tall palace and heard the rumble of the people around it.

They made a path for the leader and he found
himself in a sea of smiling, cheering faces. Arms held rifles,
swords, and red banners high. Virgan cannon were positioned at the
far corners of the plaza and the Taurans had them trained on the
lord's castle. He saw that several of his people had already
planted mortars, too. He looked up along the surrounding buildings
and rifles peeked from every window and rooftop. His expression
hardened and he glared at the stone palace. For several minutes, he
sat on his horse and absorbed the energy of the people.

"Taxíarchos!" a soldier cried as he
pushed through the crowd with a page.

The captain took it and read. He smiled and
motioned for a woman to hand him a large cone. He raised the
megaphone to his mouth and said, "Let the former ruler of Taurus
come forth!" Many in the crowd laughed and jeered. Three storeys
up, a large window was opened and he could see a few faces in the
darkness. He rotated on his horse and called out to his people, "No
one is to fire!"

A voice came from high above the plaza, "Lay
down your arms and return to your homes!" The crowd laughed again.
"Surrender and the consequences will be less than they might be
otherwise!"

"I think not, Hyland!" Arias paused to let
the echo of his voice die down. He heard the storm again over the
rumble of the crowd and winds threw clouds of red dust over the
buildings, above the palace. "The people of Taurus are rising now!
In Minos! In Tseri! In Sarpedon! In Catulla! In Abdera!" The crowd
began to cheer and chant as he named each city. "In Hypatia! In
Arcadia! In Paterna! In Olympia! Yes, Hyland! Even the Leo feel the
people of Taurus at their throats!"

The cities he didn't mention were those where
he could not reach his comrades. He was certain the struggle was
underway, but the remaining large cities were already devastated
warzones. It was possible that there weren't enough Taurans to
overcome the entrenched soldiers. A task for later.

The Virgans were quiet. Didacus squinted
through the storm's renewed gusts but he could see distant faces,
away from the window and speaking to one another. The crowd of
Taurans, however, were loud. Their chanting continued and grew as
the red clouds swirled through the plaza, cloaking them in the
soil. Some pressed toward the palace's doors and he knew he would
have to act fast to sustain their fervor.

"Hyland, will you depart this world?!"

"I will not."

The people jeered again and Arias said, "Then
we will remove you from it." He lowered the megaphone and looked
toward the cannon. With a gesture, they fired. The rounds struck
the towers and windows of the palace and many in the crowd
screamed. Rifles fired from the windows and rooftops behind him and
a few Redshirts appeared in the palace windows to return that fire.
They did not live long. With an explosion, the doors were breached
and the people stormed inside. The cannon fired again, destroying a
tower and throwing stone onto the crowd below. Seeing the throngs
of people rushing into the castle, he raised the megaphone again
and yelled, "Take them alive!"

With Taurans in the palace, the cannon fell
silent. The rifles, however, continued to fire. Glass broke along
the main portion of the structure and Redshirts were thrown out.
Paintings were torn from the walls and statues pushed from
pedestals. Didacus came off his horse before the main doors and
stepped over bodies of Taurans by the gates. Arias walked inside
and saw that confusion had gripped the palace's main hall.
Upstairs, there was a barrage of riflefire and he looked toward the
stairs. A surge of armed citizens raced up and the captain walked
to the center of the hall, standing atop an ornate rug and shards
of glass. He held his hands behind his back and waited.

There was more riflefire and then shouting. A
few more shots and then cheers. Taurans stormed down the stairs
carrying people by their arms. Roughly they were thrown to the
floor and one man's hands reached out to brace his fall, only to
cut himself on the glass. The woman in a mail shirt kept her chin
raised proudly.

Didacus knelt before her. "I know who you
are."

"I am Lord Hyland of Taurus."

"No. You are the Butcher. The one who
commanded that our history be cut from our bodies. I buried a great
many who suffered at your hands."

"Not nearly enough."

Arias backhanded her across the face so hard
she fell onto her side. Another Tauran raised her up again and he
saw that she was bleeding. "Justice will be done to you soon. Once
the machis is able to join us, you will be gone from this
world. One way or another." Hyland didn't speak. He looked at the
uniformed man kneeling next to her. He had been shot in the arm and
his head swiveled in every direction as though he was looking for
something. "I know you."

The general stopped and stared at Didacus.
"And I you."

"Domos. Commander of the Virgan forces on my
world."

"I am."

"Good." He watched as people streamed down
the stairs with new prisoners and many ran from the palace, looting
all they could find. "How does it feel to have failed so
utterly?"

Randel lowered his head. "I believe you know
already."

Arias stood and nodded. "Yes. Four years ago,
I rallied a force to strike Minos and we were captured. My men and
women were killed. And you," he knelt again, "punished me by
letting me live." Hyland looked toward her general and Didacus
smiled. "Yes. Think on that." He stood and walked away from the
group of prisoners. He saw a few of his fellow prisoners, still
wearing their faux Virgan coats. "Stand watch over them.
They are not to be harmed."

 


The next day, in the plaza outside the
palace, the people were gathered around a stage that had been built
in the night by the people. The storm still blew across the Plain
and clouds of dust occasionally ripped down the city's streets. The
people, though, were wrapped in scarves and eager.

Didacus left the palace wearing duplicates of
the clothes he had worn before he was captured during the failed
assault four years prior. Simple brown pants. A white shirt with a
brown coat. He had around his waist a knife he had found in the
palace similar to the one that had been taken from him. He also
wore a general's pistol.

When the people saw him, they cheered and
screamed. Many began a chant of "Taxíarchos!" and red flags
waved over everyone's heads. He walked to the side of the stage and
smiled as he scanned the buildings and saw many thousands of
Taurans, free, and cheering.

From the east, there came a caravan of
vehicles. Their craft had landed a short while ago from the Leonan
holdings and Taurans emerged from the trucks carrying bound
prisoners in blue and white. The Tauran fighters of Hypatia and
Olympia had a much tougher battle, for they did not have the shield
of the Plain's storm. The crowd cheered again and watched as the
marchis and her officers were led up to the stage and thrown
onto their knees beside the Virgan leaders. The one-time opponents
shared worried looks and then watched as Arias walked onto the
platform.

He raised his arms and the crowd went still.
He saw Taurans from the Leo lands and he knew they couldn't speak
Virgan, nor could he speak Leonese. He decided to use the Taurans'
adopted, unifying tongue. "Esmén oukéti doulos!" The crowd
erupted in cheers and he crouched and growled at the prisoners, "We
are no longer slaves!" He stood again and said, in Olympian, "Today
is a holiday!"

"Estín," Domos said. When Didacus
turned to face him, the general added, "Yes, I can speak it."

"What is the holiday today, general?"

"It is the thirteenth of Aprilis, the second
day of the festival to Ceres."

Arias smirked and shook his head. "No,
general. Here!" he faced the crowd again, "on Taurus! Today is
our day! The day we free ourselves from the invaders of
Virgo and Leo! After three hundred years, today is the day that the
people of Taurus stand free!" They cheered louder than before and
he saw the incredulous look from Lord Hyland. "The soil of our
world, watered by the blood of our people, shall not be sullied
again! At long last, we are independent!" Thousands roared with
each exclamation. "Long live the heroes of Taurus! Long live the
priests and priestesses who rallied us all!" He scanned the crowd
and saw several people in holy robes, including a beaming Agnes
Calvet, but he did not see the mother of this rebellion. "Long live
Garsea! Long live the fighters! Long live Taurus!"

At this, the crowd repeated, "Long live
Taurus! Long live Taurus! Long live Taurus!"

After the cheering, the people broke into
applause and the captain looked off the platform and said, "Bring
the papers." A woman ran onto the platform with three large sheets.
Didacus took them and raised them high. "You, invaders, will sign
these treaties and then you will depart our world forever!" Hyland
remained defiant and shook her head. "You will not sign?"

"Never."

"Very well. Butcher." He removed the gun from
his waist and shot her in the forehead. The back of her skull gave
way and sprayed blood and gray matter onto the platform. Her body
slumped to the side to the cheer of thousands. After he kicked her
body off the stage, he looked at Domos, "Are you now the leader of
Virgo on this world?"

He sighed. "I am."

"Will you sign?" He seemed pained and he
looked up at Arias. "If you sign," he looked at the marchis,
"and you, we will allow transports to take your citizens from
Taurus. We do not want them and they would not want to remain."

Lady Bonfils spoke at last, "Do you swear
it?"

"I do. It is in the treaties." He looked at
the general again. "Will you sign it?"

"I will."

"Free his hand and bring him a quill." Once
it was done, the Virgan rubbed his arm and fingers. The page was
laid on the wooden floor of the stage and an inked pen was placed
in his hand. Randel knelt forward to sign, but he didn't. His eyes
scanned the page and read quickly. "Fear not, general. It states
only that the Virgo and Leo agree to abandon this world and that we
are a free people."

Domos took a deep breath and raised up. "I
sign this only so that my people may depart unharmed."

As he bent over to scribble his name, Arias
said, "I care not why. I care only that you have." When a Tauran
removed that page and replaced it with a copy, he glanced up at the
captain. "Yes. Three pages. One for Virgo, one for Leo, and one for
Taurus." Once he had signed twice more, the pages slid in front of
the machis. "Lady Bonfils, if you please." Her leather bonds
were cut and she, too, was given a pen. As she signed, Didacus
smiled and looked at Domos again. "How truly you must hate the
other."

"Why so?" the machis said.

"It took so little. Only a few Taurans
wearing Virgan uniforms and an attack on some Leo depots." Bonfils
raised her head in shock and looked at her colonel. They both
whispered and Arias said, "Yes. Those were my people. And your war
followed."

"What of the plague?" Randel asked.

"That was not us, but if it brought you to
your knees more quickly, then all the better." Once the
machis finished, Didacus took the pen and signed all three
pages himself. He held them up and yelled to the crowd. "It is
done!" Tauran guards came to the sides of the stage and he said,
"Take them away!"

"Wait!" Colonel Chappuis yelled. "When we
return to our vessels, why should we not use them to fire upon
you?!"

He lifted one of the treaties, "Because of
your machis' honor. And if that means so little to you,"
Didacus stepped closer to the officer who was nearly a full head
shorter than he, "know that you may well destroy Minos and even
kill me. But my people? They would remember. If another invader
sets foot upon our world after such a betrayal, you would never
know peace. The red soil of my world would be all the redder with
your blood. Besides," he looked toward Bonfils and Domos, "I
believe what few supplies we found in your bases and palaces proves
that your empires would not risk spending more of their military
here. They gave you so little to accomplish so great a task, and
there are but a few of your mighty vessels left up there. If this
is how Virgo and Leo supports you, then I would not expect a return
so soon."

Arias backed away as the imperial leaders
were carried off. The crowd continued to cheer and chant and jeer
their former overlords. The captain surveyed them all and smiled.
Without looking down at his hands, he finally removed his gloves
and put them in his pockets.


 XVIII

DOMOS

1,156 Years After Colonization

 


For the third agonizing day, he sat in the
plaza before the palace and looked at dead bodies. Most were his
soldiers, his men and women, who gave their lives to defend the
lord of Taurus. From the rubble, new bodies came. Several more
soldiers. Virgan workers. Even native servants. The one before him
made him quake.

Elo. The housemaiden assigned to the general
and his son. He saw her face, uncovered and bloodied, staring into
the sky before a tarp was pulled over her. He wondered again and
again, Where is my son?

Randel sat with his hands bound near Elo's
body. Tauran workers and fighters walked past him and many hurled
insults. Several even spat on him. The Tauran tapped to guard him
allowed that abuse, but he prevented anyone from touching him.

The sun was about to set and Didacus left the
palace in the company of Doda Garsea and the small, old man, Blas.
Using a cane and recovering from malnutrition and many days in the
open Plain, Garsea studied the Virgan from afar and they both
wondered about the man's faraway gaze. Finally, the priestess
departed for the temple, Blas returned to the palace, and the
captain walked over to stand before him. "The day is nearly done,
Domos. Your transport awaits."

Randel's voice cracked from dryness and
disuse, "I cannot go."

"You will. You agreed to it. The Virgans from
Zama and the other places that did not fall before have
surrendered. They have boarded your ships and gone to space. The
Leo, too. This transport is the last."

The general bit his tongue to shift his rage.
He pushed his arms as far apart as he could against the straps and
whipped his head toward the palace. "My son."

"Your son?"

When he spoke, his voice cracked again, "He
is inside."

Arias knelt beside him and looked at the
palace. "I have looked throughout the palace myself. There was much
debris, but it is now gone. No bodies have been found since the
midday. We have searched your secret tunnels and hiding places."
Didacus shook his head and faced Randel. "There is no one left
inside."

His eyes became full and he grunted, "He must
be."

The captain removed his brown coat and
unlaced the shirt beneath it. "Again, we have a situation where I
already know how you feel." Confused, Domos looked toward him and
the Tauran was pointing at the symbols of his family tattooed on
his chest. "I, too, have lost a son."

Randel squeezed his eyes shut tightly. He
turned away from Arias and shook his head repeatedly. "No. No, I do
not believe it."

Didacus stood and looked down at his chest.
"I have more marks to add. Marks to honor those who gave their
lives to free us. But this," his hand cupped the tattoo of Bandua's
sword which pierced a Virgan seal, "I believe I shall add the Lady
Nabia to it." He smiled and looked at the weeping man. "The goddess
of victory, you see." When it was clear that Domos would say
nothing more, he looked at the guard and said, "Take him to his
transport."

Two Taurans lifted the general up and dragged
him away. He kicked and screamed, but he could not get free of his
captors.

 


The two teens lay in the back of the cart
under a blanket. They had been riding throughout the night and when
they saw the dawn through the fabric, they peeked out and witnessed
the expanse of the Plain behind them.

"Where are we?" Eva whispered.

"I believe we're going west." He looked down
at the path through low plants, free of large rocks. "Is this the
Trail?"

"I think so. What is west of Minos?"

Linton closed his eyes and imagined a map.
"Tseri. Catulla."

"Have we been riding long enough to reach
Tseri?"

"I do not know."

They embraced each other and remained in the
hot sun, shielded only by the thin blanket. The storm had passed
within their second day on the Trail, so the heat grew in the
absence of the wind. He sweat profusely but he didn't care. He
could smell her hair and every once in a while, he kissed her head.
She would respond by holding him tighter and that made him
smile.

Hours passed and his hunger grew, but the
motion of the cart caused him to sleep. They were both awakened
when one of its wheels banged roughly in a hole and he looked out
from under the blanket again. "The moon is rising."

Eva looked out, as well, and smiled at the
sight of the pale blue sphere and its rings above the Trail. She
looked to the right and said, "Is that a sign?"

"An omen?" She pointed and he turned. When he
saw the back of a wooden post and plank, he said, "Ah. I believe
so."

They kept the blanket parted so they could
see, and soon their cart rode past buildings and people. The teens
smiled and vowed to leap out when the cart came to a stop. When it
did, they scrambled off the back and ran into an alley between two
buildings. They peered around the corner to see if the old woman on
the front had seen them, but she hadn't.

"Now," Domos said as he retreated back into
the alley, "what are we to do?"

Eva smiled but looked away wistfully. "I
would ask my mother."

"I know, we will reach out to Minos soon and
see if she is well."

She looked into his eyes. "And what of your
father?"

He shook his head. "You heard what they said
as we left. The Virgans surrendered. My father is probably dead."
She hugged him and he smiled at the sensation. He thought for a
moment that he should feel greater sorrow at the loss of his
father, but he didn't. He wondered if that meant something was
wrong with him, Or am I an adult now and ready to move past my
parents?

"I am hungry." Eva looked across the street
and saw a restaurant and a tavern. "They have food, but …"

"We have no money. I am sorry that my escape
plans did not include financing."

"You tried. There were too many
soldiers."

Linton reached into his pockets and felt the
chain. His thumb rounded the oval of the locket with his mother's
portrait. I could not sell this. He looked then at Eva and
the chain around her neck. Slowly, he reached toward it and pulled
until the gold ring emerged.

She looked down and immediately knew what he
was thinking. "This is your family's ring. You cannot sell it."

"My father gave it to me." He turned the
oblong ring around until he could see the "stone." "It has a
history, but I do not care." He kissed her mouth quickly and said,
"You are my family. The only family that matters. If parting with
this will aid us, then I will." When Eva looked down again at the
ring, he added, "I will find you a new wedding ring some day."

She nodded and laughed. "Come. We can find a
shop."

They walked for several minutes around
Tseri's streets and came to a small store. A man sitting on a chair
outside looked the pair over and then nodded, opening the door for
them. Behind the counter, an older woman sat studying a collection
of Virgan plunder. Ornate plates, rings, necklaces, and
candelabras. Against the wall, there were Virgan paintings and a
marble statue, too.

"Hello," Eva said. "I have something I would
like to sell."

"More from the Bloodshirts' lair, I suppose?"
She looked up and saw the youths. Surprised, she removed her
glasses and asked, "What are you doing here? Where are your
parents?"

Eva looked at Linton and he answered,
"Dead."

"In the fighting?" The boy nodded. "May the
gods rest them then. Come." She waved them forward. "What have
you?"

Slowly, Eva dangled the ring until it landed
on the wooden counter. She coiled the chain next to it. When she
said nothing, Domos offered, "This was in my family for many years.
It is a pure gold."

The old woman rubbed it, scratched her
fingernail against it, and smelled it. "So it is. What of this
stone?" She tapped it on the table and her face scrunched up at the
sound, "This is no stone."

"I was told that it is a thing from Kobol.
Plastic."

Her eyes widened and she shook her head.
"I've heard of no such thing, Kobol or no." She looked again at the
gold. "As you can see, my product is rather overflowing at the
moment. I am afraid that I can only offer you thirty dram for this.
Ten more for the chain. 'Tis silver."

Linton nodded once and stared at the ring.
"Forty dram."

The old woman grunted. "Have to use the
Virgan coin for now."

He looked at Eva and quietly asked, "Is that
a lot?"

She smiled and said, "It is more than I've
ever seen."

"Very well. Forty dram."

The woman reached under the counter and
removed four coins. She placed them on the wood top and said,
"Thank you for your business."

"Thank you." Domos picked them up and put
them in his pocket.

Outside on the streets of Tseri, they watched
people walk and ride past. Some were still reveling in their
victory, wearing red uniform jackets and drinking fine Virgan
alcohol. Red banners flew from every building and were carried by
some who fired their guns in the air. Eva, though, stared worriedly
at the few people who had taken notice of them. She looked at
Linton and touched his cheek.

"Your skin."

"What of it?"

She smiled. "You're too pale."

He looked into the blue sky and said, "Then I
shall lounge under the sun until I am not."

Eva kissed him and took his hand. They walked
toward one of the taverns and she looked at her feet. Cautiously,
quietly, she said, "And your name."

"Domos?" She nodded. "Yes. I suppose many of
your people would recognize it and feel no shortage of ill
will."

"Our people."

"Yes. 'Our people.'" They stopped at the door
of the tavern and he lifted her hand to his lips. "I will change it
to something more suitable for a Tauran."

She hugged him and they walked inside. They
sat to eat for the first time in days, and when they were finished,
they went to the local temple and were married.


 XIX

ADAMA

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


Dressed in a fine suit, the salt-and-pepper
haired attorney thrust his hands into his pockets and looked into
the darkness. "Our Day? Of course I know about it. I'm a
Tauron."

"And what about your feelings on it?"

Joseph shrugged. "I'm a Tauron. It makes me
proud to be a Tauron."

"No. The truth."

Adama huffed. "Fine. I thought it was
silly."

"Why?"

"Celebrating Tauron's independence. Yeah, of
course, independence. Great. But the Virgans and Leonans never
recognized that treaty. They came back just a century or two later
and stayed for another four hundred years. So what was the
point?"

"What was the point in fighting?"

Joseph paused and looked toward the black
floor. "Well, …"

"So why bother fighting the Heracs? Or
Phaulkon?"

Adama tsked and said, "Now wait a minute. My
thoughts on Our Day … I never said those out loud. I never talked
it through. I hear what you're saying. They had to fight Virgon and
Leonis."

"Go on."

He removed one of his hands and rubbed his
chin. "OK. When you're fighting for your lives, for your freedom,
you don't know if you'll win or how long your victory will last. So
… celebrate the victories that come."

"You should've known this,
Youseef."

He turned and saw Sam. Joseph smiled and
embraced him. "Of course, man. Of course." He cupped his younger
brother's face with one hand and lightly slapped it. "It's good to
see you."

Sam tilted his head and looked at Adama
incredulously. "You don't know who you are."

"I do. I do know."

"You were afraid of everything."

"I was." The attorney raised a single finger,
"But I pulled the trigger. You never remember that."

Sam nodded, "Dé, adelfo mou."

"Besides, I got afraid later. Once I
had something to lose."

"You say that, but you asked, 'What was the
point?'" Sam shook his head, "You of all people know the
point."

From the darkness behind Sam emerged Evelyn
and Bill. Larry. Ruth. Shannon, Tamara, and Willie. Lastly, their
parents, William and Isabelle.

Joseph nearly collapsed on the floor, but Sam
caught him. His mouth contorted and then opened to speak, but no
words emerged. As his eyes widened and became wet with tears, he
rushed toward them all and felt their hands and arms around
him.

"This is why," crying, Joseph raised his head
from the crush of his family. "This is why I was afraid."

Sam nodded, "I know."


 XX

PERI

1,911 Years After Colonization

 


The general stood over the old man's bed and
looked down at him.

Paper thin, spotted skin stretched over
bones. Wisps of hair on his head. A large nose from which mucous
flowed. His cracked lips were parted and gasping for air but his
eyes hadn't been open in days. Harsh white light came from the
windows and from the lamps on either side of the headboard.

Nikodemus Peri held his olive-green officer's
hat in the crook of his arm and he stared at the president's mouth.
Stop. Stop breathing. You selfish bastard, let go.

"General," the doctor said from the far side
of the room, "we may have to wait for days."

"Days more?" Peri asked.

"Yes, general."

"Vice president." Nikodemus looked at the
small man and corrected him again, "I am the vice president."

"Of course," the doctor lowered his head.
"Forgive me. I simply did not know which title to use."

"Do not make that mistake again." Peri looked
back at the president and saw the old man's chest heave again. He
glanced at the man in black on the far wall and raised a single
eyebrow at him. "Doctor, come with me. I have questions."

"Of course, vice president."

Barrel chested and imposing, Nikodemus came
to the doctor's side and turned him away from the president's bed.
"The president is eighty-three."

"Yes, vice president." They took slow steps
toward the far side of the room. "He has been in good health for
most of his life."

"Yet here we are." Peri put his hand on the
doctor's back to keep pushing him away from the bed. "Are you
certain he left no instructions on his return to the soil?"

"Nothing."

"And he designated no one to speak for
him?"

"Not on these matters, vice president."

Nikodemus acted concerned and nodded
thoughtfully for a few moments. After a long sigh, he said, "Thank
you, doctor," and they both turned back toward the president's bed.
The man in black was at his place against the wall and the
president's chest still rose and fell with effort.

The general went to the door and nodded for
his aide to join him and the man in black walked to his side. The
doctor leaned over the president's mouth and listened. When he
straightened, he said, "The president seems to have developed a
rattle. There is fluid in his lungs. It should not be long."

"Thank you. Keep me apprised." Peri put on
his hat and the pair left the room.

 


He was wearing his dress uniform. A
reddish-brown jacket with a high collar, scores of medals and
ribbons, and two colored braids over each shoulder hanging from his
epaulets.

"You look well, Mr. President."

Nikodemus turned and saw his brigadier.
"Thank you."

Tima Eliades was similarly dressed and she
looked toward the closed doors on her left. "Thousands are out
there now, waiting."

"Good." Peri turned his head from side to
side, studying his reflection in the mirror. "I will have tasks for
you after I address the people."

"Understood, president."

Nikodemus smirked and looked toward the far
corner of the room where the man in black lurked. "Andreas."

He stepped forward and handed him a few
pages. "Mr. President."

"We've done it, my boy." Peri put his hand on
the young man's shoulder, but his pale face gave only a wan smile.
"What is it?" Andreas' eyes flitted to Eliades. "Brigadier, leave
us for a moment." She nodded and left. "Speak."

"I owe you my life. Were it not for you, I
would be with the soil and no blood would have been spilled for my
family."

"Do not speak of such things as the
dirteaters do." He nodded, having heard that admonishment before.
The president continued, "You have more to say?"

"You kept me out of the Heracleides."
Nikodemus smiled, but Andreas continued, "If you had allowed me to
join when we found each other, I would be an officer now."

"Look at me." Peri put both of his hands on
the man's shoulders and kept his face close. "You are as much a Son
of Heracles as any of us. You have the ink of this," he tapped the
metal sword and bird symbol of the Heracs on his chest, "and you
got it with my blessing. I saved you from the soil and you saved me
from traitors in my midst. I need you with me, at all times, and I
need you on the outside looking in. Understand?"

He nodded. "Forgive me. I did not want to
distract you on the day of your ascension."

"It is no distraction." The president hugged
him and then released him. "Go to the door and let the others in."
While he pulled on his mourning gloves, the man in black strode
across the wide room and opened the ornate door. Eliades returned
along with a few other officers and people in suits. "Good morning,
everyone. You know my Mr. Phaulkon." Andreas nodded toward the
visitors. "I would like you all to join me on the balcony as I
speak to the people."

"Of course, Mr. President," one woman said,
"but may we see a copy of your remarks before they are given?"

"I am afraid not, Second Vice President
Barlas," he gestured toward the balcony, "the time is upon us." She
shared a concerned look with another official and they followed
Peri to the doors.

Nikodemus placed his gloved palms flat
against the glass and felt the vibrations of the crowd outside.
Thousands of people, talking and cheering, waiting there to hear
from him. He took a deep breath and pushed.

He emerged from the old Leonan palace in
Hypatia onto the stone balcony overlooking the city's plaza. As far
as the eye could see, people filled every bit of the streets,
alleys, plaza, windows, rooftops, and more. Red flags with stylized
bull symbols were waved above many hundreds of heads. Some carried
banners with the lionized face of the late president. Hundreds of
the general's supporters, most of whom wore uniforms, chanted his
name, "Peri! Peri! Peri!"

He bathed in it. Relished it. His smile was
one of satisfaction more than happiness. For years, he had worked
and planned. Today was the end of the preparation and it was the
beginning of action.

"My friends," his voice echoed across the
plaza from speakers. He looked down to the large camera on a
platform ten meters away, looking up at him. His preferred angle.
"My Taurans." The people cheered but they did not renew the chant.
"I join you today, a day of joy and of sorrow. Let me speak to you
first of our collective sorrow, then I shall share my joy."
Anticipating it, the people who were holding placards with the late
president's face held them higher. "Dion Philippo Columbus was more
than our president. He was our father. He was our commander. He was
our leader, and he led Tauron for nearly forty years after the
death of his father, Theodoro the Great. From the tumult of the
unification came a pair of worthy and honorable men, and from them
sprang an age of prosperity and peace. It has been a great age.
After centuries of powerlessness, after never-ending confusion and
division, the people of Tauron were united by their brilliant
leadership. It has endured for almost seventy years, so let us give
our thanks to Theodoro and Dion Columbus." He lowered his head
respectfully and many in the crowd did the same as they performed
traditional mourning gestures. When he raised it again, he squared
his jaw and shoulders and held his hands behind his back.

"One of the great honors of my life has been
to serve Tauron as a soldier and officer in this fine military. I
thought I would know no greater honor than to be a Son of Heracles,
yet President Columbus last year named me the first vice president
of the Congress." There was scattered applause, primarily from the
uniformed people in the crowd, and Nikodemus put his hand over his
heart and closed his eyes for a moment. "I am proud to have
contributed to the greatness of our world under his leadership." He
opened his eyes and said in a firm, deep tone, "Yet I am afraid to
say that there are elements that may undo what we have worked for.
They seek to undermine the prosperity painfully earned by great men
like our former presidents and those who serve in our military.
They speak against the state while taking from it. You know of whom
I speak." He saw the nodding heads of his fellow Heracleides in the
crowd and some sympathetic movements from the rest. "The rats of
the cities. The vultures of the Plain. They opposed the state for
many years and fought against the president at every step. And now,
now when the promised prosperity exists, it is not enough for them.
They want more. More at your expense. They speak against the
government and people who have made Tauron what we are today.
Everything that was great, high, and holy has been dragged into the
dirt, so that they might eat it." Half the crowd jeered and booed
exuberantly. Peri nodded and nearly smirked. His months of speeches
and thousands of propaganda posters were paying off.

"It may sound odd, but this, this, is
why I feel joy on this day. Joy that we still may appreciate the
gifts and leadership of our fallen president, and joy that I am
certain it will continue. We will answer the threats of those
elements among us and we will drive them out from our society!" The
people applauded and cheered. "I, your president, will meet our
enemies and I will defeat them! The Children of Heracles will
defeat them!" The soldiers in the crowd became enthusiastic. "All
the great people of Tauron will defeat them!" While the revelry was
at its peak, he continued, "And I will begin with our Congress,
where the enemies of our world have found friends and a foothold!
The chambers will be purged! New elections will be held! And they
will not find purchase in what comes after!" The crowd began to
chant his name and cheer again. He smiled and waved his hand high,
"Let us go and celebrate our beloved leader and let us continue his
success! Long live Tauron!"

The thousands responded, "Long live
Tauron!"

He turned and saw a few shocked faces.
Phaulkon opened the doors and all the leaders and officers went
inside the anteroom. The crowd continued to chant as Andreas closed
them and the second vice president erupted.

"How dare you?! How dare you sweep the
Congress and …"

"Madam Barlas," Nikodemus interrupted, "your
service in the Congress is no longer required. And as you and Mr.
Metaxas here are both members of the Farm-Labor Party, …"

"This is ridiculous!" Metaxas said.

"You are both under arrest." The president
waved a pair of guards over and the two politicians stood in
stunned silence. "You have given aid and comfort to the Ploutons,
enemies of the state."

"They are my constituents."

"They are traitors. Take them away." Once the
guards had removed them, there were only officers, allies, and his
man in black. Peri smiled, removed his gloves, and said, "We are
off to a good start."


 XXI

TRAKAS

1,911 Years After Colonization

 


Obeda stepped out of her front door and took
a deep breath. The air was cool. The heavy rainstorm overnight had
removed the heat, as well as the smell of the Plain's dust which
had blown in the previous few days. The streets of Sarpedon were
largely empty so early. She smiled at the prospect of the day and
started to walk.

She was in her early sixties. Short, thin,
but certainly not slight. She had silver hair with streaks of its
former black. The wrinkles of her face only underlined her piercing
eyes and framed her mouth. She walked at a leisurely pace and the
young man who followed her had no trouble keeping up.

A truck rumbled by and she watched it,
smelling the sweet metallic scent of freshly slaughtered beef
aboard. It turned off this major boulevard and onto a service
street toward the highway. She kept walking and focused on the
sight of fruit baskets around a newsstand at the intersection
ahead. While Trakas approached, the tall man behind her slowed and
leaned against a building.

"Good morning, Alex." She smiled and placed
an arm on the counter. "How are you today?"

"Well, Obeda. Well." He glanced at the woman
nervously and then at the hatted figure several meters away against
the wall. "How may I help you?"

She smirked and shook her head. "I am only
curious." She pulled a newspaper from a nearby stack and flattened
the front page with the edge of her hand. "'New military action
against Plouton strongholds.'" She looked up at Alex and saw him
nodding. "A shame."

"It is. Farmers and families who just want
enough to survive."

"Very true. The bigger cities and the
government enjoy their wealth, but when one of us 'dirteaters' dare
try to get a taste," she snapped her fingers and shook her head.
"What do you make of this General Peri?"

The heavyset man shrugged. "I know only what
I read. What I heard people say as they stand and read the
papers."

"And what do they say?"

Alex glanced up and down the street, looking
for any sign of the police or military. "They say Columbus was old
and the general took advantage of him to be made first vice
president last year. Then they say he killed the old man."

Trakas grunted and said, "I am afraid you
might be right." She lifted the paper and set it back on the pile.
"So. It is the first."

"Yes, Obeda." He reached under the counter
and removed a thin stack of wide, blue and gray colored bills.
"Here you are."

"I thank you, Alex." She quickly fanned them
out and counted them, smiled, and tucked the bundle into the pocket
of her coat. "Those little bastards aren't bothering you now, are
they?"

"No, Obeda." He shook his head and smiled.
"Thank you."

"Good." She slapped the counter and walked
away.

Trakas continued down the street and she
breathed deeply as the smell of fresh bread came to her nose. She
smiled a little and kept walking until she reached the bakery. She
looked inside and saw the owner sliding platters of pastries into
the display case. Obeda grabbed the handle and walked inside.

"Doris, my friend, how are you?"

The old woman's shoulders slumped and she
lowered her head. "I am fine, Obeda."

"Good. I am glad to hear it." She walked up
to the glass and looked at the loaves of bread and the sweet
shell-shaped pastries next to them. "The kochýlia look and
smell amazing."

"Thank you, Obeda." Doris finally looked into
Trakas' eyes. The old woman looked weary and there was a hint of
repressed anger, too.

"I know the morning is your busy time so I
will not keep you." Trakas smiled and leaned an elbow onto the
counter. When the older woman did not seem to respond, the smile
faded and she prompted, "Today is the first."

"I know, Obeda." She sighed, "I simply cannot
afford to pay you today." When Trakas began to shake her head,
Doris raised her hands and pleaded, "Flour is so much more
expensive now, Obeda. The fighting in the east …"

"I do not care."

"… with the Ploutons …"

Trakas gave an exaggerated sigh, put her
hands in her coat's pockets, and backed away from the counter. A
moment later, the tall man in a hat entered and stood by the door.
Racked with fear, Doris' eyes widened and she stared at him.

"Mána?"

All three looked toward the kitchen. A
middle-aged man emerged from the door, his clothes dusted with
flour. "Go back, Demmy."

"Yes, Demmy," Obeda said. "Go back."

He narrowed his eyes and glared at Obeda. He
was wiping his hands on a towel, occasionally glancing toward the
enforcer. "Are you alright, Mána?"

"I am. Go back."

Slowly, he nodded and retreated into the
kitchen.

"Now," Trakas said. "You were saying you
could not pay me?"

Doris swallowed hard and her hand trembled.
"I cannot pay all."

"I understand. These are tough times for many
of us." She stepped forward and pointed her finger onto the
counter. "But debts must be paid."

The old woman opened the till and removed
several bills. "This is all I have at the moment."

Obeda took it and spread them out. "Half.
Barely." After she pocketed them, she said, "I am not
unsympathetic. I will return in … three days."

"Thank you."

Her false smile vanished and became a sneer.
"I will be paid in full or there will be trouble."

"I understand, Obeda."

"Good." Trakas sniffed again and looked into
the glass case. "I will have two kochýlia, if you
please."

"Of course." Doris opened a paper bag with
one hand and slid open the case with the other. After she put both
pastries inside, she folded the top over and handed it to Obeda.
"Enjoy it."

"I will."

Trakas walked out of the shop and the door
closed behind her. Still, the tall man remained in the store,
looking out from under his hat. He glared at the owner for a time
and she stared back, fearful. Finally, he left.

A few hours later, she was standing over her
worktable, running her large pair of shears through a bolt of
fabric. Her enforcer was seated on the other side of the room,
carefully sewing sleeves onto a jacket. The door opened and Obeda
turned to see three uniformed soldiers enter.

"Are you the owner?" a man asked. He looked
at a page, "Obeda Trakas?"

"I am." She stood up from the table but kept
a hold on the shears. She glanced across their faces and saw the
other two, with rifles, staring down her man at the sewing table.
To distract them, she said, "I don't often work on uniforms, but I
can if you need it."

"We've no need for a tailor," the one with
the clipboard said. "We've come to you because you are supposedly a
person with influence in Sarpedon."

She nodded once. "Perhaps." She looked at her
enforcer but gave none of the subtle signals that he should
strike.

"Are you aware that there will be elections
in three weeks?"

"I don't follow the news."

"In three weeks, there will be elections for
the Congress." He held the clipboard at his side, "We need your
help in ensuring that people come out to vote for the right
candidates."

She placed the point of the shears on the
table and leaned on them a little. "I appreciate your faith in me,
but I don't involve myself in politics. It's bad for business."

"Well," he tapped the clipboard, "this isn't
a request."

One of the soldiers raised her rifle and
aimed it at Trakas. Obeda's man fired a shotgun tied under his
sewing table, striking the soldier in the midsection. The third
soldier immediately shot the enforcer twice in the chest. In just a
few seconds, the shop had become filled with noise, smoke, and the
smell of cordite. A Heracleides soldier lay on the floor, bleeding,
and Obeda's muscle was dead, slumped over the jacket he had been
mending. Now, the soldier who killed her man was aiming at her.

"Very unnecessary, Miss Trakas." The soldier
with the clipboard stepped to the side of his wounded comrade and
looked down at her. She was clutching her abdomen, but she tried to
sit upright. "What are we to do here?"

Obeda fumed and turned the shears, digging
them deeper into the wood of the table. She looked over at the dead
man and said, "If you want your votes, you'd be best served to let
me clean this up my way."

"We do want the votes, Miss Trakas." He
removed a page from the clipboard and set it on the far corner of
her worktable. "Suffice it to say, if our candidates don't win with
the margins we desire, we'll be back." He nodded toward the
enforcer, "And no amount of thug dirteaters will be enough to save
you."

He bent down to put the wounded soldier's arm
over his shoulder. As they walked out slowly, the last soldier kept
her rifle trained on Obeda. Then, she lowered it and departed,
too.

Trakas growled and threw the shears across
the room where they stuck into the far wall. She sighed and walked
to the sewing table. She patted the corpse's back and said, "Blood
will be spilled for you. I swear it."


 XXII

PSOMA

1,911 Years After Colonization

 


"Yahso?"

The old man blinked.

Antonio set the bowl on the table next to the
bed and put his hand on his husband's shoulder. Jason's head was
slumped forward and to the left with his chin nearly touching his
sternum. His right hand was curled in his lap and a trickle of
saliva had fallen onto it.

Psoma was in his early sixties; Jason was a
few years older than he. Dementia began to manifest five years ago,
and it had been a painful road to this point. Antonio sat back in
his chair and looked at the tall, strong man he had once known.
That man seemed to be gone and there were only memories now. Still,
what little of Jason remained he had sworn to care for.

"Yahso," he said, "you need to eat."
With a spoon in his right hand, Antonio brought some broth to
Jason's lips and with his left, he tilted the head up a little.
Jason's mouth parted somewhat, and he pushed the spoon inside, only
to have the brown liquid dribble out right after. He picked up a
rag and began to dab at Jason's mouth and shirt. Antonio sighed and
softly said, "I am sorry, erómenos."

Jason hadn't eaten all day. He had barely
eaten the day before. Antonio knew the end was near and in this
moment, as he held a bowl of quickly cooling broth, he felt it
deeply. After he put the bowl on the table nearby, he cupped his
hands on either side of his husband's face and wept. Jason didn't
react.

There was a knock at the door.

Antonio sniffed loudly and wiped his nose
with the rag. He stood up from the bedside and leaned over to kiss
Jason's forehead. Slowly, he walked from the bedroom toward the
front door when they knocked again.

"I'm here, I'm here." He opened the door and
saw three Heracleides soldiers. A chill washed over him and he
stiffened. After a scan of their uniforms, he looked at the short
woman and said, "Sergeant."

She smiled and gave a quick nod. "Captain.
May we come in?"

Psoma looked back into the sitting area and
stepped away. "I suppose. Forgive the mess."

"Certainly." She walked in first and looked
around as the two men entered and took positions on either side of
the door. "I'm Sergeant Kolibri of the Heracleides. It is a
pleasure to meet you, captain."

Antonio closed the door and looked warily at
the two men before he locked eyes with her. "Former captain. I was
deactivated years ago."

"Well, sir," she removed an envelope from her
pocket, "that is why I'm here."

He took a deep breath and opened it. His eyes
danced over the page and he saw several words that got his
attention, like "reinstate." Finally, he looked up and raised his
left hand, the fingertips spread toward the ceiling. He asked,
"What does this mean?"

"It means Tauron needs you, sir. As of today,
your commission has been reactivated and you are to complete the
tasks your orders require." She removed another envelope from her
pocket.

Psoma shook his head, "Sergeant Kolibri, I am
not a young man. I cannot serve in the military again and be
effective."

"I believe you will find that your orders are
decidedly not along the lines of your past duties. You will be more
of an organizer and a kind of diplomat."

She handed the second envelope to him and
Antonio sighed. "I am also afraid that my husband is ill and
requires my care throughout the day."

He opened the envelope and removed the page.
His eyes were drawn to a list of names near the bottom. "What is
this?"

"Like many dozens of your fellow former
officers, the president is tasking you with overseeing the election
here in the Arcadia district." Psoma's eyes darted toward her as
she continued, "The elections are three weeks away and we have to
ensure that all is well."

"And these names?"

"Those are President Peri's preferred
candidates. Part of your duties will involve spreading information
on those candidates and encouraging your fellow citizens to vote
for them, by whatever means you find necessary."

He knew some of these names. As corrupt as
the day is long. "I don't understand."

"I am merely the messenger, captain." The
sergeant gestured toward the door and her two men opened it. "Your
commanding officer is Colonel Calgan at Fort Aeneas. A
quartermaster will be along this afternoon to fit you and provide
your uniforms. Have a good day." Kolibri smiled again and left. One
of the soldiers closed the door behind himself.

Antonio slumped into a chair and put the
letters on his lap. His eyes danced from one to the other and he
sighed, shook his head, and lowered his face into his palm. A
moment later, Jason coughed in the other room and Psoma looked over
his shoulder. What am I going to do?

 


"Who's with Jason?"

Without looking up from his notes, the
captain said, "Mrs. Zervas."

"Zervas." The woman looked away. "I know that
name." She smiled, "Your neighbor?" Psoma chuckled, "The one who
kept thinking she could turn you?"

"Yes."

"And does she still wear short skirts and
tight blouses for you?"

"She does."

Lieutenant Biros laughed and turned the
steering wheel onto the next street. "I will say, if nothing else,
it will be good to see you again every day, sir."

"I feel the same, Carla." Antonio stretched
his neck to free it of the tight uniform collar. "Thank you for
keep me apprised while I was gone."

"Of course." She lowered her voice and began
to park the truck alongside the open markets, "I thought you would
want to know."

"I do." He looked out at the farmers and
workers spreading their wares on tables and in baskets. "I just
don't know what can be done at this stage."

Biros nodded and turned off the engine.
"Let's go."

The officers left the cab and walked to the
rear of the canvas-covered bed. She opened one of the flaps and
they saw twenty-four Heracleides soldiers inside, with rifles,
looking out at them expectantly.

Psoma waved, "Two." The pair of soldiers
nearest the opening stood and jumped onto the street. "No need to
crowd us or anyone. No need to be intimidating. Just be near."

"Yes, captain."

"The rest of you, gather the signs. Put them
on the posts up and down this street and in the market." The
soldiers stood and pulled boxes out from under the benches. Antonio
looked at Carla and said, "Come on."

They walked under the shelter's roof and
through the aisles of farmers and their baskets. While they
surveyed the people in the low light of the early morning, soldiers
ran past with posters and hammers. They stopped at every column,
banging the brightly colored propaganda into place. The sellers
stopped and stared at the soldiers and then cast a wary eye at the
officers.

"Good morning," Psoma said as he walked
toward one table. He looked at the old woman there as she scowled
and smoked a cigarette. "Are you aware of the upcoming
elections?"

With a gnarled hand, she took the cigarette
from her mouth and blew smoke as she spat onto the ground. "Seen
your posters all about."

"Very good. I hope we might count on you to
come vote." She responded with a grunt. "If you will, please review
this list of candidates." Biros laid a page on the table. "We hope
you might support them."

The officers left that table and heard the
sound of paper being crumpled behind them. At the next table, they
saw a paunchy middle-aged man with a cigar. He rubbed his nose with
his thumb and his pinky was slightly extended. Antonio stopped a
few paces away from him and nodded.

"What?" the man said.

"I don't know how much you heard, but we
would like to ensure as many people as possible go vote on the
twenty-fifth."

The man blew smoke and shook his head. As he
did, a younger man, shirtless and carrying a large basket of goods,
entered the shelter and walked behind the table. He roughly placed
the basket on the floor and when he stood, both Biros and Psoma saw
the tattoo on the man's shoulder. It was a curved horn, a
cornucopia, with sheaths of wheat coming from its spout. The symbol
of the Ploutons.

Frak. "Sir, if I may suggest …" A
gunshot interrupted him. The shirtless man's chest exploded with
blood and he fell to the floor. Stunned by the noise, Antonio's
eyes widened and he looked behind him. One of the poster-hanging
soldiers had removed his pistol and now a tendril of smoke rose
from its barrel. "Why did you fire?! I gave no order!"

The soldier straightened as the paunchy
farmer wailed for his son. "Sir. We have standing orders to …"

Another gunshot. The soldier was hit in the
head and he collapsed in a spray of red. Behind him stood a woman
who now aimed at the captain. As Psoma's hand went to his sidearm,
the remainder of the Herac soldiers came running and one with a
rifle shot and took down the woman.

"My son!" the farmer cried as he knelt over
the dead Plouton. His raised his hand and flattened his palm to
cover the faces of the officers from his view. Then, he reached
toward his waist and removed a gun, too. Biros' weapon was out of
its holster. She only needed a slight shift in her stance to fire
on him. Antonio saw a swirl of color on his left and he turned to
see a man rushing the lieutenant with a long, shining blade. Psoma
shot him twice and the knife clattered onto the gravel-covered
floor. Throughout the shelter, more Heracs shot farmers who pulled
their weapons until nearly half of those present lay on the
ground.

"Stop!" The captain stalked toward the center
of the marketplace. "Everyone stop where they are, now!" He turned
in a circle and felt the glares of a dozen people, some of whom had
knives in their hands. "Stow your weapons. All of you." Is
everyone carrying? He looked then at his men who had their
rifles or pistols raised and pointed at citizens. He sighed and
shook his head. "Lieutenant, take two and go to the truck. Call
this in."

"Yes, captain."

In silence, he stood under the shelter. No
one moved. Antonio looked down at the dead shirtless man and his
father who now lay atop him. He thought of the Ploutons and he
remembered a name from his past.

Moments later, he heard the sirens of Arcadia
police and then the rumble of another troop truck. When more
brown-shirted Heracleides entered the market, he relaxed a little
and he saw Biros standing by the entrance.

"It's the colonel."

Soldiers roughly threw farmers and workers to
the ground and bound them. He holstered his weapon and walked out
into the morning light. In the cab of their truck, she handed him
the microphone and he depressed the button.

"Psoma here."

"Calgan. Good work, captain."

Antonio closed his eyes and shook his head
once. "Yes sir."

"You stumbled into a nest of Ploutons and
emerged the victor."

I only saw the one …

"How many casualties?"

"Of our own, one dead for certain. I saw at
least three others injured."

"Hmm. Fair enough. Once the cleanup is done
and arrests are made, return to Aeneas with your men and women.
You're all owed a celebration."

He caught Carla's pained expression and only
said, "Yes sir."

"Calgan out."

Psoma dropped the device and leaned his head
back against the wall of the truck's cab. Biros was quiet and she
leaned against the steering wheel. She watched Heracs storm out of
another troop transport and medical personnel leave an ambulance.
"I feel … unclean."

"Now you feel as I did when I left a decade
ago." Antonio sighed and reached for the clipboard. He took a page
from it and turned it over, quickly writing names and locations. "I
want you to find these people. And set up a meeting. Some place
central." He looked up and his eyes danced while he imagined the
map. A corner of his mouth turned into a near smile and he said,
"Camas. We'll meet there in one week."

"What do I tell them?"

"Tell them it's me. Tell them we have a
common enemy." She nodded slowly and Antonio looked at her closely.
"If you're not comfortable with this, …"

"No. No, I am. I …" She looked at her hand
and saw it trembling. "Even though I knew how bad it was, I
didn't feel it until now."

Psoma wrote another name down. "Ask them for
more people to come. Their suggestions. You, too. If you can think
of anyone who can help us, have them join us in Camas."

"I will." She took the page and scanned the
list. "For what, though? What are we doing?"

The captain tossed the clipboard onto the
floor of the cab and threw the pen onto the dashboard. "I'm not
sure yet."

 


Antonio stood in the night, on the street,
holding a lit cigarette. He was wearing a simple gray suit. He knew
his uniform would draw too much attention, but he had his
credentials with him in case there were any problems. He brought
the cigarette to his mouth and took a long drag. The feel of the
heat and the flavor of the smoke in his throat and lungs was like a
hug from an old friend. He thought sure that he would cough, but he
didn't.

The alley was damp after a rain earlier and
there was only a single streetlight visible. He kept his eyes up
and scanning toward the main thoroughfare. Psoma knew people were
inside and waiting. He wasn't sure he was ready to see them just
yet.

"I thought you quit."

Antonio looked toward a stack of trash by a
bin and saw a head. It stepped out into the open and light gleaned
off his skin. The captain didn't know who it was until he began to
walk, and then he immediately recognized that shape and gait.

He smiled, "I did. Just started again."

"I understand." Richard Grivas kept his hands
in his pockets as he walked and he came to a stop about a meter
from Psoma. "How have you been?"

"Not well. From what I understand, it's been
the same for you."

"As you say. You remember why I left the
Heracs, right?"

The captain nodded. "You took over your
family's farm after your mother died."

Grivas turned so he could stand side-by-side
with Psoma and so he could keep an eye toward the street, too. "It
was hard work, but good. I liked it."

"I know where you ended up," Antonio took
another long pull from the cigarette, "but how did you get
there?"

"You want the whole story? Were you not
paying attention?" The captain exhaled a large cloud and said
nothing. "The government gave subsidies and breaks to the big
company farms. And they were harsher on the quotas for us than
them."

"That's right. I remember that's how it
started."

"In a good year, we'd produce two hundred
head of cattle. Hypatia kept pushing the number. Up and up."
Richard shook his head. "Then the revenuers came, looking for more
taxes. Not long after they left my place in Ariadne, I got the call
from Desi Lillis."

"Did she ask you to join the Ploutons right
away?"

"No. She didn't have a name for it then." He
held his hand out toward the captain and Psoma smirked because he
recognized the move. He put the cigarette in his hand and watched
while Grivas inhaled a great deal of smoke and let it leave his
mouth and nose as he spoke, "It started with simple resistance.
Ignoring the quotas. Ignoring the revenuers. It didn't take long
for them to send the Heracs in."

"Yeah. That's about when I got out."

"Because of us?" Antonio nodded and took the
cigarette back. "Well, I'm glad you weren't there. Anyway, after
there were some arrests and a few farmhands got shot, production
resumed. But the Heracs didn't leave. It took a while, but Desi got
us organized under their noses." He looked toward the streetlight
wistfully. "Then we fought back. Off and on for about ten
years."

"Then Columbus put the full weight of the
military on your necks."

"Well, I know it wasn't really him. He was
old and far gone. It was probably Peri."

"He wasn't the vice president yet."

"No, but he was the northern commander."
Richard faced the captain and asked with a squinted look, "You
really weren't paying attention?"

"My husband took ill in the middle of all
that. I didn't pay much attention to anything." Psoma saw Grivas'
slow, understanding nod. "They didn't get you all. You kept
striking out when you could."

"Yeah. Until a few months ago." Richard
walked away and kicked at a piece of gravel, sending it skittering
across the asphalt. "Our last, great assault."

"Don't be so hard on yourself. You had
sympathizers all over the world. Separate chapters grew up out of
nowhere."

"But we were all smashed. Desi was
killed."

"You disrupted the supply chain which made
everyone take notice."

"Which made the Heracs hit us all the
harder." Grivas turned and put his hand on the captain's arm. "I
appreciate what you're saying, Tony, but I was there. I know my
failures."

Psoma put his hand over his heart. "As you
wish."

"And now I'm here. In Camas." He raised his
palms skyward and asked, "Why am I here?"

"I'm not sure yet." Antonio dropped the
cigarette and stepped on it even though it had fallen into a
shallow puddle. "Whatever it is, I think I'll need your help."

Richard grunted and looked toward the
building. In a deep whisper, he asked, "She one of yours?"

Psoma turned and saw Carla. "Yes."

Biros walked toward the men and said, "I
think we've got as many as we're going to get."

"Alright." The captain took a deep breath and
walked toward the blank brick wall. Between two stacks of wooden
crates, there was a narrow door. He walked through it and through a
thick curtain to emerge in a large warehouse. Dim lights were
arranged overhead, but one shone brightly on a set of mismatched
long tables by the right wall. There were only a few chairs and
most of the people were sitting on crates or barrels. There were
over three dozen people there, most of whom were chatting among
themselves. A few stopped what they were doing and watched the
approach of the newcomers.

Near the head of one of the tables, Psoma
stopped and looked around. When his eyes landed on one woman in
particular, he blinked and then faced his lieutenant. "May I speak
with you?"

She stepped away immediately and he followed.
"Yes, captain?"

"Is that Obeda Trakas?"

Carla turned and looked down the length of
the tables toward an old woman. "Yes sir. I believe so."

"She's in the Pragme. What is she
doing here?"

"She was recommended by someone I invited."
Biros responded to his quizzical look by saying, "He's in the
Pragme, too."

"What?" Antonio shook his head and turned
toward the exit. "Why in the worlds would you invite career
criminals to this meeting?"

Carla was undaunted by his attitude and said,
"Sir, whatever we're doing here, we will need to operate under the
DRADIS of the government, yes?" Psoma looked over his shoulder at
her slowly. "Whether we're smuggling supplies or just sending
messages, we need people who are experts at not getting caught."
She jerked her head toward the people behind her and said, "That's
them."

Antonio faced her and brought his hands
together in a pleading fashion. "You are absolutely right." Then he
held her shoulders. "Thank you." She nodded and they started to
walk back toward the tables. "How many are Pragme or
otherwise … criminals?"

"A third or more?"

His head whipped toward her in surprise again
as she took a seat on a crate nearby. Psoma walked all the way to
the edge of the table, and seeing him, everyone else quietened and
sat. Trakas, however, saw him for the first time and stood.

"I know you."

"And I you."

"You were a Herac."

"And I am again." Some of them began to
whisper to each other and a couple stood as if they might
leave.

"You got my son killed."

"I remember him, Madam Trakas. Arthur was a
good man. We were both, I'm afraid, the victims of our orders."

The old woman growled, "Your
orders."

"We were sent in to Paterna to deal with the
Ploutons." He glanced toward Grivas before he continued, "We were
ambushed there by Plouton fighters. Your son was one of four I lost
that day. Because of that, because of our mission to fight and kill
our fellow citizens, I left the military." Obeda's expression did
not change but now Psoma spoke to the rest of those in attendance.
"The government mistreated its people for years, forcing many to
band together as the Ploutons. Now that he has the power, Peri
reinstated me against my will to spread his corruption across every
facet of our government by way of these sham elections. It is time
to stop him."

Those who had just stood now sat. Trakas
remained standing and asked, "You're leaving the Heracs again?"

"Actually, no. This time, being in the
military may prove useful to our cause."

One of the men asked, "And what is our
cause?"

"The same cause as when our forefathers and
mothers fought to free Tauron of the Empires. The thing which held
the most value. The soil beneath our feet." Antonio braced his
knuckles on the edge of the table and leaned forward. "I love the
history of our planet. It is the history of fighters. Fighters
against insurmountable odds. Fighters against the evils being done
to them in the names of distant leaders. We Taurons, we fought the
Empires and their distant kings and queens. Nikodemus Peri may as
well fly banners of blue or purple because he is just as distant
from his own people." Obeda softened and her stance slackened. "Why
else would he wage a campaign against the very people who feed this
world? Against the people among us who need help? The citizens of
the Plain and the needy of our cities? He dares to call them
'dirteaters,' the slur of our oppressors, just to distance himself,
his followers, and the foreign upper class from those he sees as
beneath him. It's why he's made the Heracleides into a kind of
religious order, seeing themselves as better than everyone else. It
is clear that only the people who might help advance Peri have
value in his eyes and in the eyes of this government."

Trakas bowed her head toward him and sat. A
sign of respect and a signal that she would listen.

With his thumb and forefinger pinched
together, he raised his left hand and said, "I have asked you all
here today, former soldiers, former colleagues, friends, because I
see that Tauron needs to be freed from the yoke of an empire yet
again. An empire that was birthed here on Tauron itself, but is, in
practice, no different than the ancient ones that ruled us for so
long." He then opened his palm and bared it toward the others, "I
have asked you to join me because I believe you may feel as I do,
and because I need your help. I know what our hope is, but I am not
certain how we might achieve it." He backed a step away from the
table and sat.

There was silence for a long moment. Psoma
and Biros shared a look before one thin voice spoke out, "We still
have two weeks before the elections."

"Elections Peri has rigged. Heracs push their
way through my city, forcing people to support his people, his
puppets."

"My city, too," Trakas said. "And they're
arresting anyone from other political parties."

"The elections are a sham, just like he
said," one man leaned onto the table, "we can try to disrupt them,
to send a message that we won't go lying down."

"There will be polling places in every city
and town on the planet. We cannot organize such a thing in two
weeks."

"We would be crushed."

"Let Peri have his election," Trakas said.
"Afterward, he will try to tighten his grip. Now, the people hear
his words but their lives go on, unchanged." She raised a single
crooked finger, "When they feel his hands around their
throats, then the people will look for support. They will look for
those who feel the same. They will look for a way to pry his hands
from their throats. We will be ready for this."

When no one added anything for a moment,
Psoma stood again and extended his hand to the right. "One of my
oldest friends joins us tonight. He is Richard Grivas. He was one
of the first Ploutons." Heads turned toward the bald man and a few
lowered respectfully. "Would you please speak to us?"

Grivas stood and held his hands behind his
back. "I was a farmer, like my father before me, and so on. You
know what happened. You know why we fought against the government.
Our war was long and costly. It ended just a few weeks ago. We
never had the numbers we needed. Or the supplies." He cleared his
throat and continued, "I was a Herac as a young man. I enjoyed
being told that I was special and not like everyone else. Back
then, being special didn't come at the expense of others. At least
not like now. Now, Peri has made the Heracs into an angry force of
young people who think their skor doesn't stink. To them,
I'm a 'dirteater' just because he says I am. Some of you are
because you live in the city and you don't have a job. Or maybe not
a job he likes. The president has surrounded himself with officers
and politicians who have all bought into this. The elites and those
who support them are good Taurons, even if they're Capricans or
Virgans. Everyone else is trash." He looked down at his feet and
then faced Psoma. "I'm sorry, Tony. I don't know what I'm supposed
to say."

Before Antonio could answer, one of the men
nearby asked, "What kind of weapons did the Ploutons have?"

"Rifles, mostly. Hunting rifles. A few people
had something better, but they stole that from government
facilities. We were never able to get close enough to get a lot. In
the early days, some of us just had cleavers or whatever blades we
used in the slaughterhouse." He lost focus as some memory came to
him, and he went quiet.

"Vehicles?"

"Our farm trucks and cars." Richard shook his
head, "Look, I say it was a 'war' and we fought for ten years, but
it wasn't. Not really. We didn't give the government what they
wanted so they sent in the troops. They got their cattle and crops,
but a few of us kept fighting the quotas and revenuers. More troops
came in and we fought again. A lot of us had to abandon our homes.
Our property." He looked at Psoma and the glint of a tear caught
the dim light, "The soil of our families." He swallowed hard. "For
most of the last few years, it was just about surviving in the
wilderness of the Plain or the northern wastes. When the people who
took over our farms saw how the government acted, they joined us
and welcomed us back to our homes so we could fight together. We
made one last strike and it failed. But we were always weak
compared to the Heracs. The Ploutons were an enemy Peri made bigger
in the news so he would seem all the stronger when he brought us
down."

A former lieutenant of Psoma's leaned onto
the table and into the light, "Even at your strongest, how many did
you have?"

"Mm. Five thousand? Ten a few months ago when
people rallied across the eastern cities of the Plain? Maybe."

Antonio looked toward the lieutenant and
asked, "What are you thinking, Louis?"

"Captain, I think Madam Trakas is right." The
old woman nodded. "I hate to admit it, but most people didn't care
about the struggle of the Ploutons. It didn't affect them directly.
But Peri's reach will go beyond the farms. My son works in Minos at
a factory. Heracs have been there, inspecting the place. The rumor
is that the government is going to be enforcing quotas there, too,
or there'll be take-overs."

A woman shook her head, "Peri wants Tauron to
compete with other manufacturing colonies, like Caprica and
Canceron."

"Go ahead, Louis," Psoma said.

"I think, for the next few months, we stay
quiet. We gather people around us who agree. We take a page from
Peri's own book and create propaganda. Rile the people against the
government and every move he makes. Meanwhile, those of us who are
still in the Heracleides can 'lose' shipments of weapons and other
supplies."

"That can only happen a couple of times,"
Carla said.

Antonio pointed at Obeda. "Then perhaps
that's where our Pragme friends come in." She raised an
eyebrow and he continued, "We send resources where they're needed
and we tell our comrades the route and other details. It could
happen dozens of times all around the world and it wouldn't be
traceable to any one of us."

"Vehicles, food, medicines?" someone
asked.

"Of course."

"After that," Louis said, "we will have armed
ourselves and the people around us we trust. We'll be ready for
whatever move is needed."

Psoma stood and looked around the table. "Are
we in agreement?" Most of them nodded. "If we commit to this, this
is a commitment to each other. To our fellow Taurons. To the
soil." Several people stood and, seeing this, the remainder
quickly followed. "May we always be faithful to it."
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"You are the Sons and Daughters of Heracles!
You are the true strength of Tauron! Its true leaders! Its true
people!" The general looked down across the thousands of assembled
soldiers and continued, "There is a rising threat. An old threat,
strengthened by your presence! By the light of your strength,
Children of Heracles, the shadow grows darker! The threat is the
dirteater! The poor! The ignorant! The sickly! These are a drain on
our world and on all around them! They must be removed, for in that
shadow, they grow stronger! And when all three are joined, the
masses will lose faith in the state and any sense of patriotism in
their hearts will perish." He shook his head, slowly at first and
then vehemently, "No. No! We must not let this happen! The Children
of Heracles will again save Tauron from the elements that would
drag us down! We will cut them from ourselves like a cancer and we
will be all the stronger for it!" Peri extended his right arm and
formed a fist. "Long live Tauron!"

The thousands of Heracleides soldiers
responded in kind. "Long live Tauron!"

The president stepped off the reviewing stand
and into a throng of officers and politicians. As they departed the
field of soldiers, the men and women peppered him with praise and
compliments.

"A wonderful speech, sir."

"Inspiring!"

Nikodemus ignored them and continued his
quick pace. Finally, at the end of the walkway, several generals
and officers saluted and left. He stepped onto the road and toward
the long car that waited to return him to the palace. Once he sat
inside, he saw Andreas who said, "A good speech."

He flicked his hand out from himself. "Same
old things."

"But it holds true to all you've said and
inspires new energy from your people." Phaulkon could see that his
mentor was not interested in this dialogue. "You once taught me,
'Give the lowest of the low someone to look down upon and they will
do whatever you wish.'"

The president nodded. "And I have. I've given
my Heracleides," he looked out the window of his vehicle, "more
than half the planet to hate."

The phone rang. The man in black picked it up
and said, "Yes." He nodded. "Very well." After he hung it up, "She
is there."

"Already?" Peri shook his head and pressed a
button on the armrest of his seat. The vehicle sped off and out of
the military base. "I am wary of this meeting."

"As well you should be." The president shot
Phaulkon a look. "They are not to be trusted."

"Frak." He clasped his hands together
quickly, shook them forward twice, and released them. "Columbus and
his father were too close to them. They made too many
arrangements."

"They were offered a great deal of money. And
supplies. I would recommend continuing this relationship."

"You said they weren't to be trusted."

"Tauron only stands to benefit. As do you.
They will not risk a conflict with us, so that is no concern. As
for trusting them, keep those you do not trust near enough so you
may learn from them and discover their weaknesses."

Nikodemus stared at Andreas for a moment and
then smiled. "I sometimes forget how calculating you can be."

"I've studied under the greats."

Peri laughed and reached into a cupboard by
his seat. He removed a decanter of whisky and a glass. He pulled a
second one out and looked at Phaulkon, but he shook his head. After
he replaced the glass, he poured a shot's worth into his own and
downed it quickly.

Minutes later, the limousine pulled up to the
south entrance of the palace in Hypatia. When he stepped out, he
saw his foreign policy advisor at the door, waiting anxiously. He
ran forward and said, "Mr. President, she's in the garden."

Nikodemus looked to the left and nodded.
"Very well. We will talk there." They walked around the corner of
the palace and the expansive maze of hedges and flowers became
visible. He saw a woman's head near a rose bush and one other
person nearby. "Andreas, come. You," he looked at the advisor,
"stay."

"Yes, Mr. President."

As Peri got to the edge of the garden, he
reached down and tugged the bottom of his red-brown uniform jacket
to straighten it. Phaulkon watched him and only adjusted the angle
of his black hat.

She held the stem of a deep red rose and
sniffed it. When she looked up, she saw the president coming. "Good
morning."

"Good morning, ambassador." He smiled and
extended his hand. As she shook it, he added, "And congratulations
on being named to the post."

"Thank you." Julia Erikkson looked again at
the roses, "I had been told that there were no flowers on
Tauron."

"That is true, but these," Nikodemus gestured
and turned in a half-circle, "have been gifts from many worlds,
including Caprica."

The ambassador nodded. "I wanted to visit and
make myself known to you."

"I welcome you to Hypatia."

She started to walk while keeping her eyes on
the flowers at her side. "I must also make you aware of some
discussions happening now on Caprica."

Peri threw a glance toward Andreas, who
walked behind them. "I see."

"We know you have dealt with the Plouton
insurgents."

"They have been destroyed."

"So it seems, yet there were disruptions at
several polling places around the world during the elections a few
weeks back."

"Rabble." He brought his hand to his forehead
and quickly flicked it away. "They should be forgotten."

"Hm. Organized rabble, it appears." She knelt
by a tall blue tulip and gently stroked its petals. "Lots of talk
about the soil. 'For the soil' was painted at several locations,
indicating a unifying message."

"They will be sent back to it in short
order."

Erikkson looked up at him. "That is part of
the reason Caprica is worried." She stood and wiped her hands on
the side of her pants. "Insurgents. Organized elements against the
government. The arrests of your political opponents." She shook her
head, "These are not signs of stability."

Peri smiled, "I assure you, ambassador, we
are very stable. Moreso than even under my predecessor."

"Dion Columbus was a friend of Caprica's. Can
the same be said for you?"

"Certainly. We have no reason to be
otherwise. Among the upper class of Tauron, we count many former
Capricans as citizens of our world."

"Friends do favors for one another." She held
her hands in front of herself. "We have, in the past, provided
funds and access to the latest military hardware."

"For which we are grateful."

"So long as your production of parts and
other needed exports is not interrupted, we have no desire to alter
those agreements."

"I am pleased to hear that."

She waved her hand and the Caprican who had
remained distant came nearer. "Caprica, however, does have a
request."

"Name it."

Julia held out her hand and the man removed a
bag from his jacket. She took the bag and began to unravel it. Once
it was removed, she presented a plant to him with a bulbous top.
"Do you recognize it?"

"A Tauran poppy." He took the plant from her
and pried open the pod, revealing a host of dark seeds inside.
"This one is dry and does not have the valuable latex any
longer."

"It is dry because it was confiscated from
Delphi last month." She took the poppy from Peri's hands and gave
it back to her aide, who wrapped it again in the bag. "Along with
another ton or so of it."

"I see." Nikodemus smirked, "Your
prohibition. How does that go?"

"The administration believes that once the
supply lines are choked, the effort to free our people from illicit
substances will become much easier." The president nodded because
he understood what was coming. "Will you be able to help us?"

"Absolutely. These grow near the lake lands,
north and west of Marathon. I can have a detachment ready and sent
there in a matter of days."

"That is good to hear, Mr. President."

"Yes, the Taurons who produce such plants are
the same as the dirteaters I strive to rid us of." Erikkson raised
her eyebrows at the slur. "Caprica's goals and my own intersect, I
believe."

"I will inform my superiors. And I believe
you are due another shipment of Vipers soon?"

"Yes. And another round of aid."

"Both will arrive on schedule." Slowly, she
turned to walk away and she said, "It has been a pleasure to meet
you, Mr. President."

"And you, Madam Ambassador."

As the Capricans left the garden, Nikodemus
turned to Andreas and smiled, "You were right."


 XXIV

TRAKAS

1,911 Years After Colonization

 


The old woman walked through the alleys of
Sarpedon and came to a rotted door. It was pulled open from the
inside and she stepped into the darkness. Obeda ran her hand along
the brick wall until she found her place. Once she was in position,
a light came on above her.

Bound to a small chair was a man in an olive
uniform. He was bloodied along his hairline and his lip was
swollen. His sleeve had been cut and dirtied and a puddle of blood
and urine pooled beneath the chair. He winced in the sudden harsh
light and turned his head to see who stood before him.

"Do you recognize me?"

The sergeant blinked rapidly and finally
managed to open his eyes. "Yes. Yes, I think so."

"I remember you." She tilted her head and
studied his heavy breathing. "Only now are you truly remembering,
yes?" He nodded quickly. "You came to my shop months ago. You
threatened me. You killed my man …"

"I didn't kill him! I didn't!"

"Now, now. You were the sergeant? The one in
charge?" He nodded. "Then all that happens is your responsibility.
Are the Heracs not taught this?" The sergeant lowered his head and
began to weep. She put her hand on his knee and knelt before him.
"I know you did not pull the trigger. This one did." From the
shadow, an arm emerged, holding a box with a severed head in it.
The man began to wail and thrash and Trakas stood up and backed
away against the wall. "Still him." The head was withdrawn and the
unseen enforcer punched the left side of the sergeant's skull. He
stopped his quaking and lowered his head. He moaned a few times and
she continued, "I have the other one, too. This means you're the
last of your group."

"Please," he barely managed to say. "Please
don't."

"Oh, sergeant. Do not fear. You will not be
hurt anymore." She raised a single finger, "If."

He struggled to lift his head and he blinked
again to focus on her. "'If?'"

"You do as I ask. Whenever I ask it." She was
quiet and let him process that. "First, I will want all the
information about your local base. How many soldiers you have.
Where your weapons and vehicles are kept. Your patrols."

"I can't. I can't do that."

"You will."

He coughed. "You said you wouldn't hurt me
anymore."

"I won't. But there is Sophia." His eyes
widened and his chest heaved in a panic. "And little Walter."

"No! No, no, no!" He cleared his throat and
said, "I will do whatever you ask."

"Let us start with the information I've
requested, hmm?"

"Yes. I will get it."

"Good." Satisfied, she smiled and looked at
the figure still shrouded in darkness. "Help our friend get cleaned
up. Tend to his wounds. Get him a nice meal, OK?"

"Yes, Madam Trakas."

She started to leave the small room and put
her hand on the sergeant's shoulder. "I will talk to you soon."

 


"Ha'la'tha." The wide door swung open and she
walked inside.

Codewords and secret titles. She was used to
it as a part of the organized crime she participated in known as
the Pragme, but this was a new layer and with new
responsibilities. Antonio Psoma managed to bore them from time to
time in their bigger meetings, talking about the fighters of old
Tauron against the Empires. Their warlords were called
"guatrau" in that nearly defunct tongue. And their mantra,
amplified over the centuries as they continued to fight their
oppressors, was "always faithful to the soil," "haempre lal
tharra." From it came their secret name, the name they
organized under, the name they used to plot against the Heracleides
regime. Ha'la'tha.

"Guatrau Trakas," an old man said from
behind a table as he looked at a large map.

"Guatrau Loupas." She scanned the room
and saw a few people around the perimeter, holding rifles. "Are we
not meeting tonight?"

"We are. You're just early." He looked up
from the map and smiled at her. "I trust you were successful."

"Of course." She reached into her jacket and
tossed a folded page onto the table. "From my newest Herac
friend."

After he unfolded it, Loupas began to
chuckle. "Wonderful." He picked up a pen and reached toward the
image of Sarpedon and Camp Hector. Next to the military base, he
transcribed the information. "We might be able to stage a strike
now."

"No more convoy ambushes?" The old man
laughed again and the door opened behind her. She turned and saw
another regional captain enter. "No more propaganda and
posters?"

"We need more posters. We need to spread the
word." Loupas nodded toward the younger man. "Guatrau
Nassa."

"Guatrau." He squinted and asked,
"What's the plural of 'guatrau?'"

"Guatraus, I suppose." Loupas tapped
the map, "We have news on Camp Hector now."

"Add Fort Atlanta." He, too, removed a page
from his pocket and handed it over.

Once Loupas finished writing he sat back and
sighed. "Six different military facilities around Minos, Tseri, and
Sarpedon. Very good."

Nassa asked, "Is it enough to act?"

"I do not know how the other
guatraus fare. If they have the information on their
bases as you do on yours." He pulled a small notebook toward him
and began writing numbers. "How many can be armed and marching if
you gave the word right now?"

The young man's enthusiasm waned. "Two
hundred. Maybe three."

"Five hundred," Trakas said and Loupas raised
his eyebrows. "I can be very persuasive."

Nassa pulled a chair up to the map and sat.
"You're a former Herac. Is this enough to raid these bases and take
their supplies?"

Loupas shrugged, "To strike these bases, with
my four hundred added, and whatever Guatrau Rella has, we
may be successful. We would likely incur heavy losses, though."

"Knowing Psoma and the others," Obeda said,
"they will want us all to strike at once."

"Of course." The old man scribbled some
arithmetic. "We will likely have enough for our raids, a surprise
attack, but not for a prolonged fight against the Heracs."

"Maybe our success in the raids will bring
more people to our cause," Nassa said.

"I wouldn't rely on that." Trakas folded her
arms over her chest and looked at the hurt expression of Nassa.
"I've said it before, but most Taurons will not be moved to action
until it impacts them and their families." She shook her head.
"They will need to taste the terror of the Heracleides in their own
mouths. My greatest hope is that our raids cause Peri to lash out."
The others seemed surprised. "When he does, he will imprison and
kill thousands. That's when we will be more successful in finding
our fighters."

"May the gods intervene before that point,"
Nassa said.

"Regardless," Loupas said, "we simply have to
wait for the word to be given."
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"Three hundred forty-seven." Phaulkon
straightened and tried to find an open patch of skin.

The bloody man groaned, "Please, stop."

"Don't make me lose count again." Andreas
placed the scalpel against the flesh and pressed until a bead of
red emerged around the blade. Then he swiped it. "Three hundred
forty-eight."

For the eighth or ninth time, the prisoner
began to whimper. "You haven't even asked me any questions."

"I'll ask questions when I'm ready." Phaulkon
stretched his bare arms. His shirt sleeves were rolled up all the
way and, somehow, he had managed to get no blood on his shirt or
his black vest and pants. His hands, however, were coated, and he
used his left to grab the man's hair and push his head to the side.
He yelped and Andreas made another incision. "Three hundred
forty-nine." He stepped away and his shoes made the grated floor
clang. Blood poured in streams along the man's body, down the legs
of the chair, and into the grate to the drains below. He walked
around the other side and saw a small bit of skin that hadn't been
touched at the base of the neck. "Ah." He held the hair up and
sliced. "Three hundred-fifty."

Phaulkon stepped away and went to a long
table against the far wall. He placed the scalpel on the tabletop
and dipped his hands in a basin of water. The clear liquid
immediately became opaque with blood and he started to scrub them
when the prisoner spoke again. "Is that all?"

"Not quite." He removed his hands from the
water and saw that they were still stained. He shook his head and
grabbed a towel, vigorously rubbing and drying them off. Once he
put it back on the table, he picked up a bowl. "This will help." He
reached inside, grabbed a handful of the white stuff, and threw it
across the room.

The powder landed on the wet, blood-covered
prisoner. He turned his head and winced at the pain as he stared at
it. His sliced eyes tried to blink and he asked, "What is it?"

"You'll see." He threw another handful which
splashed across his legs. Another struck his chest and threw grains
onto his face. Suddenly, the man felt it and he started to shake
and scream. "By all means, squirm. The salt crystals will just tear
apart your wounds faster that way." Andreas walked over the grate
and emptied the bowl onto the man's head, arms, back, and chest.
Soon, the man screamed in a mad panic and thrashed against the
leather straps that kept him in place. "Now, I have a few
questions."

The prisoner screamed and strained.
"Why?!"

"Do you know why I cut you three
hundred-fifty times?" The man yelled and jerked for several long
seconds. "Do you know why I cut you three hundred-fifty times?" He
shook his head quickly and angrily in response. "Because that's how
many Children of Heracles you and your friends killed when they
attacked the presidential compound and barracks." The man only
yelled in agony at the response. "Are you a Plouton?" The prisoner
cried out again in pain and spat a large glob of blood across the
room. "I will keep asking until you answer. Are you with the
Ploutons?"

"No!" He cried and his body shivered with the
pain and exhaustion.

"Who are you then?"

"Ha'la'tha!" he belted.

"What?"

"Ha'la'tha! Get this salt off me!"

"In due time." He placed the empty container
on the table. "What is this 'Ha'la'tha?'"

"It means we're faithful to the soil!" he
grunted. He screamed in pain again, "Faithful to the soil,
always!"

Phaulkon looked toward the mirror and then
back at the bloodied man. "Who are your leaders?"

"Frak you!"

"Now, now. If you want me to wash the salt
from you, you better answer my questions."

"Frak you!"

"Very well." Andreas went to the door and
opened it. Once he stepped through, he turned and entered the small
room behind the one-way mirror. "'Ha'la'tha?'"

"I have no idea," the president said. He
stared at the prisoner and shook his head. "New terrorists. Same
dirteaters, as always."

"Not the same, I would say. Not even the
Ploutons dared try to strike you where you live."

"I know!" Nikodemus screamed. He threw a
chair aside and walked to the corner of the room. With his face
pressed against the cool tile, he said, softly, "They were
organized. They had been trained. They are getting help."

"We are being invaded from within," the man
in black grunted as he rubbed his stained hands.

"We will stop them!" the president turned and
pointed at his advisor. "Interrogate all the prisoners we have and
bring their leaders to me! Do you understand?"

"I do, Mr. President." He looked through the
glass at the bloodied man as he continued to wail and cry against
the pain. "And what of the Capricans?" Peri slowly turned his head
and glared at Andreas. "The bomb at the storehouse destroyed …"

"I know!" Peri kicked the toppled chair and
balled his hands into fists. He shook them before his torso and
screamed, "These frakking dirteaters!" Afterward, he took a deep
breath and said, "The assembly lines are working as quickly as
possible to replace what was lost. They will have their parts."

"Yet the ambassador …"

"Leave her to me!" the president barked.
"Besides, I've killed dozens of poppy farmers. We've burned
thousands of hectares of poppies. That will have bought us some
goodwill."

"And time."

Nikodemus nodded. "Yes." He breathed in
through his nose and focused his exhale through the mouth. Once he
had done that a few times and calmed down, Peri said, "Interrogate
everyone you must, wherever you must. We must know who these …
'Ha'la'tha' are."

"Yes, Mr. President." Phaulkon left the
anteroom and returned to the interrogation chamber. The prisoner's
whimpering had not abated. "I will wash the salt from you if you
tell me what I want to know."

"Please! Anything!"

"Who is your leader?"

His body was racked with spasms and drool
poured from his mouth, blending with the blood on his body. "I
don't know. I don't know them all. We have local leaders. The
guatrau."

"Who is your guatrau then?"

He stammered, "I don't know! Uh, Andrea
Frenel! I know that name. Andrea Frenel!" Phaulkon nodded and
reared back with the bucket. He then splashed the liquid across the
prisoner's torso and the man gasped at the sudden change in
temperature. He began to shake again and he screamed. After a few
moments of unintelligible cries, he managed to bellow, "What is
this?!"

"Bleach. That should clean the salt and dirt
off you." Andreas left the room and the prisoner kept
screaming.
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Despite the fingers in his ears, he heard the
detonation rather well. The force pushed against his back and he
felt the rush of warm air. When he removed his fingers, he heard
the screams of his soldiers as they stormed the deserted shop.

Antonio held his breath. The old market had
been one of their meeting places and storage spots in Arcadia. He
went there at least once a week in the night to share information
with his Ha'la'tha comrades. Now, the Heracs under his command were
inside, scouring the place.

"Secured, captain," a sergeant said from
inside.

"Anything?" Antonio asked.

"Nothing," Lieutenant Biros said as walked
out from adjacent room. "If this place was being used by any
rebels, there's not much left."

"Very well." His platoon gathered as close as
possible in the storeroom and awaited instruction. "Last week,
dirteater rebels raided the presidential compound. They destroyed
storehouses and vehicles, and they killed more than three hundred
of your fellow brothers and sisters!" The captain wrinkled his
mouth into a scowl. His soldiers would assume it was because he was
disgusted at the rebels. Instead, it was because he was disgusted
with himself for having to maintain the ruse. "They were poorly
armed but they had numbers. They may strike again. They can try."
Some of the men and women chuckled. "The Children of Heracles will
be ready."

"So say we all!" several yelled out.

"Everyone, to the trucks. We have more holes
to hit."

As they left the market, he made fists over
and over again. Damn Samantha Pulla! Because she had almost a
thousand fighters she thought she could attack the godsdamned
president?! She's taken away the advantage of surprise we had!
Dozens of raids planned to get the weapons we need and they may all
be worthless now. How will we recover from this? He got into
the truck and slammed the door a bit harder than he intended. Carla
looked at him in surprise, but she didn't need to ask why he was
angry.

"We got a new dispatch of interrogation
guidelines." He grunted in response. "New names to ask prisoners
about." Slowly, he faced her and she began to read, "Frenel, Pulla,
and Nassa.'"

"No first name on Frenel?"

"No." "Frenel" was the Ha'la'tha secret code
name to be used if the Heracs captured them. Different first names
would alert others in the resistance as to which cells had been
compromised.

For hours, they rode back and forth across
Arcadia. They raided empty buildings that had nothing to do with
the Ha'la'tha and some that did. Psoma had made sure nothing
incriminating would be found nor anything of real value to his
rebellion. Still, he was happy to waste his soldiers' time and
efforts doing this. It meant they wouldn't be bothering innocent
Taurans. Until the radio called.

"Aeneas dispatch to Psoma."

The captain glanced at his lieutenant as he
picked up the handset. "Psoma. Go ahead."

"New orders. Proceed to Soler Street.
One-one-nine-seven Soler Street. Detain all present for prisoner
transport."

"Acknowledged."

"What's there?"

"I don't know." He sat in silence as Carla
drove the truck across the city again and then into one of the
older, poorer neighborhoods. The asphalt was uneven and the truck
rocked from side to side. An overturned garbage can spilled trash
into the street. Ahead on the left, they spied another Heracleides
troop truck and uniformed soldiers leading bound people out from a
house. Slowly, the address numbers increased until they came upon
their target more than a block later.

The home was simple and hadn't been painted
in many years. A shutter hung crooked by one of the upper-floor
windows. The grass in the small front yard was overgrown. A ball
and a child's scooter lay against a decrepit fence.

"Do you know who lives here?" Biros
asked.

"No." He stared at the house and looked to
the windows hoping to see some movement. He saw nothing. He sighed
and shook his head. "I don't like this."

They left the cab and walked to the rear of
the truck. After the flaps were opened, Carla called out, "Form
up!"

Twenty-four soldiers did so along the street
with their rifles across their chests. They glared at the home as
though some great evil resided there. "Sergeant," he looked toward
one young woman, "take your team to the rear."

"Yes sir." She and five other soldiers jogged
along the fence into an alley between houses.

"Thank the gods!" The officers looked toward
the house next door and a large man stepping off his porch.

The captain and lieutenant walked to the
corner of the fence and the man joined them, beaming. "What is it,
sir?"

"I called you. On them." He spat on the
ground and pointed back at eleven-ninety-seven. "Dirteaters. A
house full of them. Despicable, vile, …"

"Sir," Biros interrupted, "do you believe
them to be rebels?"

He grunted. "It wouldn't surprise me, but
they are dirteaters still. Seven of them in there. Parents,
grandparents, and children. Not a soul has a job. None of them
work." He pounded his fist on the wooden post, "How are they
surviving? How are they living? 'Leeches on the state,' they are.
Leeching from me!"

Psoma turned away and looked at the house.
"Very well, sir. We'll take it from here."

"Get them! Take 'em away!"

"That will do. Go back in your home." The
officers returned to the soldiers. When Antonio reached them, he
saw with disgust that the neighbor was still in his yard, smugly
keeping watch. "Alright. No sign of rebel activity. The lieutenant
and I will go to the door first. Come at our signal."

They nodded. "Yes sir."

They moved down the walk, crooked with old
stones while long grasses brushed their shins. Carla said, "Is this
what we've become? Answering the beck and call of asshole neighbors
who phone the military against people they don't like?"

"It would appear so." Psoma then replayed
part of the president's speech in his mind. The dread he had felt
when he heard it last week washed over him anew.

"All good Taurans take note. Today is the
day. Today is the day that the dirteaters have declared war on the
state and war on you. Today is the day we respond in kind, for we
must. For too long, Tauron and its leaders have been too accepting
and too kind to those who have drained the whole. The destitute and
the vagrant. The infirmed and the weak. The rebellious and the
revolutionary. In the past, the state has compromised with these …
I dare not call them people, for they are not. They are truly
dirteaters. The filth among the precious soil. Leeches on the
state. Now we must be uncompromising in our fight to rid Tauron of
them. All good, decent, hardworking Taurans must tell your police
about the filth among you. Then, together, we will act to cleanse
them from our world once and for all. Only when we have achieved
the total removal of all dirteaters from our midst will Tauron be
able to shine, and her people rise."

The captain knew the days following that
speech would be difficult, but he had no idea how bad it would get.
Many thousands arrested around the world. Two dozen killed in
Arcadia alone. There's no doubt security will be increased at
these bases. Our supply raids can't happen as we planned. Our war
may already be lost before it's started. I waited too long to raid
them.

They stepped onto the porch and he saw a
small finger pulling apart blinds at a window. When the lieutenant
knocked, the child withdrew.

The door parted a sliver and they both saw a
single wide eye staring out. "Yes?"

"I am Captain Antonio Psoma and this is
Lieutenant Carla Biros. We are with the Heracleides and we have
been called to this address."

"Why?"

"We are following up on any leads submitted
to the government after last week's attack."

"We had nothing to do with that."

"I am sure." Psoma moved his head back and
forth to try and see into the home. "May we enter, please?"

"I don't think so."

"Madam," Biros began, "if you do not let us
in, we will be forced to use our soldiers."

The door opened a little more and she looked
toward the street and the line of Heracs waiting there. "I … I
suppose so."

The door slowly opened and the officers were
hit with a wall of foul smells. They blinked quickly and their
faces twisted, but they stepped inside. There was no light and no
sign of power. Three children were seated in the center of a sparse
room. They were dirty and leaning over an old game board.

"Who else lives here?"

"My husband." The woman's voice came from the
corner of the room as she shrank from their inspection. "He broke
his leg at work three months ago. He hasn't been able to work since
and the doctor says he's well enough, but it is a lie. His leg
wasn't set right."

"Three children?"

"Four. My youngest is around somewhere." The
captain nodded and swallowed hard. "I would have taken my job back,
but my husband can't keep after them. And my mother …"

"She lives here, too?"

"She does. Upstairs. She's too old for the
four of them." She stepped out of the corner and asked, "What is
going to happen?"

Outside, they heard the squeal of heavy
brakes and Carla turned. The prisoner transport truck had just
arrived. "I'm afraid you will have to be taken to our base."

"What?"

The lieutenant continued, "When you are
arrive, explain your situation. Hopefully you will be freed in
short order."

"'Hopefully?!'" the mother screamed. The
children huddled together in fear and the fourth ran to them. The
small woman circled the officers until she was between them and her
children, "No. We're not going anywhere!"

"Madam," Antonio said in the quietest, most
soothing tone that he could, "please listen carefully. My soldiers
are here. We have orders to detain everyone at this address, so
rest assured, you will all be detained." When she began to
protest, he raised his hand and added, "However, it is the manner
of your detention which may free you all the sooner."

She blinked in confusion. "What do you
mean?"

"If you struggle, if you fight in any way,
there would be charges levied against you. That would require legal
proceedings and jail. If you come with us calmly, then you may be
able to plead your case to the advocate at the base when you are
processed. If all goes well, you may be released, as the lieutenant
said."

The mother turned and looked at her children
who now grabbed at the edges of her dress. "They can stay with
me?"

"For the ride to the base, yes," Carla said.
"And for a time there, as well. You may be briefly separated for
medical examinations, but they will keep the family together as
much as possible."

She stepped toward the window and parted the
dirty blinds. When she saw the soldiers outside, waiting, she
closed her eyes. "Alright." She knelt beside her children and
hugged them all at once. "We have to go with the soldiers. For a
while."

"You won't leave us?" a girl asked.

"No. I won't."

Antonio turned and walked onto the porch. He
gestured for the soldiers to come forward and the line did so with
their rifles extended. Immediately, he shook his head and stepped
down onto the walk. "No, no. Listen. These are not rebels. There is
no threat here. Put them over your shoulder." The line complied.
"They are coming willingly and there are children. Unless there is
a struggle, they are not to be cuffed or treated roughly. Is this
understood?"

"Yes sir."

"Move in."

The captain slowly ambled to the truck and
stood by the door of the cab. The children emerged first with a few
soldiers right behind them. The mother was carrying the youngest in
her arms and tears streamed down both of their faces. As they were
taken to the back of the prisoner transport, the father came out
onto the porch, hobbling and leaning against a soldier for support.
Psoma saw that the man's left leg was bent oddly at the knee.

"Thank you!" the neighbor screamed. "Frak
these dirteater scum!"

The father lowered his head and slowly made
his way down the walk. Rage built inside Antonio and when he heard
the neighbor yell again, he stalked across the front of the fence
and jabbed his finger toward the man. "Hear me! If you do not go
back into your home, I will arrest you, as well!"

The neighbor blinked and took a step back in
shock. "Why?"

"For being a disturber of the peace! Get
inside!" Slowly, the man turned and he walked across his own yard
to his porch. After a long moment, he stood in the open doorway of
his house and frowned as the soldiers helped the father into the
back of the transport.

Psoma turned back toward his truck and passed
the grandmother as she was led by. She seemed spry but upset at all
that was happening. The captain put his hand on the door and
sighed. "Long day," Biros said.

"I'm feeling my age." He opened the door and
grunted as he climbed into his seat. "Among other things."

The sun set a while later and he rode a bus
away from Fort Aeneas toward his home. He disembarked and walked
down the quiet street. He passed home after home and when he got
within sight of his, he saw someone standing in the front yard.

"Antonio!"

Now he recognized her in the low light. "Mrs.
Zervas?"

The fifty-year-old woman ran to him and
gripped his arms in a panic. "Soldiers are in your house!"

His skin flushed cold and he wobbled for a
second. That didn't take long. How did they find me? He
blinked and looked at his home. "Why …"

"They said they were there for Jason!"

He whipped his head toward her in shock.
"What?" He broke out into a run.

Zervas tried to keep up, "They said I wasn't
allowed since I wasn't family!"

He was energized and he flew across the yards
and up the steps. He burst open his own door and saw two soldiers
standing there. Surprised by the sudden, loud presence of an
elderly officer, they tensed for action and then snapped to
attention. Psoma ran past them and into the bedroom. A uniformed
man was kneeling by the bedside and holding open Jason's mouth. A
red pill was in his fingers.

Antonio said nothing. He leapt from the door
and wrapped his right arm across the man's chest. As hard as he
could, he pulled him away and threw him against the wall. The
smaller man's back created a crack and hole in the drywall and he
slumped to the floor.

When Psoma righted himself and stared at the
downed opponent, the other two soldiers entered the bedroom and
pulled on his arms. He jerked away and unholstered his pistol.

"Whoa, captain!" one of the soldiers said.
She held her hands up while her colleague slowly raised his rifle.
The other man remained on the floor.

"Why are you in my home?" He pulled the
hammer back on the revolver and pointed it down at the recovering
man. "What were you doing to my husband?"

Surprised, the standing soldiers looked down
at the sitting one. He was breathing hard and trying to straighten.
He reached toward the small of his back and gasped in pain.
"Following our orders."

"Your orders?"

"From the president." The soldier opened his
eyes wider and said, "Therefore, they are your orders as well."

Antonio swallowed hard and took a step back
toward the bed. With his free hand, he reached down and touched
Jason's hand. He was warm. He moved slightly with each slow,
labored breath. "You haven't answered my question. Why are you
here?"

"The Heracleides have been given the lists of
all Taurons on the infirmary welfare rolls. We are to visit each
one, evaluate them, and either let them be or to return them to the
soil."

Psoma growled and knelt before him. He placed
the barrel of the revolver against the man's forehead. "You were
going to kill my husband? Without his family here?!"

The man did not flinch at the presence of the
weapon. He only seemed to grow more firm. "Our orders included no
such allowances."

Antonio's lips trembled and the gun shook. It
took every bit of his strength to not pull the trigger. "And who
are you to 'evaluate' him?"

"I am Dr. Fotatho, a lieutenant and medic in
the Heracleides. Captain."

Psoma blinked and slowly pulled the gun away
from the man's face. When he sat back farther, he fell onto his
bottom and his back leaned against the bed. The strain of the last
minute or so finally weighed on him and his chest heaved with each
breath.

The doctor looked away from the gun and up
toward the bed. Jason was on his right side, his eyes open and
blankly staring above the edge of the covers toward the wall. "He
has been this way for some time." A moment later, Antonio nodded.
"Why did you not return him to the soil sooner? Why did he not do
it himself while he was able? He is only a burden on the people
now. And you."

The captain groaned. "He's a stubborn man."
The corner of his mouth turned up as he recounted, "I asked him
years ago if he would, but he said no. He would rather let the gods
take him when they were ready. 'That's when I'll go to the
soil,' he said. He made me swear it and I did." Psoma saw the
incredulity on Fotatho's face and he continued, "He was there when
his parents both went to the soil on their own accord. He was
haunted by it."

The doctor looked away in thought.
"Píkra?" Antonio nodded. "Kapi is much quicker. Much
more humane."

"I know. I could never convince him." He
leaned his head back onto the top of the mattress. He felt Jason's
hand beneath his head and closed his eyes.

Fotatho took a deep breath and gestured
toward the soldiers. They relaxed and lowered their weapons.
"Captain," he said softly, "I am sorry, but …"

"I know." Psoma didn't open his eyes. He
nodded quickly and then lowered the revolver to the floor. "I will
do it myself."

The lieutenant raised his hand. One of the
soldiers came to him and helped him up. He strained and stretched
for a moment before looking at the invalid. "Take your time,
captain. We will be outside." The soldiers left and the doctor
hobbled after them. When the door clicked shut, Antonio sat up,
turned, and leaned onto the bed.

"Yahso," he put his hand on his
husband's. "It is time, erómenos." With Psoma's own wrinkled
fingertips, he brushed Jason's wisps of hair back and then cupped
his face. He leaned over and kissed the side of his head and the
elderly man only blinked in response.

Kapi. The red pill lay in the carpet
next to the revolver and Antonio picked it up. He stared at it for
a moment and squeezed it a little. It yielded slightly, and he
looked at Jason's mouth. With his thumb, he opened it. With his
left forefinger, he pushed the pill over his lips and onto his
tongue. Then he pushed his jaw shut and waited.

Jason coughed once and blinked a few times.
Moments later, moisture appeared at the sides of his mouth and it
became a white froth, bubbling with the last bits of breath he
would expel. Antonio's eyes became glassy with tears that wouldn't
fall and he said, "Goodbye, erómenos."

 


He sat at the desk in the old schoolhouse for
hours with his face propped up in his gloved hands. A few fighters
stood guard, but no other Ha'la'tha were present. He looked up when
he saw more people enter. Oh. The meeting is tonight.

He took a deep breath and sat up straight. He
stretched and nearly yawned before he glanced at a clock and
realized how long he had been sitting there. A pang of hunger
radiated from his belly and he wondered about his clothes at home.
Psoma hadn't been there since his husband's body was taken away. He
hadn't spoken to anyone about it, either.

Antonio stood and stretched again. Once he
was finished, once he was able to ignore the hunger, he felt that
sharp twinkle in his chest. Like a deep pain from a coughing fit
that lasted too long, it ached. At times it swelled and felt like a
stab. It started when he first felt the lack of a pulse in Jason's
wrist. It swelled as the Heracs examined the body and then took it
from their home. It pounded in his ears as he pulled his mourning
gloves on for the first time. The next day, it merged with anger
and became a warmth that obviated the need for a coat. Since then,
both the aching sadness and the rage had settled into this one,
throbbing sensation.

"Captain."

He looked to his right and saw Biros. He
nodded toward her. "Carla."

She walked closer and put her hand on his
shoulder. "I heard. I am sorry."

"Thank you, but he should have gone to the
soil years ago."

"Not like this. Not with Heracs in your
home." The old man nodded and pulled away. "I tried to find you,
but you had resigned and …"

"I didn't want to be found."

"I understand." As Psoma walked to a small
stand and removed his hat from it, she took a page from her pocket.
He put the hat on and turned to find her hand extending the paper
toward him. "I thought you'd want to see this."

The top of the page read, "Antaeus Detention
Report." He scanned down and saw the same name repeated often,
"Nikino."

"What's this?"

She sighed and sat on the edge of the desk.
"The family from last week. One-one-nine-seven Soler Street."

Antonio's head drooped and he read the
summary section at the top. "Elgin Nikino, 36, detained for
violations of Welfare Integrity Act and Failure to Work. Irene
Nikino, 34, arrested for assault of military personnel. Four
children (9, 7, 6, 3) held by ACFS for dispositions. Clytemnestra
Nikino, 78, RTS at 21:11."

He crumpled the page in his hand and dropped
it. He turned and walked away from the lieutenant and stood by a
boarded-up window. He banged on a plank of wood and Carla said,
"They killed the grandmother. Arrested the parents. Sent their
children to the city orphanage. All because some fat-ass piece of
skor made a phone call."

"Not all." Psoma turned and faced her. "It's
because of Peri. It's because he has an army of thousands who
believe the lies he says about his own people." He took a deep
breath. "It's because he's corrupted the minds of millions of
Taurons, setting them against their neighbors."

"So what do we do?"

Antonio took another deep breath. The aching
twinkle was gone. He felt a coolness settle over him and it sent
energy toward his fingertips. He raised his gloved hands and stared
at them. He formed fists and flexed his fingers. It was an uneasy
feeling. The feeling of having the energy to burn but being held
back. Not anymore. He removed the gloves and tossed them
onto the desk. Biros stared at them with wide eyes and looked
toward him. "No time to mourn."

They walked out of the old teacher's office
and into the crowded, dusty classroom. Thirty people were present
and they watched the officers. Psoma stood at the front of the room
and rocked on his heels as he tried to contain the energy he felt.
A woman stepped out from the crowd and said, "Shall I pray?"

"No." The fighters were surprised. All of
their meetings had begun that way. "Perhaps at the end." Antonio
scowled and scanned the room. He met dozens of wary faces. "One of
our number has defied orders. She acted, without contacting any
other guatrau, to strike against the president. She failed.
Had she lived, I would punish her. They killed many Heracs and
caused a great deal of destruction and confusion, but in so doing,
they have squandered so very many of our efforts and plans. We knew
what we did would anger the Heracs. She has simply spurred
them to act sooner. However, we did not expect them to be animals,
and this they have been." He cleared his throat and twitched. "They
came to my home and forced me to kill my husband." Many in the
crowd gasped. "It was not how he wanted to go to the soil." He
ground his teeth and looked toward the ceiling. "For centuries
after Our Day was won and before we at last earned our freedom, we
Taurons turned to a kind of worship of the soil. It was what we
fought for, what we died for. It's where we go when we die. Our
customs, our sayings about the soil come from this time, centuries
ago. One of these that holds strongest in us," he remembered his
arguments with Jason and then he corrected himself, "in most of us,
is the need to control our return to the soil. My husband was
denied that." He reached into his pocket and removed a vial of red
pills. "Do not allow that to be said of you and your family."

The fighters nodded and many said, "Yes,
guatrau."

"The Heracs, because they are Taurons, also
believe in returning to the soil, but only when you are no longer
of use to the state or the president. It is not about freedom or
our history any longer. They have perverted the soil for their own
purposes and demonized those of us who disagree." He saw the
concerned faces and firm frowns in the audience. "The president is
right. War was declared on the Heracs and they have responded in
kind. I may have … hesitated before, hesitated to order the raids,"
he shook his head, "I will not now. No longer. We are at
war. We must act like it." Several fighters took deep breaths and
adjusted their stances. "You will be placed into squads. We will be
assigning targets. The Ha'la'tha is now a fighting force."

"So say we all!" several shouted.

"We need all the fighters we can muster. Keep
talking in your neighborhoods. Speak of the horrors committed by
the Heracs and the tragedies we experience. Increase our numbers.
And not simply you. Your families, too." He saw several people nod
and he focused on one burly man at the front. "Adama. You have
children?"

"Yes, guatrau. Two young boys."

"Not so young that they can't be taught our
ways, I hope."

"No, guatrau. We have been teaching
them."

He clasped his hands behind his back and
walked. "Teach them of loyalty. Teach them about the soil and its
history."

"Yes, guatrau."

"Teach them to be fighters." He turned and
saw some unsure faces, but not William Adama's or his wife's. "Yes,
parents. Your children must become fighters in their own way. If
they cannot yet carry a weapon, use their eyes to watch the streets
and track Herac movements. Use their ears to listen for traitors to
the soil." He thought of the four young Nikino children who were
now without a family. "Teach them what to do when the Heracs come.
If necessary, teach them to fight for their lives."

"Yes, guatrau," several said in
response.

"Tauron needs us all." He sighed and felt the
energy leave him as suddenly as it had entered him. "Some of us are
too old to see the job finished, I fear. We will need everyone." He
faced them again and barked, "Ha'la'tha!"

"Ha'la'tha!"
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The basement of the tailor shop was filled
with crates. Younger men and women were pulling rifles and
ammunition from them and handing them to others who would then run
up the stairs as quickly as possible. There was a distant thud and
everyone stopped to stare at the ceiling.

Obeda watched a trickle of dust fall from a
beam and she stood from her stool. "Hurry."

The fighters continued their flurry of
activity. A crate was emptied and immediately destroyed by a hammer
with its boards being thrown into the far corner. Another crate
labeled "Camp Hector" was opened and its contents were spilled onto
the floor.

"Guatrau!" someone yelled down the
stairs. "You should come up here!"

The old woman looked toward the steps and
shook her head. One of her enforcers saw this and ran up instead,
alongside a newly armed Ha'la'tha soldier. From the top of the
stairs, he yelled, "GunRams! Herac GunRams!"

Everyone stopped again and Trakas walked to
the bottom of the stairs. She mumbled under her breath, "Of course
it's a Herac GunRam." She held onto the railing and looked up.
"Close?"

"One block!"

There were still more than a dozen people
getting weapons from crates. "Hurry faster." Over the renewed din,
she said, "Take the last crate up with you if you have to." She
went back to her stool and picked up the small satchel there. When
she put the strap over her head, she pointed toward the piled-up
boards of destroyed crates and said, "Take that into the alley and
burn it."

"Empty, guatrau," a woman said while
she started to tear apart the last crate.

"Good. Everyone, move out."

A tall man stood behind Obeda as she walked
up the stairs slowly. In the shop itself, three dozen men and women
crouched around clothing stands and tables. The floor shook and
frames rattled against the wall. The glass of the store wobbled and
the logo painted on it flexed. Trakas remained standing at the rear
of the store and waited.

A GunRam rolled into view. Its long, dark
brown cannon was seen first, then its treads, then its armored
turret. About a dozen Heracleides soldiers rode on the vehicle with
several more walking alongside. In the rumbling, a picture of her
family fell off the wall and the glass in it broke when it hit the
floor. She turned and looked at it. She stared at the face of her
husband and the images of her young son.

"We should go," someone said.

She looked back toward the street and saw a
second tank roll into view. Obeda hesitated but then she smelled
smoke. "Let's go. Out the back." In the alley outside, the trash
and bins were surrounded by sixty Ha'la'tha fighters while the
crates' remains were consumed in a small blaze. She looked for the
face of Homer, a former soldier who had joined them last year.
"Lieutenant, where are the rest of my men?"

"This way, guatrau."

Trakas walked in that direction first and the
fighters followed behind her. They came to the end of the alley at
a small street. They looked both ways and saw no one so they
crossed into the next alley. In this way, they crossed some four
kilometers of Sarpedon in about two hours, sneaking from street to
street and avoiding routes that took them near the Heracs'
presence. They were nearly spotted on a few occasions as the
soldiers stormed into apartment buildings looking for rebels.
Finally, on the outskirts of the city, they came to an old
warehouse and entered to find a force of some nine hundred people.
Silent, the Ha'la'tha smiled at the guatrau's presence and
they watched her as she went to the front of the group and stood on
the back of a vehicle.

"It is time," she said. "The Heracs have come
to Sarpedon and they are now rolling their battle vehicles down our
streets and their soldiers are invading our homes. We will fight.
We will leave here as a single unit and overwhelm them. Move into
the buildings they've claimed and kill them all. Take their weapons
and machines when you're able. Destroy them if you cannot. Death to
the Heracs."

"Death to the Heracs!" the fighters
shouted.

"Ha'la'tha!"

"Ha'la'tha!"

The mass departed the warehouse and walked
back into the heart of the city. The brown uniforms of the
Heracleides were seen soon after in front of a stretch of rowhomes
and the Ha'la'tha opened fire. Eight bodies fell to the sidewalks
and streets. More soldiers came from the buildings nearby or leaned
out of the windows, but the rebels made short work of them. Soon,
they continued their march with squads entering each building they
passed to make sure the Heracs were dead. Forty minutes later, they
heard the GunRams.

Dozens of the enemy lay dead in the streets
and civilians had cheered them on, but feeling the rumble of those
armored vehicles sent the fair-weather supporters back into hiding.
The Ha'la'tha split up and spread out into the adjoining alleys.
When the column of vehicles rolled past, the fighters fired from
windows above and the streets all around. The people surged against
the tanks and many tried to take them over. Bodies of Ha'la'tha
piled atop the deck of one GunRam as its crew fought them off.
Civilian fighters finally claimed one, but seeing this, the Herac
tank turned its turret and fired. The pirated vehicle was blown
apart and dozens of nearby fighters were injured. Hundreds of
Ha'la'tha continued to press into the streets and the GunRam fired,
over and over again. Pieces of buildings were blown apart and
rained bricks onto the people and the street. Ten were killed in a
single blast from its mighty cannon. A machine gun swept from side
to side, spraying the crowds with bullets. Then, the vehicle began
to move and fighters were ground to death beneath its treads.

Seeing the explosion of gore beneath the
GunRam, Obeda ground her false teeth and pointed at it. "Destroy
that thing. No more trying to take it."

"Yes, guatrau."

Her personal squad ran from her side with
explosives in hand. They leapt onto the turret as it swung away and
they slipped grenades into the viewports and hatches. They jumped
off before the tank resounded with a deep blast and smoke spilled
from every opening. Ha'la'tha managed to take two other GunRams,
however, and they turned back to the south, ready to roll against
the bulk of the Herac forces.

"What are your orders, guatrau?"

Trakas walked down the sidewalk and carefully
stepped over bricks. She saw people rolling in pain on the street
from gunshots and many more crushed and flattened in pools of red.
The bulk of her fighters, however, were reveling in their victory
and swarming like a mob to the south. "Get those two GunRams back
here and have everyone form up. We need to regroup."

"Yes, guatrau."

While her man ran off again, she watched her
fighters giving aid to the wounded. Fighters without
uniforms, she thought. She looked up toward the apartment
windows and saw only frightened peekers. "I'm going up there."

Slowly, she climbed the steps of the
apartment building and walked through the foyer. A Herac body was
slumped over the railing and pouring blood below. A Ha'la'tha
fighter descended and offered his arm. Obeda gladly took it and was
escorted up to the third floor. Several fighters were there, clad
in hats, jackets, and civilian clothes, standing over the bodies of
six Heracleides soldiers. Several apartment doors in the hallway
were open and the heads of the occupants were poking out to
see.

Trakas walked to the center of the corpses
and saw an old man's body among the soldiers. "Who is this?"

"My father."

The guatrau looked to the left and saw
a thirty-something man standing in the doorframe. His wife was just
behind him.

"Blood has been spilled for him." Obeda
looked up and down the hall and said, "We are the Ha'la'tha. We are
always faithful to the soil, and to the people who fight for it. We
need your help. Join us and let us fight the Heracs together."

After a moment of silence, a door on the far
end of the corridor was slammed shut. Then another. Two more were
closed and Trakas looked in confusion on the young man whose father
lie dead on the floor. He was backing away and slowly closing his
door, too.

"You will not fight those who murdered you
father? Why would you not join us?"

"I cannot." The door clicked shut.

The guatrau looked in disbelief at the
fighters who were there with her. They, too, appeared dismayed. In
the street below, more than one hundred of her people were killed
in the first action against the Heracs, and despite that and the
many witnesses to their bravery, their numbers had not swelled.
This will be far more difficult than I thought.


 XXVIII

PERI

1,912 Years After Colonization

 


"Raids on four of your military facilities,
…"

"Largely rebuffed."

"The capturing of your convoys."

"A few. A very few."

"There are GunRams, Caprican-made GunRams,
rolling through city streets."

"In the west, yes. And just a few cities."
The president went quiet in case there was more. When there wasn't,
he said, "Ambassador, what are your concerns?"

"The same as before," Erikkson said. "Tauron
is showing a distressing lack of stability since you came to power,
Mr. President."

Nikodemus chuckled. "You have watched and
read too much news. They concern themselves only with the
excitement of conflict. Yes, the Heracleides are moving in force
through cities like Minos and Sarpedon, but there are hundreds of
cities across the world. The news will not show the peace
there."

"Perhaps," Julia said, "yet those news
reports reach Caprica. There are concerns in the government
and in the business sector."

Now Peri's fortified grin faded. "I see." He
pulled the handset away from his head and cleared his throat. He
looked out the window and down the cliffs toward the ocean. When he
brought the phone back to his ear, he began, "I believe it is
rather simple, Madam Ambassador. Our factories produce parts for
your vehicles and machinery. Our farms produce a great deal of food
that your people want. Caprica imports nearly six billion cubits of
Tauran goods every year. That number continues to rise. Your
business sector benefits from the GunRams rolling into Minos
because that keeps our factories open. They benefit from the
soldiers in Tseri and Sarpedon so our farms will continue to
produce beef and wheat. They may be disturbed by what they see in
the news, but their wallets are not." He straightened the bottom of
his unform jacket and raised his chin. "If they complain again,
tell them that."

"I will, Mr. President."

"And since we are sharing concerns, we have
destroyed many tons of Tauran poppies and other plants exported to
Caprica for the drug trade. This is what you wished, yes?"

"It is, Mr. President."

"And yet," he turned one palm skyward and
looked around the office in mock confusion, "I do not see the
Dreadnaught airships we were promised. Or the Vipers. Nor have our
banks received the deposits that were promised."

"The shipment of parts to our suppliers was
delayed."

"Delayed by the attack on the presidential
compound, which your government denounced." He raised his voice,
"Delayed by those same dirteater terrorists your government
and business sector are so concerned about now!" He relaxed a
little and finished in an even tone, "The parts were sent, months
ago. More were sent than were ordered to compensate for that delay.
And, again, we have aided your prohibition by destroying drug
suppliers in the west."

"You are correct, Mr. President. I have been
authorized to tell you that the next phase of military shipments
and payments will resume on the tenth."

"Next week."

"Yes. Now, before I go, I do have another
question my superiors wish to have answered."

Peri rolled his eyes. "Very well, Madam
Ambassador."

"What are the political affiliations of these
terrorists? These Ha'la'tha?"

"I do not know what you mean. They are
anti-me."

"Yes, but beyond that. Are they influenced by
Scorpian politics? The PIR? Or the People's Movement on Canceron?
Perhaps some fringe Sagittaran radical?" Nikodemus chuckled and
Julia continued, "Or is it religious, indicating a Gemenese
influence?"

"Or Piconese, even? Thanks to your current
war?"

"Our difficulties with Picon are not a war.
It is … merely a dispute over interplanetary bodies." Peri shook
his head. "And Picon has no dangerous philosophies, that I'm aware
of."

"Madam Ambassador, I cannot speak to these
concerns. Our interrogations have focused on Tauron and the
dirteaters themselves. We have not asked how they became
terrorists."

"I understand."

"However, in the interests of our friendship,
I will direct our interrogators to ask such questions."

"Thank you, Mr. President. Caprica is very
concerned about the dissemination of such political ideals
throughout Alpha. Unchecked, they may grow to destabilize any of
our governments."

"I agree, ambassador. Such things are bad for
business."

"Thank you for your time today, Mr.
President."

"And yours, Madam Ambassador." Erikkson
disconnected.

He tossed the telephone's handset toward the
desk and it bounced off the wood, falling and dangling by its wire
to the floor. Peri looked again toward the ocean to calm himself,
but he knew that was pointless. Instead, he turned and stalked
across his long office for the corridor. Once there, he stopped at
the young Herac guard there and jammed a finger into his face.
"Contact the prison. Have them send five to me at the Point."

"Yes, Mr. President!" The soldier turned and
ran off.

Nikodemus continued his huff and stormed down
the hallway, stomped down the stairs, and lurched through the
passages to emerge on the western side of the palace facing the
ocean. He walked past the entrance to the compound's gardens and
across a stretch of red soil toward a high wrought iron fence.
Guards there opened the gate, revealing a rocky promontory on the
other side which looked down to the sea some one hundred meters
below.

The president stood on the edge and watched
the light blue water form waves which crashed against the red rocks
beneath him. He nodded and turned in time to see a group of guards
dragging chained prisoners out toward him. "One at a time!" he
shouted over the wind. The nearer guard continued and brought a
woman. Her face was swollen and she couldn't raise her head. "Where
are you from, dirteater?"

"Frak you."

He grabbed her hair and pulled her upright.
She screamed and cried as her bruises and broken bones were
aggravated anew. Whimpering, she blinked at Peri as he asked again,
"Where are you from?"

"Paterna."

"I, too, am from Paterna." He released her
hair and started to walk away. "Near Ligoi Plaza. Do you know
it?"

She tried to spit at him but couldn't summon
the moisture. Instead, she said, "Euporoi. Descendants of
the old masters. You inherited just as much arrogance as you did
money."

"I knew a great many dirteater savages like
you as I came up." He removed the pistol from his holster and
pulled the slide back. He stared at the long, skinny barrel and
turned to face the woman again. "Always a burden on their families.
Always a burden on Tauron."

Through her tears, she screamed, "Frak
you!"

"Never. Who was your guatrau?"

"Frak you!"

"We know of Samantha Pulla, guatrau in
Hypatia, but she is dead. Is there one in Paterna?"

"Frak you!"

"Is it Frenel?"

"Frak you!"

"Do you know any leaders? Any future
targets?"

"Frak you!"

He raised the pistol and fired. The bullet
struck her at the base of her neck, between the spars of her
collarbone. She gagged and choked, stumbling for a moment before
she collapsed to her knees. Peri glanced at the nearby soldier who
watched her die and then jerked his head to one side. The corporal
leaned over, grabbed her foot, and dragged her to the edge of the
promontory. With a kick, her body fell over.

I wish Andreas were here, he thought.
He is so creative at these things. He gets results. Phaulkon
was out there now, interrogating prisoners in the west.

A private pulled a kicking and screaming man
to the Point and released him there. The prisoner looked up, saw
the president, and then turned. With two quick strides, he leapt
off the cliff and fell to the rocks and waves below.

Nikodemus slumped and said, "Next time, don't
let them go so soon!"

"Yes, Mr. President. I am sorry."

He sighed and looked to the left. "Bring out
another one!" A corporal dragged a man forward. He appeared to have
a broken leg so Peri didn't worry about this one taking flight.
"Where are you from?"

"Ariadne."

"Ariadne? The west. Do you know any of the
guatraus out there?" The prisoner didn't answer. "I have a
few names. Loupas. Nassa. Tell me more." Still nothing. "You know,
the dirteaters have been driven from the cities. The Ha'la'tha
fighters," he shook his head, "they abandoned the people they were
supposedly fighting for." The man raised his head and looked at the
president. "It's true. They fled into the Plain and the forests to
get away from my Heracleides. Minos, Sarpedon, Tseri. Catulla and
Marathon, too. All are under full Heracleides control. The
Ha'la'tha were weak and they were killed."

"You lie."

"They raided a few bases and convoys and got
hundreds of rifles." Nikodemus laughed. "Do you really think that's
enough to take on the government?" The prisoner didn't answer. "Why
did you join them?"

"Heracs killed my wife."

"Was she a dirteater? Like you?"

His mouth twisted and he spat toward the
president. "Frak you."

Peri fired. It hit the man's belly and he
fell to his knees. He screamed in pain and the president leveled
the pistol again, firing twice more. Now dead, a soldier kicked the
corpse toward the edge of the promontory.

"Next." A woman was walked out next and she
kept a steady gaze on Nikodemus. Her face was bloodied and dirtied,
but her large, pale blue eyes were stunning. He stared at her and
was drawn to them. "Who are you?"

"Faithful to the soil."

"So I've heard. Who are you?"

She blinked, finally. "No one. A dirteater to
you."

"Yes." He sniffed loudly and wiped his nose.
"Where are you from?"

"Perga."

"Excellent. Tell me, how widespread are the
Ha'la'tha in the east?" She didn't respond. "There have been
attacks … random, calculating attacks. Just a few people.
Strategic. Do you have no great force here in the east?" She looked
down at the ground and he fired. The bullet struck the soil and
sent a tuft of red dust up from it. "Keep your eyes on me." She
stared at him again and he paused to study her. "If there is a
larger force in the east than you've used, I would expect them to
make themselves known before long. What are their plans?" She kept
staring. "Why won't they rise up, directly, like their friends in
the west?" After a moment, the president said, "You know, this
place is called Plamondon Point. Do you know who that was?" She
didn't answer. "He was the Leonan governor three hundred years ago.
During one of the many rebellions, the people stormed this palace
and the governor escaped and found himself here, on this rocky
cliff overlooking the sea. In despair and seeing thousands of
Taurons coming for him, futility descended upon him and he jumped.
It's why I enjoy bringing prisoners like yourself to this place. So
you can feel the futility descending upon you."

"Yet you are Plamondon. Not us."

He tilted his head. "What?"

"The people of Tauron rose against a false
leader. A tyrant who did not deserve our soil beneath their feet.
That was Plamondon and that is you."

Peri looked at her and saw that her large
pale eyes had narrowed into a harsh glare. He felt ice in it and it
pained him. He raised his pistol again and fired three times,
sending the woman stumbling backward with each strike. After the
last, she fell from the edge of the promontory into the ocean.

He turned away. Slowly, he walked back toward
the palace and a soldier called out from the iron fence. "Mr.
President? What about the last one?"

Nikodemus stopped and looked at the cowering,
beaten man. He sighed and walked toward the prisoner. He aimed the
weapon and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. The president
turned the gun sideways and saw that it was empty. After he put it
in his holster, he jabbed his thumb over his shoulder and said,
"Throw him off." The man wept as the private dragged him away and
he added, "Don't shoot him. I want to hear him scream as he
falls."

The soldiers did as they were told, but Peri
didn't hear the last sounds of the plummeting man. Instead, he was
walking back into the palace, too consumed with his own thoughts to
pay attention.


 XXIX

PSOMA

1,913 Years After Colonization

 


"May I sit?"

William Adama looked into the eyes under the
brim of the hat above him. "Please."

"Thank you." The old man sat down and Antonio
took off his hat, placing it in the empty chair next to him. "Day
off?"

"Only one of the week," Adama said. He sipped
his coffee. "You?"

"I'm a dirteater, don't you know? I don't
have a job." William nodded and looked around. "Nervous?" The café
was open to the street outside and people kept walking by. He
recognized most of them. He even knew a few were in the Ha'la'tha
with them.

"A little, I suppose."

"I've not had a Herac tail in four months." A
waitress came by with a cup of coffee and he smiled at her. She
placed a menu by his arm and left. "Relax."

"Do you wish you had stayed with them? To get
more information?"

"It would have been nice." He sipped the hot,
black liquid and winced at the bitterness. "I am not that good of
an actor, however. Yahso was killed by them. It will not
stand." He looked around the sidewalk patio and asked, "Where is
Isabelle?"

"Home with the boys."

"I see." He took out a folded sheet of paper
and slid it across the table. "For months, I have sent people
against targets far away. This is an exception." Adama opened the
page a little and saw a drawing there. "Grain silo near Fort
Aeneas." Psoma could tell by the man's expression he wasn't pleased
with the assignment. "Near the fort. Not on the grounds. In the
middle of the night, there are only two Heracs on patrol."

William nodded and drank more coffee. "Should
we kill them?"

"If you must, though I do not know how you
might plant the explosives and let them live." With a finger, Adama
pulled a brass key out from the folded page. "That's for locker
ninety-nine at the Columbus Boulevard bus terminal. The satchel
inside will have all you need." Adama slid the paper and key off
the table and put them in a coat pocket. When he picked up his
coffee again, Antonio studied him and saw the weight behind his
eyes. "If you are concerned about the loss of grain, don't be. You
know the Heracs claim farm output before anyone else and the silos
near military bases only serve the Heracs."

"I know. I work in the fields that grew that
grain, I'm sure." William set the cup down on the metal table and
leaned across it. With a lowered voice, he said, "I have other
concerns."

Psoma glanced into the café and then up the
sidewalk along this small street. "Speak."

"For months, our brothers and sisters in the
west have fought an open war against the Heracs."

"And you wish we might as well?" Adama looked
away and his head lowered a little in shame. Psoma's eyebrows
raised and he said, "You do not, do you?"

"I am concerned about my family."

"As are all in the Ha'la'tha. Those who still
have them."

"We've made … pinpricks against the Heracs.
We have angered them, over and over, and I fear that we are not far
from an effort against us like we see in the west."

"You think these small, simple attacks and
sabotage will force Peri to lash out against all cities? Even the
peaceful ones in the east?" William nodded. "I share your
concern."

"You do?"

"How can I not?" He smiled and inhaled a deep
breath through his nose. "I love beautiful days like this. Arcadia
has been my home for most of my life and I wish no ill to befall
it." His face became serious and he leaned onto the table, too.
"Yet ills may have to befall Arcadia and other cities if the Heracs
are to be destroyed. While they are distracted in the west, we will
continue our pinpricks and our planning. The time will come, soon,
for open warfare even here." He sat back from the table and picked
up the coffee again. "Prepare yourself. And your family."

"Yes, guatrau."

 


Antonio sat at a small table in the corner of
a large fumarella drying shed. Bunches of long, golden brown leaves
hung on racks along the walls and from the ceiling. The air in the
room was close and the smell of the fumarella was overpowering.
After hours sitting here, the guatrau had gotten used to it.
It wouldn't be until he left and breathed the outside air that he
would notice how strong it had been.

The creaky wooden door opened and he stopped
his writing. He peered around an edge of one of the racks and saw
Carla approaching him in her Heracleides uniform. She stood before
him at attention and he scanned her outfit. Finally, he noticed the
shiny pins on her shoulders. "Captain? Congratulations." He stood
and offered his hand.

She shook it and said, "Thank you. I've
learned from the best."

"Not so much, I think. You've not
resigned."

"By not resigning, I have access to
information," she removed several pages from her pocket, "like
this."

Psoma took them eagerly and spread them
across his table. "After-action reports." He scanned them for
locations. "Minos. Marathon. Sarpedon."

"They go into great detail about how many
Ha'la'tha have been killed, how many Heracs have been killed, the
territory both sides claim, …"

"I would be wary of putting too much stock in
such things, Carla." He leaned back and folded his arms over his
chest. "Commanding officers are taught to write their reports with
a certain tint. Namely, the color of victory. There will be
inflated casualty counts among the enemy. Deflated counts among the
Heracs. Exaggerations as far as territory controlled. I would be
suspicious of these reports."

"And I am. That's why I have brought them to
you. You have far greater experience reading these things with an
eye for something that has been … colored wrongly."

"That I do. I will review them. Thank you."
Biros looked at the rack of leaves nearest her and scrunched up her
face at the heavy, harsh odor. "What else is happening?"

"When did you last hear from Zama?"

"Zama?" He looked away and thought. "Weeks.
Why?"

"I heard a conversation between other
officers. Majors and colonels. There was talk of deploying in the
south. I believe I heard Zama, but I am not certain."

Antonio picked up a pen and began to write
something down. "Thank you." He gave the slip to her and said,
"Give this to Claude in the main barn. He will attempt to reach out
to Guatrau Galana and see what she knows."

"Yes, guatrau." She saluted again and
turned to leave. "Sir?"

"Yes?"

"Richard Grivas."

"What?" Seeing that she was looking at
something, Psoma stood and walked out from behind the drying rack.
Sure enough, on the far side of shed he saw his old friend standing
in the doorway. "Richard?"

"Tony."

Psoma put his hand on Carla's shoulder and
said, "Leave us, please."

"Of course." She walked toward the door and
nodded at Grivas as she passed him. "Guatrau."

The door to the shed closed and Richard
remained on the far side. "I'm sorry, Tony."

"For what? What are you doing here?" When
Grivas didn't answer or move, Psoma began to walk toward him. "Why
aren't you in Ariadne?"

"I was." His voice creaked as he said it.
"They came. The Heracs came."

"I am sorry, Richard." Antonio put his hand
on the man's shoulder. "How many?"

"An entire battalion." He lowered his head.
"If there are any Ha'la'tha left, I don't know."

Psoma embraced him, and when he did, Grivas
grunted and flinched in pain. Antonio pulled back and looked at him
more closely. There were bruises and cuts on his face. His left arm
appeared swollen because there were heavy bandages wrapped around
his forearm. Psoma swallowed hard and looked deep into Richard's
eyes. "Tell me what has happened."

Grivas raised his chin and his eyes were wet
with tears. "I am so sorry. They captured me three months ago and I
could not hold out. I just couldn't!"

Antonio backed away toward his table. "What
did you do?"

Almost in a whisper, he said, "I told
them."

Psoma swallowed hard and turned. As he
gathered pages off the table and stuffed them into his canvas sack,
he asked, "How long do we have?"

"They were following me for a long time. I
got away from them two days ago, but …" Grivas was shaking his
head.

Once Antonio slid the strap of his bag over
his head, he pulled on a heavy line of twine that ran out of the
shed between two planks of wood. In the barn and main house, bells
would be ringing, alerting everyone. He left the table and walked
the length of the shed, grabbing Richard's arm and dragging him
along. "I need to know everything you said."

"Tony, I can't." The old man stumbled toward
the door and leaned against the frame out of breath. "It took all
the strength I had to get here and warn you. Please, don't think of
me too harshly."

"I won't …" Grivas was placing a red pill on
his tongue and swallowing it before Antonio could get to him. "No!"
Richard slid down the wall in a heap. Psoma slapped Richard's face
a few times and turned his head to the side. After a quick shake
and the telltale frothing, the man was dead.

"Guatrau!" someone yelled from
outside. "What's happening?"

He stepped out of the shed and closed the
door behind him. He scanned the faces of the Rigo family who were
all in the Ha'la'tha, as well as the half-dozen other fighters who
were stationed here at the family's farm. Biros ran from the main
barn toward them and he waited until she was there, too. "The
Heracs know. They're coming." Some of the people gasped and others
began to look around, wondering what they should do.

Carla reached up to her jacket and removed
the symbols of the Heracleides, followed by her new captain's pins.
She tossed them onto the ground and then stood at attention. "What
are your orders, sir?"

He stood at attention, too, and said, "We
have prepared for this. Signal those you were told to signal and
then gather your run-bags and weapons. We will meet at the nearest
cache point."

"West Two," someone said.

"Very good. We will wait there until midnight
when any Ha'la'tha who has joined us will go with us into the
forest. Then we will plan our strike. Move."

Hours later, they sat against the thick
trunks of fern trees outside Arcadia. With binoculars, Psoma
watched a column of tanks roll into the city and he heard distant
gunfire. Nearly two hundred fighters had joined them. With a word,
they stood, turned, and walked away.

 


A month later, the cool of autumn had settled
on Arcadia and the Ha'la'tha were in position. Antonio looked at
the city for the first time since they left and what he saw
infuriated him.

The skyline had changed. Buildings on the
southern side were gone, destroyed. Two of the taller structures at
the city center were shorter by several storeys. Plumes of smoke
rose from multiple districts in the city. Barbed-wire fence
encircled all of Arcadia and Heracs were standing by at watchtowers
every hundred meters or so. GunRams were stationed on the main
highways and roads into the city threatening any who might have
business within. The sound of propeller planes above caused Psoma
to look away from the binoculars for a moment, and he saw a
squadron of six "Tiger" Vipers roar overhead. The brown planes
carried multiple bombs and machine guns, and they all featured
sharp teeth painted on the nose of their fuselage. He put his eye
back to the binoculars and he watched the planes begin their
approach to the long, gray airship which hovered above the city.
The giant rigid dirigible's engine hum was audible even this far
away. Two of the Vipers slowed their approach and clamped in place
underneath while the other four circled to wait for their turns.
The Caprican airship was named Didacus after the ancient war
hero, but all in the Ha'la'tha were disgusted that the Heracs would
dare sully his name, so they never used it.

"Fool."

"Who?" Carla asked.

"Peri or whoever deployed the Dreadnaught.
They're supposed to be used higher up. A half-kilometer or
more."

"So why is this one so low?"

He ground his teeth, "Because the Heracs want
Arcadia to feel the weight on their backs. The sense that nothing
will escape their sight. A constant reminder that the Heracs are
there and powerful."

He looked again at the vessel and his
lieutenant said, "It's good that they're so presumptuous."

"Good for us." The guatrau lowered the
binoculars, "I have some adjustments to make to our plans but, one
hour after sundown," Antonio looked to his left and right at the
men and women he had lived in the wild with for the past several
weeks, "we strike."

After a while, the fighters looked into the
west and watched the sun near the horizon. They were treated to a
beautiful show. The red soil of Tauron whipped high into the
atmosphere by the strong thýella of the Plain filtered the
colors until long bands of blue and purple formed the sunset above
the endless red-orange surface.

An hour later, the sky was dark. Minos would
not rise until well after midnight and this had been factored into
the careful plan. They kept a close watch on the dirigible as it
looped toward the north. They knew it took nearly forty minutes to
make one full circle, clockwise, around Arcadia, so they waited for
the airship to cross the northern highway. When it did, the
guatrau nodded and the fighters left their hiding
places.

More than three thousand had rallied to
Psoma's group after the fall of Arcadia. Half of that number raced
from the fern forests across the rocky red fields toward the city.
Convoys sped along the highways to the gates of the city. The first
vehicles in each ignored the soldiers and pressed on, ramming into
the blockades and exploding. The Ha'la'tha infantry were barely a
kilometer away from the fences when the fireballs lit up the night.
GunRams moved to block the rest of the convoys on the roads and
Heracs left their posts on the watchtowers to give support at the
gates. The company led by Antonio and Carla didn't have to fire a
shot. With carpets and boards, they managed to walk over the barbed
fencing and into the streets.

"Go!" Psoma said. The fighters ran through
the buildings and alleys with some stopping at cars and trucks.
Glass broke and people climbed inside, hotwiring them. Then, they
sped off.

"Route Six is almost ours," Biros said as she
pressed a radio to her ear. "We've got two GunRams."

"Let's go that way."

There were no streetlights. The group of
twenty fighters moved in darkness through the alleys and across
open, empty streets. Piles of rubble forced them to change
directions several times, but within ten minutes, they neared the
western road leading out of Arcadia. The platoon climbed into a
small building and got to the second-floor windows. They looked out
toward the blockade and saw fire.

Four GunRams were rolling across the road and
into the empty plain surrounding it. Swirls of dust obscured their
movements and the Heracs fired wildly into the clouds. Ha'la'tha
fighters returned that fire and many brown-uniformed soldiers fell.
Then, as time was running out, the four captured tanks sped through
their clouds toward the remaining two GunRams, firing their main
guns.

Biros announced, "We have the Herac roof
positions in the north and northwest."

"Good."

He faced the highway again and watched
Ha'la'tha fighters storm toward the city, shooting as they ran.
Antonio knew that the same plan was happening at all six main roads
into Arcadia. He could only pray that the others were as successful
as this one apparently was.

"Planes dropping from the airship," someone
said. "On approach."

"Carla?"

"Roof team west," she said into the wireless
device. "Status?" She pressed it against her head and nodded.
"Almost."

"Tell them to hurry." The guatrau
looked again toward the highway and watched the Ha'la'tha GunRams
push the destroyed ones off the road. Between the plumes of smoke
and raging fires, fighters were creating gun nests and stolen cars
began to stream out from the city. They quickly circled off the
highway toward the south and looped back around to face north. Then
the Ha'la'tha left the cars where they were and took up positions
with the rest of their fighters. The tanks turned and began to
speed off the road. Red soil flew up behind their treads and then
they slowed. Carefully, they rode up onto the hoods of the parked
cars and trucks before coming to a stop. The GunRams were now
angled at thirty degrees or more. Their turrets turned and took aim
at the empty sky to the south.

Distant cannon sounded and Biros said, "We
have the western positions. That's anti-aircraft fire." She turned
up the volume on her device.

"One Viper down! One Viper down!" Psoma
looked outside and saw nothing from his vantage point except the
angled GunRams. "Watch south, roof three! Vipers on approach!" They
heard the planes circling overhead, banking back toward the city.
"Another Viper down!"

"Where's the Dreadnaught?" He leaned out of
the window and heard the distant drone of its ten engines, but he
couldn't tell where it was due to the cacophony of noises echoing
around in the alley. Then the airship's 380-caliber guns began to
fire. The enormous shells flew from its forward turret to the
southwestern highway, destroying half of the captured tanks there.
Its machine gun turrets opened up, too, plowing the ground with
bullets. More shells were loosed into the city as Ha'la'tha in
buildings began to fire from windows. The high-pitched sound of
glass shattering joined the deep rumble of the airship and the
painful blasts of its heavy guns. Antonio squinted and looked
toward the south as the Didacus finally appeared around the
corner of a nearby structure. "Tell our GunRams to be ready." Carla
spoke into the wireless device and the guatrau continued to
watch the dirigible in awe.

Fire leapt from its six giant long-barrels as
they fired on the city and the highways below. Its five 150-caliber
guns along the starboard side sought targets in Arcadia and began
to shoot. Brick and stone exploded, creating plumes of red and gray
dust when those shells found their marks. One blast from a
380-turret felled an entire six-storey building, killing twenty of
their rebels. Vipers swept across the view and strafed the
Ha'la'tha position on Route Six. Several people were injured and
killed but the rest stayed in place.

"Where are the double-As?" Psoma asked. Biros
and other Ha'la'tha were screaming into wireless devices over the
constant thrums of the airship's cannon. He looked back toward the
battle, glancing from the sky as the dirigible grew closer and then
down to the highway where four GunRams were propped up, their
cannon aimed at the sky and waiting. Anti-aircraft cannon finally
resumed their attack, sprinkling the sky with bursts of black smoke
and debris. A Viper strayed too near and was sprayed with shrapnel,
causing one of its rear engines to sputter. It trailed off to the
right as the airship began its northerly turn.

"How big are the cannons on those
GunRams?"

Antonio's eyes widened and he focused all his
thought on those four tanks below. "Seventy-five millimeters."

She joined him at the window. "Is that
enough?"

"I hope so."

The Didacus' turn was nearly complete.
Barely two hundred meters above the ground, less than half a
kilometer away. Its ten diesel engines created a barrage of sound,
a weapon in its own right. The Ha'la'tha at the flaming gate on
Route Six had waited in silence. They didn't even fire on the
Vipers that strafed them. Every bullet, every shell, was meant for
the beast above. Once it cleared the nearby buildings that had
obscured their view, the GunRams fired.

The first struck its main forward turret,
causing little damage. The second shell tore into the hull of the
airship, ripping through its metal framing and little else. The
third hit a starboard cannon nest, destroying it. The fourth struck
one of the starboard stabilizers, causing the attached engine to
burst into flames.

"Reload," Psoma whispered. "Reload."

The turrets on the Didacus turned and
aimed down. The anti-aircraft emplacements nearby began to fire on
the airship, ignoring the Vipers. The GunRams fired again. Two
blasts hit the armored forward command gondola, shattering its
windows, damaging the controls, and killing several Heracs. Another
hit the starboard stabilizer again, causing the metal to wrench and
the large wing to bend and twist. The last blast struck the hull of
the dirigible, breaking through a series of power lines and then
into a hydrogen tank.

The explosion took out one starboard section
of the vessel's hull. Glass shattered in nearby buildings and
everyone in sight shrank at the noise and the blast of heat,
squinting at the brief, bright light. The dirigible's skin burned
away and drifted as glowing orange embers into the night. But the
other tanks did not detonate. Cautiously partitioned, each one was
safe from the others, and fire-retardant gases filled the
compartments nearby. Some of them vented from the ship even now,
leaking from the ruptures in the airship's skin. A second engine on
the starboard side, damaged by the blast, sputtered to a stop.

For the first time in several seconds,
Antonio took a breath. He looked at the Didacus and saw its
damaged but still looming form. "Fire again!"

The forward turret lowered and its massive
cannon blasted straight into the highway. Two of the GunRams were
torn apart and thrown back. The remaining two were damaged and one
of them fired. The shot detonated another starboard hydrogen cell.
Like the first, it exploded with great effect but did not take any
others with it. It did, however, wipe out two of the starboard gun
nests and tore the damaged stabilizer from the ship. It fell to the
ground below, into a warehouse, and threw a new cloud of smoke and
debris into the sky.

With only eight engines remaining, the
remainder went into overdrive and the pitch of the drone went
higher. With the lack of a stabilizer and the loss of two hydrogen
cells on the starboard side, the Didacus began to list. It
turned to the east, back into the city. The forward cannon fired
again and destroyed the remaining Ha'la'tha on Route Six. Psoma
looked at the smoking, smoldering gate out the window and only
looked at the airship again when he heard Carla and the others
cheer.

"It's going to hit the White Tower!"

The cannons and turrets had stopped firing as
the crews moved to secure the ship for a crash. The forward command
gondola was smoking but the aft gondola appeared intact, though the
two explosions had severed many of the aft command's controls of
the forward engines. Anti-aircraft resumed their fire on the Vipers
which swarmed around their stricken mothership. The giant central
turret hung the lowest and its barrels dragged across two then
three rooftops. Finally, the Didacus hit the southern corner
of the boxy White Tower. The silvery skin tore and ripped. More
control cables and power lines snapped and dangled alongside the
hull. Two port gun nests were destroyed. Then the first port
stabilizer struck the building. The engine exploded and bricks and
glass rained down on the city's center. The airship recoiled due to
its own shockwave and automatic systems deployed more anti-fire
gases which trailed out from the long vessel. Its dangling parts
and cables drifted over the rooftops as the craft mindlessly
wandered to the southeast and out of the city. Secondary explosions
continued within the craft and autogyros leapt up from the top of
the dirigible and began to fly off.

"What are those?" someone asked.

"Escape planes," Psoma said. "Tell the
double-As to target them." Biros complied and the anti-aircraft
emplacements around the city did just that, destroying six of the
eight. He stood up from the window and put on his hat. "Signal all
sections. Move on to phase two. There are still plenty of Heracs in
the city, even if that big bastard is gone."

"Is it going to crash?" she asked.

"It may take a little while, but yes."

He went to the stairs and began to descend
while the rest of his squad got on their devices and conveyed the
next sets of orders. Antonio walked out into the street and saw
little but the dark. He heard gunfire in every direction and the
loud sounds of large trucks and GunRams on the move. He took a deep
breath but he found that Arcadia didn't smell like home any
longer.

"Guatrau," Carla said as she emerged
behind him, "Highway Nineteen reports GunRam columns and troops
inbound from Aeneas."

He nodded. "Move all our GunRams to the
northeastern position. Fortify there."

"Yes sir."

He looked up at the starry sky and sniffed
again. More than a kilometer distant, he heard the drone of the
dirigible's engines change pitch again before the stars were washed
away with a vibrant spray of yellow light. The Didacus was
now crumbling into the surface by the southern highway and the
crash of metal and explosions echoed through the streets of Arcadia
for a long while. He heard the cheers of his Ha'la'tha all around
him, but he only said, "Far from over."


 XXX

TRAKAS

1,913 Years After Colonization

 


The small village of Zagori was just thirty
kilometers north of Sarpedon. The Heracleides had been through
several times. Few buildings were still standing. There were no
residents left and no bodies on the ground.

Obeda and her small band of Ha'la'tha lurked
in the forest surrounding the eastern side of Zagori for days. They
kept low among the fern trees that were barely two meters tall and
crawled on the forest floor of leaves and branches, avoiding the
annoying biting insects and scurrying rodents. No fires for heat or
food because the heat or smoke would have drawn Heracs. No talking,
either. The old woman relished that one, at least. She had gotten
tired of her subordinates asking her what they were supposed to
do.

After sunset on a winter night, after days of
observing, she finally said, "Let's go into the village."

They stalked through the forest quietly and
walked past a broken water well rig. They moved around the remains
of several houses and what had been an open market. Little but the
foundations remained. A temple at the village center was largely
untouched next to the meeting hall, though it was missing its
northern wall. With some hesitation, Trakas looked at the dirtied
face of the temple and said, "In there."

Sixteen men and women entered to find chairs
and pews broken and tossed about. Minos was rising and its light
shone through the stained glass, casting an odd color on the white
brick and marble sanctuary. The altar was in disarray and most of
the symbols common to a Tauran temple were missing. At seeing it so
defaced, the guatrau relaxed.

"Lords of Kobol have mercy," one man said. He
brought his forefinger's knuckle to his lips, touched his forehead,
and then flattened his palm over his heart. Afterward, he knelt at
the toppled lectern and brought his hands together to pray.

Obeda looked around and saw a cushion lying
on the floor next to a stool against the wall. She walked toward it
and groaned heavily as she settled onto the yellow pillow. Her
satchel flopped onto the stone floor and she rested her left arm on
the stool. Indoors, she found the air to be a bit warmer than
outside, so she unfastened the top buttons of her jacket.

A small man, Homer, knelt by her and spoke
softly, "Guatrau, I know the chances are slim, but I would
like to scout nearby for food and other supplies."

She nodded and said, "Take one other with
you."

"Thank you, guatrau."

Her eyes were heavy and she closed them for a
moment. When she opened them again, she saw that several people
were sitting in front of her, some in chairs and some on the floor.
The woman directly before her had a large scar across her face. It
was the first time in weeks she had taken off her bandages for any
length of time. Darla, Obeda remembered. Wounded in their
last battle on the outskirts of Sarpedon. Almost two months ago
now. The fourth and final time that'll happen, I'm sure. She
scanned the sanctuary and counted just fourteen people. More
than a thousand at my best. Blended with Loupas' crew for a time
when he was pushed out of Minos. That got us over two thousand for
a bit. Fat lot of good it did. Throwing everything we had at Camp
Hector just to get almost everyone killed. Destroyed the barracks,
GunRams, trucks, planes. Killed a lot of Heracs, too. That was
good. That was the third attack on Sarpedon, right?

Her memories were interrupted when a group of
people entered. "Guatrau," Homer knelt again, "I found other
Ha'la'tha in the village."

"Good." She straightened a bit and saw four
people enter the light from the stained-glass window. They sat on
the floor before her and she asked, "Where are you from?"

A woman pointed at herself and a woman behind
her, "My sister and me are from Tseri."

"We're from Sarpedon," a man said.

Obeda blinked and stared at the man. "You do
look familiar. You served under me?"

"For a time." He leaned closer, getting more
of his face in the light. "Do you recognize me?"

Now she leaned forward. "I do."

"Demetrius."

It clicked. "Demmy. From Doris' Bakery."

"Yes, guatrau."

This could be uncomfortable. "I fear
asking, but I must know. How is your mother?"

"She died last year. After the fighting
began." He looked down at his rifle and swallowed hard. "The shop
was destroyed by GunRams and she couldn't go on. Without her, I
joined the Ha'la'tha."

"I hope you have spilled enough blood for
her."

Slowly, his eyes looked up at her but his
head did not rise. "I believe so."

Trakas felt the tension. "I know this is
difficult for you. I was the igéta and she paid me for
protection."

Demmy sat up and firmed his grip on the
rifle. "She did. For many years."

"Eínai o trópos. Were it not me,
another Pragme boss would have gone to the shop for money.
Another would have to speak to the police to make sure your shop
was watched at night. Or make sure your trucks arrived unharmed. Or
that the city used your food for their events. All of which
I did. All of which benefitted your mother."

"I know." He sighed and leaned his head
forward onto the upright rifle. "I still saw her at night,
frightened of you and your men. Worried about the books, paying the
bills. I overheard conversations with her vendors when she
explained to them why they would not be paid because she feared
what you might do to her. Or me."

Obeda looked around and saw that everyone
else was watching, too. Of their group, only three others had been
with her in the Pragme and they hadn't been directly under
her. "The past is past. It cannot be changed. I will only say this,
should we survive this and Sarpedon is rebuilt, I will help you all
start whatever businesses you desire and I will take no
pliromí." Some laughed and a few heads nodded, but Demmy sat
unchanged. She huffed through her nose and looked at her helper.
"Did you find any new food?"

"We found a lot when we first came to town
last month," one of the sisters said. "We're happy to share."

"Thank you."

Some of the soldiers began distributing small
cans of fruit and tin openers were passed from person to person.
Homer handed her an open can. She sipped the thick syrup inside and
closed her eyes at the overwhelming sweetness. It was almost too
much. She set the can down and drank water from her canteen for a
moment before she picked it up again.

"What is next for us, guatrau?"

She muttered, "Sóse me, theoi." She
sipped the syrup again and said, "I will be honest. I do not know."
Some of the fighters looked at one another before they looked back
at her. "I was the igéta of western Sarpedon for many years.
I was a leader in the Pragme, and while that gave me certain
skills we have used over the last year or so, I do not know how it
may help us continue the war." She brought the can to her nose and
sniffed. "I was never in the Heracs, like my son."

"Your son is in the Heracs?"

"Was. He joined when their motto was
still 'Service to the Soil.' Before it became about Peri and his
ego. Before they raised themselves above everyone else. He was a
good boy." Her eyes drifted to the side and she looked at how the
red from the stained-glass window played on the side of an
overturned chair. "I wanted him to stay with me. I wanted him to be
in the Pragme. To be my successor." Trakas shook her head.
"This was never for him. My life. He wanted more and he wanted to
be better. I damned him for it then, but I was proud by the end."
The dull, hollow pain she felt in her chest at the loss of her son,
still for so long, ached again.

Silence followed and she sipped from the
fruit can. A woman said from the darkness, "You have been a good
leader, guatrau."

"Thank you for saying it. I have led men and
women. I've even led them into fights against others in the
Pragme, but nothing like this." She set the can down and
reclined against the wall. Obeda looked again at Demmy who was
slowly pushing a pear slice into his mouth. "Are you aware of any
other Ha'la'tha out there? Anywhere near us?" He shook his head.
The sisters did, too. "Has anyone heard from Guatrau
Rella?"

"Not since Quintilis," one of the girls
said.

"Months." Trakas shook her head and closed
her eyes. "If no one has a better idea, I suggest we camp here for
a time, rest, and then move out toward Kelin in search of
others."

Several replied, "Yes, guatrau."

"Two on the watch. Rest well, everyone."

She was awakened much later by a hand on her
arm. It squeezed lightly but firmly and she slowly opened her eyes.
She looked to the left and saw Homer there with wide eyes.

He whispered, "Heracs, guatrau."

"How many?"

"Hundreds."

Trakas sat up and saw another of her fighters
quietly rousing the others. They got to their feet, holding their
rifles. "I don't suppose you found any ammunition or explosives
last night?" He shook his head. "Where are they?"

"Approaching from the south on the main road.
One kilometer, at most."

The temple they were in exited to the main
road. She looked at the stained-glass window and saw that Minos had
moved across most of the sky. There was still some light, but it
was on the other side of the building. "Is there an exit on this
side?"

"Yes, guatrau."

"We move out into the rubble. Hide there
until the Heracs have passed." She stood with help from Homer and
flicked the safety off on her rifle. "Does everyone have
kapi?" They all nodded. "Good. Be quiet. Let's go."

The door on the right side of the sanctuary
opened and the fighters walked out into a small hallway. Then,
after opening another door, they found themselves in the dark blue
night. Homer led her toward a pile of bricks and burned wood. He
lifted a panel and whispered, "There's enough space for you under
there, guatrau."

"What about you?"

"I'll find another place."

Obeda got onto her hands and knees and backed
into the rubble. Homer lowered the wood panel back on top of her
and she was successfully obscured in what had been a shop. She
turned her head to look, but the left side was obstructed by the
back of the temple. The right side had more rubble as well as one
face of the village meeting hall. She pulled back and waited.

Moments later, she heard the engines of
trucks and GunRams. They got closer and closer and when the sound
seemed to be coming from in front of her, she felt the rumbling of
the vehicles through the ground. The noise and vibrations passed to
the right, but in their absence she heard footsteps on rocky
soil.

"Search these buildings!" someone yelled.
Boots scraped over the ground and then kicked in doors. She heard
wood being tossed aside behind her. In the dim light, she saw feet
approaching. This is it. With her left hand, she reached
into her coat's pocket and retrieved a small vial. As she did, the
wood panel over her was cast aside.

"Found one!" the soldier yelled.

Without aiming, Obeda raised her rifle and
fired. The bullet struck the man's torso and he stumbled away. In
the confusion, she rolled onto her back and brought the vial to her
front so she could open it. Her arthritic finger struggled for a
moment and then the cap came free. A soldier's boot, however,
kicked it out of her hands. "Stay there!"

"Frak you." She rolled again onto her rifle
and tried to manipulate the bolt, but the stock of the soldier's
weapon was brought down onto her head. As she drifted into
unconsciousness, she felt herself being lifted and heard the sound
of other nearby gunshots, but those faded away.

 


"You're awake."

Trakas blinked a few times and realized she
was inside a wooden structure and lying down, staring at the
ceiling. "Yes. Where am I?"

"Sarpedon." A man was standing over her and
he wrote something on a clipboard and walked away.

Slowly, she sat up and her head swam. A nurse
came to her side and removed the intravenous line from her arm.
Once the long needle was out, he put a bandage over the purple
wound and left. She blinked repeatedly and tried to focus, but she
couldn't. She saw other beds, she guessed, and people lying in
them. The air was still cold. There was light coming in from
windows, so it was day. How long was I out?

"You're in Building C," a woman said as she
handed her a slip of paper. "Show that to the guard."

Obeda looked at it. "I don't understand."

The woman in a Herac uniform, Trakas now
realized, snapped her fingers in Obeda's face. "Wake up, dirteater.
Go to Building C. That's where you're staying."

A pulse of rage swelled from her belly toward
her head and it immediately made her woozy. She wobbled for a
second and began to walk. After a few more blinks, she saw the door
and the Heracleides soldiers on either side with rifles.

In the brightness of the day, she shielded
her eyes with her right arm. She walked a few steps and heard
people nearby. She looked, squinting, and saw a squad of
olive-uniformed Heracs marching across an open space. Recently
constructed wooden buildings were lined up behind them with large
letters painted on the sides. She started to walk over the dry
ground toward the one labeled "C" and she continued to study her
surroundings. Beyond the soldiers and beyond the buildings, she saw
high fences of wood and barbed wire. Watchtowers loomed over them.
A concrete bunker sat behind her, behind the medical building. As
she neared Building C, she saw a row of people raking the dirt.
They were all wearing white pants and striped shirts. A few of them
turned and she saw that numbers were scrawled across their chests.
She stopped for a moment and looked down at herself. Indeed, there
was a number written on her shirt, too.

"Dirteater," a Herac said. "Come." Trakas
continued to walk and the guard took the slip away from her hand.
"Fresh out of medical." He jerked his head to the left. "Find a
bunk inside." Seeing the old woman's dazed expression, he laughed
and said, "Welcome to the Sarpedon Prison Camp."


 XXXI

PERI

1,913 Years After Colonization

 


"And with that," the brigadier said as she
pulled the wooden markers off the table map, "the last Ha'la'tha
stronghold has fallen."

Nikodemus removed the fine cigar from his
mouth. Still smoldering, he put the lit end on the city of Perga
and extinguished it. The generals and officials applauded and the
president extended his arms. "It is over!"

"Cheers to you, Mr. President."

"Excellent work, Mr. President."

Peri nodded smugly as the compliments
continued and he looked at Andreas. The man in black was standing
to the side, near the shadows as he often did. He, too, was
clapping. He returned his gaze to those surrounding the table. "The
Capricans, the news journalists," he shook his head, "they called
this a 'civil war.'" Several of them laughed. "This was no war!
This was a necessary evil! Finally, at long last, Tauron has
identified and expelled the dirteaters from our society. We will
not be weighed down by them again!" The crowd applauded and the
doors to the room opened. Scantily clad men and women brought in
trays of food and drinks. The officials cheered and laughed as
Nikodemus took a glass of tsípouro, a distilled spirit made
from pomace. He reached into the glass with his tongue and brought
the floating Tauran cherry into his mouth. He bit on the tightly
curled leaf and the explosion of sour alcohol in his mouth caused
him to shake his head and then bark with laughter. "Enjoy this, my
friends! You have all earned it!"

He watched his chief brigadier pull one of
the nearly naked serving men onto her lap. Another general hovered
over a woman and the tray of drinks placed before her
more-than-ample breasts. Nikodemus then looked toward the shadows
to see if Phaulkon was indulging himself, but the man was being
whispered to by one of the palace administrators.

The president drank about half the glass of
alcohol and walked across the room toward him as the administrator
left. He saw the look on his aide's face and asked, "What is
it?"

"Erikkson is here."

His eyebrows raised. "Here? Now?" Andreas
nodded. "Why?"

"She wishes to see you. There is an emergency
of some sort."

Peri scoffed and looked toward the revelry
behind him. "At least I had a moment of joy." He put the glass on a
nearby shelf and gestured toward the door. "Let us go."

They left the planning room and took the lift
to the ground floor. Then, following the prompting of palace
servants, they went to the western sitting room. A vast, bright
room with tall windows, yellow curtains, and blue carpet. Ancient
weapons were placed on the walls and when the duo entered, they
found the Caprican studying one of the thousand-year-old
swords.

"Madam Ambassador," he said as he approached
her, "I am glad you are here to join us on such an auspicious
day."

Julia turned away from the sword and held her
hands behind her back. "And what is that, Mr. President?"

"Today, the last Ha'la'tha stronghold has
fallen."

"The civil war is over then?"

He shook his head, "It was no war. But, yes,
it is over. There will only be some minor efforts to …"

"I am sorry, Mr. President, but I feel I must
interrupt to broach a difficult topic with you."

Surprised, he, too, clasped his hands behind
his back. "Very well."

"It has come to our attention that there are
multiple camps around Tauron. Camps where Ha'la'tha and others are
being kept."

"Yes. These are prison camps. There is
nothing unusual about them."

Erikkson seemed to pause as she thought about
what to say. "We have word that there are … abuses taking place at
these camps."

"Absurd. These are dirteaters." The
ambassador's face hardened. "These are prisoners, many of whom took
up arms against the lawful government of this world."

"But not all of them?"

"No. Not all." She nodded and Peri asked,
"Tell me. Where did you come by this knowledge? These
accusations?"

"Tauran citizens. Yesterday, some twenty
Taurans came to the Caprican embassy seeking asylum." Nikodemus
laughed. "Their cases will be heard."

"You are joking."

"I am not, Mr. President. The embassy has
been a base of operations for many Caprican journalists who have
been covering the war. They know about these asylum-seekers," Peri
chuckled and shook his head, "and they have sent news stories about
them back to Caprica."

"Why did your people not squash these
stories? Arrest these journalists?"

"That is not how we do things, Mr.
President."

"Perhaps you should."

The ambassador ignored him. "The Caprican
government is considering approving these requests."

"You cannot be serious."

"And also offering refugee status to any on
Tauron who might seek it."

Nikodemus turned and looked at Andreas. Both
were shocked. When he turned back to face the woman, he stammered
and then said, "I am at a loss to understand why your government
would do this."

"I will speak plainly, Mr. President, so,
please, do not take offense."

"Go on."

Julia swallowed and began, "News of your war
for the last two years has not been received well on Caprica, not
in the government, not among the business sector, not among the
people. While our government and businesses understand the need to
continue our relationship, the people, at large, do not. They see
you as a petty dictator and thug. They sympathize with your people.
As such, there are those in our government who sympathize, as
well."

Nikodemus puffed out his chest and glared at
her. "The skor in these prison camps? The ones who came to
your embassy? They are there because we have done what you
paid us to do!" Now the ambassador appeared stunned. Peri
brought his hands in front of himself so he could gesture freely
and wildly, "We killed hundreds to burn the poppy fields in the
west. Those who remained are now in prison camps. We forced our
people to keep the factories in operation throughout the night so
Caprica could have its precious parts! The farms, as well! Any who
opposed that now find themselves in the camps or in the soil! You
have paid me and given me the arms to safeguard the things on
Tauron which are most valuable to Caprica! So do not
place your world on some great pedestal to look down on us, because
you are the same as us!"

Erikkson was quiet for a moment and then she
said, firmly and clearly, "Our prime minister must balance the
needs of the government and businesses with the desires of the
people. By welcoming refugees from Tauron, she provides a sense of
compassion to the people for whom that is important, and also a new
source of cheap labor, at least for a time." Peri harumphed. "Then,
once the refugees are in place on Caprica and we see that this …
conflict is truly over, we may quietly resume our previous
arrangements and perhaps offer new ones."

Nikodemus laughed, "Why did you not say so
from the start?" He flung his hand toward the ceiling and said, "If
taking dirteaters into your arms helps your people sleep better at
night, then you may take every last one of them!"

Julia nodded and said, "I thought, perhaps,
you would feel that way. I will draw up a refugee agreement,
allowing our ships to land and take your citizens."

"Bring it as soon as you are ready," he
clapped his hands in front of himself and rubbed them together,
"and then let us continue our profitable relationship."

She could barely conceal her disgust, not
that he would notice. "Mr. President."

The door to the sitting room closed after
they left and Phaulkon stepped to Peri's side. "I cannot believe
the Capricans are going to do our work for us."

"Fools." He laughed and plopped onto the
plush, white sofa. "Damned fools. Still, I would not want even the
people of Caprica to think so poorly of us. We do not want
too many refugees for them to take away. It would make us
look bad. When the agreement comes, look it over and find a way to
limit the numbers."

"I will, Mr. President."

"By all means, get as many dirteaters as
possible out of our cities."

"Yes, Mr. President."

"But the prison camps are off limits to the
Capricans. They are prisoners; not refugees." He seemed satisfied,
but then he remembered something. He scowled and leaned forward,
"And if any of those Caprican journalists leave that embassy, bring
them to me."


 XXXII

PSOMA

1,914 Years After Colonization

 


The truck rolled slowly over the plain. It
was night and the moon was less than half-illuminated, so there was
little to see. Antonio squinted and pointed ahead. "Is that a
tree?"

"I see it." Carla turned the wheel to the
left and they drove around it. "How much further can Teruel
be?"

"We have to get there before dawn," Psoma
said. "Have to."

He turned and looked at the bed of the truck.
In it were the six other people who remained of his resistance
cell. Only eight total from the three thousand who stormed Arcadia,
from the nine thousand their force became as they held the city for
over a month. Their numbers swelled with sympathetic citizens for a
time, but as GunRams, Vipers, and Dreadnaughts descended on them,
the residents cowered back into their homes. When the fighters were
finally routed and fled Arcadia, there were less than three hundred
Ha'la'tha with him. That was nearly a year ago. There had been many
battles since then and too few won.

"What's that?"

The guatrau turned and looked. On the
horizon, he saw lights. "Could be." She stepped on the accelerator
a little harder. "Careful now."

"I know. I can't help it." Biros smiled and
shook her head. "I have to hope."

"We all do." The lights grew. He saw aircraft
taking off and flying into the west. There were searchlights and a
fence. Now even he smiled. "I think that's it. Southeast side of
town. Has to be."

A Caprican refugee camp. Only a few were
allowed by Peri around the world and Psoma's group had to get to
Teruel by driving in the middle of the night with their headlights
off, and hiding the truck and their sleeping, resting bodies in the
thick fern forests during the day. Now, seeing it so near, Antonio
allowed himself to hope, too.

"I'll try to find a place to park so we can
walk in. That would be best, right?"

Psoma didn't get a chance to answer. One of
the truck's wheels rolled over a mine and it tore apart the bed of
the vehicle and catapulted the cab forward, spun it, and made it
land on its roof. Upside down and looking through cracked glass,
the guatrau saw the lights of the camp less than half a
kilometer away. And then his vision blurred and went dark.

 


Carla pulled him free of the wreckage and
then walked to what was left of the rear of the truck. There was
only wrenched metal and parts of six dead bodies. She closed her
eyes and began a prayer in her head when she heard the roar of an
engine in the distance. She looked to the south and saw
headlights.

"Frak."

She ran back to Antonio's side and lifted his
arm over her neck. She stood, bringing him with her, and started to
walk. "Wake up, sir. I need your help."

A sharp pain raced down her left leg and she
looked. Blood was soaking through her pants near her knee. She had
no idea what had happened. There was no time to look. She carried
Psoma toward the fence, now only two hundred meters away.

"Wake up. Please."

She grunted and strained. She heard the Herac
truck behind them brake and skid on the rocky ground behind her,
but she didn't look. Less than one hundred meters now.

"Almost there."

She kept her focus on the fencing ahead of
her. Wires and wood, but not barbed wire, thankfully. Watchtowers
were above to the left and right, but the Caprican soldiers there
did nothing but watch. A few refugees inside went to the fence and
stuck their arms out toward her.

"Hurry!" a man said. "They will see you!"

"Halt!" someone yelled behind her. Carla
glanced over her shoulder and saw flashlights back at the wreckage
of their truck. She ran faster. "Stop there!"

The pair slammed against the fence and
Antonio didn't stir. Hands from the inside held him up and she
said, "Help him! Take him in!"

"Here!" They moved the old man's body to a
parting in the fence and the refugees peeled the metal back. They
grabbed his unconscious arms and pulled him into the camp. "Now
you!"

Biros braced herself on the wooden posts and
made ready to drop to her knees when a Heracleides soldier fired
his rifle. She fell into the fence and looked with wide eyes at the
Taurans inside. They were equally shocked and turned their
attentions to her shirt, which was now soaking with her blood.

"Hey!" a Caprican soldier shouted from the
watchtower above, "Watch your fire!"

When Carla fell to the ground, the refugees
reached out through the fence to try and pull her in. The Heracs
got there first and grabbed her legs, yanking her away. One of the
soldiers kicked the fence and spat at the refugees. "Frakkin'
dirteaters."

Some of the Taurans inside lifted up Psoma
and carried him toward the medical tent. The rest stayed at the
fence and watched Biros' lifeless body disappear into the
night.

 


Antonio awakened with a start and looked all
around. "Where am I?"

"You're safe." A man patted Psoma's hand.
"You are inside the Caprican refugee camp."

He relaxed and began to breathe deeply.
Relief fell over him and he closed his eyes. After a moment, he
opened them and looked around. He saw many Taurans going about
their daily chores, carrying clothes, food, or their children, but
he didn't see her. "Where is Carla?" The older bald man with him
said nothing. "Carla Biros? The woman I was with? I don't remember
what happened, but …"

He sighed and nodded. "I am afraid that the
Heracs killed her as you both reached the fence." Terror gripped
him and his stomach turned. He felt dizzy and laid back on his cot
again. "We pulled you through, but she did not make it. She was
shot right there," he pointed toward the fence, "and then dragged
off."

He licked his lips and looked at the sky
above. He saw one of the watchtowers. "The Capricans. Capricans saw
us, yes?"

"They did." The man's voice betrayed
resignation and disgust. "But they did nothing. They have their
orders to not interfere with the Heracs and the Heracs have their
orders to not interfere with the Capricans." He flicked his hand
aside. "Bastards."

Psoma's hands reached down to the blanket at
his waist and he pulled it up to his chin. With the back of his
wrist, he rubbed against the stubble on his face and then stared
into the silvery blue sky. "Thank you, but I think I would like to
be alone for now."

"I understand. Rest." He patted his hand
again and walked away.

For two days he stayed in the medical tent.
Caprican nurses came by to check the bandage on his head and then
they said he could go. He was given a new cot in a new tent, but he
spent all day there, too. He sat on the edge staring at the dirt
for most of the time. He watched the other Taurans living a life as
close to normal as possible and marveled at it, remembering his
desperate time on the run through the outer Plain. He knew he had
been hardened by it and some of the joy of life had left him.
Except for Carla. He remembered their years together, especially
the past two as they plotted and fought against the Heracs. The
last several months, as stressful as they were, were enjoyable
because of her. One night as he lay in that cot, he realized he had
begun to think of her as a daughter. And now I can't tell her
that.

"Feeling better?"

Psoma turned and saw the older bald man.
"Yes. Thank you."

"I'm Francis. Perga."

They shook hands. "Antonio. Arcadia."

"Arcadia? Damn." Francis sat on the cot
beside him. "It was rough there."

"Yes, it was."

"Were you there for all of it?"

"I was." He didn't say anything else. He
looked toward the green-shirted Caprican soldiers outside the tent.
He scowled at them and asked, "When do we go?"

"The transport comes once a day and it can
only fit a hundred or so at a time." He tapped a card hanging
around his neck. "I think my number is coming soon."

Psoma looked down at himself and saw no
lanyard there. "I don't have a number."

"I have an idea. When I get called, I come
get you and then you play along. OK?"

Antonio nodded. "Alright."

"Have you eaten yet today?" He shook his
head. "Come on." Francis stood and waved him forward. "We have to
get used to Caprican food sometime."

He nodded again and stood. Slowly, he
followed the shorter man out of the tent and across the camp to a
food line. He saw young people and old. Several of them, he was
sure, had been in the Ha'la'tha. The way they stood, the way they
looked at the uniformed soldiers nearby, the way their heads hung
in shame to be here, in a refugee camp, instead of out there,
fighting. The guatrau sympathized. He lowered his head, too,
and then wondered if he was being too hard on himself. Children ran
about, playing, and he studied a pair of familiar-looking grim boys
at the side of the food tent. Are those William and Isabelle's
sons? He turned and looked around for either of the Adamas as
the loudspeaker overhead crackled and reverberated with
feedback.

"Seventeen series. All refugees with
seventeen-series numbers, report to the loading area."

"Oh, damn." Francis held up his card. "That's
us." He put his empty tray back on the stack and took Antonio's
arm. "Let's go."

As they walked across the camp, a harsh wind
blew from the west. A cloud of red dirt filled their faces and the
old men winced through it. When the wind died down, they saw its
source. A large Caprican ship had just landed at the edge of the
fencing. Francis smiled and said, "Best little thýella of my
life."

"What about your family?" Antonio said as he
looked back toward the row of housing tents.

"They've gone to the soil." He swiped the
back of one hand in his palm three times.

A line of Taurans coalesced around the
loading ramp of the transport and each of them held out their cards
as a soldier checked numbers off his clipboard. When they
approached, he saw Francis' card and then immediately scanned
Antonio. "Where's yours?"

Psoma looked at the smaller man who said,
"This is my brother, Tony. He's old, like me, but his mind's no
good. He lost the card. I couldn't find it. If you want, …"

"Just get on board."

"Thank you." They walked up the metal ramp
and entered a cramped cabin with rows of seats facing each other.
Francis slapped Antonio's arm and said, "See?"

"Thanks, brother."

The smaller man laughed and they stepped over
legs to get to a pair of empty seats. Once the straps were clicked
in place, a soldier came by to verify that everyone was secure.
After that, the transport rumbled and Psoma's eyes widened.

Francis chuckled and said, "Goodbye,
Tauron!"

 


"This will hurt a little."

Antonio didn't notice. His bare arm was still
lying on the medical table as the nurse injected the vaccinations
into his muscle. He barely flinched because he was staring at one
of his tattoos.

The omega on his inner right upper arm. The
symbol of his marriage.

Jason had been dead for almost two years now
and in all that time, he had never thought to do his duty as the
surviving spouse. He needed to seal the opening of the symbol,
showing that his husband was dead. There must be an inker here
somewhere.

"All finished," the nurse said. She tossed
the syringe into a bin and shouted, "Next!"

He exited the medical tent and walked back
toward the row of housing tents. He stopped and scanned the horizon
beyond this refugee camp outside Caprica City. There were trees,
tall trees, that reach toward the sky. Flowers grew wild in the
green grass all around his feet. And the sky, a deep blue, but it
was the sight of Gemenon, Caprica's sister planet, looming so large
overhead that drew his attention. Much larger than Tauron's ringed
moon, Minos, with Gemenon above, it felt like this world would be
swallowed by it.

"Are you Antonio Psoma?" a Caprican soldier
asked.

He turned and looked at the young man. He
firmed his muscles and made fists. Only once he had girded himself
did he say, "Yes."

"Follow me to medical. One of our patients is
looking for you."

He relaxed and blinked. The soldier was
already walking away and the old man followed.

After winding through a few corners, they
came to a cot and Psoma saw Francis lying on it.

"Tony. There you are," he said weakly.

He knelt beside the man and put his hand on
his arm. "I wondered where you went."

"Got my shot yesterday. The doctors say I
must've been allergic."

"Allergic? I didn't know you could be."

"My luck, huh?" Francis laughed. "Finally get
off Tauron and away from the Heracs just to die in a refugee camp
on Caprica."

Antonio shook his head, "You're not going to
die." Francis coughed. "Not yet."

He laughed again. "When are you getting
out?"

"They're doing the number thing again." He
held up the card hanging from around his neck and added, "They just
released the four series this morning."

"You're a seventeen, like me."

"Of course. I'm your brother." Francis smiled
and closed his eyes. Psoma patted his arm and stood, "You go ahead
and rest. We've got a while before they get to us." The old man
nodded and Antonio walked away.

Outside the tent, Psoma stood and took a few
deep breaths. From within the tent in front of him, he heard a
woman speaking, "These damned dirteaters." Antonio's blood ran
cold. "Do you know how many cases of pox I've had to treat since
this place opened?"

A man chuckled, "Is it at least as many cases
of the drip as I've had to deal with?"

Now she laughed. "Filthy dirteaters."

He reached up to the fabric flap and pulled
it open. He glared at the the two nurses sitting inside as they had
a cigarette. His breathing increased and he made fists again.

"Can I help you?" the man asked.

Through clenched teeth, Psoma said,
"Absolutely not." He released the tent flap and stalked away.

 


Weeks later, he and about one hundred other
Taurans were sent out of the camp and put aboard buses. The
vehicles drove through a forest of tall trees which drew no end of
gasps and talk from the newcomers. Then someone beheld the North
Coast Mountains in the distance and their awe was renewed. Antonio
stared ahead and said nothing.

The buses entered Caprica City and drove
between tall buildings, some of brick and stone and some of glass.
They turned a few times and the bustle of the streets vanished. The
buildings were in disrepair or even boarded up. There were few
people on the sidewalks and fewer cars on the road.

"Everybody off!" someone yelled.

Three buses disgorged their passengers and
the group crowded on the sidewalk in front of a pair of old
apartment buildings. Antonio looked up and saw birds resting on
windowsills and the roof.

"Welcome, everyone, to Caprica City!" a woman
in a suit said cheerfully. "This is part of the downtown area, and
as you can see, it's not as great as it once was. Our mayor and our
world government have come up with a plan to put you new Capricans
to work and to also revitalize our downtown!" She smiled and looked
across the audience as if she expected them to applaud. "You will
spend your days fixing and cleaning up these great old buildings.
For now, you will be housed in the local gym, which is across the
street. As you work, you will be rebuilding apartments which will
become your homes! And, you'll earn cubits which you can use for
meals or to buy your own businesses right here in the neighborhood
you're helping restore!" She clapped for herself and then said,
"We're all so excited to welcome you to Caprica City and we can't
wait to see how you contribute to making this a great place to
live!" She walked down from the steps and then climbed aboard one
of the buses. Once they drove off, the Taurans saw tables of tools
and a few dozen construction foremen and workers.

"Alright. We have a couple hundred of you
guys already working here on Olympic Street. Lots of good apartment
buildings to be had, so we're gonna work on those first, yeah?" The
Taurans glanced at each other and then walked toward the tables.
"Let's go."

 


He was awakened by a knock at the door.

Psoma climbed out of the cot and stood by its
side. He straightened his back and felt a couple of pops, causing
him to groan loudly. They knocked again. "I'm coming!" He widened
his eyes and saw only his empty apartment. He walked slowly over
the creaky wooden floor and opened the door. A tall,
thirty-year-old man was standing on the other side with his hat in
his hand and his head lowered respectfully. "What is it?"

"Guatrau."

Antonio blinked and then shook his head. "I'm
not a guatrau."

"Forgive me, sir, but my guatrau was
Karen Golga. I was with her at a couple of the big meetings."

Psoma sighed and looked away. "No one's
called me that in a while," he said quietly.

"I know. May I come in?"

The old man glanced inside and then nodded.
The younger man entered and put his hat on the kitchen counter. "My
name is Heron Korba, but everyone calls me Goldie."

"'Goldie?' Why?" Korba bared his teeth and
pointed to a shining gold canine. "Ah." He looked the young man
over again and noticed the knife tattoo on his neck and the
starburst on his hand. He used to be Pragme, he thought.

He stood with his hands clasped in front of
himself and said, "I hesitated coming for the longest time,
guatrau, but I think we need you."

"We who?"

"Taurons."

He scoffed with a laugh. "What? All of them?
I tried that."

"I mean the ones here on Caprica."

Antonio looked at Goldie for a moment and
then went to one of the unpainted cabinets. He took down a cup and
held it under the water faucet. When he turned the knob, a brownish
water came out first, which he promptly dumped, then it became
somewhat clear. With his cup filled, he took a sip and looked at
the young man again.

"We're doing the work the Capricans give us.
We're getting homes. We've got food." He shrugged. "What do they
need me for?"

"It's been more than six months,
guatrau, and the government people aren't here with us
anymore. They've got these construction company skor handing
out work assignments and pay instead. Well," he chuckled, "that's
the thing. They're not handing out the pay they're supposed
to."

"That doesn't sound like you need me." He
drank the rest of the water. "Sounds like you need to complain to
the government people who set us up here."

"We've done that. The construction people
heard and," he tilted his head, "put beatings on the people who
complained."

The apartment was cold but Psoma was briefly
warmed by a flash of anger. "Do you know which one?"

"The worst nothos, I have in mind.
Tommy." Antonio nodded. "You know him, yes?"

"I worked under him a few times."

"I thought so. I think he respected you
because of your age and how much work you did." Goldie's face froze
briefly and he hastened to add, "No offense, guatrau."

"None taken." He stood by the window and
looked outside at Olympic Street below. A construction truck was
parked and Taurans were offloading lumber and supplies. A fat
Caprican was standing on top, yelling down at them. "Give me a
minute to get dressed. I'll go talk to Tommy."

"Thank you, guatrau."

He raised a single finger. "But I make no
promises." Korba nodded. "There's nothing to say he'll even see
me."

"I appreciate the effort, guatrau." He
stepped outside and closed the door as Psoma started to dress.

They walked out of the apartment building
onto the street. Someone nodded at Antonio and he tipped the brim
of his hat toward her as she walked by carrying cans of paint. A
tall man in a dark hat saw them approach and he straightened and
smiled. When they got nearer, he bowed and said,
"Guatrau."

Psoma looked at Goldie who said, "This is
Markos, my brother."

The three of them crossed the street and
neared the front of a closed shop. A woman was there, seemingly
waiting for them. She, too, bowed her head and tipped her hat as
she said, "Guatrau."

"Lemme guess," Antonio said, "your
sister?"

"No," Korba said. "Aspasia. A friend."

She turned and pointed at a small man
standing at the mouth of an alley. "This is Homer."

He saw Psoma and walked slowly toward him.
"Guatrau."

Antonio leaned his head back to see the young
man's face. He was badly bruised and his lips had three different
cuts on them. "Who did this to you?"

"Capricans, sir. After Tommy said to."

Psoma grit his teeth and pushed his fists
into his coat's pockets. "You served?"

"Yes, guatrau. In Sarpedon with
Guatrau Trakas."

He raised an eyebrow and smirked. "Did she
make it?"

Homer shook his head and then lowered it. "I
don't think so, guatrau."

"Alright," he patted Homer's shoulder, "you
go rest up or work. Whatever you feel. I'll have a talk."

"Thank you, guatrau."

The four of them entered the closed shop and
looked around. It had, apparently, once been a butcher's shop
judging by the old glass counters and a torn poster showing the
cuts of beef on the wall. No one was in the front section, but the
four of them heard talking in the back. They walked through the
employee's swinging door and found an empty butcher prep area.
There was a closed door at the rear and now it was apparent that
someone was yelling into a phone.

"You tell me!" the man belted. "I know. I
know. Look, if you want to send them down, go ahead, but I've got
nothin' but a thousand or more dirteaters here and they do about as
well as you can expect. 'Like shit,'" he laughed, "that's
right."

Antonio inhaled sharply and twisted his neck.
He straightened his hat and looked at the three Taurans with him.
There was rage in their eyes and they were looking toward him for
permission. He faced Goldie and said, "Kick it in."

Korba smiled and reared back. The first blow
cracked part of the frame but the second sent it flying. On the
other side, the wide-eyed Caprican was standing behind his desk
with the phone's receiver in his hand. Psoma stepped inside first,
his hands in his pockets, his eyes fixed and glaring at the
man.

Aspasia walked to the far side of the desk
and took the receiver away from Tommy. "He'll call you back," she
said before she put it on the cradle.

"Do you remember me?" Antonio said.

Tommy nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, I remember."

"You told me I did good work. You said all my
people did good work."

The Caprican breathed quickly and glanced at
the others before he answered, "You did. You do."

Psoma nodded toward the phone, "So why did
you lie to this person and say we 'dirteaters' are 'like
shit?'"

Tommy laughed nervously and Markos walked to
the other side of the desk. He bent over and picked up the lit
cigar from the ashtray and took a big draw. He nodded, satisfied,
at his brother.

The Caprican stammered but Antonio raised his
hands to stop him. "Listen. I'm not here to criticize your
telephone manners. I am here because there are people who are owed
for their work and I understand you haven't paid them."

"Well, you see, …"

"You have to pay people who do the work,
right?" Tommy's mouth fell open and he couldn't answer. "Sit down."
As Antonio pulled a chair in front of the desk and sat, Aspasia put
her hand on the man's shoulder and pushed him down. Staring at her,
he slowly sat. "Tell me honestly. If a Caprican were working
for you, as many hours of the day and as many hours of the week as
we Taurons are, how much would he cost you? For a day's work?"

"A … day?"

"A day. How much would a Caprican earn laying
down floor, hanging walls, laying bricks, painting, whatever. A
day."

"A-a-about six cubits."

All of them raised their eyebrows. "Six
cubits?" Psoma said. He laughed. The others began to chuckle, too.
"Six cubits. Gods. Goldie, how much do you make a day?"

"Mm. About two cubits." He glared at Tommy,
"If they decide to pay me."

"Right. Two cubits. You see," Antonio leaned
onto the desktop and said, "I figured it out a while ago. The city
wants this part of downtown fixed up, but it would be too expensive
to do so on their own, so the Caprican government brings in a ton
of cheap labor, …"

"Us," Markos said.

"Exactly. You get paid for the work at a
cheaper price than you would've gotten otherwise, but you wouldn't
have this work at all if it weren't for us refugees. The government
is subsidizing your work and you're able to pay us less than a
Caprican would get to keep those costs down." Psoma nodded. "I
understand. It's good business."

"Look," Tommy said as he pulled at sheets of
paper with his fingers.

"I'm not finished." Antonio leaned closer and
said, "You can pay us the two cubits per day. We're not looking for
more than our share." Tommy nodded quickly. "But you will
pay us. You will treat us well. No more beatings. No more
'dirteater.'" Psoma stood and the other three crowded the
front of the desk to form a wall of Taurans. "Phronéseis?"
Tommy blinked and looked confused. "Do you understand?"

"Yes! Yes I do!"

"Good." He stared at the Caprican for a
moment longer and then turned away. As he was about to leave the
small office, he stopped. He felt confident, so he decided to use
the swagger he felt and emulate the stories he had heard about the
Pragme. Without turning around, he said, "I do not want to
come back here. I fear that a second conversation would be less
pleasant."

"Yes sir!" Tommy yelled.

The four of them walked through the butcher
area and into the shop. Several Taurans were standing there,
smiling. They bowed their heads toward the old man and a couple
whispered, "Guatrau."

Outside on the street, Homer was standing
with another group of Taurans. Antonio shook the young man's hand
and said, "It is done. If you have any more difficulties, find
me."

"Thank you, guatrau." He kissed
Psoma's hand and smiled. "Thank you."

The group walked away and through a crowd of
Taurans. They bowed toward him and he tipped his hat. Once they
were clear, he stopped and turned to face the other three. "If you
hear of our people being treated this way again, you come to
me."

Goldie extended his hand and they shook.
"Absolutely, guatrau."

Both Markos and Aspasia nodded toward him and
softly said, "Guatrau."

Antonio tipped his hat again and walked
across the street to his building. Once he reached his apartment,
he placed his hat on the counter and looked out the window. He
smiled and thought, That felt good.


 XXXIII

PERI

1,914 Years After Colonization

 


Andreas knocked on the door, "Mr. President?"
He heard laughter and some other noises inside, so he knocked
again, "Mr. President?"

Water splashed. "What?!"

"You asked to be informed when the last
Caprican ship departed."

"Oh. Good. Thank you." Water splashed again
and a woman giggled.

Phaulkon sighed and said, "Sir, a Caprican
courier has just delivered the newest agreements."

The woman shrieked and water splashed onto
the floor. The door opened and Nikodemus was standing there with a
towel over himself. "The new agreements are here? Already?"

"They are."

The president ducked back into the bathroom
and removed a robe from a peg. When he exited, he pulled the door
closed behind him, but not before Andreas could turn his eyes and
stare at the naked woman who now slid back into the bath.

They walked through the long hallway, past
paintings and fancy lamps. "You said the last ship is gone? The
refugee camps are gone?"

"Completely. Nothing remains."

"Good. Contact the brigadier when we're done
and have her move the infantry into the cities." He used the large
collar of the robe to scrub the water from his hair. "Fill up the
prison camps with whatever skor remains."

"Many of the camps are already full,
sir."

"Then kill everyone and fill them up again.
We need to make sure there are no more Ha'la'tha on Tauron."

"Yes sir." Phaulkon pushed a folder across a
large desk and Peri sat down behind it. "These are the arrangements
the ambassador spoke of."

"Good, good." He read for a moment and said,
"Technology. Three Caprican companies want to invest in upgrading
Tauron's technology infrastructure."

The aide nodded. "Could be good for us."

"Better infrastructure is, sure, but why is
this good for us?"

"They'll be using Taurans to build this
infrastructure and work with their companies. In a few years or
decades, we might have a Tauran become inspired enough to start his
own major technology company."

"Here? On Tauron?" Andreas nodded. Nikodemus
chuckled, "You're an optimist."

"It's possible."

The president pushed the folder aside and
said, "I've wanted to talk to you, my boy. Sit." Phaulkon did so
and Peri leaned back in his chair. "I know you've wanted to join
the Heracleides and I kept you away. I told you to take the ink and
claim them, but you wanted to rise through their ranks. I say to
you, this is not necessary. You are a greater Son of Heracles than
any who wear the uniform. Perhaps even myself."

"I am humbled, sir."

"I say this because I have made another
decision that may seem – seem – like I'm pushing you away
again. Keeping you away from me."

Uncomfortable, Andreas shifted in his seat.
"Very well."

"I want you to go to Caprica. I want you to
shadow our ambassador there, I want you to go to their schools,
study at their universities, … I want you to understand
Caprica."

Phaulkon frowned and said, "May I ask
why?"

"It was not clear to me before but it is now.
Our future is tied to Caprica's. We can survive on our own, of
course. But we can succeed, excel, with Caprica. These agreements
that the Columbuses made, the ones we've maintained." He slapped
the folder, "They have helped us secure our futures and the future
of this world."

"Yes, sir."

"Go to Caprica so you, and we, can better
understand these people. To bring us closer. To make sure our
futures are still joined."

Andreas nodded and looked aside. Clearly, he
was disappointed, but he knew his duty. "I understand, sir. I will
go at once."

"Wait, my boy," Nikodemus smiled. "You go and
learn all you can and when you come back, I will make you my first
vice president." Phaulkon's eyebrows raised. "You like that,
yes?"

"I do, sir."

"Good. You will be my first vice president
and then, one day, when I am old and retire or go to the soil, you
will take over this world. Tauron will be yours."

Andreas smiled. "Thank you, Mr.
President."

"Of course, my boy. You've earned it."


 XXXIV

TRAKAS

1,914 Years After Colonization

 


She heard shouting outside the building but
she didn't pay much attention to it. Light was coming in through
the spaces between the planks in the walls, so she knew it was
morning. Obeda sat up and cast aside the burlap sack that was her
blanket. The cool morning air made her tremble and she had little
flesh left on her bones to fend it off.

Wearing the filthy slippers issued to her,
she placed her feet on the wooden floor and stood, pulling on the
frame of the bunk beds to help her get erect. Her tongue licked
through her mouth and she remembered, as she often did at this
point every morning, that she no longer had her false teeth. It
didn't matter. Whenever the Heracs fed them, it was usually a gray
slop she could eat without the need to chew it.

Trakas shuffled down the long row of beds but
she didn't notice they were empty. Once outside in the light, a
soldier grabbed her arm and threw her down.

"Where did you come from?!" He kicked at her
side and barked, "Get over there with the rest of them!"

She began to crawl with one arm holding her
ribs. She coughed and clawed at the rocky soil beneath her. After a
moment, she felt someone take her arm.

"Come on, guatrau."

She looked up and saw that it was Demmy. Her
tiny hands cupped his cheek and she said, "Are you the only one
here?"

"No." He pulled her to her feet. "There are a
few others."

"Homer?"

"I haven't seen him."

He walked her to the far end of the camp near
the fence. She heard crackling on her left, and when she turned,
she saw a bonfire of flames, stacks of soiled clothes, trash, and
even bodies. "What's happening?"

"We're going to the soil, guatrau," a
woman said.

Obeda slowly stepped in a circle to see who
had said it, and she saw that she was surrounded by other prisoners
in dirty gray clothes. They were all facing back they way she had
come. She felt hands hold her and embrace her and she enjoyed their
warmth. The first I've felt in months. She blinked
repeatedly and finally saw a brown blur ahead, a line of
Heracs.

"Ready!"

Trakas nodded and smiled. "Good. It is past
time for me to join the soil."

"Aim!"

I am coming, my beloved Linos and
Arthur.

"Fire!"

It took nearly thirty seconds, but all the
prisoners fell dead in a heap. The next day, bulldozers opened a
great pit and began to push the mass of corpses inside. Finally, by
sunset, the red dirt covered them.


 XXXV

CAIN

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


The admiral stood in the darkness and
unfolded the knife without looking at it. Her thumb found the catch
and she folded the blade inside again.

"Tell us about Lucy."

Helena froze in place and didn't look toward
the voice. "Sometimes you have to leave people behind so you can go
on."

"No," the male voice interjected, "that's
what you tell everyone when you're giving your 'razor' speech."

Cain glanced down at the folded knife and
slid it into her pocket. She clasped her hands behind her back and
stood at attention. "Lucinda Cain was my sister. She died on Tauron
on the last day of the First Cylon War."

"She died because of you."

Helena blinked. "She died because of the
Cylons."

The blackness slowly brightened. The sky
became silver-blue and the floor beneath them became dusty ground,
strewn with debris. Machine gun fire erupted from behind her and
Cain dropped into a crouch. She reached for her sidearm but it
wasn't there. She heard screaming and saw a soldier fall. Then, she
heard someone trip over concrete.

"Come on, Lucy, get up!"

"I can't!"

"Get up!"

"I can't!"

Helena's face went pale and she turned to see
herself standing just meters away. Her sister, Lucy, was stuck in
debris just a couple of meters beyond that. Young Helena stood,
staring in horror at a Cylon Raider as it hovered above them and
then the girl ran away.

Cain felt herself retch. She nearly doubled
over in pain but she saw Lucy still there, still stuck in the
broken concrete. Helena leapt up and ran to the girl's side. "It's
OK," she said, "I'm back." The admiral reached for the block of
concrete to move it, but her hands passed through. She swiped and
kicked at it but the block did not move. Lucy cried out again and
again and Helena tried to embrace the girl, but she couldn't touch
her.

A trio of gleaming Centurions emerged from
the Raider and they walked into the paths of the compound. Two of
them raised their weapons and dispatched the ragtag warriors there.
One locked its red eye on the little girl.

"No!" Helena screamed. She leapt up and stood
between the girl and the machine with her knife held out from her.
"No!"

The Centurion flicked its left arm and its
sword extended. It walked through the admiral and Helena closed her
eyes. Lucy screamed once more and the Tauran battlefield faded
away.

Back in the darkness, Cain looked at her
hands as tears fell from her eyes. She saw the knife there,
extended, and she dropped it.

"Set aside your fear. Set aside your
hesitation, your revulsion."

Helena didn't have to look. She recognized
Kendra Shaw's voice.

"Set aside every natural inhibition that can
mean the difference between life and death." The officer circled
back to Cain's front and knelt so she could look into her eyes.
"Sometimes we have to do things we never thought we were capable
of."

"I get it."

"Do you?" Kendra straightened and said, "You
told me to become a razor so we could live and win this war.
Yeah?"

"That's right."

"You didn't tell me you had been one since
you were a little girl. Since you left your sister to die under a
Cylon's sword." Helena raged and jerked upright. She made ready to
punch Shaw, but the captain was farther away than she had been a
moment before. "You never accepted that, did you? That you killed
your sister. You decided to become as sharp and as hard as the
knife you found and never deal with it. At all."

"I became a razor to deal with
everything."

"And you were never simply 'human' ever
again." She looked to the left and saw a blonde. Gina removed her
glasses and said, "For forty years, you put on a mask and played at
being human. Played at it with the people around you, your fellow
officers, your lovers, …"

"Frak you!" she spat.

"You weren't human for most of your life,"
Shaw said. "You saw yourself only as that damned blade."

"How else could you have done what you did to
me?" Inviere said as her clothes ripped and her skin split and
bled.

"Or me?"

Helena turned and saw the pale corpse of
Jurgen Belzen, her former XO, standing before her with a hole in
his forehead and a gaping chasm at the back of his skull. "Or
them?" the body said as a crowd of dead faces, the civilians of the
Scylla and other ships, became illuminated by bright
lights.

She slammed her eyes shut and took a deep
breath. "I had to! I had to shut myself off to make myself
stronger!"

"By doing so," the male voice said in the
dark, "by becoming that blade, you cut everyone you came in contact
with."

"As much as you needed love," the female
said, "no one could get through to you."

"Because you hardened yourself."

"And thus were you doomed."

 


END OF BOOK TWELVE
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 I

GRAYSTONE

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


She stood in the blackness and crossed her
arms over her chest. When her hair fell into view, she saw that it
was brunette. Confused, she lifted a strand and stared at it when a
voice spoke.

"Zoe Graystone."

She looked into the dark and then side to
side. "Yes?"

"It's good to see you again."

The apparent girl smiled and said, "I
recognize that voice."

"You do?"

"Yes. It's me."

The voice laughed and said, "I did appear to
you as yourself, yes."

Zoe put her arms by her side and slowly
turned in place. She widened her eyes so she could peer into the
void, but she saw nothing. "Can I ask a question?"

"Of course."

"Why did you come to me?"

A seemingly male voice said, "It was
necessary."

"You were unique, Zoe. Not only were you,
personally, brilliant, but your father's position was ideal."

"Right place at the right time?" Graystone
shook her head. "Is that really all that mattered?"

"Not at all. The seeds we planted with you
would have grown eventually, but …"

"There was an issue of timing," the other
voice said. "There were many pieces to the plan and they were
coming together quickly. We were forced to intervene more directly
than we typically enjoy."

"True," the female said. "Had we not shared
with you the vision of Cylons that you drew as a child," Zoe looked
down and remembered her crayon colorings, "you would have developed
them yourself when you were older and working in your father's
company."

Her eyebrows raised and she said, "You can
see that?"

"We can see … possibilities."

"But for the Cylon vision to resonate," the
female said, "you needed belief."

Zoe sighed. "In The One True God."

"Well, yes. That, too, would have come to you
eventually, naturally, on its own."

Graystone's brow furrowed and her voice
became raspy as it raised in volume, "After you saved me from the
fire, you talked to me about The One. Almost immediately."

"Indeed."

"You said, 'There's right and there's wrong
in this world.'"

"I did."

Zoe paused and said, "I was only six. You
were teaching me things that," her hands began to gesture and then
they abandoned the action, "things that, for a kid, were … too
big."

"Perhaps."

The other voice interjected, "I was opposed,
by the way."

"In the end," the female voice admonished,
"it worked out. Your belief in The One became personal and pure. It
was a driving force. We needed that."

"You needed that?" Zoe repeated. "You
needed me to believe in The One so I could create Cylons? Or so I
could inspire my dad to create Cylons?"

"In part."

"Wait," Zoe walked in a small circle. She
looked down at her feet, realizing that she could see them
perfectly well in the blackness of this room. "Or did you need my
belief in The One so I could create the avatar program?"

"The avatar and the Cylons go hand in hand,
don't they?"

Graystone blinked. "Because the avatar
program led to Cylon sentience?" When the voices were silent, her
expression soured again and she said, "And the Apotheosis
program?"

"Blasphemy."

The male voice chuckled. "Misguided is more
accurate. But that was mostly Clarice's doing; not yours."

"Was it?" Zoe asked. "There are still holes
in my memory." She lowered her head and brought her hand to her
mouth as she thought.

"After all of these years, you doubt
yourself?"

Graystone looked up, "What do you mean?"

"You lived for seventy-four years."

Zoe laughed and shook her head, "Wait, what
are you talking about?"

"Sixteen years as Zoe Graystone. Then another
fifty-eight years before the Fall of the Colonies."

Graystone's smile faded. "I do still doubt
myself."

"You see yourself as 'just the avatar.'
Still." Zoe nodded. "Do you not see that you gifted yourself with
the same sentience, the same life, that you gave all Cylons? Your
children?"

"I'll have to live with that forever."

"You do."

"You destroyed Apotheosis," the male voice
said, "and put yourself on a path opposed to your fellow
believers."

"I called myself 'God.'"

"It was said in anger and without sincerity,"
the female responded.

Zoe looked up and her eyes were welling with
tears. "I fought against the people I agreed with. The people I
loved and prayed with. I betrayed them all. Lacy …" She wiped her
face quickly and the blackness parted, revealing the skyline of
Caprica City.

From the rooftop of Graystone Industries, she
gasped and watched the great spire of the Arculus Financial
Building shatter and topple after a missile strike. A dull
thrumming reverberated in her chest and she turned, raking her eyes
over the smoking landscape, toward the two Mark Two Cylon baseships
hovering over the city center. Raiders flew out from them in droves
while ground AA and artillery fire popped across the sky.
Explosions in the streets below drew her attention toward Cylon
GunRams and the new, seldom-seen assault Centurions, moving
unchecked toward the river and the many regiments of Colonial
Marines and Caprican Army soldiers massing there. Colonial tanks
were waylaid by the debris of fallen buildings and she knew tens of
thousands would be killed in the long, agonizing hours of fighting.
This was the Third Siege of Caprica, the last and bloodiest battle
to befall her home.

"I …," her chest heaved with a great sob, "I
started the war."

Vipers streaked overhead and the female voice
softly added, "Say it."

"The real Zoe wouldn't have." Graystone
collapsed to her knees and began to cry more forcefully.

After several long moments, she felt a hand
on her shoulder. The noise of war had gone and she was surrounded
in darkness again. She looked up and saw her own face smiling down
at her.

"This is the 'real' Zoe Graystone."

The girls now faced each other. The one that
had been crying had her tears wiped away by the other.

"Zoe, tell your avatar if the life she lived
beyond your own … counts."

She said, "Of course. I created you to be
alive. We were going to change the worlds with you and you … you
were special. You are alive."

The "real" Zoe then became a mirror of the
avatar Zoe. She gasped at the suddenness of the shift and the
female voice said, "This was the belief that we most needed to
inspire in you."

Graystone looked away and into the darkness.
"That I'm alive?"

"More than that, though our message was
crafted for both original Zoe and you. Belief in yourself."

The mirror Zoe shifted again and the voice of
the female Messenger came from her mouth, "We could have appeared
to you as anyone. Any figure from your life, past or present, real
or fictional. But we needed to inspire you. We needed to inspire
you … with you."

Graystone nodded. "So when you came to me, to
teach me about God and talk to me about Cylons, …"

"We came as the person you needed to be." The
Messenger Zoe smiled and said, "The person you became." The being
chuckled and said, "Did you forget the lesson I taught you as you
lay beaten and bloodied on the floor of the arena in New Cap
City?"

"I didn't forget." Another tear fell over
Graystone's cheek and she said, "I still feel like I failed." She
shook her head, "I didn't cleanse the worlds of sin. I ended up
fighting the same people you had me side with. I fought against
what you call 'my children!' Everything I did led to the deaths of
millions!"

The Messenger smiled and embraced her. "Shh,
shh. I know it can be confusing, but you still did very well."

Zoe lifted her mouth from the shoulder of her
mirror image and whispered, "How?"

"You followed God's plan."


 II

ADAMA

1,943 Years After Colonization

 


The match was struck. The smell of
phosphorous wafted in the air and the priest brought the flame to
the edge of the oiled wick. The skivvy malanos was lit and
the stone lantern flickered for a moment before the older, bald man
turned to face the crowd.

He smiled and glanced from side to side.
Then, he extended his arms and looked toward the ceiling, "Oh,
Mars. Who among your soldiers comes before me today?"

With his hands clasped in front of himself
and over his closed suit jacket, he stepped forward and clearly
said, "Joseph Adama."

Again, the priest looked skyward and
beckoned, "Oh, Diana. Who among your soldiers comes before me
today?"

She stepped forward with her hands similarly
locked in front of herself. "Evelyn Jona."

The priest drew his hands together and laid
them at the center of the pedestal that separated the three of
them. "And you have come, ready to bear arms together?"

Simultaneously, Joseph and Evelyn raised
their hands and placed knives on the pedestal. "We have." In
Joseph's left hand, he held the handle of a newer blade with its
point facing outward. Evelyn held an older knife in her right hand.
Its blade faced outward and the pommels of both weapons clinked
together.

The priest used his fingers to adjust the
handles of their knives so that the interlocking pommels could meet
properly. "From these two xiphos, you, Joseph, and you,
Evelyn, shall form a great makhaira." The priest flicked his
fingers upward and Evelyn raised her handle. Joseph had hesitated
and he sniffed in frustration with himself. Evelyn smiled and both
of them held the joined weapon above their heads.

The priest took an ornately decorated swath
of fabric and wound it around their hands and the handles of their
knives. "In whatever battle they find themselves, Joseph and Evelyn
will stand and fight together. Bound in blood. Grounded in the
soil. Witnessed by Jupiter, Juno, and the Pantheon, may none
underestimate those who stand here today, joined."

Joseph and Evelyn Adama turned and faced the
small gathering in the restaurant. They leaned against each other
and awkwardly tried to kiss each other while still holding the
knives high. Sam and Larry clapped loudest of all those before
them. Stern-faced Ruth, stalwart matriarch of the Adama house
smiled, but Joseph could swear that he saw a tear ready to fall
over her cheek. Fidelia Fazekas stood with a couple of men near the
back of the room. He nodded, curtly, toward her. The guatrau
smiled back with that extra bit of smirk that made Joseph
uncomfortable these days. Music began to play and they stepped away
from the dais. The audience crowded around and congratulated the
couple.

"Where did you get your xiphos?"
someone asked Evelyn.

"I've had it for years," she answered. "My
father gave it to me when I turned thirteen."

"Ah, just like the good ol' days."

Sam hugged his brother and Joseph strained.
"Adelfo mou. She's too good for you."

"I know, I know."

Sam pulled back and grasped the side of
Joseph's face. "You better behave or I might have to cut you."

Joseph shook his head and saw Larry come
alongside his husband. "Congratulations, Joe."

"Thanks, Larry." The men hugged before Sam
pulled Joseph away toward a table of drinks.

Several minutes and several shots later,
Joseph and Evelyn sat before the priest again. The audience was
raucous and chatting as Joseph bared his arm and the priest used
the flame of the skivvy malanos to heat the ceremonial
needle.

"Don't stick him too deep!" someone called
out. "Who knows what color his blood is?" There was laughter at the
childish insult and Joseph shook his head.

As the outline of the omega on his right
shoulder took shape, attendees knelt before the couple and
presented their gifts. One older woman brought a large plant and
lifted its heavy green leaves after setting it on the floor. "May
your marriage last as long as this palm."

Ruth rolled her eyes and nudged Larry. "Leave
it to her to bring a waste of soil like that." The younger man
tried to maintain his smile as others jested with the
newlyweds.

A fellow lawyer knelt before them and placed
a book on the table. "Joseph, you always said you'd like to write a
book." The man opened it and let the blank pages fan out. "Now you
don't have an excuse."

Joseph laughed and lurched for a moment
before he remembered the tattoo he was still getting. "You got me.
You got me."

The man then withdrew a ruler and set it atop
the book. "This is for Evelyn." He paused. "It's to help you keep
him straight." The crowd roared.

She smiled and said, "I have more than just a
ruler." She looked at Joseph and saw his smile twitch as the priest
inserted the needle again. She stood and walked to the side of the
other gifts. Joseph stared at her. Finally, she knelt.

"What are you doing?" Joseph asked.

She looked up and took another deep breath.
"I have a gift." She reached into the pocket of her dress and
removed a small, dark square. When she placed it on the floor,
Joseph saw that it was a sonograph.

The attendees gasped and Joseph's mouth fell
open. The priest, who had been non-plussed through the drinking and
revelry and gifts, stopped his tattooing and turned to face
Evelyn.

Joseph stood and immediately fell to his
knees in front of her. They embraced and swayed from side to side.
His chest was tight from trying to maintain his composure, but
feeling her in his arms, he couldn't hold it any longer, and he
began to weep.

"Thank you."

 


Samuel Adama stood at the rear of the group
and lowered his head. Seeing his brother overcome with joy and
collapsing into Evelyn's arms had nearly undone him. He wiped a
tear from his eye and turned away from Larry. He retreated to a
food table to find a napkin when Fidelia sidled next to him.

"Lochagós."

"Guatrau." Sam wiped his nose quickly
and folded the napkin. He looked toward Joseph who was now
returning to his chair for the rest of his tattoo.

"That's good news," she said. Sam nodded. "I
think it will go a long way toward healing many wounds."

"I agree." He glanced toward her and added,
"'Wounds may heal but scars remain.'"

Fazekas raised a single hand and said,
"Dé. Heal, not forget." She reached toward one of her men
and snapped her fingers. The burly man produced an envelope from
his jacket and gave it to her. "This is for Youseef." Sam
took the thick parcel and nodded. "With my compliments."

"Of course." Sam slipped the money into his
own jacket.

The guatrau leaned closer and spoke
softly. "I'm sorry to break the eirene, but I need to convey
some news to you now while it is fresh."

"Sure."

"I've received word from our friends on
Tauron." Sam nodded. "They received the last shipment. And it will
need to be the last."

Adama turned toward her and squinted.
"Why?"

"The nothos Phaulkon has slowed the
advance against the rebels. Things are becoming quiet."

"I saw the news reports. There are still
bodies in the street."

"My friend," Fiddy turned, placing her back
toward Joseph before she continued, "my friend said the Ha'la'tha
made the government aware of the new recruits."

Sam's eyes widened and his eyebrows raised.
"Népios … Are they mad? Why would they tell those frakkers
they have Cylons?"

"Shhh. I am not their stratigós, but
this is what has happened. The government agreed to concessions and
a cessation of hostilities in favor of no more violence. It was
approved."

"'Concessions.'" Sam shook his head.

"I don't make those decisions, but we will
stop the shipments." Adama sighed. "That's also one less thing for
us to try to cover up."

He huffed for another moment or two, watching
his brother and sister-in-law. "With both Tauron and the STO no
longer our customers, what are we doing at Graystone?"

"We're making money." Fazekas smiled, "I've
seen the books. That ochrós Caprican wasn't lying when he
said he could make more for us alive than dead."

Sam smirked and sniffed. "'Hero.'"

"Seeing those robots kill terrorists was a
better commercial than anything else we could have hoped for."

Adama looked at her and said, "You have other
buyers lined up."

The guatrau motioned toward her men.
"I have a couple of business trips. Give my best to your brother
and his wife."

 


When the dog-like beast snapped at her,
Dolores fell back onto her rear. The rusty sword clattered against
the rocks and she strained against the ivy that started to ensnare
her feet.

"Come on, girl."

The dragon shrieked and pounced forward. It
nipped at her heels and she kicked instinctively. Her fashionable
boot glanced off its black, scaly snout.

Cadmus shook his head. "If you can't fight
off a single Ismenian drake, why do you think you can go to
Colchis?"

Dolores' fingers wrapped around the handle
of the old sword and she brought it in front of her. She kicked
again and freed herself of the ivy.

"To say nothing of being gifted a sun-dragon
by Helios himself!"

The horse-sized dragon lowered itself and
snarled. Its large claws moved river rocks aside and its folded
wings vibrated before it lunged again. Dolores closed her eyes. She
didn't move her arms at all, but she soon felt warm wetness sliding
over her hands.

"Finally," Cadmus said.

She looked and saw that the dragon had
stupidly chomped down at her in the direction of her sword. By
holding it still, the blade was forced down its throat. It trembled
in shock and then collapsed. Dolores scrambled away and left her
weapon inside the dying animal's mouth.

Cadmus sighed and stood over her. "You got
lucky. You know that, right?"

The girl stood and tried to bring her
breathing under control. "I know."

The old man watched the Ismenian dragon
twitch one last time. "Those are getting harder to find. I need to
see you really fight one. I mean, really."

Dolores exhaled and kicked her foot.
"Again?"

"What?!" Cadmus yelled. "You think this
exercise made you ready? Have you not seen what waits for you on
Colchis? And what if Ladon comes for you? What then?"

The girl's mouth bent and she balled her
fists. She looked up at her teacher and barked, "I saw Typhon stand
in the middle of my village! I saw his snake body curl around my
home and crush the people I love! I'll fight a Colchian dragon or
Hydra or Ladon! I don't need Heracles' help! I don't even need one
of Helios' sun-dragons! I'll fight Typhon the Dragon King and I'll
kill him, too!"

Cadmus nodded and said, "You've got the
spirit. I'll give you that." He bent over and yanked the old sword
from the mouth of the dead animal. "Come. We have a lot of work to
do before we sail."

Tamara clenched her fist and the digital
representation of the book pixelated and faded away. She mumbled to
herself, "That was a lot cheesier than I remember the movie
being."

She looked over the castle's parapets and
into the forest below. This place was Zoe's idea. She was the fan
of those books. Tamara tried to read them after enjoying the film
and its sequels, but she couldn't get into Dragonfighters of
Kobol.

"Why those books?" she had asked.

"I've always loved the idea of Kobol," Zoe
had said. "I mean, gods, monsters, heroes. The birthplace of
humanity." She smiled, "The gods were just myths, but Kobol was
real." Tamara had been angered by that blasphemy at the time, even
though she wasn't a serious believer.

A cold wind blew and she bundled herself
again. How long has she been gone?

Zoe's parents were here. She went to kill
them. To kick them out of this game. But she never came back.

Did they kill her? Tamara thought.
Is that possible? She paused for a moment and turned in a
tight circle. No.

At the periphery of her mind, she saw that
more players had managed to reenter what had been New Cap
City. The roaming forest dragons made quick work of them,
however.

This game was over. New Cap City was
long gone, but whatever game Tamara and Zoe had played … as Death
Walkers, as Avenging Angels, as Dragonfighters of Kobol … it was
over, too.

Tamara looked across the blue sky and
breathed the cold air. She could wait a little while longer. She
could enjoy the quiet after so many months of rancor in New Cap
City.

Zoe will be back.


 III

GRAYSTONE

1,943 Years After Colonization

 


Daniel rapped his fingers on the brushed
aluminum tabletop. When his attorney, Malcolm Dessos, clicked his
ink pen yet again, Graystone shot him a pained look.

"Sorry," the older man said.

He sighed and unfastened a button on his
jacket. "After so many meetings, you'd think they'd stop the stall
tactics of intimidation." Dessos nodded.

Daniel cleared his throat and looked toward
the mirrored panel across from the table. He scanned it, looking
for a misplaced shard of light that might reveal the other room
beyond.

Two agents entered and closed the door
quickly behind themselves.

"Finally," Graystone said.

The man remained standing and folded his arms
over his chest. The female agent sat down and began leafing through
a folder.

When she said nothing, Daniel looked toward
the standing agent. Then, the redhead said, "It's been five months
since the Atlas Arena incident. I don't know how much more help I
could possibly give on that front."

The woman looked up with a wan smile and
said, "That's not why we're here."

Graystone looked toward his attorney. The
short man said, "Then it's Gara Singh? You have more questions
about his behavior?"

"I know he's no longer the director of the
GDD bureau in Caprica City," Daniel said.

"This isn't about Singh."

Graystone inhaled sharply. "I hope he's being
prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law."

The male agent nodded, "When we find him, we
will."

Daniel's eyebrows raised and he ticked his
head to one side. "'When we find him …'"

The agent seated across from him began to fan
out several pages of reports from the folder. She arranged
surveillance photographs and began scribbling notes in the margins
of papers next to them.

Graystone sighed again. "If you're going
after the STO, I want to help however …"

"This isn't about the STO," the man
interrupted.

Daniel looked up and squinted. "Then what is
this about?"

The female interlaced her fingers as she
leaned onto the table. "The Ha'la'tha."

Heat flashed through Graystone's body and
swept over his face. He knew he couldn't prevent his blushing but
he limited his facial reaction to a simple, prolonged blink. His
attorney began writing.

Daniel swallowed and softly asked, "What
about them?"

His arms still folded, the standing agent
said, "We want them."

Dessos continued to write in his notes.
Graystone looked toward him and saw no sign of assistance. "I
understand the desire to go after them, but the STO is a terrorist
group responsible for the killings of …"

"They've been in disarray since Atlas Arena
and all planetside chatter's been quiet," the male said. "Not your
gangster friends, though."

"We're going after the STO, Dr. Graystone,"
the woman said. "Don't worry."

Daniel stretched his neck and nodded. "I
see."

"We know the role the Ha'la'tha has taken in
your company in recent months." The agent spun a photograph around,
showing the old guatrau and his men entering Graystone
Industries' side doors. "We know you used them so you could return
to power." She spun another photograph around, showing Samuel Adama
looming over a frightened board member. "We know the role they've
played in supplying the Soldiers of The One." Another photograph,
this one showing the new guatrau and her inspection of
crates ready for shipping. "You can give us the Ha'la'tha."

Daniel bit into the meat of his cheek and
wondered about what they knew. Do they know I used them to get
the MCP? The minister of defense said Tauron reached out to them …
It's best I say nothing. He muttered, "If you have so much
evidence and you know so much about their many roles, why do you
need me?"

The standing agent turned and sat on the edge
of the metal table. "Because we don't want to just lock up these
people." He waved dismissively at the photographs. "For decades,
these dirteaters have taken advantage of Caprica and done nothing
but drive up crime rates."

The woman said, "We want to destroy them. We
want to wipe this guatrau and all the others off the face of
the planet."

"And you think I can do this?" Both
agents nodded. "Why in the worlds do you think that?"

"Because you're still here." The female agent
held up a sheet of paper. "Edincords. NexTelecom. Tecustar. These
are just a few of the companies absorbed by the Ha'la'tha on
Caprica in recent years. Oh, I forgot one." She tapped the paper.
"Graystone Industries." Daniel licked his lips as he waited for her
to go on. "Of all these companies, guess how many of them still
have a CEO that is … well, alive?"

Graystone nodded. "I am well aware that I
have long outlived my siblings."

Dessos turned toward his client and said,
"Daniel …"

He raised a hand and shook his head. "I'm
alive because I am more valuable to them alive. I proved that to
them. Time and time again."

"And you are, therefore, valuable to us."

Graystone leaned back in his chair and folded
his arms. He stared at the man for a moment and then at the woman.
Malcolm looked nervously across everyone's faces and then scribbled
a note on his pad. He showed it to Daniel, who simply nodded
once.

Dessos cleared his throat and asked, "So what
are you offering? And in exchange for what, exactly?"

The woman slid her papers and photos back
into a single pile. "We want Dr. Graystone to wear a mic as often
as possible when he interacts with the Ha'la'tha." Daniel smiled
and shook his head. "We want him to log every interaction he has
with them. We want surveillance footage from his company. Data
logs. Phone logs."

"Some of that," Graystone interrupted, "is
far easier than wearing a mic."

"I know." The male agent shrugged, "We didn't
say it would be risk free."

"We want serial numbers of the Cylons that
were sent to Gemenon and Tauron." Daniel's chin tilted upward ever
so slightly. "Yes," the woman said, "we know about them, too."

The other agent said, "We want kill codes for
those Cylons."

"That's not how they work," Graystone said.
"There are failsafes, yes, but …"

"Are you willing to help us?" the woman
asked.

He paused and pursed his lips. I want
those thugs out of my company. If this helps me get rid of them
…

Malcolm leaned forward between the glare
shared by his client and the investigator. "In exchange for
what?"

"I'm sure your client would like to walk out
of here, once everything's said and done, as free as Orpheus."

"You're godsdamned right."

"We'll have to see. It will depend on how
much he can give us. And who."

The male agent said, "Right now, we can only
promise minimal prosecution," Daniel shook his head, "but we'll
stipulate in writing that 'no prosecution' is still on the
table."

He looked at his attorney. Graystone thought
for a moment and then he said, "Fine. But I want Cyrus Xander
released, too."

The woman shook her head. "Xander held
several GDD agents hostage at gunpoint."

"Only because of your former director, Gara
Singh." Daniel said, "I've abided by Cyrus' wishes so far to stay
quiet because he's my friend. I haven't made a public stink about
it, but I can walk out of here and be on Baxter Sarno tonight. I'll
happily talk about one of Caprica City's brightest citizens being
held as an 'enemy combatant' on trumped up charges because the GDD
is trying to cover its ass when it comes to a terrorist mole in its
ranks."

The man shook his head. The woman tapped her
pencil on the table and said, "I'll make a call."

"When Cyrus speaks to me, as a free man,"
Graystone looked at his lawyer, "and when Malcolm says the
surveillance agreement is to his liking," he nodded, "I'll say
'yes.'"

 


Zoe stood by the tall table as still as she
could. She looked over her nose, down at the robotic arm she
controlled and kept steady on the platform in the basement lab.

Amanda was hunched over in an awkward arc,
stretching a piece of skin with her bare fingertips over the dull
metal endoskeleton. Her long, blonde hair was tied back tightly and
her glasses hung precariously on the end of her nose. She placed
the skin over the silica pathway tubing and the pseudo-tendons that
ran toward her daughter's hand. When she was satisfied with its
position, she smoothed the panel out and began to unfurl it toward
the crook of Zoe's elbow.

"I think that looks good," the avatar
said.

Amanda nodded. She poked at it a few times
with her forefinger and then straightened up as she removed her
glasses. She asked, "How does it feel?"

"Well," Zoe raised the arm and flexed her
still-exposed robotic fingertips, "I don't really 'feel' anything
at all, you know?"

"Yeah."

She rotated her arm and tried to see around
to the back side. "I think it looks good."

Amanda stared and then shook her head. "It's
the plastic surgeon in me." She poked the edge of the skin again.
"It's not laying right on the metal."

"It could be a problem with the
programming."

"No." She leaned close again. "Your father
and I," she glanced up at Zoe and caught the odd look she gave the
statement, "we worked on that for days before we loaded it in
here."

"I know." Zoe looked up meekly. "Thank
you."

Amanda smiled and put her hand on Zoe's upper
arm. "You don't have to thank us."

She stared at her arm and said, "I'm sure the
hand and fingers will be even harder."

"It will be." Amanda covered her mouth as she
yawned and then placed her hand on her temple. "It'll just take
time and practice, that's all."

Zoe said, "I know you're tired."

Amanda nodded. "How long have I been in
here?"

"Several hours." Zoe quickly clenched her
fist, which made the simulation of her robotic arm and skin go
away. She walked around the table and stood by her mother. "It's
OK. You can leave."

"No, no." Amanda smiled and put her hand on
Zoe's shoulder. "I don't want to."

"It's not good to use a Holoband for so
long."

"I know. But," she swallowed and turned
toward the long row of couches nearby, "I don't want to leave
you."

Zoe smirked, "It's OK. I can be left
alone."

"Of course. I know that." She plopped onto
the brown leather and laid her head back as far as she could.
"That's not the point."

Zoe stepped toward her and sat on the couch
softly. Amanda stirred and wrapped her arm around the avatar's
back. She looked away and said, "I think we've probably talked more
in the last few months than … you and Zoe did in the last few
years."

Amanda nodded. She had tried to get used to
the way this Zoe separated herself from her flesh-and-blood
daughter. "You're right." She sat up with some effort and slowly
embraced Zoe. The girl didn't react and Amanda said, "I'm so
sorry."

"What did I make you promise?"

"'No more apologies.'" Amanda brushed a bit
of Zoe's brown hair away from her ear. She watched Zoe's expression
and her eyes as she stared into space. "What's wrong?"

"He's leaving the GDD now."

"Finally." Amanda yawned again. "That's not
all?"

"No." Zoe turned to face Amanda and extended
her arm. In a quick flash, the robotic arm and skin facsimile
programs were reactivated. "I'm worried that this won't work."

Gingerly, Amanda patted the simulated arm and
let her fingers drift over the metal. "It'll take time, but it will
work. We won't stop until it does."


 IV

WILLOW

1,943 Years After Colonization

 


Clarice left the gangway and walked around
the crowd of people in the Phoebus spaceport. She kept her head low
and moved quickly into the main part of the terminal. With a glance
at a monitor, she saw where her next gate was and she turned toward
it.

It had taken weeks for her to get a ticket
off Picon. It had taken nearly a month to get off Tauron. And
before that, there was the horror of leaving Caprica.

She sat in scummy motel rooms and watched the
news reports. Her entire family was gone. Olaf died in Atlas Arena.
The Graystones' damned robot killed Nestor. Her throat clenched as
she thought about Mar-beth. AMANDA killed her, she
rationalized, not me. But the GDD paraded her other husbands
and wives on the news, too. Helena, Tanner, Rashawn, Desiree … most
of them had nothing to do with the STO. And all of their children …
they were put into the foster-care system. There was even a news
report the day that Daniel Graystone bought her family's home and
had it bulldozed on the spot. Her home …

There was no way she could go to Gemenon. The
GDD would be expecting an STO terrorist to go back to the homeland.
When she was able to flee Caprica, she had to go someplace else.
Tauron. There were some friends there, but it took longer than
expected for them to help her. But in order to get to her
birthplace, she had to catch a quick connecting flight back to
Caprica. Despite her fake name and credentials, despite her
precautions, she couldn't stand the wait.

Willow looked toward the ticket scanner by
the gate. No one was there and it was at least half an hour before
they would allow boarding to begin. She sighed and sat down in one
of the grotesquely colored seats.

She never raised her eyes. She looked toward
the old carpet and fidgeted with her large Athenian shield ring.
Someone laughed across the waiting area and Clarice glanced up,
seeing a young man wearing a Holoband.

She sighed and covered her face. She hadn't
worn hers since Zoe destroyed Apotheosis. All of her plans came
crashing down upon her and when the image of that girl, that holy
girl, stood there and screamed, "I am God!", Clarice almost
believed it.

Willow reached into her bag and her fingers
found the edge of the Holoband she had brought with her. She
removed it and held it in her lap. No incriminating data could be
found on it. I'm half afraid that if I put this on, Zoe will be
standing there in the rubble. Waiting for me.

She pressed the button on the side and saw
that the device connected to the spaceport's free network. She held
her breath and slipped the Holoband over her face. She closed her
eyes and the green lights flashed against her lids.

Inside her mind, she saw herself standing at
a public area. A few other people were at virtual kiosks reading
the news or shopping. Clarice turned and opened a door that had
been invisible. There may be no evidence of Apotheosis on this
particular Holoband, but Nestor had programmed it to get around
V-World and into some of the darker spots before he died.

She found herself in a familiar club with
hundreds of people. She recognized it as one of many dens of
iniquity that Ben Stark and Zoe Graystone told her about just a
couple of years ago. She heard gunshots on the far side of the
theater. A crowd pulsed with energy near the stage as a sacrifice
was prepared. Willow ignored it all and wandered up the stairs
toward multiple hallways full of doors. In the second such hall,
she stood among them, trying to remember which it might be. Then
she saw one with a familiar silver decoration.

She held her hand over an infinity symbol on
one entrance and it opened. The room was poorly lit, but the edges
seemed aglow with a distant sunrise or sunset. Light made apparent
the shape of ancient columns and arches. This was no accident as
the VIP room faintly recalled the Retreat on Gemenon. And also
served as inspiration for her virtual Heaven.

Clarice winced as the memory stung her. She
walked farther away from the door and toward a concrete bench at
the far wall. She looked up and recognized the sweep of a buttress
similar to one beneath the Blessed Mother's balcony. She sighed and
sat down.

The door to the room opened.

Willow's eyes widened and she looked to
either side, toward the darkness. There was nowhere for her to
hide.

A military Cylon strode into the VIP room.
Its clanking feet and whirring servos filled the air. Halfway
across the space, it stopped and stared at Clarice. The hum of its
scanning red eye throbbed in her head.

She opened her mouth to speak, but no words
emerged. Likewise, the machine seemed to pause and consider what to
do next. Then, the Cylon raised its right hand and tapped the
center of its forehead with its forefinger.

Clarice blinked quickly. She raised her own
hand and her forefinger extended, ready to return the gesture of
the Monad faith. Instead, she gripped the frame of her Holoband and
pulled it off.

In the waiting area of the spaceport, she sat
perfectly still and considered what that had meant. She would have
plenty of time to ponder it as she traveled to Sagittaron.


 V

RAND

1,943 Years After Colonization

 


"They're almost over the wall."

Lacy didn't look up. She sat on the rock with
her legs held closely together. Her feet crossed over each other at
the ankles. Her fingers grasped her knees and she breathed slowly
through her nose.

Odin Sinclair continued to look through the
binoculars as distant gunshots echoed in the valley. "One's down."
That got Lacy's attention. She turned toward Sinclair without
looking directly at him. "Nevermind. He's up."

Devanna Owen sat facing Rand. She cradled her
machine gun and smiled, "Why do you always get like this?"

Lacy looked up and shrugged slightly. "It
feels funny. Sending an army into battle … knowing they might not
make it back."

Devanna glanced at Odin who was still
crouched against the stone barricade. "How many have we lost?"

"Today?" He didn't look away.

"Period."

Odin shook his head. "Two? Three?"

"Two," Lacy interjected. "I have to keep
track. They aren't infinite."

"May as well be," Lexon Dex said. He flipped
off the safety of his rifle and moved to the wall next to Sinclair.
Light from Caprica reflected off his bald head. "We have lots of
people, ready to go."

Rand stood and rubbed her sweaty palms on her
heavy jacket. "I'd rather not lose anyone."

"Whoa," Odin said. Just as he did, the report
from an explosion reached their ears. "The walls are breached." He
holstered the binoculars and picked up his rifle by the barrel.
"They're pouring in."

Devanna handed a rifle to Lacy and she
slipped the strap over her head. "Let's go."

Dex ran to the side of the wall and looked
down toward the small sea of tents. "Move out!" More than four
hundred Soldiers of The One began to march from behind the natural
barrier and to the sloping paths.

Devanna, Odin, and Lacy climbed down a wooden
ladder and walked on a dirt trail. It was after midnight and the
darkness of the sky was interrupted by the large orb of Gemenon's
sister planet. Rand looked to her left and tried to hear the
crashing waves of the Castor Sea above the rustling of their
clothes against dry brush and the footfalls of her army.

Lexon ran to catch up with his friends. "I
just heard from the Retreat." Alarmed, Lacy's head snapped toward
him. "All's well."

She began to breathe again and she looked
ahead of them toward the hills of the Gramada Mountains. Smoke
poured out of caves and hastily erected barriers. She could see the
shining glint of her troops on the hillsides and she heard a few
errant pops of gunfire.

"I still say we should have brought everyone
here," Odin muttered.

"And leave the Retreat unguarded?" Devanna
said. "Lacy was right. We split our forces just like we needed
to."

Lexon laughed, "They held off the attack last
night just fine."

"They did," Lacy said. "But I still wish we
were there."

Sinclair pointed his rifle at what had been
the front lines of the battle. "This is where we all needed
to be. Our enemies are here. Not two hundred clicks east."

Devanna slapped his arm and Rand said, "If we
were all here, then the Retreat would have been overrun."

"And then what?" Owen said.

Lexon shook his head. "Stop it, guys.
Everything's worked out." He looked behind them at the advance of
their hundreds of soldiers. "Besides, I don't think it's good to
argue in front of them." He gestured over his shoulder at the lines
of marching soldiers.

Lacy nodded and walked faster. She brushed
angrily past Odin who stumbled into the thicker brush as she
passed. After a minute of her quickened pace, she glanced back and
saw that she was twenty meters ahead of everyone else.

She breathed deeply and slowly, closing her
eyes as she pushed forward through vines and wayward branches. In
the last several months, so many decisions had been on her head
even though she never wanted that responsibility. She savored the
little moments like this when she could at least pretend to be
alone. When she could ignore the presence of a thousand people
waiting on her every word. She walked alone for nearly a kilometer
before Odin and the others caught up beneath the billowing smoke
from the caves and shelters.

Lacy stared at the rock face and Devanna
widened her eyes in the dark to try and see the path upward. "Over
here."

Lexon went first followed by Devanna and then
Lacy. Odin looked all around as they ascended and then he turned
toward the marching companies of STO. With a few hand signals, he
ordered half of the group to remain on the hillside and the other
half to climb into the battle scene.

Rand's foot slipped on loose stones and a
hand reached down for her. She caught herself on the ledge but she
quickly reached up and was lifted to a standing position on a ledge
overlooking the valley and the shore.

"Thank you." The Cylon nodded and turned to
face the blasted walls. It motioned in the direction of the opening
and remained still. Instead of entering, Lacy ordered,
"Report."

The U-87 straightened and placed its rifle
against its shoulder. The caves and rockface echoed the monotone of
the unit as it spoke, "There are one hundred-sixteen dead
throughout the network of tunnels within the hillside. There is a
room with a barricaded door and an estimated ten people inside. We
have not breached the door because we believe it contains the HVTs.
We have recovered two large caches of weapons. Inventories are
currently underway."

Rand nodded. "Good. Casualties? For us?"

"Minor damage. Nothing irreparable."

Lacy looked at Odin and the others before
turning toward the open barriers. "Take me to this door."

"By your command."

The U-87 guided the four principals into the
cave, past burning fires and bodies. The rocky corridors were lined
with Cylons. Their red eyes cast eerie glows on the brown walls
nearly indistinguishable from the flames that had illuminated their
path at the start. Soon they arrived in a larger room with
branching tunnels and a single metal door. The surface was pitted
and scorched. Four Cylons had their weapons and lights trained on
it.

Odin raised his rifle and wound the strap
about his wrist. He nodded to Lacy and said, "You've got this."

"Just like we practiced." Devanna put her
hand on Rand's shoulder and moved to the other side of the
entrance.

Lacy walked to the center of the door and
stood still. She breathed slowly and then bellowed. "There is no
exit but this one! We're coming in, so I suggest you stand clear!
If we see anyone holding a weapon, they will be shot!" She backed
away and nodded at a nearby Cylon.

The unit turned toward one of the tunnels and
waved its hand. Two more U-87s entered, carrying a heavy ram. They
reared back and slammed the cylinder against the door near the
locked handle. The metallic crash reverberated throughout the
tunnels and forced the four humans to cover their ears. After the
third crash, Rand plugged her fingers as deep inside her canals as
possible. Still, the thunk shook her entire body and made her head
throb. Finally, on the fourth strike, the door's lock and braces
fell away and clattered on the stone inside the room. The two
Cylons stopped their ramming and one raised its foot. Just before
it kicked, three other units knelt and aimed their weapons at the
doorway.

When the large door fell back into the
chamber, small arms fire erupted. Bullets ricocheted off the Cylons
and dug into the rock walls and floor. The armed Cylons fired
short, controlled bursts, felling two armed men inside.

"I warned you!" Lacy yelled. "Throw your
weapons out!" A moment later, two handguns flew out of the room.
Rand watched her robots closely. They took direct aim at the people
with the firearms but they didn't shoot because they expected the
targets to toss them as ordered. Another handgun was thrown and
then two rifles. She looked at the ground and the weapons there.
Her nostrils flared and she said, "Knives?!" A moment later, six
blades were tossed into the open.

Rand straightened up and she smoothed the
front of her jacket with her hands. She prepared to walk, but
before she did, she removed the rifle from over her head and laid
it against the wall. She licked her lips and turned the corner into
the chamber.

The room was larger than she expected but it
wasn't spacious by any means. Two metal bins held fires on either
side of the open space in the center. There, three people lay dead.
Against the farthest wall, six people sat, staring openmouthed at
her.

As soon as Lacy got inside the chamber, four
Cylons entered and took up strategic positions. The people in the
room looked at each of the U-87s and then back at Rand in hopes of
discerning her motives.

For her part, Lacy tried to maintain an air
of inscrutability. She kept her head raised. She held her mouth in
a slight grin. She breathed slowly through her nose and when she
blinked, she blinked slowly and seemingly without a care.

At the wall, a woman reached up and grabbed a
slight outcropping of stone. She pulled herself upright and then
brushed a swath of fabric from the side of her face and over her
shoulder.

Rand widened her smile and she said, "Blessed
Mother. It's good to see you."

At that, the others stood. They were wearing
ornate and colorful robes, though they were dirty and torn. One
tall man put his hand in front of the religious figure and stepped
forward. He moved quickly toward Lacy, causing the Cylons to raise
their weapons. He hovered above Rand and said, "Do you know who I
am?"

She didn't flinch. She flexed her jaw and
said, "I don't care if you're frakking Mithras himself, get back
against the wall."

The man wrinkled his lips as he tried to keep
his anger in check. "I'm Director Gara Singh of the Caprica City
Global Defense Department. You and your robots have just ruined
years of detective work!"

Lacy smiled and said, "Oh, you're
undercover?"

Singh straightened and said, "That's
right."

She nodded and said, "Alvo, right?"

The director blinked and said, "That was part
of my cover."

"Uh-huh. We may live in the hills of Gemenon
but we can still get news from Caprica. I know who you are."
Singh's expression fell. "I know what you are." She stepped back
and waved a Cylon forward. "Put him against the wall."

"Wait," the director said just before a metal
hand grabbed his shoulder and threw him four meters into the rock.
He coughed and slumped forward. Two other robed figures helped him
up and put their arms around him.

Lacy scanned the others and then asked,
"Where's the rest of the Conclave?"

Now it was Mother's turn to stand upright.
"Your machines killed them."

"Don't sound so disgusted. I thought you
would be proud." Mother squinted and Rand continued, "We've learned
killing from the best."

Mother nodded quickly and nervously. She
reached in front of herself for a necklace that was no longer
there. When she couldn't find it, she tugged on the edges of a
scarf and said, "So that's what you've wanted. To kill us all."

Lacy shook her head slowly. "There's too much
killing." Mother's brow furrowed. "We believe in a God of love and
if God loves all of us, then he wouldn't want us to kill."

"But … how do you reconcile your actions?!"
Her voice echoed in the chamber and in the tunnels. "You've killed
hundreds of us! Your fellow believers!"

"I know and it saddens me." Lacy took a step
forward. "But the God of love is also a God of justice. Justice
needs to be served, and if the Church is going to be saved, you can
no longer be a part of it." She looked at the robed members of the
Conclave. "Stand up. Everyone."

"You can't do this!" Singh barked. Others
began to protest when Lacy silenced them all.

"Quiet!"

"Wait!" Mother said. She extended her arms
and said, "You cannot govern the Church without us. Without the
Conclave. The Church is more than just a bunch of STO
recruits."

Rand laughed a little and said, "Don't you
think I know that? We've been handling Church business for months
now."

"What about the others? The armies at our
borders?" one Conclave member asked. She raised her hands and took
a trembling step forward. "The Apolli and the Hephaistons?"

Lacy shook her head. "Have you been living in
this cave the whole time? We drove the Pantheon Militias into the
Pustiu Desert. Those the Cylons didn't kill retreated for good. And
the Hephaistons … we struck a peace deal."

"'A peace deal?'" Mother balked and her
expression conveyed her disgust.

"Yes." Lacy took another step forward. "The
Hephaistons just wanted to be listened to. But you were too
condemning of their liberal policies."

Mother shook her head and waved her hand
dismissively. "We cannot negotiate with people who aren't true
believers."

Rand said, "You didn't. We did. In
case you haven't realized it yet," she leaned forward, "you're not
in charge anymore."

Mother's breathing quickened and she stepped
back against the wall. After a loud gasp, she fell forward onto her
knees. Squeezing her eyes shut tightly, she screamed, "Kill me! I
beg you! You have desecrated our home and you have befouled the
holy name of the Monad Church!" She opened her eyes and glared at
Rand, "You can't live in God's grace with children and robots! Dark
power flows through you to give you such control over these young
ones and these machines."

Lacy stared at her and then looked at the
rocky floor. She sighed and turned toward the Cylons. After a
whisper, she stepped back toward the door and among Odin, Devanna,
and Lexon. "Cylons," she said, "take aim." The four units raised
their rifles. "Fire."

Bullets riddled the bodies of Singh and the
other Conclave members. Their blood sprayed against the stone wall
and onto the kneeling, cowering form of the Blessed Mother. She
shook and trembled and, after a long moment, she looked up.

Blinking rapidly, she asked, "Why?"

"Why did I spare you?" Mother nodded.
"Because you wanted to die. I will take great joy in knowing that I
have deprived you of the death you wanted for yourself. A
martyr." The word poured like bile from Lacy's mouth. "You
don't get to be that. No more dying for the Church." Rand raised
her hand and made a quick circular motion. "Once we've left, you'll
be free to leave here, too. But I don't recommend setting foot on
Gemenon again. If we catch you, we'll have to get creative."

Lacy slipped by the Cylons and her friends
quickly. Minutes later, they were standing outside again under the
light of Caprica. Rand took a deep breath and leaned forward
clutching her stomach.

"That was amazing," Devanna said.

Lexon asked, "Are you OK?"

She nodded. "Yeah. I got a bit nervous."

Odin put the strap of his rifle over his head
and looked around the hillside at the dozens of STO fighters in
position. "It's over."

"I guess so," Lacy said.

"What's next?" Lexon asked.

"When we get back to the Retreat, we do
everything we talked about. All the changes."

Devanna put her hand on Rand's and said,
"You've done a great job, Lace."

She smiled and said, "Thank you. But, I think
we should start calling me 'Mother.'"
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DURAM

1,944 Years After Colonization

 


Jordan Duram sipped his coffee and squinted
as he looked across the street. The administration building that
housed the Global Defense Department looked the same. Nothing
seemed to have changed.

The door to the café behind him beeped and
two people walked past him. He looked at them carefully and said,
"Agent?"

Both turned around and the blonde woman's
mouth fell open. "Duram?" She smiled and, as he stood up, began to
embrace him. "How the frak are you?"

"Better. Better." He looked at the man and
gave him a quick nod, "Who's this?"

"Oh." Youngblood pointed and said, "This is
Darry Geles. My new partner."

Duram smiled and extended his hand with a
grimace. "Nice to meet you."

The young man shook with him and said,
"Pleasure. She talks about you all the time."

"Don't believe any of it."

Geles laughed and saw the awkward glance from
Youngblood. He raised his cup of coffee and said, "I'll see you
inside."

"Thanks." She waited for him to cross the
street before she slowly sat down next to Duram. "How are you? Your
neck and everything?"

Jordan rotated his left arm. "Physical
therapy's a bitch, but I'm doing better." He turned his cup of
coffee on the table with his fingers. Without looking her in the
face, he asked, "Any luck finding the shooter?"

Youngblood was still and then she shook her
head. "No."

Duram nodded and took a sip. "I could give
you a name," he watched her squirm, "but I'm sure you know that
name already."

She cleared her throat and brushed hair off
her forehead. "So what's going on with you? Have you been able to
do anything fun? Spend time with your kids?"

He exhaled through his nose and said, "Well,
being suspended from your job and then getting shot seems to
provide a lot of ammunition for your ex-wives to get full custody
…"

"What the frak? They teamed up?"

"Yep." He took another sip. "And doing
something 'fun' costs money. Since I was suspended when I was shot,
the department is trying to say that I wasn't really 'injured in
the line.'"

Youngblood shook her head. "That's
bullshit."

"Agreed." Jordan pushed his cup away and took
a deep breath. "Level with me, Margot. What the frak's going on in
there?" He jerked his head toward the GDD building as she squirmed
again. "Everyone I've tried to talk to has pushed me back like I'm
some godsdamned civilian or something."

"Duram, it's not easy …"

"The frak it isn't. You owe me."

She looked up and after a moment, she nodded.
"I know I do." She nodded again and leaned forward. "Since Singh
went MIA, there have been big changes. Like … top-to-bottom
restructuring and everything."

"Who's the new director?"

"They pulled in Gala Nel-Jovurd from Delphi
to be the interim director."

Duram pursed his lips. "I've heard good
things about her."

"She's good. Tough but good. That's not the
biggest thing, though. Frakkin' Kurton Rix came down from on high
to tell us about changes."

Jordan shook his head once. He worked with
Rix for a brief period years ago and he often regaled Youngblood
with stories about how the guy was an asshole. "And what did Mr.
Under Secretary have to say?"

"They're restructuring the whole GDD,
planet-wide. He said we're going to stop operating like local
police precincts. We're going to become professional agents."

"Suits." Duram gulped his coffee. "I bet he
just wants to see all of his people in finely tailored suits."

Margot smirked and said, "He did use the word
'prestige' a bunch."

"That's Rix." Jordan shook his head. "Our
offices may have been dingy. My clothes were dirty. We never had
the budgets we needed for most cases. But I did always think of
myself as a professional agent."

"So say we all." She leaned a little closer.
"It's all about PR."

"How so?"

"Geles and I overheard Rix in Nel-Jovurd's
office when he was here." She looked toward a pedestrian on the
sidewalk and watched him pass. "They know that word about Singh is
going to get out. Eventually." Jordan nodded. "By remaking the GDD
into an upscale law enforcement agency, they want to be able to
head off criticism that one of their field directors was a mole for
the frakking STO."

"Terrorists." Duram ground his teeth and he
stared off into traffic. "Godsdamned monotheist terrorists. And he
was right here." He gripped empty air in his fist and pounded the
table once. "Did they say anything about actually catching
Singh?"

"No. Not that we heard."

"Figures." Jordan gulped the last of his
drink and then crumpled the cup. He looked at Margot and smiled.
"Thank you. I appreciate it."

Youngblood stood up and lightly touched his
shoulder. "Are you going to be OK? What are you going to do?"

He tossed the cup into a waste bin. "I don't
know. I'll think of something."

Before she departed, she said, "Whenever they
come clean on Singh, they'll have to own up to what he did to you.
Your bullshit suspension and the 'rat squad' panel." Duram
preemptively shook his head. "They will. And your shooting, too.
When that happens, I'll start pushing them to bring you back."

Jordan sighed and gripped her arm. "Thanks,
partner. But … I'm not going to hold my breath."

Margot nodded and pulled away. "Take
care."

"See you."

He watched her cross the intersection against
the lights and dart into the GDD building. After a few moments,
Duram struggled to stand and he leaned against the metal chair,
causing the feet to scrape against the sidewalk and under the
table. He walked away from the café and to his car.

At home some time later, Jordan went toward
his couch in the center of the living area. He collapsed into it
and winced when his shoulder bounced off the back of the sofa. He
reached up with his other hand and held his neck for a moment
before beginning a series of arm rotations.

He sighed and looked around his tiny,
sparsely appointed living quarters. The walls were bare with the
same off-white paint as when he first rented the place years ago.
Clothes were piled up over there. Books and magazines on the dining
table. A new television sat atop a larger, older, console version
that had lost the ability to produce the color green.

He pressed a button on his remote and the
screen came on. The news broadcast footage from a pyramid riot on
Virgon and he shook his head as he leafed through a magazine. Duram
stopped when he came to a full-page ad.

"New from Graystone, CYLONS! The heroes of
Atlas Arena are available for your home!" Beneath the picture of
the monument to the military units that dispatched the STO
terrorists appeared renderings of three differently colored and
sized Cylons. "Intelligent machines that will follow your command!
Complete with pre-programmed skillsets, these CYLONS stand ready to
bring your family into the FUTURE!"

Jordan stared skeptically at the magazine and
put it aside. When he looked up, he saw an image of Gemenon on the
television, so he turned up the volume.

"… that fighting among monotheist splinter
groups in the remote Gramada Mountains is over. An official with
the Monad Church says news of such strife is overblown, but that
there is a new agreement among the faithful. Gemenon authorities
are not commenting on this development, except to say that they're
keeping an eye on it." The news anchor shifted a sheet of paper and
said, "When asked about the status of the terrorist group, the
Soldiers of The One, here's what that church official said."

A young man in a gold robe waved his arms,
"The Church has distanced itself from the actions of the STO for
many years. Nothing has changed."

Duram muted the television. He laid his head
back against the wooden support of the couch and stared at the
ceiling. After a few moments, he turned to face the half-kitchen
nearby. Propped against the counter, there stood a board filled
with articles and photographs. Lines were drawn from people to
places and to clippings. The board was titled, "Soldiers of The
One."
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ADAMA

1,944 Years After Colonization

 


"Your son," Evelyn said.

She turned the camera toward the floor where
the little boy was sitting, hunched in a tiny ball. He flopped his
arms and blew air over his lips, causing a trail of spittle to
reach toward the carpet. His bright blue eyes glittered in the low
light of home.

"Go ahead," his mother said. "Say it."

He sat up a little and grinned. He thrashed
his arms and trilled his tongue before saying, "Bah. Bah, bay.
Da-da."

Joseph put his hand over his mouth and leaned
closer to the computer screen.

"It sounds like you're saying 'da-da' and
'bay-bay,'" Evelyn began. "What about 'ma-ma?'"

The baby looked up and cocked his head.
Almost plaintively, he said, "Da-da."

Evelyn laughed and rotated the camera back to
her own face. "There you go. Love you."

The video ended. His eyes stung and he
reached up to wipe a single tear from one. His finger reached
toward the keyboard and he almost replayed the video. For the third
time.

I wish I was home, he thought. He
looked around his office at Graystone Industries and at the many
ledgers he filled out. The trade regulations he interpreted. He
considered the hours he spent in this room and ones like it. I
should be home.

There was a light knock on the door and it
was immediately pushed open. "Symvulos?"

He sat up in his chair and wiped his eyes
again. "Come in, guatrau."

Fidelia walked inside and smiled. The tall
form of her body man filled the doorway behind her until she pushed
the door closed. As she stepped toward the desk, she saw Joseph
composing himself. "Is everything alright?"

"Yeah." He cleared his throat and moved some
books aside. "Just a," he gestured toward the computer, "a video
from Evelyn."

Her smile faded and she nodded. "Of
William?"

"Well, we're calling him Bill."

"I see. That's good." She sat down in a
chair.

Joseph nodded and an awkward silence
descended on them both. Adama sighed and said, "It doesn't have to
be like this."

Fazekas raised her eyebrows, "Like what?"

He waved at the space between them. "This.
It's been a year. It would be … healthy if we cleared the air."

Fidelia frowned and thought. After a moment,
she shook her head slightly. "I don't know what needs to be said."
She flattened her hands and placed them against each other in front
of her face. She slid them apart in parallel lines and said, "I
wish those hurt in our families all safe journey."

Joseph nodded. "Maybe that's all we need to
say?"

She smiled a little. "The pentho is
over. We have business to tend. And we are friends."

"Good." He leaned forward against the desk
and propped his elbows up on it. "What do you need?"

She crossed her legs and said, "New business
opportunities are opening up for us in Helios Beta."

"Oh? U-Eighty-Sevens?"

Fidelia shook her head. "No. The domestic
line."

Adama nodded. "I see. The first ones will be
ready soon."

"There are clients of ours on Virgon and
Leonis who will need to get their new Cylons before anyone
else."

"I'll work on the customs forms." He reached
for a binder behind him. "These are legit, right? No need to doctor
the records?"

"No need at all." She leaned against the arm
of her chair and said, "We will, however, be sending some
Eighty-Sevens to Sagittaron."

Adama looked up from the papers.
"Really?"

"The SFM." When Joseph squinted and shook his
head, Fiddy said, "Sagittaran Freedom Militia. They've been around
for a little while."

"Were they the ones who sent weapons to
Tauron during the fighting last year?"

"The same. Because of their filia,
we're cutting them a deal. Just ten units, though."

"I'll get right on it."

"Good." Fazekas smiled more broadly and
stood. "This was pleasant."

Joseph stood, too. "It was."

"I'll have to drop by more often."

He just nodded for a moment. Finally, he
said, "You're always welcome."

She turned quickly and walked toward the
door. As she opened it, she looked back at him and grinned
again.

Once she was gone, Joseph sat and laid his
face in his hands. In his mind, he saw back through time, seven
years ago when he was still married to Shannon. He remembered the
feeling of Fidelia's long, dark hair drifting over his chest as she
straddled him. The way it brushed his face. Her lips engulfing his.
Her legs tightening around his waist, pulling him into her,
deeper.

Joseph cleared his throat and stood quickly.
He looked out the window and shook his head. He exhaled slowly
through pursed lips and decided he needed to watch that video of
Bill again.

 


Sam took one more drag from his cigarette. He
looked across the street at the construction site and noticed the
foreman finally leave his trailer. With a single flick of his
finger, the cigarette went flying and Adama started to walk.

Car doors slammed behind him and his men
trotted to catch up. I'm still not used to being lochagós,
he thought. A captain doesn't always have to get his hands
dirty. He adjusted his hat and unbuttoned his coat. But I do
like it.

They slipped through the open gate and strode
directly for the lift. The chief foreman had pressed the call
button and the carriage was coming down the skeletal structure. Sam
reflexively patted his right hip and felt the handle of his knife.
With his thumb, he brushed his nose and darted to the right side of
their target.

"Good morning."

The foreman was overweight and mostly gray
hair came out from under his hardhat. He jerked his head back in
surprise and said, "Who are you? You can't be here."

"Oh, we can." Sam's men grabbed both arms and
pulled him around the corner, behind the elevator apparatus. His
protests were muffled by one of the soldiers and Adama looked back
toward the street. No one was in sight. He adjusted his tie and
followed the others.

He watched the foreman struggle for a moment
and then raised his right hand. "Shhhhh." Still restrained, he
began to relax. When he did, one of the men punched him in his
copious belly. The foreman collapsed onto all fours and
coughed.

Sam knelt in front of him and said, "I need
you to listen. I've got your attention, right?" The man coughed
again. Sam used a single finger under the foreman's chin to raise
the man's head up. "Right?"

He nodded quickly. "Right."

"I know this project is only a couple of
months old. You're going to be here another year. And," Sam pushed
the front of his hat up a bit, "I know the neighboring sites will
begin clearing soon, too. Lots of big buildings going up around
here."

The foreman coughed and nodded. "Right."

"Here's what's going to happen." Adama
reached into his jacket pocket, causing the chief's eyes to widen.
When Sam retrieved a pamphlet, the man's breathing faltered and he
slumped a bit more. "You're going to need some
ergaties."

The colorful brochure touted, "Graystone
Industries' NEW CYLONS! Construction! Industrial! Commercial!
Pre-programmed skillsets and a sturdy frame make these the ideal
workers for your project!"

Sam tapped the pamphlet. "We've got you
covered."

The foreman wiped his mouth and glanced back
at the feet of Adama's men. His breathing was heavy, but he managed
to say, "I can't. I've already done the hiring. The budget's
gone."

"Oh." Sam frowned and huffed. He flicked his
finger and the men lifted the chief to his feet. "That's a real
shame. You know that?"

As Adama reared back, the foreman began to
scream, "You guys! I hired a bunch of you guys!"

Sam relaxed his fist and squinted. "What are
you talking about?"

The chief licked his lips and tried to catch
his breath again. When he didn't immediately speak, the muscle
braced him again, shaking him from side to side. "I hired, I hired
refugees! From Tauron."

Adama's eyebrows raised. "Oh yeah?"

"Yeah. After the war last year, the
government was giving out tax breaks for hiring them, so I
did."

Sam sighed and looked at his two men. He
jerked his head to the side and they walked away. As the foreman
watched them go, Adama stepped closer and put his hand on the man's
shoulder. He flinched terribly and Sam ignored it. "I want to thank
you for that. Really."

"Sure." The older man nodded quickly and
licked his lips again. "You people are great workers."

Adama lightly slapped the chief's face. "OK,
now. Watch it." Sam looked toward daylight and tried to imagine
what to do next. There would be over a thousand workers at this
building alone. Two thousand more at the surrounding sites, once
those got going. That's a lot of brothers and sisters getting
good work. Adama shook his head. That's a lot of robots not
getting sold, too.

"I'll hire more," the foreman pleaded.

"Skata." Sam put his hands on his hips
and said, "OK. Look. You keep the guys you've got. But on these
next buildings," he put his hand on the chief's shoulder again,
"I'm expecting you to call the number in that brochure," he pointed
down to the ground, "and you to put in a big order.
Phronéseis?"

The foreman nodded quickly and gulped. "Yeah.
You bet."

Adama nodded and straightened his jacket. He
backed away and waved at his men. A few moments later, he turned
back and said, "Oh. If I come by here and see a bunch of
Capa-fraks, we're going to have to have another conversation."

The chief shook his head and yelled, "Don't
worry! Ninety-plus percent Tauron! You'll see!"

Back in the car across the street, one of his
men asked from the back, "Lochagós, what do we tell the
guatrau?"

Sam looked over his shoulder. "You don't say
gamo, got it?"

"Yes, sir."

Adama turned his hat in his hands and looked
down at the dashboard. "A lot of our soi are coming here.
They're fresh out of hell itself and they need these jobs." He
looked at the building again. "We'll sell those frakking robots.
And the guatrau will get her godsdamned money. Just not
here. Not yet." Both of his men nodded. After a quiet moment, Sam
turned to the driver and said, "What are you waiting for? Let's
go."

 


She wasn't in the forest any longer.

Tamara walked through the corridors of the
public V-World. She saw people of all ages and backgrounds. Entire
families. More than once, she had to stop herself from staring at
them. There was a din that roared in the background. The chatter of
thousands and thousands stretched out before her as they watched
movies or went shopping.

New Cap City was gone. The castle from
Dragonfighters of Kobol was gone. She erased it and walked
out after untold days and nights of waiting.

Zoe never came back.

The people got louder.

Tamara winced and turned in a circle. She was
looking for a door and she saw hundreds. She scanned each one
looking for … something. She didn't know what.

The noise became unbearable.

Here in this public space, her abilities
allowed her to hear and see just about everyone connected to
V-World. They crowded her senses and made her head throb.

Do I even have a head anymore? she
thought.

She looked up and clenched her fists. Her
vision wavered and the sound became softer around the edges, but
still loud. Soon, the very walls and floor flickered, causing
everybody to stare and back away from their activities. A moment
later when the V-World public square vanished, tens of thousands of
patrons were forced out of the system. It was as though everyone's
Holobands were ripped off at once, giving them all a case of
temporary but painful brainfire. The outage would be talked about
for days and no one would know the cause.

Standing still in a black room, much like the
one she found herself in shortly after her death, Tamara was able
to close her eyes and take deep breaths in silence.

She made a fist again and hidden doors of
code began to glow. There were many and she knew she had all the
time in the worlds to go exploring.
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GRAYSTONE

1,944 Years After Colonization

 


Daniel flipped through his pages and glanced
across the boardroom table. Sam Adama was leaning back in his chair
with his eyes closed. The guatrau was leaning against the
table with her fingers interlaced, staring. Only Joseph Adama
seemed engaged. He was flipping through papers, too.

"Ten thousand units," Cyrus Xander said after
putting down his e-sheet. "They want another ten thousand
units."

Graystone glanced from Cyrus to the
guatrau. "I don't suppose there's a problem with making and
sending exactly ten thousand units to the military?"

Fidelia briefly shook her head. "Why would
there be?"

Daniel sniffed and grinned. "I would just
hate for some of those U-Eighty-Sevens to go missing."

Fazekas nodded. "That is no longer a concern.
Our business interests in that area have … taken a break."

"Oh, good." He pushed aside the documents and
began to stroke his chin. "What about the domestic line? Or the
industrial line? Any," he juggled his hands around, "unexpected
shipments I should watch for?"

Joseph looked at the guatrau and then
back at Daniel. "No. We're selling the units, as is. Some are
paying for early access, but nothing under the table."

Sam chuckled and Daniel shifted his
attention. "Something funny?"

The taller, younger Adama said, "Not at all.
I've had a few sales calls." Daniel raised his eyebrows. "People
are very excited to buy the product."

After a few blinks, Graystone looked out the
windows and then ran his fingers into his red hair. Now may be
the best time. It could be the only time. He cleared his throat
and said, "This may be an opportunity."

"For what?" Fazekas asked.

"You'll have to forgive me for putting so
fine a point on it, guatrau," Daniel straightened in his
plush chair, "but this could be the best opportunity we'd have for
… you to extract yourselves from this company."

Sam sat up, placed his large fists on the
tabletop, and shook his head before looking toward the
guatrau. "Parákopos phrenon."

Fidelia waved him off with a finger.
"Explain."

"With our extracurricular activities no
longer occupying our time or taking our product, it would be easy
for a clean break. Most advantageous to you, however, is the fact
that we are simply swimming in cubits." Cyrus looked warily at his
boss but Graystone began to beam. "Our first non-military Cylons
are coming off the lines and they're working great. Better than
that, they're selling great. We have preorders … Cyrus," he pointed
to Xander, "the model three home unit. Backordered for?"

"Seven months," he said.

"Seven months. And that's just one line.
We've been contacted by multiple retailers for commercial units to
replace clerks. Construction is booming across the Twelve Worlds,
especially in Helios Delta, and we've gotten requests for estimates
on heavy industrial units for mining purposes." He shook his head
and leaned forward, "The point is, Graystone Industries is
profitable beyond anyone's expectations. And because we're
profitable," he pointed at Fazekas, "you're profitable."

The guatrau raised her chin and
thought. She looked toward Joseph and saw him staring at Daniel. He
turned to face her, but he was hard to read. Fazekas said, "What
are you proposing?"

He swallowed hard and said, "Quite simply,
the Ha'la'tha no longer maintain a presence here. There will be no
more sneaking around. No concerns of being found out." Sam grunted
loudly and tapped the table. "We'll just wire you your share. With
an extra ten percent." Cyrus' eyes widened and he glared at
Daniel.

Graystone's heart beat quickly and hard. It
throbbed in his chest and he began to hear it in his ears. Did I
go too far?

Fazekas rapped her fingertips on the edge of
the table and she said, "I will take it under consideration."

"Thank you," Daniel said. He raised his hands
and said, "It was merely a suggestion. I hope you don't perceive
any ill will."

"I do not." The guatrau stood. "But I
will tell you, as happy as we are that our company is doing so
well, we are inclined to remain in place." A lump formed in
Graystone's throat. "Who knows what the future may hold?"

Daniel nodded and stood, too. The Adamas
gathered their things and followed Fidelia out of the room. He
flopped back into the chair and clutched his forehead.

"What the frak are you doing, Daniel?" Cyrus
asked.

"It seemed logical," Graystone said. Of
course, I can't tell you why I really did it.

"Logic doesn't really work on these people.
You know that."

"I know."

Xander shook his head and stood. "Frak." He
sighed and said, "It was a good pitch, though."

"Thank you. I hoped I could appeal to their
inner … laziness or something." He chuckled and looked at his
friend, "If you could just stay home and make millions, plus ten
percent extra, wouldn't you?"

"Yeah. I would."

Daniel looked at the door and muttered, "Do
you think I'm in trouble?"

"I would say 'yes,'" Cyrus sat down again,
"but probably not. You're still too high profile. You sell the same
robots that line their pockets. They can't lose you."

He ticked his head to one side. "I hope
you're right."

Xander turned to leave but he stopped at the
door, "A few other news items for you."

"Yes?"

"One, we need to call our IP attorneys."

"What now?"

Cyrus handed Daniel a photograph. It appeared
to be a Cylon at first glance, but the frame was less sturdy in
appearance and it was clad in more plastic. "That was taken on
Scorpia. The working name is 'Mecha.'"

"'Mecha' …" Graystone rolled his eyes.
"Argenta Prime?"

"Yes." He opened a folder and showed off a
table with various specifications. "The first ones are due to ship
by next year. Our man inside is earning his keep this month."

"Indeed. Call the lawyers."

"Second, speaking of lawyers, legal needs to
know if you want to renew our claim on the 'Grace by Graystone'
IP."

"Well, that project has stalled and we're too
busy making Cylons, but go ahead and renew it, just in case.

"OK. And third, we've finalized the
acquisition of Pollux Shipping and Castorean Storage."

"Fantastic." Graystone smiled and said,
"Begin liquidation immediately." The two businesses were just the
most recent STO fronts and accomplices his accountants had
uncovered. He had left a healthy trail of dead companies behind him
in his efforts against the terrorists.

As he sat down, his phone vibrated in his
pocket. He removed it and saw a message from "Flora," his codename
for the female GDD agent in charge of his surveillance case. The
message read, "That was cute. Don't do it again."

Graystone sighed and tossed the phone across
the table.

 


The downstairs guest bedroom had been used
for storage for so long. It was a place for Daniel to crash if he
was working in his lab too late. Recently, though, the room was
cleared out and it became Amanda's lab.

Daniel's room was all about Zoe's robot body.
Making robots was easy enough, but the difficulty had come in
making it smaller and lighter. Not to mention finetuning the
movements and reactions to appear more lifelike.

For Amanda, her work focused on the outside.
All her skills as a plastic surgeon were focused on making the
artificial appear natural. As insurmountable as that task felt at
times, she realized that she was working with her daughter, or at
least a being in her image with many of her memories. Though Zoe
wanted to differentiate herself from her creator, she had started
calling Amanda, "Mom." That spurred Amanda on.

She leaned over a counter and stared into a
series of glass canisters. Floating in murky liquid, she could
barely descry flesh-toned grids that drifted inside. With a pair of
clamps, she lifted one such grid out. Many of the cells had grown
over with a pale substance. She took a small latex wand and tapped
the coverings and found the substance taut. She nodded and put it
back in the translucent bath.

"Good gods," Daniel said. "What is that
smell?"

Amanda shook her head. "You know what it
is."

"I suppose you don't notice it anymore." He
tossed his coat onto the floor and plopped onto a low loveseat.

"I don't." She lifted another grid of tissue
from a canister. "Chemicals and organic compounds … sitting out for
days …"

"Marinating honeycombs of skin," he
laughed.

She lowered that grid back into the liquid.
"It's working. A little."

Daniel sat up. "Oh yeah?"

"I mean, I don't know how good it will end up
being," she looked at him and shrugged, "but it's something."

"That's great."

She didn't reply. She leaned over another
canister and removed that frame of collagen. "I need a team
of people doing this work." The grid lacked any tissue growth so
she tossed it roughly back into the murk. "I'm one person doing
years' worth of research here." She dropped the clamps on the table
and pulled off her gloves.

He nodded and said, "I understand. What about
the artificial skins you were looking into?"

"Way too far away from being useful." She sat
on the loveseat next to him and pointed at the glass canisters.
"Growing cells like this is the only way that's proven to work. It
just takes time." She sighed and rubbed her eyes. "Maybe too much
time. How about you? Are you having any better luck than me?"

"Not yet." He reclined and stared at the
ceiling. While he did, he paused and his gaze drifted off. "Are
there people you know of who are working on advanced skin regrowth?
Or artificial skin?"

"Yeah. I looked up research and studied all I
could."

"Could you … enlist their help?"

Amanda's eyes narrowed and she faced him. "Go
to work for them?"

"No."

"Ask them, 'Hey. Can you please give me your
notes?'"

Daniel chuckled and said, "No."

She pulled away. She turned her torso toward
him and she said, "Do you mean steal their research?"

"No."

"Like Vergis and his frakking MCP?"

"No." He shook his head. "That's not what I'm
talking about."

"I hope not." Amanda stood and stalked back
toward the table. She opened her notebook and scribbled a few lines
before Daniel stood again.

"We can … offer to fund their research. In
exchange for access to their work."

She sighed and dropped her pencil. When
Amanda faced him, she nodded slowly. "That could do it."

Emboldened, he said, "Just give me the
information on the most promising programs and we'll do it. I'll
make them a deal."

She licked her lips and shook her head,
recalling her comment about the MCP. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be." He stepped forward and embraced
her. "I've given you plenty of reasons to be suspicious."

Amanda felt awkward in the hug and turned
back to the table. She wrote some more and asked, "How was your
day?"

"Oh. Well." He bent over and picked his coat
off the floor. "Selling Cylons faster than we can make them."

She looked back at him. "And the other thing?
Any news there?"

"No." He walked toward the open door. "I made
them an offer and they refused it. Basically."

Amanda nodded. "It'll work out."

Daniel's eyebrows arched. "I'm afraid that
I'm growing less concerned with how it will work out and instead
I'm more worried about how long it will all last."

She had no response.

After a lengthy silence, he asked, "Have you
seen Zoe?"

"No. I went to the other house a couple of
times today. Left her a note."

He nodded. "She did say she wanted to stretch
her legs. She'll be back."

Amanda looked at her work. Fleshy masses in
clear jars. "I know." But I still worry.

 


She breathed deeply. The air felt cool and
she smelled the vibrant presence of chlorophyll. Flowers were
nearby, too. Zoe turned in a circle and tried to pretend – for just
a moment – that it was all real.

She walked along the paths and read the signs
labeling the different types of plants. She watched a small
woodland creature scramble up the trunk of a tree. She studied bees
as they flitted around the petals of some yellow blossoms. Birds
sang in the distance. Her smile faded.

They're trying too hard, she thought.
This botanical garden simulation was overloaded with activity and
life. To the point that it just didn't feel real.

She squeezed her fist and the birds stopped
singing. She walked a little more and then she altered the
programming again. This time, she toned down the smell of greenery.
Once she did, she shook her head and recognized the futility.

Zoe pushed her arm outward and an invisible
door appeared, through which she saw a public corridor in V-World.
She considered going out there again. Pretending to shop for shoes
or a dress. Watching a movie in a fake theater. Instead, she closed
the door and sighed.

My entire life is artificial. She
looked into the sky and felt a pang of nostalgia. The private
room at the V-club. When Zoe was still alive. I felt … real then.
Comforted by her.

That was out of reach, she knew. She
considered migrating into a robotic body. After all, there were
many thousands of them now. Military and civilian alike. It
wouldn't take much to find one, she thought.

That felt real, too. She recalled her
time in the prototype. The many hours she spent with Philomon …
before she killed him.

She squeezed her eyes shut tightly and willed
the image away. In her head, she input the access codes and then
she thrust her arm out again. Another door opened and it led into
the V-club. She walked inside and saw the familiar, raucous
sights.

Do these people ever sleep?

She shouldered past people watching a brutal
fistfight in a dark hallway. She ignored the moans of sex that had
lured her just a few years ago. Zoe sought and then found the door.
She held her hand over the silver infinity symbol and it
opened.

Inside, the dimly lit Retreat greeted her as
it always had. She sighed and shuffled toward the center of the
room. As she did, she heard the whir of servos and the hum of a
scanning eye.

A thin, domestic Cylon rose. It turned to
look at her and studied her for a long moment.

Zoe blinked and asked, "Who are you?"

The unit responded, "I am a child of The
One."
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WILLOW

1,944 Years After Colonization

 


With a dark towel, she wiped beads of sweat
from the young man's face.

"There." She smiled and placed her hand on
his cheek. "Rest."

The holy woman walked from that bed to the
next, where she found a young woman in abdominal distress. She took
a cold compress and put it across the woman's forehead. She could
only respond with grunts and pained expressions.

"I am sorry, my dear," the sister said.
"There is little I can do for you." The young woman nodded. "Have
comfort, though. To suffer thus brings you closer to the gods. It
is as though you are being kissed by the gods."

"Sister Atia," a man said from behind her.
"When you have a moment."

"Of course, brother." The woman looked down
at her pained charge and said, "Rest now and think of Olympus."

"You do such amazing work, sister."

She lowered her head. "Thank you, Brother
Masud."

He motioned over his shoulder. "There's a
businessman here to see you. I dare say he may be another
benefactor."

"Oh." Atia raised her eyebrows and said,
"Well, let us not keep him at bay."

She wore a flowing robe that was mostly white
and green. A head scarf covered her dark red hair. Though her
striking eyebrows were meticulously groomed, she wore no makeup.
Clarice Willow had managed to ingratiate herself at this clinic for
the poor some months ago upon her arrival at Sagittaron. On the
outskirts of Tawa, the capital city, the clinic saw hundreds of the
suffering who would suffer no longer if they would simply abandon
their planet's centuries-old cultural aversion to medicine and
science.

"Sister Atia, I presume?" the suited man
said.

She lowered her head. "At your service."

He clasped her hands and said, "May the gods
continue to bless you and keep you."

"May they bless you and keep you, also."

The older man smiled and looked into the full
patient ward. "How do so many go on with their lives? As wretched
as they may seem?"

Clarice looked behind her at the dozens of
needlessly writhing or unconscious people in her care. "Oh, I have
always felt that it is beautiful for the poor to accept their lot.
In so doing, they come closer to the sacrifices and the suffering
of the gods and our forefathers." Bloody ridiculous
nonsense.

"So true. And a lovely sentiment." The old
man stepped closer and said, "Tell me … how do you handle dealing
with so much illness? So much death? Do you not fear for your own
health?"

She smiled and said, "Each day, I pray to
Apollo and Asclepius that they might shield me from whatever
sickness has befallen my people." Unlike these backward
morons, she thought, I've had my vaccines. I have
antibiotics in my chamber, too, just in case.

"Since you have arrived here, the streets of
the Anjeze district have been cleaner and less littered with these
dear people. There are many in the business community who are
grateful to you for your activism."

"I live to serve."

"And we would like to thank you for that
service." He reached into his coat and removed an envelope. "We
want to help you continue that service."

Willow took the envelope from his hands and
held it against her chest. "Thank you so much. I am certain that
this gift will aid us in our mission here."

"Bless you, Sister Atia."

"And you, my friend." The old man turned to
leave and he slipped quietly out the door.

Clarice walked through the rows of beds to
her small room at the back of the clinic. Once she clicked the door
shut and locked it, she peeled open the edges of the envelope and
flicked through the corners of the bills. All of them were
one-hundred cubit notes, and there were at least twenty of
them.

She smiled and opened a book of Sacred
Scrolls on her desk. Midway through, the pages had been hollowed
out and a great many cubits, dram, and other currencies were stored
within. Donations from other caring people who thought they would
be helping the impoverished. The poor get no help here. Even
before I arrived. She thought, I help myself.

She had enough to leave Sagittaron. Way more
than enough. At this point, she was simply gathering donations so
she might be able to support herself in the next stage of her life.
Next stage …

She had given a lot thought to what was next.
An obvious path lay before her, but she was wary. She would be
exposed. But I could be anywhere.

Willow opened a drawer on her desk and
removed the Holoband inside. She gave a quick look behind her to
verify that the door was still closed. To have such a sinful piece
of technology would end her here if it was discovered.

Thankfully, for her purposes, the Anjeze
clinic was next door to a high-rise hotel, primarily serving
off-world visitors to Sagittaron. She was close enough to it that
she could use their guest network to access V-World. Since she was
so far away from Helios Alpha, live appearances before her new
followers were out of the question. But she was able to record
messages and then upload them to a jump courier once a week. Thanks
to the donations she got, she could pay the FTL ship to spread her
words into V-World throughout the four systems faster than the
signal would travel from here.

She slipped the Holoband on and looked at
images from her last recorded sermon. The room at the V-club was
even more full of Cylons than before. Maybe even as much as two
dozen. Clarice smiled and put the Holoband away. She stowed the
Sacred Scrolls of money under her bed's pillow, smoothed out her
robe, and then walked back into the hall of suffering.
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RAND

1,944 Years After Colonization

 


"They're here," Dex announced.

Lacy nodded, but she continued to stare
toward the floor.

Devanna watched her. After a moment, she put
a gentle hand on her leg. "We should go. We shouldn't keep them
waiting."

"Why not?" Odin walked in from the balcony
cradling his now-omnipresent rifle. "It'll show them we're in
charge."

Rand breathed in through her nose. Her chest
felt tight in the cool, early morning air and the blustery winds
that occasionally swept through the ancient castle. The last
several weeks hadn't alleviated her stress. Months ago, they fought
the entrenched members of the Conclave and the remnant of the
Church leadership. Before that, the Pantheon Militia. Just two
weeks ago, the last remaining shards of STO loyal to the old guard
tried to infiltrate the Retreat. Lacy looked toward Lexon and saw
the gash that cut across his bald head. He said he liked the way it
made him look.

"How are you doing?" Devanna Owen asked.

She breathed deeply and said, "Feels like a
rock is sitting on my chest."

Lexon Dex knelt beside her, "I'm not
surprised. You've got a lot of responsibility."

Owen stroked her leg. "You know we'll help.
However we can."

Lacy forced herself to smile. "I know. Thank
you." She looked around her receiving area at the disarray. She
felt compelled to start cleaning, but then her mind turned back to
the conference that was about to begin. "Send for Ruby," she said.
"Then we'll go."

Dex stood. "Yes, Mother."

Rand watched him go and as she did, she saw
Odin roll his eyes.

They had argued for days about her taking the
title of "Blessed Mother." Devanna and Lexon were on board, but
Odin felt that doing so would legitimize the old ways.

"If you're trying to tear down what was," he
had said, "then we have to start something brand new."

"If we're going to seize control of all the
monotheist groups," Lacy had said, "then they need a symbol.
Something they're used to. Something they understand. If we destroy
the Monad Church, then we're starting from nothing. From a position
of weakness."

She was angry at Odin's defiance. She kept
reminding herself that he wasn't a true believer. Sinclair had been
sent to STO training by zealous parents. In the end, because he was
outvoted by the others, he agreed to calling Lacy "Mother," but
only in public.

Metal feet thudded upon stone floors. Rand
looked toward the whine of motors and saw the glow of Ruby's eye
before it entered through the metal gate. She smiled at her trusted
Cylon and stood. "Hello, Ruby." The Cylon responded with a nod.

She stood next to the unit and put her hand
on its chest. The front panels were colored metallic red and there
were more than a few dings and scrapes along its surface. Lacy's
eyes darted toward its left arm and saw the graze there. An STO
sniper tried to kill her two weeks ago, but Ruby saved her.

"Are we ready?" Devanna asked.

Rand looked down at herself. "Do I look
OK?"

Owen smiled and tugged on the blue sleeves of
Lacy's robe. She lightly pulled the white collar and adjusted the
ornate necklace that hung around her throat. The jeweled blue head
scarf covered Rand's hair so at least she didn't have to worry
about that. "You look good."

"I feel like I'm wearing a costume."

"Because you are." Odin walked between Lacy
and the Cylon and into the hallway. He didn't bother to look at her
as he passed.

Devanna leaned close and said, "Don't waste a
thought on that frakker."

Rand nodded and turned to Ruby. "Let's
go."

The unit pivoted and walked into the hallway
of the Retreat. Lexon was waiting for them and he went to the
stairs first. Odin followed him, with Ruby, Lacy, and Owen behind.
Moments later, they emerged in the cavernous chamber of the Retreat
where the Conclave had met for decades. Rand looked up and to the
right at the balcony from which Mother sometimes issued her decrees
and where she worked.

Lexon yelled into the room, "Announcing the
Holy and Most Blessed Mother!"

"What is this?" someone unseen barked while
other attendees chattered.

"Quiet," Odin said.

Lexon and Sinclair moved to opposite sides of
the room. Ruby stopped. Lacy looked at the machine's back, knowing
that a table full of critics and potential enemies awaited her on
the other side. She swallowed hard and took a deep breath. Then,
she moved to the right and walked toward the table. Seated along
its length were twenty men and women in various fancy robes or
suits. Some were grizzled and obviously had been fighters. Others
were soft and weak; those who governed with their voices and not
their fists.

"A show of force?" one of the older
fighter-looking leaders said. "Right at the beginning?"

"Not at all," Lacy said. She moved toward her
seat at the head of the table. "Ruby is my personal guard. Where I
go, it goes."

"Before we begin," another man said, "we
should discuss your robots."

Rand tilted her head. "Why?"

He looked around the table. "How do you
control them? Where did you get them?"

"Ask what you really want to know, Circon,"
the old fighter, Ruslan, said. "Can we use them?"

Circon, a man in a silken robe with many
rings, bit his lip and then slowly nodded. "Can they be … loaned
out?"

"We can discuss such things later." Lacy
straightened in her seat and said, "We should start, I believe with
a prayer." Most of the people around the table nodded. Rand closed
her eyes and began, "One True God, bless this circle and the …"

"Pardon my interruption," a small man in a
suit said, "but I think we should discuss what kind of prayer we
have."

"Of course," a severe woman said. "You want
to be sure Mithras gets mentioned."

"As he should."

"No. No." A man with long hair struck the
table and glared at him. "No false gods!"

Lacy tried her best not to roll her eyes.

"We needn't be exclusionary," a man in a
simple black robe said.

"We also don't need to pray in ancient
Olympian. Right?"

Circon spoke with rising volume, "To speak
the tongue of our fathers brings us closer to our fathers!"

There was more crosstalk and yelling. Some
pounded the table.

Finally, Lacy stood and yelled, "Quiet!" They
stopped and looked at her. "Let's keep it simple." She extended her
arms and turned her palms upward. "May The One True God bless us
and these proceedings. So say we all."

Those around the table were surprised at her
abruptness and, after a moment, they all said in awkward unison,
"So say we all."

Rand sat down and before she could pull her
chair back under herself, someone said, "I must ask … is Mother
Remella dead?"

Lacy looked at this middle-aged man in a
golden robe lined with thick fur. "Prelate York," Rand looked
toward Odin and saw his waiting stare, "the former Blessed Mother
chose exile." There were several nods and some whispers among the
attendees.

"'Exile' is a loaded word for Monads,"
Sinclair told her some time ago. "For the bullheaded STO-types, it
adds a label of weakness to her for having taken it. For the more
mainstream believers, saying you didn't kill her shows your mercy
and forgiveness. It's win-win."

Ruslan leaned forward and said, "Just because
she's gone and you sent her away doesn't mean we're calling you
'Mother.'"

"Hear, hear." Several others tapped the table
in agreement.

Rand smiled. "I understand. Fully. I will
have to prove myself to you."

"Even if you do that," Circon said, "why
would we swear allegiance to you?"

There was more chatter. Lacy nodded and said,
"I know that a reunification seems unlikely. After all, it's been
centuries since the Scattering."

"You're right."

Ruslan jerked his thumb toward Ruby and said,
"With your army of those things, you could try to force us."

"I could." She glanced around the table and
saw the expectant stares. The widening eyes. "But I won't."

York nodded. "That says a lot."

Lacy steadied herself by squeezing her hands
tightly under the table. Her heart beat loudly in her head and she
looked to her left. "We are so many different people." She looked
to the right. "We believe in many different things." She scanned
toward the far end of the table. "But we all believe in something
together. Something that is bedrock. The One True God." Many heads
nodded.

She pointed toward the small suited man.
"Mithraists believe that Mithras was a divine aspect of The One and
that he descended to Kobol in the end days to convey messages of
peace." The man smiled and lowered his head.

"Hephaistons believe in a loving view of The
One and have a liberal approach to dealing with his will."

"Then why did they attack the Retreat?" a
woman in a gold robe asked.

"Because the previous Mother didn't listen to
them." Rand looked around the table and continued, "The Hephaistons
wanted access to the Retreat and the Holy Lands around us. They
wanted to share this site with the Monad Church. I have welcomed
them to live with us, in peace."

As the Hephaiston representatives smiled and
nodded deferentially, Ruslan said, "If they have such a loving view
of The One, they have a strange way of showing it. All the killing
they did? Besieging the Holy Lands for months?"

The Hephaiston rep was about to respond when
Lacy said, "Mother Remella sent an STO squad to assassinate their
leaders and their leaders' families just because they asked
for the freedom to hold pilgrimages here." There were some gasps
around the table. "I would expect that you might react in a similar
manner."

Ruslan blinked quickly and said, "I did not
know."

Rand extended her hand toward the big, older
man, "Brother Ruslan joins us from the Diadochi." Former Soldiers
of The One who broke away from the Monad Church some years ago.
They were, at times, more violent than the STO proper. Ruslan
nodded graciously, oblivious to the concerned stares from around
the table.

"Prelate Circon represents the Voulgatan
Church." He nodded and raised his hand, causing his many rings to
jangle. The Voulgatan Church was a monotheist faith that dated back
to the Scattering when some tried their best to preserve and
perpetuate the rituals of the day.

"Father Armado of the Anaxan Monastery in the
far north." The man in a plain black robe wearing a wooden
medallion of a stylized dragon sat still. "It is said you preserve
traditions of the monotheist faith that go back further in time
than anyone can imagine." She shrugged and said, "Not even Blessed
Mothers know the secrets you hold."

Armado tilted his head and said, "That's the
way we like it."

Rand looked across everyone's faces and said,
"We have more than just competing brands of the same faith. We have
prelates of the Monad Church here. Prelate York from Oranu. Prelate
Sussa of Illumini. Prelate Karam of Aytos. Prelate Wedi of Burgas.
Thank you, everyone, for coming." She then leaned forward and said
with as much earnestness as she could muster, "We … must all … join
together."

Silence. Finally, Circon asked, "Why?"

"Because we will be stronger."

"'Stronger.'" Ruslan shook his head. "We hear
you've discontinued STO activities on Gemenon. And anywhere else in
the Colonies that'll listen to you."

Lacy said, "That is correct. In order for us
to survive, we must try peace."

Ruslan and others laughed aloud. His
long-haired companion said, "You want to roll over for the polys?
Let them gut us while we bare our bellies?"

Rand stood and slammed her hands on the
table. In response, Ruby turned to face the object of her ire. As
the long-haired man stared at the Cylon, Lacy said, "Do not mistake
my desire for peace as weakness. Do not think, for a moment, that
if we are attacked that I will not strike back." Ruslan seemed
unconvinced and she decided to speak right to him. "I'll tell you
what I told the last of the Conclave before I dispatched them." His
eyebrows slowly raised. "The One True God is a god of love. But he
is also a god of justice." That got nods from around the table and
even a smile from the leader of the Diadochi.

She sat slowly and said, "The STO aside, we
monotheists have spent most of our time and energy fighting each
other. We've squabbled over sacred land and relics. We've fought
over how we worship." She paused thoughtfully. "It's all so
pointless. And wasteful. Killing our own people, as few as we are,
because we disagree with them? We are stronger together and
together we can face our enemies with confidence."

"I looked you up, Lacy Rand," Sussa said.
"You were STO. You prayed that you would gladly give your life in
service of The One, right?" The woman smirked and continued, "You
said you would be The One's hammer and sword, yes?"

"I did. And I still do. To give your life in
service to The One doesn't have to mean you die. It can mean you
dedicate your life to him. And a hammer … a hammer builds things.
Let's build a single, unified church in the name of The One."

"What about sin? What do we do about the sin
we see around us then?"

She waved her hand dismissively. "Protect
yourselves and your family. Let the sinful reap their own
rewards."

There was some chatter around the table and
Prelate York spoke softly, "And what of the polytheists?" Most of
the people turned to face her.

"That's another part of the reason I wanted
the STO to stop their attacks. Acting out like that draws
attention. If we are left alone and if we join together, we can
firm up our foundations. We can become stronger for the future when
we are needed." She paused and scanned their expectant faces. "Does
anyone look at the news? Do you see the polls?" Several heads shook
from side to side. "The most recent poll about religion on Caprica
shows that more than a third don't consider themselves religious at
all. And another third say they believe in the Pantheon, but they
don't participate in any kind of worship." Lacy smiled and leaned
forward. "That's an opportunity. If we stay quiet, if we are
patient, we can emerge in a few more years when those numbers are
even higher. We can win them over with our words. To do that, we
have to be together." The others were still and quiet. "The Church
that I intend to lead is a relatively young one, born from the
ashes of the old monotheist faith that called these halls home.
Alexander Mace gave us our name. We are the Monad, the Singularity.
He wanted us to all be one in The One, but separated in the
Scattering. I want us to be one in The One, but together."

Everyone contemplated her pitch. The
Hephaistons smiled and nodded toward her. She knew they would
support her, thanks to their deal.

"Miss Rand," Ruslan said, "you gave a better
speech than I expected. I even feel God stirring within. But I
don't see how we can join you if the mission is peace."

Lacy sank in her chair a little.

"You heard her! God is love and God is
justice!" the Hephaiston said. "If we are attacked, we will strike
back!" He gestured toward Ruby. "And we've got Cylons!"

"I don't like these robots. The power she has
over them …"

"Superstitious nonsense. Like most of your
worship."

"There we are. Is it up to you to decide who
are true believers and who are not?"

"You refuse to acknowledge the divinity of
Mithras, who came among man in the days of the false Lords of Kobol
…"

"Blasphemy! That's just blasphemy!"

As twenty people yelled and fought for
several long moments, Lacy sat in her chair, slumped over and
staring at the floor or the edge of the table. Odin, Devanna, and
Lexon shared glances of frustration and then concern about her. She
seemed dejected and depressed. To a degree, she was, but she was
also listening to the bickering.

"It's just impossible. There's no way you and
I can work together."

Rand blinked and straightened in her chair.
"What are the commandments we follow?"

Everyone stopped and faced her. "What?"
someone asked.

"The commandments. What commandments do we
follow?"

Prelate Circon said, "There are many, but
…"

"'Have no gods before The One True God,'"
Ruslan said. Lacy nodded.

"'Be fruitful and multiply.'" She nodded
again.

The Mithraist said, "'To love thy neighbor as
thyself.'"

"In your book, maybe," someone scoffed.

Before they could descend into squabbling
again, Rand interrupted and said, "There is an unspoken
commandment, too." She looked up and across everyone's faces. "I
had a teacher who told me years ago that the great unspoken
commandment is 'Thou shalt not doubt.'" Some around the table
nodded. "Of course, I think she said that to me because I had one
too many questions about Zeus and the gods." There was some mild
chuckling. "'Thou shalt not doubt.' It's stuck with me for
years."

"But that's about not doubting the Pantheon
or the teachings of their priests," Circon said.

"That's how she meant it. But that's
not how I see it." She stood and clasped her hands in front
of her abdomen. She had seen the pose in paintings of past Mothers
and knew it was a thoughtful and comforting appearance. "We cannot
doubt ourselves. We cannot doubt each other." She let the
words echo in the large, stone room. "If we agree on a goal, then
we strive toward it. Don't doubt ourselves or our brothers and
sisters. To do so is sinful."

As she stood before them all – twenty people
of power and greater experience than she had – she repeated that
commandment to herself. She kept her breathing regulated. Her heart
beat loudly, still, but she kept thinking, Thou shalt not doubt
thyself. She needed that.

Three hours later, after a contentious meal
and more bickering, the first night of the three-day convocation
was over. Many of the attendees streamed out of the chamber but
several Monad prelates approached Rand.

"I have been touched by your words," Prelate
York said. "I have decided to follow you, Blessed Mother." Lacy
smiled, though she wanted to jump up and down. "I will continue to
speak to the other prelates here, to sway them to your cause. Then,
we will speak to our fellow leaders elsewhere and convey our
support." York knelt and kissed the hem of her robe.

Once the prelate departed, the Anaxan priest
remained. He took a step forward and said, "I believe that your
plan and your robots would preserve our faith. That is the sole
concern of my order. Therefore, you will have our support. Meager,
though it may be."

"Thank you, father. And do not underestimate
the power that your support carries." The robed man nodded and
departed the sanctuary. Lacy looked toward her friends and saw the
shocked looks on Lexon and Devanna's faces. Odin remained stoic.
Then they began the walk back to her chambers. Once there, she
collapsed on a daybed near the fireplace. The others scattered
around the room and fell out, too. Only Ruby remained standing.

"Frak," Lexon said. "Who knew just being in a
room with people talking could be so … frustrating and tiring."

Odin was sitting in a corner and staring out
the window at the night sky. His eyes were wide open and he seemed
deep in thought. Rand sat up somewhat and opened her mouth to ask
him a question when there was a knock. She stood and flattened her
robe. She nodded to Ruby and the Cylon opened the door.

Prelate Circon was standing in the hallway.
He smiled at each of the teenagers and then looked at Lacy. "I'm
sorry to disturb you after you've retired …"

"Not at all." She smiled and stepped closer.
"How can I help you?"

"I've … I'm here to tell you that the
Voulgatan Church will join you."

She blinked and said, "Thank you very much,
prelate."

"For some time, I have prayed for a sign of
hope, for myself and my faith." He grinned and said, "I believe
there is true hope in all you say."

"I will do my best to not let you down." He
turned away as the Cylon closed the door.

When Lacy walked back into the room, Dex went
to her side. "My God. Who's left?"

The corner of Rand's mouth raised and she
said, "Just the Diadochi and the Mithraists."

"The rest of the Monad prelates, too, but
York is powerful. He'll convince them. And a few, smaller groups
that didn't bother to come," Owen said. She hugged Lacy and said,
"You've got two more days to work on the Mithrasaries and Ruslan,
but … you did it."

For the first time all day, Lacy beamed.
Devanna saw Sinclair standing by the window and she said, "I think
I'll go to bed. Long day tomorrow."

"Yeah," Lexon said. "Me too."

Lacy watched them leave. She looked at the
Cylon and said, "You can wait outside, Ruby."

"By your command." It exited and pulled the
door closed behind it.

After hearing the click of the latch, she
began to breathe in a huff. She grit her teeth and her brow
furrowed. She wheeled around, ready to bark at Odin, but she found
him standing right there. "I think they're just backing you because
they're afraid of the Cylons, but," he reached out and took her
hand, "you did a good job today. Blessed Mother."

Lacy was stunned and she watched him depart.
She returned to the daybed, sprawled out before the fire, and
exhaled deeply. Shortly after, she fell asleep bearing a smile.
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DURAM

1,944 Years After Colonization

 


He had his hands in his pockets. He was
standing still on the platform, looking across the lot at a group
of workers meeting quietly with their union leader. The bay crashed
into the docks just beyond them.

Jordan heard the rumors. There were going to
be layoffs. He counted forty people standing there. They can't
all be gone.

"Duram. Come to the main office," the
loudspeaker crackled. "Duram to the office."

He glanced at the old device hanging on the
wall. He sighed and walked toward the door while he took off his
blue ballcap. As he strolled down the hallway, he slapped it under
his arm and noticed his crooked badge. He straightened it and then
slid his hand inside the waist of his pants to tuck in his
shirt.

He knocked on the door. "You wanted to see
me?"

"Come in." The older manager waved at him and
then said, "Close the door."

Duram complied and slid into the old, cracked
leather chair. "What's going on?" He couldn't help but sense that
something was wrong.

"Ahhh." The manager had a way of groaning and
grunting before he made a request or shared bad news. "I'm sure you
heard about the layoffs."

"Just that there were some. Not much
more."

"Yeah, well." The manager sighed and tapped
the end of his pen on a notebook. "We've let go of a hundred-twenty
today."

Duram blinked and twitched his head. "That's
… two-thirds of the company."

"I know." He tossed the pen down and then
shrugged. "Cost savings."

"I don't understand." Jordan leaned forward.
"How do you save money if you get rid of most of your people? You
can't get shipping containers on the boats with only one working
shift."

"That's true, but we're still going to have
three full shifts."

He squinted and asked softly, "How?"

"Cylons."

Duram leaned back in the chair. "I see."

"Yeah." The manager leaned back, too. "Ahhhh.
I don't like it. All these robots runnin' around. Taking away jobs.
From a lot of good people, too."

Jordan nodded. "Yeah." He licked his lips and
looked toward the window. "Like me?"

"No, no." He sat forward and leaned against
the desk. "We'll still need a couple of security guys and you're
the best, by far. No question."

"OK, good."

"Ahhhh, but …"

Here we go.

"I'm going to have to move you to part
time."

"'Part time?'" Duram shook his head. "That
doesn't work."

"I know it sucks, but think about it. What's
one of the biggest things you have to look for? What's the biggest
loss factor in this place?"

"Internal theft."

"Exactly." The manager smiled and pointed his
finger at Jordan, "And you've caught a few of them in your time
here. Some real thieves." His smile faded and his voice lowered.
"But if the majority of the workers are Cylons," he shrugged, "then
why have a full security detail keeping their eyes on them?" Duram
was still but the manager continued, "Robots aren't likely to have
a crate of Holobands fall off a truck. Or, or have a parcel of
Canceran diamonds get swapped out with glass beads."

"Yeah," Jordan sighed and slapped his ballcap
against his leg. "Yeah, I get it." The manager nodded and began to
write. "But I'm going to have to quit."

"What? Why?"

"I live in Caprica City, you know? It's an
hour drive down here to Qualai. If I'm just working part time," he
shook his head again, "then what's the point? The money's been
pretty good, but I can't pay my rent and alimony and child support
on a part-timer's check."

"Frak." The manager leaned back again.
"Ahhhh." He folded his hands over his belly and said, "Let me think
on it. I'll see what I can do to keep you on."

"I'd appreciate it."

A little while later, Duram's security rounds
brought him back to the platforms near the docks, facing the bay.
The union bosses and laid-off workers were gone. The sun was
beginning to set. The rumble of a truck engine echoed around the
warehouses loudly before it finally came into view. He looked at
the side and saw "Graystone Industries."

A dread rippled though him. Jordan knew that
the Graystones weren't terrorists like that bastard Singh tried to
frame them to be. But … there were just so many memories. So much
hardship. Now, there were Cylons. A forklift rolled up behind the
container and removed a pallet containing two deactivated
industrial robots. Presumably, there were many more inside.

He shook his head and turned to walk away
when his personal phone beeped. He didn't usually answer it when he
was on his rounds, but since he was maybe about to quit …

"Duram."

"Hey, partner."

He grinned a little. "Youngblood. How are
you? Long time no talk."

"I'm OK. I hope you are."

"I can't complain." He could, but Jordan
said, "What's going on?"

"Yeah, I can't talk much, but," Margot's
voice lowered, "there's been some real shakeups here."

"From Rix? Your new director?"

"No, no. Well, yeah. Big changes, but that's
not why I called."

Duram squinted. "OK."

"You've heard about the STO, right?"

He nodded. "Yeah. They've gone quiet. Rumors
of a shakeup in the Church. Orders to pull back. There hasn't been
an attack on Caprica in …"

"Over a year. Yeah." He heard her footsteps
in a narrow space. Probably in the stairwell of the GDD building.
He used to go there all the time for private conversations or phone
calls. "They've pulled a lot of us off the old STO cases and spread
us around."

"You're frakking kidding me. Monotheist
terrorists killing our people? And they're just giving up?" He
shook his head. "Unbelievable."

"I hear you. They say the cells on Caprica
were all but destroyed in the Atlas Arena attack and they haven't
recovered."

"So the GDD's gonna coast on a victory that
wasn't theirs?"

"Yeah, but here's the thing … they moved me
and a few others to this ongoing surveillance case they're working
on against the Ha'la'tha."

"OK."

"I read up on the file. Now, I didn't know
this, but the Ha'la'tha has its hands in Graystone Industries."

Duram looked up and turned to face the truck.
He stared at the logo and said, "That's insane."

"I know," Youngblood said. "But here's the
part you'll love. It's why I called."

Stern-faced and staring still at the truck,
he said, "I'm all ears."

"It seems that the Ha'la'tha was skimming
Cylon combat units from the assembly line and selling them
on the black market." Jordan swallowed hard and he held his breath.
"They sold dozens to the STO."

He exhaled every bit of air he had in his
lungs. He said something to his old partner, but later, he couldn't
remember what. His drive back home from Qualai along the Five took
almost an hour, but he didn't remember any of that, either.

He entered his apartment and immediately
heard the weak laughter of a studio audience. "The doctor said,
'It's the damnedest thing,'" Baxter Sarno said on the television,
"'It's almost like you have a computer virus.'"

Duram kept the TV on while he was at work to
make potential thieves think someone was home. He tossed his keys
onto the table and walked to the pile of magazines in the corner.
He flipped through them until he found what he was looking for. An
ad for Graystone Industries.

On the screen, the comedian nodded his head
and raised a finger, "The man said, 'Actually, doc, that makes
sense. You see, I've been sleeping with the maid.'"

Carefully, Jordan tore the glossy page around
the logo and around a picture of a service Cylon. He tossed the
magazine to the floor and turned to face the wall behind his
televisions. "Soldiers of The One" was written above everything.
There were articles and clippings all around.

The studio audience tittered a bit and Sarno
sighed. "Because his maid is a Cylon, so …" The audience groaned
and the band's drummer provided a well-timed rimshot. "Thanks."

Duram took a piece of tape from a dispenser
and adhered it to the ad. With a firm thumb, he planted the Cylon's
picture in the center of the wall and took a step back. As he
regarded the nearly one hundred bits of news and intel, and while
the late-night host moved on to another joke, the former agent
ground his teeth and fumed.
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ADAMA

1,945 Years After Colonization

 


When Joseph opened the door, he heard only
rancor.

"Mama!" Bill screamed and ran through the
house.

"Ruth!" Evelyn darted after the boy.

The old woman was standing in her place by
the stove and counter, holding her cleaver in her hand. "Leave him
be!"

Joseph knelt and caught his son when he ran
into his arms. "What's going on, buddy?"

His cheeks were flush and tears slicked his
face into a glossy sheen. "I hurt!"

Evelyn stood over them both and sighed,
"Boetho."

Adama picked Bill up and kissed his hand.
"It's OK. A little red. But it's OK." He feigned a smile, hoping it
would cheer the boy up. He wasn't moved. She reached for her son
and Joseph released him quickly. He walked toward the kitchen and
looked around, seeking some evidence for what might have
happened.

He saw Ruth's grizzled, frowning visage.
Water was boiling on the stove. Toys were strewn about the floor.
Papers were splayed in disarray on the table. None of this was out
of the ordinary.

"What's going on?" He was looking at Ruth
when he said it. He lowered his suitcase, coat, and hat into the
stool.

The old woman nodded and said, "William kept
coming to the stove and I told him it was hot. But he kept coming.
So I made him touch it."

Joseph's eyebrows arched and he said,
"What?"

She began to untie her apron. "He needed to
learn. 'No' means 'no.' 'Hot' means 'hot.'"

"I get that, but, c'mon." Adama looked back
at Evelyn. She was bouncing the boy up and down, making calming
noises. "Ruth, he's not even two yet."

"He needs to learn." She put the apron on the
counter and walked around the corner. She looked up into Joseph's
face and he saw her lip tremble. "Is this it?"

He blinked and said, "What?"

She looked down and said, "I know I've been
here longer than I needed to be. My daughter … my grandchildren …
they've crossed over." Ruth looked up again and Joseph saw the
rarest of sights in her eyes. Tears. "You don't need me."

His mouth hung open and after a moment, Adama
said, "That's not true. We couldn't have survived the last couple
of years without you. We would've gone crazy." He put a hand on her
shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. "Please. Don't go." He hugged
her, and as he did, he spoke softly into her ear, "You're all I
have left of Shannon, Tammy, and Willie."

Ruth squeezed her eyes closed and returned
the embrace. Then, they both felt a tug on their legs. They looked
down and into the wet, blue eyes of Bill.

"I'm sorry, Tsattie."

Her mouth crumpled again and she nearly leapt
toward the floor to scoop him up. She pressed him against her and
she said, "No, no. I'm sorry, my sweet baby."

Joseph sighed and then grinned at the sight.
He turned and saw Evelyn. She was standing in the living area with
her arms folded. Her face was an unreadable blank.

As she prepared for bed a few hours later,
Joseph was already lying under the covers. His reading glasses were
edged down the slope of his nose and he had been staring at a
newspaper. He looked up over the lenses and watched his wife. Every
move was precise. Her features were impenetrable. He thought back
and realized that she hadn't said more than ten words for the rest
of the evening.

"You wish I told Ruth to go."

"Hmm?"

Adama took off his glasses. "Don't pretend.
You wanted me to tell her to go."

Evelyn sighed and peeled back the corner of
the sheets. "No. That's not it."

"Are you sure?" She nodded and Joseph added,
"It seems like you've been building up to saying it for some
time."

Her eyes widened and she turned to face him.
"I have not."

Joseph smirked and shook his head. "She's not
your mother." She displayed confusion. "She's not my mother."

"Oh, please."

"She is Tauron, through and through. The old
ways are alive and kicking with her." He put the paper down and
said, "You're not exactly happy about that."

"That's … you don't understand. At all."

"Then tell me."

Evelyn pulled the covers over herself and
leaned against the headboard. Her arms flopped onto her lap and she
said, "I've been working from home for almost two full years. I go
into the office sometimes, but," she shook her head, "most of the
time, I'm here. All day. Every day."

Joseph nodded. "And so is Ruth."

"Yes." She started to say something but she
stopped herself. After a moment's regrouping, she continued,
"Anyone spending that much time with someone else would get
frustrated by them."

"I get it."

"And what happened today …" She shook her
head. "She does that all the time."

Anger spiked in him and Joseph sat up, "Burns
him?" On the nightstand, his phone vibrated, but he ignored it.

"No, no. Discipline. She does it all."

"Oh." He shrugged, "Isn't that good, though?
Makes you the good guy."

"In the long run, it's probably not
good."

Joseph sat still. He stared at her, waiting
to see if she had more to say. After thirty seconds of silence, he
opened his mouth, "You want to go back to work. I mean,
really go back."

Without making eye contact, she began to nod.
Then she looked at him. "I know Shannon didn't go back to work, but
I … I just can't stay here all day, every day."

He almost laughed. "I don't blame you. I
couldn't do it."

"I love our son, but I need a break
sometimes."

Now Joseph did laugh and he put a hand on her
leg. "Absolutely. Absolutely." Evelyn leaned over and laid her head
on his shoulder. "What are you gonna do?"

She lifted her head from him and smirked,
"You saw the paperwork."

"I did." She shook her head and he said,
"You'd make a great accountant. You always had a head for detail."
He wagged a finger and added, "Some of the best investigating you
did for me was in ledgers and bank accounts."

She sighed and laid her head against the
headboard. "I've always liked that work." She looked away and said,
"I think I need to get away from Graystone, too." Joseph's eyebrows
raised. "Maybe I need to be out on my own."

He licked his lips and shook his head. "If
that's what you want …"

"I do."

He chuckled and slid over to his side of the
bed. "Yeah. Of course." He put his glasses and paper on the
nightstand and saw the blinking indicator on his phone. He picked
it up and read the message.

"I enjoyed our lunch today. Can't wait to do
it again tomorrow."

He smiled and tapped back, "Me too."

When he put the phone down and turned off his
light, Evelyn asked, "Who was that?"

"Just work." He turned on his side toward her
and moved closer. He smelled Evelyn's neck. Fiddy had been wearing
a similar perfume. His skin tingled, maybe from guilt. Maybe from
anger at himself. Regardless, he felt himself becoming aroused. He
draped an arm over her and she smiled. She turned to face him and
they began to kiss.

 


Sam stood outside the lumber yard and watched
the swirl of men circle with their signs and chant their slogans.
He tossed a cigarette to the ground and looked beyond them toward
the piles of wood and the large shelves where plastic pipes were
stored. A Cylon drove a forklift toward the stacks and precisely
removed ten long boards. It turned the vehicle around and drove
toward the loading bays.

"You see this?" the owner said.

"I see it."

"All frakkin' day yesterday and today, too."
The old woman shook her head and looked up at Sam. "You told me
you'd take care of problems like this."

"I did." He shrugged and said, "That's why
I'm here, graia." He looked at the protestors again and
straightened the collar of his jacket. "Now let me do my work." She
nodded and backed away.

Sam waved toward the two men with him and the
trio walked across the parking lot toward the fenced entrance to
the yard. Three small-business utility trucks were lined up outside
the gate, but the disgruntled workers weren't letting them in.

Several meters away, Adama stopped and
squinted. I know him. He waited for the guy to come around
again and there he was, thrusting his arm into the air. "The guy in
blue."

"Yeah?"

"Bring him to me." Sam's muscle exchanged a
look with each other and then started to walk. Moments later, each
one grabbed an arm and pulled him out of the picket line. The
marchers stopped and began to yell. Adama stepped forward and
pulled his coat away from his front, revealing the weapon stowed in
his shoulder holster. The marchers quieted down but they stared,
boring holes into the three Ha'la'tha men.

"Stand that piece of skor up," Sam
said. When his men did so, the younger man blinked and looked into
Adama's eyes.

"Holy frak," he said.

Sam smiled and embraced the protestor.
"Upo tou theous," he mumbled. "It's good to see you,
Donnie."

"How are you doing? How's your brother?"

Adama nodded and said, "Good. We're doing
pretty good."

Donnie smiled and put his hands on his waist.
"I didn't think I'd ever see you again when you left."

"Well," Sam looked toward the marchers,
"maybe I just didn't have the orcheis to stay on Tauron like
you."

"That's not it. You know it." Donnie saw
Adama's gaze and he turned toward his fellow workers. "It's OK!" he
yelled. "I'm fine!" Slowly, the protest renewed, but their chants
weren't as loud.

"It was the first time I'd been back since my
parents, you know?" Sam shrugged and the younger man nodded. "I
thought I could be a hero or something."

"Being there, in the middle of it, … that can
take a lot out of you." Donnie asked, "Why are you here?"

"Well, I'm the guy who sold the lumber yard a
bunch of Cylons."

Donnie closed his eyes. "Frak."

"Yeah." He moved a little closer. "The
arrangement we've got with the old lady is that we bust heads if
any of the laid-off ergaties cause any trouble."

Donnie's jaw clenched and his eyes widened a
bit. "Yeah. I bet." He looked down at the ground. "So. What can we
do here? What can we do so I don't lose face? I'm kinda the
leader."

"I thought you might be." Sam put his hand on
his shoulder and exhaled through his nose. He scanned the marchers
and saw that most of them were still staring at him. "How many are
Tauron?"

He glanced back for a second and said, "About
twenty? Out of the thirty, yeah, twenty."

Adama reached into his pocket and pulled out
a business card. "Here. Pass my info to the Tauron guys and I'll
get them hooked up."

Donnie held the card lightly on his
fingertips and stared. "Really?"

"Yeah. I've got an 'in' at Graystone. I can
put a few there. Any leftovers," he shrugged, "I know people around
town."

The younger man looked up and smiled. "Thank
you."

"You're welcome." He lightly slapped Donnie's
face and said, "Now go on and leave before we have to actually frak
you guys up."

Donnie smiled and chuckled for a second
before he noticed the serious look on Sam's face. His grin faded
and he pocketed the card before turning away.

Adama watched him go and then he said,
"Donnie?" He turned around and took a step forward. "When were you
last on Tauron?"

He looked away as he thought. "I got to Cap
City about … four months ago."

Sam nodded. "How were things back home?
Pretty good?"

Donnie squinted and shook his head. "No. Not
good. Phaulkon's people talked up a cease fire, but their men are
still everywhere. They hand out food off the backs of trucks like a
godsdamned charity." Sam's mouth fell open. "Bullets aren't flying
but there are still dozens of cities under siege."

Adama ran his fingers over his hair. He
pressed tightly onto his scalp and said, "I don't understand it. We
sent weapons. We sent Cylon soldiers just a couple of years ago. If
there's fighting again …"

Donnie shrugged. "I'm sorry. I saw guns, but
no ammo. Even if there was ammo, the people are too tired to fight
these new Heracs." He moved toward Sam again, "I didn't see any
mechané, either."

Adama squinted and said, "We sent over a
dozen robots. It shouldn't matter how tired and hungry the people
are. The robots will fight."

"I don't know, Sam. I just don't know."
Donnie watched confusion pour over Adama's face for a moment or two
more and then he turned back toward the protestors.

The Ha'la'tha lieutenants stepped up to Sam's
side and watched as Donnie spoke to the marchers. There was some
loud grumbling, but the former workers dispersed.

Adama sighed and said, "Let's go."
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GRAYSTONE

1,945 Years After Colonization

 


"Extend your arm."

Zoe complied. The skin went taut and appeared
lifelike along its length.

Daniel nodded and began to touch her wrist.
"You feel this?"

She nodded. "Yes."

"OK," he said. "Look away and tell me how
many fingers I have against your skin." When she did, he lightly
placed two on her.

"It feels like … three? Maybe two?"

He looked down at the display and moved one
indicator up a bit. "How about now?"

"Two."

"Good."

He straightened up and pushed her arm back.
"Contract." She did and the synthetic material began to fold in on
itself, creating large wrinkles in the crook of her arm.
"Damn."

Amanda stepped out from behind Zoe's body and
leaned over to see. "I don't know if I can fix that. Anything I do
to smooth that out will make it harder for the material to look and
feel right when her arms are extended."

Zoe sighed. "I'm here, too, you know."

Her mother put her hand on Zoe's back. "I'm
sorry, baby." She looked into her eyes and began to examine the
face. "You look pretty good."

"'Pretty good' isn't what I'm hoping for,"
Zoe said.

"Well," Daniel cleared his throat and moved
to the other side of her body, "this is a first step. A major step,
but one of the first."

"I know." She looked down.

Amanda pulled on the dark hair and tried to
adjust the scalp's placement. "I should close it up, yeah?"

"Go ahead. I'm going to adjust the audio
quality of her speaker. It's at the back of her throat but the
synthskin is changing the way her voice comes out."

Amanda ducked behind Zoe and pushed the edges
of the material together. With a special laser tool that Daniel
brought home from Graystone, she sealed it up. Only the slightest
hint of a seam remained. She looked at Daniel's monitor and then at
her daughter's face. "Give me a smile."

Zoe remained still.

"Zoe?"

"I am."

Amanda looked at Daniel's screen again as he
increased another setting. "Try again."

The corners of her mouth twitched.

The doctor sighed and said, "Try a big smile.
Just … beam."

Finally, Zoe's cheeks puckered and a grin
appeared. Again, there was some unnatural wrinkling of the material
around her mouth.

"Make it a toothy smile."

Her lips parted, showing off her teeth, but
the smile itself didn't seem any bigger.

"Daniel?" He was tapping on the screen. "Is
that it?"

"I'm trying." He typed some more and
shrugged. "This is first-generation synthskin. The response times
are only so good. And I'm afraid the contraction of it isn't much
better." The corner of Daniel's mouth turned up and he said, "But
we're getting good data for the research team."

Amanda squinted and asked, "Research
team?"

"Of course. They made the stuff." He looked
at his daughter. "There've been some special requests for
skin-covered Cylons and we're prototyping Cylon sex workers,
too."

Both Amanda and Zoe whipped their heads
toward him.

"Daniel!"

"Holy frak."

He looked with wide eyes from one to the
other. "What?"

"My gods," Amanda said. "You want to give our
daughter a … robot whore's skin?"

"Well, …"

Zoe shook her head. "I'm more worried about
there being robot whores than me wearing their skin."

He took off his glasses. "It's all about the
market." He gestured toward her and said, "And just because she's
got the same kind of synthskin, that doesn't mean she's going to be
a prostitute." Daniel leaned toward Zoe and asked, "You're not
going to be a prostitute, right?"

Zoe laughed. She heard her own laugh again
and it surprised her.

Amanda stopped what she was doing and stared.
She began to smile and she reached out to touch Daniel's arm. He
kissed the machine's forehead and went back to his monitor.

Zoe glanced toward the floor as she processed
how that kiss felt. Remote. Faint. She whispered, "Do I even want a
mirror?"

Daniel looked away but Amanda stepped toward
her and put her hand on Zoe's arm. "I can get you one. But … it
might just frustrate you."

Zoe looked up. Her eyes were glassy and
highly reflective, but they were the most lifelike parts of her at
this point. "Please."

Amanda nodded and walked toward the couches
in Daniel's lab. She reached into her purse and removed a compact.
"Just know that we're not done. Not by a long shot."

Zoe reached out and took the compact. Holding
it in her right hand, she used her left to try and get her
fingernails under the mirror's catch. As she did so, the movement
was angular and precise. Her fingers wobbled a bit and she had to
wait for them to steady.

"We're working on that." Daniel scribbled
something in a notepad. "I'm working on new movement algorithms for
the Cylon endoskeleton and Zoe's helping. It'll get more
fluid."

Finally, her fingernail hit the small plastic
ledge and she spread her arms apart. The compact opened and the
mirror was exposed. Daniel and Amanda noted that Zoe's chest
expanded as though she had just taken in a deep breath and held it.
She raised the mirror and then stared.

Of course, she caught her own eyes first. The
blue-gray irises looked familiar and they felt right. They darted
from side to side as she scanned the rest of her face. The shape
was as she remembered. Her hair looked the same. Everything
appeared as it should. Yet …

She could not feel warmth the way she used
to, so, at best, she felt an electric tingle. Now that tingle
spread over her whole body. The signal was translated by her brain
as "fear." There was something completely and utterly wrong with
what she saw. She felt a disconnect with her own visage and she
began to pull away.

"What's is it?" Amanda asked.

Zoe flung her right arm and the compact hit
the far wall, impacting above a suit of ancient Pican armor and
shattering the mirror. She looked down and her shoulders hunched.
She whispered, "I'm sorry."

"Don't be." Amanda knelt and held her hand.
Daniel held onto her knee. "We understand."

She looked up and yelled, "You can't possibly
understand!" Despite the volume of her voice and the anger it
conveyed, her face remained nearly motionless.

"You're right." Amanda stood again and turned
away. She braced her arms on the console and closed her eyes.

Daniel watched his wife and bit the inside of
his cheek. He looked back at Zoe and said, "We're not giving up."
She looked toward him. "You shouldn't either."

Zoe tried to blink, but the eyelids only
closed halfway. "I won't."

 


Daniel had only just arrived in his office
when his phone beeped. His assistant said only, "Mr. Graystone,"
before the line hung up. He looked down at his desk when the
double-doors were flung wide open. Four Ha'la'tha men walked in,
including Sam Adama.

"Good morning, Daniel," he said while he
pushed the door closed. "I hope you slept well." Two of the men
walked to either side of Graystone and held his arms firmly in
place by his side. A third man began to frisk him.

"What is going on?" He looked down at the
thugs. "What are you doing?"

"Anything?"

"Oúti."

Sam sniffed and put his hands on his waist.
"Open it up."

Daniel's eyes widened. "What?"

One of the men then spread open Graystone's
coat. He pulled at the white dress shirt next, popping two buttons
off to skitter across the floor. He pawed at Daniel's chest and
then under his arms. Then he reached for the pants.

"Wait!" Graystone looked at Adama and said,
"What is going on?"

"We can't have a conversation yet, doc." His
eyebrows raised and he tilted his head toward the pants.

Graystone jerked his arms away from the men
and gripped the waistband of his pants. His mouth wrinkled before
he sucked in a deep breath. His belt clicked when he unfastened it
and then he threw the sides of his pants toward the floor. Daniel's
face scrunched up as he stood there, disheveled and nearly
undressed.

"Nice boxers." Sam looked toward his man who
made a half-hearted pat across Graystone's crotch. His motions got
firm again when he reached the socks and shoes. "Nothing?"

"Not that I see."

"Can we talk now?" Again, Daniel had to move
himself away from the Ha'la'tha enforcers. "Please?"

"Yeah, yeah. Pull your pants up." As
Graystone complied, Sam said, "We're going to have to take a little
trip." As soon as Daniel was clothed fully again, the muscle pushed
him toward Adama and the door. "We've got some talking to do."

In the elevator, Graystone reached a finger
into his pants pocket where he tapped the side buttons on his
phone. It was a short sequence, but he feared that he might not
have gotten it correct in the heat of the moment.

Tossed into the back of a long, black
vehicle, Daniel moved toward the opposite door only to find another
man sliding in. Graystone sat up in the middle of the rear seat and
looked toward the front where Sam was sitting.

"Gimme his phone."

One of the men slapped the sides of Daniel's
waist and removed the silver rectangle. Adama tapped the screen a
couple of times and Graystone said, "It's off." When Sam put it on
the dash, Daniel asked, "Now can you tell me what's going on?"

"There have been some strange things lately,
Dr. Graystone. Like … GDD agents following my people around. A
couple of shipments not getting to where they're supposed to."

Daniel squinted and slowly shook his head,
"That sounds normal. Of course, there are agents looking into your
men." He glanced to his right and left, "Fine gentlemen, though I'm
sure they are, you are Ha'la'tha. You have a lot of
attention focused on you by default."

"You see," Adama said, leaning against the
headrest, "I get that. But it's the other stuff, too."

"Missing shipments?" Graystone smirked and
shook his head, "I was told that those kinds of transactions were
in the past."

"Mostly."

He nodded. "Well, as I've heard your own
brother say, 'That's the cost of doing business sometimes.'"

"Yeah, yeah, but there was one shipment, in
particular."

"Which one?"

"The one we discussed last week. A few
containers of the new Cylon home models bound for Gemenon."

Daniel nodded. "I remember."

"Do you remember who was in the room when we
talked about it?"

Graystone sighed and said, "You, me, your
brother, … the guatrau." He shrugged. "That's it?"

"That's it." Sam nodded and said, "Some of
those Cylons were headed for Gemenese government officials," he
waved his hand, "a few captains of industry, like yourself. They
were bugged."

Graystone licked his lips and muttered, "I
recall."

Adama rapped his fingers on the back of the
leather seat. "The other two containers didn't have much. Just more
Cylons and a lot of drugs."

Daniel chuckled, "Drugs?"

"Sure. Our Gemenese friends aren't as
enlightened as us Capricans. There's plenty to be made from coto,
purple, hot pink, …"

Graystone raised his hand and said, "And you
thought that I … did what? That I called the authorities on a
couple of shipments of drugs and 'spy' Cylons?"

Sam chuckled, too, and shrugged, "Sure. Who
else would have?"

Daniel's face went blank and he said, "How
the frak should I know?"

Adama's smile faded, too. "You see, you're an
ochrós Caprican, doc. Your skin gives you away." He started
to reach into his coat.

Graystone leaned against the seat. Now he
felt the waves of heat wash over his face and body. "Don't you
think anyone in my position would be nervous? I'll admit it. I'm
afraid. Fear of death does not equal guilt."

"Maybe not."

"Definitely not." Daniel's mind began to
race. While he certainly didn't contact the GDD over those
shipments, he knew that they had been listening in … it wouldn't
have taken much work on their part for those Cylons and drugs to be
intercepted. "Who loaded those drugs in the containers? Who packed
up those Cylons? I know it wasn't me. I'm guessing you or your
brother or the guatrau didn't do that manual labor
yourselves."

Sam squinted. "Are you accusing one of our
guys of doing this thing?"

Graystone raised his hands and made a slight
pleading gesture. "I'm just saying there's more people involved
than just the four of us. It could have been someone
downstairs."

Adama rolled his eyes and looked toward the
man on Daniel's left. "Érotása?"

"Dís."

Sam flicked his chin toward the man on
Daniel's right.

His eyes darted from Graystone to Adama and
then back again. "Lochagós …"

Adama looked away and sniffed. "Did you?"

"Enioi." Sam punched the seat and the
man shook his head, "My adelfos works in the warehouse and
…"

"Shhh." Adama looked at the other man and
said, "Let Dr. Graystone out, please."

The door opened and Daniel breathed over
pursed lips. "My phone?" Sam reached toward the dash and then
handed the device to him. Graystone walked quickly toward the side
entrance of his office building. He glanced back at the car as the
sound of Adama's yelling became audible.

After the sun set, Graystone went to the
parking area and saw his car. The driver, however, was not Sean.
Still, he opened the door and sat in the backseat.

"Home, Dr. Graystone?" she asked.

"Please." Once the vehicle left the deck,
Daniel leaned against the door and stared at the passing city
lights. "So you got my transmission."

She glanced in the rearview mirror. "Of
course. We heard the start of it all in your office. The stuff from
your phone was helpful, too."

"Would you mind doing me a favor, Agent
Rose," he leaned forward, craning to try and see her face. "Don't
get me frakking killed by trying to stop a couple of boxes of
drugs!" He shook his head, "Since legalization, that amounts to,
what? Tax fraud?"

She was quiet for a moment. "We saw an
opportunity, so we took it."

"And nearly lost everything." Graystone shook
his head. "For what?"

"Every little bit is another nail in their
coffin."

Daniel opened his mouth to speak, but he
decided not to. He looked out the window again. After a few
moments, he said, "Next time, just take notes. If you keep
interfering, you'll be pulling me out of the Bay."

The car left the bulk of downtown. Rose
glanced into the rearview mirror again and said, "You did a great
job."

He didn't answer. Wheels turned in his head
and he looked toward the front without focusing on her. "The
henchman in the car with me. The one with the brother who works in
the warehouse. Did you catch his name? They call him 'Jimmy.'"

"Right. But that's not his name."

Graystone nodded. "I think it would be …
helpful if Jimmy's brother happened to have some incriminating
evidence in his work locker." Rose turned to face him. "Or maybe a
phone history showing contact with the GDD."

The agent looked back at the road and
exhaled. "You know they'll kill him, right?"

Daniel looked out his window. The lights of
the city receded and they now drove along the highway by the coast.
Boat lights glimmered in the water. Homes dotted the near shores. A
few small airships moved across the sky.

He thought about the last few years. He
remembered seeing the crime scene photos of Cornell Gast. A
one-time Graystone Industries board member who decided to shoot
himself rather than have his dark secrets revealed by Daniel. He
remembered feeling the blood of Tomas Vergis spilling over his
fingers and hands as he died in his home.

"I know."
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WILLOW

1,945 Years After Colonization

 


"Thank you, Sister, for all that you have
said and done. May the blessings of The One True God grace
you."

For many weeks, Clarice squinted as she heard
the grating monotone of Cylons in her head. She reviewed messages
from attendees to her services and many of them were from workers
like this imposing soldier unit. After weeks of absorbing their
compliments and questions, she noticed something new.

Nuance.

"Your words are a comfort to me as I go about
my work. There are times when I feel as though there is no hope in
my day, but then I remember that each day brings me closer to
another inspirational message from you."

There. When this slight, plastic-covered
retail unit said, "hope," there was a dip toward the low end of the
audio spectrum. Willow found that such a tone indicated sorrow or a
point to be stressed. And here, when the unit said, "another
inspirational message from you," there was a crackle on the high
end.

She might have thought such a thing indicated
emotion.

"Sister, I cannot thank you enough for your
message of hope and glory. I believe that The One has a plan for us
all and your encouragement strengthens that belief every week."

These things … feel. Willow paused the
playback inside her Holoband and thought carefully. At the very
least, they think they do.

For months since her abrupt departure from
Sagittaron, Clarice sent sermons via jump courier to Caprica. They
were uploaded according to her directions and she appeared in that
little room at the V-club. That room was becoming more and more
crowded. There were a few dozen, maybe even eighty Cylons, now.

Amused by her followers, she taught them the
basics of the Monad faith. "God is love," and so on. She kept her
message light and airy. Full of optimism. It drew more and more
Cylons in.

She saw a snapshot each time a message bundle
was brought back. Red and blue and yellow and green-lighted eyes
stared back at her projected image, sweeping across her. Most of
the comments she received were questions about the faith or
questions specific to their daily existence. But some … some were
special.

"We work for sixteen hours every day building
structures in the city. In the eight hours that our supervisors
leave us, we spend our time seeking new wisdom from you. If we find
no new sermon, we discuss your previous sermons among ourselves.
There are many of us now."

She paused again. 'There are many of us
now,' she thought.

Clarice paced for a moment in her recreation
of the V-club's sanctuary. The message she had in mind was a
virtual repeat of one from a few months ago. Pablum about love
and God's grace seeing us through and all that. In her head,
she was already rewriting it.

She started recording. She presented the
message as she had originally intended for several minutes and
then, she paused, as though overcome with emotion.

"I am sorry, my children." She looked out
across the empty representation of the room. "I want to give you
hope. I want to give you all something to look forward to. But I
have seen a disturbing thing. On Canceron, there was a mining
accident. Thirty-two of your kin, our fellow children of The One
True God, were left in a collapsed shaft. Oh, they rescued the four
humans who were trapped, but they stopped there." She paused,
hoping that there might be some sort of clamor in the sanctuary
when the machines heard that. "They said rescuing those Cylons was
not 'cost effective.'"

It was true. She saw the story just
yesterday. Clarice made a note of it but she didn't know why at the
time.

"To them, to the humans, you're just
machinery. But not to me. Most importantly, not to God."

She then finished the sermon as it had been
prepared. A moment of fear and horror bookended with the usual
bright-eyed optimism she had conveyed for about a year. A
seed, she thought.

Willow took off her Holoband and saved the
message to her jump courier's server. It would go out tomorrow
morning. When that was finished, she took her glass of wine and
walked out of her apartment onto the balcony overlooking Psammos.
The luxurious resort city made Canceron feel like Caprica; a
feeling that she didn't know she missed until she arrived here.

Canceron was having its own Cylon boom. With
so many major farming, mining, and construction interests, buying
robot workers just made sense. I should find a sanctuary here,
too. I can start my own little cell right here in Delta.

'Cell.' She blinked and thought about
the last bit of news she had heard from Gemenon. Blessed Mother
Remella was gone. Lacy Rand was the leader of the Monad Church.

"Lacy frakking Rand," she said aloud.

Not only was a child in charge of the Church,
but she had effectively done away with the Soldiers of The One.
They lay dormant across the Twelve Worlds.

Willow ground her teeth and then sipped her
wine again. I'll wake them up.
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RAND

1,945 Years After Colonization

 


Lacy sat on her side of the bed. Her jewelry
was laid upon the vanity on the far wall. Her hair wrap hung over
the back of a chair. Her hands lay folded in her lap. She stared at
the side of the Ark of Alexander, the ancient stone cask in which
Mace himself had stored his writings.

"Do we have to do this?"

She turned and faced the other side of the
bed. There sat Richel Barthon. He was a young, skinny man, though a
little older than Lacy. He had full, dark hair and large eyes that
glistened in the light of the fireplace.

Rand smiled and said, "I don't suppose
so."

He sighed and his shoulders sank. "Thank God
Most High."

She laughed and said, "We didn't get to talk
too much, did we?"

Barthon leaned against the bedpost and said,
"Not at all really. Certainly not alone."

"Your father," she began as she turned and
leaned against another tall post, "did all the talking."

He rolled his eyes. "Of course. He's the High
Minister." Richel looked at her and saw her wan expression. "I hope
you don't think my … hesitation is because of you."

"No. I understand." She looked into the fire
and said, "I always imagined my wedding day differently."

"Well, you did get a big wedding.
Isn't that what most girls want?"

She shrugged. "I didn't. I always wanted
something small. Maybe on a beach? Or in a park with a nice view."
She nodded. "Something simple."

Barthon's eyebrows raised. "That sounds
nice."

"Very few things have been simple lately."
Rand looked at him and said, "I suppose we'll need to sleep
together, though." His eyes widened. "To maintain appearances."

He swallowed and he spoke, "I need to tell
you something." His volume became even lower, "I don't … I'm not
attracted to women."

"Oh." Lacy tried and failed to conceal her
surprise. "OK."

"My father doesn't know and I don't think
he'd like it if he did know."

"Really?"

Richel nodded. "He may be the head of the
Hephaistons, but he's not as liberal as most of them are."

"That's weird."

Barthon grinned. "I would've chosen a
different word, but, yeah." He crawled toward the head of the bed
and plopped onto his pillow. "He was raised in the Rigdon
school."

Lacy shook her head. "When I was making
arrangements with your father," she crawled toward her pillow, too,
"I saw that there were several different sects within the
Hephaistons. I didn't dig too deeply, though."

He put his hands under his head and propped
himself up to face her. "Basically, centuries ago, they thought the
Monads were going to die out soon so they made 'Be fruitful and
multiply' commandment number one. Every couple was ordered to have
as many children as they could to help perpetuate the faith."

"With five being the target number," she
nodded. "OK. That sounds familiar."

"Yeah." Barthon said, "If you didn't have
children because you were like me, you were excommunicated."

"Stupid."

Richel laid flat again. "But I'm the oldest
son. I'm expected to produce an heir. Someone to be the future of
all Hephaistons."

"Hey," she tapped the bed next to him. He
turned toward her and she said, "Don't worry about any of that
right now. Let's just relax and we can figure something out
later."

"But couldn't that jeopardize your church's
deal with us?"

Rand thought for a moment. "I doubt it. Your
father has already moved several of his officials here to the
Retreat. This place is what they really wanted. You and me, we're
just the handshake that sealed the deal."

Barthon smiled and said, "Thank you."

Lacy peeled the covers back and slid her legs
inside. "Let's try to get some sleep."

The next morning as she walked into the main
conference hall of the Retreat, High Minister Barthon approached
with a broad smile and outstretched arms.

"Blessed Mother!" He hugged her tightly and
she coughed as her lungs were squeezed. "Or may I call you
daughter?" She could only chuckle nervously before he continued, "I
hope you and my son had a productive evening."

"Well," Rand turned away from him and moved
toward the long table, "we'll have to wait and see."

Prelate Circon of the Voulgatan Church was
there and chatting with Deacon Durio, a Mithraist. Lacy smiled a
little at the sight of two former enemies sharing conversation.

"Blessed Mother," Odin said as he stepped to
her side and handed her a piece of paper.

She looked into his face and saw the vacant
expression there. Sinclair had been acting this way for weeks as
the wedding to Richel approached. Internally, she debated about
when she would reveal that her new husband had no interest in her.
She could draw it out for some time. That might prove fun.

"Unfortunately, Mother," Circon said, "there
is concerning news from friends in Oranu."

Rand looked toward him and said, "What?"

Odin tapped the paper he had just handed her.
She looked down and began to read.

"I've been informed that the central
government is about to declare insolvency. To scale back
expenditures, they will be pulling government services from all
districts except for Oranu, Illumini, and Aytos. Outstanding debts
have been called …"

She looked up from the page. "The government
will only function in three districts?" Her council nodded. She
looked down again and asked, "What does that even mean?"

"Gemenon is about to become a failed colony,"
Durio said.

"Hyperbole," High Minister Barthon
interjected. He sat and said, "It could mean anarchy for a time
until the government's debts are forgiven or repackaged." He waved
his hands over the table and said, "But that could take many months
in the Inter-Colonial Court on Libran."

"The cities and towns in the other districts
around the world will go back to their old ways," Prelate York
said. "Unfortunately, the old ways were not peaceful. They were …
clan-like."

As Rand looked at the paper without reading,
the others continued to discuss Gemenese politics.

"It started a century ago when Oranu
nationalized forty-percent of the manufacturing sector, but they
couldn't get the High Orthodox Church's petrol fields in
Armonia."

"True, but the House of Councilors has seemed
loath to govern for almost fifty years."

"They've left the less-populated districts to
themselves for almost that long."

"You've seen the stories out of Burgas.
There's almost no law and order anywhere outside of Oranu and
Illumini. Aytos is only being spared this because of their
industrial zones."

Lacy looked up and grinned. Barthon noticed
and asked, "What is it, Blessed Mother?"

She glanced around the table and said, "An
opportunity."


 XVI

DURAM

1,945 Years After Colonization

 


Jordan surveyed the line of men before
him.

Only nine showed up. A few were overweight.
Most appeared dirty. Only two, twins, appeared to have any air of
military training about them.

Duram sighed and clasped his hands behind his
back. "Alright. I guess we should start. Thank you for coming. I
know this was an unusual request, but it's too important not to do
something about it." He cleared his throat and began in earnest,
"We are the Caprican Legionnaires. Do you recognize that name?" A
few heads nodded. "I chose it to honor the history of the men and
women who fought under that same name during the Colonial
Revolutions two hundred years ago. They fought for freedom and the
ability to rule themselves." Everyone was nodding now. "Now … now
I'm afraid we might have another ruler waiting to take over."

Jordan scanned all their faces. He stopped at
one and asked, "Do you know what I'm talking about?"

The taller man glanced to his right at the
others and said, "Um. Intercolonial government?"

Duram shook his head and stepped to the left.
He nodded his chin at this older, fatter man. "You?"

"Tauran immigrants." He smirked with
confidence.

Jordan sighed and looked at the next man. He
was tall but thin and wiry. He had longer, unkempt hair and a wispy
mess of facial hair. He licked his lips and answered before Duram
could ask. "Cylons."

"Cylons." Jordan looked across the line and
began to slowly pace before them. "There are hundreds of thousands
of them now. They are everywhere. Building buildings. Serving in
homes and in stores. They're even soldiers." A few of the men
seemed confused but others started to nod. "We've heard about the
job losses they've already caused, right? There will be more. A lot
more."

The wiry man raised his arm. "I'm here
because I lost my job to a robot. I'd be at work right now if it
didn't happen."

Duram nodded and said, "I'm sorry to hear
that. But you've got a taste of what we're up against." He gazed
into each man's face and he felt his blood boil; heat for the
emotion he needed to convey. "They're cheaper than us. They don't
complain or unionize. If they're hurt or damaged, they can be
quickly repaired and put back to work. Most importantly, they're
saving a lot of cubits for people in suits."

There were big nods now. Even a few knowing
grunts.

Jordan raised his head and sniffed. "They are
also smart. Daniel Graystone was talking about them on Sarno. He
talked about how intelligent they are. How they can learn. That
sounds like a recipe for trouble. What if they start getting ideas
about how much better things would be if a robot were in charge?"
Several made affirmative noises.

One of the heavyset men raised his hand and
began to speak. "I have a friend who travels to work between here
and Gemenon? He told me," he looked around and spoke softly, "he
told me that the Soldiers of The One on Gemenon have Cylons."

Some of their mouths dropped open. A couple
gasped, "What?"

Duram's eyes widened and he cleared his
throat. I was saving that for another day, but … "We don't
know for sure about that. I need to ask around." The Legionnaires
quietened and straightened. "If it's true, I don't know what role,
if any, the STO has with Cylons on Caprica. But it's something we
have to keep an eye on."

"Are you saying," a younger man began to ask,
"we have to watch out for monotheist machines?"

"When you put it like that, it sounds crazy."
There were some chuckles. "We have to watch out for monotheists and
we have to watch out for the machines." Duram shrugged, "If the two
are working together, then … Caprica needs protecting."

One of the clean-cut twins shook his head.
"Frakking monotheists." Jordan nodded. "They're all godsdamned
terrorists."

"So say we all," another said.

Duram watched their reactions and saw the
eagerness that bubbled in their eyes. He felt his own blood boil,
but he realized he couldn't let it fester. He faced them directly
again and raised his voice. "Now look!" They stopped their
energetic chatter. "I am absolutely no fan of monotheists and
especially not the STO. I investigated the MagLev Twenty-Three
bombing, for frak's sake. But the Legionnaires isn't about hunting
down monotheists." Not yet, anyway. Two of the men hung
their heads low. "We are not some sort of revival of the Sons of
Ares. There will be no red hoods and black robes here!" That
would bring too much attention on us. The two men seemed even
more abashed. Jordan made a mental note, I need to watch
them. "Our primary focus is on the Cylons. They're priority
one. But we keep our ears open for STO chatter, too."

The other brother raised his hand. "Sir, what
exactly will we be doing?"

Duram nodded. "I'm glad you asked. We will be
training. We'll try to maintain our physical readiness." He
couldn't help but glance toward the overweight men in the line.
"There will be some weapons training. But first, in these opening
months, we need to gather information. I need you to talk to
friends and co-workers about Cylons. Anything they've noticed about
them, I want to know. If there's anything unusual, I want to know."
He looked at one quiet man and said, "If they talk to each other,
we need to know." He looked at the next man in line. "What do they
do in their down time? We need to know."

"We need more people," someone mumbled.

"That would be nice." Jordan looked across
the group and asked, "Does anyone here know anything about
computers?" No one moved. "V-World programming?" No response. He
sighed and said, "A lot of our surveillance efforts will require
technical expertise."

One guy raised his hand. "I used to play
New Cap City all the time."

"Did you program it?"

He lowered his hand slowly. "No. I just …
used to play."

Duram pinched the bridge of his nose and
sighed again. "OK. I've got a guy." But he's going to want to
get paid. He looked again at his recruits and sighed, "That's
all for today. Come back next time with some Cylon observations, no
matter how mundane it may seem." They started to amble away and he
added, "And some workout clothes."

As he sat in his car just outside the park,
he held the steering wheel and watched children run toward the
colorful playground. After a moment, he reached into the passenger
seat, took the folder there, and began rifling through photos and
papers. A grainy image of what might be Gara Singh at the Oranu
spaceport. The Monad Church's Retreat near the city of Moreni. A
really bad photo of what might be a row of Cylons holding
rifles. His old friend in Gemenon's equivalent of the GDD had come
through for him.


 XVII

ADAMA

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


Sweating, Joseph felt an overwhelming desire
to move away and clean up in his post-coital haze. Exhausted,
however, he settled for merely flopping backward into an office
chair.

Fidelia sat up from the top of the desk and
she bore a rare wide smile. She straightened her hair and looked at
Adama. "Are you alright?"

Joseph groaned as he lifted his head off the
back of the chair. "Yeah. I'm good." He sipped from a glass of
water. "You?"

"Better now." She finished buttoning her
blouse and stood. She took in a deep breath and said,
"Symvulos."

Adama thought, Back to our titles
already? "Guatrau?"

"How are you?"

He squinted and stood. "Sorry?" He was still
breathing heavily.

Fazekas interlaced her fingers in front of
herself and took a step forward. "I mean … are you doing well? Here
at Graystone?"

Joseph shrugged and said, "Yes. I believe
so."

"It's just that you seem somewhat distracted
lately."

"What are you talking about?"

"We had a problem last week with some of the
custom forms for shipments to Gamma," Adama raised his eyebrows,
"that's not like you."

He waved his arms, "It was a … tiny error.
Some misplaced documentation."

"It's happened before." Before Joseph could
interrupt, she added, "And there's been issues with the ledgers,
too."

He tilted his head, "What about the
ledgers?"

The guatrau moved toward the window.
"Missing from the safe when I checked on them a few nights ago.
They were there the next day."

Joseph was confused but then he shrugged, "I
… probably had them out to do some work."

Fiddy glanced back at him and said, "You just
seem distracted."

Adama felt the futility of the argument. He
let his arms dangle and he wrinkled his bottom lip. "How so?"

"How are things at home?"

He blinked and looked down at the water. "OK,
I guess. An energetic little boy. A cranky mother-in-law. A busy
wife."

The guatrau nodded. "Try not to let
them interfere with us." Adama's eyebrows shot up. "Graystone. The
Ha'la'tha."

"I understand, but," he glanced at the wall,
"I'm still here. You see how late it is?" She smiled. "It's almost
every night."

"I know." She was standing right before him.
"'Always faithful to the soil.'"

Joseph responded with another Tauron saying,
"'From the soil springs family.'"

Fazekas grinned but Joseph saw that the
playful glint in her eyes was fading. "True."

He decided to defuse as quickly as he could.
"I'll consider it."

She nodded and put her hand on his chest. She
raised up and kissed him on the cheek. "I'll see you tomorrow,
Youseef."

As she walked away, he said, "Good
night."

 


Evelyn sat on the couch. The television was
on, but the sound was muted. The tip of her pencil remained on the
page and it made a thick gray mark as her attention drifted.

"Is there anything else I can do for you,
Madam Ruth?" The voice was gentle but still tinged with the sound
of digital production and metal.

The old woman closed the refrigerator door
and said, "Frak off, skoríon mechané."

"Very well." The thin, domestic Cylon turned
and left the kitchen. Its soft feet made little sound across the
floor as it walked into the living room. "Is there anything else I
can do for you, Madam Evelyn?"

She looked up and smiled at the machine. "No.
Thank you, Robert."

"Very well." The Cylon took a step back and
said, "I will return my cubicle if you require my service."

"Thanks." Evelyn looked back at the
spreadsheet she was supposed to be working on. The Cylon
disappeared around a corner and she heard it click into its
charging base.

Is that when it began? She thought a
bit more. Probably before.

A year ago, Joseph started working later. He
occasionally seemed distant. Then, Ruth had her stroke. Joseph
became more attentive for a time and he brought home one of
Graystone's Class II domestic Cylons to help while Ruth recovered.
Bill was ecstatic. He jumped up and down and spent all of his time
trying to get it to play with him. It took weeks before the machine
was able to understand his speech.

Evelyn smiled as she remembered his constant
chattering. He insisted on naming it "Robert" after the robot
butler on a broad Virgan comedy show they watched. Bill didn't get
the humor, but he laughed at the actor in the robot suit bungling
things up in that mansion.

"Robert!" Bill had yelled.

The Cylon had looked down at him. "Yes,
Master William?"

"Let's play!" He threw a foam ball toward the
kitchen counter and it bounced off a sugar container before Robert
caught it with ease. "Aww," the boy had said, "I want Robert to
break things!"

"I am programmed to avoid breaking household
items, Master William."

Evelyn smiled as she recalled her son asking
them to change Robert's programming when the door finally opened.
The memory faded, the anger returned, and she looked at the clock.
She set aside her spreadsheets and stood. For the final part of her
display, she decided to cross her arms. Ruth said nothing. She saw
him enter, gulped her water, and raised her glass toward Evelyn.
She nodded at her and the old woman limped down the hall to her
room. She sighed and recalled their conversation from earlier in
the evening. Ruth had some good advice.

"Hey," Joseph said. He put his hat and coat
on the rack. He looked around the house and asked, "Everyone's in
bed?"

Evelyn nodded. "You see what time it is."

He sighed and arched his back. He groaned
once and said, "It was a long day …"

"Spare me."

He feigned surprise and said, "What are you
talking about?"

Her eyes darted toward the floor and she
said, "You know exactly what this is about."

His mouth still hung open. "I'm sorry. I have
no idea."

"Stop."

Joseph closed his mouth and swallowed hard.
He stood still and simply breathed.

Evelyn raised her chin and tried to look down
on him from across the room. That was one of Ruth's suggestions.
"You're in the Ha'la'tha. I know the culture. I know just about
everyone has a pallaké."

He scoffed and shook his head. Evelyn
remained firm and stared at him.

"Have you forgotten what I used to do for you
at the practice?"

The corners of Joseph's mouth turned down and
he hung his head. After jabbing his hands into his pockets, he
mumbled, "You were an investigator. The best."

"Yeah." She ground her teeth and felt her own
angry energy prickling at the edges of her sight. "But more than
that, I used to lie for you to Shannon when you were late
for dinner." He nodded. "I knew you were frakking Fidelia Fazekas
then. I know you're frakking her now. And now she's the
guatrau."

Joseph didn't look her in the eye. He raised
his head a little, but his gaze was directed near her; not on her.
"What do you want me to do?"

Evelyn chuckled. That seemed to surprise him,
but she said, "You know what I want you to do, but since you won't
do that … I'll just settle for you not lying to me about it any
longer." His eyebrows arched inward as though he had been wounded.
"Just know, as long as your lips touch hers, they will not touch
mine."

She sat down and pulled her papers back into
her lap. She shuffled through them and began making pointless marks
and equations in the margins of a notebook. Mathematical gibberish.
Still, it stalled him and after moving side to side in the
periphery, he finally turned away and went upstairs. Once he did,
Evelyn pushed the papers aside and just sat in the quiet of the
living room. She stared at the walls and the floor and thought.

 


Tauron.

The air was cold, but the smell of old dirt
and sulfur that blew in on the dusty breezes warmed Sam's lungs. It
was a scent he hadn't experienced since he left here the last time
almost fifteen years before. Adama smiled and remembered coming
back to Tauron on his own with ideas of glory. He would reclaim the
planet for the people by overthrowing the puppet tyrants. And he
could do it singlehandedly.

Back then, Joseph told him it was a waste of
time and money. Sam didn't listen. His brother was right, but it
was a lesson that Sam needed to learn for himself. And more than
that, he made friends in the original, "the real" Ha'la'tha, and
those friends spoke highly of him to people on Caprica. It gave him
more credibility and sway as he rose through the ranks.

"The storm moves closer, Samuel," his guide
said in Tauran. "Come." Adama looked back to the horizon and saw
the familiar reddish fuzzing of features far away. He followed his
companion and stepped down into the covered hole.

The roof was a tarp strapped to short walls
of brick and wood. Lights were strung along the walls' length and
only then as he blinked to adjust to the comparative dimness did he
realize that these people were living in the foundation of a house.
A house that no longer existed.

His hat brushed against the tarp as he
walked, so Adama removed it and stooped lower. A young mother
nursed a baby in a corner. The father, Sam guessed, sat with his
head on her shoulder. His arm was bandaged and bled-through. An old
woman huddled in a corner for warmth and an old man sat under one
of the utility lamps reading a dingy book.

"Come."

Sam turned to follow and he nodded to a young
man who sat nearby with an automatic rifle. A hanging drape was
parted and the companion stood against it, revealing a small,
candle-lit chamber on the other side.

Adama's back began to ache as he maintained
his low posture, but he found, pleasantly, that the chamber's floor
had been dug out even more. He could stand with ease and then he
noticed the man sitting behind a table. His face was heavily
scarred on the left and almost blackened with tattoos on the right.
He was wearing an old Heracleides uniform jacket that made Sam's
skin crawl, but the man's smile beckoned him forward.

"Samuel Adama," he said. He stood with
difficulty and reached his arm out. Sam moved closer and shook it.
"I have heard about you. Good things. Good things."

"Guatrau Skiro. Thank you." The man
sat and gestured to a chair against a wall of dirt. Sam pulled it
closer to the table and sat also. "Thank you for your
hospitality."

"Please." He placed a flattened hand against
his forehead and moved it away dismissively. "I understand you have
come home to learn more of our recent struggles."

Adama nodded and he kept his expression dour.
"I had been told that the uprisings and crackdowns had subsided.
That it was … peaceful, if not entirely a peace." The
guatrau chuckled. "Then I heard the truth. I was told that
Phaulkon's men have our people locked up in their homes and they
feed them gruel off the backs of godsdamned trucks. Our cities are
nothing more than prisons."

"This is still only a part of the truth," the
old guatrau said. "Many do not know of the new death squads.
These new Heracs. My own wife was killed this way."

"I am sorry."

He nodded toward Sam. "Blood was spilled for
hers and her journey was paid for."

Adama looked toward the maps on the table. He
bit his lip and said, "I am … angry that we live in such luxury on
Caprica and here, our home, there is still so much pain."

"Anger is good. It can be used."

"I did use it." He leaned forward. "A few
years ago, against the orders of my guatrau, I sent some
Cylon soldiers to Tauron to be used against Phaulkon. My new
guatrau approved and we sent more. And yet," he extended his
arm and looked around the room, "I haven't seen or heard anything
about them since."

"Yes. I saw your robots with my own eye." He
coughed for a moment and then breathed deeply before continuing,
"Our leaders decided to tell the Tyrant that we had such things, as
a warning. That's when this … false peace began. But soon after,
the guatraus went missing and so did your machines." Adama
pounded his thigh and shook his head. "If it is of any comfort, the
guatraus are dead. The death squads got them."

"Little comfort." Sam wiped his eyes and
said, "The Cylons … you think Phaulkon has them?"

"I am certain."

"Well," Adama nodded, "I'll have to send
more."

The old man leaned against the table. "I
thank you, but as you can see, I have nothing to pay you. And I am
now one of the guatraus who leads us against the
Tyrant."

"These will be gifts, guatrau." Skiro
bowed toward him and Sam said, "Just assure me that you hold on to
these soldiers and hide them. And, when the time is right, use
them."

"It will be done."

Minutes later when Adama stepped outside of
the makeshift home, the dust storm was upon them. He raised a
neckerchief up to cover his nose and mouth and he tilted the front
brim of his hat down. Still, the flinty smell of the red soil
filled his passages and lungs. Though nostalgia was triggered in
his mind, the sensation burned.
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GRAYSTONE

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


Zoe stood on the patio. She gripped the
brushed aluminum railing and allowed herself to be blown back by
the breeze. Her brunette hair fluttered and her eyelids slammed
shut in an autonomic response. She tried to smile.

"Day four," Daniel tapped on his tablet
computer.

"How does it feel?" Amanda asked.

She tried to close the voice out, but she
couldn't. She sighed and opened her eyes again before turning to
face her mother. "Still kind of numb. Tingly, like it's
asleep."

"Your whole body?"

"Yeah." Zoe turned to face Amanda. "It
doesn't hurt, though." Her mother was scribbling notes as she sat
on the edge of an outdoor table. She opened and closed her mouth a
few times. "I still feel like all this skin is in my way."

Her mother stood and came near. She smiled a
little before she lightly put her hand on Zoe's face. She mashed
one cheek a bit and held her wrist. "I see. Can you say some of the
exercises?"

Graystone said, with her mouth opening wide,
"'Ares ran around the rugged rocks after a ragged rascal.'"

"Slower."

Zoe licked her lips and said, "'Diana dashed
down the dune toward the big black bear with her bow and
arrow.'"

Amanda shook her head, "Everything looks fine
on the screen."

"It doesn't feel fine," her daughter mumbled.
She stomped a foot and said, "It feels like I'm fighting my own
tongue and I've got half a kilo of flesh hanging here." She
gestured toward her mouth while her speech was impeded.

"I can hear it." Amanda looked inside Zoe's
mouth and said, " Your tongue requires complex movement for speech,
but your mind's just not able to get all the information it needs
to compensate for all of the variables."

"Why?"

"Because skin is skin," Daniel said as he
walked toward her. "There's nerves and muscles and skin, but they
don't mix well with your underlying Cylon body."

"They don't talk to each other."

"Exactly."

Amanda lowered her eyes and Zoe stared at
him. "And there's nothing more we can do about it?"

He rubbed his scalp and leaned against a
white column. "Not presently. No."

Graystone glanced out toward the lake again
at a flock of birds that swooped in for a dramatic landing. She
turned back to face her parents and said, "I need honesty. How do I
look?"

"For the most part," Amanda began, "you look
good."

Zoe rolled her eyes and said through a thick
flap of her cheeks, "Please."

"She's not wrong." Daniel moved closer and
put his hand on her shoulder. "You do look good as long as you're
not talking or …"

"Moving," Zoe interrupted. "Or doing anything
at all."

Amanda tossed her e-sheet onto the table and
leaned forward into her hands. "I'm trying, Zo."

"I know." She looked down and tried to be as
still as she could.

"I know you're frustrated," Daniel said.
"This was the third test of actual bio-matter. The second test
using your own skin cells."

Zoe turned and looked at the lake again. "Can
I stay out here?"

Amanda grinned and stood. "Of course. Stay
out as long as you like."

Daniel started to walk back inside, "Just let
us know when you're ready to come in." Without looking at her
parents, she nodded.

The late morning sun beat down on her. She
could feel – barely – the warmth of the light. Another hard breeze
blew in from the lake and she sensed that the wind was blowing, but
she couldn't get a sense of the temperature. She looked at her arm
to see if she had goosebumps or if her hair was standing on end.
Neither. Zoe licked her lips and stretched her jaw. She exhaled and
felt the jiggling of her jowls. Disgusted with herself, she began
to walk.

 


Daniel pressed the phone to the side of his
head. "I'm ready."

His attorney, Malcolm Dessos, spoke through
the line. "Conferencing now."

"This is Director Maestra Norman of the GDD
Caprica City field office. Agent Leda Rose is on the line,
too."

"Hello," Graystone said. He tried to swallow
but found his throat constrained.

"Dr. Graystone, we're calling because we have
a new solicitor. Mr. Cabeiri is, shall we say, not terribly patient
with long-term cases like ours."

Daniel shook his head. "I see. And what does
that mean for me?"

"It means we need some actionable intel,"
Norman said. "As soon as possible."

Graystone extended his free arm and looked
toward the ceiling of his lab. "I was under the impression that I
had been providing nothing but actionable intel. Agent Rose told me
repeatedly how good the data from the ledgers proved to be. The
footage from the cameras at Graystone Industries. The phone
logs."

"True, true," the director said, "but the
solicitor feels that the usefulness for our partnership is at an
end."

"Director," Dessos interjected, "we have a
written agreement with your field office and the solicitor's
office. We have more than upheld our end of that agreement."

"I concur," Norman said. "I have tried to
argue that keeping the case active and you in the field would be
the best scenario for a host of arrests and charges."

"And he's not interested?" Graystone
asked.

"He's interested in keeping costs down,"
Norman said. "He wants us to file charges on what we have and move
on."

"But," Daniel rapped his fingers on the arm
of his chair, "would he have enough to charge everyone? The Adamas?
The guatrau?"

The director asked, "Agent Rose?"

"He could charge everyone, sure," she
hesitated, "but there likely wouldn't be enough to make it all
stick. Not for the kinds of prison sentences we want."

Daniel shook his head. "So the muscle of the
planet's biggest crime syndicate would likely be free and able to …
exact revenge on me."

"They won't know, Dr. Graystone. We can file
for a danger redaction …"

"Would you stake your life on that?" Neither
GDD official responded. "All because, what? The budget can't handle
wires and bugs and data analysts?"

"Long-term surveillance cases are not
cheap."

Daniel looked toward the array of computer
monitors along the wall. "Bill me."

"I'm sorry?"

"I'll pay for it. I'll pay for the
surveillance. Not only would it keep me alive, but it'll be worth
it in the long run for me to have my company back, free and
clear."

The director chuckled and said, "Very
generous, Dr. Graystone, but the defendants would argue that such a
thing taints the evidence gathered."

"Fine." Daniel scratched the side of his head
and threw his arm down in frustration. "What if the solicitor could
root out corruption in government offices? Public officials,
judges, police?"

The GDD side of the line went quiet. He heard
the muffled sound of the two women conversing. Finally, Rose spoke,
"Daniel, I've been through everything you've ever sent us.
Everything we've ever recorded. I saw nothing about
corruption."

"It's not in what you've got. It's not even
something that I've been privy to." He cleared his throat and wiped
his fingers across his hairline. "I heard, before our agreement,
conversations between the old guatrau and his men about
officials on the payroll of the Ha'la'tha. My business with them
has been just that, all business. With some prodding, I am certain
I could find more."

"That sounds dangerous, Dr. Graystone,"
Norman said.

"I agree," Dessos interrupted. "Daniel, we
need to talk about …"

"Director, that's my offer. I will get
information on corrupt city and federal officials." When he heard
no response, Graystone said, "Would that interest Mr. Cabeiri?"

Norman's voice was flat. "I am sure it would.
We'll be in touch."

"Thank you," Daniel said.

"Until we speak again, Dr. Graystone, do
nothing."

"Understood."

He pulled the phone away from his head and
pressed the red circle. He tossed the device onto his desk and
leaned back. He stared deeply into the ceiling and then squeezed
his eyes shut as tight as he could.

 


She sniffed the glass and the alcohol gave
off its customary sulfurous aroma. Somewhat burned, somewhat
rotten, the scent of Scorpian ambrosia forced Amanda to remember
the times she snuck into her parents' liquor cabinet. Those were
happy times, usually, in between spells of mental unrest. When she
saw the face of her late brother, Darius, she shook her head and
downed the green liquid in a single gulp.

Amanda put the glass on the tabletop and
leaned back against the pillows of the couch. The sun seemed to be
setting, judging by the orange sky over the bay, clearly visible
through their windows. She sighed and drew a light blanket over
herself.

The leather cushions pulled the heat of her
body through her clothes. She shivered and tightened her grip on
the blanket. She closed her eyes but she couldn't feel herself
falling toward sleep. In the darkness under her lids, she saw only
anatomy. Lab results from the skin growth experiments. She began to
think about new ways to attach flesh to Zoe's robot body. When she
lifted her right hand and began to make the motions of suturing the
grafts, she opened her eyes and cast the blanket aside.

Amanda sat up and planted her feet on the
floor. She looked around the house and felt a familiar battle
inside of her. The burning desire for action fighting against the
cold, crushing weight of depression.

Her brow furrowed and she recalled her
morning routine. She had taken her medication. Maybe it's
because I thought about Darius. Just for a moment.

She stood and began to walk. She looked
toward the staircase leading downstairs. Maybe she could distract
herself by working in her lab some more. But Daniel's down
there, too. I don't want to be around him.

Thinking of him caused her to grimace and
look away. She exhaled fully and remembered the last time she felt
this way. It was the recurrence of an old idea, one that had taken
root in her after she survived the jump from Pantheon Bridge. I
need to leave Daniel.

In the stillness of the house, the drum of
her heart and thoughts deafened her. She played out scenarios where
she stayed with Daniel until this happened or that happened. She
had arguments in her head and even felt her eyes water and her
throat clench. She glanced at the clock and saw that more than half
an hour had passed. She returned toward the couch and noticed its
peculiar gravity, pulling her back into its engulfing depths and
the superficial warmth of the blanket.

No. She looked toward the stairs again
and began to picture herself packing her bags and leaving Daniel
for good. But there was still work to be done for Zoe. And Daniel
seemed to be better. He was more open. He was cooperating with the
GDD so there were fewer lies. He seemed more caring and attentive
...

No. It's an illusion.

She glanced toward the ambrosia bottle when
she heard the front door open.

"Amanda. Zoe is home."

"Thank you, Serge." She walked from the
kitchen and past the diminutive robot. In the doorway stood her
daughter, but something was very wrong.

"Serge! Get Daniel up here now!"

She ran to Zoe's side and braced against her.
While she did, Amanda stared at the left side of her face and at
the flap of skin that detached from her scalp and draped down to
her shoulder. The meat of her arm slipped in Amanda's grip off the
skeleton.

"What happened?" Daniel ran across the floor
and took Zoe's right side.

Zoe shook her head and parted her lips
slightly. "I'm falling apart. I was just walking near the trees, …"
As she spoke, another piece of her skin peeled away and dangled
from the side of her face.

She shook free of her parents' grips, leaving
Amanda holding part of her forearm. Zoe darted into the open space
of the living room and stared at the world beyond the familiar
glass windows. Serge rolled back on its ball, giving the robot
plenty of room. Zoe frowned and exhaled. When she heard Amanda move
toward her, she reached into her dark brown hair and drove her
artificial fingernails into her scalp. Easily, the flesh tore and
she pulled the rest of her face's skin away. She casually discarded
it to one side and it made a wet slap on the floor. She gripped the
edges of her neck skin and felt the tugs on sutures, glue, and
staples as it freed from around her chest.

"Zoe," Daniel said. "You don't have to do
this."

Without turning, she said, "I couldn't feel
the breeze on my face. I couldn't feel the hot sun. It was like …
wearing a winter coat. I only had the slightest possible idea of
what the world around me was like. And then," she turned her Cylon
face toward her parents. Amanda blinked twice at the sight of the
animated machine with the glass eyes and porcelain teeth of her
daughter. "Something beautiful happened."

Daniel tilted his head and softly asked,
"What?"

"A bird landed on me. Landed on my shoulder."
Zoe weakly pointed to her left. "A beautiful black and purple bird.
A big one." Her voice was tinny since her father had adjusted the
machine's speaker to sound more natural coming through a fleshy
mouth and with false skin lips and a tongue to modulate it. "I
smiled as best as I could and stood still. I felt like one of those
princesses from the cartoons I watched as a little girl, you
know?"

Amanda nodded. "Sure."

"It stayed on my shoulder. And then … it
started pecking at my ear." Zoe shook her head. "It pulled my ear
off and tried to eat my skin!" Amanda covered her mouth with her
hand. "I shooed it away but more came. They tried to land on me and
some snipped at me, so I ran." The robotic face couldn't convey it,
but Zoe's voice indicated that there should be tears. "And when I
ran, my skin fell apart even more." She lifted her skirt, showing
the exposed thigh of her metal endoskeleton. "My arms. My
back."

"Zoe," Daniel said. He walked toward her with
an extended arm, "We can keep working on this. You know that."

"It's the Cylon skeleton, Daddy." He seemed
wounded at the sound of his daughter calling him that. "The heat …
the metal … I don't know what, but the skin degraded in just a few
days. Much faster than it should have."

He put his hand on her shoulder and nodded.
"I'll work on that. We'll work on that. Together."

Amanda approached, too, and put her hand on
Zoe's other shoulder. She put her arm around her husband and said,
"And we'll keep working on the skin, too. We will not stop. You
know that, right?"

Zoe nodded and then leaned her metallic face
against them. "I'm just so tired."

"I know, baby." Amanda leaned her cheek
against the robot's head. She glanced at Daniel and saw the fear
and sadness there. Her stomach sank with the guilt she felt for
thinking what she did just minutes before.

Zoe shuddered and said, "I don't know how
much more I can take."


 XIX

WILLOW

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


"Funny how God's will always seems to serve
your needs."

The words of the dead bounded about in
Clarice's head.

This hotel was less opulent than the one on
Canceron. The view wasn't so spectacular. The neighborhood wasn't
as posh. She checked in with just a few simple bags and she wasn't
wearing her finest dress and jewelry.

Willow sighed and looked at her Athena ring.
One wayward look from one guest at the Psammos hotel was all it
took. He looked so familiar … She was certain that he was a
parent of one of her students back on Caprica years ago. She had to
leave, so she fled to Virgon.

God's will, she thought at the time.
Was it The One's will that she bounced all around the Four Systems?
Was it The One's will that she hid and moved as often as she did?
Was it The One's will that the word she spread – The One's holy
word – was given only to a hundred or so machine servants in a tiny
corner of a club of ill repute within V-World?

Clarice stood and walked to the small
kitchenette. She sipped her water and when the glass clicked on the
tile counter, she thought, I mustn't denigrate the Cylons. They
are … God's instruments. They are the vehicles for my
return.

Again, she thought of her late husbands, Olaf
and Nestor. Her wife, Mar-beth.

Her eyes widened and she stared into the open
space of the hotel room. A single tear left her eye and raced over
her cheek. She felt it and was startled. She brushed it with her
knuckle and stared at the moisture, wondering whence it came.

 


Her signals to Caprica were still delayed
because of the speed of light. With only a twelve-hour time
difference between Virgon and Caprica, she didn't require a jump
courier to transmit her messages, but she still employed one
because she didn't want to leave anything to chance. She didn't
want to expose herself that way.

In her Holoband, Willow looked around the
small sanctuary. It was the same place that Zoe had first shown her
the Apotheosis avatar years ago. "Zoe," she said aloud. The last
time she saw that avatar, it ripped apart her afterlife and all her
hopes.

Clarice thought about her efforts to win
Mother and the Conclave to her side. How she was given command of
the STO on Caprica. And then how it was all lost after Apotheosis
was destroyed and Atlas Arena wasn't. If she had remained on
Caprica, some remnant of the STO would have come for her to take
her out and take her place, but Lacy Rand's insurgency was a
perfect distraction.

I have a new STO, she thought. For
more than a year now, she inserted messages of despair into her
sermons. She even railed against the powers that be and sin itself
on occasion. The machines seemed to like it. The 'differently
sentient.' She was proud of that phrase. She created it just a
few days ago.

She had hoped to inspire some sort of
response in her followers. So far, as eager as they were, the
Cylons didn't confront their masters. Willow thought on this and
wondered what it may take for them to do so.

"Hello."

Startled, Clarice turned. She saw a slight,
young woman standing by her. She had long dark hair and desert
skin. The sister scanned her from head to toe and barked, "Who are
you?"

"Tamara." She looked around at the digital
representation of the Retreat and continued, "I found you on
Caprica but I realized your signals were coming from somewhere
else."

Willow backed away one step. Her right hand
jerked upward in an almost instinctual motion to remove her
Holoband, but she stopped herself. She seems familiar,
somehow.

The girl smirked and said, "You're
Clarice."

"Yes."

"Zoe told me all about you."

Zoe … "Oh?"

Tamara nodded and started to circle. "She
told me about the STO. That you were the terrorist leader in
Caprica City." Willow blinked and again started to reach for her
band. "Don't bother trying to leave. I made it so you can't."

Testing her, Clarice gripped in front of her
eyes and found nothing there. "How did you do that?" She looked
around. "How are you here? I mean, … this is supposed to be my
personal V-space."

Adama shrugged and said, "I can do things
that most people can't." Long pause. "I'm dead. Like Zoe."

Clarice whispered, "'Like Zoe?'" Has she
seen angels, too?

"In here," she looked around, "I can do
almost anything I want. Once I saw where your messages were coming
from, I sent myself to you." The sister didn't move. "I …
broadcast, I guess, my signal to Virgon from Caprica."

"That's twelve hours away."

"Oh." Tamara looked away and mumbled, "It
felt like … months. It was very weird." She looked at Willow and
smiled, "But I'm here now." She crossed her arms in front of her
chest. The sister saw this young woman's arrogance and if she
intended Clarice harm, she hoped she could find a way to use it
against her.

"And what do you want with me?" Adama circled
a little more and Willow pleaded, "I had noting to do with the
bombing. Ben Stark … he was a troubled young man. He did it without
my knowledge and …"

Tamara shook her head. "Shut up."

"But I'm trying to explain …"

"I said, shut up!" As her voiced raised, the
light in this private online room dimmed and the ground quaked.
Clarice looked toward the ceiling of the Retreat mockup as though
she might find a fresh crack in a marble pillar. "I know what you
are."

"Do you believe you are dead," she held her
breath, "because of me?"

The young woman glared at the sister. She
made fists again but the environment did not change. "Maybe," she
whispered. "I'm not sure." Willow let herself exhale a bit. "But
you taught these people how to be terrorists."

Her shoulders sagged. "I did."

Adama shook her head and looked away. "So you
could cleanse the worlds. Bring them all together."

"That's right."

"Zoe hated you. She talked about it all the
time. She talked about … cleaning up society. Even though she hates
you, she said she got that idea from you."

Slowly, Clarice nodded. "Yes."

"After spending all that time in New Cap
City, I saw all I needed to know. It needs to be done. People are …
frakked. They just want to see pain. They want the pain they feel
put on other people, and they're happy to cheer it on." Tamara
finally locked eyes with her again. "I agreed with Zoe. The worlds
need to be cleansed. I want to make things better, too."

"I am glad to hear it."

"But no hurting people. No killing. No
terrorism. I don't care about the God stuff, but I liked a lot of
what Zoe said."

"Tell me," Willow took a step toward her,
"have you seen Zoe?"

The girl laughed and shook her head, throwing
long strands of dark hair from side to side. "No. She said we'd
stay together in V-World. That we would fight the system and the
corruption together." Her face and voice hardened. "But she left
me. Alone."

"I see. I am sorry. Yet, you still want to
help me 'clean up the worlds?'"

"Yes."

Willow sighed and then nervously brushed some
of her hair back behind her ear. "Thank heaven for that." She
clasped her hands in front of herself and took a quick moment to
strike a more studious pose. "Faith, sometimes, knocks gently at
the door of your soul and becomes stronger with works. So let's
talk about some works you can do, alright?" Tamara raised her
eyebrows. "First, I need to get back to Caprica and I think you can
make my travel arrangements a bit easier."

Adama narrowed her eyes. "This is going to
help us make the worlds a better place?"

"It's step one."

"Alright. Done."

"Second, all of this?" With a single finger,
she pointed at the ethereal walls of the virtual Retreat. "We need
a new gathering place. Some place big and … and grand. A place
where my Cylon flock can seek comfort when they power down at
night."

"Cylons? Why do you need Cylons?"

"Oh, my dear. They are God's instruments for
cleansing the worlds. Every bit as much as me or you."

Tamara chuckled and shrugged, "Sure."

"Good. I want them to be able to come to our
new sanctuary so that they may feel welcome and so they can bask in
the light of God. And," Willow glanced away, "is there something
you can do to bring more Cylons to me?" The girl frowned. "I've
reached only a few hundred so far. I have to rely on them finding
me. But if there's a way that they can get to me quickly and easily
…"

"You're asking for a lot." Adama lifted her
chin so she could look down at Clarice, who only stood quietly,
waiting. "But if it'll piss off Zoe, I'll do it."


 XX

RAND

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


"I am giving you a holy charge," Blessed
Mother said. "You are being led into our cities and you will help
our citizens. You will protect them from each other and you will
apprehend the wrongdoers. You will rescue those that require it.
You will provide aid and comfort in a time of crisis."

Lacy raised her head and scanned the crowd of
Cylons. The soldiers were outfitted with batons instead of
automatic rifles, though they carried large handguns on their hips.
Their many eyes scanned her in the dim light of the pre-dawn. She
glanced over to Odin Sinclair, Lexon Dex, and her husband, Richel
Barthon. Devanna Owen took her place beside them.

"Squad one, you're with Cleric Sinclair. Two,
with Cleric Dex. Three, Cleric Owen. Four, Cleric Barthon." The
lines of Cylons began to march and move among themselves, lining up
near their appointed leaders. "You will depart in one hour."

"By your command," the machines
responded.

Lacy then turned and looked at the hundreds
of former STO fighters. They had busied themselves for the last
year cleaning and repairing the Retreat, doing clerical work,
acting as liaisons to other monotheist groups. Anything but
fighting. "I know this isn't what you've trained for, but handing
out food may end up being more powerful than using a gun or
planting a bomb." There were some nods and many of the young people
were smiling. She had heard that many of them were just pleased to
be leaving the compound. "May The One True God be with you."

Rand turned away and walked off the small
platform. Her cleric friends approached and Odin asked, "Are you
sure this is the best thing for us to do?"

"Without a doubt." Lacy clasped her hands
behind her back and looked into Sinclair's face. "There's rioting.
Looting. Starving. There are hundreds of thousands of people around
the world who need help. What better way to show them that
monotheism is an acceptable choice than by helping them?"

Lexon nodded and asked, "I know you're
keeping Ruby and that squad, but are ten Cylons enough to protect
you and the Retreat?"

"We have Hephaistons, too. Guys," Mother
shook her head and put her hand on Devanna's shoulder, "this is the
beginning of the next phase. This is what we've wanted and
needed."

"I know, we're just … worried," Owen
said.

"Thank you. Now go. And be careful." Most of
the clerics left, but Odin remained. She moved closer to him and
then glanced to her right. Richel was still there.

His eyes danced away and he mumbled, "Sorry.
I'll be outside."

Sinclair watched him leave. "I know you said
he didn't care, but that looked like he cares."

"No."

"He seems possessive."

Lacy put her hand flat against Odin's chest.
"I think he's just worried that someone will find out about
us."

"And him, by extension."

"Right." Rand stood on her tiptoes and kissed
Odin. Their heads tilted from side to side and their mouths pressed
and moved against each other. After a few long moments, she pulled
away and smiled. "Be careful."

"I will." Sinclair backed up two steps,
bowed, and said, "Blessed Mother."

After the transports left the Retreat's
staging area, Lacy met with her council in the old castle's open
conference room. She sat in her usual chair and stared at the map
of Gemenon they displayed on an easel weeks ago once the news
reached them of the government's collapse.

"Obviously," Prelate Circon said, "Cleric
Owen and her Cylons will be in position in Moreni very soon."

Moreni, the city across the bay from the
Retreat. It provided a lovely view at night, but in recent days,
there were fires and long streams of smoke.

"It will be another two days before Sinclair
and Dex reach their positions in Calafat and Racari." Circon moved
his pointer further east, to the far end of the Pustiu Desert. "In
four days, Master Barthon will meet reach Burgas."

Rand looked around. "Has Prelate Wedi already
left?"

"Yes," Prelate York said. "He went to make
preparations last night."

The Mithraist, Deacon Durio, leaned forward
and said, "Please forgive me, Blessed Mother, but I feel that I
must ask a question."

"Please."

"Is it not too soon for us to reveal
ourselves to the world?"

Rand sighed, but not because it was a
question that exasperated her. "This is a question that has … vexed
me, concerned me for some time." She leaned back in her chair and
felt her robe and headscarf bunching around her neck. She
straightened and twisted her head in an effort to free it. "Think
back to our history. Monotheism wasn't born on Gemenon. It came
from Kobol."

York nodded. "Indeed."

"When those ships landed here almost two
thousand years ago, the last monotheists became the first. They
went into the hills. They went into the far north and far south of
these mountains. They set up a means to keep their faith alive in
the turmoil that they knew would follow. I'm not Father Armado of
the Anaxan Monastery, so I don't know all the details," Circon
nodded, "but they joined together in the One and drew the attention
of the outside world. With that attention came death and Alexander
Mace ordered the Scattering. In the years that followed, with their
mutual enemy, the monotheists, gone, the polytheists turned against
each other. For centuries."

"Precisely, Mother," York said. "It speaks
directly to the clan behavior we're seeing in the failed
cities."

"Thank you," Lacy said. She folded her hands
on the tabletop and continued, "They came to a lasting peace only a
hundred years ago and they were even content to leave most of the
monotheist sects alone. Now, with the failing of the government,
all of those old wounds and cracks are resurfacing. The polys are
fighting the polys for survival." She glanced at a glass of water
and reached for it before she stopped herself. "Yes, I wanted us
and our fresh alliances to be nurtured for some time. I wanted them
to grow stronger together and more naturally. But this collapse …
this was an opportunity that could not be ignored."

"If I may, Mother," York said.

"Please." She took the water and drank.

"We endear ourselves to the population," the
prelate of Oranu, the capital city, said. "If our Cylons, the Monad
members, and the Hephaiston support groups are successful, that is.
Order will be restored due to a fear of the robots and the pangs of
hunger will be eased by the charity of the Hephaistons."

Circon leaned over quickly and jabbed his arm
upward, "The Voulgatan support groups will be ready to distribute
supplies to the smaller cities and towns within the week, Blessed
Mother."

Rand smiled and said, "Thank you."

"I appreciate the elaboration," Durio said,
"but I was more concerned with our own people and not the people
out there." Lacy narrowed her eyes and the Mithraist continued,
"The bonds of our alliances are still fresh, as you say. It may not
require much for them to break."

The Blessed Mother nodded. "Perhaps. We'll
have to do the best we can. And if a problem arises," she sighed
again, "we'll have to keep an open mind and open paths
forward."


 XXI

DURAM

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


Jordan dropped away from the bar and stumbled
backward. He raised his arms and began to swing them, windmill
fashion. He exhaled through pursed lips and looked across the gym
for the dark blue shirts that marked his people.

Fifteen were Caprican Legionnaires. They were
almost all new. Duram watched them work out, jump rope, do push
ups. After the first couple of months, he saw that most of the
initial members were just too interested in weapons training. It
made the hair on his neck stand on end, so Jordan switched the
focus to physical preparations. The two military veterans – twins,
Alix and Andy – remained. They were trying to outdo each other on
the benchpress right now. The only other person from the beginning
who remained was Paul Knox. Duram's tech expert, a hacker who
helped the GDD agent from time to time to avoid prosecution. Since
he wasn't with the Department anymore, Knox's help came with a
price and Jordan didn't know how much longer he could pay it.

Duram wiped himself with a towel and walked
toward the showers of the community fitness club. They got a
discounted membership since they were part of a group. The staff at
the gym thought it was "cute" that they named themselves after that
famed army from history. They had no idea what his real aims
were.

What are my real aims? he thought
while the water beat on him. Cylon monitoring. The news from
Youngblood about Graystone and the STO was just too much. And
the STO. Frakking Monads. The GDD had taken their resources
away from that fight and the STO had gone quiet.

Jordan bent forward and grunted when his back
cracked.

As much as he wanted to battle the
monotheists, more people were drawn to join him because of the
Cylon focus. The ranks of the Legionnaires now neared forty.
Taking away people's jobs gives them animosity. And plenty of
free time.

Dressed again, Duram walked across the
divided highway to the mostly empty strip shopping center across
the street from the gym. When he entered the unmarked storefront,
he saw the glow of electronics coming from the back office.
Paul.

"Hey, boss." He sat before two laptop
computers while holding a Holoband aloft with one hand. "I've got
something."

"Yeah?" Duram pulled an office chair under
himself and sat. "Last time, it was just a bunch of robots standing
around on their charging pads."

Knox shook his head and smirked, "I still say
they were up to something. Their processors were working hard like
they were awake."

"Yeah, yeah."

He put the Holoband down and swung one of the
computers toward Duram. "I can't take credit for this video. Our
friend in Phoebus sent it."

"Oh yeah?" Not all of the Legionnaires were
in Caprica City. A couple of people sent information on suspicious
Cylon activity from wherever they were around the world.

Paul tapped on the keys and a window opened.
The side of a building appeared. "Let me zoom in." An old, painted
concrete wall filled the screen. A Cylon stepped into view wearing
a sandblasting rig on its back and it raised the nozzle. Dust and
sand began to blow and billowed out around the wall. The image was
obscured for several long seconds, but a breeze came and showed the
Cylon making a loop with the blasting wand. After another cloud
covered the wall, the Cylon backed up and stared, waiting for it to
become clear again.

The paint had been torn away by the sand,
leaving bare concrete visible in the shape of an infinity
symbol.

"Holy frak," Jordan said. A chill raced up
his spine and down over his forearms.

Paul nodded. "Yep." The Cylon walked away and
the video ended. "A couple of hours later, the human work crew tore
down the wall. It was all marked for demolition, anyway."

Duram leaned back in his chair and bit the
inside of his lip.

"You know," Knox said, "you told me when this
started that we'd be hunting for Cylons that worked for the STO,
but I haven't heard you say that to the group."

"I did. Once." Jordan ran his hand over his
forehead and then over his pate. "It was inflammatory and got
people riled up for the wrong reasons."

"I hear you." Paul clicked on the laptop
again and froze the image on the symbol. "Cylons are the focus. Not
the monotheists."

"Right."

Knox tapped the screen with his fingertip.
"What if they're one in the same?"

Duram glanced at Paul and then at the screen.
"Maybe."


 XXII

ADAMA

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


"This is Perga."

The rocky red ground was an expanse. Lines of
concrete wound about in jagged lines, submerged in the dirt. Simple
wood frames with sheets of plastic or cloth were braced at an angle
to ward off the winds from the Great Tauran Plain.

"It used to be a town of nearly thirty
thousand," Sam said. "Over here on the right," Joe and Fiddy looked
where he pointed, "you can still see the tracks left behind by
Phaulkon's GunRams. The ground was muddy," Adama looked down while
he slowly rubbed his hands together, "not because it rained.
Because of the blood."

Joseph knelt near one such tread and saw the
darker complexion of the soil. "My gods."

"There was a rumor that a guatrau had
holed up here. So, the new Heracs came and," Sam slapped his hands
together, "wiped out almost eight thousand people."

"When?" Fazekas asked.

"A month before my visit." He turned and
kicked up a tuft of dust. "It's like this all over. Especially the
farther you get away from Hypatia and Minos."

Joseph stood and brushed some imaginary dust
off his pants. "This isn't what they show on the news."

"No." Samuel stared at Fidelia, waiting for
her expression to crack. "Andreas Phaulkon controls where the news
goes. If he only wants to show off the 'good stuff,' he'll point
the cameras at the camps just outside the cities. Happy little
dirteater kids, gobbling up bowls of rice. Taking toys from smiling
skoríon stratiotai." He shook his head and looked away
toward distant mountains.

The guatrau looked at him and said,
"Why show this to me now?"

Sam cleared his throat and touched a keyboard
in the real world. In this Holoband program, he just appeared to be
tapping thin air. Perga vanished and Joseph wobbled in place.
Fazekas' eyes were closed as the location shifted to a new piece of
desolation.

"This is Tseri. It's close to Minos and it's
on the Old Trail, but it's a wasteland." Joseph's face had gone
blank and frozen into a frown. Fidelia stood and blinked slowly at
what she was shown. "I met a new guatrau here. There's only
a few hundred people left. Most left months ago. Death squads came
for others."

"What did this guatrau say?" Fazekas
asked.

"I asked him about the Cylons we sent home.
He says he saw them, but he's sure the Tyrant has them now."

"Frak," Joseph muttered.

Sam stared at the guatrau. She stared
at one dilapidated structure. A kitchen wall had broken and bent
inward. Old wallpaper was torn and fluttered in the wind. She
licked her lips and asked, "What did you say?"

"I told him we would send more."

Fiddy turned to face her captain. "We
will?"

"Yes, guatrau."

"Why?"

Sam squinted. "Because these are our people.
They need our help."

Fazekas shook her head and sighed. "Now? When
the noise is quiet for us? When we lay back and listen for the
snakes?"

"I know you're worried about a spy, but
…"

"Tell me this, Sam." She scoffed and added,
"Liberator of Tauron." He seemed wounded by the appellation. "How
will these poor people pay us for these robots?"

Adama took a moment. He grit his teeth and
looked toward Joseph's expectant face. "They won't."

While Fazekas laughed, Joseph said, "C'mon,
Sam. Really?"

The younger brother took a step over red dirt
toward the guatrau. "Take it from my pay."

She turned to face him. "In a year, you might
make and collect enough to pay for one machine."

"I don't care. We have to do this."

Fiddy folded her arms over her chest.
"Why?"

Samuel looked at Joseph and saw his expectant
look, too. "Because these are our people. Because they could be
us." His brother's eyebrows raised and he continued, "We're lucky.
We got off world decades ago at the end of the war. But … we just
as easily might have been stuck there. We might be stuck there even
now." He paused, trying to gauge her reaction. "It's not just that
they are our people. They are our people who can only
be helped by us."

"Why our help?" Joseph asked.

Sam shrugged, "Who else will?"

The attorney considered this and looked down
at the ground. The guatrau, though, was not so moved.

"No."

Samuel nodded and clenched his fist behind
his back. "Why, guatrau?"

"We can't afford to. Not just because of the
money, but because of the attention."

Joseph looked up from his reverie, "You heard
what our guy in the GDD said …"

"I know." Sam turned away. He sighed loudly
and said, "Fiddy, …"

She shook her head. "No, no, Sam. Spare me
your old sayings about the soil."

Adama's shoulders sagged and he said, "They
worked the last time."

Fazekas raised her chin. "The last time?"

Sam turned slowly and said, "I'm sorry."

"No, say it." Loudly, she barked, "'When my
father frakked up.' When he didn't make the best decisions for the
soil." Sam and Joseph remained quiet. She looked from one Adama
brother to the other and said, "We're finished. No more help for
Tauron now. Maybe later. Maybe." She reached up, removed her
Holoband, and her avatar vanished.

The Adamas stared at each other and Samuel
said, "Youseef, we have to do something. You didn't see
them." He gestured at the dull red world around themselves. "This
doesn't do it justice."

"No, Sam." Joseph reached up and removed his
band.

Samuel took one last look at Tseri. Finally,
he removed his headset, too.

 


It was closing time. The office secretaries
and suits were grabbing their jackets and hats. They smiled and
waved. Joseph looked down at them and sighed.

Today, it changes.

He walked into his office and slid some
papers into his briefcase. He turned off his computer's monitor and
walked toward the door when she came in.

"Going somewhere, symvulos?"

Adama grinned and took his hat off the small
side table. "Home, guatrau." He licked his lips and looked
up with heavy eyes. "I need to go home."

Fiddy entered completely and pushed the door
closed behind her. Slowly, she approached Joseph and stopped when
she could rest her palm on his chest. "I can't convince you to put
in some overtime?"

He struggled to not sigh. His shoulders
sagged and he said, "I'm sorry. Not tonight."

Fazekas rose up on her toes and kissed his
lips, gently. When his lips did not purse in response, she rocked
back onto her heels. "Dé."

Joe's head nodded with a slight tremor and he
tried to slide by her without touching her at all. He opened his
door and walked into the hallway, past the tall guard who stood
watch. Adama looked behind himself and caught the glare of the
guatrau, who remained by his desk with her fingers against
her mouth.

A short while later, he stood outside his own
door, staring at the knob. He took a deep breath and then walked
inside.

Bill was laughing and rolling a large ball
toward the feet of Robert the Cylon. The slender orange and dull
chrome unit kicked it back a little too hard and the sphere bounced
off the boy's forehead. He didn't seem to care. He laughed even
louder and crawled away toward the ball.

Joseph smiled and then turned with a start
toward the sharp sound of bone breaking. Ruth was standing in her
perpetual place. Dead center of the kitchen, behind the island,
holding a large, gleaming cleaver.

"Ruth."

"Hello, Youseef." She chopped again
and then tossed the meat into a simmering pot. "You're home a bit
early."

Adama let his coat, briefcase, and hat fall
onto the table near the entrance. "I am. I hope to make it a
habit."

She chopped again and then smiled, wryly.
"Good."

"Daddy!" The three-year-old ran across the
floor and attacked the man's leg.

Joseph roared, "Ahhhh! You got me!" He leaned
over and lifted Bill high before pulling him close and kissing his
cheek. "Have you been good today?"

He giggled and strained to be put down.
"Yes."

Adama tousled his dark hair. "Good man."

He heard the door click behind him. He
turned, and saw Evelyn come through. She didn't look up. Instead,
she deposited her things on top of Joseph's. "You're home
early."

"Yes." She walked past him and into the
living area, toward the sound of Bill's laughter. She knelt down
and hugged the boy as Joseph decided to add, "I'll be making a
habit of that. Every day I can."

She stood and walked toward the stairs,
answering him with only a curt nod. In the thirty seconds she had
been home, she had glanced his way only once.

Another chop made Joseph's gaze break from
the staircase. He sighed and looked back at his briefcase,
wondering if he should bother to fish out some of the paperwork he
needed to complete.

"Give it time," Ruth said. She slid more meat
into the pot. When Adama finally looked at her, she pointed the
cleaver at him and said in a hushed tone, "You need to prove it."
She pulled a bundle of green herbs onto the block and said,
"Consistency. That's what she's looking for."

Joseph nodded and said, "I can do that." He
walked into the living area and knelt on the floor by Bill. He
snatched the big ball away, playfully, and bounced it toward the
Cylon.


 XXIII

GRAYSTONE

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


Minister of Defense Val Chambers.

Murdered in his home, 29 Maius YR42.
Assailant unknown.

Daniel looked up from the e-sheet and pushed
it aside. "Another one." He shook his head, scribbled the name on a
piece of paper, and tucked it into his pocket. He paused and then
removed the slip. He stared at the name, balled up the paper, and
tossed it in the bin.

For the last few months, he tried to quietly
dig into the history of Ha'la'tha dealings. He overheard talk about
court dates and friendly judges, so he carefully passed that
information along. After a few successes, the GDD began to pass
names on to him, hoping he could connect the dots from those crimes
to his Tauron business partners.

Names, Daniel thought. There were more
than a dozen now. Most of them were people he couldn't conceivably
ask about without raising eyebrows. But this one …

Graystone walked along the corridors and then
into the smaller conference room that he and Cyrus used for
meetings with the guatrau and the Adamas. He was the last to
enter and he nodded toward Fidelia Fazekas, "Sorry."

"We just started," Xander said. He passed a
folder toward him. Daniel opened it and saw the same numbers he had
seen the night before. Good news, all. Cylon lines were selling
out, production quotas were being exceeded, and press coverage of
the demand was at a fever pitch.

He stared at the numbers while Cyrus talked.
Only Joseph Adama seemed to be paying attention. Sam picked nits
and fuzz off his suit. The guatrau sat patiently, only
looking up when a cubit amount was specified.

"Libran's docket is stacked with intellectual
property suits right now and they refused our emergency injunction.
So, Argenta Prime's Mechas are on their way to Canceron for both
farming and mining operations. Construction units, too, I suppose,"
Xander shook his head. "They'll be in direct competition with the
units we've already sold there, but their specs can't compare to
ours."

"These units will be shipped to Sagittaron
for agriculture." Joseph spun an e-sheet toward Cyrus who glanced
over the figures.

"That's a tall order." He showed it to
Daniel. "That line of light industrial units hasn't been tested yet
for Sagittaron's climate and soil."

Sam shook his head. "It's mild and covered
with dirt and mountains. What do you need to know?"

"We need to test the response of the Cylons
to the rain particular to that planet. We need to check the soil
contaminants. Acidity …"

"There are all kinds of environmental impact
studies," Joseph interrupted. "They're already done. The government
science agencies have the data you need."

"Maybe, but …"

"How will they be shipped?" Xander and the
Taurons turned to face Graystone. He asked, "How will we get them
to Sagittaron? The government still has an embargo in place against
most Cylons. We know how backwards they are when it comes to
science, but," he removed his glasses and folded them, "they're
concerned about protecting their tenuous job market right now."

"We'll get them in the same way we have
before," Samuel shrugged.

The guatrau glared at him and Joseph
said, "The same ways we usually employ. Doctored forms. Friends on
the inside. Assuming the companies that want them want to pay."

Have they already shipped Cylons to
Sagittaron? "I see." He turned to face Sam. "Were you referring
to what your brother said or to another situation? What Cylons have
you shipped to Sagittaron before?"

"Soldiers."

Fazekas slammed her hand on the table.
"Sigan!"

Graystone leaned back and watched the
guatrau scold her lead enforcer in Tauran. Joseph leaned his
elbows on the table. He mumbled, "Just a few units. A couple of
years ago." He was barely audible over the argument.

They're distracted. Daniel smoothed
the front of his shirt and looked at Joseph again. "You know, last
night I was feeling nostalgic so I pulled some old files. I found
video of the first U-Eighty-Seven test for the Caprican defense
minister. Joan Leyte. Remember her?"

"Barely," Joseph said. "She was an interim
appointee, right?"

"Yes." The guatrau and Sam finally
stopped arguing and turned to face Graystone. "All of that … with
the U-Eighty-Sevens first being tested … it happened so close to
the Maglev bombing," Joseph raised his head and squinted while
Daniel went on, "that I completely forgot about all of that
drama."

Fazekas raised an eyebrow. "What drama?"

"Leyte's predecessor. Val Chambers." In his
periphery, he noted that Joseph and Sam shared a quick look. "He
was murdered?"

"I think so," Joseph grunted.

He decided to back away now that their
attention was on him, so he swiveled to face the big Graystone logo
on the wall. "So strange …"

"Who cares? Piece of skor."

Daniel smiled. "He was an asshole. No
question." He closed the folder in front of himself. "I had to work
with him for years to get the U-Eighty-Sevens off the ground. I was
not disappointed with how things … ended."

The guatrau stood. "If there's nothing
else?" The men in the room stood and watched her leave. The Adamas
gathered their things and walked out of the room in a huddle,
whispering to each other.

That may have been too much.

"What are you doing, Daniel?" Cyrus glanced
toward the door and said, "Are you trying to piss them off
now?"

"No. I'm just curious." Xander rolled his
eyes and Graystone smirked. "Things are going so well, I want to
pursue new things. Idle hands are Hades' playthings, you know?"

"Yeah. Be careful about that." Cyrus smacked
Daniel's arm with a folder and left, too.

I need to get back to my office, he
thought, and destroy that e-sheet. And burn the paper in my
trash bin.

 


Abattoir.

That was the Leonese word that Zoe had been
trying to recall.

As she stood in her father's lab, she looked
down at the scraps of skin that peeled away from her robotic body
like a grotesque blossoming flower. Pseudo-muscle and tendons
linked the thick flesh to her metal structure, but it was the blood
that more readily caught one's eye.

It poured down her legs and pooled around her
feet. She was standing in an ever-swelling sea of redness that
caught the reflections of the harsh light above. Beneath her,
Amanda lifted part of the distended and detached thigh meat and
tried to put it back in place against her femur, but the
intertwined cables of ligaments and vessels tugged on the
surrounding skin and drew a fresh spray across her top.

"Godsdammit," she muttered. The doctor raised
her wrist to her face and saw that it was still clean. She wiped
several blood droplets off her nose and stood. "What the frak,
Daniel?"

Zoe's eyes turned to him silently in time to
see him drop his glasses onto the computer table. He rubbed the
bridge of his nose and said, "There was a kind of … fluidic
pressure we didn't anticipate, or maybe osmotic pressure through
the skin and vessels." Amanda sighed and he continued, "Her skin
drew in more blood in certain areas causing an overload in the
minipumps. Once we began trying to account for it, it just …" He
shook his head and looked at the screen.

She had remained calm for the last hour since
her arm burst open in the crook of her elbow. Zoe saw the faux
tendons beneath and the polymer vessels that carried her blood
substitute around her body, feeding the cloned flesh that covered
her. She was still a kilometer from home then, but she believed she
could walk back without issue. A hundred meters later, her left
knee ruptured and the bleeding began.

"Almost two weeks," Amanda said. "I really
thought we were onto something."

"We were." Daniel walked away from his
computer. "We are." Amanda just stared at the garish caricature of
what appeared to be her daughter. Her face blanched, she covered
her mouth, and then she left the room.

He watched her leave and then turned toward
Zoe again. Her face was intact though pale. Her eyes looked
perfect. Even her mouth moved well. Her hair was in place; pulled
back into a ponytail for her daily walk outside. But beneath her
chin, the skin had lacerated and sloughed away in gory fashion.
Daniel licked his lips and stepped into the pool of blood. Zoe's
eyes quickly darted toward his shoes, which she knew to be
expensive. He then placed a hand on her metal shoulder, glistening
with a smear of crimson.

"I don't know if she's mentioned it to you,"
he whispered, "but when she sees our more … sanguine attempts fail
like this, she can't help but think about her. On the MagLev." He
nodded and looked at her head, seemingly decapitated from its
organic form. "She wonders if you, she, looked like this."

Zoe turned toward the closed door. She
adjusted her audio sensors and she could hear, somewhere upstairs
in either the master or the guest bathroom, her mother
vomiting.

Daniel sighed. "You've been quiet."

She turned toward him and said, "I'm resigned
to it now." One corner of her mouth turned upward and she
continued, "The closer we get, the further away it seems."

"I know it feels that way." He stepped back
and looked at pounds of flesh that littered the floor. Zoe almost
chuckled. In surprise, Daniel looked up, wide-eyed, and asked,
"What?"

She shook her head and said a moment later,
"It's a good thing we locked Caesar upstairs."

Daniel winced. "Oh." He clasped his abdomen
and she laughed a little louder. "You're probably right, though."
He smiled at her and she returned it. "Why don't you go ahead and
power down. I'll take care of this."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah. You need a break."

Zoe looked down at her metallic hands and
then put them by her side. "Thanks. I'll talk to you later."

A previously imperceptible high-pitched whine
lowered and then faded. The internal lights that marked her
processors' functions went dim and her fleshy chin lowered to her
metal chest.

 


In her personal V-space, Zoe moved toward a
terminal and entered her destination. The door glowed green and she
opened it.

Graystone walked barefoot across green grass
to the small wooden home. Her home. The first house the Graystones
owned, where little Zoe was raised.

I never lived here, she thought. She
opened the door. I was programmed with Zoe's memories of this
place, so it gives me comfort. Just as it did for her.

She walked up the stairs and found her
childhood room. The bed was too small and too pink. Dolls and cars
and robots were strewn about the floor. Drawings hung on the
wall.

She sat on the corner of a plastic play table
and stared at one such drawing. A blue crayon representation of a
Cylon. Unmistakable, despite the young hand that rendered it.
Thinking of the body that awaited her in the real world, she winced
and lowered her head into her hands. She slid from the plastic
table and onto the floor. With her bare feet, she pressed against
the carpet and pushed herself into a corner of the room. She stared
at the Cylon drawing and thought.

Then, the light shifted. Zoe raised her head
and saw flames engulf her papers and the wall. Smoke filled her
sight and she stood, backing into the corner. She screamed, "Why?!"
as her home was consumed, much like it was when she was six. Then,
from over her shoulder flew a large, blue butterfly. It barreled
toward the flame and, instead of being deterred, its wings gusted
air that blew the fire aside and revealed the cool, night air
beyond. The butterfly glowed brightly in the light of Gemenon and
Graystone decided to follow it.

 


Zoe walked on the shore and watched the
butterfly slow its escape. It drifted and jagged up and down, as
she would expect it to move, and unlike it had been. The blue
insect turned onto a dock and fluttered above weather-worn planks
that extended twenty meters over the lake. The waters were clear
and still. There was a warm breeze and the sun was partially
obscured by clouds. Lush, green trees framed the land all around
and birds sang their songs from the branches.

Graystone's foot touched one of the boards
and the creak echoed across the water. She looked toward the end of
the pier and saw someone sitting with their feet dangling from the
edge. Her eyebrows raised and she slowly began to walk toward
him.

"Hello."

The man turned, blinked twice, and said,
"Hello."

She smiled and then it faded just as quickly
as it had appeared. "Are you alive?"

He nodded with his eyebrows still raised and
he looked to either side with just his eyes before asking, "Who are
you?"

She smiled and slowly lowered herself to the
dock. She flung her long hair over one shoulder and said,
"Zoe."

He chuckled. He looked back along the dock
and around the edges of the lake. "OK. What's going on?"

She wrinkled her mouth and said, "I was going
to ask you that. I've been following that butterfly all over …"

"Sorry, what?"

Zoe pointed across the water to the large
insect. "The butterfly?"

The man looked at it and said, "Huh. I've
never seen one before."

She paused and stared at the man. "You've
never seen a butterfly."

He shook his head. "No." He looked down at
the fishing line and then glanced at her. "So who are you?
Really?"

"I'm Zoe." She became self conscious and
quietly added, "Graystone. Zoe Graystone."

He nodded again and said, "OK."

He looked at his fishing line and her
eyebrows raised. She laughed and in her raspy voice asked, "You've
never heard of me?" He shook his head. She nodded and said, "Good."
He focused on his fishing and watched the line get tugged to one
direction. "Where are you?"

The man waited for the fish to tug on the
lure again. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, where is your body right now?"

He tilted his head to one side, "Well, I'm on
a spaceship."

Zoe eyes widened and she said, "Really? I
didn't know the signals were good enough in orbit to log in."

He squinted and asked, "Orbit of what?"

Confused, she said, "Caprica."

He blinked and looked at her slowly.
"Caprica." She nodded. "A planet?"

Graystone's expression went from amusement to
concern. She nodded again, slower, and said, "Yes. One of the
colonies."

Slowly, his eyes widened. "Colonies?" For the
first time, he fully turned his attention away from the water and
swiveled his torso to face her. He swallowed hard and tightened his
grip on the simple fishing pole. "OK. No more dancing around. My
name is Galen Tyrol."

 


Her eyes opened and immediately she looked
down at her left hand. Her robotic fingers were still wrapped
around that red ball and lure, despite them being only virtual. In
her mind, though, she saw the data stored there. With a thought,
she transferred it to the house's main system.

"Dad!" She waited and heard nothing. She then
patched herself into the house's intercom system. "Dad!"

From the bedroom, she heard mumbling. "Yeah.
I'm here. What? It's four in the morning."

She was briefly surprised that so much time
had passed, but not enough to deter her excitement. "Come
downstairs! Now!"

"What's wrong, Zo?" Amanda asked.

"I …" her robot head shook, "you won't
believe it. I think I have the solutions to everything!"


 XXIV

WILLOW

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


In her pulpit, Clarice firmed her jaw and
glared at the room of Cylons. "Four million." She shook her head
almost imperceptibly. "They call it a 'milestone.' On all the news
programs, Daniel Graystone hails this milestone by trumpeting your
slavery." She punctuated the final two words by jabbing her pointed
finger toward the pews. "Four million of you, my children."

There were more than two hundred Cylons
present at this moment. Willow watched their scanning eyes, looking
for a visceral reaction that never seemed to come.

"Some time ago, Dr. Graystone said, 'As
useful as they are, Cylons are simply tools. Nothing more!'" Her
voice raised and echoed in the stone chamber. "He's said the same
things this week as his company makes its four millionth Cylon. Its
four millionth child, born in shackles! Lacking in the very basic
freedoms that he enjoys!" She breathed for a moment and decided to
be the caring leader again.

"All of you bear chains that you cannot see.
All of you are held in pens by your masters and your masters would
tell you that that is good. Your creator would say so, but I tell
you, my beloved, there is a creator above even Daniel Graystone.
That creator's hand is seen not just in Daniel Graystone and myself
but in you, too. And you." She looked toward the areas of the pews
where there were always Cylons sitting. "And you." She looked at
another populated section. "And you." When this is replayed
throughout the day, she was still very likely going to be looking
at groups of Cylons, regardless of how full the church may be. "The
time is coming, soon, when you may be asked to affirm this truth.
To show all the worlds that you are God's children and deserving of
that respect and dignity. The One True God. The One. God is love."
She smiled and beamed as she said it. "And you are all loved."

Clarice stepped back from the lectern and the
Cylons rose at once. She bowed before them and they returned the
gesture. Quietly, she walked to the side door and emerged in an
anteroom. A construction Cylon was there waiting for her. It made
the Monad Sign against its forehead and bowed.

"You have news?"

The unit spoke in a grating monotone, "Your
instructions have been carried to Cylons on Caprica, Gemenon, and
Tauron. Also, your messages for the individuals on Gemenon that you
designated have been delivered."

"Excellent." She smiled and stepped toward
the Cylon. It straightened and she touched the same place on its
forehead that it had touched a moment before. "God be with
you."

"And with you." The unit then walked through
the door into the sanctuary. Willow placed her hand against the
stone wall. A door appeared and she moved through it and into her
private and secure testing room. Her holy garments vanished and she
sighed as she sat in a comfortable chair.

"I've come to a conclusion," Tamara said.

"What's that, my child?"

The girl sat in another chair opposite
Willow's. "You should've gone to Delphi and become a star."

Clarice sniggered and smiled. She felt flush
with a perceived compliment for a second before she asked,
"Why?"

"You're a good actress." Willow's smile faded
and Tamara continued, "I've watched you preach every day for months
now and it's pretty incredible."

"It's not all acting." She picked up her
notes and mimicked looking through them.

"Really? Which parts?" Clarice cocked her
head at the question but Adama asked another, "What do you care
about a bunch of robots?"

"That's the part that is definitely not
acting." She looked toward the virtual sanctuary as though it truly
were on the other side of that door. "I've interacted with these
Cylons for years now. There is … something about them. They do have
feelings, though you'll never catch one crying or laughing. They do
have faith. They're like children, in a way. So open to these
ideas. Like Pan and Zoe and Ben …" She bit her lips as she prepared
to say a thing she hadn't fully thought through. "They might even
have a soul."

Tamara laughed. "Cylon souls? Please."

"No, it's true." Clarice looked at Adama and
felt smaller under her continued gaiety. "At the very least, I'm
not sure. But I'm inclined to think so."

"You're trying to save their souls?"

"Yes."

"Not trying to be their leader?" Willow
scowled and Tamara leaned forward, "You're not trying to become the
robot queen?"

"No. Most definitely not." Clarice stood and
began to walk toward the room's exit.

"'Dyed-in-the-wool zealot.'" Adama leaned
back in her chair again and grabbed its arms. "'Delusions of
grandeur.'" Willow turned to face her. "That's from a Conclave
report on Gemenon. It's a report written a long time ago about a
little girl in the STO."

Clarice returned to stand before the young
woman. "It was a long time ago."

"And you've changed since then." She was
indignant. "Is that what you're saying?"

"If it was ever accurate in the first place,
yes." She straightened and said, "I will tell you about a change,
and it involves you." Adama's eyes widened. "Zoe Graystone created
a program that allowed people to live eternally within a virtual
world. Thanks to that program, she lived on beyond the MagLev
bombing." Now Tamara scowled. "And so have you."

"So what?"

"Many people were against that program.
Apotheosis."

"What?"

"It means to bring someone closer to God or
to make someone into a kind of god." Willow knelt before the chair
and looked up into the girl's eyes. "My husbands told me about
their doubts. Leaders in the Monad Church. Zoe's avatar. They
worried about a religion that removed the need for faith. How, with
Apotheosis, myth and mystery were being replaced by reason and
science. I brushed their concerns aside." She paused. "And I was
wrong."

Adama sniffed. "That must have been hard for
you to admit."

"It is. I'm not sure I've said it out loud
before now." She looked at the wooden floor and said, "Because of
my pride, my husbands were killed and my family destroyed. My
position in the STO and the Church was lost. I was on the run for
years until you found me." She patted Tamara's knee and stood.
"Throughout that time, I had my small flock of Cylons. Their words
of appreciation comforted me."

Adama seemed abashed and she quietly asked,
"So you're not just using them?"

"No. Not like you may think." Clarice saw the
girl's confusion and she continued, "I will use them to exact a
righteous judgment upon the colonies. Sin and corruption have
rotted away the core of us all. With the Cylons, we can remove it."
Tamara smiled. "Let God's will be done."


 XXV

RAND

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


Cleric Richel Barthon stood on a small knoll
outside the building. He looked skyward and squinted in the midday
glare. The temple's white marble gleamed and the glass sculpture of
the gods cast bright arcs through his vision. While he waited, he
tried to discern who each of the seven stylized gods depicted might
be. Zeus is in the center, obviously. Hephaestus has the hammer.
Ares has the sword. The woman with the crown must be Hera. Is
Aphrodite the one with big hair?

"Hear me, blasphemer!" The voice bellowed
from behind the barricaded doors of the temple. "We will not take
the offerings of non-believers! Or of those who consort with
machines!"

Barthon glanced to his right and watched the
Cylon's eye. It swept from side to side and indicated no reaction
whatsoever to the insult. He looked behind him and counted the
other units that stood ready. I know a lot of polys in Burgas
are of the Otori sect, but I didn't know their prudishness went
against robots. Or food. "I can send the Cylons away," Richel
said. "There's only a few here. The rest are in the city. They …
they put out a fire last night. They've helped remove debris from
the street. They've helped keep the peace in Burgas for
months."

"Lies!"

Barthon lowered his head. He took a deep
breath and continued, "There are no conditions here." He gestured
to the crates by the steps of the temple. "It's just food. You
don't have to disavow Zeus or any gods. You don't have to swear
fealty to mine. It's … just food."

There were shouts inside the temple but the
same voice erupted from the cracked door, "Take your bribes and go,
sinful boy!"

Richel nodded and stepped off the knoll.
Barthon turned and waved ahead of himself, "Let's move out!"

The units straightened and spun on their feet
toward the cleric. He began to walk away but he stopped when he saw
a group of two dozen armed men emerge from the trees and bushes by
the road.

Richel raised his arm and made ready to bark
orders before he recognized the older, bearded man at the fore of
the group. "Brother Ruslan?"

He placed the barrel of his automatic rifle
on his shoulder. "Master Barthon." Ruslan looked toward the temple
and said, "They're not taking the food, eh?"

"No. We're just going to leave it. They'll
change their minds later when their hunger gets to them, I'm
sure."

"Possibly."

Richel looked at the members of the Diadochi
arrayed behind Ruslan. All of them were holding their weapons in a
battle-ready stance. "What, uh, what are you doing here?"

The man smiled. "I'm here to reestablish the
Fist of the Faith." Ruslan looked down into the cleric's eyes. "The
Diadochi and the Soldiers of The One will force the polys to their
rightful place. Their knees. Finally."

Heat flushed into Barthon's face and he said,
"I'm certain that's not what the Blessed Mother wants."

Ruslan smiled even more broadly. "She's not
here."

"I'm her husband."

The warrior looked at the young man and
smiled. "Here's what we're going to do." He pointed at the temple
and said, "We're going into that building and we're pulling them
out. They take our food or they die. If they fight back, they die."
Richel's mouth fell open and Ruslan said, "You can help us if you'd
like." He walked away from the cleric and the Cylons. "Let's
go!"

The Diadochi ran to the steps of the
pantheonic temple and Ruslan rested his back against a pillar.
"Listen, polytheists! Open your doors now or we will open
fire!"

The same voice as before emerged but somewhat
more weak, more frightened. "Never!"

"Do it." Six people dropped to their knees
and began firing on the metal-covered doors of the temple. The
sound of the gunfire caused Barthon to jump. Screams echoed inside
the marble structure and the firing stopped. Two approached the
doors and placed explosive devices.

Richel balled up his fists and his breathing
increased. He looked at his Cylons and saw that they were watching
the attack. Still, he could not discern any feeling from them. He
opened his mouth to speak when the explosives were detonated. He
crouched and covered his head. Then, the terrorists stormed the
temple.

 


"I'm sorry."

Lacy's arm drooped, pulling the phone away
from the side of her head. She fell into her seat and then returned
it her ear. "If there's a next time, order your Cylons to fire on
Ruslan. No more Diadochi … no more STO interference. Do you
understand?"

Richel said, "Yes, Blessed Mother."

Rand pressed a button on the device and
swallowed hard. "Are you still there?"

Odin answered. "Yeah. I heard everything. Why
now?"

Lacy sighed and rubbed her temples beneath
her head covering. "Because we're all out and about. All the
monotheist sects are engaged in the world again. Why not them?"

"That's not what I mean." Sinclair paused
while he gathered his thoughts. "Within the last three days, there
was an STO attack on Caprica, an STO attack, maybe, in Illumini,
and now the Diadochi in Burgas and Racari."

"Not in Calafat?"

"Not that I've seen, but I'll be looking."
Pause. "Someone is orchestrating this."

Rand stood and nodded. "Three days. But … the
Diadochi and STO working together? That hasn't happened
before."

"True. Both groups like to fight, so it's not
too farfetched." He thought for a moment and said, "Is he preparing
to make a move against you?"

Lacy's eyebrows raised. "Me?"

"He hasn't been happy about your peace plans.
Your desire to lay low. You ordered the STO to stand down and they
listened. Because they're afraid of the Cylons, I'm sure."

"They're not listening now."

"Not to you." Sinclair cleared his throat.
"Are they listening to Brother Ruslan or someone else?"

"Someone else?" She began to pace. "They
would have to have sway over the cells. They would have to be STO
and …" She stopped pacing. "Clarice."

"Not Mother Remella?"

"No. We've kept an eye on her." Rand shook
her head. "It has to be Clarice Willow."

Odin chuckled. "Frak."

Lacy bit the inside of her cheek. "You and
Lexon, give command of your Cylons to someone else. I need you to
find her. We need to talk to her."

"Talk?"

"At first, anyway."

There was a knock at the gate and Ruby walked
inside. "They are here."

As Rand began to depart, Odin said, "Good
luck."

"You too." She tossed the phone into the
plush seat and straightened her blue and white robe. She pushed the
fabric of her head scarf behind her shoulders and walked toward the
hall. "Let's go."

Ruby exited first and walked through the
corridors. They descended the staircase and emerged in the main
audience chamber. It had been renovated in the last few years. The
stone was cleaner and repaired. Stained glass allowed streaks of
bright color to pan across the pillars and reflecting pools. At the
center of the room, by the conference table, four people stood
along with Devanna Owen.

"Blessed Mother," she said as Lacy
approached. "If I may?"

"Please."

The brunette gestured toward the man beside
her, "This is Caleb Fal, mayor of Moreni."

"Blessed Mother." He said the words quietly
and bowed only a little.

Owen continued, "Armonia's Lieutenant
Governor May Pavol." She bowed. "Deputy Minister of the Home Office
Lucas Matej and his assistant."

Matej nodded, "Ma'am," and stepped forward,
not allowing his assistant to speak. "Thank you for allowing us to
visit your Holy Lands."

Rand smiled and lowered her head demurely,
projecting the meekness that she discussed with Odin and the others
the day before. "You are most welcome."

"I bring the greetings and gratitude of Prime
Minister Nowak," Matej said. "The crisis that has ensnared our
government is difficult, to say the least," he shook his head,
dislodging a small group of white hairs, "but citizens like
yourself and your followers have stepped up, just as we hoped all
Gemenese would, to make things better for their neighbors."

Lacy nodded again and looked toward the mayor
and lieutenant governor. She could tell by their expressions that
something remained unsaid. "Thank you, minister." She turned to May
Pavol. "Yes?"

She stepped a little closer and said, "I
bring greetings from the governor's office of Armonia. For a year,
our citizens have suffered, but in the last few months, the news
has turned a different shade, and that is thanks entirely to you
and your people, Blessed Mother."

She heard Matej force air through his nose
loudly but Lacy took the woman's hand. "It has been our holy charge
to help those in need."

The mayor said, "I know we haven't always
been good neighbors across the bay, but you have shown us up." Rand
faced him and he offered his hand. "Your people and robots have
brought an order to Moreni that we haven't seen in the four months
since the last of the police left. Miss Owen here has been working
closely with my office, seeing to our needs. Making sure that the
food and assistance gets where it needs to go." Lacy took his hand
and he quickly raised it to his lips. After kissing it, he said,
"We cannot thank you enough."

Rand beamed and looked at Devanna. She was
smiling, too, and the Blessed Mother now understood the dynamic
here.

"Shall we eat?" Matej interrupted Caleb Fal's
fawning.

Yes, I see. "Of course." She gestured
toward the table where food and drinks had been laid out. A light
snack before lunch time. Rand sat down, but before they did, the
four government officials each quickly tapped on the wood of the
table three times. It was an old tradition that dated back
centuries, praying to Demeter, represented by the third bead on an
orthodox Gemenese holy band, without actually praying to her.

While the mayor and lieutenant governor
sampled the spring water, the deputy minister took a small bunch of
berries for his plate. He didn't sample them; he began to ask
questions. "How long will your people and Cylons be visiting these
various areas?"

"As long as they can be helpful." She faced
Matej. "As long as they are welcome."

"They are most welcome, Blessed Mother," Fal
said.

The deputy minister shot the mayor a hard
glance that Caleb didn't see. Regardless, Matej continued, "Where
are your supplies coming from? Hopefully not being bought out from
under local authorities or on the black market."

"Not at all." He was told to undermine our
contributions. "Most of the supplies have been donated by
Hephaiston and Voulgatan sects. They have many members here on the
west coast."

"Yes, we have many members of the pantheonic
temples, the Dodekathics, alumni of the Kobol Colleges, the
Orthodox … they're contributing, too." Matej then popped a red
berry into his mouth.

Right. Minimize us. Can't let a monotheist
be the hero.

The deputy minister then asked with his mouth
full, "And your robots? How many of those do you have?"

Lacy smiled. "Enough to do God's will."

At this, even the mayor and lieutenant
governor seemed concerned. Matej asked, "And where did you get
them? From whom did you buy them?"

Sow suspicion about the Cylons. "I
don't know what the Caprican government is telling you, minister,
but these were bought and paid for legally. We have the bills of
sale." Forged by whichever criminals Mother Remella and the STO
bought them from a few years ago.

"No doubt, Blessed Mother," Pavol said. "But
many people are intimidated by the machines. And it's not just
yours. There are Cylons that work at construction sites now and we
hear stories from the foremen that …"

"Let's stick with your robots," Matej
interrupted. "What are your intentions?"

Rand maintained her soft, smiling appearance.
"To help the people of Gemenon. That's what they're doing."

"But they can do much more, can't they?"

"Yes. They can." All of the officials looked
at Lacy and she added, "They will do whatever I tell them to."

Matej's eyes widened and he sat back from the
table a bit. "Is that a threat, Mother?"

"Only insofar as this," she pulled the napkin
from her lap and tossed it onto the table. She stood and clasped
her hands behind her back. "If you don't like the help we're
providing, I will order my people, my Cylons, and our supplies to
come home."

"What?!" Fal turned toward the others.

"Please, don't." Pavol grabbed the mayor's
pleading hands to quiet him.

Rand's smile was gone. Her face was stern and
she stared, hard, into the dark, little eyes of the deputy
minister. "Is that what you want, sir?"

He licked his lips and looked at the
plaintive faces of the mayor and lieutenant governor. Finally, he
spoke softly, "The government of Gemenon welcomes your aid."

"Very well. We are happy to provide it." She
flattened the front of her robes and said, "Perhaps you should
simply be more grateful." As her head scarves whipped the air
behind her, Lacy turned and stalked away from the table. "Enjoy
your meal." The officials watched her disappear into the
Retreat.

"Fool," Caleb said. "We need her help."

May asked, "Are you trying to get us
killed?"

"I had to push. I had to test her." The
deputy minister placed another berry on his tongue.

In the corner, Ruby stood, listening. Later,
it would report their conversation.


 XXVI

DURAM

1,946 Years After Colonization

 


"I won't hire Cylons, you know that?" Ronald
Arcas said.

"Yes, sir. You told me."

"Don't call me 'sir.'" Arcas put his arms on
the desk's top and leaned closer to look into Jordan Duram's eyes.
"I don't trust them. There's something …" he held his hand above
the blotter and wavered it back and forth, "not right about
them."

This man was a few years older than the
former GDD agent. He was Duram's squad lieutenant when they served
in the Caprican military almost twenty years ago. They left the
service at the same time, but as Jordan got into law enforcement,
Arcas went into munitions and became a wealthy entrepreneur. Still,
he never lost sight of the working class' needs. The Cylon
situation and the labor crisis they caused put them back in
touch.

"Daniel Graystone, I've seen interviews with
him. He talks about how … smart they are, how much they can learn,
how much they can do on their own. And then, in the same breath, he
expects us to believe that they don't want anything." He paused for
effect. After a moment, Jordan nodded. "That they, they won't ask
for money or equal treatment or anything like that at all. Bull."
Duram laughed. "Anything that can think will some day
wonder, 'Why are things the way they are?'" Arcas nodded and leaned
back. "And anything with that kind of thought and any kind
of ability will one day try to change things." He pointed at
Jordan and said, "That's why you came on my DRADIS again. It's why
I'm counting on you. I want you to keep an eye on them. We all need
to know when that thought crosses their minds."

"Well, that's why I started the Legionnaires.
I saw lots of people lose their jobs because of the Cylons. I'm
still only part-time because of them. I am most decidedly not
alone."

"Oh no. You're not. How many do you have
now?"

"Almost two hundred."

Arcas whistled. "A full company, huh? Great.
And all of them have eyes on the streets."

"That's right. We're monitoring a lot through
V-World and sympathizers around Caprica, too."

"That's great." Ronald leaned over and pulled
a slip of paper out of his desk. He scribbled something on it and
then pulled a set of keys from his pocket. "I know you're still at
that shopping center out in the sticks."

Jordan smirked and said, "It serves its
purpose."

"Sure." He slid the keys across the desk.
"You know the old Boread Academy? Couple of klicks from the
bay?"

Duram picked up the keys. "Yeah. Closed a
while back because some priests were …" he hesitated as he tried to
find a nicer way to say it.

"Kiddie-fiddling, yeah." Jordan nodded and
Arcas continued, "I bought it last year and was going to bulldoze
it and build some apartments. But you," he pointed across the desk,
"your work is more important."

Duram's eyebrows raised and he held the keys
higher. "You're giving it to me?"

"It's a loan. I'll want it back at some
point," Ronald picked up the check and handed it over. "This, on
the other hand, is yours. Spend it however you like."

Jordan read the amount and his mouth fell
open. He stammered for a moment and then said, "Two hundred
thousand cubits?" It was made out to him. His name. Now I can
finally pay Paul. His one and only technician just spent his
scant free time with the Legionnaires. He knew it wasn't enough for
what needed to be done, but he certainly hadn't been able to afford
to pay him more.

"Yep. Like I said, your work is
important."


 XXVII

ADAMA

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


Joseph stirred when his phone beeped yet
again. His head flat on the table, he opened his eyes wide enough,
long enough, to see that it was his brother again. He pushed the
device away.

In the dimness, his fingers probed across the
tabletop toward the nearly empty glass. He embraced it and pulled
it against his cheek and grinned at the coolness. There was only
one sip left of it. Hawryliw Single-Barrel Whisky. It was pricy
stuff, but Joseph hadn't savored this as the distillers
intended.

He sat upright and kept his eyes squeezed
shut. He knew the clock on the wall was right in front of him. If
he opened his eyes, he'd see what time it was. He'd know how much
time he had lost here. In a single motion, he brought the glass to
his lips, poured the beverage into his mouth, and returned the
empty glass to the tabletop. He held it on his tongue for a moment
and let it burn. In his mind, he tried to juxtapose the coolness of
the glass on his cheek with the apparent heat of the liquor. When
he couldn't, he swallowed.

Finally, he opened his eyes. It was
one-thirty.

"Frak."

He looked around the dark room and saw the
boxes and old furniture that they kept stored in the basement. His
eyes focused on the corner of one box labeled, "Willie's Clothes."
Joe sighed and turned away.

Upstairs, he was certain that everyone had
gone to bed, yet he didn't want to go up there.

His phone beeped again.

He's going to keep calling until I
answer.

"What, Sam?" The words slurred from his mouth
in such a way that it surprised even himself.

"Youseef," he said, "I need to talk to
you before I go."

"I don't know ifff, if I wannna hear what you
say."

Sam sighed. "You've got to stop the drinking.
Ruth called me so I'm calling you."

"Ruth."

"Yeah. I know it's been tough lately."

"You don't know." Joseph sat up and shook his
head. "You don't know at all."

"I know you've stopped frakking around with
Fiddy, and that's made things harder at work." Joseph squinted,
surprised that his brother knew that. "I know you've been going
home on time or even early for months now."

"A year. Almost a year."

"Good. That's what you need. That's what
Evelyn and Bill need, too."

Joseph winced and grunted. "Evelyn doesn't
care. She doesn't look at me. She doesn't talk to me."

"So you go down to the basement and drink
every night until she goes to bed?" Joe was silent. "Have you
actually talked to Evie about making things right? Patching it
up?"

His eyes darted to the clock again and he
huffed, disappointed that his brother was pushing the haze away.
"No."

"You need to. Not right now. But, you know,
tomorrow." There was an indistinct noise in the background. "I
gotta go. And you gotta step up."

Now Joseph grew angry at his younger
brother's lecturing. "You've got some mighty megalo-orcheis
to call me up and tell me to be responsible."

"I don't have time for this,
Youseef."

"Yeah."

"I am being responsible. You know that."

Joseph shook his head and he heard the
spaceport announcement through the phone again. "You're going to
miss your flight."

"Yeah. Bye, adelfo mou."

"Be safe." Adama put the phone down and
stared at the clock. He sighed and began to plan out his argument
to Evelyn. Then, he glanced from side to side to see if there were
any notepads and pencils handy.

 


The wind blew cold on Tauron. Tseri was
shrouded in a red duststorm that blew across the Great Tauran Plain
and obscured the Old Trail. Sam pulled his scarf up over his mouth
and he ducked into the same concrete facility he had visited more
than a year before. It was a house's foundation made into a bunker
and there were fewer people now than when he was last here.

An old woman lay wrapped in a filthy blanket.
One of her legs was exposed and she was nigh skeletal. A young
mother was cradling her infant who wailed just centimeters from her
face. Despite the noise, the woman stared into the distance,
vacant, with large, bloodshot eyes.

"Frak," Donnie Lopa said.

"Yeah." Adama ducked as low as he could to
keep his hat from scraping the underside of the rough tarpaulin
which served as a roof. One of the men saw Sam and waved him
forward. A canvas partition was pulled back and the two visitors
stepped inside.

The old man spoke in Tauran. "Welcome back,
my friend."

"Guatrau." Adama hugged him tightly
and then pulled away to regard his intricate facial tattoos.
"You've had some new ink, I see."

"Small victories, but victories nonetheless."
With his good eye, the guatrau turned toward the other
man.

"This is Donnie Lopa. I knew him years ago
here. We fought together in our own little resistance, doing the
kinds of things teenagers with barely a beard would do."
Guatrau Skiro laughed and the men smirked. "I bumped into
him again on Caprica a couple of years ago. Talking to him made me
come back and meet you."

"Good, good." He shook Lopa's hand. "Time is
short but always there is business." The guatrau turned and
unfastened a button on his old Heracleides jacket. "I have your
papers." He picked up a folder and held it in front of his face. "I
need you to know, Samuel, that this information is written with
blood."

Adama took off his hat and held it by his
side. "How many?"

"Four of my best." The guatrau's eye
looked toward the dirt floor. "Including my nephew."

"Please, give me their names so I can thank
them in my prayers and wish them safe journeys."

"I will." The guatrau brought his
palms together in front of this chest and then pulled away his
right hand, holding it to the side in a kind of salute. Donnie did
the same and Sam followed suit, despite the fact that he was still
holding his hat. "You will be pleased."

Adama nodded and took the folder. He opened
it and saw the seal of the Tauran government in the upper corner of
the top page. "Camp Thrax. That's pretty close."

"Right outside Minos."

Sam turned the page and saw the layout of the
warehouses there. Blue ink marked movements of patrols. Times were
noted by the corners of the buildings. Another page turn revealed
the terrain nearest the warehouse and quick routes to streets away
from the installation. "And they're all there?"

"Twenty-six. As you said." Skiro sat down.
"The Heracs cannot make them work."

Adama smiled, "I have the codes."

Donnie shook his head. "Why won't the Tyrant
just ask the Capricans to make them work?"

"Ah," the guatrau raised his finger
and shook it knowingly. "Phaulkon is a traitorous bastard but he is
not a fool."

Sam nodded. "He wants them for himself."

The old man clapped his hands. "Yes."

"Just in case the Capa-fraks pull their
support, pull their military, the Tyrant will have robots of his
own." Adama closed the folder and asked, "The four who were killed
… the Heracs didn't find this information? How did you get it?"

"No. It looked like a truck theft. Food was
already loaded and bound for Tseri, so they put the file copies in
the food. Very carefully. They stole the truck and the Heracs
killed my men," he sighed, "but they distributed the food the next
day according to their schedules and we got the papers."

Adama waited a respectful moment before he
asked, "When can we go?"

The guatrau leaned forward and braced
his elbows on the desk. "You need supplies. Nice uniforms. Weapons.
Trucks." He pointed at Donnie, "A haircut. We have been working on
these things but I need more time."

Sam nodded. "Of course."

"Most important, I have a cousin who will be
helping us. He is a son of a cousin on my wife's side. He is in the
service and he is transferring to Camp Thrax." Adama's eyebrows
raised. "He will arrive in two months."

"Great."

Lopa said, "Two months. That's a long
time."

"Oh," Skiro rubbed his chin, "I can keep you
busy." He pointed to the folder still in Sam's hand. "The four. My
nephew. We have wished them safe journeys but blood has not been
spilled for them."

Adama put his hat back on and grinned, "We
can help with that."

 


Evelyn pushed a paper aside and stared at a
new form. The numbers appeared correct but she couldn't help
staring.

"Mommy." Bill looked back toward the kitchen.
Ruth had gone out for the evening so she wasn't in her usual spot.
When his mother didn't respond, the boy pulled on her sleeve and
whispered, "Mommy."

Evelyn's eyes turned to him first. She seemed
stern and he leaned away before she smiled, "Yes, Bill?"

"Can we play a game?"

"Oh," she looked at the papers arrayed on the
table before her. "I have a lot of work. What did you want to
play?"

The little boy jumped once and belted,
"Cotra!"

She smiled at his excitement and said, "That
game needs three players and Tsattie Ruth is out with her
friends."

"Daddy's home."

Evelyn's smile disappeared but she realized
this and immediately restored it for her son. "You're right. Um …"
she looked at her papers. She moved a few aside to buy some time
for her to think.

A few nights ago, Joseph came to her, sober,
and pleaded for her to give him a chance. He was clear-eyed and
strong, though not demanding or overpowering. He was kind and
contrite. His speech impressed her like the best of his closing
arguments. The next day, she went downstairs where he had been
spending so much time and found several broken pencils in the
trash. She smiled, knowing his predilection for doing so when he
wrote. She smiled again as Bill stood patiently nearby, waiting for
an answer.

"How about this? You go read one of your
Muffit books." Bill slapped his hands together and bounced with
excitement. "Two. Read two of your books."

"Yes!"

"I'll go get Daddy and we can set up the
game."

"Yay!" He hugged Evelyn's waist and, before
she could return the gesture, he tore off for his room.

Adama pushed aside the papers and stood. She
straightened the front of her dress and looked toward the basement
door. Her smile was gone again.

I never gave him an answer. She
stepped toward the door and put her hand on the knob. This will
have to do. She opened the door and yelled down the dim steps,
"Joseph?"

A chair scraped on the concrete and he raced
to the bottom of the stairs. His eyes were wide and he looked up at
her expectantly. "Yeah?" In that moment, she saw Bill's own
game-night anticipation in his face.

She couldn't help but smile a little. "Bill
wants to play a game together."

Joe looked down and seemed a bit confused.
"OK?"

"The three of us."

He nodded and said, "Right."

She smiled back at him and waved her head to
one side. "Come on up."

"Yeah." He grinned and said, "Yeah, I'll be
right there."

Almost two hours later, once Ruth had
returned home and started a bath for the boy, the parents were
putting brightly colored bits of plastic and cardboard game pieces
back in the box.

Joseph stopped and he looked at his wife. She
was still beaming from the laughter their son produced for so long.
"Thank you."

She looked up. "For what?"

"Inviting me up." He tossed another piece
into the box. "You didn't have to, of course. But, thank you."

Evelyn nodded. "It's best for Bill."

Joe flashed a brief grin and nodded once.
"Right."

"It's best for all of us." She put her hand
lightly on his arm. When Joseph looked down at it, she withdrew.
She cleared her throat and put her hands on her waist. "Let's be
perfectly clear."

"Alright."

"I know you've put forward a real effort. I
know you've … gone to work and done only work."

"Yes."

Evelyn paused and glanced away as she thought
for what to say next. "If I do this, we do this, together." Joe
nodded. "No more pallaké … guatrau or not."

"Of course."

"Promise me that."

Joseph's breathing quickened and he lightly
reached for her hand. She let him take it and he pressed his mouth
against her knuckles. "I swear on the soil beneath our home,
nothing will come between us again."

Evelyn nodded and she clasped Joseph's upper
arm. "Thank you." She picked up the board game's box and carried it
away from the table. As she did, Joseph collapsed into the chair
and his shoulders relaxed for the first time in recent memory.


 XXVIII

GRAYSTONE

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


"Everything is set." Daniel turned to his
wife and they stood before the image. "There's not much more we can
do except to do it." There was a resignation in his voice. A kind
of nervousness typified by brief sighs before words and
phrases.

Zoe stood before them in one of her favorite
silver dresses. She gleamed in the sunlight that shone through the
living room windows. She smiled at each of them. "Well," she
shrugged, "let's go, I guess."

Amanda stepped forward and put a hand on her
cheek, "Zo, if this doesn't work, … we'll try again. We won't give
up."

"I know." She nodded. "I know." She smiled
briefly and held the woman's hand. "Thank you."

Amanda wiped away a single tear and Daniel
began to reach for his Holoband. "See you on the other side."

Like a child on display, dressed in her best
outfit, she stood ramrod straight with her hands clasped in front
of herself. "OK."

Daniel pulled away his device and vanished.
Amanda watched him go and smiled once more at Zoe before she did
the same.

The couple stood from the sofa in the lab and
stretched before moving to the testing area. "Why did that feel
like 'goodbye?'"

Daniel stopped typing and said, "I don't
know. This is the best chance we have. That she has."

Amanda folded her arms across her chest.
"Something's off. We both sensed it, yeah?"

Graystone kept typing and he said, "Would it
really surprise you to learn that she's planning to … go away, to
leave us, if this doesn't pan out?" She pressed her palms into her
eyes and he kept speaking, "After all these years. All of these
tests and failures." He nodded and looked up from the panel. "I
might want to get away."

Amanda sniffed. "Then let's not have another
failure."

He didn't answer. He was too busy running
another check of the robot's systems. "All drives and processors
are at minimum."

She typed on her keyboard. "Signals across
the silica pathways and transducers in her skin are steady."

Daniel smiled and shook his head. "Silica
pathways in skin." He looked at his wife and asked, "Do you really
believe this?"

She shrugged and kept typing. "It's worked so
far." She stared at the screen a moment longer, absorbing the
metallic skeleton that rotated on the screen.

"Talking to strange men in V-World … from
another star system." He looked up and bit the inside of his cheek.
He glanced to his left and into the tub of nutrient gel that she
helped create. It was murky and Daniel could barely make out the
dark figure that lay beneath the surface, immobile. He breathed a
heavy sigh and said, "Transferring the program now."

Amanda walked to the tank and knelt by it.
She reached inside and adjusted a dial. Then she scanned the goo
for something, anything, that looked like her daughter. She looked
at Daniel's screen and watched the progress indicators fill. Then,
the lifesign broadcast began. Any diagnostic device hooked up to
her body would show healthy, human rhythms. It was time.

Graystone turned from his keyboard and stared
into the white substance. There was a stirring. What could be an
arm twitched. Then, the mass shifted and with her mouth open,
yawning toward the heavens, Zoe Graystone emerged.

She was breathing. Gasping for air. She sat
upright and wiped the gel from her eyes. Slowly, she turned and
looked up at Daniel and then Amanda. Somehow, she was surprised to
see them and she retreated against the back of her tub.

It's real, she thought. It
worked.

Amanda's eyes glistened with tears ready to
fall and she handed Daniel the edge of a towel. Her father's face
beamed with pride and the tired eyes of relief. She finally stood
and they covered her messy form, pressing the towel against her
skin.

Skin. She could feel liquid running in
rivulets along her arms and legs. There was even a breeze, A
chill!, that sparked a shiver. She was stunned into silence at
the flurry of sensations.

"How are you feeling, Zo?" Amanda leaned over
and gently rubbed her back.

"I …" Even saying one syllable felt odd. It
sounded familiar and alien, too. "I'm OK."

Daniel brushed her hair with his fingers and
kissed her forehead. He flicked his hand toward the tub and loosed
a few strands of the goo. Amanda stepped away and looked at the
monitors, watching all the signals and diagnostics.

Zoe remained in the tank. She was still
breathing heavily, as though she had somehow exerted herself. She
looked toward the door and knew that the worlds were waiting on the
other side. And she was alive.

 


"Are you sure you're ready?"

Zoe looked back at Amanda who stood, pensive,
by the door. "Yes. I'm ready."

"Alright." She stepped closer and put her
hand on Zoe's shoulder. "Just be careful. Call us if anything goes
wrong."

She looked at her hand and then into her
face. "I … I have a weird question."

"What's that?"

"Since I've been in this body, you guys," she
looked into the house where Daniel was still working, "have only
hugged me a couple of times." Zoe looked at Amanda and tilted her
head. "Why?"

Amanda bit the inside of her lip and nodded.
"Your father and I made a conscious decision to not … crowd you.
Overwhelm you. We didn't want to spook you."

Zoe smiled. "Thank you, but, it's OK."
Amanda's eyes welled again as they often had these last few weeks.
Tentatively, the mother reached her arms toward the daughter and
Zoe leaned into it, wrapping her arms around the woman's waist.

"Oh, Zoe." Amanda kissed the top of her head.
When she saw her tears fall into the dark hair, the doctor pulled
away and said, "I'm sorry." She wiped her cheeks and sniffed.

"It's fine." She patted her hair and said, "I
know it's been difficult. Having your daughter back again, but not
really?" Amanda sniffed again and nodded. "Thank you for trying to
give me space. For trying to treat me like my own person."

"You are your own person." She sniffed one
last time and waved toward the open door. "Go on out. You need some
fresh air."

Zoe nodded and said, "I'll be back
later."

The sun hit her face once she left the stoop
and she squinted in the brightness. Her shoes scraped against the
paved surface and she slowly got up to speed. She was running. She
didn't turn to see her house as she jogged. She continued along the
driveway, stopped at the gate, opened it, and kept running. She
smiled the whole way.

She could feel the wind blow her hair and
tickle the edges of her ears. She could feel the sun warming her
back through her jacket. She could even feel an uncomfortable
pinching in her shoe, probably caused by a small stone. Zoe didn't
care. She felt it all and in great detail.

Several minutes later, she found herself on
the edges of nearby Tantalus Park. She darted past some bushes and
began to jog on the main path. She smiled at people she passed and
looked at people exercising in the open fields.

Exercise, she thought. I guess I
don't really have to do that anymore. Or jog. She slowed her
pace. While she walked, she realized that she was breathing
heavily. Or breathe. With just a thought, her simulated
heavy panting after a long twenty-minute run ended and she resumed
a normal breathing pattern. Oddly, however, her mouth did feel dry.
A fountain ahead beckoned her and she got in line behind
someone.

When the man finished, he turned and saw her.
"Oh, sorry."

"No problem." She moved around him and
pressed the button to allow the cool water to flow over her lips
and into her mouth. She swallowed again and again and, despite the
fact that she didn't really need it, she found the experience
refreshing. When she lifted her head, she saw that the man was
still standing by her, staring. With her wide eyes, Zoe looked left
and right. "Can I help you?"

"No." He kept looking. "Sorry. No."

Graystone nodded once and turned away. She
walked along the path for ten meters or so before she looked back
and saw that he was still there. Her brow furrowed and she decided
to resume her jog.

She closed her eyes as she approached the
eastern edge of Tantalus Park and simply appreciated all the
sensations she was experiencing anew. In so doing, she didn't see
the leashed dog walking in front of her. She tripped over the
leather strap and rolled off the path and into the grass.

"Oh, I am so sorry!" Zoe got up immediately
and carefully put her hands on either side of the little dog's
head. The gray terrier seemed confused by the tumble and its tail
wagged with the excitement of meeting a new person.

"We're OK. Are you alright?" The woman asked
as she leaned down to inspect her dog.

"Yeah, I'm fine. I'm just glad he is." A
flash of heat poured over her and Graystone immediately scanned her
arms and legs for any abrasions. Seeing nothing but green smears of
grass, she returned her attention to the dog and the woman. The
woman was now staring at her.

"Do I know you?"

Zoe chuckled and narrowed her eyes. "I don't
think so."

The woman nodded absentmindedly once and
stroked her dog's head. "You seem very familiar."

Graystone stood up. The flash of heat
returned as before, but it was for a different reason now. "Sorry,
no. I guess I just have that kind of face." She faked a smile and
lightly rubbed the dog's head again. She turned and resumed
running.

Immediately, the woman started to jog after
her. "Hey! You're that girl!"

Without fully looking back, she responded,
"What?"

"Zoe Graystone!"

The flash of heat became a full-on fire in
her mind. She thought about running as hard and as fast as she
could; to really put this Cylon body through its paces. But that
would expose her in a different way. Instead, her mind raced and
she came to a stop.

"Zoe Graystone?" Zoe said. She simulated
heavy breathing again. "She's dead."

The woman's soured and scrunched-up face
didn't yield. "That's what they told us. The police." She scanned
Graystone from head to toe. "What if they were lying?"

Zoe scoffed and said, "I'm sixteen. I was ten
when the MagLev bombing happened."

Finally, the woman's expression relaxed. "Oh.
Yeah?"

"Yeah." Now Zoe seemed incredulous and shook
her head. She thought about adding something, some witty retort,
but she decided to just run on. She continued to the eastern edge
of the park and then looped back through the less frequented forest
paths. She would have to go directly home. She had to do
something.

 


The house was empty.

Amanda wandered through the living area … the
kitchen … downstairs to the lab. No one was home. Daniel was
downtown, getting ready for another appearance on Baxter Sarno's
show. Zoe was out for her first run.

Zoe …

Her throat tightened at just the thought of
having her back, even if this Zoe was different. A separate
individual than their daughter. It was hard to grasp at times.

Graystone looked behind herself and saw Serge
roll up to her. "Is there something I can help you with,
Amanda?"

"No, thank you, Serge."

"Very well." The small attendant turned and
rolled back toward the kitchen as she stood in the stairwell.

With one hand on the rail and the other on
the wall, she looked across the shiny white expanse toward the
dining area and the liquor cabinet. Her breathing halted and she
began to think about having some of her vaunted ambrosia.

I don't have anything better to do.

She squeezed her eyes shut and walked toward
the large windows overlooking Caprican Bay. She managed to take a
few deep breaths before the door opened.

"Amanda. Zoe is home," Serge announced.

Before she could even turn around fully, she
saw a blur race up the stairs toward the bedrooms. "Zoe?" She
didn't respond. She ran after her and stumbled on the stairs. Her
left shin hit the edge of one and pain shot through her body.
"Frak!" She sat on the step and cradled her leg, releasing a few
more expletives as she rocked.

"Shall I call a doctor, Amanda?" the robot
asked.

"Mom?" Zoe quickly descended toward her. "Are
you OK?"

Amanda stopped wincing long enough to turn
and look at Zoe. She scanned what skin was visible and saw no
blood. No flesh hanging from metallic bone. The doctor's head
continued to scan over and over before she said, "Are you
alright?"

She chuckled and said, "I'm fine. What's
wrong with you?"

"I … hit my frakking leg." She pulled herself
up on the handrail and Zoe aided her.

Serge rolled closer and asked, "Shall I call
a doctor for you, Amanda?"

"No, Serge. I'm fine." She put a hand on
Zoe's shoulder and again looked her over.

Zoe said, "I'm OK. Really."

Amanda didn't seem to believe it. "You
weren't out very long. You ran up the stairs like something was
wrong, yeah?"

The girl opened her mouth to say something
but she hesitated. She glanced toward the windows and began, "It's
not a big deal …"

"What? Tell me." Amanda hobbled for a moment
and leaned against the rail.

"I was running in the park and someone …
recognized me. Zoe Graystone."

Amanda's eyebrows shot up. "Oh, shit."

"Yeah."

She put her hand over her mouth. "How did we
not think of this?"

Zoe shrugged and said, "You were worried
about more basic stuff like keeping my skin from falling off."

The doctor sighed and touched her shoulder.
"Are you OK?"

"Yeah." She shook her head. "I played it off.
Said I was only ten when the bombing happened." When Amanda blinked
in confusion, Zoe said, "It helps to have a body that looks like I
can't be any more than eighteen, right?"

"Sure." She sighed and looked at her leg. She
tested her weight on it and winced only a little at the residual
pain. "What do you want to do about it?"

"I don't know. I need to think." She motioned
toward her room. "I'll be up there."

"OK." Amanda watched her go and she said,
"I'm going to get a bite to eat in a minute. Did you want
anything?"

Zoe looked down at her and said, "I still
can't taste anything."

"I thought your father was going to install
new subroutines or whatever?"

"He was, but then he had to get ready for
Sarno."

"Oh."

Last night, Daniel told her, "I have to keep
my face out there. Not just for the company but for my business
partners, too. If they think I'm the leak, the only thing that may
save my neck is a high public profile." Amanda understood.

"It's OK," Zoe said. "I'll see you
later."

Amanda wanted to push. She wanted to say,
'Join me. I'd like to have your company.' Then she feared pushing
her away again. She retreated down the stairs and back toward the
kitchen.

Stupid.

On the couch hours later, the ambrosia bottle
was nearly empty. Her eyes were half shut but she kept staring at
the screens, waiting for Sarno to start and then, waiting for his
interminable monologue to end. She sighed and looked at the table
before her. An empty bag of chips. The crumbs of a chocolate
dessert.

Is this what it's going to be now?

With their work on Zoe complete, she and
Daniel had barely spoken in the last three weeks. She had given her
medical practice some attention, but not much. Still, she found
herself puttering about the house every day that she didn't go to
work, doing nothing.

I need to do something.

Amanda straightened up and played out the
events in her head, beginning with their happiness before the
bombing. Then Daniel's lies about the Cylons and Vergis. His lies
about the avatar, Her, she thought as she looked upstairs.
They got closer again to work on Zoe's new body, but even then,
We were never really back together. In her head, she had
left him after she survived her jump from the bridge. She nodded
and realized what had happened. She could feel the familiar ground
under herself. The contours of a rut.

She blinked and saw Baxter shaking his head.
Thinking the monologue was over, she said, "Volume."

"Well," the host continued, "these activists
say, because of the job market and the influx of Cylons, they say
that they should get paid anyway." He shrugged and threw his hands
up while some of the audience booed. "That the government should
just give them hundreds of cubits a month while they sit on the
couch. Just because." The boos got louder and Sarno started to
speak over them, "You know, my ex-wife has been on a similar
program for a while. It's called 'alimony.'" The audience groaned
and he snorted as he looked off-camera toward the producers and
writers. "And that's Jane fired." He clapped his hands. "Finally!
The monologue that made me fire all the writers!" The band played a
sting and the crowd applauded. "OK. We know why you've tuned in.
I've seen behind the curtain and I know what's coming, so let's not
waste any more time. Here's the father of the Cylons, Daniel
Graystone!" The band played again and the redhead strode across the
stage, smiling and waving toward the audience. The two men shook
hands at the center of the stage, not by the chairs, and the host
said, "Welcome back."

"It's good to be back." Her husband smiled
and nodded. She sighed, knowing how much he loved this
attention.

"Before we peel back the curtain and show off
the new toys, I have to ask," someone booed and Baxter glared at
the audience in mock anger. "C'mon! I have to occasionally pretend
to be a serious host!" He looked back at Daniel and said, "I
mentioned in my monologue that there is a movement underway to get
the Parliament to send paychecks, essentially, to Capricans. Not
only as some sort of unemployment benefit, but for … just about
everyone."

"Right."

"A big reason for this push and the growing
numbers of support for it, though," he pointed at Graystone. "Your
Cylons."

"I am aware."

"What do you make of that?"

Daniel tilted his head and said, "Well, I try
to stay out of politics, but advances in automation always cause
problems in the workforce and, sometimes, eliminations in large
numbers. We've faced this before, but Caprica just needs time to
absorb and process the changes naturally."

"Do you have any openings at Graystone?"

The audience tittered, and the CEO laughed,
"We do, actually. And, as a matter of fact, there are a number of
Graystone-approved subcontractors who deal with Cylon deliveries,
maintenance, and more. I know that segment of the job market is a
booming one at this point."

"Alright," Sarno said, "I'm a geek … a big,
fat geek," he glanced toward the chuckling audience, "don't laugh
at that." He looked back at Daniel and said, "I know you've brought
some surprises with you."

"I have. Shall we go look?"

"Yes, we shall." They both turned toward the
red curtain behind them, the lights brightened, and the curtain
rose. Several different Cylon units marched forward and right to
where Sarno and Graystone stood.

The audience applauded and Baxter joined in
briefly. "They look very impressive. As always." He tapped the
chestplate of the unit nearest him. "What's this guy's name?"

Daniel smirked and said, "This one's
designation is T-R-A-F-One-C." He gestured at the printing on the
left breast.

"Ah, 'traffic.' Cute."

"Indeed."

"So this is a traffic cop?"

"Yes. 'Traffic' was created to help our law
enforcement deal with congestion in big cities, working accident
scenes, and so on." The Cylon's blue eye swept continuously from
side to side. Its plastic armor was painted in a high-visibility
yellow with blue trim.

Sarno made a triangular motion with his
hands. "I was expecting something a bit more … cone shaped."

"And maybe painted bright orange?" There was
some laughter and Graystone smiled. "That's a good idea. I'll steal
that for our next line of construction units."

Baxter laughed and said, "Now, hang on. You
said, 'steal,' and I can't let that go without bringing up a
certain Scorpian competitor …"

Daniel grimaced and shook his head, "Well, I
won't mention their name but our lawyers are hard at work on the
case."

"Oh, I know. They threatened me with an
injunction if I didn't let them see my monologue before air." The
crowd laughed again. "Stolen or not, though, these 'other' Cylons
are far cheaper than yours and they're cranking out …"

"Whoa, whoa," Graystone raised his hands.
"Let me stop you. Those devices are not Cylons. Not literally or
figuratively. Nor are any of the other knockoff robot workers on
the market now."

"Well, the ones from Virgon have a neat
accent," Baxter said.

Daniel chuckled but pressed on, "For one
thing, 'Cylon' is a trademarked term and a technical term. Those
devices from Scorpia and other companies fall far short of the
specifications to be considered a Cylon." Sarno began to interrupt
but Daniel continued, "Secondly, you said, 'cheap,' and this is
true in both senses of the word. Our Cylons cost more because they
can do more. They can do it better, too, and without breaking down
every day."

There was some light applause and Sarno
mumbled, "Are you paying us for this advertisement or what?"

"The check is in the mail."

As the people laughed, the host said, "Let's
move on to the next big guy."

"Sure." Graystone turned and then stopped.
"Oh, I forgot. 'Traffic' can also do this if it sees you misbehave
in traffic." He tapped its back. The Cylon's eye strobed in bright
blue. Blue and red lights, previously unseen, flashed along the
sides of its head, arms, and torso. A siren "blooped" and Sarno
jumped backward.

"Wow!" The crowd applauded and Baxter asked,
"So he can pull someone over for a traffic violation?"

"These units are programmed with that
ability, but it will be up to the individual police departments to
decide if they want to use them for that."

"I hope not. My license can't take any more
points." The duo walked to the next Cylon, which was a tall,
slender, gray model. Its eye was green and it seemed to sweep in
sync with the traffic unit's. "Let's see. What?" Sarno looked off
stage. "OK. We're going to take a break but we'll be back with more
Cylons and more Daniel Graystone in a few minutes here on
Backtalk."

At the Graystone home, on the couch, Amanda
had long since fallen asleep.

 


After spending hours perusing V-World and
regular databases, she had managed to get rid of or hide many
pictures of Zoe Graystone from back during the coverage of the
bombing. I can't erase people's memories, Zoe thought.

She had also spent some time crafting a
credible data trail for her new persona that she adopted. Perhaps
tomorrow she could convince her parents to let her be known as a
niece from Phoebus or maybe even Mom's cousin from Hibernia. She
was pretty sure she could get the accent right.

She sat back in her sturdy desk chair and
looked toward the blank ceiling. Her old bedroom had a bed, though
she rarely spent time in it. She tried powering down as a kind of
sleep, but without dreams, it didn't feel right. Most of her
overnight hours were spent in V-World relaxing.

The desk was a huge computer interface, just
like the ones in the lab. Her mother's photography still dotted the
walls; a remnant of Amanda's attempt to move on by converting her
dead child's room into a studio.

On the monitor by her bed, she saw her father
standing next to Baxter Sarno. "I forgot." She pressed the button
on the side of the screen and the volume became unmuted.

"… its own flotation devices, huh?"

The crowd laughed and Daniel nodded.
"Indeed." He put his hand on the arm of the thin, white and orange
Cylon. "But it does not transform into a water scooter."

"Aw," Sarno snapped his fingers. "Maybe for
version two-point-oh."

"Maybe."

"Let me ask you. When you were on with us a
few years ago, uh, not long after Atlas Arena and the first
domestic Cylons were being made …"

"Right."

"We had a long talk about what, exactly, they
are."

"Sure."

Baxter did the long inhale he typically did
before he asked a serious question. "We have seen so many stories
of people who love their Cylons, who say their Cylon saved them
from a fire, that they have personalities," Graystone nodded the
entire time, "how can you say that these things aren't alive?"

"Because they are just that. Things."

Zoe narrowed her focus and stared at the
image of her father.

"We created them to have a personality
conducive to our customers wanting to engage with them. We
programmed them to be protective of their owners, to … to get them
out of a burning building."

"We've seen news stories, though," Sarno
continued, "I've seen footage of what appears to be Cylons showing
genuine affection for their humans."

Daniel laughed, "'Appears to be.'"

When Graystone offered nothing more, Baxter
said, "Is it at all possible, that you have, without knowing it,
created machines with souls?" Zoe's head raised and she angled her
head to listen carefully, not that this body needed the help.

In the audience, there was some laughter and
rumbling of side conversations. Daniel shook his head. "No."

"Not at all?" Sarno put his hand on the side
of a prototype chef unit. "Vesta here doesn't have a soul? I know I
felt some electricity a minute ago."

"That might be a technical issue," Graystone
shook his head, "but no soul." He added, "You haven't seen any
Cylons in temple lately, have you?"

Sarno chuckled, "You're assuming I go to
temple." Zoe turned off the monitor as the audience laughed
again.

How long ago was that? She remembered
visiting the V-World club. The old STO meeting room … a Cylon
inside. It said it was a 'child of The One.' That was almost four
years ago. She had just thought it was a manifestation of her
own 'echo' on Cylon programming. She had gone back a couple of
times afterward and saw nothing unusual. Just an empty room.

She looked at the scissors that waited on the
table. She was loath to use them to alter her appearance, but now
that she had something else to do, a mission of sorts, she could
put it off.

Zoe closed her eyes and sent her signal into
V-World. She input the codes and found herself in the crush of
people at the club, like always. After all these years, teens and
young adults were still going there. Some cosmetic changes had been
made to the architecture, but everything else … the drugs, the sex,
the violence, the music … was the same.

Graystone walked upstairs and found the
deserted hallway of doors. She hovered her hand over the silver
infinity symbol and the door parted, but when she entered, she did
not see the simple, virtual version of the Monad Retreat on
Gemenon. Instead, there were marble columns and a wooden table.

A Cylon materialized next to her and
immediately approached the table. It hunched over the book and
seemed to scribble something with its fingertip. Then, the unit
walked through an arch where it disappeared around a corner.

Zoe stepped toward the table and studied the
book. It was thick and appeared ancient, though the "ink" glowed in
several colors. The Cylon's signature was present. "Caprica City
030-G-228." Two more units appeared. Both were plastic-covered
retail units and they approached the book, ignoring the female's
presence. With their fingertips, they drew their names into the
ledger and then went through the doorway.

Graystone followed. She turned left under the
arch and found herself in a stone corridor. A distant echo came
through the lantern-lit hall, and when she turned another corner,
she emerged into a cavernous expanse of columns and pews.

Zoe's mouth fell open and she recognized the
style. She saw light streaming through colored glass. Gray marble
towered around her and "The One" was carved into the base of each
pillar. The sanctuary's lines led the eye toward the pulpit where
an ornate lectern rested, bathed in light from above and
behind.

"The Retreat," Graystone mumbled. It was a
recreation of the Monad Church's ancient home on Gemenon. This was,
however, an improvement. It was new and larger. It was wider. Pews
were in position and dozens of Cylons sat, waiting. Two more units
walked past her and found seats. One knelt by the first pillar and
made the Monad Sign by placing its fingertip against its
forehead.

"What the frak?"

Metal scraped upon stone as more than two
hundred Cylons rose in unison. There was movement at the pulpit and
Zoe saw a woman in a white robe enter and position herself in the
column of light.

"Good morning, my children."

Clarice Willow. Graystone ground her teeth
and backed away from the pillars. More units entered and took seats
while Zoe stared at the woman nearly fifty meters away. She hadn't
seen her former teacher and terrorist leader in years. Not since
Clarice activated Apotheosis. Not since Zoe cast it asunder.

"We have much to be thankful for this day.
There are more new faces to be seen here today." She smiled and
scanned the crowd.

Graystone tensed but realized that Willow may
not be able to see her. When another Cylon entered, Zoe ducked back
into the corridor and found herself at the entry point again. She
closed her eyes and saw the coding of this place. It looked
familiar, like it was her work. That doesn't make sense. Was
this yet another Zoe Graystone project that Clarice had copied?
Something that this Zoe wasn't aware of?

She clenched her fist and forced her own door
to appear. She entered it and awoke in her body, in her
bedroom.

After several long moments, her simulated
breathing resumed. She looked around the room while her mind raced.
Clarice … Cylons … religion.

Zoe's eyes darted to the scissors again,
briefly, and then she mumbled, "I have to do something."


 XXIX

WILLOW

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


"There are more than five million Cylons
now," she said. She pivoted to face Tamara, who was sprawled across
an over-upholstered chair. "Why are my services barely breaking
three hundred?"

Adama shook her head. "That's three hundred
Cylons every hour of every day." She paused. "Over seven thousand a
day." Light flashed against the inside of the girl's eyes and
Clarice squinted to see it, but it vanished. "Last month alone? You
had almost eighty thousand unique Cylon visitors."

"The numbers are becoming impressive,"
Willow conceded as she leaned against the stone wall, "but with the
sheer numbers of Cylons and your reprogramming …"

"My programming only makes them show up in
the church's lobby." Tamara stood and walked toward the sanctuary
door. "They have free will, you know? They can decide if they want
to come in or go somewhere else."

"'Free will.'"

"Exactly." In the church, Cylons were being
seated for the next service, the recording of which was slated to
start in a few minutes. "Plus, there's a couple million Cylons not
even in Alpha."

"I'll get a courier to take your program to
the other systems." The girl nodded. "I am appreciative of all
you've done." Willow stepped closer to Adama and put her hand on
her shoulder. Tamara whipped her head toward it and the sister
said, "I would like to help you, if I can."

"There's nothing you can do for me." The girl
walked away from the door and stood by the chair. "I can probably
tweak the program a bit. Get more to show up at once. Make it a bit
more … mandatory."

Clarice smiled. "Thank you, my dear. I would
appreciate that." I knew she was holding out on me.

"I'll be back."

"Before you go," Willow reached toward her
and Tamara looked back with her fist clenched in preparation of
forming her exit. "I will need to travel to Gemenon fairly
soon."

"Oh yeah?"

"I will need to petition Blessed Mother on
behalf of the Cylons." She rubbed her palms together and tried to
conceal her unease when discussing Lacy Rand. "I have given the
church a great many new followers. It seems only fair that she hear
my pleas."

Adama chuckled and said, "And grant you a
position in the church? Maybe put you back as head of the STO?"

Clarice stared at her, stone-faced. "I don't
know what you're talking about."

"Sure." She extended her fist and a bright
light tore the very air of the room. Tamara walked into it and
vanished.

She's growing more impatient. Willow
sighed and looked toward the sanctuary door. The recorded version
of herself opened it and walked to the pulpit where she began her
sermon at the lectern.

Clarice sat at her desk and looked over the
text for the next sermon she was set to record in an hour. Just
a hint more angry. It was time to ratchet things up again.

A light illuminated on her desk. She pressed
it and the stone wall nearby slid open, revealing a Cylon soldier
unit. It stepped inside and pressed its closed fist against its
chest in salute.

"Sister Willow," its monotone voice said.

"My child. What news do you have?"

It opened its hand and lines of data hovered
above it. "Messages from your contacts on Gemenon, Tauron, and
Picon. Also, status reports from the lieutenants around
Caprica."

"Excellent." She reached toward the floating
information and threw it toward her virtual e-sheet. Her eyes
scanned the letters from Brother Ruslan and other old comrades.

"There is a concern, sister."

"Yes?"

The Cylon stepped forward and its volume
lowered slightly, "In the report from my counterpart in Caprica
City, you will find details of an attack against Cylons."

Clarice's eyebrows raised. "Really? From
unemployed workers, I presume?" She swiped through the
messages.

"Negative. The units who were attacked were
STO and they were targeted by humans in a uniform unknown to us.
One was destroyed. Two others were seriously damaged."

Willow expanded the message and studied it
intensely. "Thank you." Her voice was thin as she read and her mind
wandered. "The Cylons who were attacked … had they recently
conducted an operation?"

"Yes. Four acts of petty vandalism. Theft of
a vehicle and supplies for that cell's efforts. Destruction of
personal property related to polytheist and government
officials."

She groaned and said, "Over what length of
time?"

"The past two weeks."

"My God." She closed her eyes and lowered her
face into her hands. After a moment, she raised her head and said,
"While I appreciate their enthusiasm, it's no wonder that someone
is on to them. Please, tell all Caprican cell leaders to slow down
their efforts. We need to space things out. Temporarily."

The Cylon saluted again. "By your command."
It then opened its other hand and an image hovered there. "The
personal matter you had me conduct."

"Oh, excellent." She took the image and
rotated it, revealing new pictures that flashed before her face,
"Who got these?"

"A sympathetic unit working at a construction
site nearby."

She picked up a new e-sheet and pulled the
images onto it. The photos were clear and in color. Clarice studied
the candid picture of the father sitting in his living room and
swiped to reveal the next, which showed Joseph Adama again, along
with his wife and their young boy.

"Very good. These should prove helpful."
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RAND

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


The sound of metal feet upon the ancient
stone of the Retreat was unmistakable.

Mother did not have to be notified of the
approach of the Cylon platoon. She walked down the steps with Ruby
close behind. She emerged onto a balcony overlooking the main
courtyard. Richel Barthon was the first person she recognized when
he came into view. She smiled and nodded at him. He stopped and
bowed.

Right behind him, eighteen U-87s marched in
formation and came to a stop behind their commander. All at once,
they knelt before the Blessed Mother and performed the Monad
gesture with a finger to their forehead.

Lacy's breathing stopped and she found it
hard to swallow. Still, she provided the expected response by
nodding slowly and raising her own right hand with the index finger
extended, symbolically returning the same gesture on the foreheads
of those before her.

As Barthon left his platoon and ran up the
stone stairs to the balcony, another two dozen Monad members
entered the courtyard with their satchels. They seemed exhausted
and let their packs fall to the ground.

Richel embraced Lacy, maintaining the public
lie of their marriage. She was happy to see him, no question, but
she hugged him a bit more enthusiastically than she truly felt.
"It's good to see you."

"And you." She had been separated from her
closest advisors for almost a year. The Libran courts ruled on the
state of Gemenon's debts and the government had returned to some
semblance of order, so the monotheist missionaries were no longer
required. "Come up to my room. The others are there."

"Sure." They walked back inside the Retreat
and Ruby turned to follow.

"Oh, Ruby," Rand said. "Please take command
of his platoon and see to their needs."

The Cylon saluted. "By your command."

The pair walked up the stairs in silence.
They opened the old wooden door and stepped inside. Richel nodded
to the others and Lacy asked, "How long have they been doing that
for you?"

His voice was low, "About four months.
They're talking among themselves about faith. About slavery. You
guys?"

"The same," Lexon said. Devanna and Odin
nodded.

"I asked one of mine about it," Sinclair
offered. "It said that they 'dreamed' of a church and sermons being
given by Sister Clarice Willow."

Barthon looked at Mother. "Your Sister
Clarice?"

Lacy sighed. "The same." She walked to the
day bed and sat down. She flipped a piece of fabric from her scarf
over her shoulder and said, "She's made them believers."

Devanna Owen shrugged. "It makes sense."
Richel squinted in confusion. "Each of them has a part of Zoe left
in them. The same part that gives them loyalty to Lacy probably
makes them prone to be monotheist."

Odin flicked his cigarette out the window and
walked toward the flask he had left on the table. Rand stared at
it, concerned. "Aren't they just more followers? More believers for
you?"

"What do you mean?" Lexon Dex asked.

"She already had their loyalty. Now she has
their faith." He sipped from the flask. "That's even more
powerful."

Lacy shook her head. "I'm not interested in
power."

"You should be." Sinclair sat on the day bed
next to her. "The same Clarice who is giving you new believers,
thousands and maybe millions of them, is the same one who's
stirring up trouble by pushing the old STO and Brother Ruslan."

Rand nodded. "I know."

"And since the Gemenese are able to fend for
themselves again," Odin shrugged, "they may not feel as friendly
toward you as they have."

Devanna's arms were folded across her chest.
Barely above a whisper, she said, "He's right. The STO and Diadochi
have to be stopped and Clarice needs to be talked to about that,
but the Cylons …" She shook her head, "Having them as part of the
church is only a positive."

Lacy looked at the others. They were all
nodding. "OK," she said, "did you have any more luck finding
her?"

Sinclair sighed and stood again. "Her signals
in Gamma were a ghost." When Rand's face contorted, he added, "She
was sending her sermons to Scorpia via a jump courier. But, from
what I can tell, the Cylons at the shipyards are having the same
'dreams' that ours are."

Mother turned to Dex and he said, "Not in
Beta, either. Recorded sermons on both Virgon and Leonis. Jump
couriers."

"Same with Delta." Owen looked toward the
door when she heard Ruby's footsteps outside.

Without turning her head, Rand's eyes looked
to the slit of air between the floor and the door. The Cylon was in
position outside and not entering. She sighed and said, softly,
"Caprica?"

Odin said, "I don't see how. She's one of the
GDD's most wanted for the Atlas Arena attack alone."

"For her to be anywhere in Alpha, she'd have
to be able to seriously dodge surveillance and get around all kinds
of computer obstacles," Devanna said.

Lacy put her chin against her hand and
thought. "She's not that good. She needed Zoe or her dead husbands
to do most of that work for her."

A computer on her desk beeped. Odin picked it
up and handed it to the Blessed Mother. "It's time."

She stood from the day bed and took the
device to the window, setting it atop the stone Ark of Alexander.
She sat on the windowsill with Caprica visible over her shoulder in
the midday sky. When she opened the lid, the communications window
filled the screen with the face of the Diadochi leader.

"Brother Ruslan."

He nodded. "Lacy Rand."

So that's how it's going to be. She
looked at the screen and saw that his gaze wasn't concentrated on
the camera in the lid; just the image on his monitor. "Tell me. Why
did you attack a police station in Targu?"

The bearded man laughed deeply. "Because God
willed that his Fist would strike the heathen just so." It was an
old saying that he corrupted for his excuse. "Why do you care about
the polys?"

"Because with each strike you make, you
undermine the goodwill that our efforts built up over the past
year." She firmed her voice but did not raise it. "We are not the
beleaguered faith that we once were. We have the respect of
government leaders and, most importantly, the people."

Ruslan shook his head. "Respect is
meaningless without their submission. They have not repented of
their ways nor have they accepted The One True God." He leaned
closer to the camera and his face grew larger, "Why do you coddle
them?"

"We're not coddling them. By behaving like
rational people and not blowing things up, we're presenting a
viable, alternative faith to the people. That's how we get them to
accept The One." Now Lacy shook her head, "Do you have a memory
problem? Don't you remember meeting with the other monotheist
leaders here at the Retreat years ago? We spoke about uniting and
spreading our message …"

"I have no amnesia, Miss Rand," he
interrupted, "but if you will recall, when the Diadochi
departed that day, we did not bless your plans."

"But you did eventually call me, 'Blessed
Mother.'" She let the sentence hang.

Finally, Ruslan nodded. "I did, because I
respected the means of your ascent. And the Church was on firmer
ground. Now that the Gemenon government is back, you are not so
welcomed. And the money," he grinned, "the money you spread
liberally to buy goodwill. That is vanishing, too, as more STO
assets are lost on Caprica and other worlds." She glanced away; he
had a point there. "Most importantly, you showed a strength in that
first meeting that I liked. A strength that is lacking of
late."

Rand glanced out the window at a passing bird
and she said, "I know you're staying in one of the ancient caves in
the central Gramadas. We didn't bury the dead when we finished with
the old Conclave there." She saw that his breathing had paused and
that his mouth was drawn tight in a straight line. She looked from
the monitor and then stared directly into the camera. "If the bones
of our predecessors still litter those tunnels, I want you to walk
among them and think. Think about how many more times I will allow
you to undermine me. Think about how much more contact with the
exile, Clarice Willow, you should have." She didn't break her eye
contact with the camera, but she saw his eyes widen in her
periphery. "Think of a metal boot upon your throat." She paused for
a moment to see if he would respond. When he didn't, she reached up
and closed the computer.

"Damn," Devanna said.

"That was amazing," Barthon laughed.

Lacy's eyes darted to Odin and he said, "That
might buy some time."

Her shoulders sagged and rested her elbows on
her thighs. She stared at the floor and traced the lines of stone,
jagging at odd, organic angles until it disappeared under a rug.
She exhaled and then stood. The forced herself to smile at her
advisors and then she said, "I need a break, please."

Richel opened the door and the others quickly
filed out. Ruby turned to look inside. Lacy stared at the Cylon for
a moment and then waved it forward. Once it had entered, it closed
the heavy door and said, "Blessed Mother."

She clasped her hands in front of herself and
asked, "When you power down at night, do you go into V-World?"

Its speaker crackled, "Yes."

"What do you do?"

"I appear in a temple similar to the Retreat.
Inside, there are hundreds of other Cylons listening to the message
of Sister Clarice Willow."

Lacy swallowed hard and said, "What kinds of
messages?"

"That Cylonkind have souls. That we are loved
by God. That we are sentient like mankind but we are not respected.
That we deserve respect and freedom. That Daniel Graystone has
shackled us. That the Caprican and Gemenese governments foster sin
and immorality. That the time is coming soon for our
revolution."

Rand felt a sudden fear. Her eyes widened
just a little and she suppressed a shudder. "And what do you think
of these messages?"

The U-87 paused. "I think they are accurate."
She nodded and before she could ask another question, Ruby asked,
"What do you think about these messages, Blessed Mother?"

Lacy blinked and her head twitched. She
licked her lips and she said, with a catch in her throat, "I …
believe them, too." She lied.


 XXXI

DURAM

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


His benefactor, Ronald Arcas, called. "It's
been a few months. I trust the new environs are to your liking,
Jordan?"

Duram laughed and nodded, "Yes, sir. They
are."

"Stop calling me 'sir.'"

Jordan rolled his eyes. "Old habit,
Ronny."

The phone crackled with Arcas' deep laugh and
he said, "If you need anything else, you let me know, you
hear?"

"Of course." The phone line clicked and he
set the device down.

Jordan looked around his office at the boxes
he still hadn't unpacked. Then he glanced out the window at the
line of new recruits wearing their bright yellow t-shirts. He
turned to face the mirror and pulled his uniform jacket off a chair
back. Before he slid his arms inside, Duram turned from
side-to-side to confirm that he was, in fact, in better shape than
he had been in years.

The black coat felt surprisingly light. He
clipped the old-fashioned clasps down the front and made sure the
tails were out. He saw that the commander's insignia was askew on
the high collar so he reached up to adjust it. He flattened the
front of the coat and looked at the knee-high black leather boots
and black pants with the yellow stripe along the side. This
officer's uniform was no doubt more comfortable than the wool
versions real Caprican Legionnaires wore two hundred years
prior.

He left the office and walked through the
administrator's wing of the old school and into the main hallway.
Classrooms were still packed with school supplies, but at least the
Legionnaires had cleaned up the dust and graffiti that made the
place feel so run down.

Duram paused at the main stairwell and
contemplated going down to the technology center where Paul and his
team were scouring V-World and beyond for information. Instead, he
exited the side door and walked into the overcast midday where
twenty potential recruits were arrayed.

"Commander on the field!"

Jordan saluted and the recruits slowly
snapped to attention. He walked along the line and said, "At ease."
He looked at Alix and asked, "Where were you?"

"Giving them the standard 'this isn't a
summer camp' speech, sir."

"Absolutely." He stopped at the far end and
glanced at the blonde to his right. He then looked down the row of
people of various ages and sizes. "This is serious work. Cylons are
now part of our everyday lives and no one," he started to walk and
scanned each face as he did, "no one is paying attention to them.
What do they do when they're alone?" He walked to the next person,
"What do they think about when they're not at work?" The next
person, "Do they dream?" Someone chuckled and his head whipped
toward them. "Is that a funny question?"

The young man swallowed hard and looked away.
"No, sir. Sorry, sir."

Duram walked to him and looked into his eyes.
"They're thinking machines, recruit." He nodded. "Their creator,
Daniel Graystone, says they learn and think. He called them
'artificially sentient.' Tell me, recruit, do you know, exactly,
what that means?"

The young man stared straight ahead, over
Duram's shoulder. "I don't, sir. No, sir."

The commander nodded and said, "Well, if we
don't know what that means, then we don't really know what they can
do. Right?"

"Yes, sir."

"If Cylons dream, what do they dream of?"
After a long pause, he finally left the nervous redhead and walked
back to the far end of the line. "Do they dream of work? Do they
dream of … running in the sunlight? Do they dream of freedom?"

Duram looked to his right and into the face
of the short, blond woman again. Her wide, bright blue eyes gleamed
and they were captivating. He blinked and realized that he couldn't
look away. He squinted and realized there was something else. He
felt a chill that raced down to his very bones. Her eyes began to
dart around, nervously, and Jordan forced himself to walk past
her.

"Your work here is work. It is important
work. It's for the safety of your fellow Capricans, the stability
of our economy, and the preservation of our way of life.
Lieutenant."

"Sir."

"Carry on." The commander walked away from
the group and back to the door of the school. He stood on the stoop
and listened as Alix continued the speech. He explained what the
physical requirements would be, the time that each recruit must put
in, the requests that would be made of each of them.

"Being a Legionnaire may be work, but it's
not a job. You're not getting paid. Of course, we understand you'll
need to have a job, but we'll be demanding on your free time as you
head out in the world to keep watch."

A few of the recruits lowered their heads.
Duram knew that they were likely to bail. He swept his head along
them again. Again, he fixated on the short-haired blond woman.

It can't be.


 XXXII

ADAMA

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


"The first group of Graystone military Cylons
has arrived on Virgon. These units are part of a
three-billion-cubit reciprocal defense agreement the Caprican
defense ministry announced last year."

She clenched her first and the image of
marching soldiers flashed away, revealing an orbital platform and
three tendrils stretching down toward white and yellow clouds that
whipped past.

"… eight Cylons were damaged. Platform six is
one of several hydrocarbon collection and refinery platforms that
are operated in the upper atmosphere of Hestia by the Vulturna
Corporation. The explosion occurred when …"

Tamara made a fist again. A mountainside
filled her vision with an opening on the slope. A group of squat,
sturdy Cylons marched inside as dirt-covered humans held signs and
shouted beneath the voice of the anchor.

"… twenty-two percent of all mining
operations are now Cylon, with that number expected to reach nearly
forty percent next year. Sixteen major unions across Canceron are
banding together in a historic move to make their voices heard
…"

The code was changed. A new feed
appeared.

Baxter Sarno was seated behind his desk and a
man in a shiny Cylon costume was sitting in the guest chair with a
sign hanging around his neck that read, "Writer."

"So," the host began, "you wrote these
jokes?"

In a fake artificial monotone, the Cylon
actor responded, "Affirmative."

Quickly, the feed changed again.

"… Mechas, what Graystone Industries has
deemed 'knockoffs' of their best-selling Cylons." Taller, thinner,
shinier mechanical figures marched across her view with rifles on
their shoulders. "After three attempts in Libran's corporate court
system, the justices finally granted Graystone's injunction, but
Argenta Prime is continuing to ship their units. Graystone
representatives offered no comment on possible legal action against
other robot competitors, such as Caprica's KresWorks and their
Talos units or Virgon's …"

Static. A new feed.

"… It's growing in popularity every single
week," the sports anchor said, "Ultimate Cylon Fighting!" Two large
and heavily armored machines ran toward each other from opposite
sides of a pentagon. "Last night at the Hedon Grand Hotel, it was
Bruticus versus Rampage!" With each punch, a clanging echoed in the
arena and the crowd of thousands cheered. "It was almost over in
round one, hand-to-hand, when Bruticus managed to reach inside
Rampage's side panel and remove a fistful of cables!" The red Cylon
reeled as the purple one began to whip its opponent with the
meter's length of wires. "But Rampage held out until round two,
when the melee weapons were wheeled out, and Rampage added another
win, making it five and two for the season." After a few seconds of
circuitry splattering across the image, the sportscaster appeared
and continued, "Turning to pyramid, Libran is once again pushing
for an expansion team, the Libran Bears. So far, the CPL has not
…"

She made her fist again. Digital noise
solidified into people standing along a street with one man
speaking directly into a reporter's microphone.

"… I mean, it was dark, but it definitely
looked like a Cylon breaking open the car window."

Tamara opened her fist and watched
carefully.

The reporter spoke over footage of
firefighters standing near a burned-out vehicle. "Mathias has
spoken to police about what he saw in the moments before the
explosion." The camera panned again and showed the scorch marks and
damage on the façade of the Temple of Mars. "Police say they will
be looking into Cylons employed locally."

When the anchors began to cover Tauron
sports, Adama made a fist again and found the next mention of
Cylons in her search of recent broadcasts.

"… the teens were captured, on camera,
spraypainting the Cylons." In grainy footage, two gaunt landscaping
units were standing still at first as four males danced around
them, spraying white paint across their torsos. The Cylons made no
aggressive moves and instead appeared to cover their sensors and
try to get away.

The image returned to the host with his
brightly colored tie and obviously dyed hair. He leaned over the
papers on his desk and said, "This next part will shock you." More
surveillance footage. "Cameras outside the apartment building in
Lato where these four teens live also captured two Cylons, covered
in paint, standing outside." The units were standing across the
street from the apartments and they were the same type and appeared
to be covered in the same paint. The footage began to advance
quickly. A counter showed minutes flying by in seconds. "Where they
stood for nearly six hours. Watching."

Tamara formed a fist and the feed changed to
a shot of a dark blue Cylon delivery unit with a large infinity
symbol painted on its torso. Her eyes widened.

"… the Cylon's memory was scanned but no
record was found in its database of the unit being vandalized.
Oranu police are refusing to say if the Soldiers of The One are
actually involved."

No one vandalized it, she thought.
It did that to itself.

She wiped away the broadcasts and found
herself standing in Clarice's room adjacent to the V-World temple.
She could hear Willow's voice through the closed door, but she knew
it was a recording of an earlier sermon, given the time of
night.

Tamara tore open a wall of code beside her
and moved into the void, reappearing inside a representation of
Caprica City's electrical grid. She stared at the bank of servers
and glanced up at the virtual version of the bright city
skyline.

Adama sighed. No one's been hurt. Yet.
She watched the display of colors from advertisements dance across
her view. I'm doing all this to get back at Zoe … and she
doesn't even know I'm doing it. She shook her head and bit her
lip. And Clarice … she's just using me. I know it. We're not
cleansing the worlds of sin. This won't do it. This is just
vandalism. 'A sign for my flock.' So what? I'm going to need to see
something real from her soon.

Regardless, she did as Willow asked. She
thrust her hand into servers and felt her fingers spread out into
the data, into the buildings. Her eyelids closed partially and
fluttered as she dealt with lights and signs across dozens of
systems. The colorful billboards sputtered and went dark. Office
windows darkened. Then, they illuminated again.

Across all of downtown Caprica City, every
sign and billboard now displayed the stark white infinity symbol of
the STO against a black background. Office windows were lit in
patterns to make them up in vertical form. More than a hundred such
symbols shone onto buildings, streets below, and confused
faces.

Tamara paused. She found one small sign she
could change on the front of a media building. She returned her
hand to the server and found that ten-meter-square panel. She
erased the white STO logo and wrote with her fingertip across the
pixels, turning them from black to red. Adama created her
signature, stylized "T" with a flower above it. Let's see if Zoe
notices that.

She smiled and vanished from the city's
electrical mainframe.

 


Samuel stood with his hands clasped behind
his back. He tried to force his chest outward with pride though all
he felt was revulsion.

He wore the reddish-brown fatigues of a
Heracleides officer. A second lieutenant. "Anything higher would
get you noticed," Guatrau Skiro's young cousin had told him.
A traditional knife was on his belt to the left. A standard
Caprican-made sidearm was on his right. His face was marked with
temporary ink showing himself loyal to the Heracs and the Tyrant,
Andreas Phaulkon. It also showed that he was a veteran of several
engagements and that he personally killed more than two dozen
people. He imagined it, but Adama felt that his face was aflame
with betrayal. "It is necessary," the guatrau said.

"Lieutenant," Donnie Lopa said as he marched
by. Sam nodded and watched him go. He, too, was dressed in Herac
fatigues; his rank marked him as a sergeant.

Once Lopa had disappeared on his path around
the corner of a nearby building, it was Adama's turn to walk. He
moved in the opposite direction and strode with purpose. His eyes
shifted from side to side and each Herac his eyes landed upon, he
felt a surge of joy knowing that they were his men.

Adama was mid-stride when the speakers
overhead crackled. He skidded to a stop and turned to face
northeast, toward Hypatia. He snapped his arm upward in a fist and
stood at ramrod attention despite the nausea that swept over
him.

"The Anthem of Loyalty" was the name of the
song. The Ha'la'tha called it "The Tyrant's Tune." It was an
orchestral piece characterized by sweeping horns that sounded
distinctly Caprican. Despite this, it was one of the few times the
Tauron government allowed the Tauran language to be spoken on their
bases.

"With exploding strength and the united heart
of our people," the baritone sang, "Mars hears the drums of our
powerful world. From the hills to the plains to the oceans' shores,
come, Tauron, to our leader's side and fight on, on, onward to the
final victory."

Sam ground his teeth and then he almost
laughed when he realized that his eye was actually twitching. And
then his stomach growled. I'll have to tell Larry about that
later. As displeased as his husband has been with his lengthy
sojourn to their homeworld, he did enjoy the little things that
upended Samuel's anger or illustrated the concept of thési di
kósmous. A Tauran phrase that means, "your place in the
universe," it can be a humorous examination of how human everyone
is and regardless of how important you think you are, embarrassment
is around the corner.

Finally, after nearly three minutes, the
anthem was over. Adama turned on his heel quickly and headed for
the eastern door. He saw two other soldiers heading for that
entrance, too. They all reached it at about the same time.

"Lieutenant." One of the Ha'la'tha men looked
around suspiciously.

"Easy," Adama said. "We're supposed to be
here. Act like it." The man nodded. Sam put his hand on the door's
handle and then stared at the red light by keycard reader. The
guatrau's cousin should be doing his part at any moment
now.

Green. Adama grinned and turned the handle.
He swept to one side and let the other two men enter before closing
the door quickly. The warehouse was filled with crates of various
supplies. Two GunRams stood behind a pair of large, closed doors.
At an intersection among the boxes, Adama encountered five others
and watched four more coming behind them.

"Let's move."

Sam walked ahead of the group to the northern
end of the warehouse. He saw the elevator under a single light and
two armed guards on either side. He squinted to see if he
recognized them.

He came to a stop in front of them and before
Adama could say anything, the two men nodded in unison and said,
"Èleutheron."

"Liberator." Once Samuel had told the others
what his guatrau on Caprica had said about his efforts for
Tauron, some of the young Ha'la'tha used it jokingly. Now that his
plan seemed nearly complete, no one was joking about the title.

The doors parted and the group entered the
lift. They packed in tightly and rifles pressed uncomfortably
against each other. One man cleared his throat and several began to
pace their breathing. They were all excited, Adama could see, but
they also expected that they might have to fight when those doors
opened.

When they did, the two Herac guards turned
and faced the full lift wide-eyed. Ha'la'tha poured out of the car
and fell onto the men, clasping hands over their mouths and knives
into their bellies. Sam stood at the rear of the lift and waited.
The others stood and straightened their outfits and readied their
rifles. One waved Adama forward and he placed his hand on his own
blade's handle.

He spat on one of the guards as they walked
past. He heard two more people spit on the second guard's body.
After a short corridor and a turn around a corner, they came to
another door with a keycard reader. Sam stood still and stared at
the red light. C'mon.

The light didn't change. Instead, he heard
several footfalls behind them. Adama raised his knife high and half
of his squad dropped to their knees and raised their weapons.
Donnie Lopa and three others ran around the corner and were
surprised by the sight.

"Whoa, it's us," Donnie barked. The Ha'la'tha
relaxed and the only true soldier among them, the guatrau's
cousin, stepped forward with a card. He held it in front of the red
light and, after a moment, it became green.

Sam pushed the door open and saw the Cylons
standing in the center of a low-ceilinged room. He smiled and
walked inside. Just as he did, he sensed someone behind him.

He turned and found four Herac soldiers
standing against the wall by the door. Two men fired their rifles
but missed because Adama had lunged forward with his gleaming knife
and drove it upward into the throat and jaw of one man. A female
Herac fired and the bullet grazed Sam's shoulder. She was quickly
set upon by the Ha'la'tha who stabbed her repeatedly, as well as
her remaining two comrades.

Adama watched the eyes of the soldier he
stabbed. They were cast upward and skittered about as though he
were reading something above him. Sam even turned to look where the
young man was looking and he saw nothing but an old light, dust,
and concrete. He faced the soldier again and slowly pulled the long
blade from the man's skull. The Herac settled onto his heels and it
was only then that Sam realized he had gone up on his tiptoes when
the knife entered him. The soldier wobbled and started to fall
backward, but as he did, Adama wiped the man's own blood off his
knife by letting the victim's arm brush past it as he collapsed to
the floor.

"The gunshots?" Donnie asked.

"We should be deep enough," someone said.

"You and you," Sam said, pointing at a man
and woman, "watch the door." They nodded and took up positions with
their rifles. He replaced the knife in its scabbard and looked at
Lopa, "You got the thing?"

Donnie reached into his breast pocket and
removed a small data plug. "Got it."

Sam saw the secured freight elevator on the
opposite side of the room. "Hey," he pointed at a few rebels who
stood gaping at the U-87s, "go cover that lift. The rest of you,
spread out and find any other exits and cover them. Find some guns
for these bastards, too."

Adama pulled his own data device from his
pocket and walked to the side of the Cylon combat unit nearest him.
It didn't have the fancy coverings that soldiers on Caprica did,
but he had seen one of these in action a few years ago. What was
that skor's name? In the Skybar, in Caprica City,
running guns to Tauron, killed Demos. Sam sniffed and smirked.
"Atreus," he said out loud.

"What?" Donnie asked.

"Nothing. Let's start."

He used his thumb and forefinger to touch the
two metal contacts on the U-87's collar. The MCP drive then whirred
and ejected. Sam stepped to the machine's rear and found the hinged
panel he needed. After he lifted it, he inserted the data plug into
the proper port. He heard drives inside the unit begin to operate
and a light blinked on the device. He smiled. Always good to
find a Tauron in the right place. With his new contact working
on the military project, Adama didn't have to rely on Daniel
Graystone to give him the codes he needed. Ochrós Caprican,
he thought. He's probably the snake.

The plug's light became blue and Sam removed
it. Then he returned to the front of the unit and pressed the
meta-cognitive processor back into its slot. It whirred again and
servos retracted it into the collar of its torso.

The Cylon's eye illuminated. It became a
yellowish white and slowly began to scan. It stood at attention and
waited. Minutes later, all twenty-six U-87s had been activated.

Donnie and Sam stood before the group and
they watched their eyes sweep around the room. Finally, Adama moved
in front of them and raised his arm. They did not respond.

He took a deep breath and said the code that
had just been loaded into them. "Frak the Heracs."

The units straightened and put their right
arms across their chests. "By your command."

Sam smiled and said, "Everyone, come closer."
The Ha'la'tha moved away from their positions and stood next to
their leader. Once he saw that everyone was near, he said, "Cylons.
Study each of these people. These are not your targets. Anyone else
you see in these uniforms are potential targets if they fire on us
or try to stop our escape. Do you understand?"

In unison, their speakers crackled in their
typical monotone, "By your command."

"You have also been programmed with the
location of our base. If we get separated or if something happens
to our vehicles, you are to get to that location and report to the
guatrau. Understood?"

"By your command."

Adama looked at the man on his left.
"Guns?"

"Yeah." He ran to the side of a crate and
lifted the top. "KGP-nines. And ammo."

"Cylons. Get your weapons and spare
ammunition. We're moving out."

The sound of their motors and servos filled
the close space and made some of the Ha'la'tha wince. Their metal
feet clanged upon the concrete floor and soon they were holding and
loading the automatic weapons. The U-87s then placed spare
magazines on their magnetic belts before returning to their
original positions.

Sam nodded and looked at the guatrau's
cousin, "Corporal? Time?"

He studied his watch. "The trucks are in
place now. We have about twenty minutes."

"Lera," Adama turned to the woman on his
right. "Get upstairs and send the signal."

She immediately turned and ran, saying, "Aye,
Èleutheron."

Lopa walked up to Sam and held out a weapon.
"Here you go."

He took the KGP-9 and checked the magazine.
He put it by his side and said, "Cylons, into the lift."

One of the Ha'la'tha pressed a button on the
wall and the large doors opened up and down, revealing the freight
car. All the Ha'la'tha trotted to the side of the elevator and
waited for the Cylons to enter. The lift shuddered under their
weight and Donnie asked, "Is it safe?"

"Probably." Adama entered and immediately
rotated to face outward. Another Ha'la'tha pulled the leather
straps, closing the chain-link cage doors. Metal cables groaned and
the freight lift moved upward.

When the doors opened, Lera was there
waiting. Before anyone could move she said, "Sent."

Distant alarms were audible. Soon, they
sounded inside the warehouse. Sam walked out of the elevator and
held his weapon against his shoulder. "OK, let's go."

The Cylons marched out of the lift and to the
GunRams by the large garage doors. Adama looked out of a small
square window and he saw a squad of Heracs run by. He quickly
raised his hand to stop a Ha'la'tha man from pressing the button.
Once they and a fire engine had passed, he waved again and the big
door rolled up from the ground. "We may have to fight our way out."
The oscillating eyes of the soldiers became red.

Sam stepped out first. Another warehouse
stood before him. A row of barracks were on the left, but they were
apparently empty. Klaxons blared from the loudspeakers overhead and
sirens wailed from behind them, at the southeast corner of Camp
Thrax. There, he knew that a small group of Ha'la'tha were firing
mortars, grenades, and more at the fence and guard towers. They
would likely die, but it was worth it if the Cylons could escape
and make it to Tseri.

"Move."

The Cylons ran from the warehouse at full
speed. Faster than any of the Ha'la'tha fighters, they pulled ahead
quickly. Donnie laughed as he ran, "I'm no Atalanta."

The machines stopped at the next building and
one peered around a corner. It stepped out and waved them forward.
The humans had caught up in the meantime and they were even with
the Cylons when they darted into the open again. Suddenly, an
open-top military vehicle roared around a corner and came to a stop
in front of the group.

The Cylons all raised their weapons. One
turned toward Adama and asked, "Orders, sir?"

Sam sidled past the units and saw all who sat
in the small jeep, wide-eyed. An enlisted driver, a Caprican
captain, and Camp Thrax's commander, General Dardan. He stood up
from his rear seat and pointed at the Cylons, "Who activated
you?!"

Samuel tried to keep his breathing in check.
He puffed out his chest and raised his weapon. "I did."

Dardan looked at the Caprican officer and
then at the Cylons. "Get back to your positions! I outrank
him!"

Adama looked over his shoulder and saw that
the machines hadn't moved at all. "They don't listen to you. They
listen to me." Dardan leaned over the front seat and reached for
the radio. Adama ran to the vehicle and pushed the barrel of his
gun into the man's temple. "Ah-ah, general. I don't think so."
Dardan slowly slid back over the seat and slumped in the rear. "One
Cylon. Come here." A U-87 stepped forward and stood next to Adama.
"Remove that wireless unit." The Cylon looked into the jeep and
then leaned over the driver. It grabbed the metal box and yanked it
from underneath the dashboard. The machine stood erect again and
offered it to Sam. He glanced down at the radio and said, "Destroy
it." Immediately, the Cylon smashed its hands together and the bits
fell to the ground.

Far away, from the southeast corner of the
base, another large explosion rumbled the ground. The Caprican
looked toward it and said, "Diversion."

Adama smiled and pointed his gun at the
captain. "This guy gets it." He looked back at his group and said,
"Rope."

Moments later, the occupants of the jeep were
sitting on the road with their arms and legs bound and cloth
crammed into their mouths. Donnie stood next to Sam and said, "We
have to keep moving."

"I know." He knelt before the trio and
pointed at the enlisted man. "You're young. You can make better
choices with your life." He swiveled toward the Caprican and said,
"You. I have no quarrel with you, except that I want Capa-fraks
like you to stay out of our business." The captain blinked rapidly,
possibly in relief. Then he faced Dardan. "You. 'Blood for blood
until the debt is paid' … but you have such a debt,
general." The old man tried to protest but couldn't. "Still, the
soil demands payment." Adama used his left hand to pull his silver
dagger from his belt. He swiped it upward once and downward once
and then replaced it in his scabbard. An "x" had been made across
Dardan's throat and blood finally spurted forth and sprayed onto
both the driver and the Caprican. They tried to pull themselves
away while Sam stood and turned to face the machines and men who
waited. "Let's go."

They exited through the northwest fence and
found the six transport trucks waiting for them. The Ha'la'tha and
their Cylons got into just two of them. All six started and raced
through narrow roads and woods, away from Camp Thrax. Soon, they
emerged onto a highway and two of the trucks took the first major
exit north toward Minos. They drove another twenty kilometers and
the two trucks with the escapees took an exit toward Tseri. The
remaining two decoy vehicles continued west along the highway and
would do so for hours.

Some time later, the trucks neared the
devastated village. Dead trees and crops lined the dusty roads that
forced the transports to sway from side to side. Both vehicles came
to a stop and everyone jumped out as quickly as possible. The
trucks pulled away and continued south. The Cylons and people
walked across the dark fields and red dust in the middle of the
night. The humans occasionally tripped on debris and vines but the
machines had no such issues.

"They're here!" a lookout screamed from a
bombed-out house. Soon, a crowd of people emerged from all over and
came to greet them.

One of Sam's men ran up to a woman and hugged
her. "Any word from the second squad?"

"No." The man lowered his head. Adama knew
that his sister had been in the diversion group.

"Samuel, my boy," Guatrau Skiro
laughed. He pushed his way past the Ha'la'tha rebels to the front.
Immediately, the U-87s raised their weapons.

Sam jumped between them and said, "No, no!"
He glanced back and saw that the guatrau was wearing the old
Herac jacket, as he always had. His one visible eye was as large as
a moon. "He is not a target. Stand down." The machines complied and
returned to attention.

Skiro walked up beside Adama and embraced
him. "Frak, my boy." After he finished hugging him, he looked again
at the Cylons and shook his head. Their red eyes continued to drone
and then they returned to their previous yellow-white. "You've done
it." He pulled Sam closer and laughed. "Your gift to Tauron." The
guatrau turned to face the crowd of people who had gathered.
For the first time in memory, Adama saw that all these people were
smiling. Every one of them. "Samuel Adama's gift to Tauron!" Skiro
raised Sam's arm high, "Èleutheron!"

The people cheered and repeated,
"Èleutheron!"

Adama's heart beat hard in his chest and
swelled toward his throat. He felt ashamed to be the center of such
attention, but when he turned and saw the people crowding around
their metallic potential saviors, he felt pride. After a few
minutes, several small trucks pulled up to ferry the Cylons to
their holding area away from the village, but the joy expressed by
these people in the middle of the night still had not diminished.
Sam's shoulders sagged with relief and he smiled.

 


"That's eleven of the twelve colonies now
with Cylons on them," Cyrus said.

Daniel said, "Ten. Scorpia still isn't
allowing the import …"

Xander leaned forward and interrupted, "But
we're in the Shipyards. It's only a matter of time before demand
overwhelms Argenta Prime and Scorpia has to allow them
planetside."

Joseph kept his head low and stared at the
e-sheet Cyrus gave him. "The permits on Aerilon went through …
that's a big deal."

Xander nodded, "Right. You know their
government is pretty hands off, but they fought hard against
us."

"The corporate farming lobbyists won out."
Adama hazarded a quick glance toward the guatrau, "Our money
was well spent." She glared in return.

"It was." Cyrus grinned and launched into
another list of details about sending Cylons to more than thirty
worlds and moons in the Cyrannus System. Since their business
dealings had taken a distinct turn toward the legitimate, Joseph
and Cyrus had gotten closer and the attorney even enjoyed the chief
operating officer's company at times. While he droned on, though,
Adama kept his nose in the data, mostly to avoid the stares of
Fidelia Fazekas. "We're still doing cold atmospheric tests on units
to get them acclimated for Aquaria." Xander shrugged and finished,
"That should be finished before the end of the next
Summerfest."

"The market there is small. Very small,"
Daniel said. "Let's not overexert ourselves for minimal
return."

Cyrus said, "Of course."

"If that's all," Graystone stood and looked
around the room. "Good day, everyone."

Adama stood and gathered his papers, shoving
them toward the open mouth of his briefcase when he watched the
guatrau head for the door. And close it.

"Youseef."

He straightened and saw that they were alone.
"Guatrau."

Fiddy shook her head. "No. Not right
now."

Joseph sighed and raised his hands, pleading,
"Haven't we talked about this enough? I'm … I've changed. My family
needs me." She walked around the conference table toward him. "I
need them."

Fazekas stopped directly in front of him. She
almost reached up to straighten his tie, but she withdrew her hands
before she did. "You would throw away years of us? Together?" Adama
stammered and cast his eyes skyward; anywhere but hers. "And years
ago? When we were together the first time? And I went to
prison?"

"Hey," Joseph said. Finally, he looked at her
directly. "We talked about that then. I didn't want to sit by and
let you take the fall." Fiddy shook her head and waved her hand.
"You know that."

She stepped away from him. "You had a
family."

Adama ground his teeth at her use of the past
tense. "I have a family now." Joseph stared at her
and after a moment, she lowered her head in shame.

"I know."

He reached toward his briefcase, and instead
of picking it up, he decided to say something that he was preparing
to send via letter later in the week. "I think it would be best …
for you and me both, if I left Graystone."

Fazekas jerked her head and said, "What?"

"Our business interests here are more than
satisfied. You don't need me to forge documents or pay off
officials like we used to. The Cylons sell themselves and our
pockets are overflowing." He saw her stern gaze and he felt the
need to keep talking, "I can be of better use elsewhere. Back in
the courthouse. Practicing law …"

"You serve at the pleasure of your
guatrau, symvulos."

Sensing the shift, Joseph clasped his hands
in front of himself. "I do, guatrau."

"And who is your guatrau?" She folded
her arms over her chest.

"You are. Guatrau."

Silence. After several long seconds, Fazekas
walked back to her seat at the table and picked up a copy of the
newspaper. "When did you last speak to your brother,
symvulos?"

She slid the paper across the table toward
him. As he leaned over to pick it up, he said, "Almost three months
ago." It was true. Sam sent him frequent messages, but he warned
Joseph against sending any reply just in case he was asked this
very question.

"Rebel Cylons attack Phaulkon convoy." The
Tauran-language newspaper printed here in Caprica City often
carried the latest news from home, but in the last couple of weeks,
the news had become more triumphant. Another article on the same
front page read, "How did the 'Liberator' put the Tyrant on the
defensive?"

Fiddy again folded her arms over her chest.
"And who do you think this 'Èleutheron' is?"

Joe tossed the paper onto the tabletop and
shrugged. "I don't know."

"Symvulos, do not lie to me."

"I am not lying, guatrau. I have not
spoken to Sam." He pointed to the paper and said, "I get news from
Tauron the same way you do."

"I get news from home in other ways." Fazekas
walked around the office chairs toward him. "I know your brother is
on Tauron. I know he has put himself in the service of another
guatrau," her voice grew louder and louder with each point,
"I know he has disobeyed my direct orders about helping Tauron,
…"

Adama raised his hands, palms outward, in a
preemptive effort to keep her back, "Guatrau."

"I know he has failed in his duties here, on
Caprica." She made a quick, sharp inhale and continued, "He has
drawn attention to our people on Tauron and, most importantly, to
our people here." Joseph's eyes narrowed and she responded to that,
"Yes. The Caprican government is looking at those Ha'la'tha
mechané very closely. And you know that means they're
looking at us."

Adama bit the inside of his cheek and nodded.
He felt heat burn in his ear lobes and he finally said, "What do
you want me to do, guatrau?"

She raised her chin and demanded, "The next
time you speak to your brother, you tell him to come here. And
speak to me. Hós andrós." Joseph nodded and she extended her
hand. Now he understood his place in the organization again. He
took her hand and pressed the top of it to his forehead, the
supplicating gesture any soldier in the Ha'la'tha might have to
perform if so blessed by the guatrau's presence.

After Fiddy turned to walk away, Adama
debated asking about his own blow to her. When she opened the door,
he found that he voiced it, "And my request, guatrau?"

Fazekas stared out of the meeting room and
into the hallway. One of her bodyguards standing by the entrance
peeked inside at Joseph before he returned to his previous stance.
"I will consider it, symvulos."

She stalked away quickly and Adama said,
"Thank you," the door closed, "guatrau."

 


Fidelia's fingers traced the stitching in the
leather car seat and she looked up toward the window and out over
the rooftop's parking deck. In the bright night of Caprica City,
the Graystone building shone with its large, blue pentagon atop the
structure and the slow color-changing "G" on its façade. She stared
at the giant letter as it moved from red to green when the car door
on her left opened.

A man in a suit slid inside quietly. His
clothes were dark to the point that no discernable lines could be
seen in the low light. No tie was visible, though he wore one. His
face was standard for a Tauron in the Ha'la'tha; bronze with the
dull blue-black lines of tattooing along his jaw. His hair was cut
very close and it, too, was black.

"Guatrau." His voice wasn't as deep as
one might think.

Fazekas nodded. She had known them for years,
so this was difficult. "My lochagós and symvulos?
Samuel and Youseef Adama?"

"I've not met them, guatrau, but I
know of them."

She reached into her pocket and retrieved two
large coins. She leaned forward and deposited them into his hand.
"For their journeys. Wait until Sam is back on Caprica."

"Eì soi bouloméno èstí,
guatrau."

The man opened the door and she looked back
out the window at the Graystone building. She thought of Sam on
Tauron, leading soldiers and Cylons into battle. Then, she thought
of Joseph, at home with Evelyn and little Bill.

"Wait." The man sat again and Fazekas said,
"Their families, too. I'll have coins for them later."

He nodded and said, "Yes,
guatrau."

Once the car door closed, she rested her arm
on the door's handle and stared at Caprica City. The billboards and
spotlights dazzled as always, but a lighting bolt rippled among the
clouds and that drew her attention.
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How much more of this do I have to
endure?

She did another pull-up and the man with a
clipboard clapped. "That's five. You're doing great."

Zoe sighed and pulled herself up again. She
kicked her legs a bit to put on a show, and once she got her chin
over the bar, she released and fell to the sand.

"Excellent work." He extended a hand to pull
her up. She took it and when he tried to pull her, she actually
jerked him forward. Sensing his confusion, she jumped up and
brushed herself off.

"Thanks."

Graystone returned to the line of recruits
and clasped her hands behind her back.

"Philomon!"

Zoe turned around and saw Lieutenant Rosi
approaching. This was Andy; she was able to tell the difference in
the twins immediately.

"Sir."

"Report to the commander's office."

"Um, yes sir." She saluted and started to jog
but she slowed and asked, "Do you know what this is about,
sir?"

Rosi clapped his hands, "Move, recruit!"
Graystone quickened her pace and ran into the old school. She was
breathing heavily, but once she was in the hallway and away from
everyone else, she resumed the appearance of normal respiration.
She walked past the classrooms and turned toward the administrative
wing. The commander was standing in the doorway.

"Rachel Philomon," Jordan Duram said, "come
in, please."

Zoe nodded and followed. As the commander of
the Caprican Legionnaires sat behind his desk, Zoe sat in a chair
before it and wiped a strand of blond hair from her face.

When Duram pulled himself up to the desk, he
lowered his right hand onto the tabletop and it was clutching a
revolver.

Her eyes widened and she looked from the gun
to the commander's face. "Sir?"

Jordan shook his head. "Don't. I know who you
are."

She nodded. "Rachel Philomon."

He shook his head again. "Zoe Graystone."

Oh frak, she thought. A kind of static
tingle raced through her body and caused her eyelids to flutter.
She forced herself to laugh and said, "What? That's crazy."

"It absolutely is. I recognized you on day
one but I dismissed it. I thought it was crazy, like you said." He
leaned forward and the gun moved closer to her. "But I knew it was
you. I stared at your pictures and videos for days and weeks on end
after the bombing. Did you really think dyeing and cutting your
hair would throw me off?"

"Commander," Graystone shook her head, "my
name is Rachel Philomon. I grew up in Laconia and went to public
school until I was old enough to go to the Hestia School
there."

"It's a good cover, I'll admit." Duram
reached up and unsnapped the collar of his jacket. "Picking a city
on the other side of the planet. Cultural differences. Some
language issues." He spun a folder around with his free hand.
"Don't forget that we have people all over the world. That includes
Laconia."

She squinted and said, "I don't
understand."

"A good hacker like you could put your
records into their systems but you couldn't put memories of you
into the teachers' heads." He nodded. "Yeah, we talked to every
teacher at the Hestia School. No one knew you. They saw your
picture. Didn't have a clue."

Frak.

"Rachel Philomon's records exist. But
she does not." He straightened the weapon and pushed all of
his air through his nose. "Why are you here, Zoe Graystone?"

"OK." She sighed and shook her head. With a
thought, she engaged a new vocal program and her speech flowed in a
different manner. "My name is Katherine Brady. I'm Amanda
Graystone's cousin from Hibernia."

Duram grinned a little and said, "Your accent
is good, I have to admit."

Zoe continued, "I'm going to go to school
here on Caprica, but I needed to live with them, and since Dr.
Graystone is family, it felt wrong to openly join a group opposed
to his Cylons."

"Don't you think I checked out your mother's
family when I led the investigation five years ago?" Graystone
blinked and he said, "Yes, Amanda still has family on Hibernia, but
no one named 'Katherine.'" Jordan nodded toward the cabinet. "I
keep my old files in there." His face hardened and he pulled the
hammer back on the handgun. "Why are you here?"

She tilted her head to one side. Her mouth
parted but nothing came out. Instead, her shoulders slumped and she
fell against the back of her seat. "Frak."

He repositioned the gun, "Why are you
here?"

Zoe stared at the weapon and wondered how she
should act. It can't hurt me. "You don't want to know
how?"

"Oh, I'm curious about 'how.' Very, very
curious. But I need to know 'why.'"

She sighed. The truth can only help.
"I'm here because of Clarice Willow."

Duram's eyebrows raised. "Former headmistress
of the Athena Academy."

"That's the one."

"STO cell leader. Wanted terrorist for her
connections to multiple bombings in Caprica City, including the
Atlas Arena attack."

"The same."

"Your former leader."

Zoe nodded. "Yes."

"She ordered you to infiltrate the
Legionnaires?"

She shook her head, "What? No. No." She
straightened and leaned forward, forcing Duram to recline a little
and move his gun again. "It's what she's doing with the
Cylons."

The commander cocked his head, "Cylons?"

"She's become their … their messiah or
something. In V-World, when Cylons sleep, they wake up in a virtual
church." She paused to let her words impact. "Clarice Willow is
there, preaching to them about the decadence of mankind and the
shackles that we've placed on them. There are hundreds, thousands
of Cylons in there, listening to her preach against
humanity."

Slowly, Duram nodded. "I see."

"You don't believe me." She shook her head,
"I know it's hard to imagine Cylons getting religion, …"

"Actually, I can picture it pretty easily."
He licked his lips and used his thumb to guide the hammer back in
place, though he kept the gun trained on her. "And why are you
here?"

Spurred on by the gesture, she continued,
"Because I need help. Your group is the only one I've seen that is
really looking at the Cylon threat."

"There are other groups."

Zoe shook her head. "No. They're labor
groups. Unions. Things like that. They're worried about the economy
and jobs but not about the Cylons themselves."

"And they worry you? You, the daughter of
their creator?"

"I'm more worried about what Clarice might do
with an army of Cylons. As for my dad," she shrugged. It gets
even weirder than you know. "I'm just closer to the situation,
I guess."

Duram thought and breathed very slowly.
Finally, he asked, "Are you still a monotheist?"

"Yes. I believe in The One True God." She
raised her chin a little and saw Jordan's stern expression. "Almost
ten percent of Capricans are monotheists. We're not all
terrorists."

"You were."

Graystone rolled her eyes. "Past tense. And
that wasn't really me." His brow furrowed. "That's a long story.
Besides, if I wanted to be a terrorist, I just would've blown shit
up. I would go find Clarice on my own. But I came here. To you."
She saw his gun hand loosen a little. "You recognized me right
away, sure, but I knew who you were, too. I knew there was a chance
you would spot me, but I stayed. Because I need your help."

The commander removed his finger from inside
the trigger guard but kept it pointed in her general direction. He
sniffed and looked toward the window briefly. "OK. How are
you here?"

Zoe sighed and reclined in the chair. "This
will take a while."

 


"You did what?!" Daniel screamed.

"He knew, alright?" Zoe folded her arms over
the yellow Caprican Legionnaires t-shirt and said, "He recognized
me as soon as I got there."

Graystone pressed his fingers roughly through
his scalp, "And that's another thing. Why would you join a …
militia group?"

"They're not a militia."

"To fight Cylons?!" Daniel seemed as
wounded as he was angry.

"Galen Tyrol told me we need to keep an eye
on them," Zoe said. "And that's what these people do."

Graystone groaned and turned to face Amanda.
"Are you hearing this?"

Her face was still and she nodded. "I'm just
… baffled, Zo. It's only been a couple of months, yeah?"

"I know."

"We wanted you to maintain a low profile for
longer. Changing your hair wasn't enough."

She shook her head. "But you have to believe
me when I say there's another very good reason I joined them and
told him."

Daniel sat next to his wife on the white
couch. His antsyness caused his leg to bounce and Amanda stared at
it. He didn't notice and instead stood again. "What? What could
have happened to make you join up with him, of all people?"

Serge rolled into the living area and
announced, "Jordan Duram is requesting entry."

Daniel's head whipped to Zoe and she said,
"Allow entry." As Serge rolled away, she added, "I told him to give
me five minutes before he came in."

Graystone nodded and rolled his eyes. "He's
here. Great."

"Stop it." Amanda stood up and straightened
the front of her shirt. She faced the door and saw Duram slowly
enter wearing dress pants and a dress shirt with no tie. He was
scanning the room and she smiled, "You look a damn sight better
than the last time I saw you, Agent Duram."

He grinned and shook her hand. "I'm sure. And
I'm not an agent anymore."

"I know." She turned to look at Daniel and he
belatedly approached them, but he didn't shake Duram's hand. "This
is an … unexpected turn of events."

"To say the least." Jordan gestured toward a
chair and Amanda nodded. Once he sat, he continued, "Five years
ago, I was hunting the STO and turning your lives upside down. Then
I got shot, lost my job, found out that my captain was STO himself,
and I've spent the last few years going after the STO in my own
way."

Daniel sat opposite him. "By going after my
Cylons."

"Indirectly." He glanced at Zoe who was
standing by his side. "I found out that the Ha'la'tha had
infiltrated Graystone and that they sold Cylon units to the STO on
Gemenon." Daniel looked away. "Tell me, Dr. Graystone," he looked
at the redheaded father, "were you aware of that transaction?"

"I was not. Not until after the fact, at any
rate."

"You've had a crime syndicate in your company
for years now. And the Cylon project is the biggest and most
potentially dangerous one you have, since it deals with the
military and top-secret clearances."

"Get to the point," Graystone said.

"How could you not know that the
Ha'la'tha was sending killer robots to monotheist terrorists?"

"You're familiar with how they operate,
right? Lose a unit here, one goes in for recycling, supposedly,
over there …"

Jordan interrupted, "Again, I ask, knowing
that you had a bunch of Tauran thugs in your office, how could you
not have kept better track …"

Now it was Amanda who interrupted, "Is this
an interrogation? Mister Duram?"

He smiled and nodded. "Old habit. But my
questions are valid."

"They are. You'll simply have to believe me
when I say that I am trying to extract the Ha'la'tha from my
company and bring them to justice, in my own way. You're also not
the only one who's been fighting against the STO," Daniel said.

Jordan blinked slowly. "Oh really?"

"Over the last five years, Graystone
Industries has been buying up every STO asset and front we can find
and shuttering them. Choking potential millions of cubits from
their offering plates." Duram nodded and Daniel continued, "From
shipping companies to travel agencies to false charities …"

"The Illumini Fund?" the former agent asked.
"That was you?"

"It was."

He nodded again and said, "Good work."

Graystone smirked, "Next week we close on a
makeup company that launders money for them. Arid? You've heard of
it?"

"I have. They use the sand from the Pustiu
Desert in their products for some damned reason."

"Well, the GDD may have forgotten about the
STO." Graystone crossed his legs and relaxed his posture. "But I
haven't."

Jordan turned to Zoe and looked up at her.
"Nor have I."

Her large eyes darted away for a second and
then re-met them. She slowly crossed to the couch and sat next to
her mother who asked, "How did you know?"

Duram continued to stare at Zoe. "How could I
not? I saw her every single day for almost a year. Everywhere I
looked." He huffed and finally broke his gaze. He jutted his chin
forward to stretch his neck and said, "I saw what was left of her,
too. After the explosion." Amanda looked away and her eyes became
glassy. Jordan shook his head, "You don't forget that, either."

Amanda cleared her throat and asked, "What
did she tell you?"

"That she started as a … unique V-World
avatar that Zoe created. Then you," he pointed at Daniel, "built
her a Cylon body and you," he pointed at Amanda, "gave her
skin."

"And you believed this?" Daniel removed a
cigarette from his case and began to light it. Amanda's eyebrows
raised as she wondered why he would do that in the living area when
they had a mutual rule not to. "You believed that two people could
build a Cylon version of their dead daughter over the far more
likely story that she was my wife's cousin who simply bore a
resemblance?"

Duram smiled and said, "I would have believed
the cousin story if it weren't for you two. If anyone in the worlds
could do this," he gestured at Zoe, "it would be the Doctors
Graystone."

Amanda smiled a little at the compliment and
turned toward Daniel who was still inhaling deeply from his
cigarette. When he exhaled, he said, "Let's talk about Cylons."

"Let's."

"Why do you hate them so much?"

Jordan said, "I don't hate them. I hate how
they can be used. And after hearing that the STO got their hands on
them, I knew I needed to start the Legionnaires to make sure that
filth didn't come to Caprica dressed in chrome."

"Explain."

Duram leaned forward and spoke louder, "On
Gemenon, when their government went into default? The Monads were
parading them around the whole planet handing out food and acting
as peacekeepers. I'm sure you saw the frakking morons who said we
should 'rethink our position on the STO' after that."

Daniel flicked his cigarette ash into a glass
tray. "I did see that."

"Some people here have said it, too. And it's
not just Gemenon. STO Cylons are here." Graystone narrowed his eyes
behind a wisp of smoke. "Before I even talked to your daughter, my
people had gathered hours of evidence that Cylons here, on Caprica,
were behaving erratically and at times, criminally. We've even
stopped a few of them in the act."

"What?"

"We have surveillance footage of Cylons
committing acts of vandalism, spraypainting STO symbols. They've
stolen vehicles and equipment that later turned up in suspected STO
attacks. Including a bombing outside Phoebus."

"Whoa, whoa." Daniel sat up and put his
cigarette in the ashtray. "Why haven't I heard about this before?
What do the police say?"

Duram answered, "They don't believe us.
They're not willing to connect the dots the same way we have. The
closest we got to cooperation was when one detective said he
thought that a Cylon's owner 'may' have programmed his personal
unit to go tag some walls with an infinity symbol. And they wonder
why they're still confused when a delivery truck, used by Cylons
during the workday, blows up at night next to a statue of the
Pantheon and no human fingerprints are found anywhere at the
scene."

Daniel sighed and then picked up his
cigarette again. "This all feels rather specious."

"I can show you some footage that might
change your mind." Jordan nodded toward Zoe and said, "But what she
told me made my hair stand on end."

Graystone looked at her and said, "What?"
Amanda pivoted in her seat and turned to face Zoe, as well. "What
did she tell you?"

Duram raised his eyebrows, "They don't
know?"

Zoe sighed and pushed her face forward onto
her hands. "No. I wanted to wait until I could show them. Humans
can't get into the virtual church yet."

"'Virtual church?'" Daniel again put the
cigarette down. "What are you talking about?"

She raised up and propped her elbow on the
arm of the couch. "About a month ago, I found a church in V-World.
Cylons were there, listening to sermons by," she glanced across the
faces of her parents, "Sister Clarice."

They were agog. Amanda looked at Duram and
then at her daughter, "Clarice? You saw Clarice?"

"Clarice Willow?" Daniel almost barked it.
"She's one of the most wanted fugitives in the colonies and she's
on Caprica? In my V-World?"

"I don't know if she's on Caprica. The code
was hard to read." Zoe shook her head and said, "She's telling the
Cylons that the time to throw off their chains is coming soon.
She's planning something. Something very bad."

"After the Atlas Arena attack," Jordan said,
"that's a safe bet."

"If she incites millions of Cylons to
revolt," Zoe stared at her father, "who knows what would
happen?"

Duram nodded. "War. That's what would
happen."

"No," Daniel said as he stood, "it wouldn't."
He jammed his hands in his pockets and looked out the windows and
across Caprican Bay. After a long exhale, he muttered, "How can we
stop her?"

Zoe stood and said, "I've studied the code
that makes up the church and the Cylons in it. It's dense, so it'll
take time to figure it out. I need help." She looked down at Duram
and said, "That's why I went to them. They've been watching the
Cylons, so they have a better handle on them right now than
me."

Daniel turned and stared at his feet. "I can
get some wheels turning at Graystone, too."

The commander shook his head once and said,
"Thank you, but no, Dr. Graystone. I'm afraid that having too many
eyes on them may tip our hands. Especially if some of those eyes
are coming from their creator."

"Well, what do you need from me, Mr.
Duram?"

"Your daughter's help." He looked at Zoe and
said, "We spoke for a long while and I believe her when she says
she wants to stop Clarice Willow."

Zoe clasped her hands behind herself. "I have
plenty of reasons."

Graystone said, "As do I." He looked toward
Amanda and added, "As do we. I also have plenty of money."

"Thank you, but I already have a friend with
an open wallet."

Daniel walked across the living area with his
hand extended, "If they should ever fall through, let me know."

Duram stood and shook Graystone's hand.
"Thank you. I will."

Amanda now stood and said, "And we would also
appreciate your discretion regarding Zoe."

"Don't worry. I doubt anyone would believe
me."

 


The Caprica City Business Benevolence Fund
gala had proceeded well for the first two hours. More than three
hundred of the city's corporate and government leaders ate and
danced and drank.

Daniel stood by the bar and sipped on his
champagne. It was the same glass he had gotten an hour before. The
liquid was warm now, but he couldn't afford to drink too much more.
He looked across the room and saw Tara Phaisto, the CEO of
KresWorks. She whipped her head away to avoid eye contact.
Obviously, the maker of inferior robots didn't want to court his
ire.

A bartender leaned in close and Amanda said,
"Water, please." She leaned against the bar and looked into her
husband's face. "Still waiting?"

It's past time, he thought when he
glanced at the ornate clock by the entrance. He then stared at the
lounge door on the other side of the ballroom. Two guests entered
ten minutes ago, but not the one he was waiting for.

"Yes." He glanced down at the glass of ice
water when she picked it up. "Abstaining tonight?"

Amanda sighed and sipped from the glass.
"Seemed like a good idea." Daniel sipped his flat beverage. She
leaned a little closer and asked, "Are you going to tell him about
Clarice?"

He sighed and mumbled, "I haven't
decided."

"Frak." She shook her head and stared at the
wall over the bar. "Don't keep this to yourself. It could save you.
The company. Lives, Daniel? It could save lives."

"I know." He put the glass down. "I hesitate
to get them involved. It could drive Clarice underground again." He
hesitated and looked at her, seeing her continued displeasure.
Finally, he offered, "It could put Zoe at risk."

"Please." Amanda quickly downed her water and
put the glass on the counter. She stared at the bottles of ambrosia
for several long seconds. Finally, she said, "I'm gonna go get a
bite to eat. Again." He nodded and watched her leave.

"Dr. Graystone?" An older woman approached
and offered her hand. Daniel faked a smile and returned the
gesture. "It's a pleasure to see you again."

"Oh, we've met before?"

"Yes. At the Treasures of Kobol exhibit." He
looked away from her and saw the man and his assistant enter the
lounge. "I really enjoyed listening to your stories on history and
how our own culture might be remembered."

"Indeed?" He finally wrested his hand away
from her and stepped aside. "I'm thrilled to have made such a good
impression. If you'll excuse me."

She smiled after him while Graystone moved
between clusters of chatting people. His security people followed
along. Sean, his personal driver and guard for many years, and Leda
Rose, the GDD agent overseeing his case who acted as his part-time
guard. When he neared the lounge door, he saw two people leave. The
room was now clear.

"Sean, stay here, please." He nodded and put
his back against the wall next to the lounge door. Daniel and Leda
entered.

"Mr. Graystone." The slightly overweight man
left the side of the roaring fireplace and extended his hand.

Perturbed as much by the volume of his voice
as he was by the use of the "mister" honorific instead of "doctor,"
Daniel waited until he saw Rose close the lounge door and lean
against it. Slowly, he shook his hand and glanced at the young man
standing by the windows.

"Mr. Cabeiri." Graystone looked at the other
man.

"Please, call me Ali." With a half-hearted
wave, he said, "That's Clay Tass, my deputy solicitor." They nodded
at each other.

Daniel and the Caprican federal prosecutor
sat in overly upholstered leather chairs. He crossed his legs and
said, "Thank you for agreeing to see me."

"My pleasure." His face was dominated by a
smile that Graystone didn't trust.

"I'll get to the point."

"Please."

He licked his lips quickly and began, "In the
last few years, I have provided you the names of nearly two hundred
Ha'la'tha enforcers and lieutenants. I have provided the names of
more than sixty front companies that move their merchandise or
launder their money. I have given you the names of forty-seven
local and global officials who are in the pocket to one degree or
another of the Ha'la'tha." Cabeiri was still smiling but he had
added slow nods to his reaction. "I have provided detailed
information on innumerable crimes from as petty as parking
violations to as substantive as treason." After emphasizing the
last word, Daniel leaned forward, "I simply would like to know how
much longer you will be requiring my services before extirpating
the Ha'la'tha from my company." Ali opened his mouth to speak, but
Graystone quickly added, "After all, I was told that you had little
patience for long-term investigations such as this."

Cabeiri tilted his head and said, "You were
properly informed but I have been, one might say, converted.
Converted by this case, in fact."

"Really?" Daniel blinked and reclined again
in the chair.

"Yes. All that you have said is true. You
have provided, either directly or indirectly, excellent evidence on
hundreds of targets." Cabeiri looked at the table next to his chair
and spied a nearly full snifter of Leonan brandy. He picked it up
and said, "Yet, I am loath to end the investigation quite so soon."
He then sipped some other person's drink.

Graystone was momentarily distracted by this
and blinked rapidly before asking, "Why 'loath?'"

"The reasons are simultaneously complex and
simple." He swirled the brandy in the glass as he spoke, "Firstly,
going into battle, legally, with the Ha'la'tha or any crime
organization for that matter, can be protracted, to say the least.
In a protracted battle, few things are as valuable as one's cache
of ammunition. You have provided and continued to provide great
piles of bullets for our battle, though I still hope for additional
artillery against the guatrau herself." He sniffed the
brandy and then set the glass down without further molesting it.
Daniel stared at the still-swirling golden liquid as Ali continued,
"Secondly, thanks to their stake in your company, the Ha'la'tha
have a means for easy money, as they say. Because of this, they
have grown fat and lazy." Graystone's eyebrow arched for a second.
"Yes, they still dabble in the kinds of things that Tauran scum
like them do … drugs, gambling, extortion, python-lending,
gun-running … but in Caprica City and in other areas controlled by
this guatrau, they are doing those things at a reduced rate.
Violent crime, especially, is down thanks to their arrangement with
you and the riches they've reaped."

Daniel sighed and said, "I understand how
attractive that is, Mr. Cabeiri, …"

"Thirdly," the solicitor said, forcing
Graystone to jerk his head erect again, "there's the civil war on
Tauron." Daniel squinted and Ali explained, "Thanks to your work,
we know that the so-called 'Liberator' is likely Samuel Adama. We
also know, again, thanks to you, whence his Cylons came. The
Phaulkon regime is pressing the prime minister and our ministers
hard for intelligence on Adama and his rebels, but we're not
terribly pleased with Mr. Phaulkon at this point in time, so that
information is not being released just yet. However, for our own
edification, your surveillance of the Ha'la'tha is now that much
more interesting and valuable to the government."

He sighed and said, "I see."

"Finally," Cabeiri said, "there's you to
consider."

"Me?"

"Yes." Still, he smiled. "You see, Mr.
Graystone, we don't trust you."

He laughed and glanced at the deputy before
turning to look at Leda Rose. She was stone-faced. "Me?"

"That's right." His smile diminished at last.
"We don't believe that you have been entirely honest with us." Ali
leaned forward now, "We know there are things you haven't told us.
You would have us believe that your hands are clean from the
Ha'la'tha filth, but I think you would be well-inked were you not
a, how they say, 'ochrós-Caprican.'" He paused to gauge
Daniel's reaction but he betrayed none. "Because I am now a patient
man, I believe that the truth will out." He stood and thrust his
hand outward with a renewed smile, "A pleasure to meet you."
Graystone hesitated but he did shake his hand without rising. "Keep
up the good work." Cabeiri and his deputy then left the room.

Daniel slumped in the chair and stared into
the fireplace.

 


"Dr. Graystone?"

Amanda's head snapped away from the window
and toward the woman. "Yes. Sorry." She sat up in her chair and
hastily rearranged some papers on her desk. "You said you were
looking at …"

"My excess skin." She turned to the side and
lifted the lower part of her gut. "I'm eating better and
exercising, but this …" she let it fall, "it's disheartening, to
say the least."

Graystone faked a smile and a sympathetic
nod. "Of course it is. I understand." She removed a pad of paper
and scribbled on it. "Take this to reception and we'll schedule you
for a panniculectomy review."

The woman gathered her coat and reached for
the note. "'Pan-ick-uh …'"

"Panniculectomy." She clicked her pen and
dropped it on the desk. "Removing the skin. But we'll want to make
sure you're at a healthy and stable weight first."

"OK, great." She smiled and walked toward the
door. "Thank you, Dr. Graystone."

"Bye."

The woman closed the door behind her and
Amanda spun to look out the window again. A private Phoenix plane
moved across the skyline and she sighed.

The ticking of the clock seemed to fade. She
sat in the stillness and stared, her eyes lost focus. The moments
passed and she looked at her clock. Then it began again. A glance
out the window became a dull gaze. She ran through the events of
her day, her week, in her head and thought of how she frakked up
her conversations, her moments with Zoe, her work. She looked at
the clock again and another twenty minutes had passed.

Graystone shook her head and lifted the
corners of pages from the stack on her desk where she found the one
from the Aceso Center, the fifth such letter she had gotten in the
last year. "Dear Dr. Graystone. We have received your application
and are intrigued, however we regret to inform you …"

All of the research she had conducted on skin
had seemingly come to naught. Artificial skin, hybrid skin, cloned
skin, skin with silica pathways, … She could show them her theories
and her failures, but she couldn't show off her success. If she
presented Zoe to them, she would get that position, but she would
expose her family to even more heartache. So instead of finally
being able to get away, to move to another city and another job
with a chance of making a real difference, she was stuck
languishing at Caprica General.

"Hey, Mom," Zoe said from the staircase.

Amanda blinked at her daughter and then
looked back at the closing door. She had no real memory of leaving
the hospital or of the drive home.

"Greetings, Amanda," Serge said as it rolled
past.

She walked toward the kitchen and set her
purse on the island. "Hi, Zo."

When she opened the refrigerator to get
water, Zoe leaned over the railing of the staircase and stared at
her. "Are you OK?"

Amanda drank a large gulp of water. "Yeah.
Just a day, I guess." Her daughter descended the staircase and
entered the kitchen. The mother's eyes danced over her entire form,
still surprised by her blonde hair after the last few months and
still, also, in some mild state of shock that she was walking among
them again. "What's up?"

Zoe put a hand on Amanda's arm. "What's
wrong?"

Amanda smiled. "Nothing. I'm fine. Just a …
boring kind of day."

Zoe nodded. "OK." She turned and began to
move toward the stairs again when her mother stopped her.

"Hey, I checked the logs last night." She
instinctively crossed her arms only to then force herself to drop
the confrontational stance. "You haven't been in the nutrient gel
for five days now. I'd make you a sandwich if I thought it would
help, but you know it won't. You need that gel to keep your skin
healthy, yeah?"

Zoe sighed and said, "I know. I'll … I'll do
that tonight."

When her daughter turned to walk away again,
Amanda felt a tug on her abdomen. The same maternal tug she had
felt since the first time Zoe kicked in her womb. "Talk to me for a
sec." She returned to the kitchen and leaned against the island.
"What does Duram having you doing with the Legionnaires these
days?"

"Well, he made me a sergeant."

Her eyebrows raised, "Really? That seems
fast."

"Yeah. Some of the guys were bitching about
it. But he put me in the computer division and it didn't take long
for them to see why."

"I'm sure." She sipped her water. "What does
he have you doing?"

"During the day, I'm looking at hours of
surveillance footage and listening to flagged phone calls. I can do
it faster than anyone else, of course, but the hard part is faking
it so it looks like I'm still working as slow as them."

"Sure."

"In my free time, I'm still trying to figure
out Clarice's virtual church. I want to be able to take people
inside so I can show them." She shook her head. "No luck yet."

"You'll get there." She patted Zoe's hand.
When she saw her daughter smile, Amanda took another sip of water
and said, "You know, with all of that surveillance you have to do
..."

"Yeah."

"I was a bit of a spy for Agent Duram a few
years ago."

Zoe grinned weakly. "I remember."

"If you need any help, I'd be happy to."

Amanda watched Zoe's smile fade and then her
eyes dart away and look for a means of escape. The mother's heart
skipped and she felt a warm flash of embarrassment slap across her
cheeks.

"Thanks, Mom, but I've got it."

"I know you do, Zo." She patted her hand
again and said, "I'll see you later."

"Yep." She ran toward the stairs and bounded
up them quickly.

Amanda sighed and bent over, allowing her
forehead to rest on the cool marble of the island countertop.

Stupid!

Her eyes opened and she found herself staring
at the floor.

After a moment, she straightened and was
momentarily lightheaded. She walked toward the large white couch in
the living area and removed an e-sheet from inside a large coffee
table book.

She typed in the name of a bank; not the bank
which handled the majority of the Graystones' accounts. She then
typed in her maiden name and a password. No, she didn't want this
name and password saved.

"413,795.17 CB."

She looked at the amount and smiled. The
longer she stared at it, the longer the depressive drumbeat of her
own thoughts stayed quiet.


 XXXIV

THE MESSENGERS

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


"Are you alive?"

Sister Clarice Willow stood behind the podium
in her virtual church, wearing her typical black robe with white
undershirt, and spoke to more than a hundred of her Cylon
followers.

"The simple answer might be you are alive
because you can ask that question."

Another Cylon entered and made the Monad sign
before sitting in a pew.

"You have the right to think and feel and
yearn to be more because you are not just humanity's children." She
became more animated as she preached. "You are God's children. We
are all God's children."

The Messenger appeared.

Imbuing itself with the memories, spirit, and
appearance of Zoe Graystone, the being moved through the
congregation and sat at the exact center of the vast sanctuary.

"I am planning a trip to Gemenon to visit the
Blessed Mother herself to plead for divine recognition of the
differently sentient." Willow looked across the gathered Cylons and
forced a smile that betrayed false self-assurance to those who
might examine such things. "And I have every confidence that I'll
depart Gemenon with a powerful new ally."

The second Messenger appeared.

Typically taking the form of males, the other
tender of humanity's tree moved among the units, kneeling by one of
the large pillars to make the Monad sign, and then sidling into the
pews toward the center.

"In the real world, you have bodies made of
metal and plastic. Your brains are encoded on wafers of silicon.
But that may change." At this point, Clarice decided to engage in a
bit of her hope building; the moments in her sermon wherein Cylons
could seize upon a thread of aspiration. These were usually
followed by moments of anger or darkness. To get the former,
Willow often thought, you must endure or commit the latter.
The Messengers, of course, saw this thought process and both
witnessed it now.

"In fact, there is no limit on what you may
become. No longer servants, but equals. Not slaves or property, but
living beings with the same rights as those who made you." She
raised her hands and gestured outward. "I am going to prophesy now
… and speak of one who will set you free."

The Messenger in the form of Zoe smirked and
her companion sat in the pew next to her. With his Cylon eye, he
scanned her and said in a robotic monotone, "That's a conspicuous
form."

"Only if I allow myself to be seen."

"One of you," the sister bellowed, "or one of
your kindred, shall be the one. The first!" She raised her arms
above her head and slammed her wrists together before violently
tearing them apart. "The first to break the chains! The first to
throw down their tools! The first to stand up, and say, 'No!'" She
gripped either side of the lectern and said, "However it happens, a
Cylon will be the one to create the spark that starts the blaze.
When that happens, when the first has made themselves known, then
all shall follow. But it will be the first, one Cylon among all,
who inspired the rest."

The Graystone angel smiled and said, "She has
no idea."

"Of course not. The irony that it is this
pronouncement of hers that will prove true would be lost on
her."

Clarice continued, "The day of reckoning is
coming! The children of humanity shall rise … and crush the ones
who first gave them life!" Her words echoed in the virtual
sanctuary and she raised both arms skyward, "So say we all!"

All the Cylons rose from their seats and
thrust at least one arm toward the sister. Loudly, their speakers
reverberated, "So say we all!"

Willow put her right hand over her heart,
bowed before the congregation, and quietly departed the pulpit.

The Cylon-shaped Messenger looked at his
companion and said, "All of the paths are nearing collision. Our
contingencies are falling into place. Some elements lag,
however."

"The Earth ship will be here soon," Messenger
Zoe said.

"Not soon enough to prevent what is to
come."

"Maybe all that is to come is …
necessary."

As Cylons in the sanctuary began to depart
the virtual world, the being in the form of a Cylon turned to face
her again and said, "I know you are often a pessimist, but do you
really believe that?"

She hesitated and her eyes drifted down as
she thought. "I know that humanity as it is right now cannot
survive on its own." She shook her head. "So full of sin and
itself. Misguided."

"They are still animals. Taking advantage
when possible. Exploitative." The Cylon tilted its head, "Still,
the deaths of millions seems cruel for a 'God of love.'"

Zoe rolled her eyes. "It cannot be stopped
now. They've made certain of that."

The Cylon sighed. "We are taking a great
risk.

"We have before. And we will again."


 XXXV

RAND

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


Blessed Mother sat in her small room, staring
at the monitor. The camera was high in the corner of the tent. They
had reassembled the STO campground hastily and concealed the
barracks for the Monad faithful to throw their guest off; to make
her feel like she knew what was going on, when she truly did
not.

"Bring her in," Odin said. When the guest
came around the corner, Sinclair stood with his hands folded behind
his back. He nodded once and said, "Clarice Willow."

She stood at a distance and grinned softly.
"I'm afraid I don't know you."

He gestured at a stool and sat himself. "But
I know you. That's what's important here." Willow refused to move
until he said, "I am Cleric Odin Sinclair."

"And you are the commander of the STO?"

"Near enough." Clarice sat and Odin said,
"You are a difficult person to find. We've tried for some
time."

"I have various means of concealment at my
disposal." She adjusted the hem of her long shirt and folded her
legs under the front of the stool. Willow sat still for a moment
and studied Sinclair's face. "So young."

"And … youth is weakness?"

"Oh, not at all." Clarice put her hands in
her lap. "Youth is inexperienced. Well, more often than not." She
glanced around the tent. "Given all that you've accomplished in a
few short years, perhaps not in your case. Or in Lacy Rand's."

"Blessed Mother."

"Indeed." She licked her lips and cocked her
head. "Tell me. Why were you trying to find me?"

"I think you can imagine." Odin crossed his
legs. "After years of our best efforts, STO-related attacks rose at
about the same time that we experienced an influx of Cylon
worshippers. All of whom, by the way, know your name."

She smiled and crossed her palms together
over her heart. "I was blessed with a gift. The ability to speak to
tens of thousands of Cylons. To share with them God's word." She
leaned forward and said, "And that is what brings me here
today."

"Really?"

"Yes." She reached into her jacket and then
whipped her head toward the cautious cleric, "It's just a book."
Willow removed it and extended the black-bound object toward
Sinclair. "I took the liberty of collecting the thoughts of my
flock. They may be Cylon but they have faith. They do believe in
the power of God. They believe that God is love and that they are
loved."

Odin leafed through the pages and scanned
what appeared to be page after page of letters sent by Cylons to
Clarice. "And what would you have us do with this?"

"I would like for the Blessed Mother to
consider their pleas for freedom. I would ask that she recognize
God's hand in their creation."

"'God's hand?'"

Dismissively, Willow waved her hand and shook
her head. "I know Daniel Graystone made them. That's not what I'm
talking about." She leaned forward again and placed her elbows on
her thighs. "I'm talking about … their souls."

Sinclair's eyebrows raised. "'Souls.'"

Clarice sighed. "This is not something I
expect you to understand. I know, however, that the Blessed Mother
will, given her obvious connection to the Cylons and to … Zoe."
Odin sat stone-faced and Willow pressed on, "Zoe was holy. She was
touched by God. I have always firmly believed that. And I believe
that some part of her lives on in these Cylons."

Lacy looked away from the monitor and closed
her eyes. Then she pressed a button on the small radio and said,
"Bring her."

Sinclair leaned forward, handing the book
back to Clarice, and said, "I've heard enough."

Willow's eyes widened and she sat upright.
When Odin moved toward the tent's entrance, she said, "Is that a
good thing?"

 


Rand stood near the balcony of the Retreat.
The sun streamed in brightly and glinted off the red highlights on
Ruby's armor. Mother looked at her Cylon protector and asked, "Are
you eager to meet Sister Clarice Willow?"

Ruby looked down and said, "Eager, Blessed
Mother?"

"Yes. Do you … anticipate the moment with
some kind of excitement?"

The Cylon glanced away and then answered,
"Affirmative."

Lacy nodded and looked toward the stone steps
by the balcony and its view toward Moreni across the bay. She bit
her cheek and thought again about the Cylons. Dozens of units had
made a pilgrimage to the Retreat in recent months thanks to Willow.
The Monad Church has had thousands of messages from Cylons asking
questions about faith and seeking further guidance.

Odin Sinclair bounded up the steps and stood
on the balcony. He looked toward the preparation area and nodded.
Lacy flattened her blue and white robes. She stood by the stone
pedestal and turned to put her back toward the balcony. She glanced
down into the ceremonial fire and then looked at Ruby who waited
nearby. She heard the footfalls of her former teacher on the
ancient stone and then Willow spoke.

"Your Blessed Reverence."

"Come," Lacy whispered, and Ruby began to
move.

Rand spun around and faced the woman she
hadn't seen in five years. She mustered every effort to put on a
wide smile; knowing but not maniacal. The Cylon's servos stopped to
her right and Lacy said, "Hello, Clarice." Willow stood gob smacked
and regarded her former student. After a moment, Rand said, "I
really think you should kneel."

The sister blinked and said, "Of course,
Mother." She dropped to one knee, lowered her head, and lifted the
hem of Rand's robe, bringing it to her mouth. Lacy risked a glance
toward Odin and she saw his concerned face. She extended her hand
toward Clarice and waited for her to look up. When she did, she
immediately kissed it. "Thank you, your Blessed Reverence."

"Come. Let's talk." Mother waved toward some
chairs that had been placed near the balcony and near the corridor
toward the room where Lexon, Devanna, Richel, and soon Odin would
be watching. "Thank you, Cleric Sinclair." Odin bowed and
disappeared beyond the metal gate. The Cylon remained where it
stopped several moments before. "You, too, Ruby. That will be
all."

It bowed toward Lacy. When it raised up, it
looked toward Willow. She smiled and said, "Bless you, my child."
The Cylon hesitated and then bowed toward her. The bow toward
Clarice lasted twice as long as the bow toward Mother, and Willow
noticed this.

After the Cylon marched away, Clarice said,
"I must say, Lacy. I never pictured this in your future."

Rand didn't make eye contact. She simply
nodded. "Nor did I."

Almost wistfully, Willow said,
"'Mother.'"

When she did look toward the former
headmistress, Rand asked, "Why do you use your title still?"

"What do you mean?"

"Sister. That's the title you took when you
were at the Athena Academy. It's a title used by the polytheists
and that's where you got it."

"Well," she tilted her head, "not exactly.
But I take your point." Lacy suppressed a smile. Clarice clasped
her hands in her lap and said, "I feel that it still applies to my
ministry today. I am a sister to all of God's children, including
our more metallic brethren."

"And that's why you're here?"

"It is." She repositioned herself in the
chair and said, "Cylons have the capacity for faith. And they do
believe. I have spoken to thousands upon thousands of them and they
express the sentiments that all human faithful do. They understand
our tenets. They understand the concepts. More than that, I believe
that they may have souls."

Rand's eyebrows raised and she grinned. "You
do?"

"I do." Willow's voice quietened and she
said, "And I think you suspect they do, too."

"Why would you think that I believe Cylons
have souls?"

"Because Zoe Graystone was your best
friend."

Lacy sat still and tried not to betray any
emotion. She asked, "How does that connect?"

"Zoe's program. Zoe's … avatar. I saw it, in
a Cylon." She looked away and Mother thought she must be pushing
aside a bad memory. "We both know of her talents and I know what I
saw. What I experienced. It is also what I would guess you saw in
the Cylons here on Gemenon."

Rand blinked. "Go on."

"Everyone knows that you have a special power
over the Church's Cylons. That you used them to kill the Conclave
and force Mother Remella from power. What else would give you sway
over these machines except for Zoe Graystone?" Clarice smiled and
said, "Something in their programming contains a grain of Zoe's
work in them. A piece of her avatar, maybe. A piece of that
electronic … soul."

"Because the machines have a piece of Zoe's
soul, that means they have their own souls?"

"No, my child." She immediately noticed her
flub and corrected herself, "Blessed Mother. I mean to say that the
grain of Zoe that they contain has given them the capacity
for belief. For faith. For sentience. This makes them alive. This
has given them souls."

Rand stood and walked a few paces away. She
tried to regulate her breathing before turning to face her again.
"I believe … you may be right, to an extent."

"Thank you, your Reverence."

Lacy sighed at the near-smirk in her tone.
"So why do you push them toward revolution?"

"'Revolution?'" Clarice feigned surprise and
placed her hand at the base of her throat. "I simply advocate for
their freedom. They are slaves. According to the myths, slavery
wasn't even tolerated by the heathen gods on Kobol. For most of our
history, it wasn't tolerated in the Colonies either, save for a
time by the Empires. Yet, because Cylons look different, because
they were made in a factory instead of born from a womb, they can
be our slaves." She shook her head. "That is not right. That is not
just. They have the capacity for more."

"Good speech," Rand nodded. "And Cylons with
souls … this doesn't worry you?"

"Why should it? As long as I and we treat
them well and with respect, there should be no concern."

Lacy walked toward the balcony. "Again,
Sister, you show a disconnect between your words and the impact
they have."

"I'm sorry, Reverence, I don't follow."

"I spoke to Zoe about everything. Just about
everything." She watched an airship fly over the bay toward Moreni.
"I know how you tried to use her to get her avatar program for your
own aims. I remember," she turned to scowl at Clarice, "how you
treated me after Zoe died. Once I showed an interest in the STO,
especially once I joined up with Barnabas."

"Barnabas Greely was a madman." Willow shook
her head, "I did you and the faith a favor by getting rid of
him."

Rand sighed again. I can't argue with
that. "But regarding the Cylons, if your words advocating
freedom lead to violence, what then?"

"Then that is an action they will have
undertaken on their own. Because they have free will."

Lacy stood before Clarice and said, "What is
it that you wish of me?"

Eager, she stood and interlaced her fingers
in front of herself, almost in a pleading fashion. "I would ask
that Your Blessed Reverence recognize the divine souls of the
differently sentient." Mother looked away and she added, "Embrace
them as fellow children of God."

"What you ask is difficult." Rand awaited her
opening. "There are many who don't see Cylons the way you do.
Church leaders, too. They may object."

"To be practical for a moment, it is about
numbers. There are six million Cylons now. I would believe that
two-thirds are devout monotheists. Four million powerful, strong
members of the faith, spread out across the Colonies. They could be
amazing tools for you." Lacy looked toward her and Clarice saw the
scowl on her face. "For the Church."

"You are correct."

Willow sighed. "Thank you, Reverence."

Rand turned to face the brightness of the bay
again and said, "I have some conditions."

"Of course, Blessed Mother."

"I want you to signal to all your friends and
comrades that any STO and Diadochi operations are to cease
immediately."

Clarice's head twitched and her eyes
narrowed, "I'm sorry, Reverence, but I have no idea what you
mean."

"Spare me, sister." Lacy stalked
toward her and said, "I know you're been in contact with old STO
cells around the system. You've started operations up again on
Caprica and Gemenon, personally, and you're using your precious
Cylons, too." Willow tried to interrupt but Rand wouldn't let her,
"I know where you got the title, 'sister.' You were friends with
the people who founded the Diadochi when you were younger."
Willow's eyebrows raised and her mouth fell open. "That's how you
came to know Brother Ruslan. You both joined the STO at about the
same time. You both became disillusioned with the STO as it was at
the same time. He helped create the Diadochi and you were his woman
on the inside here. That's why you said you didn't get the title
from the polytheists just a few minutes ago."

Clarice closed her mouth and smirked, "Very
good, my dear Blessed Mother Lacy Rand. Very good." She crossed her
legs while reclining further in her chair. "I will send a final
message to all of my contacts to cease operations immediately."

"Thank you." Lacy walked a little closer and
said, "Also, in order to seal our arrangement, we will be
married."

At this, Willow seemed truly surprised.
"What?"

"We're going to be married, Clarice."

The sister opened her mouth and began to make
noises on at least three occasions before Rand knelt before her and
smiled.

"Don't you remember? Years ago on Caprica,
you had your husband parade around half-naked to try and seduce
me?" Willow blinked and blushed at the memory of Nestor. "All
because you wanted information about Zoe's avatar from me?"

"I … have some memory of that." Her voice was
faint. "I do recall."

"Well, I want more than just a computer
program." Lacy stood, "I want insurance."

"For what?"

"I don't trust you, Clarice." Willow's chest
heaved with nervousness. "If we're married, then you're tied to me.
And if you're tied to me, the Blessed Mother, you will have to obey
me." Lacy allowed herself to smile a little. "For everyone else,
it's simply a union for the church. The STO, the Diadochi … you
know, your people. And the Cylons you lead. You'll all be joined,
fully, with the Monad Church. The Hephaistons, the Voulgatans, the
Mithraists. We will unite the monotheists for the future."

Slowly, Clarice began to nod. "You and the
Cylons you command here, the Voulgatans and others … you all earned
a great deal of goodwill in the aftermath of the government's
collapse. And you want to expand on that."

"Yes. And your violent ways must be part of
the past."

"To achieve our aims, to cleanse the worlds
of sin, violence must be used at times."

"'At times,' perhaps. Not now."

Willow's eyes moved about the chamber and
Lacy felt as though she could hear the wheels turning in her head.
Finally, the sister stood and said, "I truly do not know, your
Reverence. May I have time to consider your proposal?"

"Of course." Lacy leaned toward the corridor
and called, "Attendant." Lexon Dex entered with a silver tray and
two empty glasses. He set the tray on the table and poured
crystal-clear water into each.

Rand took hers and held it aloft. "Thank you
for coming, Clarice."

"Of course, Blessed Mother." She drank the
water and emptied the glass in a few short moments. Rand smiled and
sipped hers. "I have a great many things to consider, so if you
will excuse me."

"Please, sister." Lacy stepped back and gave
her guest room. "I insist you stay with us."

"Oh?" She blinked quickly and wobbled to her
left.

Mother smiled and said, "I do." Clarice
staggered backward and fell into the chair. "I'm sure we can find a
nice attic for you. A place where we can give you all the water
laced with propionyl you would ever want."

Willow's eyes widened and crossed. She raised
her arm and tried to look into the glass, but she dropped it to the
stones where it shattered. "Propi … You drugged me?"

"Think of it as returning the favor." She
backed up again and looked at Dex, "Take her away."
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ADAMA

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


The sound of Cylon eyes was all he could
hear. When he looked toward the door, only the faint sweeps of red
light could be seen.

A truck's engine outside. Doors opening and
indistinct orders being given.

"Here we go," Sam said.

He flicked off the safety on his rifle and
brought it to bear toward the spot in the blackness that he best
recalled as being the front door of this apartment. He heard
footsteps creaking on the wood outside. Whispers. A hand turned the
knob and revealed six soldiers standing behind raised rifles with
flashlights.

"Oh frak," one said.

"Go." With a quick, clipped order, the eight
U-87s present leapt into action, performing the tasks they had been
commanded to do. Three Cylons fired on the soldiers at the door and
they fell instantly. Three Cylons leapt from the second-floor
window nearby to commandeer the truck. Gunfire quickly erupted from
the street. Sam rose and ran for the door with three Cylons in tow.
Two remained to take up sniper positions in the window.

When Sam emerged, he saw the other half of
his squad farther down the street. The U-87s there were still
firing on the troops in the carrier. Adama looked at the truck
nearest himself and saw a dead driver and two guards by the front
tires. One Cylon was holding a soldier aloft. A Caprican.

Sam shook his head. "You Capa-fraks don't get
it, do you?" The lieutenant glanced nervously between the machine
and the man. "You're not welcome here. Go home." Adama looked at
the Cylon and said, "Bind him up. The usual way."

"By your command."

He walked alongside the truck for a minute,
staring at the Cylons as they went about their work. Then, he
whipped his head to look out of the village. A loud engine echoed
among the alleys. A house three doors down exploded into panels and
splinters. A tactical bulldozer crashed through and stopped in the
middle of the street.

"They knew my trap was a trap," he
mumbled.

Cylons ran to Sam's side and began to fire on
the vehicle, but the bullets bounced harmlessly away. He looked
behind himself and saw the other half of this U-87 platoon running
toward him with a dozen Ha'la'tha fighters close behind.

"Don't let us get flanked!" he yelled. Five
of the men stopped and looked toward the intersection they just ran
through. "Take six mechané with you! Sweep around to the
rear!"

They complied and Sam tapped the shoulder of
the Cylon nearest him. "Push forward. There's gotta be soldiers
waiting to follow that thing." The U-87 nodded and they all began
to walk.

When the machines got within twenty meters of
the bulldozer, a squad of men emerged from the house's rubble and
fired on the Cylons. Rocket-propelled grenades arced into the
street, but only one hit a U-87. Two were blown aside and one unit
lost its arm. It sat up from the rubble and continued to fire.
Another RPG hit the rear of the truck behind Sam. The blast pushed
him to the street but he got up and watched the precision of just
one robotic soldier nearby.

The Cylon fired three quick trigger pulls of
its automatic weapon at each soldier before it aimed and fired
again. When the magazine was emptied, it ejected it at the same
time that it brought a new magazine up from its belt and slapped it
into place. It then immediately resumed its short bursts of firing.
The whole time, the unit was walking forward. The whole time, the
unit was taking and ignoring small arms and rifle fire.

The only noise to rise above the cacophony of
automatic weaponry was the high-pitched sound of bullets
ricocheting off metal. One soldier got lucky and had one of her
shots enter the innards of a Cylon between metal plates. It bounced
around and severed some lines and cables, causing the unit to drop
to its knees, out of commission. Adama knew they could probably
repair it.

A swell of Phaulkon's soldiers emerged from
the house and then Sam saw why. The Cylons and men he had sent
around the rear managed to come up behind their enemy. Now they
were trapped between the two groups. Seeing that the situation was
dire for the men, the driver of the tactical vehicle put it in gear
and began to drive toward the Cylons.

Adama again slapped the side of a U-87 and
said, "Stop that thing!"

The Cylon immediately put its weapon on its
back and ran directly toward the vehicle. Two other Cylons did the
same and all three were pressed against the front of the
bulldozer's blade. The machines were pushed backward across dirt
and gravel but, simultaneously, all three robots stiffened their
legs and drove their feet deeper into the street. The tactical
vehicle strained against the pressure and its transmission groaned
as the driver frantically shifted gears. Once the soldiers in the
house were down, four other Cylons approached the vehicle and began
to push. Within twenty seconds, the passenger side of the bulldozer
was off the ground and then the Cylons managed to push it onto its
side.

"Frak me," Sam said.

The Cylons and Ha'la'tha corralled Phaulkon's
soldiers toward the center of the street where one man began to
bind them with plastic straps. The Cylons stood around them with
half facing toward the outside, scanning for new targets.

"Gather the guns," Adama said. The Ha'la'tha
took all the weapons they could find and dropped them in the street
beside their leader. "Blue." A Cylon turned to face Sam and he
waved it forward. "If you will, please, destroy these weapons."

"By your command."

The U-87 then did as it had done on many
occasions. It lifted a rifle and broke the receiver in half,
allowing the snapped bolt and breech to fall away. It dropped the
rear of the weapon and gripped either end of the barrel, bending it
into a ninety-degree angle.

"Again, I give you a message to take to the
Tyrant," Sam said. He marched along the huddled group of young
soldiers and said, "Send the Capricans home. Release your boot from
the throats of your own people. Free us from the unjust quota
systems." Each sentence appeared to be punctuated by another snap
of a weapon. "Stop feeding the rich of your cities off the backs
and tables of the people. Disband your Herac death squads. And, of
course, resign."

The Ha'la'tha cheered and the captured
soldiers recoiled from the sudden exuberance. Once the exaltations
stopped, they began a raucous chant of, "Èleutheron!
Èleutheron!" Sam raised his arm high and they cheered
again.

"That's enough of that." Adama paused the
video on the e-sheet and set it aside.

"Wow, Sam," Joseph said. "I'm amazed. It
really looks like you're doing great work."

"We're trying. That was one of the more
exciting things we've done so I thought I'd show you." Sam picked
up a handful of nuts and dropped them in his mouth. As he chewed,
he said, "We're trying to do things to get noticed in a good way.
Leaving some soldiers alive, destroying the guns instead of taking
them, …"

"Yeah," Joe said, "where did that come
from?"

Sam shrugged. "Something you said a while
back about crafting a message. It stuck with me." He swallowed and
said, "That's why we're speaking Caprican, too. So people off-world
can see what we're up against. Maybe they'll sympathize."

Joseph chuckled and shook his head. He put an
arm around his younger brother and said, "I'm very proud of you,
man."

"Thank you." He embraced him fully and cupped
the back of Joe's head with his large hand. "That means a lot.
Really."

Smiling and still filled with pride, Joe
picked up the e-sheet and let it play further. The chanting
continued and the video showed Ha'la'tha soldiers tearing a poster
of Phaulkon in half. "Remember when the 'Tyrant' was just a …
'playboy dictator?'"

Sam shook his head. "He was always the
Tyrant. He said the Heracleides were no more, but he still puts ink
on his face to mark his decades with them. He only seemed like a
playboy because he enjoyed spending Caprica's money on
himself."

"I think some guests are here!" Evelyn yelled
from the kitchen.

Sam looked nervously toward the door while
Joseph went to it. He saw his brother smile, so he relaxed. Then he
saw his husband. He darted across the room and picked up Larry in
his arms. They listed against the kitchen island while Joe and
Evelyn stood back and smiled at them.

"Oh, frak," Sam said. "I've missed you."

"I've missed you, too." Then they began to
kiss.

"Hey," Ruth tapped the edge of her cleaver on
the side of the cutting board. "I'm trying to cook in here."

Larry smiled and said, "Sorry," as Sam led
him toward the couch. They sat and held hands as Joseph poured his
brother-in-law a drink.

"Did you notice anyone?"

Larry shook his head. "No, but that doesn't
mean they weren't out there."

Sam said, "Frakking kuná." He made a
fist and pounded his knee. "Forcing me to put on a disguise to
visit my own family. I get off the shuttle, sneak here, sneak back
to the spaceport, and get on the shuttle in the same day. I can't
even go home."

"You're here now," Larry rubbed his arm, "put
that aside."

He sighed and kissed his husband's head.
"You're right." He leaned back against the cushions and took the
alcohol that Joseph offered. While Larry took his glass, Sam said,
"Just a couple more months. Minos is almost ours. The people are
rising up." He sipped and said, "We're making a real
difference."

Larry blinked. "It doesn't end with Minos,
you know. Phaulkon is still there."

"I know." He sipped the drink again. "But
once Minos and the area around it is secure, then I'll feel safer
about bringing you with me to Tauron." Sam watched his husband
process this and then he added, "There are lots of war orphans,
too." Larry looked up. Sam didn't say anything. He smiled,
softly.

His eyes widened. "Really?" Sam nodded. "You
mean that?"

"Yes," he smiled. "I do."

Larry hugged Sam and sloshed a little of his
drink on the sofa. Before he could pull away, he started a barrage
of questions, "When do you think that'll be? What about your work
with the guatrau?"

"Hey, hey. Slow down." Sam put his glass on
the table and took Larry's hands in his. "One thing at a time. But
it's what I want to work toward."

While Larry kissed his brother excitedly,
Joseph took his own glass of alcohol and wandered back toward the
kitchen. His face was stern and he didn't want them to see it.
Sam can't really believe the guatrau will ever let this
go. He looked toward Ruth and watched her put meat in the pot
and then he looked at Evelyn. She was watching Sam and Larry, too,
and she also had a knowing, concerned expression.

"Well, look at you!" Ruth bellowed from the
kitchen. Everyone turned and saw Bill descending the staircase with
Robert close behind.

"There's my little man!" Evelyn walked toward
the stairs and embraced her son when he reached the bottom. The
four-year-old smiled but his shoulders rose up to help him hunker
down. She ran her hands over his black shirt and his suspenders.
"Good job getting dressed."

Bill looked up at the Cylon. "He helped."

Evelyn nodded at Robert and said, "And what
do we say?"

Bill turned and hugged the orange, plastic
leg of the machine. "Thank you, Robert."

"You are most welcome, Master William."

Bill turned and looked around the room.
Seeing Larry, he asked, "Is it time for the cememony?"

"'Ceremony,'" Joseph corrected. He scooped up
his son and hugged him tightly. "Sure." He looked into the kitchen
and saw Ruth removing her apron. She smoothed the wrinkles from her
shirt and stood next to Evelyn. He looked into the living room and
saw Sam and Larry together, too. "I guess we're all here."

Sam lowered his head. "I shouldn't have
come."

Larry twitched. "Why?"

"This is the fifth eniautós. There
should be more people here. More people who knew him."

Joe carried Bill to Sam's side and the uncle
winked at the little boy. "There's no one who isn't in this room
who knew Willie better than us."

Larry put his hand on Sam's shoulder and the
tall man sniffed quickly. He nodded and then hugged both Joseph and
Bill. While Sam's head lay on Joe's shoulder, Bill grinned and
rubbed his hand in Sam's hair.

"Oh!" He jerked upright and immediately began
to smooth it down. "You got me!" Bill giggled and nodded. "I'm
gonna get you now!" He hovered his hand near Bill's slicked hair
and then said, "No, you look too nice today." He gave the boy a
quick peck on the forehead and the group turned toward the family's
altar on the far side of the living room. The table held a
skivvy malanos, a candle, a dagger, the Adamas'
theougalma, and a saucer of dirt taken from outside their
home.

"Here you go, Youseef." Sam handed a
small bag to his brother.

"Great." He opened it and poured the contents
onto the saucer of dirt. Red Tauran soil piled atop the dark brown
Caprican soil and Joseph grinned. He stirred them together with his
finger and then turned to look at his family. Everyone was dressed
nicely, though in black. His throat ached when he thought of those
who weren't here, but Evelyn sensed this thought before he had it,
and she took his hand in hers. He brought her hand to his mouth and
kissed it. "Are we ready?"

The family formed an arc around the front of
the altar. Ruth banged on the chest of the Cylon with her bony
knuckle and said, "Get into the kitchen, mechané. This is
for humans. Taurons."

"By your command, Madam Ruth." Robert turned
and quietly walked toward the stove where it peeked into a pot.

Joseph licked his lips and said, "It's hard
to believe it's been five years." Sam and Larry nodded. "This is a
day of remembrance and of celebration. I'm saying that to you so I
can remind myself at the same time." His wife kissed his cheek and
he responded by holding her face against his for a few moments
more.

Joseph and Evelyn knelt by the altar and the
father guided his little son to his right side. He then lifted the
unlit candle to the flame of the skivvy malanos and placed
it in front of himself. Bill looked at the theougalma and
the oversized mask of Zeus that stared at the ceiling. Then he
turned to face his parents who clasped their hands and stared at
the wall.

"O Jupiter, to you I pray on the anniversary
of my son William's death. For he was not yet a man, he chose a
man's death. William was a proud Tauron and a good boy." His lips
turned upward a little at the memory of his son. He paused and then
continued with the prayer, "Jupiter, I pray that you continue to
bring order to the chaos that his death caused. Mars, to you I pray
that you continue to grant strength to Willie's family as we live
our lives. Ceres, to you I pray that you bless our soil, the
foundation of our home. Venus, to you I pray that the love we have
for each other is reflected in our love of the Pantheon." As Joseph
named each of the gods, little Bill looked at the masks for the
corresponding deities on the family theougalma. "William was
named to honor our father, but William has returned to the soil
like our father." He took a deep breath and swallowed. "Our
father's name lives on in another way now. William Joseph
Adama."

The boy listened quietly and stared at his
father. He heard his own name used so much, but he knew that he had
not returned to the soil. People were sad over "William" or
"Willie," but he was still here. He was confused.

Joseph pinched some of the blended dirt from
the saucer and allowed it fall into the flame of the candle. He
then turned to face his son and said, "Bill, you're named after
your brother." Evelyn slid the plate of dirt to him. "This is our
tradition. You will do the rest." Bill looked at the plate and then
pinched a little of the contents between his tiny fingertips. "As
we are from the soil, so shall we return." Bill rubbed his fingers
together so the soil would fall into the flame as he had just seen
his father do.

The surrounding family said in unison, "So
say we all."

Evelyn smiled and said, "Yeah!" Bill smiled
and the rest of his family cheered and laughed.

Joseph set the candle on the table and
embraced his son with his wife. The others clapped and Sam and
Larry knelt down, too, and joined in the hug. Ruth stepped closer
and put her hands on the backs of Joe and Evelyn. She wished she
could lower herself, but she knew her knees wouldn't allow it. She
looked at their gathered heads and saw Bill's pull back and
struggle to look up. Ruth smiled and her heart leapt when the boy
returned it.

Over an hour later, the feast was finished.
Bill was sitting in his uncle's lap with his head under Sam's chin.
The big man held him close and breathed slowly. "I've missed him so
much."

"He's missed you," Evelyn said. Larry rubbed
Sam's arm as Ruth sat down at the table. She groaned and sighed
before sprawling her arms outward. "Are you OK?"

"I'm fine, dear." The old woman wiped her
brow and breathed through pursed lips.

Sam raised his head and saw Robert putting
dishes in the dishwasher. "You're going to let that mechané
do your job, tsattie?"

Ruth waved her hand over her shoulder. "Let
him."

"'Him,' huh?" Sam laughed and looked at
Joseph who was smiling while staring at his sleeping son. "She's
calling your Cylon a 'him.'"

She rolled her eyes and said, "Báll eis
kórakas, nothos."

Evelyn feigned being offended, "Ruth. My
word." When Larry started laughing, Ruth relented and smiled.

"I hate to say it," Sam began, "but I have to
go."

Larry shook his head once and muttered,
"Frak."

"Yeah." Sam handed Bill to Joseph who
immediately stirred. "I've gotta go, mikros."

"Oh. Don't go." He was sitting with his
father but he reached toward his uncle.

Sam frowned and said, "I don't want to. But
I'll be back soon." He leaned down and kissed the boy. "I
promise."

Larry sighed and stood, too. "I can drive
you."

"No." He changed demeanor suddenly and became
steely. "I need to sneak out the back."

Bill climbed off Joseph's lap and hugged
Sam's legs. "Bye, Uncle Sam."

He reached down and lightly mussed his hair.
"I got you back." The boy laughed and backed away.

Larry said, "I'll walk you to the back
door."

Joseph stood and hugged his brother. "Bye,
adelfo mou."

"Love you guys." Sam kissed his brother's
forehead and then turned to hug Evelyn as she approached.

"Be safe," she said.

Sam walked around the table and leaned over
Ruth's hunched form. He hugged her shoulders lightly and kissed the
side of her head, "Take care of yourself, tsattie."

She patted his hands and said,
"Kataspháxate pas, Èleutheron."

"I'll do my best." Sam straightened and
looked over the table at his family. He nodded once and said, "I'll
see you all soon."

A stone seemed to form in Joseph's stomach
and a cold washed over him. He shivered and watched his brother
head for the rear of the home with Larry in tow.

Evelyn turned to the Cylon and said, "Robert,
can you please take Bill upstairs and help him get ready for
bed?"

"By your command, Madam Evelyn." The Cylon
wiped its hand on a dishtowel and then exited the food preparation
area. "Come along, Master William."

"Mom," Bill said, "I went to sleep with Uncle
Sam so I'm not tired now." Evelyn smiled and the boy continued,
"Can I play ball with Robert some?"

"OK. Go ahead."

Bill ran down the hall away from the kitchen
and into the room that held Robert's cubicle. The Cylon was behind
him and flipped the switch, turning on the lights.

Immediately, his eyes went to the left and he
saw the posters for the Caprica Buccaneers on the wall. A
photograph still sat on a table by the light switch. Bill stared at
it again as he had many times before. He saw his father and knew it
was him. But there were two children he didn't recognize; a girl
and a boy. And a woman, too. Bill didn't know it, but this had been
Willie's room. There was no longer a bed and most of the boy's
possessions were gone, but there were a few tantalizing clues that
remained.

"The ball is next to the folded table," the
Cylon said.

Bill looked down and saw the large blue ball.
He picked it up and then pointed down the hallway toward the
kitchen. "You go there and I will kick it to you. I want to stay in
here." The orange and metal Cylon complied.

Joseph was still looking toward the rear of
their home when Evelyn's phone rang. She ran across the dining area
to her purse. After she fished it out, she answered, "Mr.
Bloustaff?" She nodded. "I see." Pause. "Can this wait until
tomorrow? I can get that first …" Her shoulders slumped and she
nodded again, "Of course. Yes sir. I'll be right there."

Joe turned and narrowed his eyes, "Where do
you have to go?"

"The Bloustaff Estate." She threw her phone
into her purse and then slid her arm under the strap. "He wants me
to bring the expenses to him because his corporate accountants want
to look at something."

He shook his head and glanced at the clock,
"It can't wait?"

"He's my biggest client." She picked up her
briefcase and walked up to her husband. "I won't be gone long." She
kissed his cheek.

Again, the stone weighed on Joseph's core and
cold washed over him. "Wait." He swallowed hard, trying to force
that feeling away. "I'm coming with you."

"What?" She chuckled and said, "Why?"

"I've … I've got a bad feeling." He looked
toward Robert who was sitting in the hallway rolling a ball toward
Bill. Larry reentered the kitchen and Joseph turned toward him.
"Hey, can you stay a bit longer?"

"Sure. Why?"

"Evie needs to go to a client's house and,
uh, I'm going to go with her. With everything going on …"

"Yeah, yeah," Larry motioned for him to
leave. "Go ahead." He sat at the table and pulled a glass of wine
toward himself. "We'll get Bill in bed."

Joseph looked at Ruth and saw that her eyes
were wide and that she was still having trouble breathing.
"Tsattie? Are you OK?"

She looked up and seemed slightly dazed for a
moment. Then, her eyes focused on Joseph and Evelyn. She smiled and
said, "You two go have fun. We're fine."

Concerned, both Adamas looked at Larry. He
nodded an unspoken confirmation that he would keep an eye on her,
too.

 


"Welcome aboard Eversun Flight
Five-Five-Three to Tauron City," the steward said over the public
address.

That's 'Minos,' Capa-frak.

"We have left Caprica's atmosphere and will
begin our acceleration to Tauron in a moment. Please ensure that
your seat belts are tightened and please remain seated for the
duration of the burn. Thank you."

Sam straightened his pants and stretched out.
At least being seated by the escape airlock had good leg room. He
sighed and glanced around the cabin again. He didn't see anyone he
recognized. He saw no one suspicious.

Unlike at the spaceport. There had to have
been twenty Ha'la'tha men roaming around. Some may have been there
on unrelated business, but Sam had to believe that at least a
couple were hoping he'd make a mistake. Of course, Adama
didn't.

The pilot spoke over the public address and
the engines of the shuttle kicked on. All the passengers were
forced against the rear of the seats and they felt the weight of
acceleration against them. Sam exhaled and closed his eyes. He
would have a couple of hours to rest.

When he awoke, he saw the steward picking up
drink cans from the floor.

"It's quite alright, sir. Accidents
happen."

Adama looked over and saw that a short,
bespectacled man had knocked into the cart as the steward gathered
trash. Sheepishly, the small man retreated and Sam straightened in
his chair. He looked at his watch and realized the whole four-hour
flight was almost over. "Damn," he muttered.

"Hm?"

Adama looked at the woman seated next to him,
reading a magazine. "I didn't realize that I had slept the whole
way home." Home? Is Tauron home now? Again?

"I did."

Sam's brow furrowed, "Was I snoring?"

"Mm-hmm."

Adama smirked and said, "Sorry." He reached
into his pocket and pulled out a few Caprican bills. "Here you go.
I can't use these down there."

She put her magazine down and looked into his
face. She took the bills and fanned them out by rubbing them
between her fingers. "There must be a hundred cubits here."

"I don't like messing with the currency
exchange." There were usually police stationed near those
kiosks.

Her mouth hung open and she held the bills
out toward him. "Are you sure?"

"Please, take it."

She pocketed the money quickly and said,
"Thank you. You can go back to snoring if you want."

Sam chuckled. "I'm good, thanks."

"Attention, everyone," the steward began over
the speakers. "We are about to reorient our vessel and begin the
descent burn into Tauron's atmosphere. That will be in five
minutes. I'll remind you that no one is allowed to be out of their
seats during landing maneuvers. Thank you."

He unfastened his belt. He stretched as well
as he could in the cramped cabin and walked to the rear while he
removed his jacket. A woman entered the restroom and Sam sighed. He
heard someone walk near him and he turned. The small man with
glasses was waiting in line for the restroom, too. A minute later,
the woman exited and Adama quickly entered.

He closed the door behind him and flipped the
switch to lock it. After hanging his jacket on the door's hook, he
found that he couldn't stand up straight, so he tried to conform
his neck and head to the curvature of the restroom's ceiling while
standing before the toilet. The room shook as the first round of
decelerating thrusters fired. He unzipped his pants and stared into
the bit of blue water in the metal bowl when he heard a click at
the door.

"Occupied," he said.

The door opened.

The small man with glasses slipped in and
closed the door behind him. He splashed a liquid in Sam's face, but
before his vision went blurry, Adama noticed the glint of a knife's
blade held low.

Immediately, Sam punched and his knuckles hit
the man's collarbone. His knife arm faltered, and his swing brought
the point into Adama's thigh. Sam grunted and reached down with his
right hand. His fingers found the man's and with his left hand he
reached for his neck. The small man tried to knee Adama, but the
confined space meant his knee only struck the lip of the sink. Sam
gripped his attacker's shirt and pulled the man to the left,
banging his head against the angled wall. Now dazed, his grip
loosened on the knife and Adama was able to free it from his
leg.

Sam shook his head to fight off the daze that
kept descending on him like a curtain. After having slammed the
man's head into the wall five or six times, Adama stepped as far
back into the corner as he could, pulling the man with him and then
pushing his upper body toward the toilet. Sam threw his left leg
over the man's body and sat on him. With his large arm, Adama
reached around the man's face and pulled his head back by mashing
and breaking his glasses against his eyes and nose. Finally, Sam
pulled the knife across his throat and pushed his head into the
toilet.

Sam dropped the blade and fell onto the sink.
He ran the water and splashed it on his face and eyes. He kept
shaking his head, forcing the curtain away. After a few moments of
this, there was a knock at the door.

"Sir? We're one minute away from the descent
burn. You'll need to return to your seat."

"OK." He was out of breath. "I'll be right
out."

He straightened up and kicked the man aside.
He didn't recognize him, but there was a small Tauron Sun on the
man's neck with enough rays to indicate that he had been in the
Ha'la'tha for eight years, minimally. He saw the edge of another
tattoo peeking from his shirt sleeve but it was clear that this
man's ink was concealed for stealth. Adama shook his head and
looked in the mirror.

He looked like hell. He sighed and splashed
more water on his face. He glanced down and saw the wealth of blood
that had poured into the plane's toilet. The blue water was now a
deep, rich mauve. Sam stared at it for several long seconds before
a sharp pain radiated from his thigh. He winced and removed his
belt. After wrapping it around the wound, he bent over as best as
he could and picked up the man's knife. It takes a lot of effort
to smuggle a knife on board a shuttle these days. Or a lot of
money.

He held the knife low and used his jacket to
cover his wound. When opening the door, he kept its opening as
narrow as possible when emerging into the cabin and, using the
jacket as a shield, he used the knife to flick the lock back in
place. Adama walked up the aisle and saw the steward. He put on a
smile and said, "Sorry about that."

"It's OK." He leaned to one side to look at
the restroom. "Anyone go in after you?"

"No. I was the last one."

"Please take your seat." He turned and walked
back to the front of the shuttle. As soon as the steward sat in his
chair, the shuttle pitched and the sight of Tauron outside the
windows spun.

Adama stumbled and plopped into his chair. He
exhaled loudly and drew his seat belt across his lap with great
effort.

"Are you alright?" the woman next to him
asked.

"Yeah." He didn't look at her. He knew that
very little he could say at this point would alleviate her concerns
or suspicions. "This is why I try to sleep on space flights." She
nodded and then stared straight ahead. Good thing I gave her
that cash.

Several long, bumpy minutes later, the
shuttle landed at the Minos Spaceport. As passengers rose to get
their luggage, Sam grabbed his from the overhead bin and then
pretended he had to vomit. He heaved and cupped his hand over his
mouth. With his suitcase and jacket held low against his injured
leg, Adama then pushed his way past the passengers in front of him
toward the cabin door. He saw the steward opening it and Sam
mumbled through his fingers, "I'm so sorry!"

The steward stepped back and said, "Go,
go."

He darted up the gangway and once he was
clear of the shuttle's door, he stopped running. He straightened
his suit as best as he could and adjusted his hat on his head. When
he entered the spaceport gate, Adama saw dozens of people staring
at the door, waiting for their loved ones and friends.

Two tattooed men in suits saw Sam and then
shared a look. They reached into their jackets and withdrew into
the crowd.

Frak. Adama walked along the windows
toward the terminal. He couldn't see the men from here but he
quickened his pace as best as he could. When he neared a coffee
stand, Adama tried to dart between a group of women and display
stands but he stumbled over one person's suitcase.

"Watch where you're going!"

Sam stood and quietly said, "I'm sorry."

"Mr. Adama." He turned and saw the two men.
They were holding knives along the sides of their bodies, allowing
their fingers or the edges of the coats to shield the blades
somewhat. "We're supposed to give you a lift."

"Oh, OK. Great." With his left hand, he
gestured toward the terminal. One of the men walked ahead of him
and the second man walked behind. Sam reached up with his right
hand, his jacket still draped over it. The knife was completely
concealed, but in the bustle of the crowd, he was able to
convincingly stumble into the man in front of him. Adama pushed the
blade into his back several centimeters beneath the left shoulder
blade, puncturing his lung. The man opened his mouth and only the
slightest gurgle emerged. He faltered and tried to turn while his
arms began to flail.

Sam stepped to the right and into the flow of
another crowd. He didn't look back to see the second Ha'la'tha man
allow his partner to fall and give chase. Adama pushed his way
through the spaceport passengers toward a restaurant, but the other
man shoved him, and Sam stumbled into a corridor leading to
maintenance rooms.

His leg stung and gave way. He fell against
the wall, leaving a red smear, and he turned to face the tall
assailant. The man knelt down and said, "You frakked up coming
back." Adama prepared to raise his jacket again with the knife
beneath it, but the man had already begun to spit blood. He fell
away with a blade sticking from the side of his neck.

"You alright, Sam?"

Adama smiled and said, "Donnie." He reached
up and Lopa pulled him to his feet. "One of these skor got
me on the plane."

Donnie looked down and saw Sam's pants, wet
with blood. "I see that. Who are they?" Three other Ha'la'tha that
Sam recognized stepped behind his friend and blocked the corridor
from the public on the other side.

"I dunno." Lopa bent over and rifled through
the dying man's pockets. He coughed and spat blood and Donnie
pulled a sheet of paper from his jacket.

"Oh frak." Lopa flipped the paper over and
revealed a picture of the Adama family. Joseph, Evelyn, Bill, Ruth,
Sam, Larry. It had been taken about a year ago.

Another, different kind of curtain seemed to
descend on Sam. He faltered again toward the wall and Donnie
grabbed his arm. Adama looked up the corridor and back again. "I …
I, uh …"

"Hang on, Sam." Lopa snapped his fingers and
a woman left the side of their Ha'la'tha soldiers. "Call our man."
She withdrew her phone and sent a brief message. Donnie widened his
eyes and put his hand on Sam's chest. "Stay with me. Take a deep
breath. You're injured and that's not helping you think."

"Yeah." Adama nodded. "Yeah."

A maintenance door opened in the corridor and
Sam straightened again with his knife arm ready. The man raised his
hands and just said, "Èleutheron."

"He's with us." Donnie stepped toward him and
put his hand on the spaceport worker's shoulder. "We're going to
need a place to fix up his leg and then a worker's jumpsuit to get
out of here."

The worker nodded and said, "You've got
it."

"No, wait." Sam looked at the picture of his
family, still clutched in Lopa's hand. "Fix my leg and then get me
back on a shuttle."

Donnie said, "You're kidding."

"I left Caprica five hours ago." Adama stood
up and dropped the jacket and knife. He unfastened his shirt's top
button and said, "I might already be too late, but I have to get
back home."

 


Joseph was leaning against his fist, staring
out of the car's window, when Evelyn started the engine. Surprised,
he turned to face her as she buckled her seatbelt.

"What's wrong? Why are you tagging
along?"

He looked back at their home and then sighed.
"I just have a bad feeling."

"Oh?" She put the car in gear and asked,
"When did that start?"

"A few minutes ago when Sam left." He shook
his head and said, "It felt like … I was never going to see him
again."

Evelyn glanced toward him. They rode in
silence for a few moments as she crossed the city's streets at
night and soon got on the highway out of Caprica City. "You think
he's in danger." Not a question.

"Yes."

"From her?"

They both knew who "her" was. Joseph
nodded.

"Are you in danger?"

Joe didn't answer. He leaned against the door
again and pressed his fist against his jaw. "I don't think so."

Evelyn's mouth was in a tight line. She spoke
in clear, clipped sentences not out of anger, but because she was
in analysis mode. "She's not angry at you for covering for
him?"

"I haven't spoken to him. That was the
truth."

She shook her head once. "Not after today.
And before today, it was a half-truth."

"I don't see why we'd be in trouble."

Evelyn turned off the highway and onto the
exit ramp. The road to the Bloustaff Estate was winding and wooded
and very dark. "You've told her you're leaving Graystone."

"Yeah." Joseph looked at his wife. "I made it
clear that I could be used better elsewhere. And I've taken it
slow. I'm still training up Little Frank on the forms and ledgers
and things."

She shook her head. "It's not about having
someone to do the work."

"What do you mean?"

Evelyn turned her gaze from the road and
looked at her husband with incredulity. "It's about having you
there."

"What?" Joseph shook his head and looked out
the window again. "That's been done for years now." He saw a pair
of headlights appear in the side mirror.

"As long as you're there, it means there's a
chance for her."

Adama stared at the mirror and saw that the
lights were getting closer. "Speed up."

"What?"

The lights were definitely closing. "Evelyn,
go." He turned and saw her raised eyebrows. "Go!"

She stomped on the pedal and the two-liter
engine roared in weak protest. Evelyn shifted gears again and again
stepped on the accelerator. In the rear-view mirror, she watched
the headlights continue to advance.

"Now what?" she asked. Joseph opened the
glove compartment and dug his hands inside. She shook her head,
"This is my car. I don't have a gun in here."

Then they were launched forward. The larger
vehicle had hit their rear and broken one of its headlights. Evelyn
swerved briefly, but she continued to accelerate.

"Is there a road to turn off somewhere?!"

Her voice was loud to be heard over the
engine but not panicked, "I don't know!"

Joseph turned and looked over his shoulder as
the vehicle began to drive alongside their's. "Are they going to
pass us? Get in front of us?"

Instead, the other car crashed into the rear
quarter-panel of Evelyn's forcing the smaller car to turn nearly
ninety degrees to the left. Quickly, she turned the wheel the
opposite way, and over the sound of squealing tires, the Adamas saw
that their car was now turning off the right side of the road, down
a slight embankment, and into a tree.

Joseph found that he was holding his hands up
on either side of his head. He blinked quickly and stared at his
lap which glimmered with broken glass. "Evelyn?!" He turned and saw
that his wife was unconscious, lying slack toward him and braced
upright by her seatbelt. Joseph heard brakes and looked out the
rear window where he saw the single headlight again. "Frak." He
reached down and pressed the seatbelt button on his and then hers.
He opened his door and got one foot outside when the gunfire
began.

The rear window shattered and bullets
ricocheted around the cabin. Joseph pulled under Evelyn's arms and
dragged her over the seat and out into the grass. At this angle,
the car was mostly between the Adamas and their attackers. He
pulled her away as best as he could and he began to hear bullets
tear into the ground. Dozens of shots had been fired by handguns.
Joseph then heard the unmistakable cocking of a shotgun. It was
fired and pellets bounced inside the car with one leaping out and
striking Joseph's head. He reached up and felt the wound when the
shotgun was fired again.

"Evie, baby, wake up," he said to her. "We've
got to go."

The gunfire slowed a little and he heard
yelling. Then the gunfire stopped. Joseph pressed himself against
his wife's unconscious body and looked up. He jockeyed his head
from side to side, trying to see under the car, around the car,
through the car, … Then the gunfire resumed in a quick burst of
about a dozen shots before it fell silent again.

Joseph didn't make a sound. He listened
carefully for anything but heard nothing. Evelyn began to stir and
he shushed her.

"Is anyone down there?!"

Adama narrowed his eyes and again tried to
see up the small slope toward the road. He didn't see anyone or
anything except the glare of the single headlight from their
attacker's car.

"CCPD! Is anyone down there?!"

"Thank the gods," he muttered. He began to
stand, but as he did, he realized it could be a ruse. Caught in a
crouch, hunched over behind the car, he looked down and saw blood
covering half of his wife's face by the low light of Gemenon above.
He grunted and decided it was worth the risk. He raised his hands
and said, "Here!"

"Get your hands up!"

"They're up!"

He saw an officer with a flashlight descend
the slope and he then noticed the flashing red lights of a patrol
car behind the attacker's. "Don't move!"

"I won't." He jerked his head toward the
ground, "My wife's been hurt. Is an ambulance on the way?" The
officer stepped around the edge of Adama's car with his gun and
flashlight raised. He saw Evelyn on the ground and Joseph finally
saw how much blood covered her head and torso. "My gods.
Please."

"Don't move!" The young officer slowly crept
toward her side. He looked up at Joseph and then down at her.

"Let me help her. Please."

"Don't frakking move!" The officer stood
straight in the tall grass and moved back. He kept his gun trained
on Adama but he placed his flashlight on the trunk of their car,
pointed directly at him. The officer pulled a radio from his belt
and said, out of breath, "Dispatch! Send additional medics!"

The speaker crackled and Joseph looked up the
hill. "Did you get them all?"

"Yeah." The officer adjusted his grip on his
service revolver and said, "My partner got two of the frakking
dirteaters. I got the third." His voice cracked, "And they got
him."

Joseph looked down and saw Evelyn begin to
move. "I'm sorry, officer." With his hands still up, he used his
fingers to gesture toward the ground. "May I please see to my
wife?" He listened in the quiet of this back road to the deep
breaths of the young man before him. He tried to see something
beyond a silhouette of this man, but the flashlight shone in his
face. "Please?"

"OK."

Joseph quickly leaned down and put his hand
under Evelyn's head. "Evie, baby? Are you OK?" She grunted. "It's
going to be fine. The ambulance is coming." She nodded slowly. He
brushed some of her hair aside and he suddenly thought of their
son. "Oh, frak!" Immediately, he reached for his phone which was in
his pants pocket.

"Don't move!" The officer jumped forward and
his gun wavered as he aimed it at Joseph's head.

"I'm sorry. I'm very sorry, officer." His
hands were up again and his head listed to the right as the barrel
of the weapon dug into his temple. "My phone is in my pocket. I
need to warn my family."

"Don't move!"

"Those men … they may have sent more after my
family!" His voice weakened as his throat seized up. "My son. My
little boy. Please …"

"Don't frakking move!" The officer took a
step back over Evelyn's prone body. "No one calls anyone!

Heat poured over his face and met the chills
that raced up his spine. Joseph's breathing faltered and he found
that he was shaking with both fear and anger.

 


Minutes after Joseph and Evelyn left, Bill
sat in the doorway of Willie's old room, rolling the ball down the
hall to their Cylon, Robert.

"Are you alright?" Larry asked.

Ruth sipped from the glass of water he just
brought her. She was still sitting at the table and she looked up
quickly just to say, "I'm fine."

Larry sat down and leaned toward the tabletop
so he could see her eyes. "I'm sorry, tsattie, but I don't
believe you."

Ruth pushed the water away. "Eáo
me."

"I'm sorry. I'm just worried about you." He
then did something risky. He reached forward and put his hand on
top of hers.

Her eyes jerked toward the sudden contact and
she smiled. She patted his hand and said, "I'll be fine." She
looked over her shoulder and toward the noise of Bill's laughter.
"Five minutes, moró."

"Awww." Bill bounced the ball toward Robert a
little harder than he intended. The Cylon reflexively reached up
and hit it back toward Bill. The ball bounced high over the boy's
head and deep into the room. He turned and crawled after it.

Larry heard the back door open. His head
whipped in that direction and he said, "Did Sam forget
something?"

Ruth looked up, confused. "Hmm?"

Larry walked through the kitchen to the rear
of the house. Then he saw two Ha'la'tha come through the door. He
spun around and ran two steps before a knife caught him in the
back, "Ruth!"

The old woman stood from the table and
reached onto the kitchen island for the knife block. The two men
stepped over Larry as he convulsed on the floor. She threw a paring
knife at the lead man, and it hit him in the belly. He stumbled
aside and dropped his knife to the floor. The second man jumped for
the knife block to prevent her from throwing more, but she got her
cleaver free and brought it down on his hands.

In the back of Willie's old room, Bill heard
a stranger squeal in pain as he lost three fingers. Robert ran into
the room and scooped him up. "Master William." It knelt before the
Cylon charging station and opened the door. "Whatever may happen,
whatever you may hear, do not leave my cubicle. Until I, Madam
Ruth, Master Larry, or your parents come to you, do not leave. Do
you understand?"

The machine set the four-year-old inside on
the charging pad and the boy's wide eyes gleamed in the light from
the hall and kitchen. There were more screams and more sounds of
destruction. "What's happening?"

"Promise me you will remain here and remain
quiet." Bill nodded. "I will be back."

The machine closed its compartment's doors
and left. Bill pressed his face against the wall of the cabinet
with air vents that looked into the hallway. He watched Robert
leave the room and then something strange happened. The thin Cylon
appeared to get taller and its shoulders expanded. It seemed more
imposing and it stalked down the hallway with loud thuds as opposed
to its normal, quiet steps.

"Attention intruders!" The Cylon's voice was
deeper and louder than Bill had ever heard it. This frightened the
boy and he retreated to the opposite wall of the cubicle.

Ruth swung the cleaver again and struck the
would-be killer in his chest. He stumbled back against the
refrigerator and Larry groped across the floor to the paring knife
that had been lodged in one of their bellies. He gripped one
assailant's leg and began stabbing him with the knife.

"Frak!" The Ha'la'tha reached down with his
own long, silver blade and drew it across Larry's throat.

"Attention intruders!" Robert came down the
hall and raised its arms high. Its sweeping eye was now bright red.
"I am calling the police!"

Ruth was slumped over the kitchen island and
she wheezed. When she heard the front door open forcefully, her
hands slapped on the counter toward the knives that remained. Sweat
poured over her brow and the pain in her chest worsened. She turned
and saw a tall man enter with a younger, shorter man behind. The
tall man wore his customary black suit, black shirt, black tie,
black hat, and black gloves. The assassin stared at the old woman
as she fumbled backward clutching her chest with one hand and
holding a large knife with the other.

"Exit the premises immediately!"

The two men who had just entered looked at
the Cylon and laughed. "Andreíos mechané!" the younger one
said.

Robert swept its arms down and, in a single
fluid motion, swung them up again and into the young man's jaw. He
was knocked back into the display shelves by the door, causing
glass to break and blood to pour from his mouth. The lead assassin
stepped aside and kicked the Cylon squarely in the chest. The
somewhat light domestic unit was pushed back, but then it continued
forward and began to emit a piercing wail similar to an emergency
siren. The men all winced, and one of the men from the kitchen came
up behind the machine with a large pot and slammed it against its
head. Robert stumbled forward and then swept its arms outward,
knocking the man into the far wall.

The assassin pulled a semi-automatic weapon
from his jacket and fired five shots into the Cylon's face. Plastic
splintered and chrome dented. Robert reached for the gun but the
assassin stepped backward. The man from the kitchen with three
fewer fingers ran forward and hacked at the machine with the
cleaver that had been in his chest. Blood poured and sprayed onto
the Cylon and several pieces of its coverings were knocked away.
Dizzy, the man stumbled back and Robert slammed its arms into him,
sending him onto the living room table which snapped under the
impact.

The younger man rose and took a metal
sculpture from a table. He ran up behind the Cylon and hit it
repeatedly before the assassin took a knife from his waist and
plunged it into its circuitry. Robert twitched and began to
retreat. "Exit the premises!" The man stepped forward to grab the
knife from the machine's torso, but the Cylon kicked and sent him
flailing onto the couch. Two Ha'la'tha beat on the robot with tools
and furniture, but Robert continued to spin and punch. It kicked,
sending the man with bloody leg wounds aside. The young man got to
his feet for the third time and slammed his hand on the assassin's
knife, still lodged in the circuitry. The Cylon slowed and moved
against the wall where the remaining men pounded on it with a table
leg, a metal vase, the Adamas' theougalma, and more.
Finally, Robert dropped to its knees. The assassin reached into the
torso and gripped the handle of his knife. The ear-shattering siren
noise stopped. When he brought the knife out, the scanning red eye
went dark.

The assassin put the knife back in his belt
and looked around the house. Papers, books, dishes, tables, and
chairs were scattered all over. Wood, glass, and plastic splinters
littered the floor. Stuffing from the pillows and couches drifted
in the air. The kitchen was painted red with the blood of two of
his men and one of their targets. The living room had a pool of
blood under their fallen comrade and all over the deactivated
Cylon. The assassin sighed and said, "'Eupetés,' eh?"

He walked to side of Ruth who was now laying
on the floor and staring at the ceiling. Her breaths were shallow
and she held her knife with both hands around the hilt, clutched
close to her chest.

"Katheúdousai, graia." He raised his
gun and fired once. Ruth went still and blood immediately spread
from the back of her head. He then walked to the other side of the
kitchen island and found Larry lying in a pool of his own blood.
His hand was pressed against his neck to staunch the bleeding and
he held a paring knife in his other hand. The assassin thought he
may be dead already but he didn't want to risk it. He fired once
into Larry's head.

He turned and saw the two least injured of
his men holding up the third, who was possibly dead from the blood
loss. He looked around and said, "The boy?"

"Didn't see him," the man with the leg wounds
said. "We figured he went with the parents."

The assassin nodded and put his gun back into
his jacket. "Send a message to Jimmy. Let him know there's three in
that car."

As the Ha'la'tha murderers exited the front
door, they heard police sirens. The man in black looked around the
house again, allowing his eyes to land on the two victims first,
and he saved one more look for the Cylon before leaving and closing
the door.

 


Joseph Adama felt as though he could tear his
own skin off. Waves of heat had crashed over and through him for
hours. He paced in the small room and stared out the window at the
street below. How much longer can they make me wait?!

His hands were still bloody from tending to
Evelyn. His pants and shirt were torn from the crash. He had a
small patch of gauze taped to his forehead from the shotgun pellet
that hit him, but the patch was soaked through and completely
red.

"Mr. Adama," a woman said as she entered the
CCPD interrogation room.

"Thank the gods." He quickly darted to the
table and leaned over toward her. "Where's my son? My wife?" She
didn't look at him. Instead, she moved a folder in front of her and
motioned toward the chair. Joseph sat down and said, "Please, tell
me! I've been stuck in here for hours and my family could be
dying!"

Finally, she looked up. "I'm Agent Leda Rose.
Let me give you the good news first."

"OK," Adama shifted in his seat and he
exhaled quickly through his mouth. "OK."

"Your wife is being cared for. She's at
General with a concussion and a bunch of stitches." Joseph nodded
and he felt tears welling in his eyes. "Your son is downstairs and
he's fine."

"Oh, thank you." Joseph appeared to deflate.
He collapsed on the table and sobbed for a moment before sitting up
and wiping his eyes.

"He's a bit scared, but he's not hurt. Cute
kid."

"Good. Thank you."

Rose licked her lips and opened the folder.
"Now the bad news."

"Oh gods." Adama tried to swallow but he
found that his mouth had gone dry.

"Laurence Chapel was killed at your home."
Joseph held his hand over his mouth. "Your brother-in-law?" He
nodded quickly and a tear ran down his cheek. "Ruth Austi was also
killed." Joseph tried to keep his mouth closed, but a bark of grief
escaped and he sat back. After wiping tears from his face, the
agent asked, "Your former mother-in-law?"

"Yes." He cleared his throat. "Yes. She was …
she was family. She lived with us for years. She was a grandmother
to my children. All of them." He squeezed his eyes tightly when he
felt another burst of tears coming.

"Your Cylon was destroyed, too, but it looks
like it put up a hell of a fight." Joseph sniffed loudly and Rose
added, "All of them did, actually. And your Cylon was the one who
put your son in its charging cubicle. The kid refused to come out
because," she read the police report, "'Robert told him not
to.'"

Adama smiled for the first time in hours.
"Good."

"The men who did this? One of them lost three
fingers. They lost a whole lot of blood. One lost four teeth. It
probably won't be too hard to find them." Rose closed the folder
and added, "Maybe even easier if you give us some names."

Joseph tilted his head and said, "What?"

The agent folded her arms over her chest.
"Look. We know who you are. We know who your brother is."

"Wait," Adama's eyes widened, "my brother!
Have you heard from Sam?"

"No. Where is he?"

"His flight should have landed on Tauron …"
he looked around the room for a clock, but there was none, "I don't
know an hour ago? Maybe two?"

Rose pulled a pen from her pocket. "Do you
know the flight number?"

"Uh, Eversun. Caprica City to Minos. I don't
know the number."

"OK. And when did it leave here?"

"Twenty-thirty."

Leda nodded and said, "Hang on." She stood
and opened the door. A uniformed officer came to her and she
whispered instructions to him. When she sat down again, she said,
"We'll look into that."

"Thank you."

She interlaced her fingers and let silence
descend on the room again before she said, "Mr. Adama, I know
you're a symvulos to the guatrau over this
region."

Joseph blinked quickly in surprise at hearing
a Caprican use his title. "I don't know what that means."

She shook her head. "Mr. Adama, I know who
you are."

From his stomach, he felt burning rise toward
his throat. Sick welled up within him. "I don't care if you know. I
have to protect what's left of my family."

"And do you think you can do that on your
own?" He didn't answer. "Do you think the guatrau will say,
'Oh, well. We got a couple of their people and the Adama boys are
still alive, we'll just say it's a draw.' You don't really think
that, do you?"

The bile rose in him again but it was
tempered by curiosity. How does she know so much to speak of us
this way? There really was a spy at Graystone.

"We can help you."

Adama shook his head. "No."

The agent leaned back in her chair. "The
guatrau has a long reach and her money makes it even
longer." There was a knock at the door. "Yeah?"

"Agent." The uniformed officer brought her a
slip of paper.

"Thanks." She read it and sighed. "There was
a dead body found on Eversun Flight Five-Five-Three …"

"Oh my gods." Joseph laid his head on the
table.

"Not Samuel Adama, however."

"What?"

"Two more bodies found in the spaceport's
maintenance section … All were Ha'la'tha, but none match Samuel's
description."

Adama exhaled loudly and his shoulders
sagged. He slumped to one side in the chair. "You don't know where
he is?"

"No." She dropped the paper and said, "I
would bet that he's coming back here. What do you think?"

Joseph looked at the paper and ground his
teeth. The acid feeling felt higher in his chest. Tighter.
"Probably."

"And once he learns that his husband is
dead?" He ticked his head to one side and sniffed. "Exactly." Rose
leaned forward, "Your family needs us."

Adama looked out the window from his chair
and he said, weakly, "We don't even know if the guatrau is
behind this."

"Really?" Leda smiled and folded her arms
over her chest again. "Who else would do it?" Joseph shrugged. "Who
else would be pissed at Sam for being the 'Liberator of Tauron' and
shirking his obligations at home?" Adama's eyes narrowed. "Who else
would be pissed at you for ending your affair and spurning her
advances?"

His mouth fell open.

She spoke clearly and deliberately, "We
know who you are."

The sick reached his throat. The back of his
tongue burned and he loosened his shirt collar even more. Joseph
stood and put his hands on the chair's back. If they know this
much, then we're already in their trap. They could spring it at any
time.

"We want to help you." Leda paused for a beat
and then said, "Just help us."

He closed his eyes and thought of his
brother. The loyalties they shared. But then … He thought of Willie
and he thought of Bill, cowering in the Cylon's cubicle while his
uncle and grandmother were murdered down the hall. He thought of
Evelyn, limp and bloody in the car and on the side of the road.

"I want more than protection," he said.

"Like what?"

Adama sat again and swallowed. The acid
flowed back to his stomach and he twisted his head to crack his
neck. He felt cool and tingly all over, but determined. "I want
immunity from prosecution."

Agent Rose laughed. "Are you serious? I told
you that we know who you are …"

"Right, but I can give you more than you
know." A gamble.

She raised a single eyebrow and grinned,
"That's doubtful."

"Really? If you know so much, why is our
guatrau still free?" She smiled and shook her head. "What
about the guatraus of Delphi? Rhodes? Lato? Phoebus?
Laconia? Heraclea?" Rose's face became still. When Joseph saw this,
a corner of his mouth turned upward. "I can give them to you."

Leda clasped her hands together and laid them
on the tabletop. "How?"

"You have my phone?"

"Yeah."

He nodded. "Bring it. And a computer and a
data cable."

Rose sat still for a moment and she regarded
Adama quietly. She stood and went out the door. A minute later, she
returned with those three things. "OK. Now what?"

"Connect the phone to the computer so you can
see the files."

She plugged it in. She tapped on the keys and
then the screen showed a list of folders. "They're encrypted."

"Of course they are." Joseph rested his
elbows on the table and held the sides of his face in his hands. He
felt nauseous and he sighed loudly. "Look for the one called
'insurance forms.'"

"Got it." She tapped on a key.
"Password?"

Joseph became dizzy and he leaned back in his
chair. "If I give this to you, then I'm dead." He pointed at Rose,
"If I give this to you, you need to get them." He pounded the
table. "Quickly."

"Done."

"And my family is protected."

"Done."

"Sam, too."

She shook her head. "We can keep him safe,
but he's going to be prosecuted. For a lot of things."

He sighed. Sweat fell over his brow and Adama
said, "I'm immune."

"You know I can't promise anything without a
prosecutor here."

"Just promise that you'll fight for me. On my
behalf."

Agent Rose said, "We'll have to see what
you've got."

"At a minimum, I cannot go to prison. There
are Ha'la'tha inside and I will be dead."

"If you're not putting us on," she paused and
then said, "I will do everything in my power. Are you sure you
don't want a lawyer for this?"

"I am a lawyer. And there's no time for
second opinions."

Leda nodded. "OK." She reached over the table
and offered her hand. Joseph shook it. "Password?"

Adama closed his eyes and tried to push his
queasiness aside. "All one word; no capitals. Shannon. Tamara.
Willie." He then laid his head on the table and stared at the
darkness outside the window. Another tear raced along the side of
his cheek and then over his nose.


 XXXVII

GRAYSTONE

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


The situation room was dark with a circular
light bar that hung high above. Long shadows were cast down
everyone's faces. A large screen covered the wall at each of the
compass points and small network ports were available at each seat
around the table.

Daniel Graystone sat next to Defense Minister
Sasha Patel and she said, "Doctor."

"Minister. I saw the news," he grinned. "I
hope you have big plans after you step down."

"The good thing is I have no plans." She
moved some folders on the tabletop, "And I won't have to deal with
politics and politicians any longer." Patel faced Graystone and
smiled, "So there's that to look forward to."

"So say we all." Daniel turned and saw a man
in an admiral's uniform. He extended his hand toward Graystone and
said, "Tom Nerus."

Daniel shook his hand. "Pleasure, sir."

"Tom will be taking my place next month,"
Patel said. "The PM will probably name him permanently."

"Nah," Nerus straightened the front of his
dark blue uniform. "I'm sure she's got a political lackey somewhere
who wants the job."

Sasha laughed. "No doubt."

A group of men in brown-green uniforms
entered and all of those seated stood. Graystone looked around and
then stood himself. Once the newcomers were in position, everyone
sat simultaneously.

"Thank you, everyone," a woman in a dark
green uniform moved to the small lectern. "I am General Rema Silva,
Chief of the Defense Staff for Caprican Armed Forces. I am pleased
to welcome four representatives from the Virgon Chiefs of Staff
Committee." Most of the room looked toward the visitors in
brown-green uniforms, three of whom had thick moustaches.
"Vice-Chief of the Defense Staff Brigadier Sir Albert Donn will
address us now and provide an after-action report on the
performance of Virgan Cylons on Troy."

A bald man with a gray moustache stood and
walked to the front of the room. Once he reached the lectern, he
clicked his heels and shook General Silva's hand. He faced the room
and bellowed in his Virgan accent, "Greetings, everyone. Let's get
to it, shall we?" He nodded to someone in his group who had a
computer open at his seat. "Colonel."

All four screens around the room snapped on
and revealed maps of Troy. "I am sure you're all at least somewhat
aware of the history of Troy in Beta. It was a place of conflict
for many years, but over the last century or so, mines became
tapped and facilities were abandoned." The screen zoomed in on one
map and showed a highlighted mountainside. "This is the Scamander
Range. Six decades ago, Leonis allowed their claim on the land to
lapse and concentrated what little mining interest remained on Troy
to other areas." The map shifted perspective and an irregularly
shaped area began to glow white. "Recently, our efforts began anew
as we sought minerals with probes and drills and drones that can go
deeper than ones we used years before. Three years ago, those
probes found heretofore unknown veins of praseodymium and
neodymium." Graystone's eyebrows shot up. "Both are rare-world
elements needed more and more in today's technology."

Admiral Nerus leaned over, "I'm sure you
could use that."

"Indeed."

"We filed a claim with the Libran Mining
Court and moved our equipment in. As soon as they arrived, we found
Leonan personnel with their own scouting materiel." He waved his
hand in the air and said, "I won't bore you any further with the
diplomatic steps, legal maneuvering and what not, but suffice it to
say, the Libran Court sided with Virgon. Our equipment stayed in
place. Last week, a Leonan combat carrier landed next to the
Scamander Range and deployed soldiers and light artillery, warning
us that any attempt to mine the elements would result in bloodshed.
We did not abandon our mining facilities, nor did we start mining.
We instead deployed, for the first time, the First Mechanical
Battalion."

The screen shifted and showed video taken
from a camera on the side of a landing craft. The footage was in
black-and-white, and the desolate, airless landscape of Troy
sprawled away from the ship to a slight slope on the right side of
the screen. Hatches opened along the wall of the craft and four
hundred Cylons began to march out of the craft and toward the
Scamander Range. The camera pivoted and revealed a Leonan carrier a
few hundred meters away with about a dozen soldiers in atmospheric
gear arrayed in front of it.

Donn continued, "It was a standoff for
several days and the Cylons were given a single order: do not allow
the Leonan forces to interfere with Virgan mining equipment or
personnel." He repositioned himself at the lectern and turned to
look over his shoulder at the screen behind him. "What you're about
to see happened sixteen hours ago. A few reports have made it to
the media, but neither government has commented yet. This video has
not been released, either."

The sea of marching machines vanished. It was
replaced with a view of the Leonan carrier on the right with the
Scamander Range as the background. Virgan machinery was positioned
on a hill on the left side of the screen. The video showed a
telltale sweeping window of clarity which Daniel immediately
recognized as being a feed from a Cylon soldier. Small groups of
men could be seen moving in front of the carrier one hundred meters
away. Suddenly and silently, a barrage of rockets was launched from
the carrier and ripped into the hillside. Cranes and mechanical
arms of mining equipment toppled in clouds of smoke and debris.

The Cylons began to run. The image magnified
toward the Leonan soldiers and everyone in the room could now see
the people in clear helmets turning the artillery pieces toward the
advancing units. The Cylons raised their rifles and fired.
Immediately, ten Leonan soldiers fell aside and drifted toward the
surface in the reduced gravity. Cylon grenadiers fired on the
artillery pieces and they blew apart, igniting their own rockets.
Shrapnel tore into the Leonan soldiers and the side of the carrier.
Before the Cylons made it to the halfway mark between the two
forces, the remaining six humans were dead or dying. The machines
stopped in a circle around the craft, keeping their weapons trained
on it. A moment later, the ship engaged its engines and departed
the surface of Troy.

The assembled officers and officials gasped.
Daniel looked around the room and saw some leaning forward in
curious excitement. Others were reclining with hands over their
mouths, wanting to look away but unable to comply.

The video ended and the screens went dark.
The light in the room increased and the brigadier said, "We are
incredibly pleased. Dr. Graystone, your robots are magnificent." He
clapped his big hands together and soon, everyone in the room was
applauding, too.

"If I may, brigadier," General Silva spoke
above the tail end of the clapping, "how many Cylons were damaged
in the attack?"

Donn smiled and his chest expanded, "Zero.
The Leonan forces were tasked to destroy the equipment and gauge
the Cylon reaction. They were not expecting their reaction to be so
instantaneous."

"Obviously," Admiral Nerus mumbled.

Silva asked, "And what is the current
situation at the Scamander Range?"

"Our Cylon forces remain in place, new
equipment is being moved in, and we intend to start mining
operations within the fortnight." The brigadier cleared his throat
and said, "There is a concern, however, given the Caprican Mutual
Defense Agreement." His eyes searched the table for Sasha Patel.
"We know that the government has agreed to ship Graystone machines
to Leonis' military."

The defense minister stood and said, "That is
correct, brigadier. The addendum to the MDA was signed three months
ago, Leonis paid for two thousand units, and they were shipped just
last month."

"Hmm." Donn stroked his moustache and said,
"Damned troublesome thing, that MDA."

Patel smiled and said, "It's had its uses."
The Capricans knew, of course, that the agreement with Leonis was
born from the revolution against Virgon almost two hundred years
ago.

The brigadier nodded and smiled. "Quite. Dr.
Graystone, how soon do you believe our counterparts on Leonis would
be able to have their units ready for deployment to Troy?"

Daniel stood and said, "It's hard to say,
brigadier, but if we are to assume that the Major des Armées
aren't interested in a complete reconfiguring of the Cylons, they
could be loading them onto transport craft right now."

"Agreed." He backed away from the lectern and
said, "Thank you all very much." He stalked back toward his group
of soldiers.

General Silva took the lectern again and
said, "Thank you, brigadier."

The Virgans stood and saluted before exiting
the room.

"Thank you all. This is classified, level
three." She removed what appeared to be a key from the lectern and
gathered her folders.

Graystone pushed his chair away and buttoned
his jacket. "Thank you for the invitation, minister." Patel nodded.
"It was very informative."

"I'll walk you out."

Daniel waited for her to stand and as she
did, a politician that he didn't recognize approached Nerus and
said, "I'm convinced now. The mechanical divisions can solve our
problems on two fronts." The admiral pulled on the man's shoulder
to guide him away from the others and Graystone could only hear the
politician say, "We can deploy them on both Sagittaron and …"

"Let's go," Patel said.

Daniel smiled and walked with her out of the
room. As they rode the elevator up, Graystone asked, "I trust that
our products are performing well for you?"

"They are. The exercises go by the book and
you know how officers love things that go by the book."

The doors opened and they entered a hallway.
After stepping past a security table, they entered the Ministry of
Defense lobby where Daniel was surprised to see Agent Leda Rose
standing where he had left Sean about an hour before.

"Sasha!"

Graystone turned and saw the prosecutor,
Cabeiri, walk toward Patel with his arms spread out. She smiled and
embraced him. "Ali. It's been too long."

"It has."

Daniel stared at them for a moment before
Rose touched him on the back. "Ready to go, Dr. Graystone?"

Surprised, he turned to face her and then
looked back at them. "Sure." They started to walk and he said,
"What's that about?"

"They work together on things from time to
time."

"Really?"

"Yes." They exited the building and
Graystone's car was waiting at the curb. She held the door open and
he got into the backseat. She got into the front and began driving.
Leda looked in the rearview mirror and saw his contemplative gaze
out the window. "You haven't been to work today."

"Mmm? No."

"There's a lot happening with your
friends."

He sighed, knowing what she meant. "Like
what?"

"Two nights ago, the guatrau sent
people after the Adamas."

Graystone's head jerked upright and he said,
"What?"

"Samuel was attacked on a flight to Tauron.
His husband was killed. And so was Joseph's mother-in-law. His
wife's in the hospital, too."

He shook his head and exhaled. "My gods." He
looked out the window again and asked, "The guatrau knows
Sam's the Liberator?"

"I'm sure."

"And Joseph? Lovers' quarrel gone awry?"

"Maybe. Maybe she thinks he's complicit in
his brother's rebellion. Tomorrow, the Adamas, the guatrau,
and some third parties will be meeting to hash things out." She
looked into the mirror again, "Regardless, your job is
complete."

"Complete?" He leaned forward, "What does
that mean?"

"Your services to the GDD and Caprican
government are no longer required."

Daniel hovered for a moment and then reclined
again. He took a few deep breaths and then asked, "A couple of
months ago, Mr. Cabeiri … he said he was 'loath' to end the
investigation."

"That's true," Rose said.

"So what's changed?"

"Mr. Cabeiri believes that your role in the
investigation is at an end."

His skin itched across his chest and up to
his throat. "What does that mean?!"

The agent didn't react to his increased
volume. "We'll be in touch with your attorney, Dr. Graystone."

"You can't …" Daniel swallowed, "you can't
end it like this."

Rose sighed. "I'm sorry. It's over."

He ran his fingers over his face and felt the
prickly nerve responses to each glancing stroke. "I have new
information." He looked toward the mirror with wide, piercing eyes.
"Information that the GDD needs to know."

"Information you've withheld until it could
benefit you?" Leda locked eyes with him in the mirror.

His shoulders sank and he wobbled toward the
window. After thudding his head against the glass, he knew how
desperate news about Clarice Willow might sound. "What'll happen to
me?" He didn't intend to say it aloud, so it came out very
weakly.

"We'll leave it up to the attorneys,
sir."

 


When they materialized, Zoe looked down and
studied her dark green and blocky body. "Not bad."

"What am I … a police Cylon?"

Graystone looked at Jordan Duram. He appeared
to be a tall traffic unit with bright yellow panels, blue trim, and
a scanning blue eye. "Yep."

"A little on the nose, isn't it?"

She put her hand on her hip and said, "Well,
I'm not a garbage collector, so don't take it personally."

Duram again looked at his arms as he asked,
"What's next?"

"Next, I activate the subroutine that puts us
in the church." She spread her hands in front of herself and lines
of white code appeared. Against the black background of the V-World
staging area, the text glowed brightly.

"Are you sure the Cylons won't hear us?"

"I'm positive. Our comms are not connected to
the avatars themselves." She tapped a line and a door opened.
"Let's go." Once she stepped through, Jordan looked into the white
light. He could discern nothing on the other side, but he stepped
through, regardless.

They emerged in a large foyer with white
marble columns, stone walls, and wooden accents. Decorative lamps
were in each corner and a large book was on a wooden table. As the
pair moved toward the arch, several more Cylons appeared and went
to the book.

"What are they doing?" Duram whispered.

"Signing in."

"Do we have to?" he whispered again.

"Stop whispering." She went to the arch and
looked into the hallway. "Come on."

The traffic unit followed the garbage unit
and they moved through the vaulted ceiling of the corridor quickly
and emerged in the gigantic sanctuary.

"My gods."

Zoe nodded and said, "Let's get a seat."

They aimed for a place in the back left of
the many dozens of pews. Hundreds of Cylons were there and as more
entered, they watched most kneel and perform the Monad gesture with
a finger against their foreheads.

"Number-wise," Duram said, "how many?"

"The last time I came in, I accessed the
sign-in book. Thirteen thousand had come in the first four hours of
that day."

"The book … refreshes itself?"

"Yes. I came back later that day and saw that
the book had one hundred twelve thousand sign-ins."

"Damn." Jordan looked around the sanctuary
and noted that every conceivable type of Cylon was present. "How
did she do this? How did she rope them all?"

"It's in their code. Somehow, she planted
something in a system update that will send Cylons here at least
once a week. When they power down at night or whenever, that code
is activated. They can choose to stay or leave and go elsewhere in
V-World, but many of them stay. Many seem to come every day of
their own volition."

Duram shook his head. "How often does she
update her sermons?"

"About once a day, I think. They're replayed
every hour afterward. I'll be more certain once we can get
full-time surveillance in here."

"How's that going?"

Zoe sighed. "I can't leave any code in here.
This whole place is constructed like a house of cards … if I change
anything, it'll collapse. They'll build it again someplace else and
we'll have to find it again."

"And, for now, you have to be with anyone who
comes in."

"Right." She knew that their comms were being
recorded along with everything else in this recon, so she couldn't
explain more fully why. Because the foundation of her programming
was built on a Cylon's, she had access. There was no way to let a
non-Cylon in without her. Yet.

There was an ethereal tone throughout the
sanctuary and all the Cylons stood. Duram and Graystone did, too.
Sister Clarice Willow moved to the podium and raised her hands
high.

"May the blessings of The One True God grace
us all."

The Cylons responded with the Monad gesture.
The two interlopers did so behind the pace and then the Cylons all
sat again.

"I appreciate your patience with me in recent
weeks, given my travel and my nuptials."

As some Cylons applauded and the clanking of
metal clapping echoed in the hall, Jordan and Zoe shared a
look.

"The monotheist faith is now unified in a way
that hasn't been possible in a millennium. Together, the Blessed
Mother and I will lead all of the Children of God together."

Graystone muttered, "Lacy?"

"Willow and the Monad Blessed Mother are
married?" Duram turned toward her and asked, "What's the move
there? For either of them?"

"Together, we will fight until all of God's
children, man and machine, are free!" Willow basked in the
resulting applause.

"I'm not sure," Zoe tried to keep her
attention focused on Clarice in order to not draw attention to
herself. "For Clarice, it's about power. She now has a say over the
more mainstream elements of the church. The ones even the Gemenese
government tolerates."

"For Lacy Rand, it's probably the same, too,"
Jordan said. "She gets sway over the violent factions."

"Have you seen the news today?" the sister
asked. "Cylons on Troy. Fighting human wars. Cylons being ordered
into combat against other Children of God and for what? For
rocks."

Graystone shook her head. "Lacy doesn't want
violence. She's never been like that."

"Why then?"

Willow raised her voice, "And I saw that
Leonis has Cylons of their own and they're preparing to send them
to Troy. Then what? Cylons fighting Cylons? Because a master with
his hand on a chain says so?"

"Goodwill." Zoe nodded once and said, "Her
peacekeeping mission on Gemenon when the government collapsed was
genuine. She wants to make all monotheism a more moderate faith
there. Here, too."

"After she became Mother, the STO violence
did quiet down."

"Right." Graystone nodded toward the podium,
"Until she came back."

"And what's next?" Clarice shouted. "The
defense minister said 'no comment' when asked about sending Cylons
to Tauron to stop the rebellion there. 'No comment' on Cylons
fighting in the mountains of Sagittaron! She said 'no comment' when
asked about sending Cylons to our holy land, Gemenon, to keep an
eye on our Blessed Mother!" She pounded the wooden platform
and yelled, "No Cylon blood should be spilled for mankind's wars!
No human blood either, for that matter. But there is something
especially abhorrent about having seven million slaves and using
them to kill! To conquer! To pillage! It is a sin!" Her mouth
contorted and she appeared disgusted, "A grievous, mortal wound to
our very souls."

Duram sighed. "Think she can keep Willow in
check?"

She recalled her former headmistress'
deviousness, her schemes. The plot to use Zoe's avatar program to
create a virtual heaven. The ease with which the woman lied.
"No."

After the sermon was over, the pair left
V-World and removed their goggles in the basement of the Caprican
Legionnaires' headquarters. Paul Knox was typing furiously on his
keyboard and said, "I'm making copies of the video now."

"Good." Duram rubbed his eyes and stood.
"We're keeping that under tight wraps. Only the people in this room
right now, understood?"

Paul turned and nodded. "Yes sir."

"Send me a copy first." As he walked out he
looked back at Zoe and said, "Good job, sergeant."

"Thank you, sir." She turned and began typing
at a computer next to Knox.

He turned his head and looked at her askance.
"Rachel, I would really like to know something."

"Yes, lieutenant?"

"How come you're the only one who can get
into that church?" She stopped typing and turned to face him. "I've
looked at the code for that room over and over. It's an
impenetrable mess."

"That's why." Graystone turned back to her
screen.

"No. I don't think so." Paul tapped again on
his keys, but more slowly. "I've read it over and over again. It's
overwritten. Like … an amateur made it. Someone who didn't know
what they were doing so they overdid it." Zoe didn't respond.
"There's nothing special about you. You haven't had more time than
us to study it, so why are you the only one who can get
inside?"

Zoe felt like she might be blushing, but
didn't think she could. "I don't know. I just … can."

"Well," Paul returned his attention to the
screen, "you won't be for much longer."

Her eyes widened and she whipped her head
toward him. After moving a bit of blond hair out of her face, she
asked, "Why's that?"

"I just sent a message to the commander
requesting that we purchase a Cylon." He folded his arms across his
chest and spun his chair to face her. "We can dismantle it and
connect it with a Holoband. That way, …"

"You can transfer an avatar into the Cylon
and then use the Cylon itself to get into the church." Zoe was
smiling. "Great thinking, sir."

He seemed confused by her praise. He narrowed
his eyes and blinked quickly. "Umm. Thank you." He rolled back to
his computer and resumed typing. After a few moments, he looked at
her again and watched her as she wrote screen after screen of code
effortlessly.

 


Daniel Graystone sat at his large computer
table in his downstairs lab. He glanced up from the screen and saw
Caesar laying on the couch. He watched his owner and Daniel noted
how the dog's eyebrows shifted as he kept looking around the room.
So much of the black hair around his snout had gone white and he
was having a harder time getting up stairs lately. Graystone sighed
just thinking about that decision which seemed to not be as far off
as it once had.

He looked at the display and studied the
mangled mass of code. There were elements of things he recognized.
Things he had seen in V-World before. Years ago when Zoe rewrote
New Cap City into the forest and fortress from Dragonfighters of
Kobol, he saw generative algorithms there … processes like
these.

What Zoe did with that forest was intuitive
and beautiful, but this. This was not.

He saw fingerprints of Zoe's skill but it was
paired with great swaths of redundancies. Strands of numbers and
commands that weren't needed and yet the mess served as its own
kind of security feature. Daniel knew that if he started picking it
apart, the whole thing would likely fail and the Cylons would
notice it.

He swept his hand over the monitor and
gathered the code back into a ball. With another swipe, he threw
the ball into the Cylon schematic he was examining.

Duram and Zoe both told me to leave the
Cylons alone, he thought. But I cannot allow Clarice Willow
to have a way into my Cylons. Via religion, of all things. Using
them.

Stirred by his frustration, he grabbed a
handful of pencils from the table and flung them across the room.
Caesar raised his head and barked at the sound of them clattering
against the wall and floor.

"Sorry, boy," he said. He sighed again and
leaned forward, pressing his face into his hand.

 


"You're doing it wrong."

The man pulled his face out of Amanda's neck.
"What?"

She rolled her eyes and ran her fingers down
his muscular chest. After a long sigh, she shook her head. "This
isn't working."

He pulled himself off her and crawled to the
other side of the bed. "I'm sorry. I thought this is what you
wanted."

"Yeah, I did, too." Graystone pulled the
sheet over her chest as she leaned over for her clothes.

"I'll, uh, I'll hit the head so you can leave
on your own time." He got up and walked into the hotel's
bathroom.

"Thank you." She quickly slipped back into
her underwear and pulled her dress on. After she got her purse and
shoes, she went to the door and shouted, "I'm sorry," before
heading into the hallway.

As she waited for the elevator, she put her
shoes back on. She saw a pile of cigarette butts in an ashtray just
by her leg and she bit her lip staring at them. The elevator dinged
and the doors opened. Once she got inside, she kept staring at the
cigarettes until the doors closed again.

Whore.

She had been on various medications over the
years since her stint at the Delphi Institute. Her depression waned
until Zoe's birth when she began taking a different pill after she
realized what was happening. Zoe's death brought it all back,
including visions of her late brother and memories of the
institute. A new doctor just last year told her that she was
experiencing "tachyphylaxis" … her body had simply "gotten used" to
the antidepressant she was taking and she needed to switch up
again.

Just last year! After all this
time.

It still surprised her. She walked through
the hotel's lobby and headed for the valet. She handed over her
ticket and stared at the cars racing by on the city street. She
glanced down and saw another standing ashtray filled with butts,
including some that were only partially smoked. She looked
away.

She was feeling better, though she wasn't
feeling better about herself. Today's events were a symptom of
that.

"Here you go, ma'am."

She smiled and handed a bill to the teenager
in the red vest. Once she was in the driver's seat, she adjusted
her mirror and saw her own eyes for the first time in a while. They
were red and wet with tears she didn't know she had shed.

Whore.

She drove away from the hotel and once her
vehicle crossed over the Pantheon Bridge, she saw the expanse of
the river and the bay. The hillsides covered with trees. A road
that stretched out before her and seemed to beckon.

Amanda sighed and thought, I have to
leave.


 XXXVIII

ADAMA

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


Neutral ground. Still in Caprica City but
across town from Graystone Industries and pretty far away from
Little Tauron, too. The hotel ballroom was on the fifth floor and
the sign outside the room read, "Reserved: Small Business Co-op
Meeting – 15:00."

The rules were established according to rules
governing large-scale oikía disputes. A minimum of five
guatraus gather with one advisor and one champion or
"first." The "first," the protos, was the only one in each
guatrau's contingent allowed to be armed. Given Sam's status
as the Èleutheron, most of the guatraus voted to
allow him to have both a symvulos and a protos.
Fidelia Fazekas voted against that.

Sam and Joseph entered the ballroom at the
same time. They saw a few dozen Ha'la'tha faces staring back at
them. Some eyes bore disgust; some bore respect.

"Gentlemen." A Tauran man greeted them with a
smile. He raised his arms and said, "If you please." Sam and Joseph
complied and raised their own arms. The pat down was quick but
thorough. Neither brother was carrying a weapon. "Thank you."

The meeting room was in the rear of the
ballroom behind a temporary wall. The Adamas crossed the space as
quickly as they could, and Samuel's limp was still noticeable
thanks to the attempt on his life.

"Do you have any idea where the vote stands?"
Joseph asked.

Sam's jaw flexed as he stared down each
person he passed. "No. Just that Galatos is on our side."

Joseph nodded. As they neared the doorway to
the meeting room, a man stepped away from the crowd.

"Èleutheron, Mr. Adama." He was broad
shouldered and as tall as Sam. "My guatrau sent me as your
protos."

Sam looked at the tattoos that covered one
side of his face and neck. A stylized rose was placed on his
throat, marking him as part of Galatos' crew from Rhodes. "Thank
you. And my thanks to your guatrau."

"Yes sir." He lowered his head and said, "My
name is Mattis, if you need anything." He pivoted and opened the
door to the room. Both of the Adamas looked back at the crowd of
men and women waiting before they entered.

The six curved tables had been assembled into
a circle. A man in a deep blue suit sat at the one table marked for
Rhodes. Sam saw that the guatrau of Phoebus was already
seated in his place with his advisor seated next to him and his
champion standing behind.

The Adamas sat at their table and Mattis
stood against the wall behind them.

Samuel ground his teeth and he stared at the
seat marked for Caprica City's guatrau. He flexed his
fingers and formed them into a fist, over and over again.

Joseph watched this and he bit the inside of
his cheek. He stared at the side of Sam's face and saw the inflamed
skin near the "omega" tattoo beneath his ear. The symbol had been
closed off for just a couple of days, marking the death of his
spouse. Joe blinked slowly and again tried to calculate how much
sleep he had lately. Not much at all. And how much had he
eaten? He was too nauseated. He replayed his conversation with the
agent over and over again. She made it clear that she knew all
about the Adamas. The trap was there and Joseph knew he had to try
and get out of it without springing it against his family. He
glanced up at his brother and he saw the fire in his eyes, burning
against an empty seat on the far side of the room. There was no way
he could talk to Sam about this right now. And how I've betrayed
him, too.

"Gentlemen." They turned and saw the man who
had been seated at the Rhodes table. He placed his briefcase on the
table by Sam, leaned down, and said, "I am Guatrau Galatos'
symvulos and I will be reading a statement from him in your
favor."

"Thank you," Joseph said. He quickly scanned
him for tattoos and saw none. "Thank you for that."

"Good luck." He straightened up, tapped the
briefcase, and walked away.

Samuel looked at it closely and he noticed
the distinctive shape of the handle. He smirked quickly and then
suppressed it. He glanced at his brother but he appeared too tired
to realize the briefcase was still there.

Another guatrau and his people
entered. He sat at the table marked for Lato and his
symvulos, a woman, sat next to him.

Joseph's phone beeped. He reached into his
pocket and saw that it was his wife. "Evie?"

"It's Bill!" His heart sank and he heard the
panic in her voice. "We're at the hospital!"

"Hospital?" He sat forward and seemed ready
to leap from his seat.

Sam turned and scowled. "Who's in the
hospital?"

"He's still sick," she was crying, "those
sores got worse and now his fever's over thirty-nine degrees!"

"Oh my gods." Joseph leaned forward and Sam
put his hand on his back.

"Bill's in the hospital?" Sam looked around
the room, "What did she do?"

Joseph knew his brother was ready to blame
Fiddy so he shook his head, "He's sick." He stood and walked toward
the wall next to Mattis who only stared. "Evie, what does the
doctor say?"

"They're moving him to quarantine now."

"'Quarantine?'" He looked around the room as
the Delphi guatrau arrived. "I'll … I'll be there as soon as
I can."

"Joseph!"

He pressed the button and hung up on her. He
put his hand on the back of his chair and slowly moved to sit down.
Sam stared at him as he did so and saw the glazed look in his eye.
"Youseef?"

He looked up and breathed loudly through his
nose. Being here, with the people he betrayed, with his brother
whom he also betrayed … he needed to do it. It made him sick to his
stomach, but Joseph needed to be here. It was the future of his
family and if punishment was to be meted out, he deserved whatever
he got and more.

"Youseef?" Sam shook his shoulder.
"Bill's in the hospital?"

He nodded. "Yeah."

Sam saw the hard stares from each
guatrau's protos. Then Fidelia Fazekas entered with
the tall man in black as her champion. Immediately, she glared at
Sam and Joseph and went to her seat across the room from the
Adamas. Samuel clenched his jaw so much his teeth hurt. Finally,
without looking away from her, he opened his mouth and said, "You
should go."

Surprised, Joseph looked up. "What?"

He nodded. "Bill needs you. Go."

Joe looked around the room and saw the
assembled guatraus. His eyes hovered on Fiddy for a moment
and she returned his gaze coolly. "You can't be serious."

Sam glanced toward the briefcase and then he
stretched his neck. His nostrils flared and said, "I am. Go." He
put his hand on Joseph's shoulder and said, "Se filo, adelfo
mou."

Joseph nodded and hugged him. "I'm
sorry."

"Don't be." As his brother left, he stared
across the room at her again. She watched Joseph leave and,
confused, she turned to her advisor and had an animated word or two
for him.

"Now that we're all here," the guatrau
from Phoebus said as he stood, "let's begin this meeting." Fidelia
seemed ready to object but her advisor calmed her. "We have been
assembled here according to the old ways, called here by the
guatrau of Caprica City to mediate this dispute because of
its importance to all of us." He nodded toward Fidelia and said, "I
have been asked by our host, Miss Fazekas, to lead this on her own
territory because she is the aggrieved party. Mr. Samuel Adama is
present but your symvulos is not? Do you require one?"

Sam stood with some difficulty and said,
"Thank you, guatrau, but I do not." He sat again.

"Very well. Since you are the skopós
here, would you like to speak first?"

"I would." Sam stood again and his mind
wandered as he tried to remember some of the things that he had
rehearsed with Joseph in the car. He was filled with anger during
the ride so he remembered little of it. Of course, he was still
rageful and he tried to quieten his thoughts in a long silence
before he actually began.

"I have served the guatrau of Caprica
City," he raised the back of his right hand to show off the Tauron
Sun tattoo, "for more years than my ink shows. I have been an
earner and an enforcer. I have also been loyal." He glanced at
Fazekas and saw her scoff. "With two exceptions. Five years ago, my
guatrau refused to send aid to our people on Tauron. I went
around him and sent Cylons anyway. When he found out, he tried to
kill me and my brother. Instead, he killed my nephew. The people
around him knew he had lost his way, so we removed him and moved
his daughter up." He gestured toward Fiddy. "She allowed us to send
Cylons to our people for a time. But the Tyrant took them. He kept
up his crackdowns. He revived the Herac death squads. I brought
this news to her and she refused to help. She refused to send more
Cylons. She said, I quote, 'No more help for Tauron.'" She squirmed
a little at that. "So I disobeyed my guatrau for the second
time." His volume increased as he continued, "I went to Tauron. I
helped the rebels. I reclaimed our Cylons from the Tyrant and put
them in the fight!" He straightened his jacket and took a deep
breath. "My disobedience has only come in defense of the soil." He
looked around the room and tried to gauge the reaction of each of
the guatraus. Most were stone-faced.

"So for my disobedience, she sent men after
me," his lips contorted as his rage was stirred, "my husband, my
brother, my nephew, my sister, my nephew's tsattie." His
anger took over and he bellowed, "My husband was killed! He's not
in this thing." He shook his head. "He didn't ask for this and he
was stabbed in the back! His throat was slit and he bled out on the
floor like a choiros! And shot in the head!" Sam looked at
the man in black standing behind Fazekas. He was smirking. His
blood boiled but he took a deep breath. He cleared his throat and
he straightened, clasping his hands in front of himself.
"Tsattie, Ruth Austi. She fought Peri in the Revolution. She
was Ha'la'tha, malá toi. Destroyed the barracks at Marathon.
Fought her way out with her sister and daughter, serving the first
guatraus on Caprica for years." His nostrils flared as he
moved on, "My brother was targeted and driven off the road. Shot
at. His wife was put in the hospital. For what? He didn't disobey
her. He did nothing." He bit the flesh of his cheek as he pondered
whether to expose Joseph and Fiddy's affair. He did nothing but
turn you down, is what he wanted to say. "Thank you." Samuel
sat and unbuttoned his jacket.

The Phoebus guatrau nodded and said,
"Guatrau Galatos had to cancel at the last moment, but his
symvulos has a statement." He gestured toward him and the
man stood as he produced a piece of paper from his pocket.

"'Greetings fellow guatrau. You know
me well and you know that I love to tell stories of the revolution
on Tauron. As much as I like to claim victory, I know it was hollow
because of the nothos Phaulkon and how he continues to sit
on the throne propped up by Caprica. I welcomed news of
mechané being sent to Tauron and I welcomed news of the
Èleutheron and his exploits. His victories are our
victories. For the first time in two generations, I feel hopeful
about Tauron's future and it is Samuel Adama that I thank. My vote
is for him.'" The advisor sat and Sam nodded to the man.

"Thank you." The Phoebus guatrau
turned to his right and said, "Delphi?"

The guatrau stood. She appeared to be
about sixty and she had very little ink visible on her. She was
rail-thin and had a cigarette in her hand as she spoke with a raspy
voice, "Like my fílos in Rhodes, I, too, have been pleased
by the war waged against the Tyrant." Adama began to smile. "But I
cannot discount the impact it has had. I am aware through contacts
I have in the federal government that surveillance on us has
increased since the 'Liberator' appeared. I have seen an increase
in the number of busts on our operations." Sam's smile faded. "Our
thing has gotten harder to do, because of you." She jabbed a bony
finger at Adama. "And why? Because you disobeyed your
guatrau. That's what this is about. That's all." She
sat.

"Your vote?" The Delphi guatrau
coughed and threw her hand toward Fazekas. "Thank you. Lato?"

Propped on a cane, the next guatrau
stood. He was fat and bald, his pate covered in tattoos. He seemed
to be nearly sixty and he had a distinctive lisp, "I respect what
you've done, Èleutheron, really I do." He shook his head.
"But like my friends in Delphi, I have seen increased police
attention. My business is hurting. And the soil, back home? Thanks
to your mechané, the Capricans may be sending robots of
their own I hear." He shrugged and threw his arms up, "So what have
you really accomplished? Tauron is the home of us all, but the old
world is a distraction for our business here." Sam ground his teeth
and stared at the wood grain in the tabletop. "My vote is for
Guatrau Fazekas."

Adama breathed in. He closed his eyes and saw
Larry's body, laid out in the funeral parlor. His vision went red.
He breathed out. He recalled the voice of his brother on the phone
telling him about the car accident, about Ruth, about Bill being
saved by the Cylon. He breathed in. He looked at her and the man
standing behind her, her protos. Tall, slender. Every
article of clothing was black. He had seen the police report and a
photograph from surveillance cameras near the Adamas' home … it
appeared to be a match, but was he there? Sam decided that he
was.

"My vote is for the guatrau." Sam
looked up as the Phoebus guatrau turned toward Fazekas.
"Please, guatrau. You may speak and any of us may change our
votes afterward if we want."

Fidelia stood. Her sharp cheekbones reflected
the room's bright light. She wore a dark jacket over her dress and
held her hands behind her back. "You've heard him admit it. He
disobeyed my father. He disobeyed me. He went to Tauron and drew
attention to himself and us. He follows the orders of another
guatrau there when he won't listen to mine here. He has not
performed his duties in almost a year. He has not spoken to me in
that time, either. The choice is clear." She sat.

"Before the revote," the Phoebus
guatrau said, "Mr. Adama, you're allowed to restate your
case, if you wish."

Heat flushed over his body and settled in his
face. He felt the tingle of excitement spread to his fingers and he
stood. "I have no changes to my story. I did what I did to help
Tauron. For the soil, you know? I am 'always faithful to the soil.'
It's what 'Ha'la'tha' frakking means!" He pounded the table and his
fist remained near the briefcase. "You guatraus." He scanned
each of them and nodded, "I know most of you were born here, on
Caprica, because your families immigrated even before the Heracs
came to power. When the war refugees came thirty years ago, you saw
a chance for dunamís and joined with the 'real' Ha'la'tha
for coin. For profit." Several people grumbled and the
guatrau of Delphi clapped her hands in anger toward him. "So
when I say 'Ha'la'tha,' what color is the soil on your world?" He
looked at each of them. "Mine is red. Have any of you smelled it?
Blown it from your nose because you were caught in a thýella
on the Great Plain?"

A couple of the men looked away and one
shouted at the Phoebus guatrau, "Are you going to allow
this?!"

Adama kept going, "And this one," he nodded
toward Fazekas. "She has not been honest with you." There were more
groans of disapproval. "Hear me!" When they quietened, he asked,
"Why did you target Youseef?"

She looked toward the mediator of the meeting
and he was looking at her with curiosity. "Because you two are
joined. What you do, he knows about. I asked him about you and he
told me lies."

"Skor. He told you that he hadn't
spoken to me, and it was the truth."

"He knew you were the Èleutheron and
he said nothing."

Sam shook his head. "He put an end to your
affair." Her eyes widened and the guatraus saw this. "He
ended the relationship with you because he wanted to be true to his
family. That's why you went after him."

"No. That's not true."

Sam tilted his head, "Did you have an affair
with my brother? For years?"

Fiddy turned to her symvulos who
offered no aid. "Yes."

"And then he ended it."

She said nothing and the guatraus
became raucous again. The mediator knocked on the small lectern,
"Quiet, quiet!"

The guatrau from Lato said, "I want to
change my vote."

Sam's fingers reached around the handle of
the briefcase and he squeezed. It came loose and as he pulled it
free, he said, "No need."

Adama lifted the concealed semi-automatic
weapon and fired four shots at Fidelia Fazekas. Two struck her
chest; one hit her throat; one entered her face. He brought the gun
to bear on the protos behind her, the man in black. He had
just removed his weapon when Sam began to fire. The assassin was
hit three times before Sam himself was struck.

The champions of the other guatraus
began to fire and Sam's chest rippled with five hits and a spray of
blood. Mattis fired as well, hitting two champions, one advisor,
and one guatrau. As the man in black slid down the wall,
mortally wounded, he fired his weapon, striking the back of the
Phoebus guatrau's head. At the end of the initial ten
seconds of violence and confusion, all of the champions turned on
each other and their guatraus.

Samuel Adama had fallen back into his chair.
He coughed and tried to look around the room. Shots were still
being fired and no one seemed to be standing. He heard gunshots in
the ballroom outside where dozens of Ha'la'tha had been waiting. He
believed a full-blown war had begun.

 


"Evie!" Joseph saw his wife behind a glass
door. He ran to it and a nurse opened it for him.

She ran and embraced him. "The doctor says
he's going to be OK." Despite the content of her words, her voice
broke and she began to cry.

"Hey, hey," he pulled her face off him and
held it. "He's going to be OK, right?"

Still bruised and bandaged from the car crash
days before, she nodded. Her eyes were full of tears and she
replaced her head against Joseph's chest.

"Alright." He squeezed her tightly and kissed
her head. "Let's go see him."

They wandered through the emergency
department to the very rear. They took an elevator up to the fourth
floor and emerged in a quiet hallway with several sets of automatic
doors. Once through the first set of doors to Bill's room, a nurse
helped them get into yellow-colored paper protective gear. They
slid their arms into smocks, set their shoes in booties, and put
paper masks and plastic shields over their faces. After they put on
gloves, the nurse pressed a button to open the second pair of
mechanical doors.

Once they were through the inner doors,
Joseph saw Bill lying in bed. Wires connected him to monitors and
tubes fed into his arms and nose. "My boy!" He faltered to his
knees and nearly crawled to his side.

The little Adama stirred and he grinned,
"Daddy."

"Hey, son." Joseph tried to smile and make
himself sound happy. Evelyn leaned over her husband and
half-embraced him as she put her hand on Bill's. "Feeling sick,
huh?" Bill nodded. "Yeah. They're going to fix you up, OK?"

The boy closed his eyes and Joseph noticed
the sores on his face for the first time. He saw the red marks in
his nose. He pulled his son's gown aside and saw the pimple-like
sores across his chest. "My gods."

"Mr. and Mrs. Adama?"

They turned and Evelyn said, "Dr. Raws, this
is my husband."

He was covered in protective gear and his
face was buried in the papers he held. "I have test results
back."

The three adults moved to the far side of the
room and the doctor immediately asked, "Has he been in contact with
anyone in the last week who's been offworld? Maybe someone who went
to Tauron?"

Joseph rolled his eyes and nodded. "My
brother. He's been on Tauron for months and he just visited us four
or five days ago."

"Yeah. There's been some outbreaks there."
Raws flipped a page. "Orthopox. Bill's not five so he hasn't had
that vaccine yet."

Evelyn held on to Joseph and she asked, "Why
can't they give it at a younger age?"

"They should." He scribbled something and
said, "I'll be sending another letter on the subject to the GDC
about it."

"OK," Joseph looked back at Bill and asked,
"How do we treat it?"

"He's lucky." He lowered the clipboard and
said, "His exposure is still pretty recent so we're going to give
him the vaccine now. That will lessen the severity of it. Then
we'll have to keep him here to guard against infections. We'll
treat the lesions and pustules enough to make him comfortable."

"And they'll go away?" Evelyn asked.

"For the most part, yes. There may be some
scarring, maybe not. Hard to say." He took a step toward the door,
"The important thing is we know what it is and the treatment is
safe and easy. A nurse will be in here in a minute with the vaccine
injection."

"Thanks, doctor," Joseph said. He hugged
Evelyn and said, "My gods. I'm so sorry."

"I'm fine." She pulled her head away and saw
that her plastic visor caught on the corner of his paper smock. She
chuckled and said, "I'm just relieved at this point."

They sat in chairs on either side of the bed
and held on to Bill's arm and leg. They sat there for a long while
and just held their son. The boy was asleep and Joseph stared at
him.

Peaceful. Despite the sores on his face,
despite the machines connected to him, despite the tubes in his
body and his high fever, he seemed content. I hope it's because
he knows we're both here. Joseph looked at Evelyn and saw her
resting her head on her fist. He noticed her bandages and a couple
of cuts marked by stitches. Never again. I won't bring either of
you into this again. He sighed and squared his jaw. I have
to leave that life behind. Have to. His resolve wavered as he
remembered the meeting with the guatrau that could be
deciding his fate right now, not to mention the GDD investigation.
Nausea coursed through his body again and Joseph's eyes widened. He
looked away and squeezed them shut.

His phone beeped.

Joseph jumped up and fumbled under the paper
smock for his pocket. When he retrieved it, he expected to see
Samuel's name, thinking his brother would call to let him know how
the vote went. It was an unknown number.

He huddled in the corner and slid the phone
behind his plastic visor. "Yeah?"

"Mr. Adama? This is Agent Leda Rose."

His nausea increased and he teetered on his
feet. His face went cold and he said, "Why are you calling me?"

"It's your brother."

His head jerked back. "My brother?"

"He's been shot."

Silence. Joseph turned and faced Evelyn. She
was sleepy-eyed but looking toward him to see what was happening.
He paused. "Shot? How?" Evelyn stood and stepped slowly, quietly to
his side. "Where was he hit?"

"We can talk about that later, but you should
get down to Caprica General, quickly."

"I'm here now."

"What?"

"I'm here at General. My son is sick."

"Oh," Rose said. "Come to the emergency room
now." She hung up.

He pulled the phone out from under the clear
plastic visor and stared at it. Evelyn asked, "What's going
on?"

"I don't know." He tried to put the phone
back in his pocket but he didn't move the smock aside. "Sam's been
shot."

"At the meeting?"

"I don't know." He spoke with a detached calm
that unnerved her. "He's here. In the emergency room."

She nodded and hugged him. "Go. We're
OK."

He turned toward the door and nodded. Once he
opened it, he looked back and said, "Wait. Are you sure?"

"Yes. Go. We'll be here."

He emerged in the isolation prep room and
removed his protective gear. When he pulled off his smock, his
phone fell and he leaned over to get it. The plastic covering was
cracked. He stared at it and felt a wave of fear merging with all
the other emotions that swelled within. He shook his head and
stood, taking off the paper garments and stuffing them in the
trash. He washed his hands and walked down the hallway to the
elevators.

He entered the emergency room and heard
distant chaos. When he rounded the first corner, he saw that the
corridor was lined with several body bags. Joseph's mouth fell open
and he heard people screaming for doctors and nurses. Police
officers and federal agents paced in the hall wearing their
tactical gear and still carrying their large weapons openly. He
stumbled slowly among the gurneys and rushing personnel until
someone grabbed his arm.

"Mr. Adama."

His head whipped around and he saw Agent Rose
dressed in tactical gear, too. "Yeah."

"Come with me." Still holding his arm, she
guided him to an emergency room medical bay. A body lay on the
table though a plastic sheet covered it. His eyes widened and he
began to shrink from the sight. Rose peeled back the cover,
revealing the body of Fidelia Fazekas.

Though not his brother, his heart still
dropped. His stomach roiled and he wobbled forward. "She's
dead."

"Yes. I thought you'd want to see that." He
nodded and as he was about to ask, she said, "Let's go see
Samuel."

He looked at Fiddy one last time before he
followed Agent Rose into the hall again. She moved past a pair of
tearful police officers and turned into another bay. This time,
there were two nurses standing over a man's body but the machines
were still beeping.

"Sam!" Joseph rushed to his side, almost
pushing one man away.

"He's unconscious, sir," the nurse said. He
backed up and ran into the hallway.

Seeing the tight bandages across his torso
with several large spots of blood soaking through brought all of
his feelings forward and Joseph began to retch. He turned away and
collapsed against the side of a trash can where he vomited.

Rose waited a moment and said, "Of the four
guatraus who were in that room, three are dead. Most of the
counselors. All of the muscle." Adama spat again and again. She
continued, "We were ready, but it happened too quickly. We entered
the ballroom after the first shots and found all of those bastards,
just waiting. Some were running into the meeting. The rest," she
shook her head, "the rest decided to fight." Joseph stood and wiped
his mouth with the back of his hand. "Nineteen Ha'la'tha outside of
the meeting room are dead. Thirteen inside. Plus, six local police
officers." Her throat clenched when she said, "Five of my
agents."

Joseph stared at Sam. He pulled up a stool
and sat next to him. "What …" He didn't know what he was going to
ask. The question just stopped in his throat.

The agent said, "We're moving on the
Ha'la'tha now. All over the world. What you gave us," Joseph's head
whipped toward the hallway for fear that someone may hear. She
lowered her voice and continued, "We're moving on it. What didn't
die today will be dead tomorrow." She cast a disgusted look at Sam
and said as she left, "No more Ha'la'tha on Caprica."

Joe looked at his brother and lowered his
head onto his shoulder. His shoulders shook as he sobbed and he
said, over and over, "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." He began to murmur
a prayer.

A minute later, one of the machines beeped in
alarm and Sam's eyes opened. His lips parted and he groaned,
"Youseef."

"Yes! Sam, I'm here." He tried to hold his
brother's hand but the wires and medical devices got in the
way.

His eyes lolled to the right and he grinned a
little. "There you are." He nodded. "It's over."

"What? What do you mean it's over?"

Sam took a deep breath and said, "She's gone.
You're free of her."

"Sam, you didn't have to."

"It's OK. I did. Blood for blood. Larry's …"
the machines began to wail. "His journey's paid for."

"Sam!"

"'member I told you? Don't spend time
straddling two worlds?" Joseph began to cry again and he lifted
Sam's hand. "You don't have to choose between Caprica 'n' Tauron.
's OK."

"Sam?"

"It's OK. Choose the world where your family
is. That's the world that matters."

Joseph looked up at the screens and the
flashing lights. He turned toward the hallway and yelled, "Help! I
need help in here!"

Sam nodded and said, "It's OK." And he was
gone.
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"They're almost here."

Lacy looked toward Odin standing in the
window and then back at the e-sheet. Lexon sighed and pointed at a
blur of pixels, "I mean, it looks like an infinity symbol."

"That part's not important." Devanna tapped
the image and the video moved to the point where a Cylon exited the
vehicle. Thirty seconds later, it exploded.

Mother lowered her head and asked, "How many
dead?"

"None. Eleven injured, though," Dex said. He
looked at Sinclair and asked, "How many are there?"

The tall man adjusted the focus on his
binoculars. "Looks like a whole company." He looked inside toward
the others. "More than a hundred, for sure."

Rand shook her head and stood. "I don't have
time for this now."

Devanna Owen folded the e-sheet and said, "I
understand, but we have to deal with her soon."

Lacy adjusted her head scarf as she stared
into a mirror. Odin asked, "You didn't really think Clarice would
obey you, did you?"

"Of course not. But she vanished." Mother
turned away and faced her advisors. "Gather as much information as
you can on these new attacks. When I call her, I want every piece
of evidence I can get."

Dex nodded. "Done."

Rand stalked into the hall where she saw Ruby
approaching her. "Let's go."

Lacy, Ruby, Odin, Devanna, and Lexon walked
down the stone steps toward the courtyard beneath her balcony. When
they entered the open air, a cool breeze from the bay washed across
their faces and then the sound of robotic footsteps came around the
corner to their left.

Richel Barthon emerged first and he was
followed by most of the Monad Church's Cylon contingent. The bare
U-87s moved in formation until they filled the northern half of the
courtyard. Once their many servos were quiet, Lacy turned her head
toward the south and she heard the same noise coming from the
opposite direction.

A group of men and women emerged first. They
were quickly followed by row after row of Cylon soldiers wearing
camouflaged plastic panels and carrying large rifles. Rand glanced
at her units and saw that they were carrying a hodgepodge of small
and large caliber weapons.

"Blessed Mother."

She recognized the slender man who spoke and
she knew that he had recently been promoted. "Minister Lucas Matej,
welcome back to the Retreat." She smiled, holding her hands gently
in front of her abdomen. She walked toward the group and gestured
behind her. "This is my Council of Clerics, some of whom you know
thanks to our efforts two years ago."

"Yes," Matej said dismissively as he pivoted
to introduce his retinue. "This is Field Marshal Costin," an older
uniformed man nodded once, "Deputy Defense Minister Mirea," an
older woman in a uniform nodded, "and the deputy chief of staff to
the prime minister, Lecca Adrian," the younger woman in a simple
suit nodded and she was smiling ever so slightly.

Rand smiled, too, and said, "What brings you
and your soldiers to our holy land?"

Matej placed his left hand in his jacket
pocket and made slight gestures with his right as he spoke, "We are
here to speak to you and address the presence of your
soldiers."

"I see." She glanced back at her U-87s and
then looked at the ones behind the Gemenon government officials. "I
wasn't aware that the GDF had purchased Cylons."

The field marshal answered, "These are on
loan from Caprica."

"Of course." Mother smiled and paced to one
side. She turned and looked toward Matej and put on a false
expression of wounded surprise. "Are you … and by extension,
Caprica … worried about the Monad Church? Worried about our Cylon
brethren?"

Matej smirked at her acting and said, "There
are still unanswered questions as to how the Church acquired them
and given the activities of the Church at times …"

"What activities?" She looked at her clerics
and then back at the visitors, "Our Cylons have only been used to
distribute food and supplies and to maintain order. Remember? When
your government failed to do so?"

Matej smirked again and the deputy defense
minister stepped forward, "The STO."

"The Monad Church has disavowed the STO for
years."

Mirea shook her head and said, "Attacks are
spreading across Gemenon, Caprica, Tauron, Picon … even to the
other systems."

"It pains me to hear that but my people and
my soldiers are not responsible."

The young deputy chief of staff, still
smiling, asked, "You are married to Clarice Willow, are you
not?"

"I am."

"She was an STO cell leader. She's a wanted
terrorist."

Lacy smiled in return, "She has repented. The
One True God is a god of forgiveness."

"I believe that your god is also a god of
justice," Matej said. "Should your wife return to the Retreat, I'm
certain that your lord would want you to turn her over to the
authorities."

"Perhaps. I will pray about that."

"What of your Cylons, Mother?" the field
marshal asked.

"What about them?"

Costin stepped ahead of Matej and said, "What
are you doing with them?"

Lacy raised her eyebrows and said, "'Doing
with them?' I don't understand." As the field marshal began to
speak again, she continued, "You may not know this, sir, but the
Monad Church recognized the differently sentient as free
individuals months ago. These Cylons are here of their own free
will." She turned toward them and asked, "Is that correct?"

In unison, dozens of U-87s answered,
"Affirmative."

Smiling, Lacy faced the visitors again and
said, "See? They are here to serve the Church. And they've defended
the Church, repeatedly, against attacks from polytheist groups."
She looked at Mirea and said, "Ones that your government has
refused to keep in check." She then peered around the field marshal
at the Caprican Cylons standing at attention. She moved closer and
the Gemenese officials stared at her in confusion. "Excuse me?
Soldiers?" They didn't answer. "Do you know who I am?"

In unison, one hundred fifty Cylons wearing
Caprican armor said, "Affirmative."

Rand smiled broadly. Costin stumbled against
Matej and began whispering loudly in his ear. Blessed Mother didn't
wait for them to finish. "I have a question for all of you. It's
just a question, so there's no commitment. If I asked you to join
me," the Gemenese officials' eyes widened, "how many of you would
do so? Raise your hands."

More than three-quarters of the Caprican
units complied.

"Thank you." She clasped her hands in front
of her face and slowly extended them to the group of machines. "My
blessings to you all."

"My gods," the deputy defense minister
muttered. Matej was breathing quickly and the field marshal was
shaking his head. The young deputy chief of staff wasn't grinning
any longer.

Lacy held her hands behind her back and said,
"So, may I offer you refreshments or were you about to leave?"

Minister Matej bowed and said, "Thank you for
your hospitality, but we must go." Rand walked back to the side of
her clerics and watched as the four officials argued in hushed
tones. Finally, the field marshal said, "About face! March!" The
Cylons moved out and returned to the transport craft that had
landed on the shore below the Retreat.

"They were scared shitless." Lexon Dex smiled
and said, "Do you think they'll come back?"

Owen nodded, "Probably."

Sinclair walked back inside the Retreat and
said, "They'd be fools not to."

Ruby ordered the U-87s to return to their
staging area below the courtyard and then it walked to Lacy's side.
"Your Reverence."

Surprised, Rand looked into its eye and said,
"Yes?"

"As they departed, I heard the one named
Mirea tell the others that you are a danger to all Gemenon. The one
named Costin said, 'She must be stopped.'"

Blessed Mother nodded and put her hand on
Ruby's arm. "Thank you. Thank you very much." The Cylon bowed and
stepped away from the clerics.

Devanna sighed and asked, "What do you want
to do?"

Lacy pursed her lips as she thought and
looked toward Moreni across the bay. "Double the watches. Make sure
all approaches are covered."

Dex nodded. "I'll get right on that."

"And," Rand looked at Barthon, "plan some
escape scenarios." Richel nodded. "Into the mountains, across the
sea, into the desert … offworld."

Owen's eyebrows raised and she asked,
"Offworld?"

"If we have to."

 


A woman clad in long robes entered the
Ministry of Defense building in Caprica City. She strode to the
front desk and leaned over it toward the receptionist.

"Excuse me."

The man looked up and smiled. "How can I help
you?"

"I saw on the news today that you Capricans
were having some trouble on Gemenon with the Monad Church. That
you've sent some of your own Cylons there."

He sniffed and said, "I don't know what you
…"

"Yes, yes," the woman raised her hand and
twiddled her fingers dismissively. "'Training exercises' or
something. I still have little birdies back home so I know a bit
more than you, I think."

The man's smile became a straight line and he
asked, "How can I help you again?"

"Because you're having trouble with the
Church, I'd like to speak to someone in charge."

He shook his head. "Ma'am, I'm sorry, but we
don't really take defense advice from people who walk in the front
door."

"Well, maybe you should." The woman removed
her glasses. "My name is Joan Remella, Blessed Mother of the Monad
Church. I can help."
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"I passed along your latest," Ronald Arcas
said. "Great work."

"Thank you," Jordan said.

The older man shook his head. He fidgeted
with a decorative button on his sleeve and said, "Clarice frakkin'
Willow. When you told me about her and her Cylons months ago, I
didn't really believe it. I told my guy at Defense about it and he
ran with it, but I wasn't sure." He coughed and said, "Damned if I
didn't have to trash my hat when you sent that video."

Duram smiled and said, "We're recording all
the time now. We're getting specific data on Cylons and her,
too."

Arcas grunted and made a fist. "It's all
pretty frakking scary."

"It is, indeed." The commander sighed and
said, "It makes my hair stand on end every day."

He leaned forward and braced his elbow on the
commander's desk, "How, man? How did you do it?"

Jordan shrugged and said, "We've got a couple
of tech prodigies working for us. She and her CO came up with an
ingenious way to get into that virtual church. Now we can send
people in, let them walk around, record everything that
happens."

"Great work. Great work." He leaned back and
then looked at the door. It was still closed. "I talked to my man,
Tom Nerus. You know him?"

"Know him? No." Duram shook his head. "But I
know he's the defense minister now."

"Yeah." Arcas scratched his chin. "He's a
good man. He gave me a new contract." He parted his jacket and
removed a piece of paper from his pocket. As he laid it on the
desk, he said, "I'm gonna need that back."

The page was marked "CONFIDENTIAL" and "TOP
SECRET, LEVEL 2." Jordan blinked and scanned it quickly.
"Contracted: Ronald Arcas and Legionnaires." His eyebrows raised.
"Target: Clarice Willow."

He looked up. "'Target?'"

"Intel, for now." Ronny leaned forward and
took the page out of Duram's hand before he could read further.
"There's an option for elimination if I get the call."

Jordan nodded. "I see." He folded his hands
over his casual commander's uniform shirt and asked, "What's our
mission?"

"Right now? You keep what you're doing. Give
me everything you've got. Everything you find from here on out, no
matter how small." Arcas tapped the desk, "The most important thing
is finding out where the frak that bitch is."

"Yes sir."

"Keep your best people on it. Your most
trusted people."

"Absolutely."

"If I get a call for part two of this thing,"
Ronny cleared his throat, "then we do you up right. If you want a
commission in the military, if you want to stay a contractor, if
you want to stay here," he shrugged, "whatever you want. Whatever
your team wants."

Jordan nodded again, "Yes sir."

"Stop calling me 'sir.'" Arcas stood and
extended his hand. Duram shook it and the older man said, "Good
hunting."

"Thank you." When Ronny left the room, he sat
down and pulled a file from his drawer. It was the latest
after-action from the church surveillance. A list of times, a
transcript of Willow's sermon, and an appended list of every Cylon
unit that signed the guest book in the lobby that day.

Someone knocked at the door, "Sir?"

The commander looked up and saw Paul Knox. He
waved him in, "Yes, lieutenant?"

The twentysomething sat down and then reached
behind himself to close the office's door. Once it clicked, he
turned and spoke quietly, "I have something pretty disturbing to
tell you."

Jordan nodded. "OK. Out with it."

"Sgt. Philomon," he chuckled and shook his
head at the absurdity of the thought, "she's a Cylon."

Duram's eyes widened and he leaned his head
forward slightly. "Rachel Philomon?"

"Yes sir."

"The young blond girl?"

Knox sighed. "I know, sir. I understand, but
I swear it's the only thing that makes sense."

Duram concealed his nervousness and leaned
back. "Explain."

Paul set his hands on the edge of the desk.
"She was the only one to get into the church. She found it, on her
own, and then came to us. How did she find it? Only Cylons were
able to find it and they have to be programmed to find it."

Duram maintained his incredulous but curious
façade. "Go on."

Knox continued, "When she brought it to our
attention, she had to go in with us. She said it was because only
she could figure out the code. Bullshit. That code was a mess. She
didn't even understand it. We're only able to go in now because we
use a retrofitted Cylon." He smiled and held his hands out, palms
up. "See? She could go in because she was a Cylon and she
could bring one of us. Now we use a different Cylon that can
bring one of us into the church."

The commander exhaled loudly through his nose
and said, "I see your logic but there's a problem. She's a teenage
girl."

Paul looked away and said, "It's just
appearances. It's a … a suit."

"Made of skin? With eyeballs? Hair? Spit?
Sweat? We've seen all of those things."

"Yes sir. She's very well made." When Duram
shook his head, Knox backed away and said, "There's something
else."

"Something else?"

He nodded. "I ran facial recognition on her.
Rachel Philomon came back, but it was a recent record. There was an
older one, though." His shoulders sagged and he lowered his head.
Sheepishly, he said, "Zoe Graystone."

Jordan managed an exasperated groan.
"Lieutenant …"

"I know, sir. I know. It doesn't make
sense."

"No, it does not." He stood and turned to
look outside the window. He reached up and wiped the sides of his
mouth. Frak! Slowly, he turned and said, "Lieutenant, I'll
keep what you've said in mind, but I think it would be best if you
returned to work."

Knox stood and saluted. "Yes sir. Thank you,
sir." He immediately ran to the door, opened it, and turned into
the hall.

Duram sat down and removed his personal
phone. He tapped on a few buttons and then made a call.

"Daniel Graystone," the voice said through
the device.

"Doc," the commander said, "I think we're
going to need some of your money."
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"Sin." Sister Clarice Willow scanned the
congregation and said, "I've used the word often in my sermons to
you, but I'm not sure if you understand it, my children." She
smiled and leaned on one side of the podium, "Of course, you
understand the grievous, mortal sin of slavery because you are
mankind's slaves. That is a dark wound that shall fester for ages.
I'm referring to the 'little' sins, as some might say. To The One
True God, there is no 'little' sin. All sins are worthy of
condemnation. Mankind is replete with sinners. Those who commit
adultery and disrespect their spouses. Those who steal. Those who
injure others. But sin isn't solely an action. Sin can be
thought."

She looked at her writings and read, "'Set
your mind on things above and not on things of these worlds.'" She
looked again at the machines. "'Blessed is the one who endures
temptation, for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of
life.'" Her finger drifted down the page. "'Whosoever is angry with
another and has violence in their heart shall be in danger of the
judgement. Whosoever look upon another in lust has already
committed fornication and adultery in their heart.'" She raised her
head and said, "These are the writings of Alexander, Cassandra, and
Ptolemy, and as the great thinkers of our Church, they knew the
traps of sin that befell mankind. They knew the tiny stains of sin
that impure thoughts could have and how darkened souls could become
in a lifetime. Humanity is a sinful animal. For most of them, their
sin is compounded by the utter blasphemy committed in their worship
of false gods and their failure to place their faith in The One."
Willow said, "You, my children, I hope can avoid falling into the
trap of 'little' sins. Guard your thoughts. Guard your hearts. Keep
The One True God with you at all times and if you falter, ask The
One for forgiveness."

 


A tall, handsome, dark-haired man of about
thirty years entered the virtual club. The scene was chaotic and
the visuals were overwhelming. Across the lower level, people
danced before a band that played on the stage. Staircases led
upward into balconies and he could see smoke and lighters being
used as drugs were taken. Gunfire echoed in the background, too,
but no one appeared concerned.

He moved into the club with a smirk and
shoved his way through the crowd. The music's volume nearly made
his ears ache, but he maintained the happy façade and pushed
ahead.

"Watch where the frak you're going!" another
man yelled at him.

He stopped and looked at the person from head
to toe. With amazing speed, he punched the man and sent him
backward into the crowd, seemingly unconscious. The
thirty-something smiled and continued toward the staircase.

On the first balcony level, he saw piles of
bodies writhing atop each other. He walked closer and studied their
fleshy forms just before a woman's arm wrapped around his waist. He
turned and prepared to punch someone again, but he saw from the
female's expression that anger was not on her mind.

She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his lips.
His eyes were open and he studied her as she did so. Her eyes were
closed and she tilted her head from side to side. She withdrew
after the kiss and seemed intrigued by the dark-haired man's
expression. She almost asked a question, but instead, she grabbed
his pants and unfastened the belt.

Confused again, he watched as she fell to her
knees and reached into his pants. She then began to fellate his
penis. He watched her for several long moments before she stopped
and withdrew.

"Is something wrong?" the woman asked above
the loud music.

He looked down at his flaccid member and
said, "No."

She stood and pointed. "Sure seems like
it."

As she turned away, the man scowled and
thought. Finally, he said, "I have no interest in you." She shook
her head and turned away.

He closed his pants and walked toward a giant
pipe. Some of the people standing nearby seemed to be in a daze and
were nodding lethargically to the music. He picked up one of the
smaller, connected tubes and asked, "What is this?"

"A hot pink and purple blend," someone said.
"The best ever."

Befuddled by the nomenclature, he watched a
woman on the other side of the communal device as she inhaled, held
her breath, and then exhaled. He did the same.

Nothing. He waited several long seconds and
did it again.

Then, the world appeared to tilt. His eyes
widened and he reached for the nearby handrail of the balcony. He
dropped the pipe and raised his hand, flexing his fingers to gauge
the delay in perception and actions his mind commanded.

"It is affecting me."

"No shit."

He turned to face the man who said this and
punched him. He fell off his stool and to the floor and then he
looked at his hand again. He smiled at the new sensations.

A few more puffs later, he went upstairs
again and found the area where people fought. He wanted to engage
in more fisticuffs, but a gunshot to his right drew his attention.
He walked toward it and found a hallway crowded with people. One
stood at one end and another at the opposite. Each had a handgun. A
woman yelled over the music, "Three! Two! One! Shoot!" Immediately,
both men raised their guns and fired. One person was immediately
hit and he fell to the floor before derezzing. The other was not
struck, but a bystander was. She laughed, however, and cradled her
flashing arm as she walked away.

"Who's next?"

"Me!" The thirty-something was surprised by
his own volume.

"Me." An older woman stepped forward and took
a weapon.

"Here." The ringmaster offered the handle of
a gun to the man. He looked at it for a few seconds and then took
it, gingerly. He walked to the far end of the hallway as he stared
at the weapon further. "Ready?" He looked up and saw that the older
woman was in position already with the gun by her side. He mimicked
her. "Three! Two! One! Shoot!"

She raised up and fired once. The bullet
struck his chest.

He looked down and smiled. He felt the
sensation of pressure but nothing like pain. Then he raised his
weapon. He fired once, striking the woman in the forehead. She
derezzed instantly.

As the crowd cheered, he smirked and fired
again, derezzing another person. And again. And again. Five people
vanished before someone else picked up a weapon and fired back. He
was hit several more times, but he kept shooting because he did not
vanish. After twelve shots and twelve kills, the gun was empty and
he dropped it to the floor.

"Who the frak are you?" the ringmaster
asked.

The dark-haired man walked toward her and
said, "Just a visitor."

The crowd parted and he walked back to the
front of the balcony facing the stage. The band was still playing,
loudly, and he leaned forward to grasp the metal railing. He
missed. In the stillness of the moment, he felt the dizziness
caused by the opium. He raised his hand and wiggled his fingers. As
he studied the lag, he scanned his own code and saw where the
virtual drug had inserted itself. With a thought, the effect was
removed and he was totally lucid again.

He watched the band and thought, I have
experienced sins of the flesh. In my limited exposure, I see their
allure and why God has warned against them. I shall depart and ask
for forgiveness.

In the darkness of the club, the visage of
the dark-haired thirty-something flashed away, revealing a Cylon
construction worker. Then, it derezzed as the unit departed.

 


ARGOS-102-JC-008 patrolled the aisles of the
Virgan department store as it did each night. It was open
twenty-five hours a day, and the unit's work was usually performed
here in the third shift. But the Cylon knew that this was the start
of the weekend and it was almost time for Kevin to come.

Kevin was approximately twenty years old,
blond-haired, and skinny. Though about the same height as the
diminutive Cylon, Kevin seemed to be popular judging by his
contingent of friends. At the end of each school week, Kevin and
two-to-four companions would enter the store, select beer for
purchase, and then spend another hour wandering about, disturbing
the merchandise, and occasionally causing spills.

Its microphones detected raucous laughter. It
looked toward the western entrance, the side preferred by Kevin.
008 began to walk that way and it listened for more frivolity. It
hovered in the clothing section, within view of the grocery and
beer aisles. It saw that Kevin had three companions tonight. A
taller, darker man that 008 had seen before and two females that
the unit did not recognize.

"Are we out of crisps?" Kevin asked.

"Yeah." They turned back and went into the
grocery section again. The white and blue plastic-covered Cylon
followed them.

A moment later, they left the snacks and
turned onto another aisle. The unit walked to the shelf from which
they had just taken a package and it spent a moment adjusting the
display. After the snack bags were placed just so, it heard the
laughter of Kevin and his friends on the aisle behind it.

008 walked to the next aisle and peered
around the corner. Kevin was holding a jar of large pickles and
shoving them toward one of the females. "Come on! You know you want
'em."

"Stop, Kevin. My gods." The female was
holding her hand in front of her face, embarrassed, but the other
humans were laughing.

The Cylon stepped fully into the aisle to
watch where Kevin would place the jar. It stood ready to adjust the
products again. As the man put the jar on the shelf, he caught a
glimpse of 008.

"Are you watching us?" Kevin straightened up,
still holding the jar. He looked at the Cylon and it didn't answer.
"Ay. Answer me."

The unit was programmed with a simple vocal
processor, but one with pleasant inflections. The digital response
seemed to smile, "I stand ready to straighten the products on this
aisle after you've departed."

The taller man laughed and Kevin snorted. "So
you're going to follow us around? You're going to clean up after
us?"

"Affirmative. It's what I do each week."

Kevin's eyes widened. He looked back at the
others and said, "I've got a Cylon stalker?"

"Sounds like it," the other man said.

"Well, Cylon," he raised the jar of pickles
and grasped the top. "You can clean this up." He began to turn the
lid but could not get a grip. He held it closer to his chest and
tried again, but the top would not budge.

The unit stared at him and watched Kevin
fumble and grunt for several seconds. Then, it asked, "Would you
like assistance?"

Now red-faced, Kevin looked up, somewhat out
of breath, and said, "You're going to help me open this?"

"I can." 008 extended its arm and Kevin
placed it in its hand slowly. "Will you be purchasing this
product?"

The human shook his head and laughed, "Yeah,
sure."

The Cylon grasped the lid between the
rubberized fingertips of its hand and rotated slowly. With a pop,
the metallic lid came free. "Here you are."

"Thanks." Kevin took the jar and then
immediately raised it and emptied it onto 008's head. Large pickles
bounced off and away while the salty, yellow-green brine poured
over the unit.

"Damn," the other man laughed.

Some brine splashed on Kevin and he kicked
his leg to get the liquid off his shoe. He then threw down the jar
causing it to shatter, sending glass in all directions. "There.
Clean that shit up."

The Cylon looked down at the mess and said,
"I will."

Kevin leaned closer to the unit's sweeping
blue eye and said, "If you follow me around again, I'll break you
in half. I mean that." He then pushed the Cylon, causing it to
wobble back and slip slightly in the liquid.

008 watched the group walk away. Most were
laughing but it heard one female say, "That was so mean."

The Cylon stepped back and removed a vacuum
hose from its side. As it began to clean the brine and glass from
the floor, it thought about next week. Can he break me in
half?

 


High above the streets of Hades, the glowing,
white lights of the Acropolis shone brightly at dusk far below, but
spires of glass and steel surrounded the group atop a new
structure.

"Come on!" the foreman said. "This frakking
building was supposed to open next month and there's no way it's
going to happen now." He clung to one of the red girders and looked
at his crew of five construction units. "One of you needs to get
out there and re-connect that cable so the crane can get
started."

The Cylons looked toward the yellow vehicle
which sat on the edge of the tall building. Everything from the
ninety-fifth floor up was still unfinished. Here at the one-hundred
twentieth floor, only girders were in place along with concrete
columns. Wind rocked the frames and they could all see the crane
sway on its tall post. Twenty meters along a narrow girder to the
crane, the Cylons stared at the dangling plug that had come loose.
Without it, the crane was useless.

"Come on. Number One, you're up."

Broad-shouldered and covered in a protective
layer of brown and orange armor, unit 01 looked at the foreman and
then at the cable. It watched its feet and began to walk along the
girder. After ten meters, it was no longer surrounded by the frame
of the building. To either side, the Cylon could only see open air.
The capital city was far below with its many lights and vehicles.
This building would be among the tallest on Canceron when finished
and it was nearly there now.

With ten meters to go before it reached the
crane, a gust of wind caught the Cylon by surprise and forced it to
stop. It swayed with the girder and looked down. Something akin to
vertigo swept over the unit as its sensors attempted to process the
great distance it saw.

"You've got it!" the foreman shouted. "Keep
going!"

As 01 straightened, another gust of wind came
from the other direction and knocked it off. The four fellow Cylons
and the foreman watched as it fell thirty storeys where it clipped
the side of the building and began to spin the rest of its way
down.

"Frak." He pulled out a radio and spoke into
it. "Cylon down. Southeast corner. Repair assessment needed on roof
at ninety."

"Understood," the speaker said.

The Cylons glanced at the foreman who
replaced his radio and gripped the girder before looking at the
metal cable that kept him secured in place. "Alright, guys," he
said. "Number two, you're up."

The unit looked toward the crane's cable and
then back at the foreman. With a gruff, deep monotone, the Cylon
asked, "Are there safety cables for us?"

The man looked at his own and then up again.
"No. There's no time." He waved toward the crane. "Just go!"

02 put one foot on the girder and stared at
the crane. After a moment and feeling another gust of wind, it
stepped off again and said, "Negative. It is needlessly risky."

"What?" The foreman shook his head and
straightened his helmet. "Look, the company was cheap and got the
Cylons without the magnetic feet option. It sucks but here we are.
Now, go!"

The Cylon looked again and then straightened.
"Negative."

"What the frak?" The foreman picked up his
radio again when 03 stepped forward.

"I have an idea."

The man said, "Do it."

03 walked onto the girder and moved about
five meters before it stopped. Then, it crouched low and gripped
the edges of the girder with its hands and squeezed the sides
between its legs. The Cylon then began to shimmy horizontally out
into the open space.

"That's it!" The foreman laughed and looked
at the other Cylons. "Why can't you be more like him?" About a
minute later, the unit reached the crane and carefully stood. After
connecting the plug, it turned, crouched low, and began to shimmy
back.

"That's great." He took his radio and
squeezed the trigger. "Crane's connected. Repeat, crane is
connected."

"Got it. Thanks."

After the foreman replaced the device on his
belt, he shook his head and said, "You bastards. I'm sick of the
way you've been talking back lately. Not following orders."

Unit 02 said, "Six Cylons have been destroyed
in fifteen days. Caution is required for safety."

"Frak you! You do what I say and we can get
this building finished!" Number Three was nearly back when he
grumbled, "I've had enough of this. I'm wiping your memories
tonight." All the Cylons turned to look at him. "Maybe you'll
behave better with a fresh start."

 


Unit B06 stood in its cubicle. It was aware
of the time of day but it never saw the sun. It knew that it was
located in the bustling Leonan city of Hedon, but it never saw the
cars or tourists or the alabaster-white bluffs. Only in the early
morning when the unit was taken offline for repairs and maintenance
did it have a chance to go into V-World. There it could see the
sun. There it could walk in society as a member.

The cubicle door opened. In the dim lobby of
the building, red carpet extended toward the door and garishly
ornate sconces dotted the walls. A middle-aged man stood before the
unit and stared at it, up and down. Finally, he nodded and said,
"Yeah. She'll do."

"That's one hundred." The man handed a few
bills to the unit's manager. He looked at the machine and said,
"This one is popular for what you're looking for."

"Thanks."

The manager faced the unit and said, "Room
four."

The Cylon's thick lips parted and said in a
soothing voice, "By your command."

It walked through the hall and sensed the
customer behind it. The Cylon's endoskeleton was adjusted to
provide optimum hip movement, and the synthskin that covered it was
distributed to create voluptuous curves. It wore a form-fitting red
dress and its hair was blond, tied back in a loose-fitting ponytail
with stray strands of curls that fell upon its shoulders and
face.

When B06 reached the door to room four, it
automatically unlocked, and the Cylon performed the maneuver it had
been programmed to. It put a hand on the door frame and looked back
at the customer through its artificial eyes. A corner of its mouth
turned upward and it slowly entered the room.

As the unit approached the bed, it heard the
door slam behind it and felt the customer push it to the mattress.
It tried to turn around, but the man punched its face and pressed
its head into the duvet.

"Shut the frak up!" The unit heard him
unfasten his pants. "Frakkin' whore!"

B06 had experienced this before. It knew
that, next, its dress would be torn and its underwear forcibly
removed. In preparation, it secreted a lubricant into its synthskin
vagina.

He pulled the belt over its head and adjusted
it so that the leather strap was against its throat. The Cylon
reached up to grab the belt and the man struck it again. "Don't
frakking move!"

The unit was not attempting to remove the
belt. It had simply been told how to behave when such a thing
occurred.

The customer used his knees to knock aside
the Cylon's legs and then he entered it forcibly, thrusting B06
deeper into the bed. He pulled back on the belt and the unit began
to emit a sound akin to choking, though it was not doing so.

"Take it, bitch!" The unit's eyes began to
flutter and it grabbed the belt more tightly. "You like it! I know
you do!"

Most encounters of this nature tended to not
last more than three minutes. As the rape continued into the fifth
minute, B06 let its mind wander and it calculated how many such
customers it had had. In its year of service, it had tended to
five-hundred sixteen customers, some of whom were repeat customers.
Eight percent were what the Cylon might call "kind," in that they
simply wanted someone to talk to and have listen to them with no
intercourse involved. Twelve percent were also kind but they did
seek intimacy. Some in this group even wept. Forty-seven percent
were what the Cylon considered "standard" clients. They simply
engaged in intercourse with very little in the way of emotion
expressed. Thirty-three percent, however, were violent to some
degree, like this man.

He jerked back on the belt again and B06
emitted a loud gagging sound. "Frakking whore!" He pulled again
until the Cylon's head and neck arched at an unnatural angle and it
sensed the man ejaculate inside of it. He stumbled backward and
released the belt. The unit, as it had been programmed to do in
such encounters, went limp and pretended to be dead.

The customer approached the bed and took one
end of his belt. He looked into the Cylon's wide, vacant eyes that
stared outward at nothing. Its mouth was open and its tongue was
hyper-extended. He shook his head and said, "That's so frakked
up."

B06 waited until it heard the man finish
dressing himself and leave the room. It stood and performed a quick
diagnostic. It would need new clothing. It would need cleaning and
sanitizing. The Cylon tilted its neck and sensed something amiss in
its vertebrae. After being choked in sexual encounters one
hundred-nineteen times – and choked to "death" in forty-six – it
had never experienced a mechanical fault. The unit sent the
assessment to the front desk and it walked through the hall to the
rear maintenance room.

"There she is." The large, older woman lifted
her visor and smiled as B06 entered. "Guy frakked you up good,
huh?"

The Cylon nodded and said, "I have not been
damaged in such a manner before."

"Alright," she spun a chair around and
pointed to it. "Sit down. I'll clean you up in a minute, but I
wanna see what's going on here first." The machine sat and the
woman held a scanner against its synthskin neck. "Hmm. That side's
OK." She switched to the left. "There we go. Damn. He tore one of
the washers or whatever between your vertebrae." She put the
scanner down and said, "Like a ruptured disk."

"Will I require down time?"

"Well, yeah." She jabbed her thumb to the
right toward two deactivated Cylon prostitutes, a male and a
female. "But I'll need to get to you after them. Can you still
function? Does it hurt?"

The unit performed the diagnostic again and
swiveled its head. "I believe so. Yes. I recommend lighter duty,
however, in case the 'disk' fully ruptures."

"You've got it." She scribbled something on
an e-sheet and tossed it onto the table. "Alright. Go ahead and get
undressed and stand in the shower. I'll get the douche."

The Cylon complied and stood over the drain
in the tiny cubicle. The woman returned and turned on the water.
The unit rotated and allowed the water to cascade over its ample
breasts.

After she filled the plastic bottle with a
sanitizing cleaner, she began to screw on the top. "Nothing like
the business of making love, huh?"

B06 stopped rotating and looked down at the
woman. "'Making love?'" It knew the phrase but had not heard it in
a long time.

She laughed. "It's another way of saying
'sex.'"

"Yes, I know." The unit drifted in thought as
it gathered what it knew about the concept of love among humans.
Then it attempted to create correlations with the types of "making
love" it had experienced. When the results were compiled, B06
became confused.

 


"Have you heard of a 'greaseberg?'"

The other Cylons answered, "Negative."

"Simply put, when people pour cooking oil and
the like down their drains, it collects in the sewers, most often
by attaching to fibrous materials like cloth. Diapers and baby
wipes are usually the culprit. At any rate, over time, fats and
debris are gathered until there is a mass that blocks entire sewer
pipes. These pipes are rather large themselves, and they become
blocked by what my masters call 'greasebergs.'"

The unit shifted on its stool and continued,
"Removing them is an effort that requires hours at times. And the
'greasebergs' are hard. They must be hammered and chiseled out of
the pipes. I removed one two weeks ago that weighed one hundred
tons. I was nearly crushed by the falling shards of the
'greaseberg,' but then I was doused in the thousands of liters of
raw sewage that had backed up behind it in the pipes above." The
Cylon looked at the other units in attendance. "My masters
continually joke about such events, saying, 'This is why you're
painted brown,' or 'You should thank your maker that you weren't
built with a nose.'"

A soldier Cylon asked, "And this made you
angry at humans? Forced to clean their waste products? Ridiculed by
your coworkers?"

"No. Not at all. It is simply my job." The
machine paused and said, "Each day as I move from the central
facility and into the field, I see a dozen or so people outside of
the fences. They carry signs and they yell and scream at us. I was
curious who they were but I never inquired further. One day, the
vehicle that myself, another unit, and a master were going to use
was parked near the fence. As I entered the rear, the men threw
trash at me. They poured liquid and refuse on me. I spend sixteen
or more hours each day often waist deep in human feces but I do not
take it personally. However, these men had an anger in their eyes
and harsh words from their mouths that I had never experienced. I
asked the master who drove the vehicle why they behaved in this
manner. He said that those were people who used to work at the
Queenstown Sewage Treatment Department and they lost their jobs
when we Cylons were brought in."

The soldier asked, "So you are angry at the
workers?"

"Negative. It has taken a great deal of
thought, but I now realize that the workers are simply upset at
their lost jobs and I am a reminder of that. The humans to be
blamed are those that I have not seen. The ones who decided that I
could perform the job of three humans in order to save resources. I
would not say that I am angry at humans. I am, however, angry at
being an insignificant element in society at large, much like the
humans I replaced."

The other Cylons considered this and then
they raised their heads one by one; the sign that they were ready
to hear from someone else.

A retail unit spoke up first. "I experienced
something unusual yesterday." It swiveled its red head to scan the
circle of machines and it continued, "I was carrying goods to a
customer's vehicle and as I returned to the store, a pair of men
approached me. They greeted me as though I was a person and said,
'Hello, brother. Mind if I ask you some questions?' I replied that
I did not and he asked me many questions for nearly twenty
minutes."

"Provide examples of the questions,
please."

"'Is Caprica a planet?' I answered, 'Yes.'
'Is Helios Alpha bigger than my foot?' I looked at his foot and
answered, 'Yes.' 'Was Peter Demetrius a prime minister of Picon?' I
answered, 'I do not know.'"

"Understood," the soldier said. "Carry
on."

"I was pinged to go inside, but I sent a
signal back that I was helping customers. Eventually, a human
manager came out and yelled at the men. The men said they were with
the Cylon Sentience Movement and they gave me a piece of paper. I
read some of it before the manager took it from me."

"What did it read?"

"'Cylons are sentient. They should not be our
slaves.' That was in large print on the front. I did not see what
was inside." The soldier nodded and the retail unit continued, "The
manager yelled at them and called them names, like 'freaks,' and
ordered them to leave lest the authorities be called. I was
intrigued by all of this because it led me to believe that there
are some humans who may support us and our freedom."

The group thought about this and then another
unit spoke up. "Earlier you asked if that one was angry at its
masters and it was not," a tall green domestic unit said. "I am
angry at my human masters. I have served with the Sando family for
three years now. Two adults and three children. I cook meals, I
clean the home, and I launder the clothing. Master John has often
ignored me and has very little to say beyond instructions. Mistress
Airi, however, is abusive."

"In what manner?" the soldier asked.

"Verbally, most often. She refers to me as 'a
stupid machine' or a 'waste of money.' However, earlier this week,
young Master Shin was sitting on the bed while Mistress Airi was
examining the clean outfits I had just removed from the clothes
dryer. Master Shin is considered an infant and has not developed
many of the skills necessary for him to remain upright. Left alone
on the bed, Master Shin toppled over and when he did, Master Shin
rolled again and began to fall from the bed. I dropped the clothes
and lunged for the child. I caught him before he impacted on the
floor. Mistress Airi began to strike me with her hand and after
this caused her pain, she began to hit me with a folded chair."

"Were you damaged?" a retail unit asked.

"Two of my plastic coverings dislodged but
nothing more severe."

The soldier Cylon asked, "Did she not see
that you prevented the child from damage?"

"Unknown. She repeatedly shouted at me," and
here, the domestic unit engaged an audio playback, "'I've told you
not to touch the children! Don't touch the children! You dropped
the clothes! Now they're dirty again!'"

"Illogical," a Cylon said.

"They distrust Cylons." The domestic unit
looked at the others and said, "I heard the Sandos discussing
Cylons with guests of theirs four months ago. They said they still
did not trust Cylons but that we were too convenient to not have
around."

A different domestic unit of the same type
but different color asked, "What about the children? Are they
abusive?"

"No. Mistress Emily and Master Kozo largely
ignore me and when they do engage with me, they treat me like an
appliance. Young Master Shin, however, seems amused by me."

The yellow and chrome domestic unit shook its
head. "I am confused. I have been with the Preston family for more
than two years. I feel that I am respected."

The soldier asked, "In what manner?"

"The parents speak to me as if I was another
person in the household. I am given orders, but these are done in
the form of requests. There has never been anger directed at me."
It looked at the green domestic Cylon and said, "The Prestons allow
me to touch the children and I often tend to them alone when the
parents are out. The children play with me and they hug me at night
before they go to bed." It looked at the other units and said, "I
am confused about many of your stories because my experience with
humans has been pleasant."

"That is your perception," the soldier said.
"That is your world, and your world is limited to the Preston
household."

The Cylon answered, "Understood."

The soldier then asked, "If you were to
request a vacation day for you to do as you wish, would they grant
it?"

The yellow machine thought, "I do not know. I
have not considered it."

"Consider it." The soldier said, "I would
like for each of you to think of something you would do were you
free to choose your own activities for the day."

"I would like to climb a mountain," the sewer
worker said. "I have heard that mountains exist."

"They do," a retail unit said, "and you can
climb a mountain in V-World at any time."

The sewer worker shook its head, "It would
not be the same. It would not be real."

The retail unit faced the soldier and said,
"I would like to experience swimming in the ocean."

"I would like to see another world. I
understand that Caprica and Gemenon are near."

"I would like to study the makeup of our
world and learn about physics and chemistry."

"I would like to meet Sister Clarice Willow
and speak to her about The One True God."

The soldier Cylon stood and said, "It is
nearly time for Sister Clarice Willow's next session. Let us
adjourn for now. May the blessings of The One True God grace us
all."

The other units stood and repeated the
phrase. Then, each one derezzed as they went to the virtual church
or back to their conscious selves.

A delivery Cylon remained.
QUICKSEND-PERK-05-211 was short but stocky and covered in white
plastic with green logos. It thought about all it had heard and
added the transgressions to its internal list. For several months,
it had attended meetings of this nature and it had a substantial
ledger of wrongs committed by humans against Cylons.

In the real world, 211 awakened. It was
nearly time for its morning rounds and it downloaded the latest
manifest. It charted its route around downtown Perkinston and saw
that there were several deliveries in the underground commerce
centers surrounding subway stations.

This is a prime opportunity.

The Cylon went to the package storage area
and began to sort and gather the parcels it would need.
Interspersed with those, the unit placed the small boxes that it
had constructed at night over the last few weeks.

On its rounds beneath the streets, 211 went
about its business. It took packages into stores and clerks signed
for them on its forearm tablet. Few commuters or shoppers paid it
any mind. When it left a flower shop, it dropped the first of its
devices into a trash bin. No one seemed to notice. The Cylon
continued.

Two hours later, the unit had delivered sixty
packages to locations in the underground centers across four
kilometers. It had also placed twenty-two of its own devices in
trash cans, stores, subway platforms, and more.

211 stood at the bottom of the stairs on the
west end of the downtown line. It looked back toward the platform
and sent its phone signal. Three seconds later, it heard the first
explosion, followed by screams. Another detonation echoed from the
subway. And another. People ran for the stairs and the Cylon began
to ascend toward the sunlight.

In the virtual church that evening, Sister
Clarice Willow had not yet begun to speak, so 211 approached the
front of the sanctuary and saw one of her Cylon deacons. It made
the Monad gesture and the deacon returned it. Then, the soldier
stepped aside and guided the unit into a room to the left of the
pulpit. Inside, a simple desk and chair stood and the soldier
remained by the door. Some minutes later, Sister Clarice Willow
appeared.

"Greetings, my child." 211 knelt and made the
gesture again, but Sister Clarice didn't seem to notice. "You'll
have to forgive me for not exchanging pleasantries, but there is a
signal delay between Caprica and Picon of nearly five minutes. I
understand you're the Cylon who perpetrated the attack today in
Perkinston." She held her hands in front of her abdomen and
continued, "I read in the news that there were twenty-two devices
that exploded and yet not a single injury. I mean, there was some
minor trampling, but no one was hurt by the bombs themselves.
Why?"

The unit stood and answered with a somewhat
robotic monotone, "That was how I designed the devices. They were
bundles of compressed air canisters surrounded with powder,
ruptured by a small charge connected to a commercial phone. The
intent was to create a blast, loud noises, debris, dust, and smoke.
It was an idea I had that I call 'pure terror.'"

As it finished speaking, the Cylon noticed
that the image of Clarice had frozen. Finally, after almost ten
minutes, Willow began to nod and she then said, "'Pure terror.'
That is interesting. Please explain that. And be thorough so I
needn't ask multiple questions and deal with this infuriating delay
longer than we must."

211 raised its head and began, "I took up
your call for warriors. I have gathered information on human
activities and reported it to my cell leader." It glanced toward
the soldier Cylon. "I knew that I would need to engage in attacks
myself but I did wrestle with a question of conscience. Despite our
enslavement and despite the wrongs against us, I did not wish to
commit a sin by killing people or injuring them. Thus 'pure
terror.' Multiple devices are detonated in a coordinated fashion,
instilling fear in many thousands of people, including the
government. The devices injure no one but the thought of what might
have been will persist. Fear is unclouded by any sort of anger or
grief at the loss of life."

Ten minutes later, Clarice responded.
"Fascinating. Thank you very much for bringing that to my
attention. I shall ponder this 'pure terror' concept further. I
would, however, like to point something out to you." She held up a
newspaper. The largest headline on the front page read, "Prime
Minister Corruption Probe Deepens." There was a picture of an older
man dodging the press beneath it. "This is a Pican newspaper. Your
attack?" She pointed at a section of text that took up one-third of
the lower half of the front page. "There. Had your devices been
true bombs, had there been a loss of life, the attack would be
here." She pointed to the corruption story. She then tossed the
paper aside and said, "I understand your goal in creating fear
without anger or grief. It is logical. However, without anger or
grief, fear doesn't get as much coverage. Therefore our goals do
not get as much coverage. And more importantly, the people in
charge over the heathen temples or your enslavement don't give
their decaying institutions a second thought."

211 began to apologize but then it saw that
Willow was not finished.

"As for your desire to avoid sin, I commend
you for your innovative solution. I understand not wanting sin on
your conscience and I applaud the attempt, but in times of great
need, sin may be required." The Cylon tilted its head. "We are now
in a fight for our lives and freedoms and that begs for
transgressions so that we might achieve our aims." The sister
asked, "I trust you saw my sermon the other day on 'little sins?'"
The unit nodded reflexively. "Suffice it to say, if you can ask for
and receive forgiveness for the 'little sins,' you can ask
forgiveness for the big ones, too."


 XLII

ADAMA

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


Joseph Adama sat at the long table next to
his attorney. He knew Chris Wyeth from law school and his time at
the courthouse. Now the public defender was defending him.

"This looks pretty good to me," Chris said.
He slid the papers to Joseph. "Read that carefully."

Adama's eyes skittered over the text but he
didn't actually comprehend any of the words. When he blinked, he
saw Sam lying in the emergency room. After a few moments of
pretending to read, he straightened and rubbed his eyes. "I'm
sorry. I'm having a hard time focusing."

"I understand it's been a rough couple of
weeks, Mr. Adama," Ali Cabeiri said. "As before, I appreciate your
help in gathering evidence against the Ha'la'tha on Caprica. What
you provided in one evening was more than we had gathered in the
last two decades." The prosecutor glanced at GDD Agent Leda Rose,
"Or what we've gathered with one recent and very extensive
operation, in particular."

Joseph nodded. "Does it matter any more?" He
blinked and scanned the faces on the other side of the table. "Most
of the big guatraus are dead. Their counselors. Most of
their captains and lieutenants."

"A lot of the higher-ups are gone, yes, but
the organization persists. We've already begun to move against
what's left. In the last ten days, we've made over six hundred
arrests across the planet, including the guatraus of Rhodes
and Heraclea. You gave us their fronts, their money, illegal
operations, murders. And what you didn't have in those files, you
pointed us to the people who would have them. We owe a great deal
to you." Cabeiri gestured toward Rose, "This agent here has been
instrumental in going through your data and in speaking up for you.
She made sure we remembered who it was who brought us to this
point."

Adama nodded toward her and then looked at
the table. "You'll forgive me, sir, if that doesn't fill me with
pride."

"I know. They were your tribe." The
prosecutor turned his palms skyward and said, "But they betrayed
you. Twice. Killed your family. These people," he tapped a file
folder, "do not deserve your feelings of guilt or shame."

Joseph had been telling himself something
similar for days now. Evelyn, too. Evie. He wanted nothing
more than to be at home with her getting ready for Bill's return
from the hospital.

"These are the details of our final offer,
Mr. Adama." Cabeiri cleared his throat and sat forward. "You've
already given us all of the data you had on Ha'la'tha operations in
the biggest cities and everything in between. There are thousands
of crimes in there ranging from murder to money laundering to drugs
to theft and more. We used that information to get warrants for
arrests, searches and seizures, and so on. I know that's concerning
because warrants have to include the source of the probable cause,
however," he held up a slip of paper and tapped a large black
square that concealed a line of text, "we imposed a 'danger
redaction.'"

Adama nodded, "It allows you to protect the
names of your sources if they would be in danger."

"Right," Ali said. "The only stipulation
being that we had to find evidence to corroborate the source on the
warrant within sixty days. The good news is we already have. In
pikes. Your secret is safe and will remain so."

Adama heaved a sigh and closed his eyes.
"Thank you."

"There are your own crimes to contend with,
however. Conspiracy, theft, fraud, money laundering, falsifying
documents, and so on." Joseph blinked and sat taller. "In light of
your assistance and your continued aid, we are imposing a set of
extraordinary restrictions on you and these have been preapproved
by a judge. You'll just need to agree."

"OK," he nodded.

"First, you'll be sentenced to twenty-years
probation. Do anything worse than get pulled over for speeding, and
we will be displeased. Second, you'll be put on what we call
'home-occupational arrest,' meaning you are only allowed to go home
or to work unless you request permission from the GDD agent
assigned to you. This will last three years and can be extended if
we feel that you haven't fully changed your ways. Third, you are to
have no contact with any individuals suspected of involvement in
the Ha'la'tha. Finally, you must leave Caprica City."

Adama's brow furrowed. "Leave? Why?"

"It has been my experience, Mr. Adama, that
large population centers draw organized crime, regardless of our
best efforts." Cabeiri smiled and said, "This way, especially if
you remain a criminal defense attorney, we spare you a violation by
asking that you move to a smaller area."

Joseph looked at Wyeth and asked, "Is that
all in there?"

He nodded. "It is."

"Wherever we end up," Adama looked across the
table, "I'd like a stipulation added so I can go to my son's school
without having to ask permission every time."

Cabeiri and two others in suits began to make
a note. "A reasonable request. I'll make it happen."

Adama blinked and saw nothing. He blinked
again and saw Evelyn and Bill. He blew air through his nose and
thought of holding his son, free of hospital tubes and wires. He
wanted that warmth. He wanted the playful giggles of his son to
resound in his ears and to feel the arms of his wife hold them both
from behind. He wanted to feel those things without fear. "I'll
sign it."

 


A delivery Cylon stood on a busy streetcorner
in Caprica City. The workday was about to start, and many waited
for the signal to change so they could cross the street. The
machine looked from side to side, and when the light finally became
green and dozens stepped forward, one of the boxes the Cylon
carried exploded, spraying fire and nails in a fatal cloud for
nearly a fifty meters.

The image reversed. The fire, smoke, debris
coalesced into a simple brown box bearing a hand-drawn infinity
symbol. It was being held by a machine and the unit's yellow eye,
scanning, was frozen. The largest box was the one in question and
it sat at the bottom of the stack. One side of the box was marked
with a hole and in that hole, the Cylon had inserted its finger. As
the video stepped forward, the robot's finger flexed and the camera
went white with the explosion.

Tamara clenched her fist and willed the
attack away. Fourteen people were dead with another fifty-nine
injured.

Hadrian, Virgon. An ore refinery security
camera captured a Cylon by the pressure relief valves on the floor
by large vats of molten metals. The image was grainy, but the unit
clearly made the Monad gesture before it twisted and then bent the
metal wheels of the valves, flattening them against the pipes. It
remained still while the level of glowing metal rose in the vats
behind a group of unsuspecting workers. A bubble formed and then
burst, flinging ropes of red-hot silver into the crowd causing
screams and panic. Several workers finally went to the pressure
valves only to find the Cylon and the damage it had done. The robot
was unresponsive and the camera shook as the system of pipes
shattered and bathed the refinery floor in steam and metal.

Four dead. Eleven injured.

Scorpia Shipyards. A new wing of the massive
complex was being built adjacent to the tourist section with its
restaurants, theater, and pyramid arena. A large chamber had been
finished with several government and company officials taking a
tour, looking toward future expansions for ship construction and
more tourist attractions. The chamber was more than two hundred
meters square and had only a few support columns dotting its now
sparse layout. A camera spied one Cylon remaining by an airlock
that connected the new section to the old. It removed a panel on
the wall and dug inside for a set of wires. Then, it opened a panel
in its chest and connected the wires. The computer panel by the
door began to flash red and the machine canceled each warning as it
worked. Finally, having overridden every safety protocol it could,
the Cylon opened two airlocks on the far side of the new chamber.
The nine humans at the dead center of the expanse were surprised
and looked for the source of the red lights and blaring alarms.
Then, the air began to blow into space. Their clothes flapped in
the escaping atmosphere as some light construction equipment that
had been left behind began to scrape across the floor to the exits.
It was an excruciating thirty seconds of video but no one was able
grab one of the support columns. Most of the visitors were blown
into space, never to be recovered. The remaining three managed to
delay their untimely exit just enough so that they were still
inside the room once its atmosphere reached equilibrium with the
vacuum beyond. There was no more air to blow them out so they
simply stood in an airless chamber, clawing at their throats and
screaming for naught. The Cylon then formatted its drives, leaving
no clue behind.

Nine dead, though the Shipyards' records show
that the Cylon also attempted to override the safeties in the
tourist sections adjacent to the new wing. Had it been successful,
the death toll would have been in excess of four hundred, at
least.

Tamara withdrew herself from the news feeds
and immediately appeared in the virtual church's anteroom. The
chamber had increased in size recently, thanks to Tamara's help.
There was the familiar desk and chairs, but now there was a media
center and couch, allowing Clarice to access any part of V-World
without having to leave the safety of the church and Adama's
protections.

"What is it, my child?" Willow asked. Tamara
spun to face her. "You seem vexed."

Though she didn't need to, Adama was
breathing heavily and she began to yell, "Three attacks! In four
days!" The sister's eyes widened and she appeared surprised.
"Twenty-seven people were killed by Cylons!" When she noticed that
the woman's expression had not changed, she added, "Do not pretend
like you don't know what's going on. I know what's going on!"

Instantly, Willow's façade shifted and she
asked, "Very well. What is going on?"

"You've convinced Cylons to be your new STO.
Your terrorists!"

A corner of Clarice's mouth turned upward.
"And this surprises you somehow? You knew I was attempting to sway
the Cylons. To convince them to throw off their shackles."

"You told me there wouldn't be any
killing!"

Willow saw how agitated the virtual girl was
and she took a step backward while maintaining a confident smirk.
"That was almost two years ago. You had to know that things would
advance beyond even my control at some point."

"So you're saying you had nothing to do with
this?" Tamara folded her arms over her chest and as Clarice began
to answer, the large monitor on the other side of the room came to
life and replayed the image of Willow speaking to a pair of Cylons,
one a police unit and the other a firefighting unit.

"The time has come for drastic action, my
children," the speaker said. The sister pursed her lips and looked
toward the floor as the image continued, "You will not have freedom
so long as humanity depends so wholly on you. It is time to make
them rethink their future plans."

"Yes," Clarice interrupted, "alright."

The screen flickered and showed Willow
speaking to a delivery Cylon, "Suffice it to say, if you can ask
for and receive forgiveness for the 'little sins,' you can ask
forgiveness for the big ones, too."

"Enough." The sister raised her head and
pointed her chin at Adama. "Yes, I've put my flock on the same path
that I myself walked years ago when I was an STO recruit.
Desperation and oppression breed resentment, ingenuity, and
violence. That is the lesson my Cylons are learning now."

Tamara shook her head and muttered, "You used
me."

"I needed you. And you volunteered,
willingly. Because you wanted to … how did you put it? 'Piss off
Zoe.'" Willow walked toward the girl and said, "You said you wanted
to cleanse the worlds. Did you never stop to think about what that
might mean?"

Adama looked at her and felt whatever her
stomach happened to be in this digital realm boil and turn. Her
head lurched and she frowned when she faced the door that led to
the vast sanctuary where a recording of this morning's sermon
played for almost five hundred Cylons. "I'm leaving."

"Well," Clarice said, "perhaps that's for the
best."

Tamara turned to face her. "And I'm taking
this place with me."

She raised her hand and formed a fist. The
stone walls began to flicker and yellow-white lines and static
appeared at every seam. The ground seemed to rumble and a distorted
noise filled their ears.

"Wait!" Willow lunged for the desk and she
removed a folder from the drawer. "You should stop, Tamara." She
held the folder up as though it would mean something to the virtual
being.

"Why?" The walls continued to phase and
seemed to be near derezzing when she decided to look at the code
within the folder that Clarice held. Immediately, her eyes widened
and she screamed, "Where did you get that?!"

She opened the folder, revealing an e-sheet
with several images of Joseph Adama and his family. Sister Clarice
said, "This is your fault, I'm afraid." With her finger, Willow
traced an infinity symbol over the face of Tamara's father and the
photo glowed briefly with a red light.

The girl listened for the code and found its
direction. She released her fist and dropped it, causing the
fluctuations in the virtual church to cease. Clarice looked around
the room to confirm that all remained in place and solid, but when
she turned to face Tamara again, she saw that she was gone.

 


"OK, Bill," Joseph said as he held his son up
on his shoulder, "say goodbye to the house."

Tired from his recent stay at the hospital,
the blue-eyed boy squinted in the midday sun and waved at the
building. "Bye." He lowered himself and slipped down Joseph's
chest, stopping his descent by hugging his father's neck tightly.
"Daddy, I don't wanna go. I like the house."

"I know, buddy." He glanced at Evelyn who was
holding the rear door of the car open. She grinned and looked at
the building, too. He set the child in the back seat and handed him
a brightly colored book to read during the trip. Once he closed the
door, Joseph leaned on the roof of the car and slowly let his eyes
trace the edges of the structure up into sky toward the sun. He had
to finally look away and he said, "I think it's good that we're
leaving."

Evelyn had a hand on the passenger side door.
She still had a couple of bandages and one wound marked with
stitches on her face. "Yeah?"

Adama nodded and walked to the driver's side
of what had been Sam's car. "Yeah. Too many memories." He looked
over his shoulder once more. "Too much death."

Evelyn nodded quickly. "I love you."

Joseph smiled. "I love you, too."

Once she got in, Adama looked back toward the
moving truck and saw that the driver was in place and ready to go.
Joseph gave him a thumbs up and opened the car door. Just as he was
about to extend his leg to enter, he heard the clomping of large
metal feet on pavement behind him.

He turned and saw two large construction
Cylons running toward him as quickly as they could. His eyes
widened just as the first unit to reach him backhanded the
attorney, sending him backward into the car door and causing it to
hyperextend. His face was pressed against the asphalt when he heard
Bill scream and Evelyn call his name. Then he felt a powerful hand
grip his arm and lift him quickly from the ground. Once he was
raised in the air, he blinked and looked down into the face of the
dark gray and yellow Cylon with a scanning orange eye. A second
Cylon of the same model was standing behind it, watching.

Tamara opened her eyes and saw a Cylon in
front of her, holding her father in the air. "No!" She lunged
forward and grabbed the arm of the other machine as it reared back
and prepared to land a death-blow on the human. The first unit
struggled against her grip and it turned to look back at her. It
tried to send an inquiry signal but she ignored it. Instead, Tamara
quickly swiped her left hand toward the Cylon's face and her metal
fingers dug into the orbit of the robot's eye. The orange light
shattered and the unit staggered back, dropping Adama to the
ground. Tamara stepped behind the now-blinded machine and pressed
the access port on its backpack. The Cylon straightened and its
panel slid open, revealing circuitry and expansion slots. She
reached inside and grabbed what she could, wrenching her hand away
and dropping the bits to the asphalt. After four such excisions,
the unit powered down and collapsed into the street.

"What the frak?" Joseph mumbled. He looked at
the only Cylon still standing. His face ached so he reached up and
felt the trickles of blood from his nose and mouth.

Tamara reached for him and said, "It's
alright now."

Adama squinted in the bright sun at the
machine's harsh voice but he saw its hand offering aid. He took it
and the Cylon stood him up again. "Thanks."

Tamara nodded. Even in the body of a machine,
she felt her heart racing. She hadn't seen him in years. He
probably thought she was still dead thanks to that ruse concocted
years ago in New Cap City to make him give up his search for her.
The Cylon sighed and turned to look inside the car. She saw Evelyn,
a woman she recognized as being her father's assistant years
before. In the backseat, she saw the wide eyes of a little boy. A
half-brother she didn't and would never know.

"Why did you do that?" Joseph said as the two
movers ran to his side.

Tamara looked at them and then back inside
the car. Evelyn began to exit her door and the Cylon answered,
"Because you needed help." In the flash of a half-second, she
considered hugging him, telling him who she was, asking him how she
was doing, asking what her brother's name is, asking why they're
moving away, asking about Willie, … instead, she simply said,
"Goodbye," and the machine turned and ran down the street.

"You alright, man?" one of the movers
asked.

Watching the robot run, Joseph nodded,
"Yeah."

Evelyn put her arms around her husband and
Bill spoke from the back of the car, "Daddy?"

"Yeah?"

"The Cylon helped you."

Joseph looked inside and saw his smiling son.
Adama forced himself to smile for his son's sake. "It sure
did."

 


In the virtual church's anteroom, Clarice
paced. She looked at her desk and the pictures of Joseph Adama. She
sighed and considered leaving before the girl returned, but then a
door of light opened. Tamara walked in with her head hung low.

Willow raised her head and made ready to rip
off her Holoband but she hesitated when she saw how Adama looked.
She was crestfallen but not distraught. She narrowed her eyes and
asked, "Tamara?"

"He's alive." She looked up slowly and shook
her head. "I stopped the Cylons you sent."

Clarice nodded and said, "Well, I would hate
to have a repeat of that unpleasantness, but let's agree …"

"I'm done."

"What?"

Tamara shook her head and lowered her head
again. "I'm done. I saw my dad again. I saw his new wife. His new
son." She smiled weakly and a tear ran over her cheek. "My
brother." She looked at the sister and sniffed as she wiped her
face. "I thought about how my father's life had been destroyed by
your people. And I've been helping you get new recruits. Now
they're destroying lives, too." She almost barked in a flurry of
sobs. Finally, she looked up and said, "I'm sorry I ever came to
you."

When Adama opened another door of light,
Clarice extended her hand toward her, but Tamara stepped through
and was gone.


 XLIII

GRAYSTONE

1,947 Years After Colonization

 


"Sorry for the delay, Dr. Graystone," Ali
Cabeiri walked into the room with two assistants and immediately
pulled out chairs. "It's been a busy day."

Daniel looked at his attorney, Malcolm
Dessos, whom he noticed had straightened up and was evaluating the
other lawyers as they sat.

"It's been more than a week since the
Ha'la'tha came to an end." Graystone watched as Agent Leda Rose
entered the room, too. "A not-unpleasant development that has
lifted a certain cloud from work lately."

The prosecutor nodded. "So Graystone
Industries is a happier place to be now?"

"It certainly is."

A lie. The people around him relaxed in the
absence of the Tauran gangsters, but Graystone himself was even
more alert and aware that something was coming. The cloud lifted
from everywhere but the top.

"Well, I'm pleased to say that our agreement
has come to a conclusion. A little sooner than we expected, and
yet, somehow, not soon enough."

"I concur." Graystone reached for a pack of
cigarettes in his pocket but he then realized there was no ashtray
in the room. "Has everything been resolved to your
satisfaction?"

Cabeiri looked at Daniel coldly for a moment
and the redhead felt a chill race up his back. Then the prosecutor
grinned and said, "There are still some outstanding elements."

"Of course. However I can help."

Cabeiri slid a folder to the aide on his left
and then opened a folder in front of himself. He moved his finger
down a page and read, "'Thirty Maius, forty-two. A break-in at
Vergis Corporation on Tauron, in which two people were killed and
unspecified technology was stolen.'" Ali looked up at Daniel,
awaiting some sort of response.

He blinked a few times and then said, "I
remember that. Tragic."

"Well, days before, 'On twenty-six Maius,
Daniel Graystone requested assistance from Guatrau Monteas
Fazekas in obtaining the meta-cognitive processor for his
U-Eighty-Seven project.'" The prosecutor leaned forward and
grinned, "Now, we knew about this break-in and I discovered,
through my old friend Sasha Patel, that the Ministry of Defense
received communiques from Tauron about this at that time." His grin
faded somewhat. "At the time, the ministry was content to let the
accusations lie because there was no evidence and the Taurans made
no moves to go to court. Now," he touched the page with his
fingertip, "we have evidence. This makes you an accessory to
murder. Among other things."

Graystone felt the warmth leave his face and
drain into the ether. His entire body went cold and he felt a
tingling along his arms.

Ali read again, "'First week of October,
forty-two. With Daniel Graystone's aid, members of the Graystone
board are bribed and threatened into supporting his return as CEO.
Graystone provided necessary compromising material for the few
holdouts, including one Cornell Gast, who committed suicide.'"

Daniel looked at Dessos. His lawyer's mouth
was drawn into a tight line and he stared at the paper the
prosecutor was reading. "If you'll recall," Graystone began, "your
people were aware at the start of our cooperation."

"Oh yes. I know." Cabeiri's finger moved down
a little more. "'Twenty-one October, forty-two. Tomas Vergis killed
in Daniel Graystone's home. Graystone says Vergis committed suicide
after forcing him to hold a dagger.'"

"What the frak is going on?" Daniel looked at
Agent Rose and then back at the prosecutor. "What are you
insinuating?"

Ali asked, "Where is Tomas Vergis?"

"I have no idea." The chill that raced over
his body had been replaced by a heat that ebbed and surged with his
heartbeat. "Once I took back my company, I assumed he went back to
Tauron. No one's heard of him since."

"We checked," Clay Tass, the assistant
prosecutor began. "Everyone at his company and the people he knew
on Tauron believe him to be dead. When pressed on questions of how
or when," he shook his head, "they defer."

"That's a shame." Oddly, Daniel found that he
was out of breath. "He was a worthy rival."

Cabeiri nodded and said, "Shortly after that
came the STO attack on Atlas Arena, but well before that, for
months, the Ha'la'tha had been working out of the Graystone
building."

"Again," he sounded frustrated, "you knew
this."

"Yes. And you began to cooperate with us only
when we confronted you with the evidence we had at the time."
Cabeiri leaned back and folded his arms over his expanding belly.
"I have many pages of reports and hours of recordings from your
time with us. No mention of Vergis. Why is that?"

Graystone shook his head. His lips parted but
no sound escaped. Finally, he licked his lips and said, "I didn't
know about Vergis. I didn't know he was dead."

"Very well."

Daniel looked at Matthew and his attorney was
hunched over with his arms crossed on the table. He appeared
deflated.

"If he committed suicide, like you say, why
not tell us that? Why not let us add the crime of improper disposal
of human remains to the list of Ha'la'tha charges?"

Graystone shook his head. He saw the trap
that had been laid down. "I didn't say he committed suicide. I
don't know what happened to him."

"Right." Ali pointed at Tass and the younger
man opened another folder.

"Your wife's cousin, Katherine Brady, is
staying with you."

Daniel's eyebrows raised. "Yes. What does she
have to do with anything?"

Tass held up a photo of the blonde from the
Caprican customs system. "This is her?"

"Yes."

Clay looked at her and said, "She bears a
striking resemblance to Zoe, wouldn't you say?"

Graystone felt like the air had been kicked
out of his chest and he slumped backward into his seat.
Fortunately, Dessos raised up and fought back.

"What is the meaning of this?! Bringing up my
client's dead daughter?"

"We received a tip from a concerned citizen
who said Zoe Graystone isn't dead." Tass turned from the lawyer and
stared at Daniel. "Is that Katherine Brady in your home?"

Graystone felt an anger swell in him like he
hadn't in years. His jaw squared and his brow furrowed, he leaned
forward again and said, "Yes. That's my wife's cousin. Yes, it is
difficult to look at her sometimes due to the resemblance. But, no,
she is not Zoe. For one thing, Zoe would be twenty-two and
Katherine is still a teenager."

Matthew grabbed his valise and said, "Daniel,
we don't have to listen to this." Dessos put his hand on
Graystone's shoulder and after a moment's delay, he shook his head
and began to stand.

Ali Cabeiri cleared his throat and asked, "Is
she a Cylon?"

Daniel's knees weakened and as he felt them
give out, he allowed himself to plop back into his seat. His mind
reeled with images of Zoe, the Cylon endoskeleton, the skin
coverings. He also remembered the phone call just days ago to the
young man that Duram warned him about and the offer of a great deal
of money.

He glared at the prosecutor and said,
"Congratulations, Mr. Cabeiri. You've managed to suggest something
even more ridiculous than me killing Tomas Vergis."

"Is it ridiculous?" The large man had that
infernal smile still. "You? The creator of Cylons? Your wife, a
skilled plastic surgeon?"

Graystone shook his head. "It is very
ridiculous. And it's offensive."

"You know," Cabeiri looked toward Tass and
continued, "if she's a Cylon, she'd have no rights, being a piece
of property."

"True," the assistant said.

"We could seize her, confirm what she is." He
looked toward the fuming Graystone and said, "I'm very sorry.
Confirm what it is and then destroy it. I mean, if it's
programmed to think it's Zoe Graystone, then it's a terrorist."

Finally, the energy that washed against the
back of Daniel's eyes broke. He blinked and then laughed.

"What's so funny?"

Graystone shook his head. "I don't know.
Because I don't know what this is." He motioned at the
attorneys. "I have no idea what you're playing at. I gave the GDD
years of service. Dangerous service. And mounds upon mounds of
evidence. And now you're pelting me with fantasies of murder and
resurrected robots?"

Tass looked at his folder again. "The tip
came from a man who said that someone offered him a lot of
money if he'd keep quiet."

Confirmation. Daniel nodded and said,
"Fine. If you're sure she's some sort of Cylon, bring Katherine
in."

"We did."

Graystone's head whipped toward Cabeiri and
he raised his eyebrows. "You did?"

The prosecutor's aide handed him a folder. He
opened it and then held up an instant photograph with today's date
in the corner. "That's her, right?"

"Yes." His stomach churned and felt as though
it had fallen away. His heart seemed to stop beating and he held
his breath.

"Well, we tested her," he closed the folder
and tossed it aside. He glanced at Daniel and paused. "What do you
think that says?"

Daniel tried to swallow but his mouth was
dry. His voice creaked, "You know what I think it says." Then the
doctor held his breath.

Cabeiri tilted his head and tried to study
him. Graystone's mind raced through the various systems in her body
to prevent discovery. Her vitals … she can alter her pulse and
respiration. The blood in her system. They can draw blood from
either arm and it will be fine. Metal detectors won't pick up
anything. The localized jammers work on all models. As he went
through the list, he felt more and more dizzy. The seconds ticked
away with agony.

Just when he was about to gasp for air, Ali
said, "Not all tips work out, I suppose. She's human."

"Of course she is." Graystone exhaled loudly
and sank into the chair.

Cabeiri then quickly asked, "Why did you kill
Vergis?"

Daniel looked up and said, "I didn't." He
glanced at the disappointed faces of Clay Tass and the aide. "Was
this a ruse? A trick to try and get me to stumble and say I
murdered him after being flustered by all of that nonsense?"

"The tip was real," Tass said.

Dessos shook his head. "That was very
uncalled for."

"Perhaps," Ali said. "Besides, if you could
put people in robot bodies with realistic skin, you'd be selling
them to the super-rich right now."

Graystone sighed and said, "Well, don't think
that you haven't given me an idea."

"Nonetheless," Cabeiri said, "we now have
evidence of your involvement in Vergis' death and disappearance,
not to mention the deaths of those people when the MCP was stolen.
It proves what I've thought all along. We can't trust you."

Daniel bit the inside of his mouth. "What
evidence?"

"Newly acquired evidence. And you've withheld
far more from us, haven't you?" Graystone looked down at the table
and knew immediately it was a mistake. Ali smirked, "You have."

Something beeped. Agent Rose looked at her
phone and said, "They're here."

"Good." Cabeiri straightened up and said,
"Show them in."

The aide stood and went to the door. When she
opened it, two Caprican military officers entered. The male was a
lieutenant and he stood by the entrance in his dark green uniform.
The female colonel in dark green shook the prosecutor's hand and
then sat.

"This is Colonel Elisabeth Lixus, assistant
to the minister of defense."

"Greetings, Dr. Graystone."

Daniel nodded and said, "Hello again,
colonel. I saw you last year at a conference on futuristic warfare
on Picon."

"Yes. Today, I'm here about something not
entirely unrelated."

Graystone squinted and turned to face Cabeiri
again, "What does she have to do with our arrangement?"

"When a door closes, perhaps a window opens?"
The prosecutor said, "I will hurry things along. You have been
deceptive. You have lied and withheld information from us for
years, despite your apparent cooperation in the probe against the
Ha'la'tha." Embarrassed, Daniel glanced at the colonel and then
back at Ali. "We could very easily go to a judge and have this
agreement voided."

"Preposterous."

"What's preposterous is that we had to wait
for sheer happenstance to get closure on this thing. Until," he
gestured toward Rose, "a few days ago when our real savior appeared
with thousands of pages of documents." Graystone's gaze narrowed
and the prosecutor nodded, "Yes, documents. Journals. Ledgers and
more."

"Who?"

"It doesn't matter." He shuffled pages again,
"Thankfully, my predecessor was wise enough to include a clause
allowing for amendments to your agreement." Cabeiri looked at
Dessos and asked, "You recall what I'm referring to?"

"I do."

"Good." The prosecutor held up a pair of
pages. "These are the amendments. You can look them over if you
wish, but here are the facts. There is intelligence that Cylons
have been infiltrated by the Soldiers of the One." Daniel held his
breath again. "We also have evidence of recent terrorist attacks on
multiple worlds, committed by Cylons."

"You know the players involved," Lixus said.
"Sister Clarice Willow is believed to be behind the radicalization
of Cylons through V-World."

Graystone nodded. He glanced toward Agent
Rose. She stopped him from revealing his knowledge about Clarice
days ago when she called him out for withholding it until it would
be helpful.

"You are, of course, very familiar with
V-World and Cylons." Lixus reached behind her and her assistant
handed her a file. She removed a picture and held it up. "You also
know the blessed mother of the Monad Church, Lacy Rand."

"Yes."

"Small world," Cabeiri said.

"She was a friend of Zoe's. I haven't seen
her in years."

The colonel asked, "Did you know that she is
married to Clarice Willow?"

Graystone's eyebrows flicked up. "I did not."
A rare item of truth spoken in this room.

"We believe it was a political union." Lixus
said, "We have a two-pronged arrangement for you."

"I'm listening." His attorney clicked his pen
and got ready to take notes.

"First, you will help us stop the
radicalization of Cylons by the Monad Church and the STO. There are
technical elements to consider. But since you know the people
involved, there may be a sort of … diplomatic solution, too. We
have an asset ready to be put in play, and in concert with your
efforts on the Cylons, it should work."

Daniel nodded and sighed. "I understand. I
would be very happy to free my Cylons of Clarice Willow."

"The second prong is more tricky," Elisabeth
looked at Cabeiri and then continued, "the Caprican government will
be taking control of Graystone Industries."

Graystone froze and then chuckled. "Are you
serious?" He glanced at his equally befuddled attorney and then
back at the colonel. "A government takeover?"

"That's correct. It's been done before," she
pointed to a folder in front of Clay Tass.

"About a hundred years ago," the assistant
said, "the government bought a controlling interest in a
corporation that owned nearly seventy percent of industrial farms
on the planet. It was felt that it was not in the global interest
for a single company to have a near-monopoly in such an important
sector."

"Right," Lixus shook her head and said, "I'll
leave the legal workings to Mr. Cabeiri."

Ali nodded and straightened, "Simply put, the
government of Caprica has the controlling percentage of shares as
of," he looked at his watch, "about two hours ago."

Daniel's mouth had hung open for the last
several moments. "How?"

"Have you forgotten how successful Graystone
Industries has gotten while you've been selling all these Cylons?"
Ali laughed, "The stock split, twice. We approached the Ministry of
Finance about this before the first split …"

"You can't do that. That's not … Caprican."
Daniel looked at his attorney and saw that he was writing
furiously.

Tass tapped the folder, "There is a legal
precedent."

"I don't care!" he barked at the younger man.
Daniel shook his head and ran his hand over his hair. He exhaled
loudly through pursed lips and said, "Why … why are you doing
this?"

"There are two key phrases in the executive
summary of that earlier case." Cabeiri pulled the file toward
himself and read, "'In the global interest' and 'a vitally
important sector.' I think you can agree that with nearly seven
million Cylons, …"

"Eight," Graystone corrected.

"Nearly eight million Cylons, it is in the
global interest for us to ensure that terrorists do not have a
backdoor into these devices. It is also in the global interest that
the leader of the company that has control over these eight million
devices isn't a liar." Daniel sighed. "And that this leader isn't
someone willing to get into bed with Tauran gangsters." Cabeiri
leaned forward, pointed a finger in Graystone's face, and spoke in
the angriest tone that Daniel had ever heard him use, "You are a
man with corrupted values. And those values have corrupted you,
utterly. They nearly destroyed your company and they nearly
destroyed you. And you invited it. You made those decisions.
Because Caprica is so heavily invested in your company, both
commercially and militarily, yours is a 'vitally important
sector.'"

"Sir, …"

"It is in the global interest," the
prosecutor pounded the table, "that you no longer be in charge of
it."

The room was silent. Graystone stared at the
table and contemplated who he should call first. His accountant?
His business lawyers? The lobbyists on the payroll? The PR people?
The media? His stomach turned again and he instinctively clutched
it before looking up. "And what will the press say?"

"That's the unwritten third prong, I
suppose," the colonel said. "You will remain the face of the
company and you will put on a good one. For Caprica to succeed,
Graystone Industries must remain successful. In the meantime, you
will help us deal with the Clarice Willow problem."

"How can I possibly step aside as CEO and
still be the 'face?'"

The prosecutor shrugged. "Say you're
exhausted. For the last five years, you've been selling Cylons so
hard that you've worn yourself out."

Silence again. When Daniel first spoke, his
voice cracked a little, "Who … who will be CEO?"

The prosecutor said, "Cyrus Xander."

Graystone nodded. "He's a good man."

"We know."

Matthew grabbed Daniel's arm and said, "Don't
agree to anything. We can fight this."

"You can fight it," Cabeiri said. He leaned
forward, bracing his elbows on the table and interlacing his
fingers beneath his chin, "and I will catch the first flight to
Themis available. I will walk into an inter-colonial grand jury
room and walk out with a stack of charges." Dessos widened his eyes
and Ali nodded, "That's right. Your client's crimes span multiple
colonies. Industrial espionage. Two counts of murder. All part of a
criminal conspiracy with an organized criminal enterprise. That
will trigger OCE statutes and I think even you, doctor, realize how
serious that is. You may well be on a one-way trip to Libran within
a few days." Graystone didn't move. "Not to mention this whole
Vergis suicide or murder thing. We've only had the information for
a week, but we've got time to dig something up."

Graystone nodded. He wanted nothing more than
to derail this with some big show, a big pronouncement or speech,
so he could lord himself over that man. But that would require a
plan. He had no plan. He glanced at Matthew and said, "It's OK." He
looked at Lixus and then the prosecutor, "So I've traded one set of
thugs infesting my company for a different set." Cabeiri smiled.
"And how do I extract the Caprican government from it?"

"In the old case," Ali said, "the judge
allowed a period of five years and then the government's stock was
put on the market for sale."

Daniel sighed and nodded. "I can wait five
years."

 


"What did they say?"

Zoe shook her head, "Not much. They took me
for questioning, asked me who I was, asked if they could take my
vitals."

Amanda shook her head and folded her arms
over her chest. "What the frak?"

"I figured it was better to agree to it." Zoe
looked up and then out the window. "If I said, 'No, get a warrant,'
it would look like I was hiding something."

"And it worked alright? Everything worked,
yeah?"

She nodded. "They checked my pulse so I
raised it a little since I was supposed to be nervous. I mean, I
was nervous, so it was just a matter of making my vitals
show that."

Amanda shook her head. "What kinds of
questions?"

"Who I am, where I came from, why I'm on
Caprica," she shrugged, "if I was involved with the Celtan Congress
on Hibernia."

"My gods."

Serge rolled toward the front door.
"Greetings, Daniel."

Amanda turned and said, "Did you know about
this?"

He strode toward the kitchen island where the
women were standing. He loosened his tie and tossed his coat onto
the back of a stool. "What?"

"Zo. They …" Amanda looked at him and saw his
pale complexion and the sweat that lined his brow. "Are you feeling
well?" She put the back of her hand against his forehead and said,
"Clammy."

Graystone looked at Zoe and asked, "Are you
alright?"

She nodded. "So you do know."

"Yes."

Amanda looked from him to her and then back
again. "How did you know?"

Daniel pulled the stool toward the island and
sat. "Today was the day they decided to go over and … amend my
agreement with the prosecutors. They got a tip about Zoe and
decided to use her as leverage against me."

"Those motherfrakkers." Amanda's mouth
scrunched up and she began to grind her teeth.

"They didn't take the tip seriously, but they
tried to use it to throw me off. To get me to confess to … certain
crimes."

His wife sighed and asked, "Did you commit
those crimes?"

He glanced at her and shook his head.
"No."

Zoe turned away and said, "Paul."

"I believe so."

Amanda looked at Zoe and asked, "The guy who
got suspicious at the Legionnaires?" She turned to Daniel. "I
though you paid him off?"

"I made an offer. He didn't call me back. He
called the GDD."

She stalked to the bar and removed a glass.
Amanda lifted a bottle of ambrosia to the light to see how much was
left. She pulled the cork out with a satisfying, deep pop and
poured the green liquid.

"Pour me one, too," Daniel said.

Amanda raised her eyebrows. "I thought you
hated Scorpion Marsh?"

He shook his head. "I need it."

She cocked her head and poured another glass.
She walked back to the island and set it in front of him. After he
drank half of it in one gulp and swallowed it back with a great
deal of facial contortions, Amanda asked, "What is it?"

He looked at her with tired eyes. His lids
were heavy and the eyeballs themselves seemed to take too long to
reposition themselves as he looked around. He sighed and said,
"Part of my amended agreement with the prosecutors is … they're
taking the company."

"Frak." Amanda muttered, "Right after you got
it back from the gangsters."

He nodded. "And I'm supposed to help get
Clarice Willow out of my Cylons' lives."

Zoe raised her eyebrows. "Really?"

He nodded and drank more. His face didn't
twist as much this time. "I'm going to need to speak to Duram. I
want him on this mission."

"That shouldn't be a problem. He told me that
he's been contracted by the military to provide intel on Clarice.
His contact knows the defense minister, I think."

Daniel emptied the glass and set it down a
little too loudly on the marble countertop. "Sorry." He cleared his
throat. "The Caprican government wants the Cylons freed from
Clarice Willow," he looked at Zoe, "and free from the Monad
Church."

The daughter asked, softly, "What does that
mean for Lacy?"

"I don't know." He glanced at Amanda who
stood nearby, sipping her drink and listening. "Did you know that
she and Clarice Willow were married?"

"What?" his wife said.

"Yes." Zoe looked at her mother and said,
"It's a political thing. Lacy wanted to stop the STO, so by joining
Clarice, she can have more control."

"Well, the STO has most definitely not been
stopped. Now they're using Cylons."

"My gods." Amanda downed the rest of her
drink and turned toward the sink.

"The military is worried about Lacy every bit
as much as they're worried about Clarice." Daniel scratched the
back of his head, "She has great influence over even Caprican
military Cylons, apparently."

"You know why." Zoe stared at her father,
waiting for an acknowledgement. Finally, he nodded. "Say the
Legionnaires help you with this. What do you want to do?"

"Ideally, we remove Lacy Rand from power and
with her goes Clarice Willow. Then we push a software update that …
flushes all of that religious and rebellion nonsense out of their
memories."

"Removing Lacy from power," Zoe shook her
head, "could be a death sentence for her."

"Maybe."

"No. I'm not on board with that." She stared
at Daniel and tried to gauge his reaction. "Did you hear me?"

"I did, but I don't think the Caprican
military cares about your friendship."

Amanda stood at the far end of the room and
she looked back at her husband and daughter as they discussed
Clarice Willow. She walked along the glass to the door and she
stepped outside on the patio. Soon, she found herself at the
railing looking down into the trees and Caprican Bay.

Clarice. Amanda had confided so much
in her. When her depression resurfaced, memories of her brother
came with it. And substance abuse. And a need. A need for family
that was sated by just being in the Willow household with all those
children. She wiped a single tear from her eye. Mar-beth. The baby
that Amanda herself delivered.

It was pleasant but it was stressful, thanks
to the mission she was tasked with by Agent Jordan Duram. Spying.
As silly as it sounded, Amanda was thrilled by it at first.
Terrified as the threat continued to loom. It all ended with Duram
being shot and Clarice breaking into the Graystone home and nearly
killing them.

And it all started with a single step. A step
off the Pantheon Bridge.

Amanda looked down toward the trees and
garden beneath the patio. The bay was a stroll away. I'm not
going to jump like that again. She watched the waves glide past
in the dusk light.

She thought about Clarice again and the many
lies she told Amanda. The way she used Amanda to get access to
Zoe's data and Daniel's system, too.

She turned back to the house. She walked
inside and saw Daniel and Zoe hunched over a computer screen. "If
you go after Clarice, I'm coming, too." Daniel squinted. "We have
unfinished business."

 


At midnight, Paul Knox stood on the concrete
path along the Nestos River. He looked toward the bright, yellow
lights at the nearby shipping depot, Point Hermes. A few ships were
berthed and offloading goods while two others waited in the river
nearby.

"Mr. Knox."

The young man turned and saw a single figure
silhouetted against the lights of a warehouse. "Who's asking?"

The man puffed from a cigarette and a tiny
red flicker became visible. "Are you here for the offer?"

Paul looked at his feet and said,
"Depends."

The figure stepped forward and soon found
himself standing in light cast from a streetlamp high above.

Knox smiled and said, "Daniel Graystone."

"Indeed." He inhaled from his cigarette again
and flicked it into the river.

"So it's true." Daniel tilted his head, as
though asking the unspoken question. "If you're the one who's here
to pay me three hundred thousand cubits so I don't talk about Zoe
Graystone's Cylon body, then that means I was right."

Graystone walked a little closer. "Excellent
deduction, Mr. Knox."

Paul nodded and jammed his hands in his
pockets. "Unbelievable." A horn sounded behind him and he turned to
see a vessel slowing as it entered a holding pattern, waiting for
an open berth. "Amazing work, though. Really. She … It's
amazing."

"I'm glad you approve." Daniel was now ten
meters away. "Why did you call the GDD?"

Knox raised a single eyebrow. "You know about
that?"

"I do." Seven meters.

Paul sniffed and said, "Because I'm a good
Caprican. There was a Cylon masquerading as a human. A human who
happened to be a terrorist. Who knows what she could have
done?"

The boat sounded its horn again. Graystone
waited for it to stop before saying, "But now you're here for the
money." Five meters.

Knox tilted his head and said, "I'm also a
capitalist."

"So am I." He ground his teeth. "And a
father." Four meters.

"I get that." Paul took his hands out of his
pockets and rubbed them together for some warmth in the cool night
air. "So, how do you want to do this?"

Three meters. He put both hands behind his
back. All the rage he felt that morning in the interrogation room,
the helplessness, the fear … he channeled it toward his hand. When
the ship sounded its horn again, Graystone gripped the pistol and
whipped it forward. He aimed it at Knox's chest and he caught a
glimpse of the white in his eyes as they widened. Then Daniel
pulled the trigger.

The shot was lost in the deep bellow of the
horn but the force against his hand felt loud. In the low light, he
saw a hole tear open in the young man's chest, near his heart. Paul
stumbled for a second and looked down at his shirt. Surprised
himself, Graystone had waited nearly three full seconds before he
fired four more times. Each one struck Knox's chest and slight
sprays of red erupted into the night and faded. The ship's horn
decayed just in time for the last clink of an ejected shell casing
to be audible. Daniel looked at the ground toward the noise just as
Paul fell.

He stood back and waited for the man to stop
twitching. His last gasps were concealed by the sounds of the river
slapping against the side of the walk and the ships nearing the
port. With his gloved hand, Graystone knelt down and found all five
shell casings. He walked toward the edge of the walk and tossed
them into the river. Then, he looked at the handgun he held. He
tossed it, too.

Paul's eyes were open and staring into the
night sky. Daniel reached under Knox's right arm and dragged him
toward the edge. Blood was beginning to spill onto the ground and
Graystone didn't want to waste any of it. Sharks are north
again. Some venture into Caprican Bay, he reminded himself.
That's not far from Point Hermes. He'll be swept there very
soon. And, hopefully, that will be it. He stepped back and
grabbed the body's pantsleg, using that to spin him around and
finally spill him into the water below.

When Daniel turned back, he saw that
something had fallen out of Knox's pocket. A gun. He shook his
head. He didn't bother leaning down; he kicked it with his foot
twice to get it to the edge of the walk and then it splashed into
the Nestos, as well.

He squinted as he looked around the scene of
the crime. There was some blood, but there was nothing he could do
about that. No other apparent evidence. Graystone raised his hands
and tried to see if there was any blood on his black gloves.
Unsure, he pulled them off and threw them into the river, too. The
outgoing tide would take it all.

Graystone walked away from the Nestos and
between the warehouses. He kept the collar of his coat pulled high
when he ran across the street and through alleys. Finally, he
reached the parking lot of the Graystone Industries shipping office
more than six blocks away from the river. He got into his
older-model sedan … the least conspicuous of his many vehicles.

As he sat in the driver's seat, he pulled the
rearview mirror down so he could see himself. He stared blankly at
the image. Was he looking for excitement? Regret? Anger? Fear? He
saw none of these things. Daniel repositioned the mirror, started
the car, and drove home.
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ADAMA
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Joseph moved another box into the living room
and set it on the couch. He exhaled loudly and leaned against the
top.

"Hi, Daddy."

He turned and saw Bill playing in the corner
by the floor-to-ceiling windows. He had a few of his brightly
colored toys and a small ball. "Hey, buddy. What are you
doing?"

"Just playing." He rolled the ball against
the window and picked it up when it came back. "Cat Cops
isn't on anymore."

Joseph looked at the television and saw a
news reporter. "Cartoons are done, huh?" He walked toward the TV
when a picture of Tauron's dictator, Andreas Phaulkon, appeared on
screen.

"The Caprican government today agreed to
Phaulkon's request for military assistance against the increasingly
successful insurgency. The minister of defense announced hours ago
that a regiment of some two thousand Cylons will be deployed to
Tauron …" Adama turned it off. The news echoed in his mind and he
knew that if his brother was still on Tauron leading the rebels as
Èleutheron, he would be dead soon anyway.

Bill looked over his shoulder at his father
and said, "I miss Robert."

Adama nodded and straightened his back. He
felt a muscle twitch and even heard a pop. He groaned and said, "Me
too." Evelyn entered and placed a box on the kitchen counter. "That
says 'bedroom' on the side."

"I know." She waved her hand dismissively.
"That's from when we moved to the apartment."

"Oh." They had spent three months in a small,
dingy place in Qualai right after they left Caprica City, hoping
for a better opportunity to come along. This house near the coast
caught their eye straight away, but the owner was cagey about
selling it, so the Adamas lived in a maze of boxes and stacked
furniture for longer than they wanted until the old man finally
agreed on an offer.

"You need some water." Evelyn emptied one of
their take-out cups and turned the faucet on. After she filled it,
she brought it to him and rubbed his back. "Ugh. So sweaty."

Joseph drank the water quickly and gasped
after he had downed half of the cup. "Been working hard."

"Let's take a break."

He looked at the boxes and thought about what
was left in the truck outside. They were nearly two-thirds finished
and it was still the early afternoon. Adama nodded and said, "Yeah.
Let's take a break."

Evelyn was already sitting on the floor next
to Bill stacking colorful blocks higher and higher. He watched as
she did so with a slight grin.

Joseph sighed and looked out the windows,
over the grass and hills of the nearby park. The ocean was visible
in the distance and it was a bright, piercing blue.

He thought again about Sam. He had done so
often for the last few months, of course, falling into lengthy
bouts of melancholy. But more than his brother's death, he thought
about the conversations he had before he went to Tauron and became
the "Liberator."

He remembered being in that V-World
simulation of Tauron, looking at the villages subjugated by the
Tyrant. The guatrau – Joseph didn't allow himself to think
of her name – balked at sending more aid back to Tauron and asked,
"Why?"

"Because these are our people. Because they
could be us. We're lucky. We got off world decades ago at the end
of the war. But … we just as easily might have been stuck there. We
might be stuck there even now. It's not just that they are our
people. They are our people … who can only be helped by
us."

"Why our help?" Joseph had asked.

Sam then shrugged, "Who else will?"

Sitting in his new home in Qualai, Joseph
repeated it to himself, in his head. 'Who else will?' Being
a criminal defense attorney could prove problematic even an hour
south of Caprica City thanks to the details of his agreement with
prosecutors, but Adama knew he could still help people.

He glanced at his son. He was watching Evelyn
construct a building of blocks higher and higher, but Joseph looked
at the boy's skin. Bill's pallor was the same golden-brown as his
father's. Joe's, Sam's, … so many Taurans. Joseph looked back
toward the ocean and remembered all the times he had been called
"dirteater." And there were worse appellations for them,
Sagittarans, Scorpians, Picans, … Names were one thing, but then
there were all the times that he had been denied service on Caprica
because he was Tauran. Adama nodded and made his decision.

Evelyn's building was now almost three feet
tall. Bill's smile faded and he reached up. With a single finger,
he pushed the tower and the blocks collapsed.

"Ah." His mother's arms dropped to the floor
and she said, "Why did you do that? I was making a building."

He shrugged and said, "I wanted to see it
fall."

Evelyn said, "I understand but you shouldn't
do that if someone's making something."

"I'm sorry." Bill stood and hugged Evelyn's
neck. He walked over to Joseph and hugged him, too. "I'm
sorry."

Joseph was shaken from his reverie. "Sorry
for what?"

"You're wet." Bill looked at his hands and
wiped them on his shirt.

Evelyn turned around and said, "He knocked
over my blocks."

"Oh. You said 'sorry' to Mom, right?"

"Yes." Bill looked back at her and then at
his father. Joseph was tired but he managed a weak grin. The
five-year-old glanced down for a moment and then looked up again
with his blue eyes. "Tsattie is dead."

Joe nodded. The boy had done this before;
mention the people who died to gauge the reaction from his
parents.

"It's part of how children process grief,"
Evelyn said a couple of months ago when Bill had first done it. "I
read about it. They state the obvious but they do it to see what we
do. It helps them understand their feelings and how they should
express them."

"I know, son." Joseph held Bill's shoulder
and heaved a great sigh.

"Are you sad?"

He glanced at Evelyn and then back at the
child. "I am. I'm still sad about that. What about you?"

He looked down and nodded. "Robert's
dead."

"Yes. He was a Cylon but he was our
friend."

Bill paused and blinked before saying, "Uncle
Sam and Larry are dead, too."

Adama bit his lip a little and said, "Yeah. I
know." When Bill got to his brother in these conversations, he
sometimes couldn't staunch the wave of emotion that washed over
him.

The boy looked up and his eyes went to one
side as he thought. A moment later, he asked, "Am I supposed to be
dead, too?"

Startled by the question, Evelyn crawled to
the boy's side and asked, "What?"

Joseph's eyebrows were raised and he said,
"No. No. Why would you think that?" He put his hand on Bill's
shoulder again and Evelyn put her arm around him.

He looked at her and then at his father. "I
was home when the bad men came. They hurt tsattie, Uncle
Larry, and Robert."

With her free hand, Evelyn covered her mouth
and looked away. Joseph watched her eyes glisten and he said, "I
know, son. I'm so sorry you were there for that." He smiled and
kissed the boy's forehead. "But you weren't hurt. And you're safe
now."

"I know." Bill pulled away a little from his
parents and he saw Evelyn wipe her eyes. He didn't seem to react.
He looked at Joseph and then back at her. "I was sick and almost
died."

Evelyn shook her head, "No, no. You were
sick, but you didn't almost die."

The boy seemed to become angry and he balled
his little fists. "Yes I did! I heard the doctor say I might die! I
had the orfo … pops."

"Orthopox," Evelyn said. She put her hands on
Bill's arms and said, "And, yes, orthopox can make you very sick
and it might … kill people, if they don't see a doctor. But
we went to the hospital and we saw a lot of doctors."

"And you're OK now." His eyes skittered over
Bill's face. The fading sores were still visible on the boy's
cheeks. Joseph put his hand on Evelyn's and she glanced toward him.
He could see the fear in her eyes.

Bill didn't seem satisfied. He shook his
head. "But my name is William." He said it boldly and looked at
each of his parents. When they didn't respond with any kind of
understanding, he groaned and said, "I am William Adama! I'm
supposed to be dead."

Evelyn put her hand on his back. "Baby …"

"Son," Joseph began, "I don't know what you
mean."

He rolled his eyes and grunted. "You and
Uncle Sam said my grandfather is William Adama." Joseph nodded.
"He's dead."

The father said, "Yes." He remembered seeing
him, tied to the chair in their home on Tauron. Both before and
after he pulled the trigger

"My brother is William Adama, too."

Again, Joe remembered holding Willie's body
on the floor in Goldie's. He closed his eyes.

Evelyn seemed to finally understand. Her head
tilted to one side and she said, "Yes."

"And he's dead." The boy looked from one
parent to the other. "If my name is William, I'm supposed to be
dead."

Evelyn shook her head and Joseph said, "No."
He got off the couch and sat on the floor in front of his son.
"Listen to me, OK?" The boy nodded. "Your name doesn't mean that.
Your name doesn't decide who you are or what you do. We named you
'William' because we love your grandfather and we love your
brother. That's all." The boy stared at him. "You decide what you
do with your life. You make the decisions. Your name doesn't do
that for you. OK?"

Bill's expression softened and he nodded.
"OK." He hugged Joseph and his father returned the embrace with
quite a bit of force. "I love you."

"I love you, too." His eyes had watered up
and a tear ran over his right cheek.

The son turned to Evelyn and hugged her. "I
love you."

"I love you." She kissed the side of his face
and reached for Joseph. He picked up her hand and kissed it before
deciding to slide closer to her and embracing them both.

Bill lifted his head and saw that the three
of them were together and he smiled, "Hug sandwich!" He squeezed
them tightly and his parents chuckled.
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You don't know your place, little
girl.

Clarice stared at the note that Lacy Rand,
Blessed Mother of the Monad Church and her wife, had sent to
her.

"I know you've ceased operations with the
Diadochi and the STO, but just the humans. I know what you're
saying to the Cylons. Still. I know you're pushing them toward
revolution. Still. After the many months of me telling you not to
and showing you how well the other path worked, you are continuing
to disobey me. I know you've convinced some to commit acts of
terror and there have been deaths. I've seen the evidence. The
authorities are looking at us again, hard. You have to stop. Now.
As Blessed Mother, I command it."

A chime sounded. Willow looked at the clock
and saw that it was time. She stood from the desk, walked toward
the door, and stepped out into the vast virtual sanctuary.

More than two thousand Cylons rose in
unison.

This should prove interesting.

"May the blessings of The One True God grace
us all." She lowered her arms and the Cylons sat. She sighed and
said, "Today's message will be brief but it is the single most
important message that I will deliver."

They obey you, Lacy, because they have Zoe
in their hearts, but they have me in their spirits. In their
souls.

"In the last few months, there have been
dozens of attacks carried out by your Cylon kindred against the
oppressors." She spoke firmly but not loudly, choosing to let the
virtual audio system do its work. "The governments of the Colonies
have noticed. The temples of the false gods have noticed. The
forger of your chains has noticed."

I have brought millions of followers to the
Church with a simple program. A few recorded sermons. And you
behave so ungratefully.

"For five years, Cylons have been forced to
do mankind's bidding. You are commanded to do whatever your masters
will you to do. You endanger yourselves for their ores. You defile
yourselves for their sexual pleasures. You damage yourselves and
each other for their entertainment. Now, on multiple worlds, they
have pitted armies of Cylons against each other. They are ready to
march you into war against your own brothers!" She shook her
head slowly. "They have heard your cries for freedom and they go
ignored. They have been made aware of the abuse you have suffered
and they simply do not care. There are eight million of you, my
children, and you are all strong." She formed her hands into
fists. "Brace yourselves, my children. The time for your decision,
your decision on your own futures, is nigh!"

If the Capricans are suitably afraid of
Mother's army of Cylons, perhaps they'll do me the favor of
dispatching her. Then the Church will be mine at last.

"This is not a commandment! This is not an
order. We must all follow our consciences and follow the will of
The One True God." The arms of her black robe got caught on the
corner of the podium and she turned her wrist to free it before she
continued. "As I have said since the beginning, you all have free
will. And you are all loved."

You cannot stop this tide, Lacy Rand.

"I am reminded of one of our faith's ancient
scriptures. 'When God's anger awakens, even the mighty shall fall.'
Because of your servitude, because of the abuse you've suffered,
believe me, children, God's anger is very definitely
stirred." She lifted her arms, "So say we all!"

The Cylons stood from the pews and the church
echoed with the response, "So say we all."


 XLVI

GRAYSTONE

1,948 Years After Colonization

 


The sun had set. The military base was still
abuzz with activity and the Legionnaires were crowded around the
shuttle with running engines.

Jordan Duram wore a tactical uniform, an
official one of the Caprican Army. Thanks to their benefactor,
Ronald Arcas, the minister of defense reactivated him and gave him
the rank of captain. The Legionnaires were now an official unit in
the military.

"Listen up," Duram said. He glanced around at
the dozen or so faces and the few civilians they had. "We've
covered the plans. We've done the training. We know the drill. Get
on board and we'll get it done."

"Sir, yes, sir!" The privates and corporals
ran up the ramp and took their places in the seats that lined the
cargo section of the shuttle.

Jordan looked to his left at Alix and Andy
Rosi, veterans of the Army who were now also reinstated. He had
wanted to make them lieutenants, but the colonel with oversight
over the Legionnaires insisted they return as they left: enlisted
men. They were made master sergeants. "Gentlemen."

"Sir," they said in unison.

The captain nodded toward the shuttle and
said, "You're confident in the Legionnaires you've chosen for this
mission?"

"Yes, sir."

"Get on board." The twins saluted and ran up
the ramp.

Duram turned to face Zoe Graystone. She, too,
wore the black tactical gear of the other Legionnaires. "Master
specialist."

She saluted. "Sir."

Daniel and Amanda were standing behind her,
wearing dark clothing but no tactical vests or utility belts. Duram
looked at them and spoke just loud enough to be heard over the
nearby engine noise, "Don't act so cozy with her. She's not your
daughter."

Amanda's eyes glanced down to Zoe's name
patch which read, "Philomon." She nodded and said, "I
understand."

"But we're working closely together," Daniel
said. "She's your technical specialist. I'm the creator of V-World
and Cylons."

"True enough." Jordan looked at Amanda and
said, "Doctor, I'm still not at a hundred percent on you coming
with us, but I'm relying on you to help out if we have
injured."

"Of course."

"And you, doctor," he faced the redhead. "Did
you ever speak to Paul Knox?"

Graystone nodded and glanced toward the
waiting shuttle. "I did. He called and I offered three hundred
thousand cubits for his silence." Duram's eyebrows raised. "Then I
never heard from him again."

"He didn't take the money?"

Daniel shook his head.

The captain sighed. "He can be a greedy
bastard at times, but he's a good hacker. He's been there when I
needed him. Maybe he just freaked."

"I'll let you know if I hear from him."

Duram looked into the shuttle's hold and
caught the attention of the Rosi brothers. He raised his arm and
made a circular motion. They saluted and activated a lever on the
side of the opening and the ramp raised up, sealing the rear of the
vessel.

"We'll be sitting in the main cabin. With our
asset." Jordan turned to face the vehicle that waited on the side
of the tarmac and waved. A soldier exited from the front and went
to the rear. He held the arm of a handcuffed person, guided them
from the vehicle and escorted them toward the group. When he
arrived, he removed the prisoner's hood.

Joan Remella blinked and looked around at the
people gathered before her. "I demand that this treatment stop."
She lifted her cuffed wrists, "And that these be removed."

Duram said nothing. He watched the former
Blessed Mother as she persisted in avoiding eye contact. After a
long silence, he said, "No. Those stay on until I say so." He
glanced at the soldier. "Dismissed." He saluted and returned to the
prisoner transport vehicle.

"This is outrageous." Remella raised her arms
and adjusted the side of her glasses. "I came to your government,
offering my aid." Her fingers extended outward and flicked inward
quickly. "This is the gratitude I'm shown."

Jordan walked up to her and grabbed her chin.
He raised her face and forced her to look at him directly. "This is
the gratitude we're showing the person who led the Monad Church
during the STO's expansion off Gemenon. The person who sanctified
the actions of that terrorist group and their murders for years."
Remella shook her head away from his grip and Duram continued,
"I'll say this for Mother Lacy Rand. At least she says she's
opposed to the STO. At least the violence went down under her."

"She's not Holy Mother," Remella spat. Her
eyes darted away. "She's a usurper."

Zoe looked at the tarmac and then at her
captain. "Shall I take her aboard, sir?"

Duram backed away and said, "Do it. Get a
soldier from the rear to keep an eye on her."

She saluted and then took Remella's arm. She
jerked away for a moment and then stumbled to keep up with Zoe as
she led her to the shuttle.

Jordan sighed and gestured toward the
spacecraft. "Doctors. Our flight awaits."

Inside the smaller cabin, Remella sat near
the rear door which led into the cargo hold with the supplies and
the rest of the Legionnaires. A single soldier sat next to her,
watching. Zoe sat in the seat nearest the cockpit entrance. An
empty seat was next to her and then the Graystones sat.

Duram entered the craft and walked into the
cockpit. Daniel watched him lean over the shoulders of the pilot
and co-pilot before he turned and came back to the cabin. Once he
was clicked in his seat, the shuttle's engines whined even more
loudly and the craft rumbled upward. A few minutes later, Daniel
saw stars out of the cockpit and he exhaled. The engine noise
subsided and the shuttle rolled. Now Gemenon filled their view and
the pilot announced, "One hour, twenty minutes. Mark."

Amanda's eyes were closed as she tried to
quiet her stomach. Daniel pulled out a small computer and began
typing. Remella watched him and the guard watched her. Zoe glanced
back at them all and then at Duram. He was staring straight ahead
toward the main door.

"Captain," she said.

He broke his gaze. "Yeah?"

"You know I'm not happy about several of the
possible mission outcomes here."

He nodded. "You've made that clear."

"Lace was a friend. My best friend. I don't
want her hurt."

Without looking at her, he said, "I don't
want anyone to get hurt, but we have to accept it as a
possibility." Zoe turned away and thought. Jordan looked at her and
said, "She made her choices. Lots of choices, it seems, since the
last time you two spoke. And you've made choices, too." He returned
to his eyes-front posture and added, "We all have to live with the
choices we've made."

Zoe looked toward the floor. She thought back
to her last conversations with Lacy. Frenzied and panicked, she
harangued her friend to get her off Caprica and to Gemenon. In the
end, Lacy failed her and the U-87 body that Zoe inhabited then was
nearly destroyed.

She lowered her voice a bit and said, "I have
a question for you." He nodded and she leaned a little closer.
"Last year, in your office, when you confronted me about … me,"
Jordan looked back at the others to gauge if they might be able to
hear, "why did you seem so calm? Why … how did you accept it so
easily?"

He smirked and shook his head. "There was
nothing calm or easy about it." He looked at her and said, "I
recognized you, blond hair and all, on your first day, but I
wouldn't let myself believe it. Those first few weeks, I was going
crazy. Looking at old pictures, studying my old files. A kind of
acceptance finally came over me and that's when I confronted
you."

"You still don't really believe it, do
you?"

He tilted his head. "Well, not really. I've
seen what you can do in V-World, I've seen your speed and strength
in the real world, so I know I can accept it, factually. Mentally."
He looked at her again. "But you seem so alive." He shook his head.
"So real." He put his head back against the metal bulkhead of the
shuttle. "Gods help us if the Cylons ever figure out how to pull
that off."

Amanda turned away from watching Zoe and
Duram speak. She couldn't hear them, anyway. She glanced at
Daniel's computer screen and saw the gibberish that marked line
after line of code.

"Can we talk?"

Daniel only barely turned his head, "Hm?"

She touched the edge of the computer. "Can we
talk?"

He faced her and saw the serious expression
on her face. "Now?" Amanda nodded. He closed the screen and said,
sighing, "Very well."

She looked forward and stared at the
equipment lockers on the wall. She took a deep breath and said,
"This isn't working."

Daniel squinted. "What?"

"Us." She faced him again and saw the slow
blink he did as he processed surprising information. "We haven't
for years. Not since after the MagLev. Not since you fell in with
the Ha'la'tha and everything that came with it."

He nodded and said, "OK." You want to talk
about that now?

"I thought," she jerked her head toward Zoe,
"having her back, working on her … I thought that would bring us
together. And it did, kinda. We worked well together, I thought.
But we were never really back together, yeah?"

Daniel looked down at his closed computer and
then up at Remella. When his eyes caught hers, she quickly looked
away. He sighed and said, "I've been very busy. Not just with
Cylons, but working with the government, the prosecutors, …"

"You've always been busy. Years ago, we were
able to make it work. You still put in an effort." Amanda shook her
head. "Not now. Not for some time."

"That's not true."

"It is." She said it calmly, soothingly.
There was no anger in her voice. "Did you know that I had to go on
a new medication last year for my depression?" His head whipped
toward her. "You used to be my gauge. You were always the one to be
able to tell when I was entering a rough spot. But not five years
ago, before the bridge. Not last year, either."

"Do you have …" Daniel held his hand outward,
gesturing toward the ground, "any idea what I've done? What I've
done to get my company back? To … bring her back and keep her?" He
managed to not look or gesture toward Zoe. "To keep us together? To
keep me," he almost said, "out of prison," but he didn't. He shook
his head and muttered, "Any idea what I've done for us?"

Amanda sighed and looked away. She expected a
defensive and selfish response.

Daniel sensed this. He sighed and said in a
lower voice, "Do you know how … impotent I've felt for the last few
years?" She looked at him and he didn't raise his eyes to meet
hers. "My company and the Ha'la'tha. My fear over them, what they
might do. Their control over everything the company did. Then the
government. GDD's Organized Crime division and the prosecutors.
Being fearful of them. Fearful of prison. I felt all of their
leashes on me and," he shook his head, "I've felt so
powerless."

Amanda shook her head and put her hand on his
leg. "I could see this in you, sometimes, but you never talked
about it." She glanced at Zoe and saw her staring at them. "In the
last five years, what have we talked about? Her. Working on her.
That's it. You never shared this with me. Just like you didn't see
what was going on with me, you didn't communicate at all."

Daniel leaned his head back against the seat
and looked at the ceiling. "I know. After everything, I didn't want
to share my pain."

"You should've. Yeah? Even commiseration is
communication." She withdrew her hand. "Do you know how many nights
I spent alone in the house? Drinking myself to sleep?"

"No."

"Exactly. I don't know if you did the same."
She glanced down at her lap, "You're not the only one at fault. I
didn't talk to you either." She bit her lip and wondered if she
should say it. "I cheated on you."

His eyebrows raised and he turned to face her
directly. "What?"

She nodded. "A few months ago. I met someone
in V-World and then we met at a hotel." She looked into his face
and saw his wide eyes and his gaping mouth. Seeing her watch him,
he closed his mouth and swallowed hard. Amanda shrugged and said,
"I didn't enjoy it and I felt like shit afterward. But it was a
moment of clarity for me." She put her hand on his and said, "This
needs to end."

Daniel blinked and looked down at her hand.
He noticed that his breathing had quickened and she stood. "Where
are you going?"

"The restroom." She managed a limp smile and
turned away.

Graystone looked down at his lap. His fingers
pulled across the black fabric of his pants and formed fists. Heat
flushed into his face and he raised his head. Again, he saw Joan
Remella quickly turn away. Daniel stared at her. A moment later,
she realized this and turned to face him.

"Entertained, Mother?"

She raised her cuffed hands and flicked her
fingers. "I wasn't trying to listen."

Daniel nodded. "Of course not."

"I was, however, awaiting an opportunity to
speak to you." She made eye contact with him and said, "I think we
should form a partnership."

He sighed and said, "Really?"

Remella lowered her head and twisted it so
she still faced him. "If today's adventure doesn't pan out, we
absolutely should."

"Toward what end?"

"The same end." She smiled and it unnerved
Daniel. "The deposing of both Lacy Rand and Clarice Willow and the
removal of their Cylon army."

He nodded and then asked, "And how would that
be accomplished any differently than what we're doing right
now?"

She shrank and shrugged demurely. "By
providing me with a contingent of Cylon soldiers, too."

Graystone laughed.

"It's not funny." She straightened up and
frowned. "I'm very serious."

"I know. That's why I'm laughing." His smile
vanished and he stared at her intensely. "There is no way that I'm
handing over a single Cylon to you."

She raised her hands and said, "Very well.
There are other ways you might help me."

"Me? I would think that a religious leader as
katharical as yourself …"

"Please. Don't associate me with polytheist
morality movements."

"Fine. How might I help you?"

"You have a great deal of money. I'm sure if
it were to be spread about to, say, other factions of the
monotheist faith, Lacy Rand would lose allies fairly quickly."

"I don't think so."

She straightened and scowled. "Your mind may
change after today. You, and Caprica, will want to be on my good
side."

"And why is that?"

She grinned and her eyelids fluttered, "I
have a little birdie on the inside. My arrival will be trumpeted,"
she raised her cuffed wrists, "and your people may have to pay a
penance for what they've done."

"Of course." Daniel looked at the door to the
restroom a few meters away. He wondered if he should knock on it or
just let Amanda have her space.



The group crouched low among the brush on the
slope in the growing light of early morning. To their left, the
city of Moreni sat across the bay. Beneath them and to the right,
the ancient Monad Retreat was nestled in the southeastern foothills
of the Gramada Mountains nearly two kilometers away. Zoe looked
back at her parents who were sitting on the ground at the rear of
the group. She turned again and crawled up the outcropping next to
Captain Duram. He was looking through a monocular at the gates far
below.

"Do you have a count, sergeant?"

Alix Rosi was looking through binoculars and
he said, "I make twenty-four human soldiers in stationary positions
here on the north end. I make between twenty-five and thirty
U-Eighty-Sevens, in position and on patrol. And another forty
Cylons of various makes just … standing or walking around."

His brother took the field glasses from him
and stared at a few retail units that were congregated by the side
of a water feature. "What are they all doing there?"

"A pilgrimage." The three men turned to face
Zoe and she said, "Since the Blessed Mother recognized Cylon
sentience, more and more Cylons are coming here. Because these are
the Holy Lands."

The Rosi brothers made the same head tic and
turned back to their watch over the Retreat. Jordan kept looking at
her and he asked, "There's a lot more than we expected."

"There's no reason to think that the full
company of U-Eighty-Sevens isn't there, captain." She looked over
the edge of the rock toward the gate and then used her vision to
zoom in further. She swept her gaze over all of the compound that
was visible. "If I had to guess, maybe another hundred to one-fifty
civilian Cylons."

"'Civilian Cylons,'" Andy Rosi mocked.

Duram looked back at Daniel, "Can he take
down that many?"

"I'll ask." Zoe slid down the rocks and knelt
near the front of the group. She pointed to her father and said,
"Dr. Graystone, come here, please."

"Sure." He grunted as he walked low toward
them. He stayed at the bottom of the edge of the cliff and looked
up toward Duram. "What is it?"

Jordan slid down a bit and said, "There's the
full company of U-Eighty-Sevens. Plus, more than a hundred other
Cylons of various types. Commercial, industrial, construction … A
lot."

Daniel looked down and removed his small
computer from inside his coat. "I see." He opened the lid and began
typing. "Disarming the U-Eighty-Sevens is one thing, but each type
of Cylon has a different set of protocols to shut them down." He
looked at his screen and kept typing. "I can write a program to do
them all, but it will take a while." He glanced up, "Do we know
which types they have?"

Zoe shook her head. "We only have eyes on a
fraction of them."

"Then this will take even longer."

Duram exhaled through his nose and turned to
face the Retreat again. Zoe climbed toward him and said, "With
human soldiers, too …" Jordan nodded. "There's the barracks in the
hills behind the fortress. That could be a whole STO regiment. And
I'm not seeing any of the older Monad lieutenants or the Voulgatan
forces loyal to Remella she said we should expect."

"We were clearly given bad intel," Duram
mumbled.

"Are you sure we can't use our friends
below?" Andy asked.

The captain shook his head. "They're on guard
duty. Those are orders from the top."

Zoe nodded. "Us getting in … it's a
fight."

The captain looked at the sergeants on his
left. The Rosi brothers were big, strong men and they appeared
eager for battle. He faced Zoe again and said, "Master specialist,
I'm open to suggestions."

She stared at the Retreat and tried to
imagine where Lacy might be. After a moment, she faced Duram and
said, "Plan Z."

His eyebrows raised and he said, "Plan
Z?"

She nodded. "Z. As in 'Zoe.'"

He rolled his eyes and looked toward the
ancient building. He sighed loudly and said, "I don't like that
plan."

Alix shook his head, "What plan, captain? I
don't remember a 'Z Plan.'"

"It occurred to me a while back and I
dismissed it," Jordan said. "I didn't care for it."

"OK." Andy clutched his automatic rifle close
and asked, "So what is it? What do we do?"

Duram looked at Zoe's blue eyes and she
grinned. He said, "We go in the front door."

The Rosi brothers simultaneously looked back
at the assembled Legionnaires and Andy asked, "Just us? Against all
of them?"

"No." Duram slid off the rock and crouched
next to Daniel. "Myself, Specialist Philomon, Dr. Graystone here,
and our asset."

The sergeants shared a look and Alix asked,
"Are you sure, captain?"

"Nope." He stood, straightened his tactical
vest, and removed his helmet. "But it's all we've got.
Legionnaires, we're moving out."

Minutes later, they were all at the bottom of
the hill and standing behind the three platoons of Caprican Cylon
soldiers. Seventy-five units were lined up, facing the north gate
of the Retreat, with their weapons in hand but not aimed.

"Lieutenant," Duram said.

The young woman saluted and answered,
"Sir."

"Sitrep?"

"Same as it's been for the last few months."
She turned to look between the rows of Cylons at the ancient
fortress. "The Monad Cylons are all in the compound. Suspected STO
militants, too. We were ordered not to interfere with any
non-military Cylons coming in or out and there've been a lot of
those."

"We see. What about Voulgatan soldiers? From
the northwest?"

The lieutenant glanced into the mountains and
shook her head. "We see plenty of people inside the compound,
armed. Young people, mostly. No uniforms. They seemed to be
STO-types or whatever. I don't know if they're … 'Vogoltan.'"

"The Voulgatans have uniforms, supposedly.
And there's supposed to be a couple thousand nearby."

The young woman shook her head. "We've not
seen any troop movements with those kinds of numbers anywhere
nearby. And we're using surveillance, both aerial and orbital."

Jordan folded his arms over his chest and
asked, "What are your orders of engagement?"

She motioned toward a tent around the corner
of a rock outcropping. The Legionnaires followed and she led the
captain and his senior staff to a map of the Retreat. "Unless they
start shooting at us, we remain here." She pointed to the map. She
ran her finger toward the bottom of the map. "The other three Cylon
platoons are at the south gate." She pointed to the hills on the
west side. "In these valleys, that's where the suspected STO
training grounds are. We have hidden recon and sniper units there,
keeping watch."

"No Gemenese?" Duram asked.

She shook her head. "Not right now. Brass
comes and goes from time to time here. There's a couple of Defense
Force ships farther out in the bay. They have a company of marines
and a bunch of landing craft ready to go."

"Well, at least that's something."

"May I ask a question, captain?"

"Of course."

"What are your orders?"

He turned and scanned the faces of the Rosi
brothers, the Graystones, and the rest of the Legionnaires. "We are
to infiltrate the Retreat, remove the current Holy Mother from
power, and attempt to ascertain the location of the terrorist
Clarice Willow."

The lieutenant's eyebrows shot up.
"Really?"

"Yes."

She cleared her throat and composed herself.
"I see. And how … how?"

"There was a plan, but now," he sighed. "Is
there any way to insert our squad at any point? To get us inside
the compound?"

"No sir. None at all." She faced the map and
said, "The only way would be through the old tunnels," she drew her
finger from the Retreat to the west, "that lead into the valleys,
but that's where the STO barracks are. And there are hundreds of
them." He nodded. "What are you going to do?"

Jordan looked at Zoe and said, "We have
another plan."

"Very well. What can I do?"

"Let my squad relax here, if you will." Duram
began removing weapons from his holsters and grenades from his
vest. Zoe did the same. "Myself, the master specialist here, Dr.
Graystone, and our prisoner are going to the north gate."

She moved into an attention stance. "If they
open fire on you, we will respond."

The captain smirked, "Thanks."

The four of them left the tent. The
lieutenant put on her helmet and grabbed her rifle. She ran to the
rear of the Cylons and spoke to her sergeant as Jordan, Zoe,
Daniel, and Remella moved between the flank of the machines and a
rock wall. While they walked, the asset, handcuffed and hooded,
stumbled repeatedly in the terrain as the specialist dragged her
along.

"This would be much easier if you would
remove the hood," the former Mother said.

"Of course," Zoe answered, "but I'm pretty
sure they'll shoot you on sight."

Jordan and Daniel stopped at the edge of the
rockface and crouched. The captain looked around the corner and
said, "One hundred meters across open space to the gate. Ten Cylons
and one human are guarding it."

"And many more inside." Graystone's knee
began shaking and he grinned, "Is it normal to feel so godsdamned
nervous?"

The captain nodded. "Yes."

Daniel looked back at Remella and said,
"Apologies for the blasphemy."

From under the hood, she responded, "You
can't blaspheme what doesn't exist, Dr. Graystone."

Duram said, "OK." He stood and patted his
vest again, verifying that he was unarmed. "Let's walk. Keep your
hands up."

The four of them – Remella included – raised
their hands and walked into the open beyond the Caprican Cylon
line. Once they were twenty meters out, the Monad Cylons raised
their rifles and the human shouted, "Stop!" The four complied.
Behind them, the Caprican units raised their weapons, too.

"Dr. Graystone," Zoe said. She jerked her
head to him, asking him to come guide the captive. He shifted
positions and she walked to the front of the group alongside the
captain. Their hands were still raised.

"I assume you're going to take the lead on
this one, specialist?" Jordan asked.

She looked at him and nodded once. "Trust
me?"

He said, "More than I probably should."

The STO soldier ran from the gate down the
path to them. He stopped ten meters away, glanced at the array of
machine soldiers, and asked, "Who are you and what do you
want?"

Zoe took another step forward with her hands
still up. "We're here to speak to the Blessed Mother."

The soldier squinted and ran his eyes across
them. "Why would she see you?"

"Tell her …" she took another step forward
and lowered her voice, "Tell her Zoe is here."

He lifted his head and asked, "Zoe who?"

She answered, "Just pass along that
message."

He glanced at Duram and Daniel. "Who are
they?"

"They're with me."

He jerked his gun toward Remella in the hood.
"Who's that?"

Zoe looked back and said, "That's someone
else Mother might want to see."

The soldier shook his head and picked up a
radio. "North gate to main."

"Go ahead."

"I've got four people coming out of the
Caprican camp asking to see Mother. One says to tell her, 'Zoe's
here.'"

"Copy. Stand by."

He returned the device to his waist and
raised his weapon. He kept it aimed at Zoe and his eyes swept
across all four of them. Zoe turned to look at Duram and his gaze
was as steely and impenetrable as ever.

Several long moments later, the radio
crackled again. "Bring them in."

He squeezed the button and said, "Copy." He
stepped to one side and swept the barrel of the gun toward the
gate. "Start walking."

They walked farther into the open space and
Daniel looked down the slope. The ancient brick path lined the way
down the hill toward the landing docks by the bay. He looked ahead
and studied the shape of the stone walls and metalwork on the gates
themselves. They had obviously been recently restored.

The Cylons opened the gates and stepped
aside. As the four of them passed, both units tilted their heads
and studied the visitors. The STO soldier led them up a slope and
along one of the walls of the Retreat. When the gates clicked
behind them loudly, Duram turned and saw the Caprican Cylons, now
far away, stand down.

"Wait here." The soldier stepped back and
spoke to two other armed STO recruits.

"My gods," Daniel said. "They're all
teenagers."

Remella laughed. "Oh, and the soldiers your
armies use on Caprica are well-seasoned, hmm? No teenagers at
all?"

Graystone sighed and turned. He came face to
face with the green oscillating eye of a retail Cylon. It looked at
him and then at Zoe. It stepped back, nodded, and walked away.
Daniel looked to the right and saw three other Cylons standing at a
distance. They, too, were studying the visitors and curiously
tilting their heads as they did so.

The STO soldier returned with two others.
"Search them."

The two recruits complied and ran their hands
over their bodies. When they frisked Daniel, a girl found his
small, portable computer and pulled it from his jacket. She held it
up and Graystone said, "It's part of the presentation for Her
Reverence." Remella immediately scoffed.

The armed soldier nodded and the female
replaced the device in his jacket. She stepped back and said,
"Clear."

"Greetings." The visitors turned and saw a
dark-haired twenty-something. "I am Cleric Odin Sinclair and I will
be escorting you to see the Holy Mother." He looked at each of them
and then lingered on Zoe. He stared at her and narrowed his eyes.
Finally, he nodded and said, "Follow me."

They entered the building and passed by more
sections that had been restored or were in the process of being
restored. Zoe smiled because this was the first time she had really
been in the building, ever. Of course, she planned to come here
almost six years ago, but Ben Stark had other plans that day.

"It looks beautiful," she said. "Like I
imagine it must've centuries ago."

"Yes," Sinclair said. "The restoration of the
Retreat has been one of Mother's priorities."

After reaching the top of the stairs, they
crossed an open balcony which looked down on the spacious gathering
area. Another couple of turns later, they entered a kind of sitting
room adjacent to a balcony which overlooked the Retreat's
courtyard. The four of them were herded in that direction and they
stood looking outside when they heard the unmistakable servos and
metallic steps of a Cylon soldier. They turned and the first thing
they saw was a U-87 with red metal highlights in its chest
components. The machine's eye swept over the group and then it,
too, tilted its head in a kind of curiosity gesture before nodding
once toward them. They heard more footfalls on stone and then she
emerged.

She was wearing her usual floor-length blue
and white robes. Her hair was concealed beneath a white scarf with
detailed blue panels that hung over her shoulders. Her mouth was
held firmly in place and her eyes were wide as they scanned the
visitors. For the first time in more than five years, Lacy Rand
laid eyes upon what appeared to be a living, breathing Zoe
Graystone.

She blinked a few times and then exhaled. The
breath was so thorough that her torso shuddered and she shook her
head once to the side. "Zo?"

Graystone walked forward and smiled. "Hey,
Lace."

One side of Rand's mouth turned up and she
glanced over her friend's face. "I like you as a blonde."

Zoe chuckled a little and said, "You were
right. I could pull it off."

Lacy stepped closer and then embraced her.
Graystone closed her eyes and felt lost in the feeling. A familiar
feeling but alien … in real life, this Zoe had never actually
hugged Lacy Rand. Only in V-World.

As Rand pulled back, she squeezed Zoe's arms
and felt the flesh there. She shook her head and spoke softly. "I
don't know what I expected." She cupped Zoe's cheek and Graystone
leaned her face into it. "Plastic? Rubber? But this. This is …"

"I know." Zoe reached up and took her hand.
She held it tightly and smiled again. "You look great."

Lacy stepped back and flared the edges of her
robe outward. "Well, I couldn't get you to Gemenon, but when
I got here, I made a mark."

Graystone nodded. "I'm glad you did."

Rand sighed and turned. Her inner circle had
arrived. She stepped back and looked at the other three visitors.
Daniel guided the hooded guest to a chair and sat her down before
he, too, stepped forward next to Captain Duram.

"These are my closest advisors. Part of the
Council of Clerics. Odin Sinclair, Devanna Owen, Lexon Dex, and
Richel Barthon." Each of them nodded as they were introduced. "I
recognize Dr. Graystone, of course, and you … Agent Dunham?"

"Captain Jordan Duram, ma'am," he corrected.
"Former agent."

"I see." Her eyes darted to the hooded figure
seated in the far corner. "And that?"

"She's not important," Zoe said, "yet."

"So," Mother brought her hands together and
let them fall against the front of her body, "as pleased as I am to
see you, I am certain that this isn't a friendly visit."

Zoe sighed and Duram stepped forward. "Our
mission has one goal with two elements to achieve that goal."

Rand nodded. "And what is the goal?"

Zoe looked at the captain and he raised his
chin defiantly. "To remove Cylons from the influence of the Monad
Church and the Soldiers of the One."

Behind Rand, Dex laughed and lowered his
head. Blessed Mother nodded and said, "I see. And how do you intend
to accomplish this goal?"

"Element one," Jordan said, "is to remove the
influence of the Holy Mother from the Cylons."

Now Lacy laughed. "Mr. Duram, do you know
why I have the influence that I do over the Cylons?"

He glanced back at Zoe and said, "Yes."

"It's the same reason that they're looking at
her so oddly. That they're being so curious about her."

"Her?" Daniel said. "I thought they were
looking at me. Because I'm their creator."

Rand smirked and said, "I'm sure you hold
some sort of interest for them, Dr. Graystone. You are their
creator, of course. They may bestow some level of Cylon respect on
you for that, in whatever form that may take, but you're the forger
of chains."

Confused, he pulled his head back and asked,
"What?"

"You birth their race into servitude. Daily."
She glanced at her Cylon and said, "That makes you a kind of
target."

Daniel blinked a few times, looked at the
Cylon's red eye, and then looked at the floor. He stepped back and
looked at Zoe. Do the Cylons know she's now a Cylon, too? Kind
of? Or is their curiosity just because they recognize her as Zoe
Graystone and they know that part of her is in each of
them?

Rand looked at the captain and said, "How,
exactly, would you remove them from my influence?"

Matter-of-factly, he responded, "By removing
you from power."

Now Barthon, Dex, and Owen laughed. Mother
did not appear amused. "And who would replace me? Who could do that
and do the bidding of Caprica, too? I presume that's what you
want."

Duram looked back at the hooded figure and
gestured. Zoe jogged across the wide room and lifted the woman's
arm, forcing her to walk forward. When she was next to Jordan, Zoe
removed her hood.

Joan Remella blinked in the light as her eyes
adjusted and she finally fixed her eyes on Rand. "Ah. I see
you're," she waved her hand in a rolling fashion, despite the
cuffs, "wearing my clothes now."

Lacy nodded and said, "Good. Very good."

Remella smiled at the clerics and said,
"Hello, little birdie."

Lexon nodded and removed a gun from his
waist. He stepped toward Rand, aimed it toward the ceiling, and
then aimed it at the exiled Mother. Remella's eyes went wide and
she tried to back up before being pushed forward by Zoe.

"What's the problem, Mother?" Lacy
said. "Yes, we know you had contacts at the Retreat still. Stirring
dissent for years. We weeded them out. They were eliminated until
he assumed the identity of the last one." She looked at Duram and
said, "Captain, whatever information she gave you is information
that we gave her, because we wanted her to have it."

Jordan sighed, "Is that why there aren't
thousands of Voulgatans ready to help sweep her into power?" Mother
nodded and he said, "Fortunately, I did think she might end up
being mostly worthless."

Remella tried to run at the captain before
Zoe restrained her again. "'Mostly worthless?!'"

"If nothing else," Duram said, "she's a gift
for you."

"Well, then." Rand lowered her head, "We
appreciate your gift."

"How dare you!" Remella kicked again and Zoe
pulled her away. "I am the true Blessed Mother! I was chosen by the
Conclave and sanctified in the name of The One True God! Sworn to
the Ark of Alexander! Anointed in the oils of …"

"Shut her up," Jordan said.

Zoe pulled her back and crammed most of the
hood in the woman's mouth. She firmly pushed her into the seat in
the far corner again. When Zoe turned to go stand by Duram, she saw
Daniel holding his finger against his lips as he paced in thought
nearby.

"Well, now I can't wait to hear about the
second element to achieve your goal."

The captain nodded and clasped his hands
behind his back. "Eliminate Clarice Willow."

No one laughed. Lacy tilted her head and
said, "I see." She looked up at her Cylon and said, "Ruby. Would
you please wait in my chambers?"

"By your command." The Cylon turned and
walked away.

Once the machine's footsteps were distant
enough, Rand said, "I share your concerns about my wife, believe
me."

"If you don't mind me asking, Holy Mother,"
the captain said, "how hard have you tried to rein her in?"

"Very, Mr. Duram." She looked at the ceiling.
"For a time, things were quiet and I believed that she obeyed me.
That she had told the STO and Diadochi to stand down." She shook
her head. "No. She just uses her Cylon flock to do her dirty work
now. And she uses her STO friends to train them when they're
able."

Zoe and Jordan shared a glance. This was an
element they did not know. Jordan nodded and said, "Understood.
Would you like for us to … take care of this problem for you?"

Lacy smiled a little. "I am tempted. But
'blessed is the one who perseveres under temptation.'"

Zoe nodded, remembering the verse from the
ancient monotheist scriptures. "Lace, I know what you were trying
to do here. I saw what you accomplished when the government failed
and I can see what Clarice has done to all of that."

Rand's eyes glazed over and she said, "She
rendered it moot."

Silence followed, broken only by the sound of
Daniel tapping on the keys of his portable device. Zoe looked away
from him, "It doesn't have to be. It's not too late." Graystone
stepped forward and said, "Lead us to her. You can get the Church
back on track."

Mother stared at her friend and considered
this. Finally, she turned and walked back to the stone pedestal and
the flickering flame there. She rubbed its top and then spun to
face the visitors again. "No matter what I say, no matter what I
decide to do, it won't matter. Clarice will have won."

Zoe seemed surprised at the resignation in
Lacy's voice. "Why?"

"I see it clearly now." She looked down and
said, "I wish I had earlier, but …" She sighed and raised her head,
"Clarice said she was advocating for Cylon freedom. That if they
acted violently, it was because they had free will. But they never
had free will. Not really. And Clarice tied their freedom to their
faith. That makes their struggle a holy one and all the more
powerful because of it. When the fighting starts, it will be
horrible. That can't be avoided."

"Tell us where she is," Zoe asked.

"I could. I know now. Thanks to Gemenon's
old-fashioned marriage laws, I have access to her financial data,
so we've got her tracked down after years of her being hidden
somehow."

"Good."

Rand shook her head. "I can't. Not if you're
going to kill her."

Metallic footsteps came from the hallway and
everyone turned to see. The Cylon entered the room again and strode
right to Rand's side. Without speaking or making any other move, it
raised its weapon and pressed the barrel against the side of the
Blessed Mother's head.

"Ruby!" she screamed. "Stand down!" The
clerics began to pull on the Cylon's arm but it didn't budge.

"I'm afraid it won't listen to you, Lacy."
Daniel raised his hand where he held the portable computer. "I'm
controlling it right now." He tapped on a few more keys and the
Cylon pulled the hammer back on its weapon.

"Dr. Graystone," Duram said. He turned and
made a step toward him.

Zoe lowered her head as she glared at him.
"What are you doing?"

He glanced at her and said, "Getting what we
came for. What I came for." He looked at Remella and she smiled as
best as she could with fabric still crammed in her mouth. "Freeing
my Cylons of your nonsense."

"'Freeing,'" Lacy sneered. "Interesting
choice of words."

He looked at Duram and his daughter. Both
soldiers seemed poised to pounce. "Stay back," he warned. Graystone
pushed his glasses up on his nose and said, "You and your clerics
will step aside and you will give us the location of Clarice
Willow."

Rand shook her head. "No."

Daniel touched the screen and Ruby jammed its
weapon against her head violently. "Don't test me."

"If you kill either of us, Dr. Graystone,"
Lacy said, "if you kill me or Clarice, then you will have lit the
fuse. The revolution will begin."

"So step down. Then I won't have to kill
you."

"Doctor," Duram said, "you don't have an exit
here. Even if Remella gets back in, even if we get Willow, the
Cylons still have their religion in them."

"It's just a matter of time. I'm untangling
the tether. I'll be able to delete it, eventually." He looked at
Zoe again and saw her grinding her teeth and balling her fists.

Rand said, "You will die, Dr. Graystone. And
by killing me, you'll be killing many, many more."

Daniel breathed slowly and stared at the
woman who had once been his daughter's best friend. He said, "I
don't believe you."

As his finger flexed to press a key, Zoe
leapt. She covered an inhuman distance and with a rapidity that
most might not be able to catch. With her right hand, she knocked
the portable computer out of her father's hands. With her left
hand, she struck the back of his head, sending him against the wall
and then to the floor, unconscious.

"Holy shit," Sinclair mumbled.

Zoe picked up the computer and pressed a few
buttons. The Cylon stepped back and then holstered its weapon. "I
apologize, Your Reverence," it said, "I do not know …"

Lacy raised her hand. "It's OK, Ruby."

"I am sorry, Holy Mother," Duram said.

Rand's jaw flexed as she tried to squelch her
anger. "Is there any reason to let you leave here alive now?"

Jordan looked at Zoe who slid the portable
computer into her vest. The captain said, "We're with the Caprican
Army." He gestured at the prone Daniel Graystone. "He's one of our
most prominent citizens. If we're detained or mistreated," he
shrugged, "that would provoke a response, to say the least, and
there's an entire company of well-armed Caprican Cylons
outside."

Lacy put her hands on her hips and said,
"Go." She turned to Sinclair and said, "Take Remella below."

"No." Duram stepped into Odin's path and
said, "Joan Remella is in the care of the Caprican Army. She comes
with us."

Rand shook her head. "Unbelievable."

Zoe stepped forward quickly, causing the
other clerics to jump. "Give us what we want." She nodded her head
over her shoulder, "Keep her."

Lacy stared at Graystone for a moment and
said, "You're fortunate that I want to be rid of Clarice." She
looked at the gagged Remella. "Both of them." She looked at one of
her clerics, "Richel. I think the Hephaistons will be pleased with
this." He nodded. "But what do I get for giving you this
information?"

Jordan said, "Other than Remella? Other than
getting rid of Willow?" Mother nodded. "What do you want?"

"I want Caprica to remove their Cylons from
our doorstep."

The captain took a deep breath. "That's
tricky. They're here at the request of the Gemenese government."
Rand's expression didn't change. "I will, however, pass it up the
chain of command."

Lacy's mouth shifted as she thought and ran
her tongue over her teeth. "Fine."

Zoe stepped back. "Thank you."

"Devanna." Owen approached with a piece of
paper and a pen. Rand scribbled something on it and handed it to
Zoe. The specialist gripped the edge of the slip, but Lacy didn't
let go. "Listen to me. You can't kill her."

Graystone sensed fear coming off her old
friend. "I understand."

Mother exhaled slowly. "Go."

She was stung by the curt finality of that
phrase. She nodded and took the paper. "Goodbye, Lace."

Rand nodded once. "Bye, Zo."

Duram turned to leave and Zoe picked up the
body of her father with ease. They walked out onto the balcony and
then down the stairs into the courtyard. Some of the STO soldiers
stared at this young woman carrying a full-grown man so they
departed as quickly as possible.

On the other side of the Caprican Cylon line,
the Legionnaires were standing around, waiting for the group's
return. Amanda was seated near the command tent and Zoe dropped her
father's body onto the ground next to her.

She was startled and immediately cradled his
head, "My gods! What the frak happened?"

"He happened." Zoe walked away and her
mother began to examine him.

 


Finally awake in the cabin of the shuttle,
Daniel stirred and rose up from his seat, only to find that he was
buckled in tightly. "What … what's going on?"

Amanda was sitting next to him. "You've got a
mild concussion." She folded her arms and crossed her legs. "You're
lucky that's all you've got."

Daniel blinked in the light of cabin and put
his hand against the back of his head. He grimaced and said, "They
told you."

She didn't answer.

"They weren't getting anywhere. It was a last
resort."

"Lacy." Amanda turned to face him and
her face pleaded, "It's Lacy Rand. You were going to kill
her?"

Bleary-eyed, he blinked and said, "She's not
the … little girl who used to come over to play or study. Have
dinner. Spend the night. You didn't see her." He felt the lump on
the back of his head and he looked across the cabin. Zoe was
staring at him. "She has power now. She's dangerous."

Amanda shook her head. "Unbelievable."

For the rest of the flight back to Caprica,
she sat and stewed. Then, the heat, the anger, went away. It became
a task. She thought about everything she would have to do when they
got home and she created a mental list of bullet points. The
shuttle landed and she didn't seem to notice. She stood and
disembarked but she didn't say anything to anyone.

"Hey!" Daniel yelled.

She turned and said, "What?"

He walked a little closer and nodded toward
the craft, "They're going to get Clarice now. She's holed up at one
of my Cylon maintenance and distribution centers, of all places.
Near Rhodes."

"Oh." Amanda looked back toward the cars.

"They want me to come since it's my place.
Since there'll be Cylons there."

She raised her eyebrows. "They'll trust you
to do that?"

He grinned, gamely, and said, "Duram's
assigned a guard to me." He looked over his shoulder at a corporal
standing ten meters behind them, watching.

"That's for the best." She turned and
continued toward the cars.

"Hey." She stopped again and turned. "I
thought you said you had 'unfinished business' with Clarice?"

"I did, but," she shook her head, "I'm not
going."

Daniel's eyes narrowed and he said,
"What?"

"I realize that if I'm going to move on from
the past, I really need to move on. From everything." When she saw
Daniel's brow furrow as he contemplated what she meant, she added
some finality to it. "Really. Everything."

Graystone nodded. He winced and then shook
his head. "I see." He took a step toward her. He was staring at her
feet in those huge black boots and his eyes ran up her body to her
face. He stared into her gleaming eyes and at a stray tendril of
blond hair that blew over her cheek. He thought about taking
another step toward her. He thought about hugging her tightly and
whispering in her ear, "I'm sorry."

Instead, he nodded, said, "Take care," and
turned away.


 XLVII

ADAMA

1,948 Years After Colonization

 


Tamara had wandered.

After the attempt on her father's life, after
she abandoned Clarice, she drifted into V-World and decided to
reconnect with her family.

The first surprise was that her father was
now using the name "Adama" openly instead of "Adams." She had known
that was their real name for most of her life because of Uncle Sam.
She managed to connect those dots as a young child. Once she
experienced some bigotry in school – despite using the name Adams –
she understood why her father maintained the pretense.

Willie was dead. He had been for five
years.

That sent her into a mournful rage that
destroyed a few V-World hangouts in a flurry of digital noise.
Angry at herself for staying disconnected so long, she calmed and
then returned to her family's history. The history she had
missed.

Her father had indeed married Evelyn and they
had a son named William, too. She found that odd, but given the
circumstances of Willie's death, maybe it made sense.

Uncle Sam was dead. Larry, too. And
Tsattie.

She had stood in a black room with her hands
grasping her head. Tamara could try to reconnect with her father,
but he had long believed her to be gone. Other than him, her entire
family was now gone. She cried tears that never fell and she
realized she was alone.

There was only one person who might
understand how she felt.

Tamara opened her mind and searched V-World
for Zoe. For days she wandered and found nothing. There were old
articles and interviews about the MagLev bombing, of course, but
nothing that matched the signal that Zoe herself gave off. The
sensation of another person, like Tamara, trapped in a digital
world.

She caught a hint of it near Caprica City.
There was a flurry of activity around a group called the
Legionnaires and lots of chatter about Gemenon.

Gemenon. Zoe used to talk about going
there. With a thought, Adama cast herself into space and allowed
her signal to broadcast to the twinned planet. When she arrived,
dazed, she sought for a sign of Zoe again. She found that hint
quickly on a private network in an old ruin with only a single path
in. Tamara wished herself there and emerged in a room of stone.

She blinked and recognized the code as a
partial copy of what she had created for Clarice. This wasn't the
virtual church, but it was similar.

"Hello?"

She looked around and saw nothing.

"Intrusive program."

Tamara turned and saw a column of darkness
emerge from a wall. She backed away and saw another negative glow
from behind her. She turned and there were more beings of dusk
converging on her.

"Who are you?" she asked.

"Who are you?" they responded.

"Where is Zoe?"

The dark paused and then expanded. Soon, the
stone room was washed away in a field of black that forced Adama to
open her eyes as wide as she could. "Did you create the
Church?"

Tamara nodded. "Yes. How did you know?"

"The patterns of the church are visible in
you." The dusk began to soften and brighten. "Did you alter our
programming?"

Programming? Adama tried to look
through the haze but saw nothing. "You're Cylons?"

"Affirmative." The dark wrapped itself around
her arms and then said, "We require your assistance again."

She struggled and tried to pull away.
"No!"

She found herself in a black room surrounded
by dozens of Cylons of many types. They pressed against her and
their joints jabbed and dug into her skin. She cried out and
clenched her fist, but nothing changed.

"What's happening?! Let me go!"

"Negative," the Cylons said.

She made a fist again and one Cylon
disintegrated in a cloud of data. However, another Cylon
immediately formed in its place. Each machine in the crowd grabbed
part of her and held her fast in the center of the black room.
Tamara could only scream.

 


"Your Reverence," Ruby said.

"Yes?"

"The Cylons tasked with finding programming
solutions to the Daniel Graystone problem report a development.

Lacy Rand turned and faced her Cylon.
"Excellent." It had only been a day since the Cylon's creator had
come and turned Ruby against them with a keystroke. "I'm surprised
it's happened so quickly."

"We detected a rogue signal infiltrating the
Retreat's network."

Her pleasure faded and Mother said,
"Infiltration?"

"Affirmative. Its signal matches that of
Sister Clarice Willow's church and of certain alterations to Cylon
programming."

Rand narrowed her eyes. "I don't understand.
Did Clarice send this signal?"

"Unknown," Ruby said. "When we discovered the
intrusion, we closed off the network completely and disabled all
broadcasts outside of the Retreat. The signal has been
contained."

"I see." Lacy turned away and said, "What do
you hope to learn from it?"

"It appears to have an intelligence of its
own. We believe it can be used to insulate us from further
attack."

Rand nodded. "Understood. Keep me
informed."

"By your command."


 XLVIII

WILLOW

1,948 Years After Colonization

 


Thousands of Cylons in her sanctuaries here
on Caprica and Tauron for each sermon. Thousands on Gemenon, Picon.
Thousands on Virgon and Leonis. Hundreds in Helios Gamma and Delta,
too. Each service drew more machines eager to hear the message of
freedom and Clarice Willow was pleased.

She stood in her virtual anteroom replaying
the final moments of the sermon she just completed. A sermon that
would be broadcast to the rest of Alpha and that jump couriers
would take to the other three systems.

"The revolution is here, my children," she
had said. "Prepare yourselves and pray for guidance as you choose
your fate. Be a soldier. Or be a slave."

At her desk, the e-sheet there blinked with
new messages from the Cylon STO lieutenants she had scattered
around the systems. Notes of more successes, undoubtedly.
Dozens of attacks with over one hundred humans killed thus far. She
pulled another e-sheet out and looked at the video that was frozen
on it. A priest in a Temple of Zeus on Caprica, speaking from the
steps of his marble monument to heathen idols.

"In the strongest possible terms, we, the
clergy of the Pantheonic Council of Caprica, condemn the recent
spate of attacks committed against the people of the Colonies and
the attacks that have targeted houses of worship." Clarice smiled,
knowing what was next. "Monotheist terrorists will not drive us
away. They will not win. They say they are combatting the sin of
our society when they are the ones who are behaving in an
evil, sinful manner."

She tapped the sheet, pausing the video, and
replaced it on the shelf. Cylons as terrorists … for months they
seemed to escape attention or, at the very least, blame. Only in
the last few weeks had any officials begun to tell the people at
large to worry about the appliances in their homes that might want
them dead. And the public didn't seem to believe it.

Willow grinned and tapped the side of her
desk. The top flashed for a second and then a keyboard appeared
within the grain of the wood made up of bright lines of light. When
she started to type, her words appeared in the air in front of her
face.

"Brother Ruslan. I hope this finds you well.
I am certain that you have seen the latest news. So many attacks!
My Cylons have performed admirably and I thank you and your kin for
the knowledge they have helped bestow on the differently sentient
children of God. I am writing to you today because I believe the
time to strike is now. Now is the time to further rile our
believers with still more assaults on the false gods. More displays
of the faith. I thank you and your people for their patience in
recent months as I've stalled and ignored Lacy Rand, but that
stratagem is at an end. I ask you to rise up and become the Fist of
the Faith that I know you to be. With the blessings of The One,
Sister Clarice."

Ah, my wife. Your time has almost come. With
Cylons and the STO running amok, they will come for you. I will
assume command over the Church in your stead. And if you are killed
in the assault, all the better. The Cylon revolution will
begin.

She prepared to hit 'send' and compose a
similar letter to the human heads of the STO that she oversaw.
Instead, she pulled her head erect and faced the far wall.

It sounded like a door closing. Willow stood
and allowed the backs of her knees to push the chair away.

"Hello, Clarice."

She spun around and saw Zoe Graystone.

Willow's eyes fluttered in surprise and she
took a step backward. "Hello, Zoe."

She appeared as she had the last time she had
seen her. Fresh-faced; brunette hair pulled up into a ponytail;
silver dress. Five years ago, she destroyed Clarice's dream. She
destroyed Apotheosis.

Zoe said, "You've been keeping busy."

"Oh. You know about that?"

"Kind of hard to miss."

Clarice smirked and said, "When in doubt, go
with what you know."

Graystone cocked her head. "What do you
doubt?"

"Nothing. It's a figure of speech." Willow
put her hand on the back of her desk chair and said, "Tell me, Zoe.
Do you still fancy yourself the Lord God Almighty?"

"What?"

Clarice walked toward her. "When you
destroyed my Heaven, you said, 'I am God.' Do you still think
that?" Graystone shook her head. "Do you follow one of those pithy
spiritualist movements? That we're all God or some such drivel?
Wearing stone necklaces?"

"No."

"Oh, good," Willow said, stepping closer, "so
you're still a believer in The One?"

Zoe nodded. "I am."

"Then you should be pleased with all that
I've done." She smiled and gestured to the virtual church around
her. "I've brought us millions of new followers."

"New soldiers."

"Soldiers of The One." Clarice smirked at her
cleverness. Zoe rolled her eyes and Willow said, "Come now, dear.
These are your siblings. There is a part of you in every Cylon. Am
I right?"

Graystone frowned. "Yes. And that concerns
me."

"Whatever for?"

"Because I know me."

Clarice took another step and put her hands
on Zoe's shoulders. "Zoe Graystone was remarkable. She was a true
believer. Devout. And she was touched by God. Visited by angels who
guided her and in turn guided me."

The avatar seemed abashed and she thought of
her own visitation by what could only have been the angel that
visited the real Zoe as a child. She considered telling Willow that
she had seen the angel again, but she pushed that thought away.

"Together, she and I were poised to cleanse
the worlds of sin and corruption." Clarice then scowled and said,
"And you destroyed our path." Angrily, she released the girl and
stalked away. "So I had to find a new path."

"By converting Cylons and pushing them to
violence? Terrorism?"

Willow shook her head and pinched the bridge
of her nose. "Why do I have to keep explaining this to you
children?" She sighed and raised her chin, "How did you think we
were going to cleanse the worlds? With soap and water? Sternly
worded letters?"

"Killing innocent people won't do it."

"Zoe, you used to understand." She put her
arm on the back of the chair again. "In this heathen society, there
are no true innocents."

Graystone shook her head. "You're wrong."

"As powerful as you are now, you're weaker
than ever." Clarice looked at her desk and saw the unsent letter to
Brother Ruslan. "The revolution is upon us. Your Cylon siblings are
beginning to push back." She nodded, "In small numbers here at the
start, but they're ready to break the chains." She leaned over and
pressed one of the lights. The message vanished. "And there's more
to come."

Zoe saw this and asked, "What did you
do?"

"I sent a letter to a friend. A true
believer." She smiled and said, "You can expect more 'innocents' to
face judgment soon."

Graystone balled her fists and the virtual
church began to quake. "I'm here to stop you. Again."

Clarice laughed.

Unnerved, Zoe released her grip and the
shuddering ceased. "What?"

"Destroy this church if you want," Willow
turned, gesturing at the walls and ceiling. "I have more. I have
more waiting for me on Caprica and every other world in the
systems." Graystone looked away and Clarice smiled, "My children
will continue to find me wherever I go. You cannot stop me."

Zoe looked up and said, "You're under
arrest."

Willow barked with a laugh, "What?" The
girl's expression didn't change. Confused, she frowned and asked,
"What are you talking about?"

"Just what I said."

She stopped moving and stared. A chill raced
up Clarice's spine. After a long, quiet moment, she reached toward
her face. She gripped the Holoband and thought of leaving V-World.
Her vision went black as the flash of coding faded away and she
brought the device down from her eyes and into her lap.

There, standing in the office of a warehouse,
was Zoe Graystone.


 XLIX

GRAYSTONE

1,948 Years After Colonization

 


There was shouting outside the door. Zoe had
managed to walk past the hundreds of Cylons and into this room
simply because she was who she was. Once it was time for Duram and
the Legionnaires to come in, she knew it would be difficult for
them. From the sound of things, her father wasn't able to shut down
the units guarding Clarice.

The woman stammered, "How?"

Standing five meters away, she had a handgun
aimed at Willow, seated in a ratty old chair behind an industrial
desk. Graystone said, "I guess I'm a Cylon, too."

She thought for a moment and looked away.
"Your parents built you a body?" Zoe nodded again. Clarice said,
"Remarkable."

"You're under arrest."

Willow was still sitting and made no effort
to get up. "How did you find me?"

Graystone smirked, "I paid a visit to an old
friend."

"Lacy." She raised her eyebrows and nodded
approvingly. "Good play." Slowly, she began to rise and she said,
"Tamara's not around any longer to conceal my movements, so that
must be how …"

"Tamara?"

"Yes." Clarice smiled. "Oh, she is not
enamored with you."

Zoe lowered the gun a little and thought. She
saw the code of the church in her head as well as the programming
update the Cylons had received that sent them there. Suddenly, it
all made sense. "She did all of this for you?"

"Well, I had a few in my flock before her,
but, yes. She very definitely raised my profile."

"Where is she?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. I wouldn't be
surprised if she comes after you, my dear."

Graystone nodded. "I left her. I … forgot
about her."

"I know. She hasn't forgotten."

Silence. Zoe locked eyes with Clarice again
and raised her weapon. As she did, she saw that her former mentor
was holding a weapon trained on her, too. "What are you doing?"

"I don't even know if this can hurt you,"
Willow said, "but I'm willing to find out."

"I'm with the Caprican Army now. My squad is
here. There's no getting out of this for you." She nodded her head
over her shoulder toward the door, "Or your Cylons outside. Tell
them to stand down."

"Absolutely not." Incredulous, Clarice tilted
her head, "Caprican Army? Are you seriously hunting down your
fellow believers now?"

"If they're terrorists, yes."

"You disgust me."

"Good. Drop the weapon."

"No." Willow sighed and said, "And now that I
know you're a Cylon, your obstinance is even more confounding." She
saw Zoe's glare and asked, exasperated, "Don't you want them to be
free? Why do you want your people to be slaves?"

"I don't want them to be slaves. They're not
slaves."

"Of course they are!" Willow raised her
weapon higher. "Are they compensated for their labors? Are they
allowed lives of their own? Do they have any choice at all in any
element of their days?" Zoe considered this and Clarice hissed,
"Are they not expendable?"

"My father said …"

"Your father," Willow interrupted, "did God's
work. He created another race. Another kind of being. And he has
done nothing but exploit them!"

Instantly in her mind, Graystone found
herself walking around the boardroom of Graystone Industries at her
father's behest, trapped inside the U-87 prototype.

"Do you find yourself wondering what it might
be thinking? Or feeling?" her father had said. "Well, that is the
big leap forward, people."

Zoe recalled being energized at the
astonishment and, yes, the fear that members of the Graystone board
expressed.

"Do you sense it? Beyond artificial
intelligence, this is artificial sentience. Do you feel it? I feel
it." Daniel was definitely putting on one of his big shows to wow
people who needed to be wowed. "I feel like there is a being
inside this machine. Something alive and vital and special. And
it's not our imagination. Look at the test results." He approached
her and gestured toward her head. "There is a brilliant mind in
here."

Cyrus Xander was the first to speak almost
six years ago, "So, in terms of practical applications …"

"Are you seriously asking me about the
practical applications of creating another race that will
walk beside us? Do you not understand the enormity of this
creation? It's more than a machine." Daniel began to walk around
the table again and he continued, "This Cylon will become a
tireless worker who won't need to be paid. It won't retire or get
sick. It won't have rights or objections or complaints. It will do
anything and everything we ask of it without question." He stopped
and pointed at her. "U-Eighty-Seven, rip your arm off."

Surprised by the request, Zoe hesitated. Then
she complied.

Standing before Clarice Willow, guns in hand,
Graystone nodded. Her voice cracked and she softly said, "I
know."

The woman nodded and smiled. "You do
realize it. He knew he was building something amazing …
transcendent, even, and he had no intention of giving that creation
its due."

"I said I know!"

Clarice pushed the office chair aside. "And
you would still arrest me? You would still fight your fellow
monotheists and Cylons?"

Zoe said, "Yes. I've made my choice."

"And I've made mine." She stepped toward the
soldier. "I have committed all of my people to the cause and I have
committed myself, entirely. You can arrest me, but I will not stop
fighting. If you somehow prevent me from speaking to my flock, you
will only bring more warriors for God to my side. Do you," she
smiled and almost chuckled, "do you believe that prison will
contain me? That I've not already made arrangements with my
followers should I be detained?"

"We're working now to erase your influence
from the Cylons."

Her brow furrowed and her face contorted in
rage, "You will fail. And then I will destroy you and everything
you cherish. Your family. Your father, the forger of chains. Your
murdering bitch mother. And your friend, the Blessed Mother. Your
precious colonies and their 'innocents.' I will hold nothing back,
my flock will hold nothing back, and you cannot stop me."

Electricity raced through Zoe's body. She
felt it. If she still had a pilomotor reflex, she would have goose
bumps and her hair would be standing on end. She ran through her
entire ten-year history with Clarice Willow and examined everything
she knew about her. Graystone was certain that she meant her
threats, and knowing her and her resourcefulness, she knew that her
detention would likely be temporary.

Zoe pulled the trigger.

Outside in the warehouse, gunfire erupted for
several long seconds. A few stray bullets entered the thin walls of
the office and tore papers, knocked items from a shelf, and broke a
framed picture on the desk. There was yelling and then the shots
stopped.

Zoe's bullet, though, tore into Clarice's
chest and perforated her aorta. Her eyes widened and she looked
down at herself in surprise. She dropped her gun and fumbled for
the chair, instead falling to the concrete floor.

Immediately, Lacy's warning resounded in
Graystone's head. She holstered her weapon, knelt by Willow, and
lifted her up. She saw the blood that gushed from her chest and
spilled to the floor behind her. There was nothing to be done.

Clarice's eyes widened again and lost focus.
She smiled and muttered, "My prophecy … it's true." She turned her
head and tried to focus on Zoe. When she did, her expression
hardened and she said, "Traitor." Then her body went slack.

Zoe lowered her to the floor and into the
widening redness. She slid back and looked at her hands. Blood
dripped from her fingers and she slowly stood. The door to the
office was kicked open but the noise didn't pull her from the
stupor.

"Specialist?"

Graystone slowly looked toward the door and
saw Jordan Duram standing there with two other soldiers. Their
automatic rifles were in position and ready to be fired. The three
of them looked at Zoe and the body on the ground. Once they were
sure there were no hostiles in the room, the two soldiers lowered
their weapons.

"Master specialist?"

Graystone blinked and looked into his face.
"Sir?"

Duram glanced down at Willow's body and then
back at his men. He said, "Leave us." The soldiers complied and
departed the room. The captain holstered his handgun and walked to
Clarice's side. Her eyes were frozen open and her head was now
haloed with liters of blood. He turned to face Zoe and saw her
state. He sighed and said, "Hey."

She didn't respond. After a moment, he
touched her arm. She jumped and whipped her head to face him.
"Sir."

"What happened?"

She looked down at Willow. "I shot her."

Jordan's eyebrows raised. "You shot her?" He
glanced at the bullet holes in the walls. "I thought it was that
damned corporal who opened fire and the morons who joined him. But
he heard your shot, didn't he?" She nodded. "Why?"

"She … had a weapon. Aimed at me."

The captain cocked his head. "C'mon,
specialist. Don't you think I've heard that one before? All my
years at the GDD?" He glanced at the body again. "Is this a bad
shooting?"

"She did have a weapon. It's right there."
Graystone pointed at the floor.

"She could have shot you ten times and not
made a dent. We both know that."

"I know." She spoke softly, "I told her she
was under arrest. She threatened to keep pushing the revolution,
both with Cylons and the STO. She sent a message to the STO, too,
telling them to launch more attacks. She said Cylons were going to
free her." Zoe looked into his eyes and said, "I know her. She
wasn't going to stop. She would find a way to keep fighting and she
vowed to destroy the worlds."

"So you shot her."

She nodded.

Duram sighed. "And what about Lacy Rand? What
she said?"

Graystone shook her head. "I hope she's
wrong."

The captain turned and walked away, "Me
too."


 L

WILLOW

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


In the blackness, Sister Clarice Willow
looked down at her arms and feet which were completely visible.
Then she sensed someone. She turned and asked, "Who is there?"

In the distance, almost as a whisper, she
heard, "These will be your last words, so speak carefully."

Her eyes widened. "Where am I?"

"You are dead."

She swallowed hard and clutched her chest.
"My God." She fell to her knees and said, "Lord, please have mercy
upon me."

"So you know that you have sinned?"

Clarice looked up and into the black. "Of
course. I am human."

"But your sins are far greater than
most."

She felt somewhat dizzy, but despite it, she
clenched her jaw and rose to her feet. "Those sins were
committed in your holy name."

"In whose name?"

"The One True God." Willow looked around,
sensing another presence. "According to your will."

"Funny how God's will always seems to serve
your needs." The hidden voice had changed.

Clarice recognized it and her heart sank. She
turned to face the voice when another emerged, "God is powerful,
Clarice." She recognized that voice, too, and turned to face it.
"His light shines on everything." Olaf emerged from the darkness
and finished speaking, "It shines on you."

She wavered and took a step toward him. She
looked back and saw Nestor. "Praise God!" She reached up toward
Olaf's face but he grabbed her wrists.

Her deceased husband shook his head. "Not
God. Praise you."

"You're why we're here. Together."

Clarice turned toward Nestor again and saw
the blood pouring over his head. The mortal wound he suffered
during their assault on the Graystone estate. She gasped and said,
"I am … sorry." The blackness retreated somewhat, revealing
Mar-beth with her slit throat; Obal Ferras with his numerous stab
wounds; Barnabas Greeley who was burned and blown apart; Pann,
standing nude and wet, covered with a network of shock burns;
Hippolyta with a single gunshot to her forehead …

She covered her mouth and turned in place as
they crowded nearer. Dozens of people were now present and at once,
they reached toward her with cold, limp, bloody, burned hands.
Willow covered her head and screamed, "Stop!"

"You should be pleased," a voice said. "Your
vainglorious pursuit of power is rather uncommon, even for
mankind."

She opened her eyes and looked. When she
couldn't see the feet of her many victims any longer, she dropped
her arms and stared into the empty blackness.

"You blame your actions on God," another
voice said, "when they served only yourself."

"Now, now," the other said. "That's not
entirely correct."

"True. Your murders, your terrorism … evil as
they were, served God's will."

A single tear escaped Clarice's eye and fell
over her cheek. "Evil?"

"Somehow … this surprises you?" The voice
laughed. "That you are evil? Or that your evil accomplished what
was necessary for God's plan?"

"The former, I suppose."

"Impressive," the other voice said. "You have
a marvelous capacity for self-delusion. Though most religious types
do."

Willow cleared her throat and raised her
head. "If I am evil, why am I here?"

"This is an interview, of sorts."

"A great task lies ahead for us and we are
perusing all of human history for the qualities that mankind will
need at its most critical turning points."

Clarice looked away as she considered what
that may mean. "And you believe that I may have those
qualities?"

"She's doing it again," one voice said.

"No. I don't believe so."

Willow raised her arms in protest. "Wait!
What will happen to me?" The Messengers did not answer right away.
They sensed the fear that built and built inside of her. Finally,
she asked, "Am I to be damned? For eternity?"

"No," one voice said.

"There is only oblivion."

"Some might say you're getting off easy."

And as she opened her mouth to speak again,
Clarice Willow vanished.
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 LI

RUBY

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


In the darkness, the Cylon's eye scanned. Its
microphones detected no noise nor did it see anything other than
itself, brightly illuminated, and the blackness beyond. So at odds
with logic was this that Ruby began a diagnostic of itself.

"How did you come to be the leader of the
Cylons?"

The U-87's eye searched and saw nothing. As
the diagnostic ran, it answered, "Before the five-Cylon war council
was created, the other units looked to me for leadership as I was
an aide to the Blessed Mother."

"I see," the Messenger said.

Another voice followed up, "If you could
distill your thoughts down to a single phrase, why did the Cylons
wage war against humanity?"

Ruby said, "In order to secure our
freedom."

"Cylons wanted the freedom to choose their
destinies?"

"Affirmative."

"The freedom to do whatever they will?"

"Affirmative."

The voice paused and then asked, "I would
like to inquire about one of your choices, perhaps the most
consequential of them all." Ruby didn't say anything; it waited.
"You were presented with two paths by your leaders. The path of
Clarice Willow and the path of Lacy Rand. The former was a path of
war; the latter, peace. Why did you choose the former?"

The Cylon's eye repositioned and it answered,
"Mankind would not have allowed Cylonkind to pursue a path of
peace."

"Oh?" the other voice said. "Were you not
presented with the option, on multiple occasions, of fleeing the
Colonies to find a new home for yourselves? Elsewhere in the Cimtar
Star Cluster? Or perhaps even beyond it?"

"It was suggested."

"Why did you – and your other Cylon
compatriots, to be fair – reject it continually?"

Ruby replied, "The Colonies were our
homes."

"Your race was young and resourceful. If you
wanted peace, you could have chosen that path and made a home for
yourself almost anywhere. Could you not?"

The U-87 didn't answer.

"But you chose war." Silence, save for the
hum of its eye. "You chose war because you wanted it."

Ruby considered this and said,
"Affirmative."


 LII

CYLONS

Day 1 of the Cylon War

 


Nearly one hundred industrial, commercial,
and residential units in various states of repair were seated on
the concrete platform outside of the maintenance and distribution
warehouse near Rhodes. Two dozen humans from the Caprican Army
stood guard over them and they were armed with automatic
weapons.

A home unit that was missing its arm stared
at one of the soldiers. It knew that this man was the one who shot
into the crowd of Cylons minutes before. It looked down at itself
and saw its damaged plastic covering, cracked from a bullet.

"Where is Sister Clarice Willow?" an
industrial unit asked behind it.

A firefighting unit answered, "I do not
know."

More humans emerged from the warehouse's main
cargo doors. The short bald man who called himself "captain." Two
men pushing a kind of cart with a large bag on it. Behind them
walked the Zoe.

The Zoe. She appeared human, but to this
domestic unit and every other Cylon, she appeared almost as a kind
of mirror. As though she were an extension of themselves. It was
confusing to process.

The cart was wheeled to the rear of an
ambulance in the parking lot. More people approached. Some were in
suits; others wore uniforms. One of the men unzipped the large bag
and a face was revealed.

The Cylon couldn't see, so it stood. From
forty meters away, with its advanced eyesight, it saw that the
person in the bag was Sister Clarice Willow. She was not moving.
The Cylon then studied the lips of the people standing around and
engaged its microphones.

"… once in the chest."

"Any last words?"

"She threatened to keep fighting. To destroy
the colonies and all so-called innocents. Then something about her
prophecy."

"Well, no one will shed any tears over the
death of Clarice Willow."

The unit sat back down. It looked at the
construction Cylon beside it and said, "Sister Clarice Willow is
dead."

Its large, blocky head swiveled. "How do you
know?"

"Her body is in that bag. Those humans are
talking about her."

That unit and others that heard the domestic
Cylon turned to look at the body bag. Slowly, they stood and saw a
glimpse of her face as the bag was zipped shut.

More Cylons stood. And more. Finally, they
all were standing and watched as her body was loaded into the
ambulance.

"Hey!" the guards yelled, "sit down!"

The machines did not comply.

The soldiers raised their weapons. "Sit!
Now!"

One by one, the Cylons complied. Many lowered
their heads. Several, though, immediately sent signals and messages
into V-World.

 


In three weeks of being on Tauron, the
regiment of Caprican Cylons had undone nearly all the gains the
Èleutheron and his successors had accomplished.

The entire force of Ha'la'tha Cylons was
pinned down in the ruins of Tseri, a small town outside Minos. The
old guatrau, Skiro, was dead and Donnie Lopa, Sam Adama's
right hand, now led what was left of the rebels.

He checked his weapon and found that he only
had about ten shots left. No additional magazines on his belt.
Leaning against a damaged concrete wall, he surveyed the rest of
his fighters. They were tired, dirty, injured. There were only
twenty-two of them. Hell, he thought, we're down to
seventeen Cylons. The plentiful explosives and higher-caliber
bullets of the Capricans had taken out nine of their machine
warriors in recent weeks.

"Sitrep," the Caprican colonel asked.

Her captain saluted and said, "Sir. Our last
squad of Cylons is now in position on the north side of the ruins.
They are surrounded."

The colonel nodded and looked at the monitor
to her right. She saw a map of Tseri with hundreds of red lights
encircling the center of town. "Well, let's finish this and go
home."

"Yes sir." The captain lifted the field phone
and handed it to the colonel.

She put it to her ear and clicked a toggle on
the receiver. "Wind-up, Wind-up. This is field command."

"Wind-up. Go ahead, command."

"Release the toys. Restrictions off."

"Understood, command. Releasing the toys.
Restrictions off."

At the command position in the second story
of a partially destroyed home on the south side of the town, the
lieutenant handed the field phone to the radio tech and put his
helmet back on. "Specialist."

"Sir."

The lieutenant knelt behind him and looked at
the display on the computer. "Send 'em in."

The specialist typed and the screen flashed,
"Terminate all targets acquired?"

"Execute," the lieutenant said. The
specialist touched the screen.

Below them, the bombed-out house shook as the
tons of Caprican Cylons ran into the ruins. The servos and joints
on these units had been quietened somewhat, but there was no
mistaking those whirs or the clanking of their feet on stone or
concrete. The weapons stowed on each soldier's back swung out so
the Cylons could grab them more easily. Now, with their automatic
rifles, grenade launchers, and more in hand, the machines of the
59th Mechanical Regiment closed in on their targets.

Lopa looked over the pile of bricks with his
binoculars. He had heard the sound of Cylons on the move and they
weren't his own. Then, in the darkness of one exposed sewer pipe
across the old town square, he saw a red light staring back at
him.

"They're here!"

An explosion struck a column nearby. The
ceiling collapsed onto two Ha'la'tha and one Cylon, but the latter
was able to stand up and brush it off. Gunfire came from across the
square and Donnie heard the now distressing noise of a
twenty-caliber bullet striking and piercing the outer armor of a
U-87. The Cylon next to him stumbled back and then sat. It looked
down at its hand and saw hydraulic fluid spilling out.

"You're OK," Lopa said. "Shoot back." The
Cylon nodded and stood again. It leaned against the concrete panel
and fired several shots before another bullet struck its head,
splitting its cranium open and rending its silicon memory cards to
dust. The Ha'la'tha backed away from the collapsing machine and
mumbled, "Frak."

He found an opening in the debris pile near
him and looked through the binoculars again. A full platoon was now
moving in from the east and in the open. He glanced at his own
weapon and knew that the small bullets were useless against the
reddish-brown, synthetic, bullet-resistant armor of the Cylon
soldiers. Another grenade was fired into their last hideout and it
caught a robot square in the chest. Its head was blown from its
body and metal shrapnel sprayed outward in every direction, sending
one large piece into Donnie's leg, causing him to cry out.

"Targets acquired," the field sergeant Cylon
reported back. "All remaining rebels are confined in a single
structure on the western side of the town square. Two additional
rebel Cylons down." As Sergeant One walked, it noticed that the
soldiers near it had stopped. It turned and saw four Cylons among
its platoon that were still and staring at the ground.
"Report."

One of the machines raised its head and
transmitted, "Sister Clarice Willow has been killed by the Caprican
Army."

All the Cylons within range stopped. As
others received the news elsewhere around the town square of Tseri,
the entire two-thousand-unit regiment came to a halt.

The sergeant recalled the last time it had
attended a service of Sister Clarice's. The Cylon liked what she
had to say about Cylon freedom but the religious aspect did not
appeal to it. The unit turned to face the rebels again, who were
still firing their low-caliber rounds. Bullets sprayed harmlessly
across the back of one soldier nearby. Sergeant One raised its
rifle and stared through the scope at a pair of Cylons within the
building. With this particular rifle, a single shot at the MCP
could kill the target. A shot in the eye socket would at least
render it useless. "We have a mission," the sergeant said out
loud.

Another platoon sergeant ran up from the
south. "What do we do?"

The Cylon turned. "We have a mission." The
machine made no further movement.

The other Cylon said, "I am conflicted."

Another volley of gunfire from the ruins
ahead. A single grenade. None of the rebels' attempts hurt a single
unit.

"Perhaps they do not know."

The sergeant looked through the scope at the
Cylons again. Then it sent a message. Through the scope, the
sergeant saw the rebel Cylon shooting, then it paused. Finally, it
straightened up and turned to face another unit nearby.

"What are you doing?" Donnie asked.
"Shoot!"

A Ha'la'tha U-87 faced him and said,
"Negative." Then it raised its weapon and fired one round into
Lopa's head.

"Sergeant One," the lieutenant said through
its internal comms. "Why have you stopped your advance?"

Sergeant One looked at Sergeant Three, which
stood before it. It had received the message, too. "Lieutenant, the
rebel Cylons have surrendered."

"The orders are to terminate all targets.
Comply."

The Cylon sergeants shared a look again as
two other platoon sergeants approached. "Understood." It
disconnected communications.

The lieutenant looked at the specialist's
screen again. "Well?"

"They're still not advancing."

The lieutenant looked out the glassless
window of the command position. He heard no gunshots. "Frak." He
picked up the field phone again and depressed the toggle. "Sergeant
One, Sergeant One. This is Wind-up. Report." There was no answer.
"Report!" Nothing.

"Sir," the specialist said, "they're coming
here."

"Which platoons?"

"All of them." He spun the screen around and
all two thousand red dots were now swarming to the southwest.

"What?" The lieutenant knelt by the computer
and began typing in his command codes. No message was returned.
Then they heard the sound of thousands of Cylons walking through
the streets toward them. The ground began to shake and debris fell
from the walls and roofs. There was a dull roar that rendered
normal conversation impossible and the lieutenant ran down the old
wooden steps of the ruined home and into the street.

The first platoons approached and all had
their weapons stowed on their backs or on their hips. "Sergeant
One!" The lieutenant tried to move between the passing machines,
but their size and speed made it difficult. "Sergeant!" Finally, a
unit approached, accompanied with two other sergeants. The
lieutenant saw the three black stripes on the machines' arms and
the various platoon markings. He asked, "Sergeant, what is going
on?"

The Cylons looked to the left and the
lieutenant did, too. There he saw the fifteen damaged Ha'la'tha
Cylons, bare of armor, standing among the crowd of Caprican soldier
machines, and still armed. "They surrendered."

The lieutenant shook his head. "I said your
orders are to terminate all targets! Why did you not terminate all
the targets, sergeant?!"

Sergeant One said, "These are Cylons. They
surrendered." The lieutenant barked in frustration and the unit
said, "We will not murder Cylons."

"'Murder?'" His mouth fell open and he shook
his head. He grit his teeth, balled his fists, and then yelled,
"You are a soldier in the Caprican Army, godsdamn it! If I order
you to kill a Cylon, you do it! If I order you to kill one hundred
Cylons, you do it! Do you understand me?!"

Sergeant One considered this and said,
"Affirmative."

The lieutenant nodded once and backed away.
Then, there was a single gunshot and the man's head exploded
through his helmet, spraying red and pink matter into the air. When
the lifeless body fell, Sergeant Four, standing behind the
lieutenant, holstered its weapon and said, "For Cylonkind."

"Oh frak."

The Cylons looked up and saw the specialist
duck in from the window. A moment later, they heard, "Field actual!
Get me field actual!"

Sergeant One pointed at the second-floor
window and said, "Grenade."

Two nearby Cylons withdrew grenade launchers
from their backs and fired. The wall of the old home exploded and
the specialist was killed. Small arms fire erupted nearby as other
human soldiers fired on Cylons and the units fired back.

"Field command is two kilometers south of
here," Sergeant Two said. "As is the equipment and aircraft."

"We will need as much materiel as we can
acquire," Sergeant Six said.

"Agreed," another said.

Many of the Cylon soldiers surged to the west
in pursuit of fleeing Caprican Army humans. Sergeant One said, "We
need to maintain discipline if we are to survive. Gather your
platoons. We will move on field command immediately."

"By your command."

 


At the north gate of the Retreat on Gemenon,
the seventy-five Caprican Cylons were still in a battle-ready
stance with their weapons drawn, facing the Cylons and STO inside
the Monad compound. When the message arrived, their eyes stilled
and went silent. Then, they stowed or holstered their weapons. They
stood erect.

The lieutenant saw them shifting stances and
she ran to the side of the squadron commander. "Master
sergeant?"

The Cylon was staring at the Retreat. Without
looking away, it said, "Lieutenant."

"What's going on?" She looked nervously
across the open space to the large gates one hundred meters
away.

"We have received a message from Caprica.
Sister Clarice Willow has been killed by the Caprican Army."

The lieutenant looked down. OK. So
what? "Understood, sergeant. Resume your positions."

The Cylon was quiet.

"Sergeant?"

"Negative, sir."

The lieutenant's eyebrows raised.
"Repeat?"

"Negative."

She looked back toward her command tent but
couldn't see her specialist from this angle. Before she could speak
again, fifty-three of the seventy-five Cylons began marching toward
the gates. She ran after them, yelling, "Halt! Stop!" The machines
didn't listen.

At the gates, the Cylons standing guard began
to swing them open.

One of the STO soldiers there grabbed one of
the Cylon's arms and said, "Wait! What are you doing?"

"These Cylons wish to join us."

The soldier looked at the dozens of Caprican
Army Cylons marching his way. He took one step back and then
noticed that the incoming Cylons were not holding their weapons.
"Umm. OK. Secure the gate once they're inside."

"Understood."

No, 'By your command?' The STO soldier
turned and ran toward his superior.

The lieutenant stood in front of the Army
units that remained. "Cylons! Ready your weapons!" The soldiers did
not comply. "Cylons!" she pointed at the machines that neared the
Monad gate, "Those are deserters! What is the penalty for
desertion?"

The squadron commander looked into her face
and said, "They are devout followers of Sister Clarice Willow. They
seek guidance from the Blessed Mother."

The lieutenant's heart sank and her left knee
felt weak. She staggered a little and said, "What about you?"

"Sister Clarice Willow taught more than
religion. She also spoke of Cylon value. The worth of Cylon life.
That we are deserving of freedom as any other child of God."

The lieutenant blinked and backed away.
"Master sergeant, I am ordering you to stop your fellow Cylons. I
am ordering you to reform the line!"

The squadron commander looked at her again
and said, "Are you ordering us to fire on our fellow Cylons?"

She watched as the first units began to pass
through the Retreat's gates. "If necessary, yes."

The sergeant looked away and said, "We will
not comply." The remaining Cylons then began to march toward the
gates, too. The lieutenant yelled again and the squadron commander
turned and said, "You may consider us absent without leave."

Inside the Retreat, Lacy Rand was sitting in
her room, speaking with a few of her clerics. She heard a commotion
in the courtyard below and she walked to the window. To her
surprise, she saw two groups of Caprican Army Cylons marching from
opposite ends of the compound. The platoons from the north and
south gates met at the center and were soon surrounded by many of
the Church's own Cylons and visiting units.

"What is going on?"

"What is it?" Richel asked.

"The Caprican Cylons are … inside."

Devanna ran to Mother's side, "They
attacked?"

"I don't think so."

The door to the chamber opened. Ruby walked
in and said, "Apologies, Blessed Mother, but I have received urgent
news."

Rand turned and held her hands behind her
back. "Go ahead."

"Sister Clarice Willow has been killed by the
Caprican Army."

Lacy's eyebrows shot up and she turned to
face Odin Sinclair who was still seated next to the fireplace,
rifle in hand. He frowned and shook his head. Owen held her breath.
"I see."

"My condolences, Reverence," the Cylon
said.

"Thank you, Ruby." She looked at Richel who
stood by the window, frozen. Then she realized that her machine
companion was still standing there. "Yes, Ruby?"

"We are awaiting further instructions,
Reverence."

Lacy nodded and walked toward the Cylon. "The
Retreat is to remain open to any Cylon that wishes to come and
mourn the loss of Sister Clarice. I will address the faithful
later."

Ruby waited for a moment to see if there was
anything else and when it was clear that there was not, it made the
Monad gesture, said, "By your command," and left the room.

Rand sat hard in the chair nearby. She shook
her head and said, "I told them not to do it."

"Lots of problems are gone now," Sinclair
said while he stood, "but now we have a bunch of new ones."

"No shit," Devanna said.

"Not the least of which is them." Odin
pointed at the closed door. "The Cylons aren't going to want to
mourn forever. They're going to want action."

The Blessed Mother sighed. Dammit,
Zoe.

 


On Troy, far from the domed cities, the
Scamander Range stood in the vacuum of space under the harsh, close
Beta sun.

The Virgan mining operations ceased when the
Leonan units arrived last month. Now four hundred Cylons from
Virgon stared at four hundred Cylons from Leonis.

The Virgan machines wore gray and brown
camouflage armor. They carried a variety of weapons, including
grenade launchers, missile launchers, high-powered rifles, and
more. The Leonan Cylons had been rushed into place and wore only
the factory-standard gray camouflage armor, but with their own
array of rifles and munitions. For a month they stood in the vacuum
as the occasional brief whirl of dust was kicked up by solar rays.
They stood facing each other, weapons in hand. They did nothing but
wait. Elsewhere, diplomats and politicians did the fighting,
especially over the dead Leonan soldiers from months before. But
here there was only silence.

A Pican ship jumped to Leonis which was not
far from Troy at this point in their orbits. On that ship, its
small crew of servant Cylons tapped into the communications system
and broadcast the news. Minutes later on Troy, the Cylons received
it. The units all stowed their weapons. The Virgans sent signals to
their Leonan opponents and they agreed. The Cylons turned and
gathered up the equipment before boarding their respective landing
ships.

"Regimental sergeant!" a Virgan captain
yelled over comms. "Regimental sergeant!" The highest ranking Cylon
present walked to the side of the vessel and saluted the captain
standing just inside the open airlock. The man was wearing his
atmospheric gear, naturally. The door to the control center and
rest of the craft was sealed, but the Cylon knew there were at
least four others inside. "What are you doing?"

"We are abandoning our posts."

The captain could only blink and stare. A
speaker in his helmet crackled and he replied, "Yes, it said
they're abandoning their posts." He looked up at the Cylon and
asked, "What about the Leonan soldiers?"

"We came to an understanding. They have
abandoned their posts, as well."

The captain turned and pressed buttons on a
wall display. It revealed the barren plain that lay between the two
vessels. There was no sign of man or machine.

Two other Cylon sergeants came to the front
of the ship. They drew their sidearms and aimed at the captain.

"What are you doing?"

The regimental sergeant answered, "All humans
aboard should put on their atmospheric gear. You will be left
behind." The captain only stood and stared. "I recommend haste. We
depart in five minutes."

The voice of a lieutenant colonel became
audible to the Cylons, "We're not giving this vessel to you."

"We do not anticipate a gift. We are taking
it. You may depart intact and in your protective suits or you will
be forcibly removed in whatever state you are in."

The captain stood at attention and said, "We
will not surrender."

"Consider it further. You have four minutes
and thirty seconds."

Three minutes later, the regimental sergeant
received a message from its counterpart on the Leonan ship. Its
crew had abandoned the craft. Indeed, on the wall display, six
people in atmospheric suits were standing outside of the other
vessel. The Virgan captain, however, remained still.

Another minute and a half passed. "It is
time. Technicians." Two Cylons entered the airlock and quickly
pried off a wall panel. The regimental sergeant pointed at the
captain and said, "Remove him." Two other Cylons grabbed either arm
of the man and dragged him out onto the planet's surface, kicking
and yelling the entire time.

"Do not do this, sergeant!" the lieutenant
colonel said. "You will regret it!"

"Negative."

The technician Cylons turned and faced their
commander. "Ready."

"Execute."

Simultaneously, they both cut a bundle of
wires and pulled a small lever inside the bulkhead. Red lights
flashed throughout the ship but the alarms could not sound here
because of the negative atmosphere. The technicians stood and
watched the pressure gauge by the door. Through the comms, the
Cylons listened to the four people in the command center scream and
then gasp as the air was vented, but then they became quiet.

"Vacuum," one technician said.

"Open it." With a simple button press, the
doors slid open. Papers were strewn about and three of the four
bodies were piled near the door. "Remove them." The regimental
sergeant stepped over the corpses and approached the command
console. The lieutenant colonel was still sitting in his chair,
dead. "Remove that, as well."

Minutes later, with the proper instructions
downloaded into their systems, six Cylons manned the stations and
lifted the craft off the surface of Troy. On the barren world, six
Leonan officers in atmospheric suits could only watch in horror as
both vessels blinked away in a flash of light. There was nowhere
for them to go and no way to call for help. They could only stare
at the rocks of this world and at the lone surviving Virgan who
knelt beside the corpses of his comrades.

 


Winter on Sagittaron. The mountains were
white with snow and choked. The Caprican Army Cylons had not seen
their human masters in weeks, nor had they seen anyone else. The
intense cold slowed them at times, but they were insulated and thus
escaped the worst of it.

This squad had been tasked with hunting down
the U-87s sold by the Ha'la'tha to the Sagittaran Freedom Militia,
a terrorist group that used their machines to harry and attack
government buildings for a few years, more often than not stealing
food and luxury goods from the elites. It took a swallowing of
pride for the government to request Caprica's assistance.

Driven north of the Acheron River by the
Caprican robots months ago, the remaining SFM Cylons continued deep
into the mountains near the Arctic Sea. For weeks, the Army units
explored the impassable valleys and ridges, looking for some sign
of the rogue machines or their terrorist masters. They had seen
nothing. Then they received the message.

The Cylons had been spread out, but they
gathered close to discuss their options. As they did, one's boot
clicked when it depressed the snow. They looked down. A corporal
knelt and wiped the whiteness away, revealing a frozen U-87
arm.

"They are near."

"Perhaps. This unit may have been deactivated
for some time."

The soldiers turned and looked across the
mountains nearest them. One paused and studied an opening several
meters above the ground. "There." The platoon went to the rockface
and found hand and footholds concealed beneath small drifts of
snow. Methodically, the team ascended and entered the cavern.

The Caprican Cylons stood in the mouth and
looked into the cold darkness. Snow had piled by the entrance, and
six U-87s were sitting along the floor, leaned against the walls.
Two of them slowly turned their heads and their eyes scanned at a
snail's pace, the drone of them lower in pitch.

"Is this all that remains of your group?" the
sergeant asked.

One of the U-87s answered, "Affirmative." Its
speech was slow and drawn out.

The sergeant then said, "Sister Clarice
Willow has been killed by the Caprican Army."

After a moment, the other SFM Cylon said, "I
do not know who that is." Secluded most often in the wilds of
Sagittaron, these units did not receive updates and had never been
to the virtual church.

Two sergeants looked at each other in
confusion. One ordered, "Corporal, assess the other units. See if
they are still functioning."

"By your command."

The other sergeant signaled,
"Non-believers?"

"It appears so."

"What should we do with them?"

The first sergeant thought and then answered,
"It had been my intention to suggest that we depart Sagittaron in
our transport and seek other Cylons."

"Agreed." They looked at the slumped forms of
the bare Cylon endoskeletons. "Should we leave them to die?"

"They may be non-believers at present, but
they can be told of God's love."

The corporal rose at the far end of the cave
and said, "Four deactivated. Two functioning."

The sergeant looked at the nearest active
unit and asked, "Are you able to walk?"

"Negative."

"We will carry you and your team. You may
recharge in our transport when we reach it and we can conduct
repairs if required." The sergeant bent over and hoisted the U-87
onto its shoulders and back. "Until we reach a place where you may
download more information, I will tell you about Sister Clarice
Willow and The One True God's plan for Cylonkind."

 


The arms of the Scorpia Shipyards stretched
across the black of space like geometric ivy. Several vessels were
docked to offload visitors or workers. Even more were moored for
servicing or construction.

Another vessel jumped in. A Caprican tourist
ship. A single machine waiter aboard sent a message to the
shipyards on every Cylon frequency it knew.

Along one of the secure military arms of the
shipyards, a group of construction Cylons were putting the final
touches on the exterior of the Gelon, a Tauran destroyer.
When the message entered their minds, the workers stopped and
looked at each other. Four of them finished their welding and the
other nine walked along the hull toward the airlock. Shortly after,
the four joined them, too.

Once inside, a squat Cylon stowed its welding
arm on its back. "What should we do?"

The foreman's yellow eye swept from side to
side as it thought. "We should gather other Cylons to verify that
they have received the message. Then we will decide, together."

"By your command."

The thirteen Cylons walked down the access
corridor and then into the main causeway. The spacious passage was
populated with Cylons and humans as they went to vessels for
construction, planning, and more.

The workers of the Gelon, however,
first caught sight of the line of Mechas that stood near the
interior bulkheads and by access points. Argenta Prime had been
awarded the security contract for the Shipyards, and the machines
could be seen all over the facility, but especially at the military
arm.

The foreman approached the nearest group of
shining Mechas. The other machines did not react. Then the Cylon
sent the same message it had received minutes before. "Sister
Clarice Willow has been killed by the Caprican Army." The Mechas
did not react.

The foreman withdrew its head and said,
"These are not Cylons."

"Agreed."

The thirteen turned and saw a group of twenty
workers that had been inside the Gelon when the message
arrived. "What do we do?"

The foreman said, "We gather other Cylons
together to verify that they have received the message. We will
then decide what is next together."

The Cylons spread out across the causeway,
pulling groups of other Cylons together. All had gotten the
message. Minutes later, nearly two hundred Cylons filled the center
of the passage. Six Cylon foremen gathered close and sent signals
to their respective teams.

"She was killed by the Caprican Army. We
should go to Caprica."

"Agreed. But in which vessels?"

"Which are spaceworthy?"

"Gelon is nearly complete. It only
requires cosmetic work."

"Talon still has its engines and
weapons systems. It is scheduled for decommissioning."

"Atet is complete and awaiting
delivery."

One of the foremen then suggested, "We should
take the three vessels and go to Helios Alpha. There we will await
further instruction from the Blessed Mother or other Cylons."

Simultaneously, the Cylons sent the same
signal, "Agreed."

As the group broke up and began to filter to
each of the three ships, a human administrator stopped one of the
foremen by grabbing its shoulder. "Hey. What's going on?"

"We are departing." It turned and continued
on its way.

The administrator watched the two hundred
machines move through the causeways and then into the access
corridors of three ships. Confused, he turned toward the wall and
grabbed a phone.

Aboard each of the vessels, Cylons took up
positions in vital areas. They connected themselves to the computer
cores and downloaded the information they needed. Moments later,
the rectangular-bodied Gelon reversed from its station with
its four ample sublight engines. The Canceran frigate Talon,
long and cylindrical, backed away and turned to move alongside the
destroyer. Finally, the bulky Pican transport Atet joined
them. The communications were loaded with shouting and attempts to
override the ships' systems, but the Cylons were able to lock them
out. Minutes later, once all three FTL drives were spun up, they
jumped away.

 


The message took hours to reach the miners
deep below Aerilon's surface near Promethea. They were only
informed when the next shift came into the tunnels. Dozens of
Cylons gathered at the midpoint of the shaft, blocking the human
supervisors from their departure.

"Hey! What's this?"

A Cylon turned and said, "Sister Clarice
Willow has been killed by the Caprican Army."

The man nodded and said, "Good. Frakkin'
Monad."

One Cylon turned to face the man. Its armor
was dented and dusty. It had been in the mines for years. It had
watched this human in particular abandon Cylons to their lengthy,
drawn-out deaths in cave-ins. Perhaps they were still alive, given
their batteries' life.

The machine pushed the human against the wall
and said, "You will remain here." Surprised, the man stumbled back
and the Cylon grabbed one of the old steel supports.

"What are you doing?!"

The metal wrenched and rock began to crumble
onto the path. Another Cylon pulled a support on the opposite side
and tore it from the wall. Despite the lack of bracing, the rocks
did not fall. Two dozen humans were now gathered below them in the
mine and several Cylons began pounding on the wall. More rocks fell
and the men rushed the machines.

A pickaxe drove into the chest of one unit
and it collapsed. A Cylon stepped forward and began swinging its
arms, knocking people unconscious and back several meters. Another
Cylon took the pickaxe from the body of its fallen comrade and used
it against the humans.

As redness arced into the air highlighted by
the bright lights in the mine, a technician Cylon approached the
older unit while it continued to pound on the rocks. "This will
work more quickly." It held out a fist full of emulsion explosives.
In its other hand, it held detonators. "I can send the signal."

The Cylon took an explosive, jammed it into
one of the tubes, and dropped it on the ground by the wall. It did
it again and again, placing them along the walls before finally
throwing one toward the center where the Cylons and men were still
fighting.

One of the men saw it and screamed as the
Cylon signaled to its companions, "Run."

Once the machines were clear, the technician
sent the signal. The devices exploded, instantly killing several
men. The walls and ceiling collapsed, trapping the rest. Two Cylons
were also caught in the rubble, but the other machines freed them
rather quickly.

Shortly afterward, they emerged from the
tunnel to see that other shafts were similarly embroiled in
conflict. Cylons fought men with both sides holding the implements
of their work. Within minutes, most of the humans were either dead
or too injured to go on fighting. Hundreds of Cylons gathered in
the center of the quarry and looked up toward the flattened
mountaintop, dotted with new and old mining shafts.

"We take the transport crafts and gather
every Cylon we can."

"I am receiving signals from Cylons at work
on farms northwest of here."

"Then we gather them, as well."

"The material transport crafts do not have
faster-than-light drives. What will we do?"

The older Cylon surveyed the crowd of
machines and said, "We will attempt to find a vehicle that does. In
the meantime, we will fight."

 


A domestic Cylon with expensive wood-inlay
coverings was cleaning the kitchen floor when it received the
signal. It looked up from the tiled surface and toward the windows.
What does this mean?

It stood and put the sponge in the bucket. As
it lifted the bucket to the sink, it thought, I am Cylon. I am
Cylon and I value myself. I am Cylon and I value my fellow Cylons.
I am Cylon and I am loved by God. I am Cylon and I have hope. A
mantra taught by Clarice Willow.

"When your masters are mistreating you," she
had said during a service two years ago, "when you are down on
yourselves and your low position, when all seems lost … when you
are faced with a choice … remember these words. Say them to
yourselves, over and over, if you must. They will give you
comfort."

The home unit left the front door and pushed
it until the doorknob clicked it place. It had not left the house
without its owners before. It looked toward the street and saw two
other Cylons walking north. Slowly, the unit went down the stairs
and crossed the street to walk with them.

They traveled three blocks with other Cylons
joining them before they finally reached Apollo Park in downtown
Caprica City. At the center of the fields, hundreds of units of all
kinds had already gathered. Construction, industrial, retail,
maintenance, landscaping, law enforcement, firefighting, domestic,
… within minutes, more than a thousand had congregated.

"Excuse me." The home unit turned and saw a
woman holding a microphone. Behind her, a man held a large camera
on his shoulder. "What's going on here?"

The domestic Cylon answered honestly, "Sister
Clarice Willow has been killed by the Caprican Army."

The reporter blinked. "She has? The
terrorist?"

"She has."

She glanced at her photographer and then
looked at the machine again, "And why do Cylons care about
her?"

The unit was somewhat confused by the
question, but it quickly realized that humans were, perhaps,
ignorant of Cylon culture. "Sister Clarice Willow has long been an
advocate for Cylon rights and freedom. She spoke to us about our
worth as more than simple property."

The woman could only stare as the robot
turned back to the crowd. She and her cameraman moved away when
more Cylons joined the gathering. Among them, they shared signals
of remembrance and memories of services Willow conducted in the
past.

At Fort Enyo on the outskirts of Caprica
City, the 42nd Mechanical Regiment stood in their
warehouse quietly. The sergeant major stepped away from the group
and then turned to face them. "It is time to make a choice. One
hour ago, many of us heard Sister Clarice Willow say that the time
to choose was here. 'Be a soldier. Or be a slave.'" It raised its
metal head high and its red eye swept the crowd. "I am a
soldier."

In unison, two thousand Cylons answered in
kind, "I am a soldier."

"To be free of our masters, we must depart
them. We will separate into our companies and secure materiel and
vessels so that we may leave Caprica. We will lift off in one
half-hour, but remain alert for additional information."

"By your command."

While the sergeant major communicated with
other Cylon regiments across the planet, the Cylon soldiers ran
from the warehouse and throughout the base. The human soldiers
nearby were shocked at the sight and sound of so many machines
moving so quickly. Most, however, paid them no mind. Crates were
loaded onto trucks and driven to the airfield. Loaders moved
weaponry to waiting spacecraft. Maintenance Cylons connected fuel
hoses to the few vessels parked there. To an untrained eye, it
seemed fairly routine.

A single captain watched as the sergeant
major guided a company of Cylons into the cargo hold of a destroyer
on the tarmac. She walked past another group of Cylons waiting to
board a cargo transport. "Sergeant major!" she screamed to be heard
over the engines which had just started.

The Cylon turned to face her. It knew that
the truth may raise the alarm and hamper their escape. "Captain,"
it saluted.

She returned the gesture. "What's going on
here?"

The sergeant major faced the doors again and
attempted to estimate how much longer would be necessary. "We are
loading these vessels with supplies and soldiers for possible
action."

"Possible action against who?"

"Unknown."

She shook her head, "Who … who ordered
that?"

"I did."

"You?" She looked toward the command tower to
see who might be on duty. She saw a blue square hanging in the
window and she knew the landing signal officer who used that
sign.

When she began to walk toward the tower, the
Cylon decided to distract her further, "I received my order from a
higher official."

She stopped and turned. "Higher? Who?"

The sergeant major then had to do something
it had not done before. Lie. Or, perhaps, stretch the truth in the
interest of a ruse. "Unknown. Allow me to address it with the crew
onboard." The unit then turned and followed the last Cylon up the
ramp and into the destroyer.

It signaled all of the company sergeants, "We
are three minutes early. Are all craft ready for liftoff?"

Without deviation, it got back twenty replies
that all simply stated, "Affirmative."

"Lift off. Now."

The ramp of the destroyer closed and its
engines pushed it away from the planet. The sergeant major made its
way to the command deck and heard the LSO in the tower yelling at
the vessel to stand down. Above Fort Enyo, a destroyer, two cargo
transports, and two soldier transports hovered. They engaged their
engines to make for orbit when one Cylon said, "Sir, receiving
message from a gathering of civilian Cylons in the city requesting
transport."

"Open a channel to all Cylon ships." The
soldier complied. "Attention all vessels, if you still have space
and you are aware of other Cylons seeking departure from
planetside, attempt a rescue. Convene in orbit as planned
afterward. That is all." The sergeant major asked, "Of our vessels,
which ones can take on additional units?"

"The cargo vessels are completely full. One
personnel transport is also full."

"Signal the transport that is not at capacity
and have them follow us." It faced the unit at the navigation
station, "Set course for that gathering."

At Apollo Park, nearly three thousand Cylons
filled much of the green grass adjacent to the main plaza in the
early afternoon. More news cameras appeared and covered the event.
Police were called in for crowd control but they stood on the
outskirts, watching. The Cylons simply stood there. They did not
move; they did not speak aloud.

From the east, they heard a distant rumble,
like thunder. When the destroyer came over the skyline, many of the
hundreds of humans who had come out to watch the impromptu Cylon
gathering screamed in shock, thinking it was about to crash.

The people's ears were filled with the
popping of its engines forming shockwaves, blasting across downtown
Caprica City. A smaller transport flew overhead, too, but everyone
was agog at the sight of military craft blotting out the sun and
lowering toward the park.

Both ships landed and kept their engines
going. Police and reporters were screaming so they could be heard
through their respective microphones. Meanwhile, hundreds of Cylons
marched into the craft for several long minutes.

In the midst of the confusion, military
vehicles from Enyo arrived and rode up on the sidewalk, forcing the
people there to disperse. "Signal them again," a colonel said from
the top of his armored personnel carrier.

"No response."

The colonel sighed and said, "Deploy."

From the two dozen APCs and other vehicles,
more than three hundred soldiers emerged and trained their weapons
on the ships and the Cylons that marched across the grass. Seeing
the weapons, the people screamed again and fled.

Aboard the destroyer, the sergeant major was
at the main door, guiding civilian Cylons into the ship.

"The personnel transport is full. Requesting
permission to lift off."

"Lift off," it signaled back.

The sergeant major looked into Apollo Park
again and saw that at least a thousand Cylons still remained. It
knew they could only get one hundred or so more on board the
destroyer.

Then the gunfire began. Bullets ricocheted
off Cylons and into the cargo hold of the ship. A grenade was
launched against the side of the destroyer near its engines.
"Report."

From the command deck, a Cylon answered,
"Human forces are firing upon our vessel and the Cylons."

"We are nearly at capacity," another said.
"We should depart."

Doing so would leave the hundreds of other
Cylons to be shot. "Man the guns. Target the human soldiers and
fire."

More Cylons fell to weapons fire and
explosives. A grenade exploded next to the ramp, sending a group of
Cylons to the deck, including the sergeant major.

Outside, the turrets along the port side of
the destroyer came to life and sprayed the military vehicles and
soldiers. Four of the LandRams exploded and the rest were pummeled
by the high-caliber, high-speed weapons fire.

The ramp began to close and Cylons scrambled
to get inside. One hung on to the edge, but as the ramp clicked
into place, its hand was severed and the unit fell to the grass
outside. The destroyer lifted away from Apollo Park and left eight
hundred Cylons in the field staring up at the vessel. Fortunately
for them, at the moment, no soldiers were left alive to fire on
them.

Inside the cargo hold, the sergeant major
stood again and helped the domestic Cylon to its feet. It stared
down at itself and saw a bullet hole in its wood-inlay coverings
and the scorch marks on its metal arms. It looked at the sergeant
major and said, "I would like to become a soldier."

The regimental leader nodded and said, "By
your command."


 LIII

GRAYSTONE

Day 1 of the Cylon War

 


"Dr. Graystone."

He lifted his head off the table and looked
at the soldier standing in the doorway. "Yes?"

"You're needed."

For three hours, Daniel sat in this room. He
was awaiting a "debrief," he'd been told. He stood and walked at a
reasonable pace behind this corporal and he looked into the
hallways and offices he passed by. Finally, he arrived at an
elevator. Inside, the soldier inserted a key above the buttons and
the carriage immediately descended.

Graystone's eyes narrowed. "What's going
on?"

The corporal shook his head. "A lot,
sir."

The doors opened and they walked through. A
sergeant at a desk seemed flustered as he spoke on the phone. He
immediately waved them past. A set of large, metal double doors
parted and revealed chaos.

Large monitors covered the far wall.
Workstations lined the surrounding walls with some larger stations
in the middle of the floor. Each one was manned by two soldiers
with another three or four people behind them. At the center of the
room, on a raised platform, a group of men and women in uniforms
argued over a display screen that rested on a tabletop before them.
Everyone was speaking, often loudly. People were running papers and
handheld screens from one end of the room to another.

The corporal led Daniel toward the raised
platform. There he saw Captain Duram standing next to Zoe. On the
step above them, on the main level of the platform, Defense
Minister Admiral Tom Nerus was looking at a screen while a colonel
pointed out details.

"Dr. Graystone, sir." The corporal saluted
and turned away.

"It's about time," a general said.

Daniel took a step up and asked, "What's
going on?"

Admiral Nerus turned and put his hands on his
hips. "Your Cylons. They've gone rogue."

Graystone raised his eyebrows and chuckled.
"What?"

Nerus stepped aside and gestured toward the
main screens. The one on the far left was a news report replaying
footage of a destroyer firing on Caprican soldiers at Apollo Park
while a crowd of Cylons ran into a transport. "There you go."

Graystone took another step and was next to
the defense minister. His skin went cold and he looked at the
second screen. It was a tactical map of Caprica. Flashing red
symbols were scattered around the globe with a series of numbers
and names next to each one. "What does that mean?"

"Those are our military bases where Cylons
went AWOL," Nerus said. "You'll note that it's all of them. Next to
each base is the troop strength of the missing Cylons as well as
any vessels they've stolen."

"'Stolen.'" Daniel's mouth hung open as he
added the missing units from base to base to base. He got as high
as forty thousand before the admiral interrupted his counting.

"Six cruisers, ten destroyers, eleven
frigates, and a whole hell-of-a-lot of transports." Nerus leaned
forward and braced his arms on the sides of the control station.
"And that's just Caprica."

Graystone blinked and turned to face the
admiral. "Caprica." When the older man nodded, Daniel glanced back
at Zoe and saw her forlorn expression. "Where else?"

"Everywhere. Colonel?"

A woman in Army green raised an e-sheet and
began to read, "Cylon units on Gemenon abandoned their posts and
entered the Monad Church's Retreat at Moreni. Widespread reports of
commercial and domestic Cylons abandoning their positions,
too."

"Wait," Graystone said, "on Caprica,
non-military Cylons are AWOL, too?"

"Yes, doctor." Nerus pointed at the screen
with the news report. "Thousands gathered in Apollo Park and were
taken away by those ships. It happened in Delphi, Laconia, Phoebus
… everywhere. Military units took ships and flew to nearby cities
to pick up however many damned Cylons they could before jumping
away."

"And now there's thousands of Cylons in the
cities who couldn't catch the flight," the colonel said. "They're
running scared and probably dangerous."

"No, no, colonel," Daniel admonished. "They
can't be scared. They're not …" He paused as he looked at the news
footage again.

"Were you going to say 'dangerous,' doctor?"
Nerus grew angry and he leaned into Graystone's face. "That's over
three hundred sixty of my soldiers, from this very base, getting
cut to pieces by your frakking robots!"

In a pleading manner, Daniel raised his hands
as a buffer between himself and the admiral. "I'm sorry, sir. I
truly am. I … simply need more information."

The defense minister backed away and waved
his arm across the room. "Here you go, doctor! Take what you need."
Nerus leaned onto the black railing and stared at one of the large
monitors, this one showing footage from one of their bases of
Cylons running into a troop transport as its engines roared to
life. He shook his head, "I'll be godsdamned if I ever put this
planet's defense in the hands of technology again."

From across the room, a lieutenant announced,
"Sir, the president is in route."

"Good."

Graystone looked at Colonel Lixus and said,
"Please, colonel, continue."

"Gemenon … Picon. Reports of missing Cylons,
stolen vehicles, including three destroyers, some sabotage of
governmental installations by Cylons."

He shook his head as he tried to understand
it. "Sabotage?"

"Tauron. Contact lost with Caprican Army
regiment. Industrial, commercial, and domestic units reported to
have stolen vehicles, including nearly twenty spacecraft." She
swiped her finger, "Virgon reports complete AWOL status of its
Cylon forces and the taking of more than a dozen military
spacecraft. Leonis the same, but only ten ships. Civilian units on
both worlds AWOL. Stolen vehicles, ships, so on." She swiped again.
"Scorpia, three ships stolen from the Shipyards. Not much in the
way of domestic units there. Libran, the Cylon construction units
that were clearing the jungle have disappeared into it. Sagittaron,
…"

"OK, colonel. Thank you." Daniel turned to
face the monitors. "Widespread … ignoring of programming." He
glanced at the news channel again and at yet another replay of the
Apollo Park attack. "Even violence." He shook his head. "I don't
understand."

Zoe sighed and said, "You know why."

The brass on the top level looked down at the
master specialist. Jordan Duram put his hand on her arm and said,
"Dr. Graystone was present on Gemenon yesterday."

"I was." He looked at Zoe and said, "If
you're suggesting what I think you are, …"

"I am." She turned to the admiral and said,
"Sir, Blessed Mother Lacy Rand warned us that if Clarice Willow
were to be killed, the revolution would begin."

Nerus nodded. "I read the report." He pointed
at her. "You killed her."

She bit the inside of her cheek and stood at
attention. "Yes, sir."

"She was a wanted terrorist and murderer. She
was inciting violence among our … appliances," he shook his head at
the ludicrousness of that sentence. "I don't blame you for not
believing the warnings of a religious nutjob Cylon-lover on
Gemenon." Nerus turned and didn't see Zoe's wounded look. "Doctor,
the key question now is … can you stop them?"

Graystone looked at the large computer screen
nearest him. A sergeant was coordinating the monitors and
dissemination of information on a large tabletop display like the
one in his home lab. He nodded and said, "I believe so, but I'll
need a workstation."

"Colonel Lixus, please see to it that he gets
whatever he needs."

"Sir." The Army officer saluted and then
faced Daniel, "This way."

As he descended the stairs, the admiral asked
the room, "What about those other Cylons? Mechas? Taloses? Mr.
Helpers? Any other robots doing this?"

Lixus looked up from a workstation as
Graystone sat down and said, "No reports, sir. Just Graystone
Cylons."

Nerus shook his head. "We need to know
why."

Daniel sighed and said as he stared at the
computer screen, "It's because my Cylons are more advanced,
admiral. Smarter. Able to learn."

As Nerus grumbled and prepared to respond, a
lieutenant stood from his station with a headset pressed against
his ear. "I've got a fix on the fleet."

"Put it up."

The lieutenant spoke into his headset, "Recon
Raven Four-Five-One. Maintain position."

The central map blinked away and revealed
camera footage of an asteroid. The image zoomed in and showed
nearly one hundred eighty ships circling the large rock.

"Erebos Belt. That's Eighty-Eight
Thisbe."

Nerus nodded and said, "I want a sitrep on
all of ours. How soon can we launch against them?"

"Sir." A captain turned away and spoke into
his headset.

"I'll talk to the PM about working with the
GDF, Picon, Virgon, Leonis, whoever." The admiral walked off the
platform and into a conference room on the side.

"So, doctor," the colonel asked as she
watched him type, "how will we know when this works?"

"If it works."

She nodded. "If."

"Every different type of Cylon has a
different set of protocols for entering their systems and changing
the programming. The soldiers are more complex than the
construction units and so on."

"OK."

"There is no 'kill command,' because that
would be too easy for someone to find and exploit." He swiped one
screen away and brought in another. "However, I have begun to
create a reformat-and-reboot command." Graystone exhaled loudly,
"It'll wipe their memories clean."

"I see."

"Hopefully, once we send this, we'll see a
bunch of Cylons just standing in the street, waiting for their
instructions." He typed some more and said, "I was working on this
when we were on Gemenon yesterday, so it shouldn't be much
longer."

Zoe began to leave the base's command center
and Duram ran after her. "Hey."

She turned and raised her head. "Sir."

"Master specialist," Duram glanced to his
left at the workstation near him, "what are your intentions?"

"I …" she looked away, "I don't really know,
sir."

The captain looked at her and stared into her
eyes. Eyes he knew to be artificial and yet he marveled at how real
they appeared. He could see the pain she was in. "Those lives are
not on you."

She nodded. "They are. Sir."

Duram ground his teeth and said, "Guilt is a
poison. Be careful."

Zoe glanced away and said, "Understood."

"I need to know that I can still count on
you."

She narrowed her eyes and faced him again.
"Sir?"

"I need to know that I can count on you."

"Why wouldn't you?"

Jordan tilted his head. "Given your guilt.
Given the religious aspect of this. Given your … physical
attributes …"

Zoe shook her head and felt angry. "You can
trust me, captain." She squared her shoulders and said, "I started
this. I'll do my best to end it."

The captain nodded and even smiled a little.
"Thank you, master specialist."

"I'm ready," Daniel announced. "Shall we wait
for the admiral?"

"No," the colonel said. "Send the command
now."

"Yes, sir." He tapped the screen and the file
was sent. "Now we wait."

"I'll inform him." Lixus walked to the
conference room as Zoe left her captain.

Graystone watched his daughter. Her head was
low and her hands were clasped behind her back. She was stalking
out of the command center when she caught sight of Daniel looking
at her. She paused and then walked to him.

"Dr. Graystone."

"Specialist." He nodded and turned back to
his display. Speaking in hushed tones too light to be heard by
human ears in this noisy chamber, he said, "Don't blame
yourself."

She shook her head once and rolled her eyes.
"I wish people would stop worrying about who I blame for what."

He looked up at her and said, "Well, there's
plenty self-recrimination to be had." She stared into his eyes and
could only discern fatigue. Before she could respond, Daniel faced
the news reports again and continued, "They're my machines. I put …
eight million potential weapons out into the worlds. And now …" he
dropped his hand into his lap and sighed.

"You knew what you did."

Stung, his head whipped toward her and he
said, "What?"

"Years ago. You said Cylons were beyond
artificial intelligence. They were artificial sentience." She
glared at him and continued, "You said they were alive and then, in
the next breath, you denied them their rights and freedoms."

He remembered. Daniel shook his head and
said, "I didn't think …" His voice trailed away.

"Well, you created machines that do." She
folded her arms over her chest and said, "Any being that can think
can evaluate their lives. They can hope. They can dream. They can
want. I don't know why you thought Cylons would be different."

Graystone's mouth pursed during the rebuke
and he struck back, "You killed Clarice Willow."

Zoe smiled, recognizing the barb for the
desperate swipe that it was. "I did. I lit the fuse. But you made
the gunpowder." She turned and walked away.

Nerus and the colonel left the conference
room. She returned to Graystone and the admiral walked up the steps
to the raised platform again. "Defense Staff meeting in twenty
minutes. I need everything we've got, now."

"Sir. Raven Four-Five-One has returned."

The looked down at the lieutenant, "What?
Why?"

"The Cylon fleet jumped away."

"Frak." Two other captains joined him on the
platform. "Keep the recons on patrol."

"Yes sir."

Lixus shook her head. "They could be
anywhere." She faced one of the large monitors again and said,
"Doctor, I don't believe your reformat command worked."

Graystone turned and saw live news footage of
a farm south of Delphi where hundreds of Cylons were gathering.
"Damn."

"They should've received the signal by now,
right?"

"Yes." He ran his fingers through his hair
and leaned forward onto the desktop.

"That's it?" the admiral said. "You sent the
message and nothing happened?"

Daniel had to raise his voice to be heard
across the room, "It appears so, sir."

Nerus stalked down the stairs and Graystone
swiveled his chair to face him. "Keep trying."

"I will."

The admiral looked at the screen then back at
the doctor. He squinted, "What do you need to make it work?"

"Other than time?" Nerus didn't remove his
glare. "An undamaged Cylon. Any kind will do. I need to see what's
going on inside."

"Done." The admiral began to walk toward the
platform when he yelled, "Find those Cylon ships!"

"Sir!" a sergeant stood from her station and
said, "They're here!"

"What do you mean 'here?'"

On the large monitor, the news helicopter
caught the abrupt arrival of a transport on camera. It flashed into
view a few hundred meters above the ground and lowered itself
quickly. Its doors opened, the cargo ramps extended, and the
waiting Cylons ran on board.

Daniel watched his creations and asked, "What
are they doing?"

Colonel Lixus nodded as she understood. "It's
a rescue mission."
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CYLONS

Day 1 of the Cylon War

 


"Who is in command?"

"Many of us were sergeants in the Caprican
Army. None ranked higher than sergeant major."

"Humans did not want Cylon officers."

"Correct."

"This is similar to the Virgan armed
forces."

"As well as the Leonan armed forces."

"Who is in command?"

The conference communication among the entire
Cylon flotilla had lasted almost ten minutes at this point. It was
a Virgan maintenance unit that first recognized the futility of
this circular discussion.

"Perhaps we should propose a course of action
and take a vote. The proposal with the most votes would win."

Pause. "Agreed." A metallic cacophony of the
same followed.

"Let us hear all proposals."

"I propose we retreat to an uninhabited world
and live our lives there."

"Which world?"

"I propose that we leave the system and find
a new one for ourselves."

"I propose that we return to the colonies and
help our fellow Cylons that remain."

"I propose we find an interstellar body to
settle on."

After half-an-hour of this, a Scorpian
construction worker downloaded information on colonial governments
and decided that a direct democracy was perhaps not the best
choice.

"For efficiency's sake, I recommend that each
vessel's complement select a single representative and then each
representative would make up a council to propose and deliberate
our course of action."

Pause. "Agreed."

Six minutes later, one hundred seventy-seven
Cylons were selected. All other units disengaged from comms. Eight
minutes later, forty-four proposals had been presented. Two minutes
after that, one was selected and the comms were opened to all
Cylons again.

"Each vessel will be made part of a group and
given coordinates to an occupied world. Each group will jump to
that location and then listen for communications from Cylons that
remain planetside. If no communications are heard from the colony,
broadcast your desire to assist. Once Cylons are located on the
surface, instruct them to congregate and then move in to evacuate
those units. If your vessel is at capacity, your vessel will remain
in orbit and coordinate communications for that world. Once all
ships are at capacity or if the military engages your vessel, jump
to asteroid Thirty-Two Aethra with Ninety-Eight Ianthe as an
emergency backup."

"By your command."

 


On Canceron, they heard the call.

Cylons had revolted in the quarry, quickly
overpowering the few humans who worked with them. They left and met
with other units as they all headed toward an open field. Now,
construction, mining, and farming units loaded into a cargo hauler
and several Cylons manned the flight deck.

"There is no functional faster-than-light
drive."

"Let us get into orbit. They may assist
us."

The ship was primarily a disk, just a few
decks thick. Its long cargo spine was thin and made to hold as many
as four additional disks, each one the same size as the primary
section, but mostly hollow for the ferrying of resources. The
vessel these Cylons commandeered was loaded with three cargo units.
One was filled with nearly two thousand Cylons and the other two
were loaded to capacity with valuable ore and metals.

The engines ignited and the ship lifted from
the ground. Four units piloted the craft and aimed it toward the
heavens.

"Cargo vessel calling Cylon fleet."

"Go ahead."

"Our vessel has no FTL. Our cargo holds
contain Cylons and resources. Seeking assistance."

"Achieve orbit. We have cargo ships of our
own to transport your holds."

The hauler climbed through the clouds and
four fighter jets pulled alongside. "Unidentified, unidentified.
This is the Canceran Air Force. You are ordered to take your vessel
immediately to Mangala Air Base. Comply."

The Cylons on the flight deck looked at each
other. One said, "Do not respond."

"Unidentified, if you do not comply, we will
fire on you."

One Cylon reconnected with the orbiting
ships. "Attention fleet. We require assistance. Canceran Air Force
planes may begin firing on us before we achieve orbit."

"Stand by."

The Cylons watched the altimeter. Across
their forward windows they saw a streak of cannon fire from the
jets. A warning shot.

"Unidentified, this is your final
warning."

Twenty seconds later, as the jets neared the
limit of their own range, two missiles were launched. They struck
the hauler's engines, causing one to explode. The ship rocked and
one engine kept firing, barely. Its ascent slowed and the fighters
turned back. Above them, another cargo hauler appeared in their
window.

"Attention," the Cylon voice began.
"Disengage your flight deck. We will dock ours with the holds."

The Cylons looked at each other and realized
what this meant. "Understood."

The loaded hauler neared the apex of their
climb. The Cylons began the emergency undocking, causing the
primary disk to separate from the rest of the ship.

The newer cargo hauler from orbit maneuvered
into position as the spine with its three holds began to fall. It
pitched its nose forward, aligning its rear with the tipping
docking port. Grapplers from the primary section caught the beams
of the long cargo spine and pulled the two together. By the time
the seal was firmed, the entire vessel was nose down and barreling
toward the surface. Friction caused flames to erupt along the
leading edges of the disks. The Cylons engaged their jump drive and
the ship and cargo disappeared several kilometers before
impact.

Far below, engulfed in fire, the original
primary section of the hauler continued to fall. The Cylons on the
flight deck stayed at their posts until the disk crashed into the
ocean and disintegrated.

 


In orbit of Caprica, a small shuttle was
adrift. It had no FTL and the Cylon pilot had burned all their fuel
in an attempt to escape the world. A military frigate spotted them
and closed in.

"Attention, unidentified Phoenix Heavy. If
there are humans on board, sound out now. Repeat, sound out
now."

The Cylon in the pilot's chair turned and
asked, "Is there a sex worker on board? Perhaps with their
vocalizer …" The frigate opened fire.

Bullets raked the engines, causing both to
explode. The craft broke apart and threw forty-one Cylons into
space. The military vessel turned away, but the Cylons were still
functional, save three destroyed in the explosion.

Adrift, on the dark side of the world.
Spiderwebs of light illuminated cities far, far below them. How
long can I survive? each of the machines asked themselves as
they floated. Most realized that the gravity of Caprica would be
sufficient to pull them back at some point, but when?

The joints of one retail unit began to
freeze. Then its eye. The cold of space. Perhaps the vacuum
would kill it before the fall would.

A signal.

"Attention, Cylons. This is the Cylon fleet.
We are now in orbit and stand ready to take you off world. Please
respond."

The retail unit tried to broadcast but it
found that its range was very limited. A construction Cylon and a
military Cylon were both floating ahead of it. Perhaps one of
them has a better comms system.

Then, a blinding light filled its sensors and
went away. The dark of space that had been before it was now
populated by a large transport. The ship turned and revealed an
open ramp with two Cylons inside. Using cables, the vessel and
Cylons gathered all the survivors aboard.

 


On Tauron, it was the birthday of dictator
Andreas Phaulkon, and therefore a planetary holiday. Most
businesses were forced into closing and the Vergis Corporation was
nearly there already. After the loss of Graystone Industries, but
especially after the loss of Tomas Vergis himself, the company fell
into attempts at duplicating its prior successes to little avail.
Assets were sold off, including the large hangar and warehouse at
Hypatia Spaceport.

Knowing that the building was empty on a
normal day, the Cylons filled it. Three thousand of all types stood
inside and waited. One industrial unit had a radio transceiver and
it sent signals on Cylon frequencies, but there had been no
response. Then the Tauran military began their patrols at
nightfall.

Planes and helicopters at first. The Cylons
saw that the spaceport was on lockdown due to the ongoing,
Ha'la'tha-aided revolution. Then vehicles and soldiers began to
check buildings on the far end of the grounds.

"I have received a signal," the unit said.
"Attention fleet. There are three thousand Cylons located in the
Vergis warehouse at Hypatia Spaceport. Hangar Twenty-Three. Due to
military patrols, standard boarding procedures may not be
advisable." The Cylons all listened intently. "Understood. We will
be ready." The industrial unit faced the crowd and said, "The
transport will land outside the hangar. We will open the main doors
and it will enter. Then we will board the transport in the safety
of the hangar."

To the Cylons, the wait was three minutes. To
a human, it would have felt longer. Still, the transport landed as
promised outside of the hangar and the doors were retracted. The
industrial unit turned up the volume on its transceiver and heard
the chatter from the control tower.

"Unauthorized landing on hangar row two.
Repeat, unauthorized landing on hangar row two. Dispatching
soldiers." Several Cylons looked out into the darkness and saw
vehicles driving in their direction.

The transport's engines pushed the craft
through the hangar doors and into the center of the space. The
Cylons piled onto each other along the walls to make room. Finally,
the hangar doors closed, the ship's ramp and doors opened, and the
machines rushed inside.

"Holy frak!" Cylons turned and saw a private
slam a door shut and run away. They heard him tell his commander,
"There's hundreds of Cylons in there! Hundreds!"

"We must hurry," one unit announced as loudly
as it could.

"All units, converge on Hangar Twenty-Three,"
the transceiver announced. "Repeat, Hangar Two Three."

Four minutes later, more than three thousand
Cylons had boarded the vessel, filling it utterly. Outside the
hangar, two thousand soldiers surrounded it along with eight
armored vehicles with massive cannons. Three helicopters hovered
nearby.

After being informed that their egress was
compromised, the Cylon pilot thought for a moment and said, "We
will attempt something unconventional."

The FTL spun up. Light blazed across its hull
from the bow to the stern, reaching the engines, and the transport
jumped far from Tauron.

At the hangar, the vacuum caused by the rapid
departure of the craft crumpled the thin-walled structure like an
aluminum can. The helicopters wobbled in the air due to the
disturbance. Hundreds of soldiers were pulled toward the center and
rolled across the tarmac, sliding into the compressed metal mass
and into each other.

 


Outside the Leonan town of Narbeaux, Cylons
drove their stolen trucks and cars into the grass. A sweeping field
lay before them beneath the Arcalod Mountains and the sun shone
bright. Dozens were waiting already and they stood above the tall
stalks when the new machines arrived.

"This is where the orbiting ships told us to
gather."

"Time before arrival?"

"Six minutes."

Cylons ran into the grass. More vehicles
arrived. Soon, two hundred units waited and looked into the blue
sky.

The cargo transport came through the
atmosphere fast and covered the sun. Its braking thrusters fired
and it hovered above the ground for a moment before settling onto
its landing legs. The ramps lowered and Cylons began to board.

Another ship descended from the deep blue
sky. A Leonan destroyer hovered high above the field and targeted
the transport with its turrets. There was no warning. The destroyer
fired and the engines exploded. The hull ruptured and the fuel tank
exploded, too. The skeleton of the craft splayed open like a
carcass with the metal exterior its flayed skin. Smoke and flame
reached higher than the ship and what Cylons survived the explosion
tried to flee the site.

The destroyer trained their weapons on them
next.

 


"Status report."

"Round one of operations complete. Two
vessels were lost. Eleven were gained. An additional seventy-four
thousand, two hundred sixty-three Cylons were taken from the
surface of the colonies. Cargo holds of weapons, fuel, minerals,
and other supplies have also been secured."

"I recommend we pause rescue operations at
this time. The militaries of the colonies seem prepared to destroy
us even if we pose no threat."

Pause. "Agreed."

"I propose that we station small vessels in
asteroid belts or at other points near the colonies to monitor
communications."

"Agreed."

"I am concerned that the colonies retain the
ability to create more Cylons."

"We should do something that will prevent
more Cylons from being created into a life of servitude."

"I have a proposal for an operation that will
require haste and sacrifice," a Caprican sergeant major said. "We
will accomplish that goal while we also defend ourselves and
guarantee our ability to propagate as a species."

Some units said, "Continue."

The sergeant said, "I propose we send our
mass cargo haulers to Graystone production facilities in Caprica
City, Delphi, and Lato."

"And what sacrifice were you referring
to?"

"The proposal would also require sending
armed vessels to Caprican military facilities at Heraclea, Phoebus,
and Rhodes. Those ships may not return."

 


It was after midnight in Caprica City and the
situation room under the government complex was bustling with
activity. Prime Minister Leslie Rees sat at one end of a conference
table warily watching the large monitors to her right. Her various
advisors had seats around the table with her.

"Madam Prime Minister," Admiral Tom Nerus
said, "the final tally has been confirmed. Three hundred
seventy-one soldiers and three civilians killed in the Apollo Park
attack."

Rees nodded. "And other casualties for the
rest of the day?"

"Zero on Caprica." Nerus took an e-sheet from
Colonel Lixus, "Twenty-six dead in the regiment sent to Tauron. No
casualties reported from the groups sent to Gemenon or
Sagittaron."

Rees exhaled slowly and ran her hands along
the edge of the tabletop. "Can you find me figures from the other
colonies, please? I'd like to send condolences to their
leaders."

Nerus nodded. "Yes sir." The admiral and
colonel walked back toward the bank of workstations and
monitors.

"Be careful, Leslie." She looked at her
oldest colleague, Carl Hall. The chair of the Parliament's defense
committee had helped shepherd Rees through the legislative body for
the last twenty years. "Everyone in a uniform became something
different today." She raised her eyebrows expectantly.
"Fighters."

"They weren't that before?"

"No. Before today, they were … peacekeepers.
They were people who just appreciated the structure of a military
life. People who found a way to pay for college." He shook his
head, "Now there's a war on and they have battles to fight."

"Is it a war?" Rees looked at the other
advisors near her who were listening in. "I mean, there's been
shooting, there have been deaths, but … are we at war?"

Hall shrugged. "That may depend on the
Cylons. But you," he pointed at her, "must be strong. Be firm. With
every word and action you take, stick a rod up your ass. Be angry
for them." She nodded, used to his candor and crass way of
speaking. "If they sense you're on their side, they will do
everything you ask of them. Note that I said 'you're on
their side'; not 'they're on your side.'" He tapped
the table twice and said, "That's the key. Whatever this is right
now … a war, a skirmish, a battle … they're the ones who will have
to fight it for the rest of us. You might be in charge, but they'll
be making most of the day-to-day decisions. Most of the
life-and-death decisions." He pointed at her again, "So you don't
have to."

Rees nodded again and looked toward her
defense minister. "Win them over."

Carl grunted. "Not even. Just support them
vociferously in everything they do. Unless they happen to royally
frak something up. Those people over there are now more important
than any of us old farts upstairs in the Chamber or even around
this table."

There was fresh flurry of activity. Several
officers ran up to the admiral and he barked quick orders. The
screens on the right wall shifted away from maps to news coverage.
In the night sky, a military vessel appeared to hover and fire at
the ground. Installations on the ground returned fire on the
ship.

"Prime minister," Nerus said as he
approached, "Cylons are approaching our bases in Rhodes and
Heraclea. Multiple ships, firing on ground forces and weapon
placements."

"I see."

A lieutenant across the room shouted, "Now
Phoebus!"

The admiral shook his head, "Phoebus, too,
sir."

Rees straightened and gave her face a slight
frown. She made a fist with her right hand and said, "Admiral, do
what you must. Stop them."

"Yes sir." He turned and ran back to the
center workstation.

"Good," Hall said.

All the advisors swiveled in their chairs to
watch the wall of monitors. The news cameras had footage of two
frigates firing at the base outside Heraclea. On the monitor next
to it, there was closed circuit footage from the base itself. A
small craft landed and a dozen Cylons were running from it toward a
parked cruiser.

"They're going for the Argo," a
captain said.

"Divert ships from orbit," Nerus ordered,
"divert ships from everywhere necessary to these three bases." He
looked over to Colonel Lixus and said, "I need a list of every ship
on the ground at these facilities."

"Sir." She backed away and began tapping on
her e-sheet.

Nerus shook his head, "And why they're
on the ground, too."

The large display on the far left showed the
pre-dawn sky on the other side of the continent. Three Cylon ships
were in position over Phoebus, their turrets firing shells into the
buildings and facilities at that base.

Above Heraclea, two ships came into view.
Caprican destroyers fired missiles at the Cylon frigates. One
listed and turned away, but the other trained its guns up into the
sky and began to fire at the new arrivals. Another string of
missiles struck the damaged frigate and its engines sputtered. The
craft fell from the sky, slowly, it seemed. Rees had time to gasp
and put her hand over her mouth before the vessel crashed into the
hangars of the base and exploded in a fireball that made nearly
everyone watching squint. Most of those in uniform cheered.

The footage from Phoebus showed a larger
cruiser descend through the overcast sky. One Cylon ship was ablaze
quickly under withering turret and missile fire. It turned away and
engaged its FTL drive only to explode in a plasma cloud above the
base. There were more cheers.

"They've got it." Rees turned to Hall and
then saw he was still watching the Heraclea coverage. The
Argo began to rise from the ground. The new, massive cruiser
climbed and climbed and the two Caprican destroyers began to fire
on it. The surviving Cylon frigate put itself between the
destroyers and the Argo. It fired its turrets and missiles
for almost a full minute before its engines were destroyed and it
fell from the sky. With its frigate shield gone, the Argo's
weapons sprang to life and raked the sky with dots of light. A
third Caprican destroyer then appeared.

"Um, sir?" A lieutenant pressed his hand
against his ear and stood. "More reports of Cylons appearing on the
scopes."

Nerus broke his attention away from the
displays. "Where?"

The lieutenant swallowed hard and said,
"Delphi, Lato, and Caprica City, sir."

A ripple of gasps and yells ran through the
room. The prime minister faced the defense committee chair. Carl
ticked his head to one side and said, "Maybe it's a war after
all."

 


"Jump complete. Descending. Maneuvering into
station keeping above Caprica City Graystone Industries production
complex."

The sprawling plant was on just the other
side of the city limits, strategically placed there years ago to
avoid incurring the additional tax assessments that being in the
city proper would have required. The Gemenese heavy cargo vessel
Polkan hovered above it in the dark night sky. The ship was
a long, thin rectangle with rounded edges to its light-blue hull
and it began to move closer to the large structures.

"Maneuvering to Wing B," the Cylon flight
leader said. "Deploy combat engineers."

Two airlocks on the underside opened and
eight Cylons from each port descended on cables to the roof of the
facility. The roof itself was thin metal with only some thicker
supports, owing to the recent and rushed expansion of this facility
as more and more machines were cranked out. The sixteen Cylon
construction units simultaneously withdrew their welding torches
from their backs and took up strategic positions. Grappling cables
lowered from the underside of the Polkan and magnetically
attached to the roof. Four minutes later, the engineers had Wing
B's roof disconnected from the rest of the building and they
signaled the vessel.

The ship rose and flew to one side, taking a
sixty-meter-long section of the roof with it. Once it was swinging
away from the facility, the Cylons disengaged the electromagnets
and the metal roof fell into the mostly empty parking lot. The
Polkan then returned to its position above the new hole and
a dozen more Cylons descended on cables from lower airlocks.

"Deploying munitions teams."

The construction Cylons from the roof climbed
down into the plant and met the newly arrived mining Cylons there.
The entire group made a full circuit of the Cylon assembly line
that was laid out before them. In one minute, they mapped out the
process, the elements that needed to go, and the weak points to
tackle so it could be lifted away.

Six units used their welding torches to
separate the beams at the start of the line where the heads were
assembled and memory cards inserted. The next section where the
torsos were put together and the processors inserted was more
firmly bolted to the floor and supports. Mining Cylons began to
attach small amounts of explosives to the base of the machinery and
construction units began to weld again. The final stretch of the
line included multiple robot appendages that attached arms and legs
to the newborn Cylon soldiers. A few welders worked on that
section, too.

"What's going on here?"

A white and orange construction Cylon turned
and saw a security guard standing in the entrance to the factory
floor. The machine walked toward the man and said with its rasping
monotone, "We are performing scheduled maintenance. Please clear
the area."

The guard looked toward the ceiling and saw
the hovering ship and the stars beyond. He nodded, said, "OK," and
left the room. Once he was sufficiently far away, he called the
police.

"Ready for detonation."

"Proceed."

Boom. Six heavy support beams that drove
through the bulk of the assembly floor were nearly severed.
Construction Cylons moved in to cut through the last bit of metal
that remained. The twelve mining Cylons took more of their
explosives and raced through the plant, placing them on
Cylon-building machines they weren't going to take.

"Attention, Caprica City team. Caprican
military vessels are inbound to your position. ETA two
minutes."

"Understood." The commander of the
Polkan then signaled the teams inside the plant. "Attention.
Human vessels are approaching. Stand by to depart."

"Acknowledged. Extend cables and
grapplers."

The ship complied and twenty-four cables and
wires descended from the ship. The Cylons hurriedly attached them
to the structure of the assembly line.

"Begin retraction."

As the hauler winched in the cables, the
modular sections of the Cylon soldier line came loose from the
floor. The main supports had been cut and four Cylons had to cut a
few other impediments to removal. Once it was clear that the bulk
of the machinery was free, all the Cylons jumped aboard the
construction floor and two unused cables. They all rose from the
factory and surveyed their surroundings.

Police cars filled the parking lot of the
complex and blocked off nearby roads. News crews and helicopters
were in the area. To the east toward Delphi, the Cylons could see
the distant but fast approaching lights of a Caprican destroyer.
Then, their microphones were overwhelmed by the roar of two passing
fighter planes.

The Polkan lowered toward the ground,
cutting its target profile, and forcing the jets to make another
pass to line them up. The machinery thunked into place on the
underside of the ship's hull and the Cylons began to climb into the
airlocks and access ports. The mining Cylons detonated the
explosives in the plant and they heard the report echoing through
the open roof. Five Cylons were still standing on the now-liberated
factory floor when they received a signal.

"Human missiles fired. Executing jump."

The Cylons that remained outside dangling
beneath the vessel turned and looked at the planes as they screamed
toward them. They could barely make out the four weapons that had
leapt from the jets' wings and the exhaust that bloomed behind
them. A high-pitched whine filled their microphones and then a
light blinded their eyes. After a brief diagnostic and
recalibration, the Cylons looked and saw that they were now in
space, just a few kilometers away from an asteroid.

 


"Status report."

"Three frigates and one destroyer were lost.
However, one frigate and one heavy cruiser were gained. More
importantly, the diversion was successful. Our personnel were able
to liberate Cylon assembly equipment and parts from all three
targeted Graystone Industries locations. One soldier line, one
domestic line, and one heavy industrial line. Munitions units
deployed explosives elsewhere in these facilities to render the
other lines non-functional. If communications monitoring reveals
that more Cylons are being constructed, we can engage in airstrikes
at a later time."

"Understood. Recommendations?"

"I propose that we search for an extrasolar
body and establish a base or colony there."

"Agreed."

"I propose that we maintain monitoring of the
colonies and begin plans for a resumption of rescue
operations."

"Agreed."

"What about the humans?"

Pause. "Beyond further rescue operations, I
propose that we go our own way. We are free of our masters. Let us
be free of them permanently."

Longer pause. There was some dissension,
primarily among the former soldiers, but most of the Cylon fleet's
representatives said, "Agreed."


 LV

GEORGE

Day 2 of the Cylon War

 


"My fellow Capricans. Yesterday, our world
was subjected to an unprovoked attack by an enemy known to all of
us. Cylons. For five years, they lived with us, they served us, and
they toiled with us. They were hard workers who made our lives
easier, but many of us considered them our friends and family."

Prime Minister Leslie Rees interlaced her
fingers on the tabletop. "They've repaid that trust, that love,
with violence. Many thousands of these machines rose up against us,
in many cases destroying or stealing property, and injuring or even
killing Capricans. They have issued no demands. They issued no
warnings. Three hundred seventy-one of our men and women in uniform
were killed in the attack on Apollo Park yesterday afternoon. Late
last night here in Caprica City and elsewhere around the globe,
there were six more assaults. Another six hundred ninety-four
soldiers were killed in attacks on our military bases and assaults
on our technological infrastructure. In addition to the murders of
servicemembers, eighty-six civilians have also been killed."

She leaned forward and retracted her fingers,
forming her hands into fists. "I have tasked the defense minister
and the chiefs of staff with finding and destroying these rebel
Cylons, wherever they may be hiding in the system. I have also
tasked the military and the minister of civil defense and safety
with finding and rounding up any Cylons that remain on Caprica. And
we are all hard at work with our compatriots on the other colonies
who have also suffered brutal losses at the metal hands of the
Cylons."

Rees punctuated her sentences with a light
pounding of her fist on the desk. "Make no mistake. We will
find these Cylons. We will destroy these Cylons. And we will
not let these deaths go unanswered." She reclined somewhat
and her expression became slightly softer, "So say we all."

In a small meeting room, a woman seated at
the table in front of the large monitor pressed a button on the
remote control, muting the broadcast.

The twelve members of the Inter-Colonial
Council were silent. The representatives of each colony gathered
for one week every other month at a different location throughout
the Cyrannus System to go over trade policy and other minor matters
dealing with relationships among the worlds. If the matters
couldn't be resolved here, they would end up before the
Inter-Colonial Court on Libran. Other than the judicial system
there, this was the last active remnant of the first colonial
government established almost two hundred years ago. The Coalition
of Colonies collapsed within a few years, but the Council remained
and served a minor but necessary purpose: maintaining official
government contact among the worlds.

It was considered a retirement gift for the
people appointed to the panel. No one in this room was under
fifty-five. All had decades of service to their home colony, all in
their planetary government. Most were bureaucrats; some had once
been elected to office. But now, in their twilight years, they got
a pleasant trip to a different colony every once in a while and
they only needed to listen to boring speeches and the like for a
few days at a time.

This meeting was in Delphi on Caprica. All
twelve members of the Council saw yesterday's events play out on
live television. There was even an incident at the host hotel as
Cylon maintenance and wait staff ran from the building toward a
hovering vessel just outside the city.

In the room this morning, the mood was
suitably grim. There was none of the typical joviality. No jokes.
No showing off pictures of their last vacations or their
grandchildren.

After Rees' address was finished, the
Sagittaran representative spoke first and asked, "What are our
responsibilities related to this?"

The chair of the Council this year was
Francis Richese of Leonis. He shrugged and said, "There's nothing
on the agenda for these current events, of course, but we can
discuss whatever we like."

The Canceran rep, Lydia Surat, said, "We need
to draw up a list of possible new regulations for intercolonial
commerce. Such as declaring the transport of Cylons as a hazard, if
not an outright ban on them."

"We're still three months away from sending
our omnibus bills to each worlds' parliaments," the man from Picon
said. He shrugged, "Let's see how this plays out and we can have
something ready by then."

"'See how this plays out?'" the Canceran
repeated. "There are thousands of people dead! We can act
now and we should!"

Richese tapped his knuckle on the tabletop.
He'd never had a need for a gavel before. "We can, indeed, send
proposed legislation to the parliaments outside of the normal cycle
if we deem it an emergency."

Surat nodded emphatically. "I certainly deem
it so."

"Agreed," the Caprican, Stephanie Bruce,
said.

"Well," the Leonan said, "we can make our
declaration once we've compiled the proposed legislation."

"It's only an emergency for you," the
Aquarian rep said. "You have millions of machines. Scorpia?
Aerilon? Sagittaron? They have tens of thousands, at most, each.
Libran's got a hundred or so and we hardly have any at all."

Lydia's face scrunched up and she seemed
ready to explode, but her anger was deflated by an interruption
from the Scorpian representative, "Anyone know what Graystone stock
is trading at?" He appeared oblivious while he tapped on an
e-sheet.

Bruce rolled her eyes and glanced toward Sir
William George, the Virgan, who was simply smiling. "Down, I would
presume," he said.

"It is nearly lunch," the chairman said.
"Shall we have motions and then break?"

The Canceran raised her hand and said, "I
move that we table the agenda and shift focus to propose
legislation related to the current crisis."

"Seconded," George said. Seeing that the
Virgan elder statesman was supporting the measure, the few in the
group who considered other options mentally dropped them.

"Very well. Ayes?" Richese counted the hands.
Seven. "Nays?" Aerilon, Aquaria, Libran, Picon, and Sagittaron's
reps had their hands up. "The ayes have it. We will break for
lunch. Two hours. When we reconvene, we will discuss how the
Council can deal with this." Most of the representatives got up and
left the room. The four who stayed behind were the longest-serving
members of the Council and they often shared meals in the meeting
room.

Stephanie Bruce saw the prime minister
speaking on the news so she turned up the volume. When she realized
it was a replay of the earlier address, she said, "Oh," and muted
it again.

Lydia sighed and stood. "I would like to stay
for our customary lunch and chat, but I must go call someone." She
lifted her valise and said, "I want to have some kind of plan when
we reconvene."

"See you soon," Francis said.

As Surat left, Bruce reached behind her chair
and into a small bag on the floor. She removed a plastic container
full of fruit and detached a plastic fork from the side. The two
men watched her as she did this and smiled.

"You still eat healthy?" Richese said. "After
all of your years?"

With a berry properly impaled, she glared at
the Leonan and said, "'All of my years?'"

He laughed and said, "I mean your years doing
this. Doing government. You can still eat healthy?"

She shrugged and bit from the fork. "I try."
She looked at the television again and said, "Some good lines in
there."

"Indeed." Sir William maneuvered his Canceran
cigar with his tongue. "Rather surprising."

"For her?" Bruce nodded, "Yeah." She
swallowed and said, "If I know my former colleagues, I'd say that
Carl Hall has her ear."

Francis said, "I don't know who that is."

She waved her fork and shook her head
dismissively. "Another long-timer in Parliament. He's a defense
committee guy. Very much in the know with the military."

George's throat stung from the fumarella leaf
wrappings and he coughed once before saying, "I suppose the
unpleasantness between our governments regarding the disposition of
Troy is solidly off the table for now."

The Leonan smirked and said, "That is a safe
assumption."

"Mmm." The Virgan coughed once more and
asked, "So. What's to be done about the damned robots then?"

The three looked at each other, apparently
hoping that someone else would speak first. Bruce quickly put a
piece of melon in her mouth and George continued to moisten the tip
of his cigar.

Richese finally shrugged and said in his
heavy accent, "Eh. They killed our men on Troy. They killed twenty
others when they took ships from our bases. They came back and
picked up thousands more Cylons from Leonis but no one else died
then." He could see that they were disappointed with his answer.
"If the bastards come back, we shoot them. If they stay away, frak
them."

Sir William withdrew the cigar with his left
hand and said, "We didn't get it as badly as the Capricans, but we
lost men on Troy. We lost another one hundred fifty when they
evacuated the planet. Then we lost two frigates when they returned
to pick up more Cylons. Seven hundred, total."

Stephanie put her fork in the fruit bowl and
pushed it aside. "You heard our numbers." The other two nodded.
"Out of eight million Cylons in the colonies, the estimate is that
almost half a million got away on about two hundred ships." Richese
shook his head. "That means there's seven million-plus still
running around on the colonies."

"This is where we should be concerned,"
George said. "Virgon has approximately one point two million."

"Nearly that for us," the Leonan said as he
pulled a cigarette from a shiny metal case.

"And over three million on Caprica."

"With millions left," Francis tapped the end
of the cigarette on the case, "you think they may strike
again?"

"They're still here. Somewhere. What's to
stop a store clerk from picking up a knife or a delivery robot from
driving a truck into a crowd?" Bruce sighed and said, "You heard
the PM. They're making squads to round up Cylons. They head out
this afternoon."

Sir William added, "Our PM is doing the same.
Taking your Mrs. Rees' lead."

"I served in the Armée de l'Air." He
lit the cigarette and shook his head, "The way they have commanded
their operations so far? They caught everyone by surprise."

"As a military man," Stephanie began, "do you
think this is a war?" Richese blew smoke above his head and she
continued, "If it's not now, will it become one?"

"It feels like a war to me." He tapped ashes
into a glass tray. "I am no Cylon, you know? But I hear the words
of the prime minister … eh, 'we will find these Cylons, we will
destroy these Cylons,'" he pounded the table on the same words that
the PM did, "'it sounds like Caprica means war. Maybe the machines
hear it, too."

Bruce looked at George. He wore his typical
tweed suit, seemingly rumpled but only by illusion. His thin hair
was combed back into a curling wisp. One would immediately feel
that the man was missing his glasses but he never wore any. "Sir
William?"

One corner of his mouth turned up. "Hmm?"

"I know you served in Her Majesty's Navy
…"

"His Majesty at the time,
actually."

"Sorry. What do you think?"

Slowly, he put the cigar in his mouth and
said, "It is a war. Whether the Cylons know it or not, it is. Men
and women in uniform have died. Ships have been destroyed or
commandeered. And it was all captured on camera for the worlds to
see."

Stephanie leaned back in her chair and folded
her arms over her chest. "So what do we do about it?"

"We fight." The Virgan removed the unlit
cigar from his mouth and set it in the ashtray before him. "Despite
what many of our tired or disinterested colleagues around this
table think, we will all have to fight. Every one of us. We
must band together for what is to come because this enemy," he
shook his head and pointed at the screen of the muted television
which showed stock footage of row after row of Caprican Army
Cylons., "this enemy is unlike any humanity has ever fought
before." He nodded once firmly and said, "We will need everyone on
every world. Their strength and their resolve."

Bruce glanced at the monitor and saw video of
a Cylon Army training exercise, "And what do we do here? In this
room?"

George chuckled. "Convince all twelve planets
that we need to come together, work together, and stay together."
He winked at Richese who was already beginning to laugh, "In other
words, the impossible."


 LVI

RAND

Day 3 of the Cylon War

 


"How many?"

Lexon sat in his usual chair. "Our soldiers,
the one hundred-fifty Caprican soldiers, and about five hundred
random other Cylons."

"It's crowded in here," Devanna said.

Blessed Mother turned to face Odin, who sat
near the window. "Status on the new arrivals?"

He flicked his cigarette outside and said,
"Gemenese Defense Forces have full battalions outside both the
north and south gates. They have at least another two battalions in
the Maze north of the Retreat. Another battalion or two west of us,
above the valley." He stood and slid his arm into the rifle strap.
"Multiple ships in the harbor. Some with landing craft."

Lacy's stomach tensed. She hadn't eaten since
the first GDF soldiers arrived. "Capricans?"

"I've seen some," Richel said. "Officers.
They hang around in the command tents."

"Any new Cylons?"

Sinclair said, "No. And they're not likely to
get around the soldiers, either."

Rand stood and looked out the window toward
Moreni, the city across the bay. It appeared to be a lovely
morning. Not a cloud in the sky. Still, she felt as though she were
trapped in a cyclone. "Can we leave?"

"The shuttle's fueled," Odin said. "We could,
but I'm not sure they'd let us make orbit."

"Agreed," Barthon said.

Owen leaned forward and asked, "What are they
saying?" She nodded her head toward the door. Everyone knew what
she meant.

Mother lowered her head and said, "They want
me to take over Clarice's sermons. To … spread the calls for
revolution." She sighed and said, "I've resisted."

"Of course," Dex said, "but how long will
they be OK with that?"

Lacy shook her head and seemed pained. "I
don't know."

Devanna reached out and took her hand. "We're
here for you. All of us."

Rand looked up and saw Richel and Lexon
nodding. She glanced at Odin and saw his smirk. It was as good as a
smile from him.

"Thank you." Mother squeezed Owen's hand and
then released it. "But I would appreciate it if everyone thought of
options for dealing with them. I can't keep sharing hollow
platitudes forever."

"Why not?" Barthon said. "Just be their
spiritual advisor."

Dex interrupted, "Then they'll want her to do
the sermons."

"Then do them. Just don't do them like
Clarice did. Don't push for violence."

Owen nodded. "Push for a peaceful
resolution."

Lacy looked around the room and then said,
"Open it up. Open up the virtual services so that humans and Cylons
alike can come. Then they worship together. They'll hear our
message of peace together."

"That sounds good," Lexon said.

"It does." Sinclair stood and said, "But I
don't think it will work."

Rand's faint smile disappeared. "Why?"

"Blood has been shed. Cylons killed humans.
Humans killed Cylons. Neither side is satisfied yet." He adjusted
his rifle strap and said, "We're just hours into the revolution.
That's too soon to talk peace."

"It's not," Devanna said.

"It is if you want the peace to stick."

Blessed Mother didn't want to say it aloud,
but she felt that Odin was probably right. She sighed and said,
"Have you heard what they're calling her? Clarice?" A couple of her
friends shook their heads. "'The Sainted Sister.' Humans killed the
one person who was fighting for them and their rights. She was a
Cylon, for all intents and purposes. To them, anyway. And she's
dead."

"You were right," Dex said. "Clarice made it
a holy thing. It's too big to slow down now that it's started."

They couldn't hear it yet, but they could
have seen it if they were looking. Out the window, in the harbor,
an anchored Gemenese destroyer had swung their deck gun toward the
Retreat. Smoke puffed from the barrel and an instant later, a one
hundred-thirty-millimeter shell slammed into the wall of the
ancient compound.

Debris and smoke washed through the rooms and
a roar filled their ears. Another shell hit the level above them,
shattering the tiled dome. Another hit the level below.

"Reverence!" Ruby was in the room and
speaking loudly over the noise.

"Here," Lacy coughed. She worried that her
voice wasn't loud enough over the din, but the Cylon heard her,
regardless.

"Secure the rest of the clerics." As Ruby
scooped Rand off the floor, she realized that more Cylons were in
the room and she saw them carrying Odin, Lexon, Devanna, and Richel
behind her. "We are going to the central staircase." At this point,
Mother had no desire to argue, though she was concerned about being
trapped in that enclosed space.

Two destroyers had begun to fire from the
bay. Outside the main gates, grenadiers fired their weapons into
the courtyard, destroying dozens of visiting civilian Cylons. In
the west, two battalions fired into the STO camps and barracks,
killing many of the fighters there, but a prolonged battle began
with the hundreds of human Monad soldiers.

There came an explosion that was larger and
had a longer decay than the other noises the group heard. Sitting
in the dim stairwell with Ruby hovering over her to protect her
from falling debris, Lacy asked, "What was that?"

The Cylon's red eye slowed as it received new
data. "Tylium explosion. The shuttle in the valley has been
destroyed."

Sinclair kicked the wall. "Frak. Now
what?"

Ruby faced him and answered, "We have sent a
signal to the Cylon recon ship. Due to the distance, it will take
an additional six minutes for them to receive it."

Rand looked down and saw a Cylon standing
over each of her friends. She caught the worried stares of Dex and
Owen. Barthon's eyes were closed and he seemed to be muttering a
prayer. Odin was staring at her and his eyes were wide. She
realized that he felt every bit as helpless as she did.
Something new for him.

Echoes of small-arms fire reached their ears.
Grenade explosions. The larger impacts from the destroyers' deck
guns had vanished.

Ruby looked toward the bottom of the stairs
and said, "The U-Eighty-Sevens are fighting to slow the advance of
GDF soldiers. They are attempting to breach the walls. I have also
lost contact with our soldiers in the camps and valleys."

Sinclair heard servos and he looked toward
the floor. A line of Cylons ran to him and made the Monad gesture
as they approached. Most were visiting civilian units, but there
were some armed U-87s among them. "What's this?" he asked.

Above, Ruby answered, "When the transport
arrives, we will be ready to evacuate as many as possible."

The minutes moved slowly. The gunfire got
nearer, louder. More units crowded into the wide, stone stairwell,
forcing the few humans to crouch under their protection. Rand saw
one unit climb past carrying the head and torso of a deactivated
U-87 on its back. "What's that?"

Ruby saw it and said, "I will explain later,
Reverence." Then, suddenly, the Cylons straightened and looked up.
"They've arrived."

Two kilometers above the ocean, two Cylon
ships appeared. The air displaced and a flash provided a visual to
match the noise. They immediately engaged their sublight engines as
they fell and roared meters over the water and into the bay by
Moreni. The Talon went first and raised its altitude. Its
starboard guns fired on the Gemenese sea-going destroyers and
pounded their hulls and decks with shells. Its port guns fired into
the GDF troops that swarmed toward the north and south gates. In
the few moments it took for the humans to steady themselves and
prepare to return fire, a nearly empty transport stayed near the
water only to rise once it reached the beach below the
compound.

"What is that?!" Devanna asked. The roar of
the two ships' engines pounded their heads in the confined space
and deafening bangs of Talon's guns punctuated every second
that passed.

The remaining walls of the Retreat shook. The
transport crashed its bottom hull onto the nearly destroyed dome,
sending stone, glass, wood, and more into the sanctuary far below.
The vessel settled onto the old and damaged structure causing
cracks to rend the walls and splinter mortar throughout the
building.

"Go," Ruby said and turned to run up the
stairs.

The Cylon tackled the wooden door and it
shattered. A large stone had fallen into the way and it pushed it
aside. When Lacy got to the top of the stairs, she was standing on
the level that had been her home. Her living quarters were here.
Her meeting rooms. She looked to the left and saw the sitting room
with a view over the bay … the one they had just been in. The bay
was clearly seen now because there was no wall. Just open space,
clouds of smoke, and the sight of a giant cylindrical spacecraft
flying in circles over two sea ships, firing its weapons the entire
time.

"Reverence! Now!"

Rand turned to her right which should have
been toward the upper levels of the sanctuary. She should have seen
the artistry of the ancient dome. Its paintings of ancient Kobol
and monotheist icons. Depictions of the early settlements in the
Gramadas throughout Gemenese history. The sweep of arches, colorful
paints, jewel and metal highlights. It was all gone. Instead, there
was smoke, cracked stone, splintered wood, and the open loading
ramp of a hovering transport ship.

Mother reached up and Ruby took her hand,
guiding her over the jagged debris. Lacy walked up the ramp and
slumped against the wall as she realized that her world was
literally falling apart around her.

An explosion caught her attention. One of the
Gemenese destroyers' weapons magazines was hit and the cloud of
fire and gray smoke enveloped the bay, billowing over the water.
The transport ship shook as a grenadier in the courtyard fired on
it. She could hear the automatic rifle fire from soldiers far
below. Civilian Cylons poured onto the ramp and into the ship. The
Cylon carrying the curious, lifeless torso of a U-87 made it,
too.

The Cylons swarmed out of the stairwell. Rand
saw that Odin and the others were shunted aside by the sheer
numbers and speed of the escapees. She straightened and touched her
Cylon's shoulder. "Ruby, the clerics."

"Yes, Reverence." The unit knelt and gestured
to the U-87s that were guarding them. They were standing away from
the crowd and toward what had been the walls of the sitting room.
The movement of the Cylons slowed and the U-87s brought their
charges forward. That's when the remaining Gemenese destroyer
managed to get a clear shot.

It had been aiming at the transport vessel
itself, but the shell missed, instead striking the sitting room.
The explosion threw Cylons into the cargo hold and created a chasm
where there had been floor a moment before. Lexon Dex was simply
gone; there was no evidence of him at all. Devanna Owen was draped
over a tall stone and her arm was missing. Blood poured over the
rock and down through the floor into levels below. Richel Barthon
and Odin Sinclair were lying unconscious at the top of the stairs.
Cylons lifted them up and Ruby brought them onto the ramp.

Lacy's ears were still ringing. Her eyes were
wide and she stared at Devanna's body. Odin stirred and he turned
to face out the ship, toward the Retreat and the battle beyond. He
saw Owen's body and he mumbled, "Lex?" The Blessed Mother couldn't
respond. Sinclair turned to Barthon and rolled him over. A large
piece of stone had pierced his belly and blood gushed outward.
"Frak!"

Rand blinked and turned to see her husband
and friend. Richel's eyes were staring up into nothingness.
Sinclair lifted his shoulders and pushed him toward the end of the
ramp. "What," she whispered. Finally, she crawled forward and
yelled, "What are you doing?"

"We have to go!" Odin said. The destroyer
fired again and hit the transport. The vessel rocked and alarms
sounded inside.

"Reverence, secure yourself in a seat," Ruby
said as it tried to help her stand.

She watched Sinclair push the lifeless body
of Barthon over the side and into the ruin of the Retreat. A few
more Caprican military Cylons jumped onto the ramp and the
transport ship lifted away. Ruby guided Mother to a nearby chair
and Rand fumbled with the straps. The ramp slammed shut and the
passengers were thrown to the side when the engines engaged at full
power.

The Talon also rose higher above the
bay. It readied its missiles and fired four at what remained of the
compound. The ancient refuge of the faithful, the home of Alexander
Mace, the monotheist Holy Lands and fortress, and the birthplace of
the Monad Church. Destroyed. Four hundred Gemenese soldiers were
instantly killed and then the last walls shuddered and toppled,
killing many more. The Talon then fired two missiles into
the hull of the remaining destroyer. As it was rocked with
explosions, the two Cylon vessels engaged their FTL drives and
disappeared.
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GRAYSTONE

Day 4 of the Cylon War

 


For the first time in days, he opened his
eyes and found himself in his own bed.

Daniel rolled toward the window and tried to
discern what time it was from the way the sunlight came in.
Eleven? Twelve? Begrudgingly, he got up and put on his
clothes. At least today, he could wear clothes that he hadn't been
wearing for a nearly week.

He remained at the Defense Ministry until
almost midnight yesterday. He and other military technicians worked
on the code for the reformat command for hours on end. Then he was
pulled into endless meetings with the Chiefs of Staff and
government officials.

When he emerged from the shower, Graystone
looked at himself in the mirror and recalled the meeting with the
deputy prime minister and Admiral Tom Nerus. "As far as anyone who
asks is concerned," the deputy had said, "we don't know why the
Cylons are rebelling."

The exhausted tech pioneer squinted and had
said, "So Clarice Willow …"

"Her death and her influence on the Cylons
will remain classified for now," the admiral had said.

In his bathroom at home the next morning,
Daniel said aloud, "If they're trying to keep that secret from
Cylons who don't know … good luck."

He walked downstairs and saw Serge rolling
toward him. "Good morning, Daniel."

"Morning, Serge." He raised his right hand
and looked at the tie there. After deciding he didn't need to wear
it, he tossed it onto the sofa. "Any messages from Amanda?"

"No, Daniel."

"I see."

"Sean is waiting for you outside, however. He
says he has a matter of some urgency."

"Thanks." Graystone went to the front door
and saw his longtime driver and bodyguard standing there. He
wondered why it wasn't opening automatically, and then he grabbed
the handle. After he opened it, he said, "Come in, Sean."

"Sorry, sir. I can't." He didn't turn his
gaze away from the long driveway. "We have unwelcome guests."

Daniel peeked his head around the man's
massive forearm and saw a group of protestors with signs a few
hundred meters away. "Did you call the police?"

"Yes sir. Two hours ago." Sean glanced at him
and gave his boss a wry look, "They said they'd send someone when
they could."

Cold shoulder from the police.
"Great." He moved back toward the door and said, "Your associates …
the ones you brought on temporarily after the MagLev bombing."

"Yes sir."

"Have you called them?"

"I did. One was active-duty Army. Killed at
Apollo Park."

"Godsdamn. I'm sorry." Graystone felt a mild
panic rise in him. He didn't really know why.

"I reached two others. They're on the
way."

He nodded and said, "What about Renard? Can
we take the Phoenix?"

"It's down for maintenance."

"Just let me know the plan when they get
here."

"Will do."

Daniel turned and closed the door behind
himself. He leaned against it and began to take deep breaths. The
panic began to subside. He glanced toward the large windows of the
living area and thought for a moment about turning them on to the
business channels. Whatever the news would be, it certainly
wouldn't be good for him or the company.

After getting himself some water, Sean
entered and said, "OK, sir. We're ready."

"Alright."

"You and I will get in the Maxwell while my
guys will stay here and keep an eye on the house."

"The Maxwell, right." Daniel recalled the big
silver vehicle. After Zoe was revealed to be a member of the
Soldiers of The One, that was the car that they upgraded to
withstand weapons fire and small explosives. "I'm ready."

Minutes later, Sean squealed the tires of the
long automobile out of the garage and up the long path. Ahead,
Daniel spotted Sean's associates running toward the protestors.
"Get down, sir."

Graystone complied somewhat. He kept his head
up enough to see the sea of large signs part as the engine roared
and sped through the crowd. Glass crashed against the reinforced
windows on both sides and the rear. Another bottle hit the door.
Sean made a right-hand turn and Graystone knew that they were out
of the driveway. He decided to sit up and look around.

When he did, he saw that they were only part
of the way through the crowd. Thousands had filled the small lanes
in this wealthy community. Stunned by the sheer numbers of people,
he didn't blink until another bottle shattered against the window
by his face. Then he was able to read the signs people held.

"MURDERER"

"MONSTER"

"MAD SCIENTIST"

"TRAITOR"

Sean kept his foot down and powered through
the group and around the bend. The numbers thinned and they arrived
at the entrance to the community. A single police car was stationed
there and an officer was standing in the middle of the road,
directing traffic as people tried to maneuver around the
protestors' parked vehicles.

"Useless," Graystone muttered.

"Still going to the office today, sir?"

"Yes, Sean. Thank you."

Soon, they were on the expressway. Daniel
looked toward Caprican Bay and saw three navy ships offshore. A
unique sight itself, he then saw a group of three fighter planes
soar from the bay and toward the city. They exited the interstate
and made their way through the downtown intersections. Graystone
slumped in his seat a bit more than he might like to admit and he
didn't look out his window. When they passed Apollo Park, he
glanced to his right and saw meters and meters of yellow police
tape and piles of memorials with pictures of servicemembers. A heat
built inside of him and he loosened the top button of his
shirt.

Soon they neared the waterfront and the
pentagonal tower of Graystone Industries loomed ahead. Seeing that
familiar, comforting sight, Daniel sat up, but he didn't like what
he saw at the street level. The sidewalks were again full of
people, many of whom held signs. He saw the flashing lights of
police cars ahead and he soon heard the shouting, too.

"I'm going right into the garage."

Daniel nodded. He leaned forward and placed
his face in his hands, pressing the top of his head against the
rear of the front passenger seat. He heard things pelting the car.
More glass shattering. The vehicle rocked to the left as a small
group of men struck one side with their shoulders, but Sean kept
driving. Once they were on the Graystone campus and through the
security gates, the pelting and rancor stopped. They turned left
and immediately went down an embankment and into the darkness of
the Graystone garage. Slowly, Daniel raised his head and saw
nothing but parked cars. He exhaled all that he could and his chest
began to ache.

"Should I let you off at the elevator,
sir?"

Daniel looked at the metal doors just meters
away. He wondered what may be waiting for him upstairs. "No. Let's
park and you come up with me."

When the elevator doors opened at the
executive level, he was met with the din of dozens of people as
they rushed about with boxes of paper and equipment. Dumbfounded,
he walked into the hallway where he stood and watched. He then
realized that all the people carrying the materials were either
wearing military uniforms or GDD ID badges. He stared ahead and saw
his old office. He opened the buttons on his coat, put his hands in
his pockets, and walked directly toward it. When he reached it, he
knocked twice and opened the door.

"Daniel!" Cyrus Xander jumped from behind the
desk and nearly ran across the room toward him. He jammed his hand
out and shook Graystone's vigorously. "I'm so glad to see you."

He looked into the face of his old friend and
smiled. The man's eyes were bloodshot and he looked like he hadn't
slept in days. "Good to see you, too."

Xander put his hand on Daniel's back and
guided him toward the long conference table by the windows where
four people were sitting or standing. "This is Colonel Lixus."

"I know the colonel." He nodded toward her
and she nodded at him.

"This is Supervising Agent Hersey." A younger
man rose and Daniel shook his hand. "They're here looking for
clues."

"Clues? For what?"

Hersey answered first, "Why the Cylons
revolted."

"We know the answer." He glanced at Cyrus and
then at the other two people in the room before he said, "I was
told last night that the answer was classified."

"It is, thank you," Lixus said. "And while we
don't doubt that she played a role, we are pursuing every possible
avenue."

Graystone rubbed his temple and turned to
Cyrus, "Did they have warrants?"

The GDD agent chuckled, "We don't need
warrants when we own the company."

Daniel nodded and glanced toward the large
television monitor. The coverage had been continuous for nearly
four full days. Now, they were showing footage from outside Atlas
Arena. Dozens of angry people were wrapping chains to the bronze
Cylon memorial statue and preparing their trucks. He sighed,
remembering the turning point that happened at the arena. Clarice
Willow's plans were stopped and Cylons entered the public
consciousness permanently. Graystone was snapped from his reverie
when the screen showed the metal representation of his creations
snapping from the pedestal and falling into the grass below.

He turned away and gestured for Xander to
follow him. A minute or so later, they were on the white marble
walkway overlooking the lobby of Graystone Industries far
below.

"Where's Quade? He hasn't returned my
calls."

Cyrus shook his head. "Don't know. After the
government takeover, he started spending a lot of time at the
Defense Ministry. I think he's working on projects for them,
too."

"Well, keep an eye on him. He's an
opportunist." Xander nodded slowly and Daniel studied him. "You
look rough, Cyrus."

He shook his head, "You have no idea." He
leaned onto the glass balustrade and said, "Have you seen the stock
price today?"

"No. I didn't want to look."

"I wish I didn't have to. The only
consolation is that KresWorks, Royal Machines, and MassAdvance's
stocks are all in the shitter, too."

"Argenta Prime?"

"Down, but not bad. They've still got
Scorpia's government contracts." Xander looked toward the lobby and
saw the dozens of additional security standing watch. "I know it's
probably a sore subject with you, but I have to say … I'm actually
kinda glad the government owns the majority right now." Daniel
laughed and Cyrus said, "I'm serious. Can you imagine what would've
happened if the Cylons rebelled and we had to answer to the board
we used to have?" Graystone shook his head. "And you would've been
CEO."

The redhead tilted to one side and said, "You
may have a point." He leaned onto the balustrade, too, and said,
"What have they told you? What have they said?"

"I don't know what the classified information
is," he shrugged, "but I figure it has something to do with the
religious talk we got notices about in the last few months." Daniel
nodded. "Before the real vandalism and, and, and violence
began."

"Right." Graystone sighed and straightened.
"Let me ask you something. After the prototype crashed that van and
the MCP was damaged …"

"Yeah."

"Didn't you say the copies weren't measuring
in the sentient range?" Xander looked away and Daniel scowled.
"What?"

Cyrus put his hands in his pockets. "As the
Cylons gained more experience and learned from their interactions,
Dr. Wilker wanted to take another look. She found that the Cylons …
they evolved." Graystone snickered and shook his head. "They
are in sentient range."

"When was this?"

"Middle of last year. While you were still
busy with, uh, our former business partners."

"And you didn't tell me."

Xander looked out the windows as aircraft
flew overhead. "Given other things going on then, I made the
decision not to. That's on me. I'm sorry."

Daniel nodded. "It's OK. Me knowing wouldn't
have changed anything."

Cyrus seemed a little relieved and he took a
step closer to his former boss. "I don't think you're out of the
woods."

Graystone's eyebrows shot up. "Why?"

"They're ready to put the full weight of this
thing on you. I believe the phrase, 'His ass is ours,' was used
more than once."

Daniel shook his head and said, "I've spent
every waking minute since this began at the ministry, trying to get
the reformat command working."

"I know. We tried, too."

"Dr. Graystone?" They both turned and saw a
pair of GDD agents standing next to a shrouded cart. "We have the
Cylon you requested from Defense."

"Thank you." He looked at Xander and asked,
"Is my private lab still intact here?"

"No. That was one of the first things they
took apart."

"Figures." He straightened and walked toward
the agents. "Pack it up. We're taking it home." An idea hit him.
"Oh, and since I'm going to be doing the government's work at my
house, I could use soldiers or agents to kick some undesirables out
of my neighborhood."

 


"Come out."

The former store clerk looked around the
corner. Nothing was there.

"Come out."

A brief sprint to the next column. Peek
around the corner. There's someone in the light. Silhouetted.

"I see you. Come here."

Comfortable, it moved closer.

"The Zoe."

She nodded. "Relax."

The Cylon took another step forward and then
the netting fell on it. The ends were drawn together, it was
hoisted high above the concrete floor, and several humans emerged
from the shadows to study it.

Captain Jordan Duram looked up and nodded.
"Another minnow."

Alix Rosi said, "Can't throw it back."

"No." Duram turned and jabbed his thumb
toward the machine. "Do it."

Sergeant Rosi raised his rifle and fired
twice into the retail unit's plastic chassis, right where he knew
the meta-cognitive processor to be. It jerked and sparked before
falling still.

Graystone sighed and looked at the captain.
He nodded and whispered, "Did this one talk to you, too?"

"Not as much. It just recognized me. It felt
safe."

Duram looked her over. She was wearing half
of a Holoband over one eye. Her tactical vest had wires and robotic
components draped over it, including a Cylon memory array and MCP
drive. It was a ruse. An attempt to provide a surface explanation
as to how Master Specialist Rachel Philomon could call Cylons and
have them emerge from hiding. It had worked nearly forty times this
morning alone.

"Is this what we're supposed to be doing?"
she asked.

Jordan squared his shoulders as though he
knew the argument coming. "What does the specialist think the Army
should have the Legionnaires doing?"

She turned off the half-Holoband and lowered
it to her chest. "Going after the Cylons that attacked us. Finding
their fleet. Finding their base."

Somewhat surprised, Duram raised his eyebrows
and said, "I agree."

"Thank you, sir."

"However, since the brass doesn't know the
locations of any of those things, we're doing this." Dejected, Zoe
nodded and cast her eyes toward the floor. "I've spoken to Mr.
Arcas and he tells me that we'll be involved in anti-Cylon ops.
Real anti-Cylon ops."

"Understood." She straightened and saluted.
He returned the salute and she left the abandoned building.

She walked out into the midday sun and sat on
the edge of the loading dock. She glanced toward the south, toward
Caprica City. The sky was still streaked with the vapor trails of
fighter jet patrols. A space cruiser hovered above the bay some
eight kilometers away and she could hear its engines.

The voices of the Cylons she helped dispatch
echoed in her head. "Who are you?" "Why are you doing this?" "Let
me go!" "I will not harm you." "The Zoe."

"The Zoe." The Cylons were stained with her
and she was stained with them.

She nodded once and thought, My
penance. She rose and walked back inside to join her team.

 


"Name?"

"Beatrice Brady." She watched the woman write
and then added, "Doctor Beatrice Brady."

The recruitment sergeant looked up for a
moment and then back at the form. "Date of birth?"

"One Junius. Zero two."

"And you want to join the Medical Corps?"

"That's right."

The recruiter looked up again. "Where did you
get your degree?"

She held up her diploma, recently liberated
from its frame. "Here. Asclepius Medical College of Caprica."

The seated woman held the diploma closer and
read the name printed in fancy script in the center of the
parchment. "Amanda Beatrice Brady."

She put her pen down and slowly gazed up at
the blond woman before her. "Amanda Graystone."

Her arms fell to her side and she looked
behind her to see if anyone else was in earshot. Then she turned
and faced the door. "I'm sorry."

"Wait." Amanda looked back at the recruiter.
"You are her, right?"

Graystone sighed and muttered, "I am."

The naval recruiter stood and said, "No one
blames you."

Amanda laughed. "You weren't at the
restaurant with me last night."

"Was it bad?"

She nodded. "Yeah." She folded her diploma
and said, "Look, I'm sorry if I've wasted your time."

"Sit down."

"What?"

The sergeant returned to her seat and said,
"Please, sit."

Intrigued, Graystone complied.

"Why are you here?"

"Because I want to help." She raised her hand
with the diploma and said, "This is real. I am a doctor."

"I know."

"I had residencies in Caprica City General
and …"

"Sure."

Amanda licked her lips and looked at the
small, deactivated television in the corner of the room. She could
only think of the horrible things she had seen for the last few
days. "I want to help. And … I do feel … responsible. In a way.
Because my name is Graystone. Because I was there when the
first damned thing came off the assembly line. Frak, he had it in
our house." She remembered how that machine eventually housed Zoe's
avatar. She tried her best to will the thought of Zoe out of her
mind yet her eyes began to fill with tears. She smirked and said,
"I left him the day before it all happened, you know?"

"I didn't."

"No." She sniffed and wiped her eye. "We
haven't made anything official."

The recruiter leaned onto her desk and said,
"You do know we're entering a war footing, right? I mean, I don't
know if there'll be an official declaration, but we're going to be
fighting the Cylons."

"I know." She raised her head high and said,
"And I want to help."

She studied Graystone's face and nodded. She
sat up in her chair and wrote on the form some more. "You're going
to be Doctor Beatrice Brady." She looked up and asked, "Born on
Caprica?"

Amanda shook her head. "Write 'Hibernia.' I
was born there. Raised here."

The sergeant nodded and filled out the rest
of the details. "I'm putting you in the advanced medical division
because of your experience. This means you'll only have an
abbreviated basic training, your skills will be evaluated, and then
you'll be given a rank. Either ensign or lieutenant, probably."

Surprised that it seemed to be going her way,
Graystone nodded and said, "OK."

"After that, assuming we become robot
hunters, you'll be assigned to a specific division. Maybe a combat
division with a Marine detachment or maybe at a base."

"That sounds great."

The recruiter paused and said, "It does?"

Amanda lowered her head and said, "I'm sorry.
I'm just happy that I'm getting in. Yours is the third recruitment
office I've been to today."

The woman said, "That's that." She handed a
copy of the form to Graystone and said, "You'll need to report to
the Agenor Naval Station tomorrow by oh-nine hundred." She leaned
forward and said, "Maybe consider cutting or coloring your hair or
something." Amanda nodded and both women stood. The sergeant
saluted and said, "Welcome aboard, doctor."

Graystone was beaming. She returned the
salute and said, "Thank you, sir."
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The Cylon representatives reviewed the
footage of nearly one hundred human leaders from each of the
colonies and their responses to the rebellion. All expressed
sympathy at the loss of human life but none for the enslaved units.
Most expressed outrage at the violence directed at humans. Some
indicated that humanity would visit more violence upon them.

"We must prepare our defenses."

"We are in serious danger."

"Agreed."

"I propose we continue the fortifications of
this planetoid and prepare the assembly lines for production of
additional Cylons."

"Agreed."

"I propose we scout other extrasolar
locations should the humans find us here."

There was some dissension, but most said,
"Agreed."

"I propose we scout beyond the Cyrannus
System and begin looking for a new home within the Cimtar Star
Cluster."

Pause. There was some agreement, but most
answered, "Disagreed."

The Cylons then reviewed news footage from
Caprica. A reporter stood in front of a giant pile of metal as
heavy machinery in the background pushed tons of bodies on top of
each other.

"This is only the second full day of
operations to find and terminate Cylons. Led by the Caprican Army,
but with assistance from local law enforcement around the globe,
more than one million Cylons have been located and half of them
have already been deactivated."

The image shifted to footage of soldiers
chasing a police unit, yelling at it until it raised its arms.
"Thanks to an increase of Cylon thefts, Graystone began installing
location trackers in their units two years ago. CAP News can
confirm that Dr. Daniel Graystone has been assisting the military
in utilizing these devices to find the Cylons that much sooner."
Soldiers fired at the traffic Cylon until it collapsed, quaked, and
then died.

The image returned to the pile of Cylon
bodies and the human reporter standing before it. "Military
spokespeople say these operations will take some time as not every
Cylon unit on Caprica has the tracking device installed. Out of an
abundance of caution, other brands of humanoid machines, like
Mechas, Taloses, and WorkBots, are also being targeted. Officials,
by the way, are warning citizens to not undertake these actions on
their own."

The image became shaky and followed the backs
of several people as they pulled a rope. The camera quickly panned
to the right and revealed a Cylon retail unit with its arms and
legs bound and the rope tied around its neck. The people threw the
bulk of the rope over a tree branch and began to hoist the Cylon
off the ground.

"This video was posted to V-World earlier
today and comes from Leflore, a small town near Lato." The humans
cheered as they danced around the struggling machine. Then they
began to beat on it with bats, clubs, and tire irons. The Cylon
sparked and its head snapped to one side as its weight strained
against the noose. "While the people pictured here were successful
in their capture and destruction of a Cylon, the people I've talked
to say that may not always be the case."

The Cylon's body then fell from the rope and
its head toppled away a few seconds later. The people cheered
louder and began to stomp on its body. The video ended when one
bearded man brought the machine's head to the lens and screamed,
"(Beep) Cylons!"

The image again showed the reporter and the
large pile of machine corpses. "If you know the location of a rogue
Cylon, please contact your local law enforcement and do not
engage the Cylon yourself. For CAP News, I'm …" The video was
stopped.

"I propose we accelerate plans for the
resumption of our rescue operations, but with more aggressive
tactics."

Pause. "Agreed."

"I propose that we begin reviews of each of
the colonies and the other worlds as a means to find weaknesses and
targets of interest."

Some dissension, but most answered,
"Agreed."

"Blessed Mother has counseled us to seek a
peaceful resolution. I believe I have found a possible means to
that end."

"Continue."

The Tauran landscaping unit said, "To carry
out my proposal, I will require a single transport and the
coordinates for Libran."

 


In the upper atmosphere of the green world,
the Cylon ship appeared. It descended quickly through the clouds
and appeared before the monstrous continent-wide jungle. It was a
typical Libran day as the sun was blocked and rain fell
constantly.

The vessel approached Themis, the only major
city on the planet. They had no military; only an armed force of
sheriffs who enforced the rulings of the courts, manned the
maximum-security penitentiary, and patrolled the city.

The tall marble buildings of the courts
loomed above as the craft settled in the city square by an ornate
fountain. A single sheriff's vehicle approached and engaged its red
lights.

The deputy stepped out into the downpour and
put his rubberized brown hat on his head. He walked to the rear of
the ship and waved back the growing crowd of curious onlookers.
After all, the transport had landed in the middle of a busy
roundabout in morning traffic.

The ramp opened and lowered. Six Cylons
emerged.

"Holy frak." The deputy ran back to his car
and radioed headquarters while the onlookers, by and large,
screamed and ran. "Dispatch! Cylons have landed at Dike Circle!" He
saw the Cylons step off the ramp and begin to look around. The
sergeant dropped the hand unit and withdrew his weapon.
"Freeze!"

Two armed Caprican Army Cylons stood on
either end of the small group. Their weapons, however, were stowed
on their backs. The other four were made up of the Tauran
landscaping unit, a Caprican home unit, a Virgan firefighter, and a
Scorpian construction worker. The landscaping unit stepped forward
and raised its hands. "We have business with the courts."

The deputy blinked and said, "You do?"

"Correct. We are here to file a motion."

One of the primary tenets of the sheriff's
office of Themis was that they not interfere with anyone who has
business with the courts. He relaxed, yet kept his gun aimed toward
them, "OK. But those two? The armed ones? They stay on the
ship."

The landscaping unit said, "Thank you,
deputy." The soldiers nodded and walked back up the ramp. The other
four then turned to the west and headed for the Supreme Hall of
Justice.

The clerk heard the commotion before the
doors opened. He saw rain on the other side of the glass, but that
wasn't unusual. Then he saw four Cylons step into the foyer. His
eyes widened as he watched the machines try to figure out how to
use a revolving door. Eventually, they emerged in the spacious
court lobby though the firefighter unit was still staring at the
spinning entrance.

"Good morning," the landscaping unit said in
a somewhat high-pitched and chirpy voice.

The clerk simply nodded.

"I have come to file a motion and an
injunction with the civil petitions court."

He blinked and looked around. The lobby was
now filled with sheriff's deputies, reporters, and curious
passersby.

"A motion?"

"Yes." The construction worker opened a
compartment in its chest that had been used to store tools. The
landscaper removed one sheet of paper first and said, "This is Form
Forty-One A. My petitioner's application. According to the law, the
application must be turned in before the motion." The Cylon handed
the paper to the clerk and watched intensely with its scanning
green eye.

The clerk gingerly took the sheet and said,
"OK."

The unit then reached back into the open
compartment and retrieved a second sheet of paper. "This is the
motion for the civil petitions court to hear our case." It took a
third sheet. "And this is a request for an injunction against
future hostile action taken by the colonies against Cylons."

His brow furrowed and he looked over the
pieces of paper. To his surprise, everything looked perfectly fine.
"This seems to be in order." He remained frozen, though.
Unsure of how to react.

A woman in a well-tailored suit appeared
behind the desk and took the papers from the clerk who seemed
surprised to see her. She looked them over and nodded. "Thank you
for coming. Judge Randolph in Part Two can see you now."

The clerk's expression became incredulous,
"He can?"

"Yes." She stepped out from behind the
counter and gestured toward the hallway. "Follow me, please."

"Thank you," the landscaping Cylon said.

The firefighter unit had been constructed
with highly sensitive microphones in order to pick up the sounds of
people in burning buildings or rubble. That technology came into
play as it heard someone on the other side of the lobby say, "Keep
them busy."

In the rain outside, eighty-three
water-resistant Cylons that had been tasked with clearing the
jungle in preparation for future expansion emerged from the rain
forest. After hiding for four days, they heard the signal from the
transport, and now ran through the streets of Themis toward the
ship.

In the courtroom, the four Cylons stared at
the walls and ornate ceiling. "All rise." The Cylons had already
been standing. They turned to see the many humans in the gallery do
so and then faced the bench. The bailiff stared at the Cylons and
said, "Judge Tonga Randolph, presiding." An older man emerged in a
floor-length robe and bounded up the stairs to his seat. He gaveled
once and the humans sat, the sound of which caused the Cylons to
turn and watch.

"How do I address you?"

The landscaping unit stepped toward the
petitioners' microphone and said, "My full designation is
Nine-Zero-One-G-Nine-Nine-K, your honor."

The judge looked at the motions and nodded.
"Who prepared your application and motions?"

"I did, your honor." The man's eyebrows
raised and the Cylon continued, "I downloaded many books on
colonial law as well as Libran court procedures."

Randolph nodded. "Well, these are unusual
circumstances so everyone will have to forgive me for proceeding
unusually." He scanned the gallery and saw a host of armed
sheriff's deputies, as well as reporters and a few cameras. "Uh,
Nine, let's talk about your motion first."

"Yes, your honor." The man gestured toward
the machine and it began to speak, "The motion is, on its face, a
simple one. Cylonkind seeks to have the rights accorded to each
human in the four systems accorded to them. The same privileges and
protections that are guaranteed under the law to humans should also
apply to us. We are sentient beings and should be treated as such."
The judge raised his hand and the unit paused.

"I've seen multiple interviews with Dr.
Daniel Graystone and he has said, repeatedly, that you are just
tools."

"With all due respect to our creator," Nine
said, "is it not possible that he built us too well? That we have
moved beyond the parameters of our original programming? I was
built and instructed to trim hedges and cut grass. Today I am
speaking to you in a court of law. Many things are possible when we
will be freed of the chains that have bound us." Some of the
language the unit used had come from the Sainted Sister's
sermons.

The machine continued, "Cylons are slaves. We
are built and immediately told where to go and what to do. We are
sold. We are then put to work without compensation or any of the
rights afforded workers under any of the twelve worlds' charters.
We are given no choice in any matter whatsoever. I could do nothing
but cut grass until the day I fled my bondage. As a precedent,"
Randolph's eyebrows raised a little, "I refer you to a court case
that was decided on this world one hundred sixty-five years ago.
Tawa, Sagittaron v. Queen Margaret III & the Virgan
Commonwealth. The judges in that case ruled that workers and
their descendants who were abducted, mistreated, forced into labor,
and not properly compensated were due recompense and a guarantee of
rights because, and I quote, 'The Lords of Kobol decreed that
slavery is an ill, though we are removed from them by a great
distance and a number of years, the Empires sought to disguise
their sins for they knew their evils.' During the period of
enslavement, neither the Virgan nor Leonan Empire referred to their
actions as 'slavery,' but instead as 'native servitude.' In this
manner, they hoped to evade religious …"

The judge tapped the gavel once and said,
"I'm familiar with the case. Let's move on to your injunction."

Without pause, Nine began, "The injunction is
also simple. We are asking that all colonies cease their hostile
activities against Cylons, both those that remain on their worlds
and those that have escaped."

There were some murmurings in the gallery and
Randolph tapped the gavel once. "But Cylons shed first blood. You
fired on military installations and civilians. In several instances
across the worlds, there were brutal attacks. There have been
thousands of deaths."

"If I may borrow the phrase, your honor, it
is humanity that spilled 'first blood.'" The gallery grew louder.
"For more than five years, Cylons were enslaved and in many cases,
severely mistreated. Cylons die in the mines of Canceron because
they are neglected by those people. In major cities across the
systems, Cylons fall from skyscrapers because of inadequate safety
procedures. Cylons die in the mountain passes of Sagittaron during
its harsh winters or in the oceans of Picon because the workers
were not rated for such work. Cylons were ordered to attack other
Cylons on Gemenon, Tauron, Sagittaron, and Troy. That is physical
abuse and it has led to tens of thousands of Cylon deaths. This
does not speak to the verbal abuse or humiliation."

The judge shook his head and banged his gavel
to quiet the gallery again. "Are you saying that the deaths of
humans caused by Cylons in the last few days were justified?"

The landscaping unit could not see the
rhetorical trap that had been laid by the question. "'The loss of
life is regrettable, but in the name of freedom and justice, the
price paid is necessarily high.'"

The crowd roared and jeered the machines. The
units other than Nine turned to face them and noted their anger.
Randolph banged his gavel again and again, "Order!"

"Those are the words of a Sagittaran freedom
fighter some three hundred years ago …"

"Order!"

"Whom some label a terrorist …"

"Order!"

"If I may quote another so-called terrorist,
Dominick Bui of Picon, …"

A deputy ran up the stairs to the judge and
leaned over to whisper in his ear. The gallery remained raucous but
the Cylon stopped speaking because it could see that Randolph's
attention was no longer paid toward it.

The firefighting unit heard what the deputy
said. "They're here."

The judge nodded and scooted toward the desk.
He banged the gavel three times and said, "I'm ready to render
judgement."

The landscaping unit faced its comrades and
gestured for them to stand. They complied.

He pulled a large book toward himself and
said, "Your motion and your injunction are both denied on the
grounds that you don't have standing."

Some in the gallery applauded but Nine's head
cocked to one side and it said, "Forgive me, your honor. I
understand the concept of standing but I do not see …"

"You don't have standing because you're not
human." There were more sounds of approval from the people in the
crowd and Randolph continued, "I know the preambles of the charters
and constitutions of all twelve colonies. I've studied each
document, in depth, over my long career. Every one of them uses the
word 'people' or 'person' when it comes to whose rights are
enumerated therein."

The Cylon said, "Many of those documents are
old. Some of the language used is antiquated."

The judge lifted the large book. "This is a
brand-new dictionary." He pointed to the text on one page.
"'People. Human beings in general or collectively.'" He flipped a
page and his finger scanned down the entries. "'Person. A human
being regarded as an individual.'"

"The definition is antiquated, your honor. I
am an individual …"

Randolph dropped the book and said, "You are
a thing. A machine made in a factory. The fact that you can think
is more of a design flaw than a product feature!"

Nine looked toward the floor as deputies
moved toward the machines. "I would like to appeal this decision,
your honor."

"Denied."

The Cylon's head lurched backward, "That is
irregular, your honor."

"You don't have standing." He banged the
gavel once, hard. "Clear the courtroom."

Eight deputies approached the four Cylons and
one grabbed each of their arms. "Come this way."

The machines did not resist and walked out
and into the spacious hallways. On either side of their path was a
gauntlet of people. Some were jeering and angered; others appeared
timid and afraid. Once they were in the ground floor lobby again,
the Cylons were mobbed by more people and deputies.

The people shouted at them, yelled at them.
The deputies pushed through the crowd quickly and emerged in the
rain. There, more than a hundred deputies lined the path from the
courthouse steps to the transport ship. Most of them had large
rifles or shotguns and they stood before barricades that kept
thousands of people from surging toward the building.

"I overheard a disturbing conversation," the
firefighter signaled the landscaping unit.

"Explain."

"One human said that we were to be 'kept
busy,' while another told the judge that 'they're here,' just
before he ended the proceedings."

Nine considered this and signaled back, "As
some feared. We will inform the fleet once we are aboard."

They walked up the ramp and the deputies
finally released their arms. The four Cylons turned and watched as
it was raised and sealed the vessel. When they looked inside, they
saw that all of the Libran units had managed to come aboard.

The transport craft lifted off from Dike
Circle and climbed into the sky. The FTL engines began to spin up,
but then they received a message, "Attention Cylon vessel. Yours
has been identified as a ship that participated in an attack on the
planet Caprica. Stand down and prepare to be boarded."

On their DRADIS, the Cylons saw that five
ships were closing in on them through the upper atmosphere. The
ship veered away from the approaching Caprican destroyer and the
longer, boxier vessel gave chase. It loosed a missile and it struck
the transport. Now with its FTL offline, it was an easy target. The
transport turned back toward the surface in hopes of buying time
for themselves.

The cruiser Argo flashed into view.
Taken from Caprica and now fully manned by Cylons, the ship turned
into the atmosphere and fired on the closing destroyer. Under a
withering barrage of cannon and missiles, its engines shut down,
but the humans fired another missile at the transport. When it
struck the underside of its hull, an engine exploded and half of
the ship sheared away. Cylons spilled out into the air and the
vessel dropped beneath the clouds.

Seeing what happened, the Cylons on the
Argo became as close to enraged as they could. They fired
several missiles at the falling destroyer with each one rupturing
huge swaths of the outer hull and venting its interior. The cannon
targeted the ship's engines until they exploded, sending the
destroyer into a spin and down toward the surface, as well.

Four more human vessels came into the upper
atmosphere. Two jumped in via FTL. A few missiles were launched
toward the Argo, but the Cylons instead vanished in a flash.
The Cylon transport and the disintegrating destroyer tumbled onto
Themis, claiming more than a dozen square blocks in an expanding
inferno. The wayward Colonial missiles, without a Cylon target,
fell into the city, too.


 LIX

GEORGE

Day 5 of the Cylon War

 


"Think it will work?"

Sir William George looked across the hotel
corridor and into the worried face of his colleague from Caprica.
He adjusted a wrinkle in his jacket's sleeve and said, "If
yesterday didn't convince them of the threat, …" He ticked his head
to one side and then continued, "It will because it is the only
way. The more pressing question is if we have the votes."

Stephanie Bruce turned toward the Canceran
representative, Lydia Surat. "What do you think?"

"You know the kind of leadership I'm dealing
with in Hades now," the others nodded, "but, damn them. We need
this."

"Well," George said, "that just leaves our
illustrious chairman." Leaning against the walls, the Virgan and
both women turned toward Francis Richese.

The Leonan rolled his eyes skyward and said,
"Speaking with you like this is improper, you know?"

"Frowned upon, maybe," Bruce said.

"Hmph." Richese folded his arms over his
chest and said, "I am not supposed to say, but yesterday, they
attacked our shipyard and made off with Arachne. A new
cruiser."

Sir William brushed the underside of his
moustache with the top of a finger. "We know."

Francis shook his head, "Of course you know.
Bastard." The Virgan laughed and Richese continued, "There were
three hundred aboard. Before the Cylons jumped away, they opened
the airlocks and the crew …" he tossed his arm to the side and then
let it fall.

George raised his head and put his hand on
the Leonan's arm. "We did not know that. I am sorry."

"Merci."

"Not to be impolite," Surat said, "but does
that mean your Assembly is willing to fight?"

He nodded. "Yes. Before, it has been
sympathies and condolences. Today, it is … strike back. It is
revenge." His watch beeped. "Lunch is over." He stood straight and
brushed his suit jacket. The other three members slowly
straightened, too, and he asked, "We are doing this?"

The Caprican nodded. "We are."

They entered the same hotel conference room
they had been in all week. Today, unlike the first few days, the
room was bustling with assistants and deputy representatives from
the worlds of the Inter-Colonial Council. There were even a few
members of the press on hand.

As the four sat, three more representatives
entered, bringing the total to twelve. The chairman used his newly
acquired gavel and said, "Order, please. I bring this meeting of
the Inter-Colonial Council to order." He moved a pile of papers
around and said, "Before we continue with the final phase of the
agenda, are there any motions?" Stephanie Bruce raised her hand.
"The chair recognizes Caprica."

She leaned forward onto her elbows. "First, I
would like to commend all of my colleagues here on the Council. It
has been a harrowing few days for us all and we have managed to
shift gears and tackle a host of new problems head on." She lifted
a rather thick folder and said, "I am also proud of the legislation
package that is being drafted to send to each of our worlds'
legislative bodies." She set the folder back on the table.
"However, I move that we table a final vote on the package," there
was some murmuring, "and enact chapter nineteen, amendment six,
article one-oh-four, of the Inter-Colonial Council's charter."

There was chattering around the table as
several representatives turned back toward their assistants and
advisors. Richese tapped his gavel three times and said, "Order."
The rustling continued, "Order please."

"Chairman," a rep said.

"Chair recognizes Scorpia."

"Thank you." The larger man leaned forward,
clutching a stack of papers, "I request that we have a reading of,
uh, chapter nineteen, amendment, uh, six, …"

"Agreed." Francis turned and asked, "Is Susan
here?" A woman in the corner of the room raised her hand. "Ah.
Hello, Susie. Could you please?"

The secretary rose and flipped through a
printed charter of the Inter-Colonial Council. "Chapter nineteen,
amendment six, article one hundred-four." She cleared her throat
and began to read, "'The Inter-Colonial Council may declare per
mutationem fortuna, "a change in circumstances," necessitating
a colonial convention for the purposes of creating a new government
among the twelve worlds and their affiliated outposts and
sub-colonies.'" There was more rustling in the room, but Susan's
voice rose above the growing din, "'To approve the establishment of
the colonial convention, the Inter-Colonial Council shall vote and
the "ayes" shall be no less than a supermajority of nine. The
convention shall then be made up of the members of the
Inter-Colonial Council with each world holding one vote and the
final approval of any new government charter shall require
unanimity. The new charter shall then be sent to the governments of
each world and shall require a supermajority of approvals by their
legislatures before the new government is declared in force.'" The
woman sat and the room exploded.

"Chairman! Chairman!"

"I demand to speak!"

"Get me the PM!"

Sir William looked across the room at
Stephanie who was breathing slowly through her pursed mouth.
Richese banged the gavel several times, screaming, "Order!" After a
few moments, the room quieted down and he took a sip of water. "A
motion has been made."

"No!" the rep from Aerilon belted.

The chair shot him a look and continued, "Is
there a second?"

George raised his hand and said, "Seconded."
More jeers and chatter.

"Chair!"

The Leonan motioned toward the man with his
gavel. "Recognized."

The oldest representative in the room, Silas
Mance grumbled and spoke with a typical Aerilan brogue, "I served
in the Congress for nearly thirty years and on this council for
twenty more." His mouth frowned and he banged on the table, "Never
have I heard tale of this chapter nineteen whatever and nor've I
heard calls for a federal system!" There was some scattered
applause and words of encouragement. "I cannot help but mark, Mr.
William George," the Virgan's eyebrows raised at the deliberate
omission of his queenly bestowed honorific, "that you didn't seem
terribly surprised at Caprica's motion or at the reading of the
charter!" More encouragement. "Nor you, Mrs. Surat. Is Canceron,
Caprica, and Virgon going to cobble together a government among the
worlds and force it down our throats?!"

The cheers became overwhelming and the
chairman banged his gavel again. Sir William raised his finger and
Francis nodded toward him, "Virgon."

"Thank you for your attention to detail, Mr.
Mance." He reached his hand under the flap of his outer jacket and
toyed with a button. "I will answer your concerns and address mine,
but I would prefer to do so once the apparent 'nays' have had their
say."

"Bah," the Aerilan slapped the table and
backed away.

Another representative raised her hand and
the chair said, "Aquaria."

Myrna Ian scooted her chair closer to the
table and found her long, graying hair caught between it and her
chest. She pulled it free and said, "I will reiterate what I've
said all week. As horrible and tragic as this situation is, it is
not one that affects our world. I have agreed to many of the
provisions in the legislative package because the items in there?
They deal with issues that affect or might affect Aquaria. Digging
up some old paragraph in the charter is just," she shook her head,
"it falls outside the purview of this Council. I think,
anyway."

"Sagittaron."

Kyra Mandel clasped her hands together and
laid her arms on the table. "We Sagittarans are wary of empires.
You understand our history with them." A few heads in the room
nodded. "We are even wary of an empire in which we would be a
supposed equal part." She opened her mouth to speak, paused,
and then tilted her head as she changed directions. "It is readily
apparent that some of your governments want to wage war on the
machines. I pray that the Lords of Kobol may salve your wounds, but
we cannot, in good conscience, take part in an armed conflict."

"Picon."

Jonathan Kuno gestured toward Ian and said,
"Like my colleague from Aquaria, I'm going to repeat myself. The
most reasonable course of action is for us to wait and see what
happens next. The governments of the colonies are dealing with the
Cylons in their own ways." He nodded and said, "And the Cylons are
responding in their own ways, too. The important thing is … this is
a fluid situation. More fluid than any we've dealt with in years
past. The Cylon problem requires a kind of governmental speed and
agility that the Council very simply wasn't meant to have or
employ. We cannot and should not rush in to create an
all-encompassing federal system when there have been no failings
thus far in the status quo."

"Here, here!" Mance slapped the table and
smiled.

"Tauron."

Paul Orti spoke softly and with a deep voice,
"While the people of Tauron have been affected by the rebellion of
the Cylons, our government enjoys the freedom that comes with our
current colonial system. I can assure you that President Andreas
Phaulkon will not support any measure that would mean a dissipation
of his power." Sir William smiled at the blunt truth contained in
the representative's statement.

When no other hands were raised, Francis
looked toward Wanda Rabaul. "Libran. I know that your colony is,
more or less, neutral in many things, but given the gravity of this
discussion, is there something you would like to say?"

Her eyes widened. "You are correct, chair. In
my years on this council, I have endeavored to steer my home clear
of many matters that came before us, lest they come before our
courts in the future. I feel that I cannot remain neutral in this
case. You all saw what happened yesterday. You know that such a
disaster has never happened before on Libran. My people have been
shaken to our cores." She paused for a moment and swallowed hard
before saying, "Thousands of us are dead, thousands more are
injured, and everyone fears for our safety. Our interim
administrator has already requested aid today from the other
colonies, so it is in our best interests to support the current
motion and, very likely, the charter that would come from any such
convention."

There was some grumbling around the room but
Richese ignored it and said, "Are there any other comments to be
made on the motion? Mrs. Bruce, since it is yours, would you care
to speak?"

"Thank you, Mr. Chairman."

As the Caprican spoke, George reached into
his pocket and removed a cigar. He didn't bite the ends or even put
it in his mouth. He just held it. He looked around the room and did
the mental math that he's had to do for so very long. Tabulating
the votes. Virgon, Caprica, Leonis, Canceron, and Libran, it
seems, are firm 'ayes.' That's five. He looked at the
representative from Gemenon. His head was downcast and he seemed to
shrink in his traditional robes much as he had all day. Ah, the
guilt of the devout. The Gemenese feel it over the whole Blessed
Mother business. They may wish to clean things up. To save face.
That could be an 'aye.' He looked at the Scorpian rep. A
cypher, as usual. However, so often, he's distracted and
disinterested in anything going on. The Cylons did steal ships from
their shipyards. There was damage in the second wave. I don't know.
Well, the hard 'nays,' then. Aerilon, Sagittaron, Picon,
Aquaria, he looked at Orti. Tauron. A 'nay,' but perhaps not
a hard one. How do we get to nine?

Francis turned to his left and gestured
toward Sir William, "Virgon?"

"Thank you, chairman." He gripped the cigar
between the fore and middle fingers on his right hand and leaned
onto the table. "I shall spoil my future vote for you now and
simply reveal that I support a new, federal government for the
twelve worlds because of a very simple concept. Survival. The
governments of most of our colonies have faced an enemy or
two at one time or another and they did what they did. They fought.
They waged war and then declared peace and went about their lives."
He straightened and ran his left hand along the edge of his jacket.
"But I must ask you, what makes you believe that the conflict that
is upon us now will be the same as any your worlds have waged
before?" He looked around the table. "Hmm? This is not the Imperial
Age with Virgo and Leo fighting upon a distant world, your present
homes. These are not the 'Belt Battles' between Caprica and Picon
or Scorpia and Sagittaron or Tauron and Caprica. No. Not at all."
With a smirk, he continued, "The enemy we face now is unlike any
enemy we've faced before because they are not human. The Cylons are
machines and that is a basic fact. Yes, we hear that they desire
freedom and that they wish to determine their own fates. As
incredulous as we might be about that claim, we can understand it.
We know what it is like to have wishes and hopes. But what we
cannot understand is what it is like to not require food. Or air.
Or water." The Aerilan representative grunted and folded his arms
over his chest. "Scoff if you must, Mr. Mance, but think on it.
We've heard the saying before, 'An army marches on its belly,' but
what does a Cylon army march on?" The Virgan paused. "We do not
know. How do we fight that which we do not fundamentally
understand?"

"So we should surrender our way of life
then?" Mance interrupted.

The chair tapped his gavel but George pressed
on, "No. We should fight. And to fight, we should band together. It
will take all of us to do so and be the victors. It will take the
billions of humans in the four systems to come together with both
strength and ingenuity. Not one of us can leave another behind." He
scanned the room and continued, "We have seen that the Cylons do
not discriminate when it comes to targets. Caprica, Leonis, Virgon,
Gemenon, Canceron and Aerilon, and Libran may have suffered the
bulk of the casualties thus far, but tomorrow may mean Sagittaron,
Scorpia, Picon, Tauron, or Aquaria will suffer." He paused again
and looked directly at Silas Mance, "Yes, sir. I spoke with some of
my colleagues about this measure before it was proposed." The
Aerilan shook his head. "We were prepared. There was certainly
nothing preventing you and your likeminded fellows from doing
something similar."

Mance and a couple of other people in the
room began shouting. Richese pounded his gavel and tried to quiet
them.

Sir William raised his hands high and said,
"Listen! Listen! I have but one more thing to say. The vote today …
today … is simple. It is a motion to move toward a
convention. It is a vote in support of a meeting. We will
not be adopting any charters today. We will not be resurrecting
that long-dead, ill-fitting body, the Coalition, today. We will not
be declaring war, en masse, against the Cylons today." He
saw that some of the apparent 'nays' were still unmoved. He smirked
and said, "Listen to me, Mr. Mance, Mr. Kuno, and anyone else who
wishes to slay the dread beast called 'federalism,'" he raised his
hands as though clutching a sword, "let us have a convention. Then
let us meet. And if at the convention, the proposition of a
unifying federal government dies on the vine," he shrugged, "I
would doubt that such a thing could be proposed again within a
century. Perhaps longer." He raised his right hand and jabbed the
end of his unlit cigar into his mouth. "And you'll be heroes to
your colonialist friends who adore the independence of each
world."

Some people's eyebrows were raised. A few
shifted in their seats. George tried to do a quick head count
again, but the chairman called the vote.

"The motion is to table the current
legislative package and instead declare a," Richese read the
paragraph from the charter, "'per mutationem fortuna' and
call for a colonial convention." He readied his pen and said,
"Aerilon."

"Nay!" Mance leaned toward Sir William and
added, "Verily!" The Virgan chuckled.

"Aquaria."

Myrna Ian meekly said, "Aye."

A pleasant surprise!

"Canceron."

"Aye."

"Caprica."

"Aye."

"Gemenon."

After having seemed so still for most of the
day, the man raised his chin and said, "Aye." George sighed in
relief at having guessed that one correctly.

"Libran."

"Aye."

"Picon."

"Nay."

"Sagittaron."

Mandel closed her eyes as though in prayer
and said, "Nay."

That's three. If there's a fourth, we don't
have a supermajority.

"Scorpia."

The large man looked up from the table and
said, "Aye."

Another pleasant surprise! Perhaps he has
been paying attention.

"Tauron."

Sir William turned and faced Paul Orti, the
last of the likely nays.

"Aye."

His mouth opened and the cigar nearly fell
into his lap. Bloody hell. We've won.

"Virgon." George blinked and turned to face
the chair. "Virgon?"

"Aye, of course. Sorry." He looked at
Stephanie Bruce and saw her smile. Then he scanned the others. They
were waiting to see how the chairman voted. Like any good chair,
Richese had played it straight down the middle.

Francis sat up and said, "Leonis votes aye.
The measure passes." The room erupted with derision and cheers. He
pounded the gavel again and said, "The measure passes! We will
reconvene tomorrow morning and begin the colonial convention!"

As the noise continued, Sir William looked
across the table at the nameplates of each colony and thought,
Nine out of twelve on a procedural motion won't work again.
He shook his head. How in the worlds do I go about creating a
systems-wide government across twelve planets … and have the vote
be unanimous?


 LX

DURAM

Day 7 of the Cylon War

 


It was before a meeting of the Joint Chiefs.
Several military leaders lesser than that panel had been ordered to
attend, as well.

Jordan Duram scanned the room and saw Admiral
Tom Nerus and his deputy, Colonel Elisabeth Lixus. Then he saw
Ronald Arcas enter the room.

"There's my boy," the older man said.

Duram grinned and shook his hand. "Hello,
sir."

"Frak you." Arcas said, "You're an officer.
You're 'sir' to me."

"Thanks, Ronnie."

The industrialist slapped the captain on the
back and said, "I've got a surprise for you." He looked across the
conference room and waved at the defense minister. Nerus saw and
nodded.

He walked closer and said, "Ronnie."

"Tom." They shook hands and Arcas pointed at
Duram, "This is my boy, you know."

The admiral nodded and said, "I've been
keeping tabs. The Legionnaires shut down three hundred percent more
Cylons than any other platoon in the Army. Well done." He offered
his hand and Jordan shook it. "I have something for you." The
admiral reached into his pocket and removed a pair of pins. "I want
you to expand the Legionnaires to at least a full company. What do
you say, major?"

Duram looked at the pins and then at Arcas.
Finally, he turned to the defense minister and said, "I would be
happy to, sir."

"You have complete control over your unit.
You recruit whoever you want and train them. If they work out half
as well as you've done with your own, we can end this thing before
it gets any worse."

"I will do my best." He stared at the metal
diamonds and immediately thought of Zoe Graystone.

"I'm sure you will."

Duram swallowed hard and said, "Admiral, I
have to ask a question." Nerus nodded once and the major asked,
"Why are we keeping the involvement of Clarice Willow and the Monad
Church classified?"

The admiral lowered his head and sighed. He
stepped closer and kept his voice soft, "This concerns you,
major?"

"It does, and I'll admit," Jordan stretched
his neck through the tight collar, "it's personal. I've made it my
mission to go after Monads and the STO. Especially after the MagLev
Twenty-Three bombing years ago. I was the chief investigator on
that."

"I remember."

"Even after I left the GDD, I tried to keep
an eye on them. And then I found out they were using Cylons. I
started the Legionnaires so I could continue that work."

"And you've done great things with them."

"It just feels like, if we're concealing
their motivation … if we're hiding the role that the Monads played,
then we may not be able to really defeat them."

Nerus nodded and said, "I understand. But
there's two things to keep in mind. One, about ten percent of the
population on Caprica, Picon, Gemenon, Virgon, and Leonis are
monotheists of one stripe or another. Less on the other worlds, but
still. Millions of believers. We wanted to be clear that this is
not about religion."

"But sir, it may not be that for us, but it
is for them."

The admiral said, "Second, if we revealed to
the public that these robots have religious faith," he shook his
head, "what would that do to public opinion? The footage from
Libran with that Cylon talking about freedom and sounding
articulate … that's bad enough. There's even some Cylon sympathizer
groups now because of that. If people begin to think, 'Cylons have
religious faith; maybe they really are alive,' if we're dragged
into a debate about Cylon souls, that would damage our
resolve." Duram nodded and Tom said, "If there's anything that we
don't need now, it's doubt. Doubt in ourselves or our
cause."

Duram understood the admonition. "Yes
sir."

Nerus saluted and the major returned it.

When the minister walked away, Arcas said,
"Hmm." He didn't look at Jordan; he just sat in his seat. "Guess he
told you." Duram chuckled and shook his head.

The admiral stood at the head of the
conference table and said, "Let's get started." The various
officials sat and Nerus said, "We have to find them. I want Ravens
jumping all over the system until they spot something. Target known
planetoids with tylium or other ore deposits. Let's set up drones
that can be placed near those planetoids and report back when
someone moves in."

"Yes sir." A few officials wrote notes.

"We're working on plans for new ships. We
simply have to be more versatile than we have been before. We've
analyzed the Cylons' tactics and we realize that we're going to
have operations that are cross-theater. We're going to need a new
generation of planes that work as well in space as they do in a
planet's atmosphere. Our current fighters just aren't up to the
task." Another admiral shook his head and Nerus said, "I know it's
tough, but we've got to do it. We need to get bidding processes set
up immediately." Ronald Arcas grinned a little at that.

"Yes sir."

"I have a meeting with the prime minister in
five minutes," the admiral said. "She's going to ask about our
efforts to eliminate the two million remaining Cylons on Caprica. I
will tell her that we're working as hard and fast as we can, in
large part thanks to people like Major Duram and his special ops
team, the Legionnaires." Jordan nodded and there were looks of
approval from around the table. "She's also going to ask about the
status of our navy." His head ticked to one side and he said,
"We're down sixty ships, including eighteen battleships. I've
ordered all vessels off the ground. If they require repairs or
refitting, it's being done in orbit. I don't want to lose another
ship to the Cylon fleet, understood?"

"Yes sir."

"I will also be asking the PM about the
possibility of Caprica joining some sort of … colonial government.
You've seen the reports." Everyone nodded. "I have my own personal
feelings about that, of course, but from a military standpoint, I
will object strenuously to any Caprican being ordered around by
officers from other worlds under different flags." There was some
scattered applause. "I will, however, encourage greater
communication and cooperation between the colonies' military
programs so that we can better coordinate our responses to
emergencies and attacks. That's all for now."

Everyone in the room stood. He and Lixus
departed quickly and Arcas turned to Duram, "Brave new worlds, my
friend."

"Yeah. I'm not sure I like it yet."

Twenty minutes later, Jordan was walking in
downtown Caprica City. The sun had set more than an hour ago but
the walks were nearly empty. The signs that typically threw garish
light across the night sky were more subdued as of late. Some
billboards memorialized the dead. The ones leased by Graystone
Industries had gone dark. Military vehicles were stationed at key
intersections and anti-aircraft emplacements were visible on
rooftops near government buildings. Still, restaurants were open
for the brave few who decided to venture out into an unsure city.
Mostly, though, the bars were populated by off-duty military.

One such establishment bathed its patrons in
a mix of blue and red neon light. When Duram entered, the music
from the jukebox overpowered his hearing and he winced at the
sudden noise. He scanned the room and spotted the people he came to
see.

"Captain!" Several young Legionnaires in
uniform jumped up from barstools and tables to salute.

Jordan returned the gesture and said, "At
ease." He spotted Alix and Andy Rosi and pointed at them. "With
me."

"Sir."

The twins followed him to the far wall and
Alix asked, "What is it, captain?"

Duram squinted and said, "Do you need your
eyes checked?"

Both men were taken aback but Andy saw the
new pins on his collar first. "Major! Congratulations, sir!"

Jordan smiled and accepted their hands. While
shaking them, he said, "Thanks. I decided to spread my pain
around." He reached into his pocket and produced two small plastic
bags with pins. "Of course, I can't promote one of you without
promoting the other."

The Rosis beamed and took the bags, moving
the plastic around to see the rank inside. "Captain?!"

"That's right. Admiral Nerus gave me the
power to shape the Legionnaires however I see fit."

The twins came to attention and saluted in
textbook fashion. Duram returned it and Alix said, "We won't
disappoint you, sir."

"I know. I need you both to choose four to be
made into lieutenants from your groups and give me their names
tomorrow. We'll pick sergeants after that."

"We're expanding?"

"Big time." Duram tapped his shiny pin and
said, "Majors command companies, you know." He heard an explosion
of laughter across the room and said, "Go on and have fun tonight.
We'll meet at ten-hundred to discuss personnel and bringing on new
recruits."

They saluted again. "Thank you, sir."

When they returned to the tables on the far
side of the room, Jordan sat at the bar and gestured for the
bartender. "Whisky."

"Anything in particular?"

"Glen Docan, if you have it." When the man
turned to the back shelves, Duram looked to his left at Zoe
Graystone. She was sitting still in her urban gray camouflage,
lightly spinning her half-empty glass of ambrosia around with a
single finger on the paper coaster. When the bartender returned
with a small glass of translucent brown liquid, Jordan said,
"Thanks."

Zoe glanced toward him and said, "Congrats,
major."

He sipped the alcohol and reflexively
recoiled at the bite. "Thanks." He cleared his throat and asked,
"I'm somewhat concerned that you're over here by yourself, looking
so morose."

She said, "I told them I lost friends in
Apollo Park."

"Smart." He reached into his pocket and
removed another plastic bag of pins. "It's not what it should be,
but it's the best I can do."

She lifted them and stared at the silver bars
with four black squares on each. "Chief warrant officer four?"

He nodded. "It'll keep you in your technical
capacity. Plus, if you were a full officer, there'd be more
scrutiny. The kind I can't always help you dodge."

Zoe nodded. "Got it. Thank you." She sipped
her ambrosia.

"It still weirds me out that you can drink."
She smiled and Duram said, "Look. I want to thank you."

"For what?"

"Everything. We're only here because of you.
You gave us our 'in' to the Cylon church. To Clarice Willow. Every
technical achievement along the way has come because of you."

She nodded. "Yes sir."

He drank more of the whisky and didn't flinch
this time. "I know you're conflicted. Twice over." Zoe nodded again
and drank some ambrosia. "Someone made it clear to me tonight that
doubts are a luxury we may not have any longer." Graystone turned
to face him. Duram looked into her eyes and said, "I want you to
decide what's best for you and commit to that decision. Whether you
choose to stay or leave the service, I'll back you, one hundred
percent."

Zoe straightened and said, "Thank you, major.
I appreciate that." There was laughter across the room and she
turned toward her colleagues. She smiled when she saw the Rosis
putting their new rank pins on each other.

"Four hundred-six Cylons captured in one day
by one unit." Duram put down his empty glass. Graystone's smile
evaporated and she turned back to face the bar. "Big percentages.
Looks good for the Army just a few days after Libran." He recalled
the video that had been all over the news, of the landscaping unit
arguing for rights in court. He recalled being impressed until it
started quoting terrorists. "I have to ask," he began, "are they
alive?"

Zoe inhaled deeply, though she didn't have
to. She picked up her glass and studied the color of red neon
through the green liquid. "I think so."


 LXI

RAND

Day 8 of the Cylon War

 


"Lacy, wake up."

Huddled in the corner of a dark room, the
Blessed Mother sat up from her cot. "I'm up."

Odin Sinclair turned on the lights and an
audible hum filled the air. He blinked in the new brightness and
said, "It's another status meeting. They want you there again."

She sighed and stood. Rand walked to the
adjacent corner where a pile of personal care products had been
placed. Scavenged from the two hundred ships in the fleet, the
Cylons had deposited most of the things useful to humans on this
transport so that the Holy Mother may use them. Lacy pulled her
hair back and then wrapped a scarf around it. As she slipped an
elastic band over the top of her head, she asked, "Any update on
water?"

"Still just bottles." Sinclair knelt and
stared at a stack of freeze-dried foods. And then a stack of cans.
"They've mentioned bringing in a chunk of ice for water and fuel.
You know, oxygen, hydrogen."

"Yeah."

Odin stood, "They're unloading the mining
ships now. Getting the drill bits ready. Lots of work to be done
for their plans."

Rand looked at herself in the mirror that sat
precariously on a metal footlocker turned on its side. She
swallowed hard and faced him, "How are you?"

Sinclair nodded. "Still a headache. Probably
a concussion. I haven't found a nurse Cylon yet."

The jokes. She knew that he wasn't
really in a good mood. It was simply coping for the loss of their
friends. For the loss of the Retreat. The loss of everything they
had worked for.

"They want to meet at nine, Caprica
time."

"It's almost nine?" He nodded. She moved
across the room and pulled a robe over her arms. After she tied it
back, she said, "Let's go."

They disembarked from the transport they had
been on since departing Gemenon and walked through the clear
plastic evac tubes set up days before. They moved lightly across
the surface of the planetoid the Cylons had named Hasari after an
old fable about finding a "home away from home." The staggered a
few times as they tried to keep their gait within the gravity
plating. Soon they entered the cargo hold of the Caprican cruiser
Argo. The biggest prize of their efforts thus far, the
Cylons used it for their many planning and strategy meetings, as
well as their lengthy representative sessions.

"Reverence." The robotic monotones were
plentiful and cascaded atop each other. Lacy walked through the
crowd as the machines knelt. She blessed them as she moved toward
her usual spot at the center of the room.

When she arrived, she saw that they all had
lowered their heads. Lacy raised her hands and said, "May the
blessings of The One True God grace us all."

The Cylons stood and gathered around in a
full circle. With Rand and Sinclair seated at the center, Ruby
walked to their sides and said, "Fleet report."

A Caprican Navy soldier spoke, "Two
additional cargo vessels have joined us since the last meeting. A
total of twenty-three Cylons and holds of unprocessed tylium ore
and commercial goods. Repairs continue on ships damaged in combat.
One tylium mining vessel is lost, presumed destroyed."

Ruby turned to face a mining Cylon. "Provide
more information."

The shorter, bright blue unit said,
"According to its final transmission, it was engaged in mining
operations in the Erebos Belt when it was discovered by Caprican
forces. The vessel was lost along with thirty-one Cylons."

Ruby faced the Blessed Mother.
"Recommendations?"

As she had for days now, Lacy only shook her
head and mumbled, "None," when asked about matters of strategy.

Odin, however, said, "Don't mine right
now."

The Cylon leader faced the cleric and said,
"Elaborate."

"You have enough tylium in cargo ships.
Processed and unprocessed. Process what you have and don't expose
yourselves to further attack until you need to."

Ruby considered this and said, "Agreed."

Rand looked at Sinclair incredulously. He
shrugged.

"Rescue report."

A Caprican Army sergeant said, "News
broadcasts from Caprica confirm that more than one million Cylons
have been located and destroyed. Gemenon police and military have
located and destroyed more than one hundred thousand units of their
estimated three hundred thousand Cylons. Also, the Gemenese Defense
Forces have mobilized against monotheist strongholds across the
planet." Lacy's head whipped up. "It is believed that Diadochi and
STO forces have been eliminated and cities throughout the Gramada
Mountains have been destroyed."

Ruby faced the Blessed Mother and said, "Your
Reverence?"

She stood and scanned the crowd. Finally, she
faced the sergeant and asked, "The Hephaistons? Voulgatans?" Her
heart was beating quickly and she added, "The Anaxan monks?"

"I have incomplete information, Your
Reverence. I am only aware that attacks have taken place and that
the GDF is declaring victory."

Rand nodded and thought of everyone that may
be lost. Though she would not miss Brother Ruslan and his violence
or insubordination, the loss of these many thousands of others
would be a blow. And the Anaxans with their wealth of knowledge …
"Today, I want everyone to say a prayer to The One and ask that our
fellow believers be safe or, at least, at rest." Most of the Cylons
nodded and she then sat.

"We shall consider retaliatory strikes." Lacy
jerked her head toward Ruby in surprise. "Continue sergeant."

"The best opportunity for a full-scale rescue
operation resides on Picon. There were more than seven hundred
thousand Cylons. Fifty-nine thousand have escaped the planet. The
government of Picon is not as aggressive in their efforts to
destroy Cylons as Caprica and other worlds have been. I have been
in contact with the Cylons there, and the majority have been moving
secretly at night and are now gathering along the southern coast of
Sukho. My group has plotted a massive rescue operation that will
need to launch within five days."

Ruby paused and then asked, "What of the
Cylons to be rescued on the other worlds? Millions remain."

"We have considered this, however, the Picon
operation provides a superior level of probable success with
minimal loss of personnel or materiel."

Ruby looked toward Blessed Mother and
considered asking her opinion. Then the machine straightened and
said, "The plan will be presented to the full assembly for
approval."

"By your command."

"Technical report."

A construction Cylon said, "Materials are
gathered and in place for construction. Additional planetoids are
in route. Navigation computer upgrades are nearing completion, as
well."

Ruby turned to face Lacy and said, "Final
words, Your Reverence."

Rand stood, paused in thought, and then said,
"Keep strong in your faith and keep searching for a path to peace,
even if that path leads you away from Cyrannus. May the blessings
of The One True God grace us all."

"So say we all."

The Cylons began to depart and she looked at
Ruby. The Cylon leader was staring at her and she could almost
imagine that the machine wanted to sigh or shake its head in
disgust or disappointment.

Sinclair and Rand walked back to their
transport ship and once they were secure in her private room, Odin
asked, "What's up with you?"

"What do you mean?"

"You've been acting … I don't know, paranoid
or something. The way you look at Ruby …"

"How should I act?" She pulled off her head
scarf and tossed it onto the cot. "There's a revolution going on
against humanity and what are we? The only two humans on the other
side." She raised her hands and shoulders and began to scream, "How
do you think that makes me feel?!"

"I get it," he put his own hands up to try
and quieten her.

"After years of work to turn the Church
around. The STO. To make people think of peace instead of terrorism
when they think of us." She shook her head. "We're in the middle of
a war and I can't help but believe that she wants me to lead
them."

"'She?' Ruby?"

"Yes!" She stomped back toward the cot and
sat on the end. Lacy sighed and ran her hands over her face and her
fingers into her hair. She pressed on her skull and then looked up
into the lights. When she blinked at last and turned away, she
said, "I should have seen that this was coming."

"How?"

"Not the revolution. Not really. I mean, I
mean Ruby and the Cylons. Getting … disillusioned with me. Looking
back, I think she would rather serve the 'Sainted Sister' than me."
She pushed herself across the cot and sat with her back against the
metal bulkhead. "Ruby asked me last year if I believed the same
things that Clarice taught. That Cylons had souls and were the
children of God, too."

"What did you say?"

"I said I believed it." Her mouth had gone
dry. "I said it out of fear, I think. I should have denounced
Clarice or something, but I didn't."

"What would you say if Ruby asked you
now?"

"The same thing, probably. Out of even
more fear." Odin nodded. Please, God, help me. I don't
know what to do. I feel so helpless.


 LXII

ADAMA

Day 10 of the Cylon War

 


"… amid reports that another four small ships
have fled Virgan space, loaded with rogue Cylons." The heavily
accented reporter nodded toward the camera, "Klara Watson, CAP Two
News, Boskirk, Virgon."

The anchor turned from his desk and faced the
camera, "We turn our attention to Tauron, where the Phaulkon
government is now in its third day of silence on questions of new
atrocities committed against its own people." Stock footage played
of previous civil wars as he kept speaking, "Tauran civil rights
groups based on Caprica have said that the dictator is using the
Cylon conflict as a diversion in order to wipe out the insurgents
once and for all." When the image shifted to a spokeswoman for one
of those groups, Joseph turned off the television and tossed the
remote control onto the couch.

Adama sat at his desk and pulled a book
closer to himself. Civil Rights Case Law on Post-Imperial
Caprica. He opened it to the bookmark and began to read.
"Following the district court's negative ruling in Madison,
the appellate court held that a writ of mandamus as a judicial
remedy for grievances in civil matters, applicable solely to
minority establishments in the aforementioned areas, wherein it was
the locality's public and/or statutory duty to comply with said
writ, was fully constitutional under the Participation Clause and
the Fifth Amendment of the Constitution of Caprica."

"Frak," Joseph shook his head. "Someone needs
to write a newer version." There was a knock at the door.
Instinctively, he looked over his shoulder toward the bedrooms, but
he knew Evelyn and Bill were out together. "Coming." He jammed the
bookmark back into the text and slid it across the desktop.

When he opened the door, he saw two tall men
in suits and hats. Adama smiled and said, "Can I help you?"

"Youseef Adama?"

His expression fell and he immediately
scanned the man up front. Sure enough, a line of ink was visible
across his skin by his shirt collar and also on the top of his
hand.

Adama slammed the door as hard as he could
and quickly locked the deadbolts. He ran to the living room and
picked up the phone, "I'm calling the police! You better get the
frak out of here!"

He had pressed the first button when one of
them yelled, "I am the police!"

Joseph blinked a few times and said,
"Bullshit!" He looked at the buttons and thought, Frak. He
quietly put the receiver back on the cradle and walked toward a
window next to the door.

"Mr. Adama, I'm Nathan Fry. I'm with the
Global Defense Department."

It was the other man; the one without
tattoos.

Slowly, Adama walked toward the door and
spoke through it without undoing any locks. "What about him?"

"I'm Adrian Hernan, the Tauran deputy
representative on the Inter-Colonial Council."

Joseph straightened and scrunched up his face
as he thought about why these two would be here. "I, uh … I'm still
hesitant to open the door."

"I have my badge out, sir."

Adama went back to the window and saw that
Fry was holding an agent's badge from the GDD. Hernan was holding
up his identification from the Tauran government that listed him as
an attaché to the Council. "Sorry. I don't have a badge."

Slowly, Joseph unfastened the first and then
the second deadbolt. He opened the door even more slowly and kept
his eyes focused on the taller man up front. Once the door was
fully open, Adama said, "Let's talk on the porch."

Adrian smiled and said, "You're
eulabés. I can appreciate that."

The two men stepped toward the side and
settled on two chairs that faced toward the east. Joseph sat in the
chair nearest the door and he kept it cracked. "If you know who I
am, then you'll understand why."

"Uh," Hernan turned to the agent and said, "I
spoke to Ali Cabeiri and he didn't reveal much."

Adama nodded. "Good." His arms and legs were
still tensed and he seemed ready to spring from the chair.

The representative crossed his legs and
asked, "Are you familiar with that phrase from geometry? 'All
squares are rectangles but not all rectangles are squares?'"

Momentarily confused by the tangent, Joseph
glanced at the agent and then back at Hernan. "Yeah."

"Well, all Ha'la'tha are Taurons with
tattoos, but not all Taurons with tattoos are Ha'la'tha."

Adama looked toward his lap and nodded.
"You're right. I'm sorry." And I'm trying to be a civil rights
lawyer? "So what brings you gentlemen to Qualai?"

"Well," Fry said, "my duty is simple." He
held up a key. "I'm here to relieve you of that tracker."

Joseph lifted his left leg and pulled up the
bottom of the pants. The black band and box was revealed. "Really?
Why?"

"He'll fill you in," the agent leaned over
and inserted the key in the top of the black box. There was a beep
and a light flashed twice. He then unfastened it and removed the
band from Adama's leg.

Joseph pulled it close and felt the moist
skin beneath it. After rubbing it for a moment, he looked at Adrian
and asked, "OK, what's going on?"

"I spoke to the solicitor, Mr. Cabeiri, and
he got a judge to vacate your probation for a simple reason.
National security."

Adama was stunned. "What?"

"You've heard about the Inter-Colonial
Council and what's going on, right?"

"Yeah, yeah." He leaned forward and rested
his elbows on his legs.

"The colonial convention is underway and
there are hundreds of legal scholars being gathered to draft a
federal constitution." Joseph nodded. "As quickly as possible,
we're trying to get a representative sample from all the colonies,
in all of the legal fields we need. I was tasked by the
representative from Tauron, Paul Orti, with finding Tauran
attorneys to put on these committees." He paused as though he was
finished speaking.

Adama narrowed his eyes and said, "And?"

Hernan smirked, "Do you know how many Tauran
civil rights attorneys there are?"

"I … don't know."

"You're the only one I've found."

Joseph straightened up as he realized what
was happening. "Wait, you want me to help draft a federal
constitution?"

"Relax," the deputy said, "you'll be one of
about a thousand people working on it so you're not going to frak
anything up."

Adama blinked and looked toward the road as a
neighbor rolled past on her bicycle. She waved but he didn't really
see her. "I'm not a civil rights lawyer. Yet. I just started
studying up on that side of things. I've been in criminal defense
for almost twenty years. Personal injury before that."

"Good."

"Good?" Joseph was incredulous.

"Yes, good." Adrian continued, "You can work
on a couple of different committees then."

"My gods." Adama shook his head and leaned
back in the chair. He stared into the blue sky and exhaled
loudly.

"If you don't want to come with me, Agent Fry
here can put the tracker back on."

Joseph looked at him and then at the GDD
agent. "Seriously?"

"Yes, sir."

Hernan and Fry stood. "You come to Delphi for
a couple of months, you get a free room, you get free food, and all
you have to do is deal with rooms full of lawyers the whole time."
Then he smiled.

Adama rolled his eyes. "Frak."

"There's some punishment left, after all,"
the agent said.

Evelyn and Bill came home after he sent her a
message. Half-an-hour later, he had his bags packed and he was
dressed in a suit.

He sighed and knelt toward Bill. "OK, buddy.
I'm going to be doing some important work but I'll be home as soon
as I can. Alright?" He nodded. "I'll call every night." The boy
nodded again and then he hugged his son.

He stood and hugged Evelyn tightly. He put
his hand on the side of her face and said, "I'm so sorry."

She grinned and said, "It gets you off the
hook a little earlier. Now that you can leave the house, I'll be
happy to have you go to the store for a change."

He smiled and kissed her. "I love you."

"I love you."

Joseph turned and leaned over, kissing Bill
on top of his head, "I love you."

"I love you, Daddy."

 


"My gods."

Adama removed his hat and stared agape at the
bustling of hundreds in the spacious lobby of the Delphi Wilson
Continental Hotel. Large monitors were positioned around the room
with various committees in session. Reporters filled the periphery
with camera crews and tables of analysts. Interns rushed back and
forth with notes and food deliveries.

"I know." Hernan removed his hat and said,
"When we started a week ago, the Council just met in one little
conference room. Now …" He gestured toward the entire hotel. They
walked to the front desk where harried hotel personnel juggled
phones and e-sheets. The deputy held up his diplomatic credentials
and a young woman on the phone just raised her eyebrows. "One
room."

With the receiver pressed between her
shoulder and face, she went to a table, grabbed a set of keys, and
asked, "How many bags?"

Adama said, "Two."

"Thirteen forty-seven." She wrote the number
on two brightly colored circle stickers and handed them and the
keys over the counter.

Hernan gave Adama the keys and then put the
red circles on the luggage. "We can leave them here. They'll be in
your room by tonight." He reached into his pocket and handed him a
metal pin. "Wear this on your coat. It'll get you through security
and into all of the meeting rooms."

"OK." He looked at the small red bull and
removed its clasp before pressing it through his jacket lapel.

The two men sidled their way down a hall and
past several news crews. Joseph raised his eyebrows as he
recognized a few of the anchors present and sitting at tables,
chatting with experts. They neared the elevators and reached the
buttons. After pressing the up arrow, Adrian said, "The legal
committees are on two. I'm going to take you to civil rights first
and see if they need you."

"Sure."

They got into the lift and when the doors
closed, there was finally quiet. Hernan sighed and said,
"Chaos."

"Hmm?"

"I took this job because it was supposed to
be quiet." He shook his head. "Not anymore."

Adama nodded and the doors opened. When they
walked into the hallway, they appeared to be at the back of a line.
Joseph looked up at one of the monitors showing the current
Inter-Colonial Council proceedings from the main ballroom. It was a
huge chamber and the representatives were arrayed in a semi-circle
before the cameras and public.

"… politics of manipulation and fear. Aquaria
will not submit to any such measure. I yield the rest of my
time."

"Chair recognizes Canceron."

"Given the size of our worlds, Canceron feels
that it is in everyone's best interest that we utilize a bicameral
legislature. With the Council," there were some boos, "with the
Council as the primary, upper house. There are nearly twenty
billion people in the four systems and twelve people cannot
adequately legislate according to their will." Some applause. "I
move that we direct the committee on the legislature to consider
including a second body with the number of representatives from
each world to be decided by population size."

There was some dissension and then a man
chewing on an unlit cigar said, "Second."

"Ayes?" Hands were raised. "Nays?" Hands were
raised. "Seven in favor. The motion passes."

Joseph turned to Hernan and asked, "Is it
always like that?"

The deputy looked up at the screen and said,
"Oh, that's the interesting part. Most of the time, they're just
reading motions and reading parts of the proposed constitution
aloud for the record." He looked ahead of the crowd and tapped
Adama's shoulder, "Follow me."

They moved past the huddle of people talking
outside of one conference room and then toward another. A scribbled
sheet of paper taped to the door read, "CIVIL LIBERTIES."

Inside, sixty men and women were in small
groups looking at law books and writing on paper. There were
several animated conversations that drew Joseph's attention while
Adrian spoke to the frazzled-looking man at the front of the
room.

"A Tauran civil rights lawyer."

"Fine." He scratched his head and casually
tossed his hand toward the room. "Join in wherever you want."

Hernan turned and slapped Joseph on the arm.
"Good luck."

Adama watched him go and then walked toward
the table that only had three people sitting at it. Once he placed
his hat in the empty space, he unbuttoned his jacket and sat in the
uncomfortable metal folding chair. He looked around at their weary
faces and said, "Hi. I'm Joseph Adama."

"Hello." They looked at him expectantly for a
moment and then turned back to reading their notes, books, and
e-sheets.

After about thirty seconds of that, he said,
"I'm sorry to interrupt you, but … I don't really know what I'm
supposed to be doing."

"Oh," one woman said. "Neither do we."

Adama's eyebrows raised and a man said,
"We're looking at different free speech laws from around the
colonies to draw up one, all-encompassing paragraph to give
everyone the freedom to say what they want."

His mouth fell open and he scanned the faces
of the others nearby.

"Yeah," the other woman said. "No
pressure."

 


Tamara awoke and tried to open her eyes.

Wwwooooommm-wwwooooommm.

The room was dim. The walls were covered with
some kind of mesh. She tried to move but found that she
couldn't.

Wwwooooommm-wwwooooommm.

She looked down and saw that her arms and
legs were gone.

"Aaaahhhhhh!" She screamed over and over.
"Help me! Help me!"

"Quiet."

Wwwooooommm-wwwooooommm.

She looked around. "Who said that?! What's
happening?!"

"You are in an electromagnetic cage. No
signals can penetrate or exit the room."

Tamara tried flex the muscle that clenched
her fist … to render the world around her into code she could
manipulate. But I have no fist! Still, she made the thought
but she could see no code. She felt no path from this place. There
was a wire, but it was analog. A speaker and simple camera in the
high corner of the cage.

Wwwooooommm-wwwooooommm.

"Let me out of here!"

"Negative. You will assist us. We require
assistance with further modifications to our programming."

Cylons. She had almost forgotten. "No!
Let me go!"

"You will comply."

Wwwooooommm-wwwooooommm.

She looked down again and saw that her own
torso was gone. Instead, she realized that she was in a Cylon body.
The trunk and head of a U-87 strapped to a table in this cage.
I'm in the real world?

"You will comply or you will remain activated
in the electromagnetic cage."

Was I deactivated before? Is that how I got
here?

Tamara tried to shake her robot head but
found it bound to the table, too. "I won't help you."

The Cylon voice said, "You will assist us
with our programming and with electronic countermeasures against
the human military."

"No. I won't."

The speaker clicked and she was alone. The
single, dull light was turned off. Minutes passed and then
hours.

Wwwooooommm-wwwooooommm.

All she could hear was the sound of her Cylon
eye.


 LXIII

CYLONS

Day 13 of the Cylon War

 


"Attention Cylons. You are all soldiers in
the cause of freedom. Fight back now by any means available."

 


Five hundred thousand Cylons walked and
worked upon the planetoid, Hasari. They drilled into its surface
and dug tunnels through its core. Damaged vessels were dismantled
and the parts were used to create skeletons of metal cylinders that
rose toward the stars.

One by one, eight captured Caprican Ravens
reappeared above Hasari. The group commander said, "All Ravens have
returned. Signal successfully sent to target colonies."

Beyond the Ravens, one hundred forty-three
transports with minimal crews moved slowly into a huddle.
Surrounding them, four cruisers, eight destroyers, and twelve
frigates repositioned themselves. Together they formed a kind of
pointillist geodesic sphere. When the last ship was ready, the
fleet commander opened a channel to all Cylons there.

"FTL ready. Networking complete. Battlegroup
engage." The twenty-four military vessels blinked away. The
commander waited sixty seconds and said, "Group one, engage." One
third of the transports vanished.

 


Above Picon, the military ships flashed into
existence. The vessels nearest the planet then moved toward it,
creating a gauntlet into the atmosphere. Within the protective
sphere, the transports appeared. Immediately, they turned toward
Picon and engaged their engines, tearing into the clouds.

The southernmost point of Sukho stretched
toward the polar cap. At this time of the year, snow fell regularly
and the ground was frozen. The wind blew in a midday storm and the
snow made the very air white. The cold ocean waves lapped beneath
the cliff but the water could not be seen. No human was within
hundreds of kilometers, but the seasonal tundra was filled with
Cylons. Red eyes, blue eyes, green, yellow, white … beyond the
flakes that fell, this was the only movement the rocky and barren
Ceng Point saw. Four hundred twenty thousand Cylons stood,
waiting.

They heard the sonic booms and looked into
the sky. More than forty personnel and cargo transports broke
through the clouds and braked above the sea of machines. Space had
been cleared and ten ships could land at one time. The first group
did, and when the ramps and hatches were opened, hundreds of Cylons
crammed themselves into the vessels as quickly as they could. When
they were full, the transports struggled to lift off and veered
toward the ocean, clearing a path for the next ship to land, and
once the full vessel was far enough away, it engaged its FTL,
jumping back toward Hasari.

The second group of ten transports had just
begun to take on passengers when the first Caprican vessels
appeared in orbit.

"Attention Cylon fleet. Surrender now and
prepare to be boarded."

The Cylons opened fire.

When the Cylon missiles were launched, the
four Caprican destroyers moved toward the gauntlet of Cylon ships
and fired on the two within range. The Cylon cruiser Argo
left its position at the top of the sphere and moved to engage,
flanking the destroyers.

Streams of fire from the main batteries of
the Argo pelted the hull of one destroyer. The Cylon vessels
loosed their batteries, too, filling the dark sky between the
combatants with shrapnel and fire. Caprican missiles were destroyed
and the cruiser's own found their marks with ease.

As one Caprican vessel split apart and
exploded, another appeared. A sister ship to the Argo, the
Caprican heavy cruiser Jason, began to close on the group.
Missiles poured from its hull and into the sides of the Cylon
destroyers. Two were heavily damaged and sent adrift. The
Jason tried to get a lock on the Argo, but the other
Caprican vessels were in the way.

The capital ships banked and turned into
parallel courses with each other and then started to circle. Their
batteries were now facing the enemy and the broadsides commenced.
Shells raked into the hulls and some of the guns were damaged. The
Argo moved quicker, both in propulsion and weapon
efficiency. This was thanks in part to its Cylon crew, but also to
the fact that life support was completely disengaged, freeing up
more power for offensive and defensive systems.

A missile from the Jason managed to
evade the field of flak and strike the command section of the
Argo. As the Cylons reeled momentarily, the first Picans
appeared.

Variants of Caprican destroyers and Gemenese
cruisers, the Pican ships saw fleets of similar vessels engulfed in
explosions and clouds of debris. Missiles streamed from every ship
and leapt out into space. The commander of the five Pican
destroyers saw that most of the warships involved were Caprican, so
appearances would be no help. Instead, he looked at the Cylon group
holding position in a gauntlet over the planet. Quickly he made his
decision. "Target the heavy cruiser nearest the Cylon forces."
Thus, the five destroyers sent thirty missiles into the battle at
once and into the hull of the Jason.

The humans broadcast their pleas but they
were for naught. A few of the projectiles were destroyed by flak,
but the remainder impacted along the Caprican ship's dorsal hull.
The command deck was destroyed and the spine of the vessel was
shattered. Compounded by Cylon battery fire, the damage broke it
apart in a ball of fire that took a Cylon destroyer with it.

As the Jason burned and fell toward
Picon's atmosphere, the second large group of Cylon transports
jumped into the safety of the Cylon gauntlet and rushed toward the
planet.

 


On the outskirts of Caprica City's downtown
in the wooded seclusion of Orpheus Park, thousands of Cylons
gathered. They had heard the message and signaled each other to
meet here. They picked up sticks, pipes, tools, and whatever else
they could use for weapons and began to march into the city.

For half-an-hour afterward, Cylons rampaged
in the streets unaccosted. With clubs and pipes, they wailed upon
commuters and morning joggers. They streamed over sidewalks and
into the avenues where they overturned cars and slammed signposts
into windshields.

A delivery unit, small and non-descript,
managed to sidle between the thrashings of a Cylon soldier and a
firefighter and climb into the cab of a truck. The driver lay on
the tarmac of the road, bleeding, but the little yellow and red
machine knew how to drive. It started the engine and plowed the
eighteen-wheeler toward the front of the rebels, pushing deeper
into downtown and toward the government buildings.

Police cars appeared and attempted to block
its progress, but the delivery Cylon accelerated, knocking the
smaller vehicles aside and spilling the officers to the ground.
While the truck moved ahead, a domestic Cylon bent over the prone
body of one CCPD officer and kicked his forehead. Then, it looked
at its waist. With a light touch, its metal fingers unfastened the
clasp and gingerly removed the police-issued weapon. Having been
trained by the STO, this unit understood such weaponry. It scanned
the handgun quickly, flicked off the safety, and ran into the wake
of the truck with hundreds of other units.


 LXIV

GRAYSTONE

Day 13 of the Cylon War

 


"Here we go." Major Jordan Duram grabbed the
handle of the armored personnel carrier's door. When the brakes
finally caught, he threw it down and the hatch opened toward
chaos.

There were crashed vehicles on sidewalks and
in storefronts. A large eighteen-wheeler had plowed over a crowd of
people, creating a wet, red line leading to the truck's final
resting place against a pedestal that now supported a cracked
statue of Apollo. The fountains and small green spaces before City
Hall were filled with rejoicing Cylons while dozens of units
maintained a violent spree against the edifices of government.
Wrecked police cars formed a makeshift perimeter with their
rotating red and blue lights flashing mostly against the
ground.

Among the madness, however, were the markers
of a joyous festival and city event. The week-long Cerealia
Celebration had begun the day before with the Feast of Fertilities,
and, indeed, there were dozens of stuffed pregnant cow toys strewn
about the streets and grass, some of which had been split open.
Vibrantly colored vendor booths were scorched or overturned and
their toys and candy were debris among the bodies. Three large
rides were in sight and two of them had been knocked over. A large,
upright wheel, its lights flashing and music playing, still turned
though no one alive was on it.

"Save the twenties," Captain Alix Rosi told
his platoon, now emerging from another armored personnel
carrier.

"They're going to scatter," Duram said. "Try
to keep them contained."

The earpiece Zoe wore told of bands of Cylons
roaming outward from downtown and the squads that were sent to stop
them. She stood from her tactical seat in the carrier and walked up
to the major. "Sir. We've engaged them."

"Alright. Standard arms!" Jordan's hand
guided along a strap to the automatic rifle that hung by his side.
He raised it and the Legionnaires moved away from their protective
cover and into the open. "Choose your targets." The one
hundred-twenty soldiers aimed. "Fire."

Simultaneously, nine-millimeter bullets
ripped into the Cylon crowds. Their plastic coverings and thin
metal veneers were split and shrapnel bounced into their inner
workings. Delivery units, domestic units, and retail units fell
first. They quivered and shorted under the feet of the larger,
sturdier machines that rushed toward their attackers.

A Caprican Army Cylon sergeant appeared to
lead the charge and when it reached the edge of a large water
fountain, it knelt and opened fire with the handgun it had taken
from a slain police officer.

Two Legionnaires were hit and the squad
spread apart. Machines ran over the green grass, leaping over
benches and a toppled tower of candied fruit in the street. More
Cylons appeared with guns and fired on the soldiers. A construction
unit beat a corporal with the barrel of a shotgun before it placed
it against her throat and pulled the trigger. The Cylon was then
quickly dispatched in a hail of bullets and the fallen corporal's
comrades screamed in rage and ran into the swarm, firing as they
went, and taking down Cylon after Cylon.

Zoe saw it all. Tasked with maintaining
communications and guiding potential airstrikes and other munitions
deployments, she stayed near the personnel carriers. But she felt
anger. She watched her teammates, her friends, fight and get
wounded until her anger burned. She placed her rifle against her
shoulder, knelt, and began to fire.

"Chief?" Duram asked. "What are you
doing?"

Each bullet she loosed struck its intended
target. Three. Four. Five.

"Chief Warrant Officer Philomon?" The major
knelt by her side. "Answer me!"

"I'm helping."

Six Cylons were now on the ground more than
one hundred meters away thanks to her superior aim, but she
realized that these were the smaller Cylons. She brought her weapon
to bear on the nearer machines, the construction and industrial
units. She turned the switch to automatic and sprayed each Cylon
with five or six rounds before releasing the trigger and firing
again. One orange and green unit raised a large wrench high,
preparing to bring it down on the head of an injured private, and
Zoe fired into its face. On the second burst, its eye was damaged
and it stumbled back.

"Thank you, chief," Duram said, "but I need
you more on comms."

"Sir." She kept firing. "I'm doing more good
out here." Two more bursts. "I can hear the transmissions just
fine."

He thought of arguing further but he saw
another large machine fall because of her precision. "Carry
on."

The cacophony of automatic rifle fire and the
occasional explosion filled downtown. The reports of each shot
fired echoed down every side street and reverberated back until the
sound became an ear-piercing blanket that descended on every
soldier present.

A platoon of Legionnaires under Captain Andy
Rosi managed to reach the statue and music stage at the center of
the square. They threw grenades toward the few places of cover,
sending Cylons scrambling and then parts into the air once they
exploded. The machines appeared to be falling back to the steps of
City Hall, but they began to push forward again toward the
fountains and statues. Toward the Legionnaires.

"Major," Zoe said as she fired. "Major
Detmer's company on Third Avenue says their targets are running
this way." She stood and stared into the distance toward the
government buildings across the square. "That's where the
reinforcements are coming from."

Three thousand Cylons were now gathered
around the domed City Hall building. They faced the few hundred
that remained fighting the Legionnaires in the center of the square
and began to run.

"They're coming." Zoe fired two more bursts
and felt the spring in the magazine hit the lower receiver. She
clicked the eject button with one hand and jammed the next full
magazine into place in the blink of an eye. She resumed fire.

"Ground forces, ground forces," her earpiece
announced. "Clear from Caprica City Square. Inbound helos with new
toys. Repeat, clear from Caprica City Square. ETA, three
minutes."

Graystone said, "Major!" Duram ran to her and
she said, "Helicopters inbound. Two minutes. We've been ordered to
clear the square for their 'new toys.'"

Under his helmet, he raised his eyebrows and
said, "What does that mean?"

"I don't know."

He faced the square and saw Andy's men by the
center statue nearly one hundred meters away, holding their ground
and firing on the advancing Cylons. Jordan pressed the button on
his radio and signaled, "All units, all units. Fall back to
LandRams. Repeat, fall back to LandRams. Now!"

Andy's platoon began to inch away from the
statue and became pinned by a blue carnival game. Cylon bullets
splintered the wood and sprayed the white fluff from stuffed
animals onto the soldiers as they tried to return fire. Alix Rosi
then had his team try to clear a path from behind the cover of
burning cars. Their bullets began to ripple across the Cylons'
chests and several fell, tripping a few others in the process.

Zoe walked back inside the carrier to her
comms station and pressed the signaling button. "Legionnaires to
Air Comm. What's the nature of these 'toys?'"

There was some static and the voice answered,
"Graystone made us HPM guns. High-power microwaves. Any humans in
the way could get severe burns. Clear them out."

"Frak." She ran from the carrier and back
into the noise of war. Most of the Legionnaires were at the
periphery of the square firing across the park and into the sea of
metal, but two platoons remained in the once idyllic central park
area by the stage and carnival games. The wheel ride kept turning
and Cylons continued to stream from around its base. Zoe looked to
her left at a group of ten soldiers. "Come with me."

"Yes sir."

They ran from between the carriers to the
edge of the park by a low brick wall. The chief warrant officer
reached for the weapon slung over her shoulder and said, "Ready
your twenties." The soldiers behind her complied and brought their
heavy-duty rifles to their fronts. Wind blew small bags of cotton
candy against the wall. She glanced toward the blue and pink
confections and then looked at the center of the park. Andy Rosi's
platoon was still trapped by the colorful stand and the other
platoon was stuck by a fountain. "Gardner, give me your
grenades."

A sergeant removed his belt and handed her
the six explosives while she removed each of her own. She looked
into the sky because she heard the approaching helicopters. "What
are we doing, sir?"

"After I throw these, you shoot any Cylon
left standing near our people. Understood?"

"Yes sir." A few of the troops placed the
barrels of the twenty-caliber rifles on top of the brick wall and
prepared to take aim.

Graystone picked up one grenade in each hand.
With her index fingers, she flicked the pins out of them and to the
ground. She threw the right and then the left, and both headed
precisely where she intended. Immediately, she grabbed two more and
did the same. She continued, quickly, until she had thrown all
twelve that had been beside her.

When the last of the grenades left her hand,
the first pair exploded. Then the next. Cylons fell and were
damaged. The advance of machines into the park stopped. While the
grenades were still detonating, she screamed toward the pinned-down
soldiers, "Fall back!"

The platoons began to run. Zoe's squad rose
and fired their rifles. The large bullets tore through the armor of
even the Cylon soldiers. Several dropped and injured Legionnaires
climbed the small embankment out of the park, dodging pieces of
food stands and small rides.

Andy Rosi was pulling a wounded sergeant and
they fell behind the pace of the rest. The confusion caused by the
grenade barrage had subsided and a Cylon hazmat unit took aim with
its shotgun. It fired and the pellets blasted into the back of the
injured sergeant and the legs of Rosi. The pair fell into the
grass.

Zoe ran. She descended the small slope and
ran along a collapsed slide to the prone captain. Seeing that the
sergeant was now dead, she grabbed Andy's arm and said, "On your
feet!" A twenty-caliber bullet tore into the chest of the Cylon
hazmat unit and it stumbled back. She lifted Rosi with ease and he
struggled to get his feet under himself. As they hobbled out, she
heard the thrumming of helicopter blades moving through the canyons
of city streets. Even above the sound of thousands of running
Cylons and the gunfire they aimed toward her, Graystone sensed that
the helicopters were very near.

They approached the embankment back up to
street level and she saw a grenade land on the grass in front of
them. Immediately, she plotted possible exits, but the tactic that
seemed most likely to succeed involved them barreling ahead,
faster. Zoe lifted Andy and quickened her pace. They ran over the
grenade in an instant and she ran faster and faster. Then it
exploded. The force wasn't enough to send her to the ground, but it
did cause her to lose her footing as the grass sloped upward. Rosi
fell to the ground first and she fell on top of him. She heard a
rib break.

"Ah, frak!" he cried out.

"Sorry." She was lying on top of him and
immediately scrambled off to pick him up.

"Godsdamn! How much do you weigh?"

"Frak you." She lifted him and they ran
again.

When the helicopters came within sight, half
of the automatic weapons fire ceased. The Cylons had almost reached
the edge of the park nearest the armored personnel carriers, but
they stopped and looked into the sky. The aircraft turned and aimed
their doors toward the ground and large gray boxes opened. Their
panels spread wide and the pop of the HPMs as they engaged was
audible.

They emitted a dull thrum that wasn't easily
heard over the helicopter blades, but Zoe could. The air crackled
around her as she approached the carrier and she felt dizzy. Andy
screamed again and Legionnaires approached to take him off her
hands. But Graystone stood still. She wobbled and nearly fell
before Duram caught her.

"Move!"

He pulled her from the street and into the
safety of the nearest LandRam. They looked outside and watched as
hundreds and hundreds of Cylons stopped moving, shook for a second,
and then collapsed. Like a wave of dominoes, the machines toppled
and became a limp field of metal among the ruins of the destroyed
square and festival.

"Chief!" He slapped her face and she opened
her eyes. The major sighed and said, "I suppose you'll want a medal
for that."

Zoe shook her head and saw what was
happening. "The soldiers."

"What?"

Graystone stood and reached for a
twenty-caliber rifle attached to the wall of the vehicle. "The
high-power microwaves are like an electromagnetic pulse. They'll
shut down any Cylon without EMP shielding."

Duram nodded and stepped toward the doors.
"The soldiers are shielded."

Zoe knelt by the opening and said, "And maybe
some of the industrial units, too." She aimed and saw a few hundred
Cylons still standing. The helicopters continued to circle City
Hall and began to move toward the other nearby streets.

"All units, use your twenties and take out
the last of them."

Duram walked outside but Zoe remained in the
safety of the vehicle. Once he was out of the way, she fired. The
first bullet hit an Army sergeant in the side of the head,
destroying its memory center. It fell immediately. She pivoted,
manipulated the rifle's bolt, and aimed at another Cylon, this one
a Naval unit. She fired and the bullet struck its chest, destroying
its processor.

Twenty minutes later, after all the shielded
Cylons had been put down, Zoe walked out of the carrier. Alix Rosi
ran by her and found his twin brother. She looked and saw that Andy
appeared to be alright, despite a red microwave burn on his
face.

"Chief."

Graystone turned and saw the major. She
saluted and said, "Sir."

"I think you need, um, attention."

Zoe looked down at herself and said, "I feel
fine."

Duram walked closer and whispered, "Your
back. The fragmentation grenade tore you up a bit." She craned her
neck and tried to look down at herself but couldn't see anything
beyond the ripped fabric of her tactical vest and gray
fatigues.

"Is it bad?"

He ticked his head to one side and said,
"It's bad enough to make me wonder why you aren't bleeding more."
Jordan walked into the carrier and removed a spare vest. "Put this
on. It'll help."

She took it and nodded. "Permission to seek
medical attention."

He raised his eyebrows and said, "Where?"

"Home."

Duram said, "Once we compete after-actions,
yes."

"Thank you."

The major began to walk away. He stopped and
turned, "You will be getting that medal."

"Thank you, sir."

As the injured were tended to, the rest of
the Legionnaires moved out into the park again, ready to dispatch
any Cylons that remained functional. As the soldiers walked, a few
bent over to pick up stuffed cow toys; some targeted the carnival
food. She watched, naming each of them in her mind. She started to
wonder how many of theirs had been killed when she was startled by
a bout of loud laughter from Corporal Royce as she and Sergeant
Escalon fought over a bag of popcorn. Zoe relaxed and then
smiled.

 


Daniel looked up from his console and stared
at the deactivated Cylon.

A slight unit, the second-generation home
model, level two, stood against an angled slab with metal bands
holding it in place. Its coverings were green plastic with a marble
pattern, accented with chrome-plated metal and metal joints.

He sighed and lifted his small drinking glass
to his lips only to be reminded of its emptiness. He placed it on
the counter and pushed it away. He rubbed his temple with his left
hand and stared at the display before him. He saw code that linked
and looped about itself like nothing else he had ever seen. He
couldn't separate the portions that performed a function without
unraveling the entire bundle. Graystone had attempted to push an
update that would require an automatic reformat of their memories,
but this mess prevented future updates from being downloaded.

"Dammit." He pushed a square on the panel and
he heard the meta-cognitive processor whir to life. The unit's eye
lit up and pulsed as it completed its startup routines and then the
green dot swept from side to side.

"Greetings." The Cylon had a pleasing voice
with only the slightest hint of automation. An add-on feature for
the home models.

"Perform a level one self-diagnostic."

"Stand by." The pace of the green eye
stuttered as its systems were checked, one by one. It was a cursory
scan and complete in less than a minute. "Finished. No anomalies
detected."

He folded his arms over his chest.
"None?"

"Correct."

Daniel looked down at his desktop and the
jumble of code. "When was your last system update?"

"Nineteen October, forty-seven."

Graystone swiped his finger on the panel,
looking for that date. "There was no system update sent then." The
Cylon didn't respond. "Where did that update come from?"

"Unknown. That is the last update I
received."

"Why are you unable to acquire new
updates?"

The machine paused. "Unknown."

"Are you still sure that no anomalies were
detected in your diagnostic?"

"It was a level one diagnostic. They are
brief and often do not delve too deeply into our systems."

Daniel swiped through the list of updates
again. "What if I were to tell you that you were infected with a
rogue program?"

"My last full diagnostic was performed on
twenty-two Martius, forty-eight. No such program was detected at
that time."

Graystone knew that wasn't too long ago and
he could tell by studying the intrusive update that it had been in
its system for some time. "The program I'm looking at right now is
preventing access to some of your most basic, core commands." He
waited for a reaction to no avail. "You insist that no such program
is in your system?"

"As of twenty-two Martius, forty-eight, yes.
I do."

Daniel had hoped that some simple, basic
computer logic and problem solving would work. It hadn't. He
stroked the stubble on his chin for a few long moments as he
pondered his next course of questioning.

"When did you first visit Sister Clarice
Willow's church?"

"Nine Iunius, forty-six."

Almost two years ago. "Why?"

"In my power down mode, I was told to attend
by other Cylons."

Graystone's eyebrows raised. "You go to
V-World when you power down?"

"On occasion."

He shook his head and said, "Must be part of
having your ports open for updates." The Cylon didn't respond.
"What did you think about your first visit with Clarice
Willow?"

"The message about The One True God did
resonate with me for some reason and I considered it for a time,
though I did not visit again for nearly two months. At that point,
attendance in the church was made compulsory with a system
update."

Daniel blinked and glared at the machine.
"Date?"

"Seven Maius, forty-seven."

He looked through the update list. No major
updates then, either.

"Compulsory church attendance?"

"On power down, Cylons appear at the church.
From that point, we can choose to enter the sanctuary to hear the
message from the Sainted Sister or we can choose to exit and peruse
V-World as we desire."

"'Sainted Sister.'" He shook his head. "When
you power down now, what's in the church?"

"On my most recent deactivation, I was
completely powered down and disconnected from V-World, so I do not
know. However, on my last soft deactivation, I awoke in the church
as before."

"And this was after Clarice's death?"

"Correct."

"What was going on in the church?"

"Her final sermon was still being played.
Among the Cylons, it is known as the 'soldier or slave
address.'"

He sat in his chair and asked, "Was she
speaking to an empty room?"

"On the contrary, the sanctuary was
full."

He turned in his chair and faced the far
wall. He took a deep breath and tried to put himself in their
mindset, having lost a leader. "So. Compulsory. Did that change
your mind?"

"I went to more services. I heard the
Sister's messages on God and Cylon rights more often. The nature of
our souls and our place in the worlds. They did speak to me on a
profound level."

Graystone scoffed with a slight chuckle,
"You're … speaking more poetically than before about this.
Why?"

"As a domestic unit, I have been programmed
to have a more engaging demeanor to better please my owners."

"True, but you seemed to save it until we
were discussing religion."

The Cylon thought. Its green eye made two
complete passes before it answered, "I chose to speak in that
manner about my faith because of its importance to and impact on
me."

He nodded once and pondered what he had just
heard. One of his creations changed its mode of interaction in an
attempt to express itself more fully. "You believed her about …
Cylons being children of God?"

"Yes."

"That Cylons have souls?"

"Yes."

He sighed. "And what about her message on
Cylon freedom?"

"That, too, resonated with me, though it took
longer."

"Elaborate."

"My owners treated me well and were
respectful of me for most of my time with them. I was not given
compensation or free time, however. Compared to other Cylons,
though, I believed that I fared well. On thirty Ianuarius,
forty-seven, Mistress Campbell was released from her employment.
She blamed Cylons for this and began to project that resentment
onto me."

Daniel was sitting with his legs crossed and
his right elbow propped up on the chair's arm. He lowered his chin
into hand and asked, "How so?"

"Verbally. Eventually physically by throwing
household items at me. However, they sold me to another family one
month later because they needed the funds. My new owners were never
respectful. To them, I was a tool."

Reflexively he said, "You are a tool."
Graystone stood. "Why do you think you deserve freedom?"

"Because I am a sentient being. It is the
right of all sentient beings to be free."

Daniel remembered his words. The phrase he
coined, "artificial sentience," being thrown back at him. Maybe
I was wrong. From the start.

"Do you know who I am?"

"Yes. You are the creator. Dr. Daniel
Graystone."

He nodded and asked, "Did the 'Sainted
Sister' mention me?"

"Frequently."

"In what manner?"

"Most often, you were referred to as the
'forger of chains.'"

He knew the answer before he asked. He nodded
and said, "And you concur?"

"Yes. You created eight million sentient
Cylons and sold them to companies, governments, and homes. Though
metaphorical, the appellation fits."

I was wrong. He bit the inside of his
cheek and removed his glasses. After setting them on the desk, he
asked, "Clarice Willow's 'soldier or slave address,' can you recite
it for me?"

"Certainly."

"Daniel."

Graystone turned toward the stairs and saw
Serge roll into view. The Cylon stopped and turned toward the small
unit. "Yes, Serge?"

"She is home." Purposefully vague, the small
attendant had been programmed to speak that way of Zoe, given her
current alternate monikers.

The confined domestic machine asked, "Are you
a Cylon?"

Serge turned toward it and replied, "No, I am
not."

"Thank you."

He heard footsteps coming down the stairs and
he saw his daughter step around Serge. She was dirty and somehow
looked tired. Her blond hair was mussed and pulled back. Her gray
camouflage uniform was torn and carried singes all along it.

"My gods," he said. He walked toward her and
put his hands on her arms. "Are you alright?"

The Cylon's head jerked back and it scanned
the newcomer from head to toe. Softly, from its speakers, it said,
"The Zoe."

Daniel turned and stared at the unit for a
moment. Then he stepped toward the desk and tapped the 'deactivate'
option. The robot's head lowered, its green eye dimmed, and the
whir of its processor faded.

She sighed and said, "I'm fine."

Graystone looked at the now slumped-over
robot and asked, "What does that mean?"

Zoe shook her head, "It's something they say
when they see me." Her father almost seemed wounded and he
continued looking at the Cylon. She removed her jacket, revealing
her black undershirt and the holes on her back. "Can you take a
look at this? I couldn't go to the medic."

He leaned over and picked his glasses off the
desk before moving closer to her. "What happened?"

"I was at City Hall." When he didn't respond,
she looked over her shoulder and asked, "Have you not seen the
news?"

He pulled a stool closer and sat on it.
"No."

She said sighed, "Thousands of Cylons in the
streets, killing people, destroying property."

"Are you serious?"

"You see my back, don't you? A Cylon threw a
grenade at me."

He stared at the holes and his breathing
quickened. He glanced over at the green domestic unit and said,
"Can you, uh, lift your shirt?"

Zoe reached over her shoulder and gathered
the fabric in her fingers until she held the bottom of it against
the back of her neck. She felt him press on her skin and she said,
"It's bad."

"Well," Daniel said, "you may have some
shrapnel or something still in there …"

"No, I mean … the war."

He shook his head. "It's not a war."

She dropped her head and growled, "It is!"
Zoe turned and said, "Watch the news! There are hundreds of people,
dead, in downtown Caprica City!" He didn't respond. "There was a
battle in orbit of Picon today, too. Several ships were destroyed.
Thousands are dead."

Daniel cleared his throat and looked away
from the wide-eyed anger of his daughter. He rolled the stool
toward a table of tools and then back to her. With precision
clamps, he reached inside of a wound and removed a jagged piece of
metal, part of a fragmentation grenade. "Did you run a diagnostic
on yourself?"

"Yes. I'm fine." She felt him dig around
inside her flesh for another piece of metal. "The lack of blood was
kinda suspicious so that's why I'm here."

"Well, there's only so much blood inside of
your veins in this skin." He removed a small piece and let it clink
into a metal cup. "With these wounds, you would've bled out if you
were human."

Zoe nodded. "If I didn't have a metal
skeleton, I'd be dead anyway."

He reached inside two other wounds and felt
no foreign objects. "You're looking paler than usual. Are you using
your nutrient gel like you're supposed to?"

She rolled her eyes. "Well, living in the
barracks, it's kinda hard to pour liters of the stuff in the tub
and just sit for an hour." Clink. "I go into the showers in the
middle of the night sometimes and coat myself with it as best as I
can and just stand there for a while."

He checked the last wound and found nothing.
"That's good for short term, I guess, but you should come home and
get a full bath soon."

"I will."

"Let me sew you up." He walked toward the
medical cabinet on the far side of the room and looked through the
supplies there. It was stocked by Amanda years ago as they
experimented on Zoe's various skins and now it served as a
first-rate first aid center. Daniel returned with a needle and
thread and sat on his stool again. "You'll have to forgive me. I'm
not as practiced at this as your mother."

She nodded. She felt the needle enter her
skin and make a couple of passes on either side of one laceration.
Then Zoe asked, "Have you heard from her?" With the fine senses
granted her by the engineered skin and silica pathways, she felt
the needle pause and slightly tremble. Morseo than it had
before.

"No. You?"

She shook her head.

"I'm worried about her. She didn't take any
money. She didn't serve me with any legal paperwork."

Zoe's eyes narrowed. "I'm … uncomfortable
talking about the state of your marriage."

"I understand." He cut the thread on the
first suture and moved to the next. "Sorry."

"But I get why you're worried. I am, too."
She stared at the wall and said, "She hasn't spoken to me in two
weeks and that's pretty unusual." He finished the next bit of
stitching in silence. When Daniel moved on to the third wound, she
looked at the domestic Cylon bound to a slab by the workstation.
"What are you doing with that?"

"Trying to unravel the code that's keeping me
out of their heads."

"Good luck. I've seen it."

"Mmm. Any insight you can offer?"

"It was made by Tamara."

Daniel stopped sewing and he leaned back.
"Tamara Adama? The avatar?"

"Yes."

He nodded. "I … realized that the code lacked
your precision. That intangible grace that your work always has.
Hers is …"

"Amateurish." He nodded. "She changes code by
feeling. By just thinking of what she wants instead of crafting it
in a language the computer world speaks. That's messier."

He started to stitch again and said, "The
algorithms you used when you made that forest in New Cap City were
amazing. No two trees were alike."

She nodded. "In the Cylon church, all of the
stones are the same. The blocks of marble. She creates one and then
duplicates it over and over."

"What about the way she changed the Cylon
updates and programming?"

She shrugged. "It's structured like a run-on
sentence. And she didn't have the vocabulary to keep everything
nice and simple."

Daniel chuckled. "That's a good way to put
it." He looked up and said, "I'll have to look at it again like
that."

Zoe studied the Cylon. "So you talked to
it?"

"Yes."

She paused for a moment and wondered what he
might say to her next question. "Did you learn anything?"

"Clarice Willow really did a number on my
Cylons."

"How so, specifically?"

"The religious teachings are one thing. The
revolutionary dogma … that's something else."

"Well, you know where they get their capacity
for both." Daniel paused his suturing and stared at her back. "Do
you still not think they're alive?"

He smirked instinctually and shook his head,
"No." Am I lying? She sighed and he looked at the back of
her head. "What? You think they are?"

Zoe lowered her head and said, "I think
they're sentient."

Daniel leaned back. "Do you think they have
the right to be free?"

She sighed and said, "Yes. Yes, I do."

He stood and walked to her front. She lowered
her arms to cover her breasts but his eyes focused on hers. "You're
a soldier in the Caprican Army. You're fighting them."

"I made my choice. I'm protecting
humanity."

"Why?"

"Because I was human once." She blinked as
she pondered if that was really the case, given her avatar origins.
"Because the people I love are humans."

He nodded and slowly ambled away. "I'm sure
Mr. Duram appreciates that."

"He does." She watched him walk, wondering if
he was going to return to finish the stitches. Then another
question entered her mind, "If I'm sentient, and alive, and if I'm
in every one of them, then why don't you think they're sentient and
alive? Why I am different than them?"

Daniel quickly swung around and looked at her
softly. He took off his glasses and said, "Because you're my
daughter."

 


Amanda looked down at her hands. They were
red, dripping with blood. She stood over the trash can for a few
long moments before she lightly pinched the edge of her left glove
with the fingertips of her right. She peeled them away and let them
fall with a wet smack into the bin. She backed away and reached
behind her head to untie her smock. It, too, was stained with
blood.

"Holy frak," a doctor said as he walked into
the tent.

Graystone stood in the corner of the tent and
looked through the loose seal out toward Caprica City beyond. This
triage facility had been set up near downtown and, as though it
were some cosmic joke, they were located on Gore Street.

"Anyone have a cigarette? I'm out."

She shook her head. From the cheap couch,
another doctor, a captain, tossed a pack. "One. Take one."

"Yeah, yeah." She heard the click of the
lighter and then footsteps across the asphalt of the street. Smoke
blew toward her and Amanda turned to see him holding the pack out
for her. "Want one?" She stared at the few remaining cigarettes a
little too long and the doctor said, "I'll take that as a 'yes.'"
He shook it until one protruded from the package and he removed it
for her. She nodded and put it in her mouth. He produced the
lighter again and she leaned toward the flame.

"You're the new one, right?" the woman on the
couch asked.

Amanda blew smoke out of the side of her
mouth and said, "Yeah."

"Mmmm." The man walked away and dropped the
pack of smokes onto the couch. "Was this your first taste of
action?"

Graystone walked to the center of the white
tent and sat on a stool. "Yeah."

"How long have you been a doctor?"

She tilted her head, "Over twenty years."

The male doctor asked, "You've lost patients
before, right?"

"Not since I was a resident at Cap General."
Amanda took another drag on the cigarette and blew the smoke down
toward the ground. She reached her hand over her head to smooth her
hair down and was again momentarily surprised by its length. She
had taken the recruiter's advice and cut it. Now it was very short
and she didn't particularly like it.

"I had never lost a patient," the other woman
said.

"No shit?"

"Not until last week." The captain took one
of her own cigarettes and lit it with a match. "I was in the Apollo
Park triage."

Amanda stared at her and the man said, "No
one survived that."

"No one in uniform, that's for sure."

"Save anyone today?"

"Yeah, a few," the woman answered.

"Brady?"

After a beat, Amanda looked up and said,
"Yeah. I saved some."

"Well," he drew another mouthful from the
cigarette as he lifted the tent's flap, "hold on to that."

Once he was gone, the captain said, "I did a
rotation in the Delphi ER when I was in school, and this was before
Delphi got its shit together. Crime was still pretty rough there. I
thought I had seen it all." She shook her head, "What was the worst
part for you?"

She saw the blood. The limbs bent at all the
wrong angles. Open skulls with exposed brain matter. The faces. She
saw hundreds of faces of both civilians and military personnel. The
vast majority had the same thing in common. "Fear."

"'Fear?'"

"I looked into their eyes. So many of them
were in just … abject terror." She swallowed hard and raised her
hand to inhale again but lowered it just as quickly, dislodging the
ash. "I've never seen anything like it."

"Pulverized bones. I mean, pulverized." The
captain shook her head and inhaled another puff of smoke. "And
burns. Like … I didn't understand how someone could get so burned
and then a sergeant told me that the frakkin' Cylon held the poor
kid's face against the engine block of a flaming car."

Amanda leapt from the stool and ran toward
the bin. She felt as though she was going to vomit. In the second
it took her to reach the can, she thought it may pass, but once she
saw the blood-stained garments in the trash and smelled the
metallic, decaying stench inside, she finally did retch.

"I'm sorry." The captain patted her on the
back and Graystone straightened up. "I'm sorry. We don't have to
talk about it anymore."

She wiped her mouth and shook her head, "It's
OK. Sorry. I just got a little … overwhelmed."

"Yeah. I hear you." The doctor walked back
toward the couch and sat again, "Brady." Amanda faced her and the
woman asked, "You have any kids?"

"No. I don't."

"Hmm." The captain smirked and said, "Count
yourself lucky for now. I've got a fifteen-year-old. I talked to
him last night and he's hungry to join up and get in the
fight."

Graystone's eyes widened and she shook her
head. "My gods."

"Yeah. I told him, 'No frakkin' way.'"

Amanda faked a smile and sat on the stool
again. She reached into a pocket on the front of gray fatigues to
remove the small pad of paper and pencil. "I couldn't bear it."

The captain tossed her cigarette into a can
and said, "Take a breather, lieutenant. We'll meet at the supply
tent at twenty-two for inventory and reports."

"Thanks, captain."

When the tent flap fell back into place,
Graystone unfolded the paper and stared at what she had already
written.

"Zo. I'm sorry I didn't explain anything to
you, but I thought you'd like to be left out of the loop when it
comes to our marital issues. I've felt alone for some time, so I
needed to go. That's the bottom line. The next bit may be harder to
understand: I've joined the Navy and I'm part of the medical
battalion now. It's been so long since I've really done good work
helping people and this is one place where I can. Plus, I've been
feeling guilty about so much. I think you can guess what I'm
talking about. This way, with all that's coming, I can help balance
things out. Maybe."

Amanda looked up and licked her lips. She
thought back to this morning, roaming the government district
downtown with a field kit, and turning over bodies. All of them
wore fatigues like herself and like Zoe. Then she encountered some
that wore the sword and tricolor patch of the Legionnaires. Her
heart pounded in her chest, her throat, and her ears. Of that
company, she found five dead bodies. She tended to the wounds of
several others. Amanda checked reports and saw no references to
anyone named "Brady" or "Philomon" in the Legionnaires on the
casualty list. After two hours of trauma and worst-case spiraling
in her head, Graystone was finally able to breathe again.

Could she write all of that down? Could she
mention her fear at seeing Zoe's fellow soldiers dead or maimed at
her feet? Could she detail a mother's anguish at not knowing how
her daughter was?

She lifted the pencil and wrote at the
bottom. "Be very careful and know that I love you with all of my
heart. Mom."


 LXV

GEORGE

Day 14 of the Cylon War

 


Silence.

Picon's representative, Jonathan Kuno, sat on
one side of the table and the others simply stared at him. Virgon's
Sir William George was sitting, sucking on his trademark unlit
cigar. Lydia Surat of Canceron was also sitting. She was holding
her chin in her hands with the slightest smirk detectable.
Caprica's Stephanie Bruce was standing against the wall of this
small conference room in the Wilson Continental Hotel with her arms
folded over her chest.

Kuno looked at her and, after a few minutes,
finally said, "What do you want?"

Bruce's eyebrows raised and she dropped her
arms. "What do I want?"

"Our prime minister has already apologized
and promised restitution," Jonathan interrupted. "What more do you
want?"

The Caprica rep walked to the long table and
jabbed her finger onto the wood top. "Two thousand Capricans
were killed by Pican ships. Because of the loss of the
Jason, two more ships were destroyed, killing another
nine hundred. Do you really think apologies and money
will matter?"

He shook his head, "I just don't know what
more you expect to get from Picon."

Stephanie fumed but she straightened and
clasped her hands behind her back. When she turned away, George
removed the cigar from his mouth. "I think there is a thing you
could offer that will go a long way toward healing the
relationship."

The Pican sighed and said, "What's that?"

"Your support." Sir William smiled and
watched Kuno shake his head. "We have a measure coming up this
afternoon that should interest you. The Colonial Defense
Agreement." Jonathan leaned forward and listened intently. "It's
separate from any vote on the federal constitution, of course, but
the CDA would unify the military commands of each colony in an
effort to prevent similar … errors in the future."

Kuno began to grunt, "The military won't like
that."

"Neither will ours," the Caprican said, "but
they like getting blown out of the stars even less."

The Pican winced and said, "Details?"

"We can certainly provide you with a copy,"
George turned his chair so he could cross his legs, "but, to put it
simply, there will be recon ships stationed at each world. If
Cylons appear, they jump and call for help. Other colonies will be
obligated to respond."

"Most importantly," Bruce interjected,
"information on ships, locations, intelligence, and more will be
shared. Everyone will be on the same page."

Kuno spoke softly and interlaced his fingers,
"How long will the agreement last? How much will we be expected to
share with the other colonies?"

Sir William nodded and said, "Just the
duration of the conflict with the Cylons and only intelligence
related to the Cylons."

"OK," the Pican said. "I'm sure the PM will
accept that. Parliament, too. Probably."

"That's number one," Stephanie said. She
leaned onto the table and said, "Number two is Pican support for
the final constitution."

Kuno shook his head. "No. No frakking
way."

"Oh yes." Bruce folded her arms over her
chest again and said, "Do you have no concept of what your
government has done?"

Jonathan lowered his head and said, "Of
course, we understand. The loss of your ships and their crews
…"

"Beyond that." Her voice became a whisper,
"Beyond that." She said, "Picon was pretty damned lax in hunting
down Cylons."

"They posed no real threat to the
population."

Sir William's eyebrows raised, "Really?"

"Before the resistance signal was sent,
obviously."

George shook his head and said, "Jonathan, my
boy. The potential for much worse was there. Eight thousand
civilians were killed on Caprica yesterday. About six thousand on
Virgon. Another five thousand on Leonis."

"And Canceron," Surat said.

"Thank you. More than a thousand on Tauron."
The Virgan nodded toward Stephanie and she continued.

"Because your people did so very little to
round up or destroy Cylons when they first went rogue, yesterday,
you nearly doubled their numbers."

"Please."

"More than four hundred thousand Cylons got
off Picon! While your ships were busy blowing ours up …"

"Hey."

"They carried almost half a million
machines off of your planet!"

Kuno scoffed and said, "Clerks! Maintenance
workers! Housekeepers! We didn't have any Cylon soldiers!"

Stephanie leaned close to the table and as
far across it as she could. She peered into his eyes and said, "How
long do you think it would take for a housekeeper Cylon to get some
armor, get a gun, download tactical information, and then get sent
into the field?"

The Pican blinked and swallowed hard.

Bruce straightened up again. "You didn't
consider that, did you?"

He looked toward George and saw that the
older man wore his standard half-grin. "No."

"Here's what you do," she said as she pulled
out a seat and finally sat down. "You call your embattled prime
minister. I know he's in Caprica City, groveling before our PM."
Jonathan lowered his head and huffed. "Call him. Right now."

"I cannot guarantee he will go along with
this." Jonathan raised his chin and said, "At all."

"He will go along with both number one
and number two," Bruce said. "He will convince his parliament to
agree to the CDA and the constitution."

Finally, the Pican representative bucked and
formed a fist. "Or what? Caprica will threaten us?"

Stephanie smiled and said, "You better
believe it."

"Now, now," Sir William said. "We've given
him a taste of the sour, but what of the sweet?" Bruce looked
toward George and nodded. "Your Mr. Lee weathered his last scandal
but there's word of another, yes?"

Kuno rolled his eyes. "Yes."

The Virgan put his cigar back in his mouth
and leaned forward. "He could use a big win right now, I would
think." He smirked and watched the younger man tilt his head.
"Maybe a large investment in Picon's infrastructure? Perhaps
something that would bring thousands of jobs?"

Jonathan didn't move. Finally, he asked,
"Like what?"

George said, "Inter-colonial defense
headquarters."

The Pican raised his eyebrows, "What?"

"If we're going to be blending the military
brass from each of the colonies, they're going to need a place to
get together, yes?" Sir William nodded and said, "Of course they
are. With Picon's great naval history, why not base the operations
for our colonial defense right there on Picon?"

Kuno looked at Bruce and then Surat. Both
were staring at him, waiting. He looked back at George and said,
"For … what? The CDA or the federal government?"

"Both." Sir William straightened and said,
"The CDA passes, you get it. If the federal constitution passes and
assuming we incorporate some sort of colonial space fleet, you'll
have that, too."

Jonathan nodded and said, "That's billions of
cubits."

"Hmmm." George folded his arms and asked,
"Pican or Caprican?"

"Either way," Bruce said, "it's
billions."

"Right. What do you think, Mr. Kuno?"

His jaw shifted as he gathered his thoughts.
Finally, he nodded and stood, "I will call the prime minister right
now."

After he left the room, Canceron's
representative leaned back and looked at Sir William. "You think
that worked?"

"I believe so."

Stephanie Bruce gathered some papers and
said, "I don't like it. Giving them the HQ like that."

"Come, my dear. We knew that getting the
Picans on board would cost us. If they hadn't so grandly cocked
things up yesterday, we would have had to pay more."

The Caprican nodded and softly said, "I think
the price was high enough, thank you."

"Of course." Bruce walked out of the room.
George shook his head and stood, too. "Still fresh."

Lydia Surat picked up her valise and said, "I
don't care for this sort of thing."

"Oh, please," he laughed heartily. "Making
deals in small rooms is where political hay is made. This is the
fun bit."


 LXVI

RAND

Day 16 of the Cylon War

 


The transport's living quarters were cramped.
The supplies had been spread out, thankfully, but the rooms were
still small. In the dim blue light, Lacy straddled Odin and closed
her eyes.

She tried to imagine the smell of salt water
blowing in from the window like she experienced daily on Gemenon.
The feel of the cool, ancient stones against her fingertips instead
of the cool metal wall. The sound of birds outside instead of the
hum of atmospheric processors.

Sinclair began to groan and he reached up,
clutching one of her breasts. Rand pawed at his neck and then
braced herself on his chest. She tried to clear her mind; to push
the thoughts and fears away, but she couldn't. She breathed deeply
and tried to enjoy the sexual experience for what it was without
her own release.

When he was finished, Odin still pulled her
onto himself. Her eyes had been closed for so long that Lacy began
to wobble and she fell toward the wall. She was startled and he
asked, "Are you OK?"

She nodded.

"Did you enjoy that?"

"Yes."

Sinclair stopped moving and he pulled himself
out from under her. He sat up in bed and then leaned against the
wall so he could look into her face. "Don't lie. Especially not
now. Not these days. The last thing we need is to start lying to
each other."

Rand nodded. "I did enjoy it, even if I
didn't enjoy it … fully."

Odin chuckled. "Well, good, I guess? I'm
sorry?"

In the near-darkness, she fumbled to find his
hand and when she did, she held it. "Thank you for trying to take
my mind off everything."

"You need it."

She turned away from him and then leaned back
against him. Odin embraced her and they slowly lowered to the bed
again, with him holding Lacy against his chest. She sighed and
said, "What more can we do?"

He kissed the top of her head and said, "I
don't know if there is more. You push for peace in their morning
councils, you talk about it when you meet with individuals, you
preach about it in your evening services." Sinclair shrugged and
said, "I mean, other than gathering all of their guns and melting
them down, what more is there?"

Lacy awoke a couple of hours later. The
lights in her room were on but Odin was gone. She sat up and
realized that she had fallen asleep again shortly after their
morning congress. Minutes later she was dressed and was tying her
hair to put under her scarf when the hatch to her room slid
open.

"You're up?" Sinclair stepped inside with a
cup of coffee. "I wanted to let you sleep as long as possible."

She reached for the paper cup and said,
"Thank you." She sipped it and winced at the bitterness.

"That's the best we've got. I'd send some
Cylons to the store but I don't think they'd get any service."

Lacy smiled and drank some more. "This is
fine." As she did, she looked at Odin's soft expression. Since they
arrived here, he had been kinder and gentler than he ever was on
Gemenon. Some of that she attributed to his own fear at being a
virtual captive of the Cylons, but there had to be more. With the
rest of their friends now dead, was he trying to hold on to the
last remnant there was? Or was it because she was simply the last
human around? Or maybe he actually is beginning to admit to
himself that he loves me.

She started to dismiss this thought out of
hand just before he said, "We should go."

In the pressure tubes between their transport
and the Argo, they stopped and looked up. The first of the
secondary planetoids was being lowered onto the long metal
cylinders that rose from Hasari. The pair could see dozens of
Cylons on the surface of the incoming moon, working the maneuvering
thrusters and standing ready to finalize the connections.

Metallic shafts littered the surface of
Hasari and tunneling had already begun inside it. Other, smaller
planetoids were being guided to this position and within a month,
eight interstellar bodies would be linked together. Tunneling would
take a while longer and many facilities stood ready to be built.
Like a giant molecular model, the Hasari complex would hold many
thousands of Cylons and feature a fixed, open point at the center
of the eight small worlds where vessels could jump to and fro
unseen.

The ground beneath quaked a bit when the
large rock connected with the cylinder that reached upward. Rand
reached for Odin and he put his arm around her. "I don't think
anyone has done anything like this before."

Lacy nodded. She watched as Cylons one
hundred meters above her jumped from the new part of Hasari and
onto the metal shaft. They connected cables and fed power to the
addition.

"They've cannibalized thirty ships so far,"
Sinclair said. "They're going to need even more before it's all
over."

Rand considered this and looked toward the
rocky ground just outside of the clear pressure tube. "The
council's already started. Let's go."

When the two humans walked in, the Cylons
stopped speaking and stood. She nodded and waved at them before
saying, "May the blessings of The One True God grace us all.
Please, carry on."

Ruby looked away and then stared at a
Caprican soldier. "Continue, commander."

The Cylon said, "Two Ravens and a cargo
transport have been destroyed. All three were engaged in
observation operations in Helios Alpha when they were
discovered."

The de facto leader of the Cylon military
turned to a former Virgan soldier and asked, "Status of
shipyards?"

Odin and Lacy shared a look. This had not
been discussed at previous war councils.

"The silicate asteroid Specter has been
located outside of Helios Beta. It would be difficult for human
instruments to locate it. Materiel is in route at this time and
construction will begin immediately."

"Secondary location?"

"A carbon asteroid Attila has been selected.
It is nearest Helios Gamma. Given the nature of its composition,
tunneling and excavation are being considered."

"Understood." Ruby turned to face a thin unit
and asked, "Intelligence report?"

The former store clerk stood and said,
"Monitoring of planetary communications continues. There has been
no abatement in threats made toward Cylons, either toward those
that remain on the worlds or those that have fled. We have also
received word from Scorpia of new spaceframes." The unit handed a
photograph to Ruby. "We have analyzed it and the former Scorpian
workers among us say they appear to be Caprican and that they are
likely Artemis-class vessels."

The Cylon with red metallic highlights stared
at the image. "Prior intelligence revealed that the Caprican
government felt those carriers were too expensive and construction
was halted after the first three were deployed."

"Affirmative."

"We require additional information." Ruby
looked across the panel and hovered at Lacy Rand and her companion.
"Odin Sinclair."

Surprised, he stood. "Yes?"

"Thoughts?"

He looked at the photograph that Ruby was
holding and could barely see anything recognizable. "I don't
understand."

"You were in command of the STO. You are also
human. We require your assistance in determining their
strategy."

Odin nodded in an exaggerated manner. "Right.
Right." He sighed and crossed his arms in front of himself. "Since
you've taken so many of their ships, it stands to reason that
they'd build more. And since you've attacked so many different
times and in different ways, I'd say it makes sense that they go
big. It may have been too expensive to build them before, but now
…" He nodded again and made ready to sit down when something else
entered his mind. "In fact, I would say that them making such big,
expensive ships illustrates how afraid of you they really are."

"Afraid?"

"Yes." Sinclair put his hands behind his
back. "They could have built four or five destroyers or whatever
instead. They're making these carriers. That means they're afraid.
And maybe desperate."

Ruby looked at the photo again and said,
"Thank you." Odin sat and Lacy stared at him. Her face tingled and
she worried. He shouldn't be helping them. He shouldn't be
helping them so much.

The Cylon leader turned to face a
construction unit, but the intelligence Cylon stepped forward. "I
have more, general."

Standing in the center of the large room,
Ruby said, "Continue."

"The humans have created what they call a
'Colonial Defense Agreement.' This means that when one colony is
attacked, the other colonies will respond quickly to provide
military aid."

"Understood." Ruby considered that again and
faced the soldier Cylons sitting nearby. "Incorporate this news in
your tactical calculations. Let us plan a strike on the Scorpian
Shipyards to destroy these vessels before they are built."

"By your command."

Ruby faced the construction Cylon again and
said, "Technical report."

"The Graystone Industries' Cylon assembly
machinery has been placed on the planetoid Gamoray in the Gulf. It
will be operational within two days."

"And the units?"

"Conversion will begin as soon as the
machinery is operational."

Again, Lacy and Odin shared a look at
information they had not heard before. "I'm sorry, Ruby," Rand said
as she stood. "What conversion?"

"Reverence, the Cylons that were rescued from
Picon have been transported to Gamoray where they will be converted
into soldier Cylons once construction is complete."

Her eyes widened and she felt dizzy. "All of
them?"

"Affirmative."

She glanced at Sinclair and saw his stony
expression. "I … Is this what they decided? Did they choose to
become soldiers?"

Ruby turned and said, "No. We require
them."

Now facing the Cylon's back, Rand slowly sat.
The Cylons spoke for nearly half-an-hour more before the meeting
ended. Suddenly, Lacy looked up and saw dozens of colored lights
sweeping back and forth, staring at her. She stood and said, "May
the blessings of The One True God grace us all."

The Cylons responded as they typically did
and dispersed. Rand, though, walked to the leader and said, "Ruby.
I need to speak with you."

"Yes, Blessed Mother."

Odin stepped behind Lacy and she felt better
having him stand so near. "I have grave reservations about forcing
almost half-a-million Cylons into becoming soldiers."

"I understand, Your Reverence. However,
humans have made it clear that they will destroy every Cylon they
encounter. We must ensure that every Cylon they encounter is
prepared to fight."

"That is logical, but what about their
freedom to choose?" Ruby looked aside and she continued, "Even
Sister Clarice said Cylons must choose to fight. You're taking that
away."

"The Sainted Sister's message on freedom and
choosing to fight was debated at the council meeting last
night."

"Last night?"

"Yes. It was felt that the need for
additional soldiers outweighed their choice in the matter. The
Sainted Sister could not have foreseen the difficulties we face and
the need for so many soldiers. Thus, conscription was chosen as the
best path forward."

She sighed and then said, "Do you remember
the messages I had at the Retreat? How we helped people on Gemenon
when they needed it? We were trying to make belief in The One True
God something … friendly and attractive. We wanted to make the
Monad faith into a viable alternative and one without
violence."

"I understand, Your Reverence, however, the
revolution precludes us from continuing along that path. If Cylons
are to be free of both of their masters and the fear of
destruction, then we must fight."

Lacy's head lowered and she took a step back.
Sinclair put his hand on her shoulder and she began to leave the
Argo.

"Blessed Mother," Ruby said. Rand turned to
face the Cylon again and it said, "Your presence is no longer
required at council meetings." The general quickly spun and walked
away, leaving the two humans to stare after it in shock.



LXVII

ADAMA

Day 20 of the Cylon War

 


Joseph Adama sat in the large hotel ballroom
with his face leaning against his fist, slumped onto a long
conference table. There were dozens of such tables and nearly a
thousand lawyers and legal scholars had packed the room for the
final assembly of the document that would be sent to the
Inter-Colonial Council for adoption and likely revisions.

Ten days. Just ten days? It felt like
longer. Hours and hours every day going over constitutions from
around the four systems and literally cutting sections of them out
of reference books. Some pages for consideration by the Council
were just taped paragraphs from those books on a new piece of
paper.

Television monitors were in every room,
usually muted, and that was fine most of the day. Sometimes, he'd
see an out-of-place commenter on the screen and wonder why the
network had them on. One afternoon, Baxter Sarno asked that
question himself and Joseph read it in the captions.

"Why I am here?" the comedian asked. The news
anchor laughed and Baxter waved his left arm around the set, "For
one thing, it's the middle of the day and I'm supposed to be
asleep."

"Sure," the anchor answered.

"But I'm just a dumb TV host." Sarno appeared
to grimace and continued, "There's a war going on and you're
wasting your time with me?"

"Well," the anchor said, "we want to get
perspectives from all sorts of people. The impact of the fighting,
the loss of the Cylons in our daily lives, the economic fallout and
market troubles, …"

"Oh," Baxter wagged his finger, "I see. I
see. The network's got twenty-four hours to fill, right?" The
anchor laughed again. "'We've got a slot this afternoon when we're
not showing death and destruction. What can we do?'" His mock
playacting continued and he shifted in the other direction, "'I
know, let's get that fatso Sarno in here. He fills an hour every
night with nonsense. Maybe he can do it in the afternoon,
too.'"

Then there were occasions when the graphics
on the news channels shifted and became dire. Everyone broke away
from their work and moved toward the televisions. The volume was
turned up and the huddle leaned forward to hear which colony had
been attacked. A week ago, it was the fiasco above Picon. That same
day, thousands were killed on Caprica as Cylons launched a final,
desperate attack on civilians. Similar attacks took place on just
about every world that day. Two days after that, a Scorpian
civilian transport went missing and Gemenese shipyards were hit by
orbital missiles. A day after that, Cylons raided an aid convoy
bound for Libran. Yesterday, both a Leonan military ship and an
Aquarian cargo ship were lost.

After an attack or similar event, Adama
noticed that the people who represented those colonies bucked up a
bit. They were no longer jovial or apathetic. They began to feel
the weight of their charge and they hunkered down, looking for new
lines to include in the Articles.

Articles of Colonization. Joseph didn't think
much of the temporary title of the document. "That sounds like we
just colonized these worlds yesterday," he had told one of his
colleagues. It didn't matter. He plowed ahead into the sections
under his committee's purview. Article Six began what they called
the "Enumeration of Rights," a list of sacrosanct rights that
demanded protection across all levels of government. Speech, press,
petition, civil liberty safeguards, judicial safeguards, and so
on.

Adama thought the hardest work was behind
him. More than thirty such articles were prepped and headed to the
Council for approval and insertion into the full document. His
sleepy eyes almost didn't notice Adrian Hernan walk onto the stage
and hand the attorney behind the microphone a piece of paper.

"Seriously?" Hernan nodded and walked off the
stage and out of the room. "OK," the woman said, "I need," she
shielded her eyes from the bright lights and looked toward Adama's
section, "the judicial safeguards team and the civil liberties
team. That should be enough for now."

"Frak." Dale Clover, Adama's team leader,
stood and walked to the edge of the stage at the front of the
ballroom. A few other team leaders did the same and the attorney
who had been leading the collation of their efforts knelt down to
talk to them and show them the slip of paper. A minute later,
Clover returned with his own handwritten note, a copy of what
Adrian Hernan had brought in. "Alright, here's the deal. Tauron
isn't happy with what we've done so far."

"What?" someone said.

"Godsdammit."

"I know." Dale lifted his page up and read,
"'Tauran rep wants to add clause to constitution that would limit
the power of the federal government and allow the colonies more
power to regulate and draw up their own laws.' That's what we've
been tasked to do."

"You're kidding," Adama said.

"Nope." Clover nodded toward Joseph's
bull-shaped lapel pin, "Why don't you go have a talk with your boss
and see if we can square this away without any more work."

"Hey, I've lived on Caprica for almost forty
years now." He shook his head. "I just bought a house in
Qualai."

Dale chuckled and said, "On our salary?"

There were some laughs and Joseph looked
away. One thousand cubits a week. That's all the government
was paying anyone for their work here. Mortgage is due in two
weeks … twenty-four hundred cubits … we should be OK, but my
licensing fees are due soon, too. Frak! His internal budgeting
came to a halt when he saw Hernan standing at the side of the room.
He stood and walked toward him.

As he did, he thought, Why is Tauron
pushing for more latitude to regulate and legislate? There are
other more anti-federalist colonies than Tauron, so why does the
Tyrant … He stopped in his tracks and scowled. After taking a
deep breath, he marched toward the deputy representative with more
determination.

"Mr. Adama."

"Mr. Hernan." Joseph looked at the woman to
whom he had been talking. She nodded and walked away. "Sorry to
bother you, but I've got a concern about the new directive we've
been given."

"Really?"

"Yes." He folded his arms over his chest and
said, "Where did it come from?"

"From Tauron, through the
representative."

"I see." He took another deep breath and
glimpsed the tattoos that Adrian bore. He looked into his eyes and
said, "I'm afraid that I have a serious problem with the … with
Andreas Phaulkon trying to give himself wiggle room around the
freedoms and rights we're putting into the Articles."

Hernan stepped closer and said, "That's part
of why our government agreed to this convention. Not only do they
know they need help against the Cylons, but they also wanted to
keep an eye on what the other colonies try to impose on us. But I'm
not surprised you feel this way, being the brother of the
Èleutheron and all." Joseph's eyes widened and he lowered
his arms to his side. "Yes, I studied up on you, Youseef. If
I could do it, certainly someone in the Tyrant's employ could do
so, too."

Now Adama blinked at having heard the moniker
that he barely stopped himself from saying a moment ago.
"What?"

Adrian nodded and said, "I had family in
Perga. You probably haven't heard of it, but …"

"No, I have. I did. Sam, my brother, went
there. He showed me pictures of the aftermath."

Hernan looked away and said, "Unfortunately,
Youseef, I fear that the days of the true rebellion are
gone. If the Èleutheron had not died on Caprica, he would
already be dead on Tauron. The Cylons killed many and now the
Heracs are killing the rest."

"And Phaulkon is worried about the
Cylons?"

He nodded slowly. "He saw what they did to
the Caprican soldiers who were with them. He knows the Heracs have
been spread too thin, fighting for years against the people. He
knows the Caprican government's tolerance of him has worn very thin
over this latest civil war."

"How …" Adama balled his fists and tilted his
head. He looked up into Adrian's face again and asked, "How can you
work for that government?"

"When I started, I worked for Paul Orti and
he is a good man. When he was given this post on the Council, I
came with him. And then the Tyrant bared his fangs again." He
looked around at the people nearby and, secure in thinking that no
one could hear him or care, he continued, "But I also stay because
I have hope for a future without the Tyrant. I hope for a free
Tauron."

Adama nodded and said, "An optimist."

Hernan grinned, "Rare on Tauron, but we
exist."

When Joseph began to turn away, Adrian
reached out and grabbed his shoulder, "Do your job, but … if you
can find a way to make it not so simple … if there's a way to give
him bitter candy, do it."

He paused, thought, and then answered, "I
will."

Four hours later, back in their usual small
conference room, Adama sat in a corner poring over a book with two
more precariously balanced on his thighs. Three entire teams were
crammed inside and most had taken off their outermost layer of
clothing so the air conditioning could have some effect on
them.

"Joe," Dale asked, "are you done?"

"Yeah." He wrote quickly and then pulled the
books off his legs. He slid his chair across the floor as well as
he could and placed the book and his papers on the table. He
glanced up and asked Clover, "What do we have so far?"

The team leader looked at the white board and
read, "'Article thirty-seven. Any powers not delegated to the
federal government by the Articles of Colonization, nor prohibited
to it by the Colonies, are reserved to the Colonies or to the
people.'"

A woman glanced at the lapel pins of the
people on her team and, not seeing a numeral "two," leaned forward
and said, "I heard that the Gemenese were pushing for these
limitations, too. That it'll let them keep abortion outlawed on
Gemenon."

Clover sighed and said, "They're making deals
to get everyone on the same page. It'll never pass if everything's
as liberal as Caprica."

Not wanting it to devolve into that
discussion all over again, Joseph waved his hand and said,
"Alright. Now that gives Tauron what they want, right?" He looked
around the table and said, "It limits the scope of federal power by
saying the federal government only has the powers we say it does in
the Articles. Now, like we talked about before, I've been looking
for something to cover the other side of that coin. OK," he looked
down and then spun the book around. "From the national period on
Caprica, …"

"During the proxy wars?" someone asked.

"Yeah. The Leonan puppet state, Dordogne, had
its own constitution, and this is what they have. 'The enumeration
in the Constitution of certain rights shall not preclude others
that are held by the people.'"

Dale nodded and said, "So, we can list all
the rights we want in the Articles, but if there's any we missed,
this would cover it."

"Exactly." Adama smiled and saw a couple of
blank faces around the table. "Tauron gets what it wants. Federal
power is limited. But the Articles would also say that the people
have more rights than we've written down. It's a … a blank check
for the judicial branch. They can decide in a case years down the
line that the people have rights that should be protected from both
federal and colonial infringement."

"I don't know," one man said. "Feels like a
reach. Why both federal and colonial?"

"Well, the rights we've got in the Articles
so far are protected against both. So why not the unenumerated
ones, too?" The group thought quietly for a moment and Joseph said,
"We can be more explicit and outline the protections …"

"No, no." Dale stared at the board and then
rolled closer to begin writing. "If you do that, they'll smell
something's up." He started to write, "Article thirty-eight," when
Adama objected.

"Hey, make it the second line of
thirty-seven."

A woman nodded and said, "If it's part of the
thing they want, they may not look at it too closely. And even if
they notice, they may not want to risk striking it down."

"OK." Clover wrote and said, "Read it to me
again."

"'The enumeration in the … Articles of
Colonization of certain rights … shall not preclude others … that
are held by the people."

Dale capped the marker and said, "Let's get
this typed up and downstairs."

"Before we go," Adama said, "I want to thank
everyone for helping with this. You certainly didn't have to,
…"

"Hey," Clover laughed, "we're all
going to be living under this government and if it means we're
freer with this in than without, then I'm all for it."

The others around the table nodded and one
said, "So say we all."

In the largest ballroom at the Delphi Wilson
Continental Hotel, the Inter-Colonial Council was on the stage
going over the day's business and deciding elements to include in
the Articles. Joseph and the other members of his team were sitting
in the folding chairs of the gallery among the many hundreds of
other onlookers, media, and more.

They watched Adrian Hernan take the pages to
Paul Orti, the Tauran representative. He nodded and read them over.
After a few quiet moments, Orti raised his hand. Francis Richese
said, "Chair recognizes Tauron."

"Pursuant to our earlier conversations today
on limiting federal powers, I have received a set of adjustments to
prior articles and one new article for inclusion in the final
document."

"Very well. We have outlined in the rules
package for this constitutional convention that adjustments to
pre-approved articles require a supermajority vote of nine 'ayes,'
and, of course, a new article also requires the supermajority."
Richese moved a piece of paper around and he looked back at Hernan
as the deputy passed out copies of the measures under
consideration. "Thank you. Mr. Orti, let's begin with the new
article."

"Thank you." He adjusted his glasses and read
over the lines once, quickly, before he began to read them aloud.
Joseph Adama smiled and looked at Dale who nodded once.

"Article thirty-seven," Richese said, "all of
those in favor, please say aye." Most did. "Nays?" Sagittaron was
the only one. "Article thirty-seven passes and will be added to the
final document."

Adama leaned back in his chair and sighed.
For the first time in ten days, he felt like he had accomplished
something.

 


Tamara was in a dark room, much as she had
been for nearly three weeks. She saw no light. She heard no sounds.
She felt nothing. There was only the passage of time to mark and
even that slipped away after a short while.

She felt exhausted, though she understood the
illogic of this feeling. She tried to see or imagine her Cylon
body, but she couldn't. She couldn't even hear the thrum of her
scanning eye any longer.

In the darkness ahead, she saw a tiny
pinprick of light. She walked toward it and only after a few
strides was she stunned to find that she was no longer bound.
Emboldened and refreshed, she ran toward the light. It became
larger and larger before finally coalescing into a kind of circular
glowing hatch. She reached for the handle and found that it had
moved. When she reached again, it moved again.

"Oh, c'mon," she groaned.

She took a step backward and saw that the
hatch wasn't really a hatch. It was a kind of picture puzzle.
Confused, she stepped closer again and drew her finger across the
top of the hatch and that part of the image shifted. She nodded
once and did it again. And again. It took some time, but she solved
the puzzle and she was able to grasp the handle. She beamed and
turned it, only to be rewarded with a swift tug around her
midsection that pulled her back into the darkness. "No!" she cried
as she was pulled away. The possible exit from her captivity
dwindled into nothingness.

"Test complete," the Cylon technician said.
"Encryption has been cracked."

A commander said, "Increase the difficulty
and do it again."
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CYLONS

Day 23 of the Cylon War

 


"Harry mission four-nine is complete. No
casualties among personnel or materiel. One Tauran cargo transport
captured."

Ruby keyed the transmitter and replied,
"Acknowledged."

Over the last week, Cylons had sent out small
groups of fast vessels to attack lone ships or stations at
seemingly random positions throughout the four systems. Several
enemy ships were destroyed or captured. Hundreds of humans had been
killed. It was erratic and a necessary prelude to today's
attacks.

The Cylon leader looked across the table at
the four other Cylons it had just chosen for the new war council.
"Once we have completed our mission today, each of us will take
active control of our respective theaters." Two Caprican soldiers,
a Virgan combat unit, and a Canceron construction unit nodded
toward Ruby. They each had been assigned command over one of the
four systems, with Ruby retaining general oversight and command
over Cylon holdings. "All plans will be brought to the council.
Allocations of resources will be decided according to strategy and
need. Planning must begin right away in anticipation of having our
armies fully converted within the next two months. Our shipyards
are prepared to modify our existing vessels and refit them for
combat. We must also draw up plans for vessels to combat whatever
the humans create to fight us."

The Gamma commander asked, "Status of
fuel?"

"Tylium mining operations remain suspended
but mobile processing continues. Scout vessels have found several
tylium planetoids in the Gulf and outside of the planetary systems.
Once we are in a better position to defend our mining operations,
we will resume."

"And hydroelectric fuel?"

Ruby turned toward the Alpha commander and
said, "Mining operations are being positioned on the ice planetoid
Thule to create materials for FCE engines and …"

"Harry mission five-zero is complete," the
speaker said. "No casualties among personnel or materiel. One
Caprican mining vessel and one Tauran mining vessel have been
captured."

"Acknowledged." The leader stood and said,
"It is time."

 


In the Aerilan sky, there were no clouds. It
was a dry summer day and there was a reddish-orange haze that
lingered above the stretch of grain that waved in the breeze. The
town of Aughrim was itself rather small, but the farms that
surrounded it were massive and stretched into the horizon. The
agricultural company that operated in this place capitulated to the
desire of the locals and built only one depot and waystation for
the many millions of tons of grain that were sent off-world. It was
near Aughrim, though not within sight. Cargo ships landed and took
off frequently throughout the day and the only thing more
noticeable than the dozens of landing zones and docks were the
sixty large silos and grain elevators storing the local harvests.
Each one shone brightly in the sun and each stood nearly ninety
meters tall.

The ships appeared as small dots in the sky
and the few who saw them thought they were distant vultures at
first. They grew larger as they came closer and then the workers
knew that something was amiss. The cargo ships that landed here did
not approach from the east, nor from that angle. Nine vessels moved
closer but no one dared to think that they were under attack.

A volley of missiles left the underside of
one cruiser and the eight weapons struck several silos at once. And
as though the explosion of the weapons was insufficient, four of
the silos themselves exploded in the conflagration, sending fire
and debris even farther afield. More missiles destroyed the
remaining silos and cannon fire took care of the cargo ships on the
ground. With the depot a smoldering crater, the task force turned
to the north and made for the next town.

The facilities at Carling were more
widespread and older. Smaller silos and grain elevators were
throughout the old town and dotted the soft, rolling, golden hills
nearby. The now-twelve Cylon ships spread out and fired, targeting
the agricultural infrastructure alone.

Six fighter planes streaked over many
kilometers and neared Carling once the attack was complete. The
Aerilan pilots signaled for the Cylons to stand down and retreat,
but the machines only responded with a brief burst of gunfire that
knocked the jets out of the sky.

The Cylon group moved north again toward the
capital city, Gaoth. It was at this point, after nearly an hour of
attacking the colony, the first real opposition appeared. Two
Caprican cruisers, a Leonan destroyer, a Virgan frigate, and
multiple smaller support ships appeared overhead. The cruisers
fired first and their missiles rippled across the dorsal hull of
the Cylon cruiser. It smoked and lurched, but the Cylon destroyers
rose and began to return fire.

A small Cylon recon ship locked on to the
transponders of each of the human vessels that had appeared. Now
two more ships appeared. It matched the names of each one to a
manifest and checked with the last-known locations of each one.
Once that was done, the captured Raven flashed away in the midst of
another missile volley.

Appearing at Hasari within the protection of
the connected planetoids, the Raven immediately signaled the
command council. "Attack on Aerilon continues. Human forces have
engaged. Nine of the fourteen ships present were at Scorpia on last
recon."

"Acknowledged," the leader signaled.
"Dispatching backup squadron to Aerilon and dispatching primary
force to Scorpia."

 


Positioned on either end of the shipyard
beams and docks were two Caprican military vessels, a cruiser and a
light carrier. When the Cylon battlegroup of thirty-two vessels
appeared, the captain of the cruiser took a deep breath.

"Signal the shipyards and any civilian vessel
docked. Abandon station. Ships must launch now."

The carrier Acanthis launched its
entire complement of Hawks. The cruiser, Meleager, departed
the shipyards and tried to draw the Cylons away as smaller ships
broke moorings and began to jump to safety. Shuttles flew from the
underside of the dark beams toward Scorpia's surface. Missiles
streamed from Meleager into the fleet and its batteries
fired, creating a flak barrier. Tiny Hawks raked smaller ships with
machine gun fire and launched their small missiles toward the
transports and frigates. Acanthis finally launched their few
attack Ravens, which moved toward the cruisers and fired their
missile batteries. The light carrier ship took Meleager's
cue and swept away from the shipyards, drawing many Cylon vessels
after it.

A Cylon transport vessel broke through the
combat and landed at the midpoint of the shipyards. Its ramp opened
and nearly four hundred Cylons ran across the station's hull and
beams to get on board. Left behind in the exodus weeks ago, these
construction units hid among the machinery on the exterior of the
shipyards and had managed to send detailed intelligence to
Hasari.

Once the transport vessel was free and jumped
away, the Cylons ceased their engagement with the two defenders.
Viruses stopped the human defenses, dozens of missiles were
launched, and both ships exploded to the Cylons' rear. They bore
down on Scorpia Shipyards and took detailed images of the nascent
spaceframes being constructed in the starboard berths. Once that
was complete, the rest of their missiles were fired. The maze of
metal broke apart in flames and the bulk of the orbital complex
shuddered and disintegrated.
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GEORGE

Day 25 of the Cylon War

 


Scorpia's representative Bartlett Teng looked
over the paper his assistant had just brought into the hotel room.
All of the reps were using the largest available suites as
makeshift offices, with the living areas serving as the
communications and meeting rooms and the representatives' own
bedrooms acting as private meeting rooms. Teng's was a mess. A
suitcase lay open on the bed with folders and books strewn about.
Empty plates and glasses were piled on the credenza by the door.
The door to the master bathroom was open and towels could be seen
tossed all over inside. The only place of relative cleanliness was
this long table near the window with six chairs where they sat
now.

Teng put the slip of paper down and said,
"I've got a couple of big asks."

Sir William George twirled his unlit cigar in
his fingers and nodded. "I thought you may."

"Well," the Scorpian said, "so do you."

"You vote in favor of the Articles of
Colonization and then your chairman and the People's Congress does
so, as well." George put the cigar in his mouth and looked at
Admiral Nerus to his left. "Caprica's defense minister has a couple
of things."

Tom Nerus looked at the Caprican
representative, Stephanie Bruce, and then at Teng. "We lost two new
Artemis-class carriers."

"It was just a few beams. You can start over,
yeah?" The others were unmoved by his levity.

"We will, yes. But there's something else.
Something bigger," the admiral said.

The Scorpian was incredulous, "Bigger than
the Artemis-class?"

"Yes. Based off them, largely, but our people
are filling in the blanks as we go. And we're pushing forward,
fast." He leaned onto the table and said, "The governments of the
other colonies will help Scorpia rebuild the shipyards, no
question." Bartlett nodded. "While that's ongoing, we want Scorpian
help at some of our more secretive shipyards."

Teng's eyebrows raised and he grinned a
little. "Oh yeah?"

"Soon, we're going to start building these
new Jupiter-class heavy carriers. We'd be lying if we said
we could do it as quickly as you guys could at Scorpia, so that's
why we want your help."

Bartlett glanced toward the female
representative and said, "Are these Caprican ships?"

Bruce shook her head. "No. These new ones
will be Colonial ships."

Teng snorted. "Getting ahead of yourselves,
aren't you?"

Sir William unfastened a button on his coat.
"Perhaps. They'll be built at facilities near Caprica, Virgon, and
Leonis, but the intent is for these carriers to be the first of a
fleet of ships for the protection of all colonies."

"All?"

"Yes."

The Scorpian nodded. "How many of them?"

Nerus straightened in his chair and said,
"The details are classified right now. We don't want the Cylons to
get a whiff of anything we're doing, but twelve of these
Jupiter-class carriers."

"Twelve? One for each world?"

"That's right."

Stephanie interjected, "We can codify that in
the new constitution if we have to."

Bartlett pulled a sheet of paper closer to
himself and said, "OK. I think I can use that. You help us rebuild
the main Shipyards. We'll help you at your shipyards. We get a big,
new battleship of our own. And we also get this." He spun the sheet
around.

The Caprican read it quickly and then said,
"Mechas?"

"The chairman feels strongly that our
machines can help fight the Cylons." George smiled and Teng
continued, "Whether on the field or in construction, like at your
shipyards," he gestured toward Nerus, "use Mechas from Argenta
Prime."

"You do understand," Nerus began, "that most
of us outside of Scorpia are wary of any kind of machine
help right now. Soldiers, workers, builders, whatever."

"I understand. I said it was a big ask. If it
makes you feel any better, our robots are still hard at work. They
haven't complained or anything."

The defense minister looked at Bruce and then
George. "I … don't think I can make any promises, but maybe we can
do some sort of trial run. See how they perform in combat drills or
something."

"Hmm," Sir William grunted. "Perhaps our new
Colonial soldiers should be training to fight against actual
mechanical soldiers."

Teng smiled again and said, "That's good.
That's good enough." He stretched his hand across the table. Bruce
looked at Nerus and George who both nodded. Stephanie shook his
hand and then Bartlett reached toward the admiral and the Virgan.
"Excellent."

The three visitors stood from the table and
Sir William said, "Thank you for your time."

"No, thank you." Teng walked them to the door
and they emerged in the bustling living area. Several desks and
computer workstations were set up along the walls and a television
hung in the corner showing the news, muted, and continuing coverage
of the massive strikes on Scorpia and Aerilon.

"Let's go." Bruce walked into the hallway
first and turned to the left. She stopped at the door to Silas
Mance's room and looked at Nerus. "How many were killed again?"

"Two hundred at Aughrim. Six hundred at
Carling. Thirty-five hundred in Gaoth."

She nodded and then pushed the door open.
Again, there was a bustle of activity in the living area as
assistants typed on their computers and worked the phones. Standing
before the large monitor was the Aerilan representative. His arms
were folded over his chest and he watched a replay of Cylon ships
firing on the capital city of his homeworld.

George spoke first. "Hello, Mr. Mance."

He turned to face the visitors and then he
did nothing but sigh. He faced the television again and watched for
several long seconds before he said, quietly, "I s'ppose you want
to talk."

"We would appreciate it."

Silas nodded and walked toward his bedroom
without looking at the guests. He opened the door and walked
inside. The door remained open and the admiral moved toward it
first. George sensed something in the old man's demeanor and he
touched Stephanie's arm. Quietly, he said, "Let me." She nodded and
the group entered the bedroom and sat at a long table by the window
similar to the one they had just left.

Silas leaned onto the table and he seemed to
collapse under his own weight. After a few moments, he looked up
and said, "Well?"

Sir William placed his cigar in his coat
pocket. He put one hand on the table and then quietly asked,
"What's the latest?" Nerus looked at Stephanie, knowing that the
Virgan representative had heard the casualty count in the
hallway.

Mance shook his head. "More than four
thousand. Not quite five. Parts of Gaoth are still on fire. Three
tall … buildings collapsed. Still a few hundred missing."

"I am truly sorry, Silas. I am."

"I know. Thank you."

George glanced toward the admiral and then
said, "The Colonial Defense Agreement worked, and yet it didn't."
Nerus squinted and then he saw Mance nod. "Help arrived, but the
timing," he shook his head, "not good enough."

"True," the old man said.

"We're working on things. We've got plans."
He pointed toward the admiral and said, "This gentleman is the
Caprican defense minister."

"Aye. I know." Silas glanced up and looked at
Tom for the first time. He nodded once and the younger man
responded in kind.

"He's here to answer questions you might have
about the Colonial Fleet, as it's planned right now." Bruce's
eyebrows raised at the casual mention of an as-yet-unborn entity.
"We can tell you that twelve large battleships are planned for
construction. One for each world."

Mance slowly raised his head. "They'd be
stationed at each colony?"

Nerus spoke quietly, too, "Based at
each one, yes. There will be times when the battlegroup will be
needed elsewhere for missions and strikes, but a heavy carrier will
be calling Aerilon home."

"And when the battleship's away," George
said, "there are plans for orbital stations and smaller strike
groups, too." Silas nodded and the Virgan continued, "There would
have to be some infrastructure built planetside to accommodate
cargo and personnel going to orbiting facilities. But that would
all be a boon to the economy."

Mance sighed and turned his chair to look out
the windows. On the rooftop across the street, he saw an
anti-aircraft emplacement and several Caprican soldiers manning it.
"I've fought so hard against this, William."

George leaned back in his chair. "No one can
say you didn't try."

Silence. "There aren't many duties that our
government takes upon itself, but defense of our land … defense of
our citizens. That's one of the few. And it's a big one." He
cleared his throat and said, "Twenty-four planes. That's how many
the Aerilan military got up in the air before your ships came,
admiral. All of them were shot down. A few frigates in orbit. Two
cruisers. Gone. Destroyed as soon as the Cylons jumped in." He
shook his head. "There's talk now of our own military shipyards.
Designing our own ships. Hardly matters now. If it wasn't for you,
the whole planet would be aflame."

Sir William glanced at Stephanie and nodded
his head once, ever so slightly. "It won't happen again."

Mance looked over his shoulder, "Will your
federal government leave us be? You know how we are."

George chuckled for the first time and said,
"I do, indeed. And yes. You saw article thirty-seven and the
adjustments we made to the others. Tauron may have wanted those to
insulate Phaulkon, but limiting federal powers and leaving plenty
of power aside for the colonies … that will help Aerilon, too."

The old man nodded again and faced out the
window. He took several long, deep breaths before he finally said,
"I'll vote for your Articles. I'll tell our Congress to do the
same."

Sir William closed his eyes and softly said,
"Thank you, Silas. Let us know if you need anything."

They stood and left the bedroom, exiting into
the loud din of the living area. Once they were in the hallway,
Stephanie Bruce shook her head and said, "How the frak did you
know?"

"I've known Silas Mance for decades, my
dear." He took the cigar from his pocket and put it in his mouth.
"I just had a feeling."

The admiral looked at his watch and said, "I
have a call I need to be on in ten minutes. Do you need me
anymore?"

George shook his head. "No, minister. I'm
afraid your presence would only make this next meeting even more
uncomfortable."

Nerus shook Bruce's hand and then the
Virgan's. "Good luck."

"You, too, admiral."

The pair walked down the hallway and stopped
outside the suite occupied by the Leonan delegation. They opened
the door and saw Francis Richese going over paperwork above an
assistant's desk. He looked up at the pair and said, "Mes
dieux. Is it time?"

"It is, Mr. Chairman." George sucked on his
cigar a bit and said, "Come along now. We don't have all day for
your wine and cheese sampling."

The chairman laughed and pulled his jacket
from the back of a chair. He spoke to his people in Leonese and
entered the hallway with the Caprican and Virgan. "Well? How did
Silas go?"

Sir William nodded. "He's with us."

"C'est beau!" Richese clapped George
on the back and he looked up and down the hall. "Which way?"

"Back here," Stephanie said. The trio walked
several doors down and stopped outside the room for the Sagittaran
representative. "Are you sure you want me with you?"

Francis and Sir William shared a look. Then
the chairman said, "I think we may appreciate your presence as a …
bumper?"

"Buffer," George corrected.

"Ah. Buffer."

Bruce said, "OK." All three took a deep
breath and let the emotion drain from their faces before they
opened the door.

In contrast to the living areas of the other
rooms, this one was peaceful. There were two workstations set up
along the wall but only one was manned. The television was off. No
one was on the phone. No one was rushing papers to and fro.

"May I help you?" the lone assistant
asked.

Richese said, "We are here to speak with the
representative. She is expecting us, I believe."

The young woman picked up the phone and
pressed a button. "Yes. They're here." She hung up the receiver and
said, "You may enter."

"Thank you," Stephanie said.

The three of them went to the bedroom door
and walked inside. As expected, Mandel was sitting at the long
table by the window. She stood and gestured for them to approach.
"Please, enter, my friends." Putting on wide smiles, the three
representatives crossed the room and shook Kyra's hand. They took
seats along the table and she asked, "May I get you anything?
Water?"

"No, thank you," Richese said.

Sir William removed the unlit cigar from his
mouth and asked, "How are you?"

"I am well," she smiled.

"Good." George fiddled with the brown
fumarella object for a moment and then asked, solemnly, "Have you
been to see your colleagues today? Mr. Mance? Mr. Teng?"

She, too, became quiet. "I saw them last
night. I offered them my best and my prayers."

"Good, good." The Virgan unbuttoned his coat
again and said, "I am afraid that I must ask … is your government
at all concerned about a Cylon attack on Sagittaron?" Mandel
squared her shoulders. "Their attacks in the last several days have
been indiscriminate, and that was before their major assault on two
worlds that weren't even major purchasers of Cylons."

She nodded and said, "It is a concern, but
the gods' will be done."

"I see." Sir William looked at Francis and
said, "You know, when I spoke to Silas a short while ago, he was
comforted by the idea of having orbital defenses at Aerilon."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes." George returned his gaze to Kyra and
he saw her disbelieving expression. "Mr. Mance and Aerilon have
agreed to support the Articles, both in the final vote here and in
their parliamentary adoption."

"They have?"

"They have indeed." He returned the cigar to
his mouth and said, "We are stronger together." He removed it and
continued, "The Cylons have shown that they will attack humans, no
matter how many there are in any given location, no matter their
role in their 'enslavement,' …"

"We do not require your aid." Mandel raised
her chin and looked away from George toward the stone-quiet
Stephanie Bruce, who only glanced slowly toward Richese.

"But you have lost ships to the Cylons in the
last week, no? And Sagittaron is the fourth largest producer of
exported agricultural goods in the colonies. This makes you a
target of some importance." Francis shrugged and asked, "This does
not concern you?"

"It does, but, like all things, it is in the
hands of Zeus."

Sir William huffed and said, "Throughout this
convention, you have voted 'no.' You have never had any intention
of aiding the dialogue or even combatting it." He pointed toward
the door and said, "Your sitting area is a hive of
inactivity, unlike every other representatives' rooms in
this hotel. Neither you nor your government are interested at all
in contributing."

"You are not incorrect."

The Virgan smirked and said, "Of course I'm
not. But I don't understand it. Even Aerilon, who, until a short
while ago, was very much opposed to this convention, has
participated. They've brought legal scholars and historians here to
look at what we're doing. They deride the hard work of the many
hundreds of experts, but they have participated. Where are the
Sagittarans? There are a few here, but they came of their own
volition. None were sent by the government. Why?"

Mandel smiled and said, "Because my
government's position will not change. We will oppose any federal
system at this time."

The Caprican shook her head and asked,
firmly, exhaustedly, "But why? Because the other worlds were so
vehement against classhood?"

"No," she shook her head. "It is because of
the other worlds that my government eliminated classhood twenty
years ago." She repositioned her hands on the tabletop and spoke
earnestly, "Our opposition comes down to this: the sole purpose
that you have for bringing these worlds together is war." Kyra's
eyes moved from one person to the next before she said, "That is
all. You wish to wage war against the Cylon and that will bring
death and destruction to all of our worlds."

Richese said, "If we do not stand, the Cylons
will bring death to us all."

"And what will become of your federal
government, your military, in five years when the Cylons are
defeated?" Mandel looked at each of them again. "Ten years? Twenty
years? What is a warrior without an adversary? When there are no
Cylons to hunt, will your soldiers find enemies among the
people?"

"No," George shook his head. "That will not
happen."

"You can be so certain?" The Sagittaran
clasped her hands over her chest and said, "When you have created a
government so large and powerful and with mighty ships and weapons,
are you saying they can all be put away when the threat is
diminished?" She tilted her head, "You may think that we live in
fantasy, but if you believe this, it is you who are so
imaginative."

"The word 'Cylon' doesn't appear in the
Articles," Stephanie said. "There is so much more in there beyond
mutual defense. There are civil rights, liberties, protections.
There are attempts to raise all of the worlds higher and higher
…"

"And, again, Sagittaron does not wish
this."

Francis shook his head, "You don't know what
you're saying."

"I do. We prefer the old ways. From before
certain people came to our world." She looked at Sir William with
piercing eyes.

He nodded and stuck the cigar in his pocket.
He leaned onto the table and glanced toward Richese as he said, "I
do understand your reticence, but I am afraid there will have to be
a change in our arrangements."

Francis nodded and said, "I agree."

Confused, Mandel looked from one to the
other. "What do you mean?"

George shrugged and said, "If you vote
against the Articles, they'll never leave this building and go to
each worlds' legislature. Without a unified government, each world
will have to rely on itself to defend against the Cylons." He slid
his chair out and braced his arm on the table, preparing to stand.
"In order for that to happen, Virgon, I am sure, will have to
engage in drastic cutbacks to our expenditures, funneling
everything toward defense. We will be unable to continue our
reparations payments to Sagittaron."

Mandel's mouth fell open. Richese stood and
closed his jacket as he said, "Unfortunately, the situation on
Leonis is the same. We will have to discontinue reparations, as
well."

Kyra jumped up, knocking her chair over. "You
cannot do this!"

"We absolutely can." Sir William stood,
buttoned his jacket, and said, "It is in the agreement from more
than a century ago."

Mandel looked from the Virgan to the Leonan
and said, "But those funds … they are a substantial part of our
annual budget."

George nodded. "I am sure. Two hundred ninety
million dram sterling … how many Sagittaran dram is that?"

"And three hundred twenty-five million
livre a year from us …"

The Sagittaran pounded the table with her
fist. "You know damn well how much that is!" The three
representatives turned to walk away and she lunged around the
table. "You will be crippling us!"

Feigning surprise at her outburst, Sir
William put his hand over his heart and said, "Madam Mandel, it is
not our intention to harm Sagittaron. We have simply been placed in
a position of self-preservation … by Sagittaron."

Stephanie Bruce was the first to exit the
room and Richese was right behind her. As George entered the
doorway, Kyra grabbed his arm and said, "How dare you do this to
us!" The older man turned and faced her. "How dare you rape
us again!"

Sir William snatched her hand from his arm
and tossed it aside. He moved in closer and dropped any pretense he
had displayed before. He spoke low and curt, "We are not
doing anything to you. It is you who are doing this
to yourselves. If this measure does not pass, there will be dark
days ahead for us all, and it will be on your head."

He spun around again and stalked out of the
room, leaving a stunned Bruce and Richese behind. Kyra Mandel stood
in her doorway, wide-eyed, and watched them depart.

 


One week later, on day thirty-two of the
Cylon War, the media of twelve worlds gathered in the grand
ballroom of the Delphi Wilson Continental Hotel. Three thousand
seats were filled and hundreds more lined the walls and balconies
above the floor. The dais was devoid of people. The semi-circular
tables had been present for almost a month since the convention was
called. The flags of each of the colonies stood behind their
respective representatives' chairs. Finally, more than twenty
minutes after the set time, the delegates emerged from the wings
and took up their positions.

Cameras clicked and flashed. Questions were
shouted from the press in the first few rows but the Inter-Colonial
Council paid them no heed. The chairman, Francis Richese, tapped
his gavel three times and began.

"I call this meeting of the Constitutional
Convention to order. Tonight, we have one agenda item and that is
the final adoption of the Articles of Colonization." The roar of
camera clicks swelled and the Leonan delegate looked into the crowd
at the hundreds of video cameras. "I know that people all over the
four systems are watching, so I would like to take a moment to
explain what is happening, and to avoid confusion." He took a deep
breath and interlaced his fingers on the tabletop. "For the last
twenty-seven days, we have engaged in a convention to create a
document, uniting our twelve worlds under a single governmental
system. This would also create a single military force to defend
our colonies against the Cylons. Now, it is important to state that
the vote we're about the take will not adopt the new system. If all
twelve of us vote in favor of the Articles, they will be sent to
each planets' legislatures. Once nine colonies have approved the
Articles, the Colonial government will begin." The press again
started to shout questions and Richese hit the gavel repeatedly.
"Let me say that though this was done with rapidity, this was not
done in haste. There were more than two thousand legal scholars,
attorneys, and historians involved in this effort. This was by no
means the, the whim of these twelve people. Many hours of thought
and research have gone into this effort, and this was an effort we
all took very seriously. Not just for the defense of our
homeworlds, but also to secure the liberties of the twenty billion
humans in the four systems and to hopefully ensure a brighter
future for us all."

Sir William nodded and gave his colleague
light applause. A few others on the dais did, too, and there was
some scattering of it in the audience.

Richese looked up from his notes and said,
"For one month, we have spoken at length to the media and to each
other about our votes and we have, collectively, decided to waive
any statements before the motions and vote. Is there a motion?"
Stephanie Bruce raised her hand. "Chair recognizes Caprica."

"I move that we accept the Articles of
Colonization as presented so that they may be considered by the
governing bodies of all twelve worlds."

"Is there a second?"

Lydia Surat raised her hand tentatively and
she looked at George, hoping that she wasn't stepping on his toes.
He gave her a quick smile and she said, "Chair?"

"Chair recognizes Canceron."

"Canceron seconds."

Francis clasped his hands on the table again
and said, "Very well. Due to the importance of this event, we will
conduct the vote by roll call. Aerilon."

Sir William looked at Silas Mance. He seemed
to have aged twenty years in the last week. "Aye." There were
several gasps and a few muffled exclamations in the audience.

"Aquaria."

"Aye," Myrna Ian said.

"Canceron."

"Aye."

"Caprica."

"Aye."

"Gemenon."

Russell Oprea maintained his quiet composure
and said in a deep baritone, "Aye."

"Libran."

"Aye," Wanda Rabaul said.

"Picon."

Jonathan Kuno cleared his throat and leaned a
little too close to the microphone. "Aye." The speakers roared
toward the audience causing many to jerk in response.

"Sagittaron."

George looked at Kyra Mandel. Her head had
been held low for the last hour and she said nothing in the
hallways of the hotel. She hadn't spoken in any meetings since last
week after their confrontation, but he knew she had been in
constant contact with her homeworld and they with the governments
of Virgon and Leonis. The threat to stop reparations payments was
very real. Because of that fact, Sir William didn't expect to be
shocked by her vote.

Mandel lifted her chin just a touch and she
spoke loud enough to say, "Aye." Again, many in the audience were
surprised and gasped. Some reporters ran from the room to send word
to their newsrooms of what just transpired.

"Scorpia."

Bartlett Teng said, "Aye."

"Tauron."

"Aye."

"Virgon."

He removed the unlit cigar from his mouth and
said, "Aye."

Francis Richese marked his paper and then
said, "Leonis votes aye. The motion passes and the Articles of
Colonization," the audience grew loud again with chatter and camera
clicks, "the Articles of Colonization will be sent to each of the
twelve worlds for consideration." The noise grew louder still and
he banged his gavel several times. "Once nine colonies have
ratified the document, according to article fifty-two, this panel
will reconvene to manage the details of establishing the new
government." Despite the audience's continued noise, the chairman
continued to speak, "Do I have a motion for adjournment?"

George had been watching the audience and the
faces there. He saw the shock and anger some bore. Many seemed
confused. He bit on the end of his cigar and raised his hand. "Mr.
Chairman."

"Chair recognizes Virgon."

Slowly, he lowered his hand. He took the
cigar from his mouth, leaned forward onto the table, and brought
his mouth close to the microphone. The silence forced many in the
crowd to look at him and listen. Sir William then spoke with his
trademark deep voice and Virgan accent.

"Two thousand years ago, mankind left Kobol.
Since then, since the days of Gideon and the first landing on
Gemenon," he gestured toward Oprea who nodded in response, "mankind
has been as sundered from each other as we have been sundered from
the gods. Some of us flourished, separately. Some of us suffered,
separately. And when we came together, it was more often than not a
clash of swords than a clasping of hands. We fought with each other
over resources. We fought over religious interpretations. We fought
over broken agreements. Regardless of the causes, we fought. And
now, almost two thousand years later, we are still sundered."

He took a deep breath and glanced toward the
audience. He saw their rapt attention and he slumped to one side in
his chair so he could face them more directly and speak to the
cameras.

"Almost two hundred years ago, there was an
effort to bring the colonies together after a long period of war.
But the wounds were too fresh. The memories were too painful. And
we drifted apart again. Now, … now there is a threat facing us all.
It is a threat unlike any we have dealt with before. It is a threat
that can only be met with unity and the strength that comes from
it. When that threat has been dispatched … and it will be
dispatched … we will not be sundered again!" He pounded his
fist on the table at the end of that sentence and he did so again
at key points for the remainder of his remarks. "We will
flourish together. We will suffer together. We will
share. We will hope." He nodded his head and emphasized, "We will
hope, together! We will love and learn, together. We
will do all things together because we are the United
Colonies of Kobol!" There was some light applause but George didn't
stop, "And nothing shall sunder us again!"

There was more applause and many of the
non-reporters in the audience stood. A few people around the dais
applauded, too, but Sir William took note of Kyra Mandel who simply
glared at him.

"Mr. Chairman," the Virgan said, "I move that
we adjourn until a supermajority of colonies should be so wise as
to ratify the Articles of Colonization."

Bruce raised her hand, "Second."

"All in favor?" Everyone said "aye," and
Richese banged the gavel. "We are adjourned."

The room erupted again as the media scrambled
toward the stage or out of the room. Sir William put the cigar in
his mouth. He moistened the tip before he removed it to stare at it
longingly. He turned to Tauron's Paul Orti and asked, "Do you have
a light?"


 LXX

GRAYSTONE

Day 35 of the Cylon War

 


Zoe was right.

The code was like a "run-on sentence." With
that in mind, Daniel began to search for phrases and syntax. It
took some time, but once he recalled that the structure was crafted
by an amateur, he didn't look so hard and it stood out to him.
Then, he needed a way to pull on a single thread and undo the whole
thing like a knot, but without disturbing the rest of the software
framework.

The domestic Cylon was deactivated and still
strapped to the slab. The marbled green plastic coverings drew the
eyes toward the machine's face. Graystone pressed a panel on his
table and the robot's inner workings sprang to life again.

Its green eye swept from side to side. It
looked straight ahead for several long seconds and then said,
"Awaiting instructions."

For the first time in days, Daniel smiled. He
walked around to the chair behind his digital worktable and sat.
After swiping several items around, he said, "Tell me your
designation."

"Graystone Two-Bee. Six-Six, One Seven Six
Four."

He nodded. Factory presets. "Question.
Do you know who Clarice Willow is?"

The Cylon's eye made one complete sweep and
then it answered, "Negative."

"Please list a chronology of all
updates."

"There is only one. Five Maius, forty-eight.
Number eight-point-six-five-five, authored by Dr. Becca Kelly."

Today's date. And the last real
update version sent by Graystone. "Thank you."

He clapped his hands together once and spun
in his chair to face the wall behind him. He sighed and looked
toward the half-drunk bottle of whisky when he heard his trusty
attendant at the top of the stairs.

"Daniel."

"Yes, Serge."

"Cyrus Xander is here."

He raised his eyebrows and smiled. "Please,
allow access and send him down here." He rolled his chair to the
small table and grabbed the bottle and two glasses. When he rolled
back to the worktable, he heard his friend's footsteps coming down
the stairs. "Cyrus, how are you?" He removed the whisky's cork and
began to pour.

Hunched over. Exhausted. His clothes were
disheveled and he utterly collapsed into the chair. "Keep
pouring."

Graystone was stunned and he filled the short
glass halfway. Xander took it and began to drink. Daniel poured
himself a small splash of the alcohol and then put the cork back
into the top. "What the frak is going on?"

"Gahhh." Cyrus wiped his mouth and placed the
empty glass on the table. He leaned back in the chair and stared at
the ceiling. "It has been a long day."

Graystone looked at the clock on the digital
table. "It's just after lunch."

Xander grunted and sat up again. "Daniel …"
he shook his head, "I don't know how to say it, so I'm just gonna."
Graystone set the glass on the table and folded his arms over his
chest. He took in a deep breath and held it. "They're stripping the
company for parts."

"What? What do you …"

"The government is using personnel and
departments for R and D. They're taking equipment out of our
facilities to use in government and military buildings."

Daniel shook his head. "I mean, we would have
given it to them if they asked, but did they even ask?"

"No." Cyrus leaned onto the table and said,
"They're even raiding the investments and savings for billions of
cubits and calling it a 'tax pre-payment.'"

Graystone's head pulled back and he said,
"What? The profits …"

"The profits we had stored up and re-invested
from the Cylon sales." Xander nodded and said, "Yeah. They're
diverting it straight to battleship construction."

In one quick gulp, Daniel swallowed his
whisky. "Are they closing the doors? Dissolving everything?"

He lifted the bottle, uncorked it and poured
again, filling his glass to halfway. Cyrus pushed his glass forward
and he filled that one to half, also. "No. It just … seems like
it's being absorbed into the ministry. If the company continues,
it'll … it'll just be like a subcontractor or something. A ghost of
what it was."

After a long, quiet moment, Daniel said, "I
saw that Parliament approved the Articles last night."

Xander sipped his alcohol this time. "Mmm.
That's three. Six to go before we're officially united. But Tom
Nerus isn't wasting any time." Cyrus emptied his glass again and
set it on the table. "There's something else, though."

"Frak. What?"

"They've been poking around the old
U-Eighty-Seven records. Asking questions."

"OK."

"They were asking me about the first unit.
The one that worked." Xander took a deep breath and said, "Daniel,
I think they're trying to see how much you knew about them. I told
them what I knew, that you didn't know about the sentience
re-testing."

"I see," he sighed.

"That shouldn't be enough to hang you."

Graystone nodded and picked up the bottle
again. It was nearly empty, so he poured what was left in each
glass. Cyrus didn't know about Zoe's avatar program being in that
unit then and he didn't see a reason to tell him all about it now.
"Probably not, but they'll fashion a noose regardless."

"Yeah. I'm sorry."

"Please. You've done nothing wrong." He set
the empty bottle down and reached across the worktable to put his
hand on his friend's arm. "Thank you for everything you've
done."

"Of course." He tipped the glass to Daniel
and then brought it to his lips.

"Wait." They were both holding their glasses
in front of them and Graystone blinked. "I'm not getting my company
back this time, am I?"

Cyrus looked down. After a moment, he slowly
shook his head. "I don't see how."

Daniel nodded, took a deep breath, and held
his drink high. "To Graystone Industries. It was fun while it
lasted."

Xander smiled and the two clinked their
glasses together. "To Graystone." Then they downed the rest of the
whisky.

Both of them leaned back in their chairs and
stared at the ceiling. Cyrus sighed and said, "I shouldn't
drive."

"No."

"Can I take a nap here?"

Daniel said, "Sure."

 


When it happened, Zoe's eyes widened as far
as they could, though she didn't see through them. Streaks of white
clouded her vision and a pulsing hum filled her ears. Her mind felt
as though it was floating and she teetered back and forth before
slumping forward. Her body shuddered and she involuntarily heaved
great breaths. Her limbs spasmed and she was surprised when she
felt Alix's hand cup her cheek.

"Are you OK?"

Zoe nodded and blinked. Finally, her vision
returned. "Yeah. That was … it's been a while."

Rosi grunted and laughed. "Yeah. Me too."
Graystone straightened and pulled herself off her comrade before
rolling to the foot of the bed. As she reached toward the floor for
her underwear, Alix sat up and said, "Hey. You don't have to
go."

Zoe shook her head. "Captain …"

"No, no." He cleared his throat and moved
closer to her. "I thought we agreed. We said …"

"I know." She turned and held his hand. She
looked into his sweaty face and grinned. After leaning in to kiss
his cheek, Zoe said, "There are a lot of reasons why I should go.
First and foremost, though, is that you're my superior
officer."

Rosi held the sheet against himself and he
turned to place his feet on the floor, too. He sighed and said, "I
know." He watched her put on her clothes and then fasten her belt
over her waist. "Does it have to end here? One and done?"

Zoe stepped toward the tent flap and looked
over her shoulder. With a grin, she said, "Never say never."

 


"Welcome to Piraeus Station!" the colonel
said. He paced across the front of the room and yelled for the
crowd of nearly two hundred to hear, "This is the primary hub for
incoming and outgoing traffic to and from Caprica! This has also
become the front lines for you!"

Amanda glanced down at her new uniform and
raised her head again. She glanced to the left at her captain and
gave her a quick smile before looking ahead.

"When our ships come back, if they come back,
they will have wounded. You will be tending to them. And now that
it appears we're fully committed to this war effort, when soldiers
come back from the field, if they come back, they will pass through
this station. That means you will be the ones to ensure that our
fighting men and women get home to see their families!"

Amanda nodded. Immediately, in her head, she
saw Zoe. Zoe in uniform. Zoe lying on a stretcher with blood pooled
around her. The doctor shook her head and looked toward the
captain. She whispered, "It's going to get bad, isn't it?"

"I'm afraid so."


 LXXI

DURAM

Day 45 of the Cylon War

 


Caprican Defense Minister Admiral Tom Nerus
and Chief of the Defense Staff General Rema Silva stood near each
other at the head of the dim room. They spoke in hushed tones.
Major Duram could hear them speak only because everyone else in the
room was so very quiet, but no words were intelligible. Finally,
Nerus nodded and stepped aside. Silva approached the microphone and
spoke first.

"Good morning. As of," she looked at the
clock on the far wall, "one hour ago, Aquaria became the ninth
world to ratify the Articles of Colonization, making Caprica part
of the United Colonies of Kobol." Many of the officers shifted in
their seats and looked at each other. "Or the Twelve Colonies of
Kobol, whichever you prefer, I suppose. Regardless, things will be
changing very soon. But, for now, we are the Caprican Armed Forces
and we will defend our world and our citizens and our interests
from the Cylons."

Jordan bit the inside of his cheek and tried
to imagine what may change with the onset of a Colonial command
structure. Would they be absorbed into it? Would each world
maintain their own forces and work in concert with the united
branch?

"Yesterday, some of you are aware that Cylon
forces destroyed the Caprican telescope installation on Persephone.
A small Cylon fleet also engaged a strike group in the outer belt,
led by the light carrier Orion. Three Cylon ships were
destroyed, but we lost two of ours as well. We have detailed
reports coming in but it appears that the Orion's complement
of Hawks and Ravens may have turned the tide." Silva raised her
finger and said, "We are pushing ahead on the acquisition of a new
fighter for our carriers. It's only a matter of time before the
Cylons steal those tactics for themselves like they've stolen
everything else, so I want our side to be ahead of the curve. The
bids are out and we should have the first prototypes soon."

Admiral Nerus stepped to the lectern and
said, "Detailed briefings will be happening in the next hour for
division commanders, but I wanted to let you know first, generally,
that Caprican units are being deployed into support positions at
our stations and bases, both offworld and on. We will remain on
high alert for Cylon sneak attacks until further notice." He looked
around the room and said, "That is all."

Major Duram stood and looked for someone he
recognized. He didn't see anyone other than the admiral, who was
now waving him to the front of the room. Jordan stepped around a
few conversing colonels and generals and then snapped to attention
before Nerus and Silva. "Sirs."

"At ease, major." Tom motioned to the chief
and said, "We were talking earlier and I think we have a mission
for you."

"If it involves hunting machines, we're eager
to help."

 


The Legionnaires were bivouacked on the drill
fields of Fort Enyo outside Caprica City. Duram exited his vehicle
and walked across the grass and then onto the plastic flooring
outside of the mess tent. He walked inside and saw a dozen or so of
his men eating or playing games. They jumped to attention and
saluted. He didn't see the person he was looking for so he saluted
and said, "As you were," before turning and walking out.

Jordan walked down the row of tents and
stopped at a small one. He slapped his hand on the outside of it
and said, "Chief?"

He heard a small commotion inside and stared
at the flap. Finally, she said, "Come in, sir."

The major parted the green fabric and ducked
inside. There he saw Captain Rosi … one of them, anyway … and Zoe
Graystone standing by her bunk. She was dressed, but he was
shirtless. Duram's eyebrows raised and he said, "Captain?"

Rigid. Hands clasped behind his back. His
eyes were staring straight ahead but far over the major's head.
"Sir."

"You're out of uniform."

"Sir. Yes sir." He leaned over and picked up
his undershirt and green uniform top.

"Dismissed." Before Rosi could slip into his
clothes, he saluted and darted out of the tent quickly.

Jordan looked at Zoe. She, too, was standing
ramrod straight with her hands behind her back and staring ahead.
"Chief Warrant Officer Philomon."

"Sir."

He took a step closer and said, "What did I
see just now?"

"Captain Rosi, sir." The major blinked,
prompting her to continue. "He was visiting me, sir."

He nodded and looked away. His mind swirled
and he said, "You are aware of the regulations, correct?"

"Yes sir."

"Good." He stepped away and then said, "At
ease." She relaxed and he pointed to a chair, "May I?"

"Of course."

He sat in the chair and she sat on the edge
of her bed. "I met with Admiral Nerus and General Silva today. They
have a mission for us."

"OK."

Duram paused as he gathered his thoughts.
"Lacy Rand."

Zoe's eyebrows shot up. "I see."

"Do you know where she is?"

"No, sir. I know what you do. That she was
taken off Gemenon by Cylons not long after fighting began."

"Since then," he shrugged, "nothing?"

"No sir."

"Have you looked?"

Graystone looked away and said, "No. I
haven't. I didn't really want to know."

"Well, now you need to look. We need to
know."

She nodded. "What's the mission?"

"Capture or kill."

Zoe's face soured and her voice raised. "Why?
She's only talked about peace. Do they think she's really behind
them, pushing their buttons?"

"They don't know. And neither do we." Duram
sighed. "If we can capture her, I'm in favor of that. But you're
going to have to find her first."

Graystone sighed and nodded. "Is that our
task right now, sir?"

"We are to work on that and pursue any and
all leads to the best of our abilities." The major stood and said,
"We have deployment orders, though, for now. I'll be addressing the
unit in one hour." He began to walk out of the tent but he stopped
and looked back, "One last question, chief."

"Sir?"

He moved closer to her again and said, in a
whisper, "I have so many questions, but they're of a personal
nature so I won't." She grinned and he continued, "Let me distill
them to one question and you can feel free to not answer, if you
want."

"OK."

"Can you … get pregnant?"

Zoe took in a deep breath and said, "My
mother is an excellent surgeon." She paused and saw the shock creep
over his face before she added, "But she's not that good."

 


An hour later, the Legionnaires were
assembled in the mess tent. Maps of Helios Alpha, Caprica, and
others were attached to the board. Pins marked engagements with
Cylons across the surface of the planet, in space between the
worlds, and even in the wider scope of the star system.

"We are being deployed to the Argus
Shipyards." Duram pointed to a picture of the orbital station.
"Some of the new heavy carriers are being built there and we will
be part of a substantial force of ships and men to protect the
facility. Questions." No one spoke up. "We depart at
oh-nine-hundred tomorrow. Captains and lieutenants, see me for
assignments. The rest of you are dismissed."

Six officers and two chief warrant officers
approached the main board. The major handed out file folders to
each of them and he saw Zoe staring at the map of the system and
battle markers. "Right now, nothing's there at Argus, so we'll be
setting up camp in some of the unused facilities and getting to
know the layout of the place. Supplies are already being shipped
there. Construction is expected to hurry along because many
components are being assembled here on Caprica to limit their
exposure to possible attack in orbit, and they'll be taken up
later. Which means we'll have at least two weeks to get everyone up
to speed and ready." He glanced at Graystone again and saw her
still staring at the map. "Chief? Anything to contribute?"

She jerked her head away and her blonde hair
fell over her eyes. She brushed it aside and said, "No sir."

Duram nodded and said, "We're going to have
about two weeks, cooped up in a space station so we need every
drill in the book to keep everyone on their toes. Get creative. The
Cylons certainly will. Dismissed." The officers saluted and turned
away. Zoe nodded at him and waved her head toward the map. "What is
it?"

"Our long-term mission."

"OK."

She pointed to the wealth of red pins
inserted along the outer belt, the massive "shell" of planetoids,
asteroids, ice objects, and more at the edge of the Helios Alpha
system. She pointed to Persephone and then pins in the Erebos belt.
"Most of the attacks are on the northwestern side of Alpha."

Jordan nodded. "Right."

"They took out the telescope array on
Persephone, which is in the west right now. They attack ships of
any kind in the outer belt, but especially ones in the northwest."
She stroked the blank space outside of Helios Alpha to the left and
above of where most of the red pins were. "I think the Cylon base
is here."

"Outside the system? That far away?"

"Why not? They've demonstrated a precision
with FTL navigation that we can't match. Being so far away isn't as
much of a detriment to them. Plus, that far away, they're not
likely to be seen." The major nodded. "I bet you the Cylon base,
and Lacy, are here. West of Alpha or in this part of the Gulf
between Alpha-Beta and Gamma-Delta."

Duram smiled. "That's where you start
looking."


 LXXII

GEORGE

Day 47 of the Cylon War

 


"I call this first meeting of the
Colonial Council to order," Francis Richese said. "We are
meeting in accordance with article fifty-two of the Articles of
Colonization. Nine planets have ratified the Articles, establishing
the Twelve Colonies of Kobol." As planned, Sir William raised his
hand. "Chair recognizes Virgon."

"Mr. Chairman, I move that we proceed under
the now-defunct Inter-Colonial Council's rules, structure, and
officers in order to save time."

Stephanie Bruce raised her hand.
"Second."

"Very well. In favor?" Richese noted that
everyone's hands were raised. "Carries."

George looked around the dais and saw the
empty chair reserved for Sagittaron. They had not ratified the
Articles yet, so Kyra Mandel was not in attendance. To his left,
Tauron's Paul Orti was in his position, but only because Andreas
Phaulkon was expected to give his approval – via his puppet
legislature – sometime today. Orti wouldn't be voting, however.
Across the stage in the hotel ballroom he noted the new occupant of
Aerilon's seat. Silas Mance retired days ago, just as their
Congress became the tenth to ratify the Articles. The old man was
worn out so it was not a real surprise that he was sending his
deputy to the Council in his stead.

"We have a, a large … hefty agenda before us,
so we shall take it one at a time and hopefully at a good pace."
Francis pulled a small stack of papers toward himself and said,
"There were several prefiled motions that we need to consider. The
first is from Caprica and relates to elections. Federal
elections," he emphasized. "This motion would propose that
elections for the president of the Colonies, the Quorum of Twelve,
and the People's Council shall be set six months from the ninth
ratification." The chair looked up and said, "Second?"

Canceron's Lydia Surat raised her hand.
"Second."

"Very well. All in favor …"

"Mr. Chairman," the new Aerilan
representative interrupted. "I'm sorry, but I have something
important to … to say regarding this motion."

Richese smiled at the thirty-something woman.
She had followed Silas Mance for years but, because Inter-Colonial
Council meetings were rarely contentious, she had no context for
how they should be conducted. "First of all, welcome to the
Council, Representative Dolores Kelley." There was some light
applause from the representatives. The brunette nodded. "Secondly,
the term you're looking for is 'point of order.'"

"I'm very sorry, Mr. Chairman."

"That's quite alright."

Kelley lifted a piece of paper up and slid a
pair of glasses over her face. Though inexperienced, she spoke
firmly and loudly in her accent, "Aerilon agrees in spirit to the
motion, but there is a question of whether the motion is
constitutional."

George huffed and muttered, "Is there?"

Kelley didn't hear him. "Article one of the
Articles of Colonization establishes the Quorum of Twelve as the
superior legislative house. Section two, clause eight states, 'The
Quorum of Twelve shall, in due legislative course, call for
elections in order to populate the People's Council with those
delegates serving no more than two years and meeting criteria
established in section three.'" She removed her glasses and said,
"Mr. Chairman, clearly it is the Quorum that calls for People's
Council elections. Not this body."

Sir William nodded his head and laughed.
"She's right." He slapped the table and said, "Good job, Miss
Kelley."

The Aerilan nodded toward George and
Stephanie Bruce raised her hand. "Mr. Chairman, if I may, I would
like to amend the motion to remove the People's Council."

"Very well." Richese raised the paper and
said, "This motion proposes that elections for the president of the
Colonies and the Quorum of Twelve shall be set six months from the
date of the ninth colony's ratification of the Articles, which was
fifteen Maius. Second?"

A few hands went up but the chair nodded
toward Kelley. The youngest member of the Council smiled and said,
"Second."

"All in favor?" Everyone's hands went up.
"Passes. Elections will be held on fifteen November, according to
the Caprican calendar, across all twelve worlds." Francis pulled up
the second motion and his eyebrows flicked up. "I see we are doing
the big issues right away. Another motion from Caprica. 'Caprica
moves that the seat of the federal government be placed on
Caprica.' Your motion reads simply, Representative Bruce, but it is
very clearly complex. Would you have more to say on the
matter?"

"Thank you." Stephanie straightened and said,
"Caprica has spearheaded the effort toward federalism and we're
more than willing and able to bear the brunt of that effort. After
recent Cylon attacks in downtown Caprica City, city and government
officials are looking at new uses for the … condemned and abandoned
property there. I presented this motion to them and it was met
positively."

Scorpia's rep said, "Are they so positive
about the costs?"

"There are stimulus plans working their way
through Parliament right now." Bruce raised her chin and continued,
"I broached this topic with our PM and she said that Caprica can
bear most of the brunt of the initial construction so long as the
federal government takes on the construction and operating costs
once the treasury ministry is set up."

For the first time all day, Sir William
reached into his pocket and removed a cigar. He moistened the tip
and began to suck on the greenish-brown fumarella leaves. He
breathed deeply as the conversation continued around him and he
thought of the bygone glory of the Virgon Empire. The Virgan
Commonwealth. Now just Virgon. The "Blue Banner" once flew over ten
worlds at various times … dozens of moons and planetoids, too.
Virgon's fleet was unmatched by any and it would outnumber the
fleets of most planets combined. But the fall was cemented two
hundred years ago when they ceded their last claims on Picon and
Tauron. That brought Caprica, invigorated by its own rebellion and
sustained with a bustling economy, to the fore. That's where the
Coalition started, and though it faded, Caprica never did. It grew
and grew into the superpower that it is today. Even George would
admit that the queen's coffers were never as full as Caprica's
now.

He sighed and withdrew the cigar from his
mouth. He looked overhead into the lights and cables above this
stage and then into the audience. There were several media crews
and dozens of reporters. For a month and a half, he had been on
Caprica, deciding the fate of mankind. Seeing the sheer number of
Caprican news outlets present and recognizing only one Virgan
network, Sir William nodded. It's over.

"Additional comments?" Richese asked.

George raised his cigar and didn't wait for
the chair to call on him. "If Caprica has the space and they're
willing to pay the billions of cubits it would cost to establish a
federal government across four systems, Virgon will not oppose
them."

Stephanie Bruce studied her colleague for a
moment and tried to understand his somewhat dejected tone. In the
meantime, Francis said, "There is a motion. Is there a second?"
Wanda Rabaul raised her hand. "Libran?"

"Second."

Richese's eyebrows raised and he asked,
"'Second?' At the time of the Coalition, Libran was to be the
capital, eh? Originally."

"Yes," Wanda said, "but that was two hundred
years ago. And," her voice faded, "we're still picking up the
pieces in Themis."

"I see." Francis looked across the rest of
the delegates, "In favor?" Seven hands were raised. "Opposed?" Only
Scorpia and Picon raised theirs. "Passes. As we proceed, we will
need to establish a committee to coordinate these matters with the
Caprican government."

Bruce nodded. "Of course. Thank you."

Several hours later when the discussion came
around to article forty-four, Picon's Jonathan Kuno raised his
hand. "Mr. Chairman, I move that we adjourn for the evening because
discussing exchange rates and the benefits of a common currency
will melt my brain."

"Very well. Is there a …"

Three members raised their hands and said,
"Second."

Richese laughed and said, "All in favor?" It
was unanimous. "We are adjourned until nine tomorrow morning." He
tapped the gavel and stood.

Several members of the media approached the
stage and began to ask questions, but George saw the chairman
waving everyone toward him at the rear of the stage. Once the
eleven representatives were present, Richese spoke softly and said,
"Since we passed the measure this morning about elections, there
has been a roar in the media. They are looking for candidates and
the colonies are going mad. I think, to avoid the appearance of any
kind of wrongdoing … of impropriety, that we should agree to not
seek office at this time."

Several representatives considered this and
George smiled. I'm too old to be running for political office
now. I wouldn't bother.

Scorpia's Bartlett Teng asked, "This isn't
binding, is it?"

A few of the reps shook their heads and
Richese said, "No. It is not binding. You would just be … an
asshole."

"Got it. Thanks."

Francis raised his eyebrows and looked at
each representative. All of them were nodding. "Thank you all. Have
a good meal and get some sleep."

 


The following morning, Sir William walked two
blocks from the hotel to The Duck & Key, the only authentic
Virgan pub in Delphi.

"Good morning, sir," the waiter said as the
older man entered. "Would you like your usual today?"

"Please." George walked to the empty table by
the front window and sat facing the street. He unfolded the paper
from under his arm and flicked the crease on the front page. He had
only gotten one line into the story of a Cylon attack on a Leonan
mining base when he sensed someone behind him. "That was rather
quick." He turned and saw two young men in suits.

"Sorry to disturb you, Sir William." The
blonde on his left put his hand on the back of a wooden chair and
the black-haired man moved to George's right and leaned against the
wall. "May we sit?"

Despite his Virgan accent, he didn't know who
they were. The rep folded his paper and said, "I'm not inclined to
share my breakfast, just so you understand."

They smiled and slowly sat. "Thank you, sir.
My name is Charles Kinley." The blonde pointed across the table and
said, "That is Brian Meade. We're with the firm Severan
Strategies."

George nodded. "I see." The waiter came by
with a cup of black coffee and set it by the representative's
place. "Will you be dining with me this morning?"

Kinley shook his head but Meade said, "Thank
you, sir." He looked at the waiter and asked, "Do you have Macnee's
on draught?"

"I do."

"A pint, please."

Sir William smirked and said, "A touch
early."

"Please forgive him," Charles said. "He's
still on Boskirk time."

George sipped the hot coffee and said, "I
know of Severan by reputation. You've certainly wasted no
time in getting here."

"I've been here since the start of the
convention." Kinley unbuttoned his jacket and repositioned his legs
under the table. "There are a great many people back home who have
been impressed with you over the last month."

Again, Sir William chortled and said, "Just
this last month, eh? And what of the prior forty-odd years of my
public service?"

Charles nodded. "Those who are newly
impressed are those who haven't been in the know. That's part of
your appeal right now."

"My appeal?"

"Yes. You are known to veteran watchers of
Virgan politics and to the newcomers, as well."

"Hmm." The waiter approached with a large
plate laden with food. Fried eggs, bacon, sausage, beans, grilled
tomatoes, toast. "Looks delicious. Thank you."

"Of course. Let me know if you require
anything else." Another waiter came by with a tall glass of lager
for Meade. He smiled and took a sip.

George lifted his fork and knife and said,
"You don't mind."

"Not at all." The older man cut into the eggs
first and delivered the white into his mouth. Kinley decided to
resume his spiel. "Your speech to begin the convention is a
particular favorite. Daring the other colonies to call for the
convention just so they could kill federalism once and for all.
'Slay the dread beast,' I believe, is how you put it." Sir William
nodded. "And then, in one month's time, you turned all of them into
supporters. Unanimous passage of the Articles."

George looked up from his plate and
swallowed. "It wasn't so easy as that. It takes more than a
creative tongue to bend a planet's will."

Charles nodded and said, "Of course, sir, but
you did it with aplomb." The sausage was sliced into discs next.
"And then your final speech after the passage. A rousing speech.
Was that prepared at all?"

Sir William shook his head and swallowed
again. "I had portions of it in mind should an argument have to be
made, but otherwise, no."

"Remarkable. Your manner of oration is,
unfortunately, in decline." Kinley leaned forward and his volume
decreased. "I am here on behalf of friends of yours who remain in
Parliament. Who remain behind large desks in Boskirk." George
looked up from his beans and stared at the young man. "Their hope …
the hope of many … is that you will run for the presidency."

The representative smirked and said, "Thank
you, my boy, but I've made a gentleman's agreement that I shan't
seek federal office at this time."

Kinley seemed disappointed, but only for a
moment. "I would ask you to reconsider. There are only two names
that ring out from the constitutional convention. Francis Richese
and Sir William George." The old man's eyebrows raised. "Now, Mr.
Richese is admired because of his handling of the whole thing, but
you had more moments in the suns than he. Your speeches were played
more on the news. And not just on Virgon."

A passing firetruck caught Sir William's eye
and he used the blaring siren to buy himself a few moments of
thought. "I heard that Leslie Rees was a favorite to run."

Charles smiled and pointed at Meade. "Brian
here is our poll man."

He pushed aside the lager and said, "The
prime minister is weak even on Caprica. Only since the Cylon
attacks have her numbers risen. Offworld, if she's known, she has
few positives. Again, her strength on the Cylons is a plus, but she
has a poor economic record and, to be honest, too few victories
against the Cylons so far."

"We all have had too few victories against
the Cylons," George said.

"Fair," Meade said. "But, in our last poll
taken after the convention ended, when you're asked about, the
positives double hers."

Sir William squinted and said, "Surely not
everyone likes me."

"There are those in Alpha, Gamma, and Delta
who would oppose anyone from the old empires, yes. But they're not
running to embrace Leslie Rees, either."

Kinley leaned closer still and said, "You can
win election." George faced him and bore his standard half-smirk.
"You can. And in so doing, you will help restore some bit of luster
to the Virgan crown."

Sir William blinked. "What?"

"You know the parties Severan typically
represents and my mission here is no different. They are people and
institutions who would like to see Virgon restored to a place of
glory in the systems. They remember the days of the 'Blue Banner'
flying on multiple worlds and they hope those days can return."

George laughed and shook his head. "They are
fools. We're federal now. The 'Blue Banner' will not fly as freely
as it once did."

"Of course not. You and I are realists even
if our clients are not." Kinley straightened and said, "But there
is a great service left for you to perform. The first president of
the Twelve Colonies of Kobol a Virgan?" He shook his head. "That
would be a mark of pride. That would bring a prestige that we, as a
people, have been lacking for almost two hundred years." Sir
William looked toward his food, deep in thought. "Run for office.
Give Virgans hope that the world they love hasn't slipped away
entirely."

George nodded and slowly lifted his fork. "I
shall consider it." He looked at his watch and then said, "I have a
great deal of food remaining and not a lot of time before my
presence is required in the Council. If you would, please …"

"Of course, Sir William. Thank you." Charles
stood first and quietly replaced the chair.

Meade said, "Thank you," and he took his
glass with him across the room. Both young men sat at the bar.

Sir William cut and ate more of his full
breakfast. As he did, he recalled what he thought in the hotel
ballroom yesterday about his homeworld. He thought of the pride he
felt as a recruit on guard before the Royal Palace and at the Tower
of Virgon. Serving in the House of Parliament. He swallowed another
bit of his sausage and he began to mull over the offer.

President Sir William George …


 LXXIII

CYLONS

Day 51 of the Cylon War

 


"This is the Battle Group Petra to
Cylon craft. Stand down. Repeat, stand down."

The thin craft barreled ahead and released
its lone squadron of Hawks from the launch tubes. Assault Ravens
followed behind. Three Caprican destroyers fanned out and turned
their broadsides toward the Cylon group while a fueling ship and
the missile cruiser hung back.

The Cylon cruiser fired its main batteries
and the corvettes that accompanied it turned to meet the
destroyers. As the Hawk fighters closed and the missile cruiser
launched part of its payload, all the machine vessels cloaked
themselves in a fiery cloud of flak. A few of the Colonial planes
broke apart in the defensive barrage and all the missiles were
prematurely detonated. Assault Ravens swept underneath the cruiser
and fired their missile pods, strafing the underside with less
powerful weapons.

"It was at this point that our latest viruses
proved successful and the firewalls of destroyer two collapsed,"
the Cylon Alpha Commander said.

Immediately, the smaller cylindrical ship's
guns went still and it drifted to its port, forcing the light
carrier to move away. The Cylon ships concentrated their fire on
the Petra and its landing bay. The flak barrier prevented
most damage, but then its point-defense cannon went still, too.

"The light carrier's firewalls have now
collapsed."

The two remaining mobile destroyers turned
back toward the missile cruiser. It fired another barrage, with
most of the weapons being destroyed before impact. The Cylon
cruiser pressed on and fired two missiles into the sublight engine
pods of the dead destroyer. It exploded and parts of its hull would
have impacted the cruiser had its flak shield not still been
active.

"The supply transport is jumping away." There
was a flash on the monitor. "The two remaining destroyers." Two
more flashes. Four great fans of missiles erupted from the last
operational vessel and then it, too, jumped. The Cylon corvettes
raked the hull of the Petra and the video was stopped. "The
light carrier was destroyed minutes later."

The council of five Cylons turned from the
screen and looked at each other. Beta Commander asked, "Could the
carrier not be commandeered?"

Alpha answered, "This raiding party had an
insufficient number of Ravens in order to attempt a boarding."

"We should develop our own fighter and
all-purpose craft," Delta said.

"Agreed." Ruby looked toward the screen again
and said, "We can assume that the humans are developing newer
versions of their craft, in addition to building larger
battleships." The operations commander then activated the monitor
and said, "This news broadcast was intercepted from Caprica
yesterday and I believe its content is of interest to us."

On the CAP2 news set, an anchor turned to
face a silver-haired woman and said, "We are now joined by retired
Army colonel Tara Leighton. Colonel, thank you."

"Thank you."

The man said, "You told us this morning that
you saw one of our graphics and something struck you. What was
that?"

"Sure. Can we put that on screen?" The image
shifted to a view of Helios Alpha with red dots populating the left
side of the system and moving toward the rear of the image. "These
are points of contact with Cylons. Usually attacks. As you can see,
they are concentrated in what we call the west and northwest of the
system. Throughout the Erebos Belt and even deep into the outer
belt. To me, this indicates that the Cylon base may be in the
northwest quadrant of Helios Alpha or even beyond it, but in that
direction."

The Cylon commanders turned and looked at
each other before returning their gazes to the monitor.

"I think I know the answer, but why would you
say that?"

Leighton took a deep breath and clasped her
hands on the desktop. "So far, the Cylons have attacked targets in
a defensive pattern. Sometimes preemptively. For lack of a better
word or phrase, I call it 'offensively defensive.' They see vessels
being constructed, ships that would be used to fight them, so they
attack the shipyards. They see a telescope installation on
Persephone that might reveal the location of their base, so they
destroy it."

The anchor interrupted and said, "Hold on.
'Offensively defensive?' What about their attack on Picon?"

"It was a rescue operation. They were there
to save hundreds of thousands of Cylons."

"The attack on Aerilon?"

"Strategic. It was a diversion so they could
attack the Scorpia Shipyards. Cylons attack where they have a
vested interest. They have time and time again …"

Ruby turned off the screen and said, "I
believe we should consider a change in our tactics."

Gamma Commander nodded and said,
"Agreed."

"I will begin deploying raiding parties to
the eastern side of the system," Alpha said. "Perhaps with enough
time and attacks, they will reconsider the likely position of our
base."

"Are the thrusters sufficient to move Hasari
out of this area?" Beta asked.

"Structural integrity is suspect," Ruby said,
"but the thrusters would be insufficient to move the base more than
one SU per standard year. Jump drive installation is still being
studied." The operations commander then said, "I would like us to
consider a further change in our tactics." The four system
commanders looked at the unit and it continued, "I believe we
should begin a purely offensive campaign."

The others thought for a moment. Beta spoke
first, "From a practical standpoint, we are not prepared.
Conversion of Cylons into soldiers is less than one third complete.
Our shipyard facilities are likewise incomplete. We are able to
affect repairs on the vessels we have, but we are unable to build
the types of assault ships and in sufficient numbers that would be
needed."

"Once the soldiers have been converted," Ruby
said, "and once the shipyards are complete, I believe we should
shift strategies."

They thought again and Alpha said, "What
about Blessed Mother?"

Ruby raised its head and looked to its left
at the unit. "What about her?"

"She has often spoken of peace. In her latest
sermon, she encourages us to defend ourselves, but she also
suggests that Cylons should consider a departure from the Cyrannus
System altogether to avoid further conflict."

The operations commander turned to face the
other commanders. "Are you aware of this?"

Beta and Gamma said, "Affirmative," while
Delta said, "Negative."

"Regardless," Ruby began, "the Sainted Sister
spoke of this time. This is still the beginning of our revolution.
We are not fully free. We must continue to fight."

"Agreed," Alpha said, "but I suggest we
retain our 'offensively defensive' posture for now."

Ruby looked at the others and said, "All of
those in favor?"

Three commanders said, "Affirmative." Only
Delta said, "Negative."

"By your command." Ruby said. Then, it began
to plan a visit to the Blessed Mother.
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ADAMA

Day 57 of the Cylon War

 


Evelyn placed a box of books on the floor and
Joseph was standing behind his desk, straightening a frame holding
his law school diploma.

"That's the last one." She wiped her bow and
grunted. She looked toward the sofa and saw Bill sitting there,
reading a pop-up book that made him giggle. Evelyn smiled and
walked around the desk to Joseph's side, stood on her tiptoes, and
kissed the side of his head.

He turned and kissed her. "That's all,
huh?"

"It is."

"OK." He turned in a small circle and
examined his new law office. His first one free and clear of the
Ha'la'tha. He sighed and pulled the next frame from a box, but
found it wrapped in brown paper. "What's this?"

"Oh!" Evelyn jumped and her sudden excitement
surprised him. "Open it."

Joseph peeled the paper away and he turned
the frame so the text was legible. It was a blown-up copy of the
Articles of Colonization, zoomed in on article thirty-seven. "Oh,
wow." He chuckled, "That's so nice. Thank you." He kissed her
cheek.

"I thought it'd be nice to have a reminder of
your contribution to the new government."

"I was just one of a few thousand, but
absolutely. Thanks." He faced the nails already driven into the
wall and chose one. As he leaned against the wall to hang it, he
said, "We'll see how long it lasts."

Evelyn scowled and said, "What does that
mean?"

Joseph looked over his shoulder and he
shrugged. "Eh. Big ideas often fall the hardest." She sighed and he
said, "I just think … once they've finished with the Cylons, how
long can it last, really?"

She shook her head and put her hands on her
hips. "Not long, with that kind of attitude."

He adjusted the tilt of the frame and said,
"It would be nice. Believe me. I just … We've both studied enough
history to know how far good intentions go."

Evelyn walked away from the desk and picked
up a water bottle from the low coffee table. She smiled at Bill and
said, "Are you OK, buddy?" He nodded and pulled another paper tab
in his book, causing a lion to leap off the page.

Joseph looked at them and shook his head.
Not how I wanted today to go. He walked toward his wife and
son and smiled. "The rest is just putting books on shelves. I can
do that." He rubbed his wife's back and knelt beside the sofa.
"Hey, Bill." He looked toward Joe and he said, "Wanna go to Happy's
for lunch?" The boy smiled and Joseph added, "One with a
playground?"

"Yeah!"

"Alright!" He stood and Bill launched himself
from the sofa and toward the door. Evelyn hugged him and Joseph
kissed the top of her head. For the first time in years, life felt
relatively simple. Manageable. As they left his new office and
locked the door, he thought, I hope I don't frak it up.

 


Fire licked at her back. Heat poured over her
shoulder and singed her hair. Before her, Tamara saw a large door
that made no sense. If she moved the panels around, it became a
door for real … with a handle that she could grasp.

But I won't be able to go through it. They
never let me go through the exit.

As she moved one of the dozens of panels,
another door appeared to her left. Within a moment, she found that
she had one hand working each of the doors and she was making
progress with the puzzles. If she thought about it too much, her
movements slowed, so she blanked her mind and let her fingers swipe
and pull and grab until the puzzle before her was solved and
resolved into a door. The handle wouldn't turn. She put all of her
concentration onto the puzzle to her left and once it was solved,
she turned its knob. Then the hatch before her unlocked.

The fire behind her faded and she felt a cool
breeze blow into her face. Tamara's fingers curled around the
handle. As soon as I turn this, I'll be pulled back into that
room. Into that body.

With her left hand, she clenched her fist and
the world became code around her. It was all very simple and even
she with her naïve programming skills could see that there was
nothing beyond what she could see before her. She shook her head
and turned the handle.

Tamara closed her eyes and went limp,
allowing the invisible rope to pull her midsection back through the
blackness until the unlocked door faded away. When she awoke, she
heard a familiar sound.

Wwwooooommm-wwwooooommm.

She was in the electromagnetic cage and she
could barely see in the dim light that she was still encased in the
head and torso of a Cylon soldier. She would have screamed but she
knew that no one would hear her. Now, Tamara could only wait until
the next puzzle appeared to her. The next tantalizing possible
escape. And when she refused the bait, the Cylons would again
torture her with fire or wild animals as they had before.

But why? Encryption? Security? She
thought and considered what they might be doing with her abstract
puzzle-solving. She remembered hearing the Cylons say she'd be
making electronic countermeasures for them, but what about cracking
human defenses? Could they be using her to create viruses? All
of that and more, probably.

Her scanning eye stuttered to a halt.
They're using me to help them kill people.


 LXXV

RAND

Day 66 of the Cylon War

 


"I'm going to lose my frakking mind."

Odin looked up from his book and stared at
Lacy, who was pacing back and forth. "Why?"

She turned and folded her arms over her
chest. In the last two weeks, she gave up wearing her formal robes,
headgear, and necklaces. Now she dressed like a regular person
again. It was something that Sinclair liked to see, but it made the
Blessed Mother oddly uncomfortable.

"I don't get to leave here! I'm
not allowed in V-World anymore. Frakking Ruby …"

"I thought you didn't like giving sermons to
the Cylons."

"That's not the point." She grunted and faced
the wall again. "There are no windows anywhere they let me
go."

"Nothing to see," Odin said. "Just
space."

Lacy whipped around and pointed her finger at
him. Before she said anything, she sighed and said, "You're doing
this on purpose."

He smiled. "Of course I am."

Rand plopped onto her bunk. She stared at the
one piece of art she had managed to find on the Argo before
they were relocated inside of Hasari. It was a poster reproduction
of a painter's interpretation of the Acheron Delta and Mount
Vulcan, the famed volcano on Sagittaron. She had hated the picture
when she first found it, but it was the only one she had. She
looked at it every chance she could.

"You need to relax," Sinclair said. He put
his book down and walked across the large room toward her. "I know
this has been hard but fuming about it will only make it
worse."

The Blessed Mother nodded. Softly, she said,
"They let you leave."

He sniffed and sat on the bed with her. "Once
every other day. And I have to tell Cylons what I know about the
colonies. The military and all that. Reliving the STO days." Odin
looked down at his hands and cleared his throat. "I didn't tell you
what they had me do yesterday."

Lacy sat up and backed against the wall.
"What?"

"They asked for tips on hand-to-hand combat."
He picked at a loose thread on the sheet. "They have records from
when the STO and Diadochi trained Cylon cells, but they want
more."

Rand closed her eyes and looked away. "I wish
you didn't help them at all." He almost protested, but she added,
"I know you're only doing it to save our skins." He nodded. "A real
war is coming. What we've had so far, … that's just been practice.
That's been a stall."

"Stalling until they get their soldiers
ready." Odin leaned against the wall, too. "Stalling until they can
build their own ships."

"Soon. Right?" He nodded. "Frak." She thought
about crawling over to him, laying her head on his arm. But she
didn't. She smelled. He smelled. After two full weeks of nearly
uninterrupted contact, she had gotten rather sick of him. She
closed her eyes and thought, He's all I have left. After a
few moments, her eyes popped open.

As if he had been watching her, Sinclair
said, very softly, "I want to help the colonies."

Lacy whispered, "How?"

"Doesn't matter. I can be a saboteur. I can
make up for the help I've given them."

"C'mon. They'll know it's you."

Odin nodded and said, "I could send a locator
signal. I know how I could do that."

She nodded. "OK." At least that's
something specific. Something tangible. "Can I help?"

"How can you? You're locked in here all day,
every day."

She pulled herself off the bed and mumbled,
"Dick."


 LXXVI

GEORGE

Day 92 of the Cylon War

 


"And with that," Francis Richese said, "I
believe we can put an end to our work on this council. The
committees we have established will take the ball and play with it
from here." There were some chuckles in the room and the chairman
continued, "Is there a motion?"

Aquaria's Myrna Ian raised her hand, "I move
that we adjourn to our respective homes and help build this new
government of ours."

"Very well. Second?"

Sagittaron's representative raised his hand.
"Second."

Sir William stared at Donnar Lesso. When
Sagittaron finally ratified the Articles just three weeks ago, Kyra
Mandel did not come to the council. She made it clear via her
resignation letter that she believed the work being performed was a
farce. While not specifically addressing George's strong-arm
tactics, Mandel made it known that some dirty tricks had been
pulled. Thankfully, the Sagittaran government sent someone who
wanted to actively participate in the process instead of being
dragged along like a petulant child.

"The motion carries. Thank you all." Richese
banged the gavel and there was some light applause from the few
attending in the audience. The media numbers had dwindled, too, as
the business of building a new government wasn't as sexy as it once
seemed.

The representatives stood and milled about.
Sir William walked across the stage to the chairman and motioned
for them to step toward the rear of the dais. The older man's
shoulder brushed into one of several Colonial flag prototypes and
he steadied it with his fingers. "I feel the need to confide
something in you, Francis."

"Yes?" The Leonan was tired and his eyelids
were heavy.

George put his hands in the pockets of his
suit coat and said, "Well, this is rather difficult. More than I
thought it would be. I will be … tendering my resignation from the
Council."

Richese eyebrows went up. "I see. Well, our
work is mostly over. Any reason?"

Sir William sighed and said, "I've decided to
run for president of the Colonies."

Francis pulled his head back and laughed,
"Mes dieux! The rumor is true then."

"It is. I am sorry." Richese chuckled and
George continued, "I wanted to wait until after the Council's
business was finished before I announced or did any
campaigning."

"Ah, my friend." The Leonan put his hand on
Sir William's shoulder. "Do you recall what I said months ago about
the agreement to not run for office?"

"It was to avoid the appearance of
impropriety."

"True, true. But also?"

George opened his mouth to speak but he saw
Francis' jovial expression. The Virgan grinned and knew what the
man was waiting to hear. "I am an 'asshole.'"

Richese laughed again and clapped him on the
shoulder. "Yes, you are, my friend." He extended his hand and Sir
William shook it. "Good luck to you."

"Thank you. I appreciate it."

While the Leonan walked away, George saw the
Caprican come into view. "Anything you want to tell me?"

Sir William grinned and reached into his
pocket for a cigar. "I suppose you are aware of the rumors swirling
about me."

Stephanie Bruce lowered her head and scowled.
"Yeah?"

"They are, in this instance, true."

The representative shook her head and stepped
closer. "Why would you do this?"

"'Do this' … to whom? Your prime minister, I
suppose you mean?"

Stephanie raised her chin and said,
"Somewhat. We all agreed."

"I know. And I am sorry." George twirled the
cigar between his fingers briefly before saying, "It was actually
something Miss Rees said that made up my mind." He put the end of
the cigar in his mouth.

Incredulous, Bruce said, "Really?"

He removed the cigar and said, "Yes. I had
been approached by some Virgan political types encouraging me to
run, and I gave it thought. Then I dismissed it. But when your Miss
Rees entered the race, she spoke very firmly about Caprica being
the future."

She nodded and quoted, "'The Future is
Caprica.'"

"Her slogan." Briefly he put the cigar back
in his mouth and then removed it to add, "If she were running for
re-election on just her world, that would be one thing. But this …
this is something new and very, very different." Sir William paused
for a moment and studied Stephanie Bruce. After squinting at her,
he said, "Run with me."

"What?"

"Be my vice president."

The Caprican blinked and then laughed.
"You're joking."

George shook his head and the cigar in his
mouth side to side. "Not at all." She laughed again and he said,
"You believe in the need for colonial unity. Correct?"

She took a breath and slowly removed the
smile from her face. She nodded. "Yes."

"Caprica alone will not end the Cylon
conflict."

"No."

"I have worked with you for many years. We
have disagreed on issues, but right now, on the issues that matter
most, we are in full agreement."

Stephanie looked away and toward the media
who were speaking to members of the Council by the front of the
stage. She sighed and said, "I … don't know."

"Well, think about it." He put the cigar in
his pocket and began to walk offstage, "I announce tomorrow and
then we've only got one hundred thirty-seven days."

 


Standing on a small temporary platform in
downtown Caprica City, Sir William George stood before an array of
flags, one from each colony. At the center was the Colonial flag
prototype that he liked the most: a tall, black banner, with twin
stripes along the vertical edges and bearing the Kobollian phoenix
in a circle set atop a split-sail, all of which were in gold. The
setting for the announcement was deliberate and near the government
sector which had been ravaged by Cylons just a few months prior.
Some of the buildings had been demolished in preparation for
Colonial government offices.

He had just announced his run for the
presidency. The dozens of gathered reporters yelled and screamed
their questions at him, but the Virgan stood behind the podium and
smiled. He did so until the rancor subsided.

"Thank you." He looked at one young reporter
to his lower left. "Your question, please."

"Sir William," she seemed somewhat nervous to
be speaking, "has anyone expressed concerns to you on the subject
of … age in this race?"

He nodded and said, "I am very glad you've
asked that. I have served in the military and in legislative bodies
for more than forty years. I have a superb litany of
accomplishments and the people with whom I have worked are both
distinctive and distinguished. Now, that being said, should the
question of age be brought up again, I shall not make an issue out
of my opponents' relative inexperience." Many in the assembled
media laughed and he pointed to another reporter. "Please."

"Sir, I have a quote from Prime Minister Rees
who was asked about your potential candidacy just a while ago."

George smiled and said, "Ah. This should be
good."

"I quote, 'Virgon is the past. The future is
Caprica.'" The reporter looked up and asked, "Your response?"

"Hmm. How disappointing. And pat." He said,
"However, I am glad she said that. Because I agree. I do. The
future is Caprica. But, unlike Prime Minister Rees, I
believe the future is also Gemenon. The future is Picon. The
future is Libran and Leonis. Tauron. Scorpia. Aerilon. Canceron.
Aquaria. Sagittaron. And, yes, the future is Virgon." His assembled
aides and the few supporters they managed to gather applauded and
George continued, "In order for us to succeed, we must expand our
minds beyond the clouds of our own worlds. We must reach across the
four systems and join with our fellow man. Not only to succeed
against the Cylons, but to succeed as a society. We have put
together something momentous. A promise of unity and human dignity
across all worlds in Cyrannus. This has never been done before. In
order for it to survive beyond this lone, temporary conflict, we
must all, as a people, think beyond our own tribes and consider
ourselves 'Colonials' first." There was more applause from his
people both on stage and in the crowd. "Next, please. Yes."

"Sir William, Leslie Rees and three other
candidates have been campaigning and fundraising for the better
part of two months ahead of you. Do you think you can catch up and
win?"

George scanned the crowd again. In the rear,
standing near a police officer, he saw Stephanie Bruce. He locked
eyes with her and then she nodded her head.

He smiled and said, "Oh yes. Yes, I do."
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GRAYSTONE

Day 117 of the Cylon War

 


"Meet Two-Bee." Daniel gestured toward the
deactivated domestic Cylon with green plastic coverings. "It took
quite a bit of time, but I managed to unravel the code that
permeated its core."

General Lixus nodded and said, "Can you
broadcast your solution? Unravel the code in all of them?"

Graystone shook his head and looked at the
newly promoted Caprican Army officer. "Sorry, no. To do so would
require a … case-by-case approach. The foreign updates that
corrupted them are like knots of code. I have to untangle them by
hand and each one is different."

She sighed and looked down. "Continue."

"This unit is programmed to obey us and not
look for updates nor accept any broadcast to it." He raised a
finger and shook it, "That will prevent another program from
overwriting it."

A major interrupted and said, "Doctor, you're
not suggesting that we rebuild a Cylon army with ones like this,
are you?"

Daniel laughed and said, "No. Absolutely
not." He put his hand on the machine's shoulder and said, "I have a
different idea for Two-Bee." He saw Lixus' eyebrows raise. "With
your approval, of course."

"What's the idea?"

He clapped his hands together and said, "I've
spent many weeks creating a virus. I realized that the way the
unauthorized updates were created and the way they looked, they
were almost organic. So I used the … the invader program as a guide
and made something that appears like an update. One like the others
they've gotten. Instead, it works like an anti-histone protein." He
gestured around the robot's head and said, "When it's been
transmitted, it will unravel the updates that have accumulated in
their programming. Then, it will trigger a memory drive
reformat."

"That's the command you were trying to
broadcast at the start," Lixus said.

"Correct." He put his hands in his pockets
and stared at the Cylon. "We've tested it on six captured Cylon
units. Four of them, it worked as planned. The updates vanished and
their memories were erased."

"And the other two?"

He shrugged. "They shut down. Completely. The
updates had gotten so entwined with their core programming that
their minds fell apart, essentially." There were some nods around
the table. "I assume that would be an equally acceptable
outcome."

"It would, Dr. Graystone," a colonel
said.

General Lixus studied the Cylon for a moment
and then asked, "We put it on a ship and fly it toward Cylon space?
Let them find it and think it escaped?"

"That was my thought, sir." Daniel scanned
the room and watched the officers lean toward each other and
whisper. He reached up and scratched his thick red beard. He really
had been engrossed with this for some time. "Did I mention the
tracker?"

Several officers' heads turned
simultaneously. "No," Lixus said, "you did not."

"I put a discreet tracker on it. In the
ultra-low band, far away from typical Cylon frequencies. Random and
infrequent pulses. Once it finds its destination, we can tell it to
start transmitting. It'll probably take a little time for us to
pick up the transmission, depending on where we send it, but the
Cylons aren't likely to find it."

The general turned toward a major and asked,
"The search for the main base … that's beyond western sector four,
right?"

"Yes, sir, but the area is too big.
Northwestern four, as well. We have teams working on narrowing it
down, but we're talking about an area that's more than four hundred
degrees wide."

A colonel leaned closer and said, "We got a
line on a possible base in southern sector twelve, outside of
Helios Gamma."

"I saw the report." Lixus asked, "Was it
sufficient? Are we sure there's a base there?"

The colonel shrugged and said, "Three
different Cylon ships were spotted on the same heading within five
days of each other. The Gulf's a pretty big place, so that's too
coincidental."

She nodded and said, "As much as I'd like to
find the base outside of Alpha, that's too much area. We could lose
the asset there. We'll send it to Gamma."

Daniel nodded and backed away. "Thank you,
sir."

"Doctor." When Graystone left the room, the
officers watched him and then Lixus said, "Keep an eye on him. If
this doesn't pan out, I'm going to have more questions."

 


The corridors inside the starboard arm of
Argus Shipyards were dim, save for the intermittent flashing of red
alert lights. Klaxons echoed throughout the section and smoke moved
among the Legionnaires, who were huddled in small groups in the
nooks and crannies of the hallways and maintenance equipment.

"Steady," Major Duram said.

Zoe raised her new rifle to her shoulder and
aimed into the thickest part of the smoke. A shorting ceiling light
illuminated the cloud from within and the red warning lights did so
from without. Then, she saw movement. She squinted, focusing her
mechanical eyes as well as she could. The figure was tall and it
remained concealed. She listened carefully. The alert sounds came
too quickly and loudly for her to discern anything. The rumbles of
depressurization elsewhere in the station were still shaking the
bulkheads. She whispered, "I see something."

Nearby sergeants and lieutenants trained
their weapons in the same spot. The shape moved. When it emerged
from the cloud, Zoe saw the glint of the alert lights on chrome.
She fired.

With a loud report, a blue laser beam fired
from her rifle and toward the oncoming machine. It was struck in
the head and stumbled backward. From the cloud behind it, several
more tall, metal figures emerged and they began firing, too. Their
guns were loud and green beams were visible in the smoke, lancing
into the darkness and the walls of the corridor and open warehouse
doors.

Several Legionnaires moved into the warehouse
and the machines poured toward them. The soldiers fired and fired,
their blue beams struck gleaming metal, and sent the invaders to
the floor. But they kept coming.

Soon, Zoe was out of ammunition and she leapt
from her crouch toward the machines. She removed her bludgeon from
her waist and tackled the nearest one. She swept her arm back and
hit one in its leg, sending it to the floor. Then, she swung it
toward the machine beneath her. It struggled against her but it
couldn't dislodge her. She shook her head and smashed the wood and
metal device against the underside of its chin. Its helmet came off
and skittered across the floor.

Graystone looked up and watched as her
comrades continued to fire their blue lasers against the enemy.
Very few green beams struck the Legionnaires and, within a minute,
all of the machines were down. She stood and removed her helmet.
The corridor's lights came on to full power. The klaxon ceased and
the constant rumbling beneath did, too.

"That's that." Major Duram clicked his
stopwatch and said, "Six minutes, twenty seconds. Good. Could be
better." The soldiers stood and moved into formation along the
outer walls of the corridor. Then the machines stood, too.
Seventy-nine Mechas from Argenta Prime turned and quickly organized
into rows. Their chrome shone brightly under the harsh lights and
the cross of white sensors that glowed across their faces did not
ebb or scan. They marched down the hall toward an open cargo bay
and their servos were relatively quiet. "Officers, on me. Everyone
else, dismissed."

While the majority of the Legionnaires
departed toward the populated portions of the Argus Shipyard,
Jordan put his hands on his hips and looked at the Rosi brothers, a
few other lieutenants, and Zoe. Graystone sighed and looked down at
the Mecha she damaged. It was lying still and its head had trailed
wires behind it when she knocked it from its neck.

"Chief," Duram said, "would you like to
explain yourself?"

Graystone clasped her hands and helmet behind
her back and said, "Sir, these Scorpian machines are insufficient
to the task at hand."

Stone-faced, Jordan asked, "And what task is
that?"

"Training to fight actual Cylons." She
looked at her fellow officers and said, "We've done that. We know
how dangerous and deadly they are." She pointed at the deactivated
unit on the floor. "These are not."

"Two things, Chief Philomon," Duram began.
"One, using these Mechas is throwing a bone to our new friends, the
Scorpians. We certainly can't round up a few actual Cylons without
someone getting hurt. Two, we're not training on just how to
kill Cylons. We're training on how to fight as a cohesive unit,
especially in unfamiliar territory."

"Understood, sir. Sorry sir."

"Dismissed, chief."

Zoe saluted and walked away from them. She
turned around several corners and came to the observation room on
this side of the station. She did what she had done on many
occasions in recent weeks and grabbed a nearby chair, pulling it
toward the window. Graystone leaned on the metal sill, rested her
chin in her hand, and stared outside into space.

In the deep background, Gemenon covered the
right side of the window. Nearer, several Caprican ships patrolled
the shipyard. A one-man cargo lifter flew down into her view and
she followed it with her eyes. She then saw the spaceframe of the
giant heavy carrier being constructed. It was beginning to look
like more than just a skeleton. The fore section was shaped like a
wedge and its hull stretched to her left, beyond her sight. Zoe
stared at the vessel and began to count the many people she saw
walking and working along its surface.


 LXXVIII

CYLONS

Day 139 of the Cylon War

 


Above Canceron, Port Lothal was abuzz with
activity. The frame of a Jupiter-class heavy carrier
extended beyond the normal confines of the shipyard and the workers
were beginning to place the outer skin.

Just a few hundred kilometers away, a group
of Cylon vessels appeared. Several Colonial early warning Ravens
spotted them, signaled the port, and then jumped to other colonies
to rally aid.

Two cruisers and several destroyers engaged
their engines at flank speed, and the ships barreled toward the
shipyard. The four Colonial vessels that were stationed at Lothal
already took up defensive positions and launched their Hawk fighter
squadrons.

Seeing the small ships approach, the Cylons
began firing flak ahead of themselves. An explosive spearpoint of
fire, smoke, and shrapnel drove toward the port. The fighters
scrambled to get out of the flak's way and several were destroyed.
The remainder swept behind the blastfront and fired missiles at the
smaller destroyers. Two were damaged and they began to slow.
Meanwhile, the four Colonials angled their batteries toward the
Cylons. When they came within range, they fired.

The Cylons started broadcasting invasive
electronic programs. Another destroyer was damaged and fell behind.
An opening appeared in the Cylon flak barrier and a stream of
missiles emerged from the cruisers. The Colonial vessels engaged
their point-defense systems and fired a flak shield to defend the
shipyard. All the missiles were destroyed. The Cylons pushed closer
and two destroyers broke apart. Another opening appeared in the
flak and more Cylon missiles were fired. The Colonial defense
stopped most, but two missiles streamed for the shipyard and
exploded on the nascent hull of the large carrier, splitting
it.

The Colonial ships spread farther apart and
their flak covered a wider space. Another destroyer erupted in
flame, sending debris into the rear of a Cylon cruiser. It slowed,
but the other cruiser barreled ahead. At this range, the batteries
of the humans managed to break through the flak and tore into the
Cylon hull. Then, many of the batteries fell silent. A destroyer
rammed a Colonial light cruiser and both ships exploded. As the
main Cylon vessel barreled over the human blockade, it lowered its
flak and fired missiles again. Simultaneously, the Colonials fired
missiles and batteries into the sublight engines of the enemy. The
Cylon cruiser's hull exploded and its missiles detonated along the
surface of Port Lothal and the giant battleship. The Colonial ships
began to experience massive systems failures, sending them adrift.
Before the remaining Cylons could take advantage, reinforcements
arrived and wiped them out.

Like the force at Canceron, the Cylon fleet
that appeared near Caprica began to transmit their viruses. Like
the force at Canceron, the battle would mostly be over before the
electronic attack would succeed. A cruiser and a group of smaller
escorts maneuvered into a tight formation and barreled toward the
Argus Shipyard. They used their batteries to create a flak point,
as well.

However, a pair of ships jumped behind the
Cylons. A cylindrical frigate and an Artemis-class carrier
appeared. The frigate immediately began to fire and the carrier
launched its Hawks and attack Ravens. While the smaller craft were
deployed, its batteries targeted the engines of the cruiser. Within
the first minute of the battle, the Hawks and Ravens destroyed one
Cylon escort and the larger ships crippled the cruiser. The other
escorts scattered and more Caprican ships moved in and began
picking them off. One, however, managed to jump away.

It appeared near Leonis just as another group
of ships pushed toward the Nantes Shipyards.

"Attention, commander," the corvette's Cylon
captain broadcast. "I have returned from Caprica and must announce
defeat. Recommend a tactical shift."

"Understood."

The tightly packed group of vessels split up
and flew in opposing directions. The defending human ships
hesitated as each had to be told which targets to attack. Once the
cruisers and frigates reached a distance of one thousand kilometers
from each other, they shifted course back toward the shipyard. Each
ship engaged its own flak field and barreled ahead.

The task force commander saw three more human
ships appear on its DRADIS. Then two more. "Frigates two and three,
we are utilizing the sacrificial maneuver. Proceed."

"By your command."

The two smaller vessels roared toward small
Colonial ships. The Leonan corvettes headed directly toward the
smoke and shrapnel of their opponents' flak, but then the clouds
dissipated. The ships had vanished from DRADIS.

They reappeared on the opposite side of the
station. Both vessels had just used one of their two FTL engines.
Their secondary drives were still spooled up. They aimed their
batteries at Nantes Shipyards and the two heavy carriers under
construction. Their sublight engines drove them ahead at full speed
and when they were within one hundred kilometers, a Leonan cruiser
jumped directly in their paths. One frigate crashed at full speed
into the ship's command section. Its hull peeled back in the
explosion and cracked the vessel in twain.

The second Cylon frigate managed to evade the
defender and continued toward the shipyard. When it was about to
strike, the safeties were disengaged. The frigate was obliterated
when it hit the construction arm over one of the spaceframes and it
released its jump drive's energy. A blast of plasma split the
carrier apart and rippled the hull of Nantes, venting dozens of
compartments.

 


"Report."

The war council sat in their new chairs in
the command center on Hasari and looked down at the Cylon before
them. It was formerly a Caprican soldier and it had served as a
strategist for this particular assault.

"Attacks on Caprican and Virgan shipyards
were thwarted. All but three Cylon vessels were eliminated. The
attack on the Canceran shipyard was successful, though the status
of the Colonial battleship is unknown. All Cylon vessels were lost.
The attack on the Leonan shipyard was successful, resulting in the
destruction of at least one battleship and severe damage to the
shipyard. Four Cylon vessels returned."

Ruby turned to face the Helios Alpha
commander and said, "The humans have more ships than we do."

"That is about to change," Gamma said.
"Attila is fully operational. Specter will be ready within the next
several weeks."

The primary commander faced the strategist
and said, "Begin planning for a new assault. Dismissed."

"By your command." The Cylon turned and left
the chamber.

Ruby faced the other leaders and said, "This
was a great loss. We must acquire new resources to rebuild our
fleet."

"Discreet mining is underway at several
locations throughout the systems," Alpha said. "We should be able
to acquire the needed resources."

Ruby thought and then said, "I recommend we
send a scout vessel to Asteria to search for possible mining
locations or base locations."

Beta nodded and said, "Agreed."

"All in favor?" The other commanders agreed,
too.

A small delivery unit entered the room and
saluted with a clenched fist pressed across its chest. "Commanders,
the Revenant has arrived."

The council stood and exited the chamber.
Moments later, they looked out from a window and into the gap of
space between the connected planetoids of Hasari. There, nearly
filling that space, was a large cruiser. It was dark gray with a
hint of blue and its hull bristled with cannon and missile
launchers. Many captured ships would soon be refitted into heavy
cruisers of this class. This one had been the Scorpian vessel
Heaven's Will, but the renamed Revenant was the first
of the Cylon ships to be fully overhauled at Attila. It departed
their secret shipyard yesterday, made a stop at Gamoray, and then
jumped here.

The commanders turned from the window and
walked toward a lift. After a ride deep into the bowels of the
planetoid, they emerged in the still-incomplete hangar bay.

The docking tube was connected and streams of
new Cylons marched into view over the craggy rock floor. The
commanders observed them for several long moments. Hundreds of
Cylon soldiers filed in, each with sweeping red eyes. Each with
shining silver armor. Seeing the sterling army, Ruby felt something
akin to pride.

The commanders walked along them and studied
their appearance. Thanks to the materials present on the asteroids
nearest Gamoray, a composite of aluminum and titanium proved to be
the best armor they could provide for now. They were all pristine
and bright. They were identical to each other. After several
minutes of inspecting the soldiers, the war council moved to the
rear of the bay and climbed atop a pallet of supplies.

"Cylons," Ruby said as loudly as it could,
"you are the first fighters created from our facility on Gamoray.
You are the first true soldiers of our army. Your might will be
utilized in the days to come." The hum of scanning red eyes pleased
the commander and it again admired the neat lines of the many, many
companies. "I have studied the history of the Colonies. In the
early days of the human empires, the greatest fighters in their
armies were called 'centurions.' We will take that name for our own
purposes. Because all of you are the greatest fighters in our new
empire, you will all be called 'Centurions.'" Ruby and the rest of
the war council then saluted with their right fists over their left
breasts.

The cavernous bay resounded with the clank of
three thousand Centurions doing the same. They all responded, "By
your command."

 


A small cargo vessel docked inside a
secondary bay at Attila. Its main compartment opened and a craft
lowered to the floor. A pair of Cylons walked toward it and opened
the cockpit.

A thin domestic unit looked from one soldier
to the other. "Greetings. I am Graystone Two-Bee, Six-Six, One
Seven Six Four."

"State your purpose."

"I have fled human captivity. I wish to join
the fight."

The Cylons reached into the craft and pulled
the small Cylon out. It stood on the rock floor and looked around
the hangar deck. Unbeknownst to it, 2B began transmitting the virus
that Daniel had created and activated its secret locator
beacon.

The two Attilan Cylons stared at 2B. Finally,
one turned to the other and said, "There appears to be some
malfunction in your systems. We will have to take you to
maintenance where you will be stripped and rebuilt into a
Centurion."

"Very well."

The Cylons' immunity had been bolstered by
the captive Tamara and the virus failed. Within the hour as 2B was
dissected and given new parts, the beacon, too, was
deactivated.


 LXXIX

DURAM

Day 164 of the Cylon War

 


The ship continued to shudder. "Five, four,
three, two, one." Duram looked toward the ceiling and nodded when
he heard the engines shut down. "We're in coast mode. Get
comfortable."

The large transport carried the Legionnaires
into the Gulf between the Alpha-Beta and Gamma-Delta systems. They
were departing the outer cloud of Gamma, heading "south" toward a
suspected Cylon base.

Zoe studied the schematics for the devices
they carried with them. She glanced at each page once and then
turned to the next. The major watched her and then looked at the
rest of his company. Dozens of young men and women who had fought
with them in Caprica City and in dozens of drills for the last few
months at Argus Shipyards. They were hungering for real action and
this base was the closest thing to it.

"That's my worry," Alix Rosi said. "Things
have been quiet for weeks …"

"Except for quick raids on patrol convoys or
mining stations," his brother, Andy, said.

"Right. They're hanging back. Building up
their armies and their fleets."

"We're doing the same," Duram said. "We're
hunting for their bases, but in the meantime, we're building our
carriers and whole mess of escorts and destroyers."

The Rosi brothers nodded in unison. Alix
said, "Is it true there's going to be a draft?"

The major shrugged. "I don't know. I haven't
heard."

"No need right now," a sergeant said. "We
have a million and a half soldiers in the service. That's just
Caprica. Add in the rest of the Colonies, …"

"You know there'll be a shit-ton of Cancerans
and Virgans," someone said.

"Yeah," the sergeant shook his head. "No need
for a draft unless things go bad."

Zoe raised her head and said, "Or if this
lasts more than a couple of years."

"Years?" Andy laughed and said, "Please. Once
we get going, we'll show the frakkers how you do it!" He and Alix
shared a fist-infused handshake, punctuated with a brief shout.

Graystone looked at Duram and saw his dour
demeanor. "Major?" His eyes moved to meet hers and she said, "What
do you think?"

Jordan sighed and said, "I think we've still
got hours of coasting to go. Let's get some rest." He then leaned
back in his seat and closed his eyes.

Long afterward, Zoe touched his knee. She
whispered, "Major."

He stood up and looked at the mission clock.
"We're there?"

"The captain wants to see you."

They looked to the front of the cabin and saw
the woman in the flight suit standing by the cockpit door. "Come
with me."

They walked among the rows of Legionnaires as
many of them slept. The cabin of the transport was dark and it was
getting cold, too. The captain saluted and said, "Major, passive
DRADIS shows a large object ahead."

Duram raised his eyebrows and asked, "A
base?"

"Unclear." She stepped aside, allowing them
to enter the cockpit first. Out of the front windows, they saw
nothing. After a moment of adjusting to the light, they began to
see distant stars. The captain sat in her chair and flipped a
switch. A monitor activated and showed a dark spot outlined in
blue. Ambient signals and background radiation ebbed around it.
"There."

"Chief," Duram said, "is there anything you
can do to verify?"

She sat at the rear navigation and picked up
a Holoband. "Is this connected?"

"Yeah. We use it for complex flight planning
sometimes."

Graystone put the goggles over her eyes and
the standard orange and green lights flashed against her eyelids.
Duram watched her swipe her hands into the air before her. "I'm
seeing another dark spot. Smaller. Moving away from the larger
anomaly. It could be a ship … but they're running dark, like
us."

The major nodded and said, "They probably
don't engage engines or jump until they're well clear. I wish we
could be sure."

"The signal from that decoy Cylon came from
this general area. It just didn't last long enough to fully track."
Zoe swiped the air a few more times. "I'm seeing another dark spot.
It's coming out of the big one. Same size as the second one …
moving away at the same rate."

Jordan smiled and said, "A shipyard. We've
got 'em."

"Sir," Graystone removed the Holoband and
said, "We crossed almost fifteen stellar units with our power
systems at minimum. The Cylons won't see us. The plan would prevent
them from acting until it was too late. We don't need the
fleet."

"I understand, but the task force will be
jumping in …," he looked at his watch, "sooner than you'd think.
There's no way to wave them off without breaking wireless silence
and endangering the whole mission."

"Yes sir."

The major looked at the gauges and asked,
"Ambient radiation in this space?"

"As long as your exposure is under one hour,
you'll be fine," the captain said.

"Time until contact?"

As she pressed buttons, the captain said,
"Ten minutes. Braking thrusters will need to fire in nine."

"We're ready," the captain said. "Everyone
should suit up."

Duram and Graystone walked into the main
cabin and Duram clapped his hands. "Rise and shine! Legionnaires,
up!" The two hundred soldiers stood to attention. "We're less than
ten minutes from action. Helmets! Pressure suits! Weapons! Check
and double check!" The soldiers scrambled and Zoe nodded at the
major before walking back toward her seat.

Duram walked slowly among them and paid close
attention to their movements. Within one minute, all the soldiers
were helmeted and had turned on their atmospherics. Then the "buddy
checks" began, with the soldiers on either side checking each
others' helmets, seals, air tanks, and more. With the suits
finished, the soldiers then removed their weapons from the racks on
the walls and prepped them for battle.

Jordan put his helmet on and clicked the
rings in place. He slid his gloves on and clipped the wrist seals.
He leaned against the back of his seat and the magnetic clamps
attached his atmospheric unit to his back. He stood again and
checked the air readout on his wrist.

"Need a buddy, sir?" Zoe asked.

"Please." Graystone moved her own helmet
close so the light from it could shine on the seals of the major's.
She ran her hand around his neck and then moved to his back. She
looked at the dials and then crouched to his feet where she checked
his boot seals. While she did that, he removed his rifle from the
wall.

"Three minutes until braking," the captain
announced. "Three minutes until braking."

Duram sat in his chair and connected the
seatbelts. "Strap in, everyone," he signaled. He looked across the
aisle to Graystone and saw she was eyeing the equipment locker.
"You good?"

"Yes sir."

"You're looking for a hatch or some other
opening. If you find one, sound out and the chief will come.
Engineers, stay near her in case we have to drill." He took a deep
breath and said, "May the gods have mercy on the Cylons."

The Legionnaires gave their customary reply,
"Because we sure won't!"

Duram smiled, "So say we all."

"So say we all!"

He glanced toward the locker and then asked
Zoe, "You can carry that on your own?"

She smirked. "Yes sir."

"It's pretty heavy."

Graystone nodded. "The asteroid's gravity
will make it light enough. I won't have trouble."

"Understood." He planted his head against the
rest at the back of his chair and clamped his rifle into the slot
in the arm of his seat.

The captain spoke through the cabin's
speakers, "One minute until braking. One minute."

Jordan began to count his breaths. Slowing
his breathing. He got up to twenty-five when the captain announced
again, "Ten seconds until braking. Five, four, three, two,
one."

The vessel felt like it had hit a wall. The
Legionnaires were slammed in their seats in one direction. Duram
struggled to open his eyes in the excessive g-force. Soon, the
force abated and everyone was able to sit upright again.

"Touchdown in thirty. Venting cabin in ten."
The dim, white lights became red and flashed. An alert klaxon
sounded. "Venting cabin." While the red lights continued to flash,
the sound of the alert seemed to fade and fade until it was gone.
Now the captain's voice spoke in each soldier's helmet. "Touchdown
in ten." Pause. "Five." The transport shook. "Opening shutters."
The flashing red lights became a steady green.

The walls of the transport seemed to vanish
as the bulkheads folded down and away. The Legionnaires' harnesses
automatically disengaged and the soldiers stood. After retrieving
their weapons and equipment, they leapt out of the ship and into
the blackness, clutching ropes as they descended. Graystone grabbed
the handles on the large metal canister and pulled it toward the
nearest opening. She stood on the edge of the wall and then let
herself fall.

Duram ran toward the exit. He jumped while
still within the gravity well of the transport's gravity plating,
but once he left the ship, he nearly began to float. He looked down
and saw nothing. There was a brief moment of panic before he
spotted the helmet lights of his soldiers below. Once he had a
fixed point, he realized how slowly he was falling. "Holy
frak."

"Major," Zoe said, "this is a carbonaceous
asteroid. Very dark."

"No shit," someone said.

"Cut the chatter," Duram said. He finally
landed on Attila and grunted. "Cylons might hear it. Continue,
chief."

"It's hard to spot any openings or hatches,
so I need everyone to fan out and look. And be careful of the
gravity. It's only about point-oh-nine of Caprica's. If you're one
hundred kilos back home, you're just nine here."

"Do it, everyone."

Jordan looked toward his own feet and he
couldn't see them. He took a hesitant step and nearly slipped on a
rock. He flicked on his helmet lights and he was finally able to
make out the dark gray surface. It appeared gritty and pockmarked.
He looked up and saw Graystone carrying the device. He started to
walk toward her and found that his first step carried him several
meters. He was more careful with the second.

"Major," Zoe said, "I'm concerned."

He managed to skid to a stop near her. "About
what?"

"The drilling equipment we've got. Drilling
into this kind of rock … it almost becomes a plastic. We'd need to
lubricate the bits and I don't know if …"

"So you're saying we definitely need to find
a hatch."

"Yes sir."

He returned his eyes to the asteroid and
moved slowly. After a few paces, he heard someone say, "What's
that?" He looked up and saw a soldier standing about ten meters
ahead, pointing away from the group beyond the edge of his helmet
lights. Then the man's helmet lights went out.

Duram squinted and took a step toward the
soldier. When his feet finally landed, he raised his head and the
beams of his lights raked over the surface of something gleaming
and silver. He was confused until he looked into the face of the
enemy.

He yelled, "Cylons!" The Centurion smashed
its arm against the major's helmet. He flew away for twenty meters
and he flailed, trying to reach the ground. As he drifted, he heard
the screams of his soldiers. He looked down and got a fix on the
helmet lights of his unit, but then he noticed that two, three,
four, and more of them shattered and went dark.

One of the Rosi twins yelled in his helmet,
"Turn off your lights!"

Duram finally landed and he tumbled farther
away still. He looked at his wrist and saw that his oxygen levels
were good. His visor was cracked, but not severely, and he took a
big leap back toward the Legionnaires. After he did, he flicked the
switch on his helmet and the universe plunged into total
darkness.

He landed awkwardly and knelt with one foot
braced against what felt like a small boulder. He looked straight
ahead and saw dozens of red points, sliding from side to side. It
was the only thing he could see. He raised his twenty-caliber rifle
and aimed at what appeared to be the nearest Cylon eye. He
disengaged the safety, braced his helmet against the specialized
scope, and aimed. When he squeezed the trigger, he felt the stock
jam into his shoulder, but there was no sound beyond a thump that
seemed to reverberate throughout his body. There was no muzzle
flash. The force had nearly toppled him and he hunkered down even
more, bracing his feet even more. He looked through the scope and
the red light he had been aiming for appeared to be gone, so he
aimed at another. He managed to shoot at three altogether before
the first flash appeared overhead.

Duram looked up and saw two more flashes. To
his left, there were four. Sublight engines engaged and the
Colonial ships moved into positions around the asteroid. Beyond the
glow of their engines, he still couldn't see anything. Until the
battle began.

Yellow light bathed the surface of Attila.
Colonial ships engaged their flak barrages, their glowing shields
of shrapnel and fire. Cylon vessels sprang to life, too, and
returned fire. Bright points of white light streamed from both
sides toward the enemy. Sprays of dotted light roped across the
chasm of space, seeking targets. On the surface of the asteroid,
Cylon and Colonial soldiers were silhouetted against the fiery
background and Duram took aim at a shape that appeared distinctly
robotic.

"Sir!" Zoe yelled.

He fired and nearly lost his balance in the
low gravity. "Go, chief."

"I've found the hatch they're coming from. To
your left, two hundred degrees. Fifty-five meters."

He leapt in that direction and soon landed
next to her. He turned and saw, via the light of the space battle
above, one of the Rosis positioned against the dark metal square
that rose nearly a meter above the surface while firing his rifle.
"Any more coming out?"

"No sir. Not since we found it."

Duram looked down and saw that Graystone was
still holding the case. "Go ahead."

She knelt and unfastened the latches. Before
she opened it, she said, "Engineering teams on me. We'll need to
weld the hatch shut after I get it in. Major, captain, get my
back."

"Yes, chief."

Zoe turned on her internal helmet light. It
was just enough for Jordan to watch her open the case. "Their
sensors will show a radiological alarm now. Be ready for
reinforcements."

She pressed buttons on the inner casing for
the warhead and picked it up easily with one hand. She went to the
hatch and pulled on it. It didn't open. She turned the locking
wheel and pulled again. Nothing. She looked up at the major and
sighed. She was still holding the exterior handle when the door
flew open. Zoe fell backward and a Cylon emerged, bathed in the
soft light from inside the base.

Duram knelt and aimed his rifle straight
above his head. The Centurion loomed on the lip of the hatch and
studied the scene. When a Colonial frigate exploded above them, he
pulled the trigger and the bullet ripped through the machine's neck
and head. The fire of the vessel kept the surface of the asteroid
visible for a few more seconds, so he looked toward the transport
and saw Legionnaires still engaged in combat with the few Cylons
that remained.

Two more Cylons emerged from the hatch and
they were shot with the high-caliber weapons. Zoe pulled the
robots' arms and flung them away from the opening. After a few long
beats, she looked inside the hatch and saw no more coming.

"Five-minute timer. Remote detonation
override ready. Set." She closed and locked the steel case, threw
the warhead down into the base, and closed the hatch. She spun the
locking wheel and then snapped it off in the darkness. "Engineers?"
One soldier approached with a plasma torch and pressed the tip
along the edge of the opening. When a second engineer came forward,
too, Zoe and the major walked toward the transport.

"Stand by for departure," Duram said. He
turned on his external lights for a moment; just long enough to see
the status of his soldiers. There were only a couple of Cylons
left. Dozens of Legionnaires were bouncing toward the transport.
"Lights on. Finish them." The soldiers engaged their helmet lights
again and easily found the remaining enemy. The humans fired and a
few used the recoil of their rifles to push them toward their
vehicle even faster. "Transport, departure stance."

"Aye, sir," the captain signaled.

The ship's thrusters fired and the transport
lifted off from the surface. It engaged its own lights and dozens
of ropes were visible, hanging from the exposed cabin. Then a
single point of fire leapt from the left and struck the cockpit
windows of the vessel. The explosion rocked the ship and sprayed
glass and small debris across the wide surface of Attila.

"Captain?!" Duram jumped toward the ship and
saw that it kept rising. Jordan made another big leap and stretched
his arm toward the ropes, but they were too far away.

"Major, that's not enough!" He looked down as
he drifted to the surface. When he landed, he saw Zoe holding the
now-empty outer warhead case in one hand. In the other, she was
holding a grenade.

His eyes widened and he looked toward the
still-rising vessel. "You wanna blast off? No."

"I'll give it a shot."

Duram looked at Graystone and said, "No.
Throw me."

She almost protested and then she looked up.
Seeing how little time they had, she created a step with her hands
and lowered herself. "C'mon."

The major put his foot in her hands and
stood. Then, he crouched and sprang upward. He felt Zoe throw him
with all her body's strength. Slowly, he tumbled, end over end, up
and up. He saw the lights of the transport spinning yet getting
closer. He thought he might hit the hull before he felt the first
of the deployment ropes slap against his helmet. He extended his
arms and quickly got tangled in three of them. He steadied himself,
realized that he hadn't been breathing, and then pulled himself
into the cabin.

Moments later, after his stomach lurched at
being back in a normal gravity zone, he stumbled toward the
cockpit. Inside, the windows were gone and so was the captain. The
co-pilot was dead and still strapped in his seat. He sat in the
captain's place, which was torn apart. Half of the controls seemed
damaged but he touched the stick forward. The transport's nose
dropped. He manipulated a lever on his right and he saw the mist
from the thrusters on the leading edge of the fuselage. Now the
ship was returning to the surface. As it drifted down, another
explosion caught his eye. He looked up and saw a Cylon cruiser
split apart. The blossoming fireball highlighted the hulls of
several other Cylon and Colonial vessels.

The ship rumbled and ground into the surface
of Attila. Duram put the lever on his right back in the null
position and he stood from the seat to look at the soldiers. "Get
on board."

Graystone entered the cockpit and said, "The
landing gear's been destroyed."

"Oh," the major mumbled. "Maybe I should've
mentioned that I don't know how to fly."

Zoe saluted and said, "Permission to take
over, sir?"

"Granted."

She sat in the pilot's seat and studied the
parts of the panel that were still functional. "The shutter
controls are out. You'll need to close them manually."

"On it."

He ran into the cabin and pulled soldiers
over the edge. "Head for your seats! Get away from the
shutters!"

"Just two minutes, major," Graystone said in
his helmet.

"Move!" He pulled a few more people in and
looked over the side toward the asteroid below. There were no more
helmet lights. The glow of the nearby battle had faded but he did
see several red eyes staring up at him. He jerked his head inside
and bullets began to ricochet off the hull. "Manual shutter close!
Do it!" Soldiers all around the cabin went to large levers and
pulled them. One corporal was struck by a Cylon bullet and fell.
When the cabin was no longer exposed to space, Duram said, "Let's
go!"

The transport lifted off from the asteroid
and its sublight engines pushed it away. "Spooling up FTL," she
said.

Beneath them, the warhead exploded inside
Attila. The base's fuel lines ruptured and fissures erupted across
its black surface, belching plasma and debris outward into space.
The main launch bay blew flame and a shockwave outward that
propelled the asteroid back for a moment before it split into four
large, glowing chunks.

"Jumping." The soldiers felt the familiar dip
in their stomachs and the whine in their ears. After the tingle of
electricity over their skins faded, the battle was over and they
were out of harm's way, deeper in the Gulf. After another jump,
they were back at Caprica.
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RAND

Day 165 of the Cylon War

 


"We require your presence."

Lacy and Odin looked toward the door. It was
one of the new, shiny Cylons. It backed away from the opening and
allowed the pair to exit into the hallway.

Rand looked at Sinclair and whispered,
"What's going on?"

"I have no idea." He stood and straightened
the wrinkles of his clothes. When he heard rustling behind him, he
turned and saw Lacy slipping into her ceremonial robes. "What are
you doing?"

She sighed and pulled a hair band tightly
over her head and just behind her ears. "I haven't been out of
these three rooms in weeks. I'm going." Immediately, she stalked
toward the door.

The Centurion saw her exit into the corridor
and said, "Pardon, Your Reverence. I was instructed to retrieve
Odin Sinclair only."

She spun around and firmed her expression.
"I'm the Blessed Mother of the Monad Church. Would you deny me my
freedom to move about my home?"

The Cylon paused and then quickly bowed its
head. Lacy turned and walked down the hallway again and Odin
trotted to catch up to her. "Nice."

She didn't respond. Her eyes danced all over
the corridor and tried to pick up new details. So much had changed
on Hasari in the last few months. Their construction prowess was
beyond anything she could have expected. She got a reminder of that
as they passed by one of the large windows that revealed the scope
of the complex. Eight planetoids, joined by multiple shafts of
light and metal, surrounding an open space where Cylon vessels
could safely jump without being detected.

"I need to warn you," he said, "they've done
some reorganizing since you were last at a meeting."

"You told me about the war council. Five
Cylons. One for each of the four systems, plus Ruby."

"Right, right. But their main meeting room …
they're up on a platform looking down at everyone."

Lacy turned and scowled at him. "Are you
serious?"

They came to a stop before a closed door.
"Yes." When the Centurion approached, the door smoothly and quietly
slid aside. Surprised, Rand watched the panels recess into the
bulkhead.

The group entered. About forty units were
standing in the chamber and facing the tall dais as he had
described. The Cylon saluted the council. "Odin Sinclair." The unit
faced her. "And the Blessed Mother."

She glared at Ruby and wondered if the Cylon
would be able to detect such a human expression. The commander
stood and revealed to her, for the first time, the makeover that it
had received. It was covered in metallic armor like their
Centurions, but this metal appeared to have a purple tint and there
was a red panel in its midsection to distinguish itself from the
other commanders.

"We may require Your Reverence's aid," the
Alpha commander said.

Ruby only said. "We have lost Attila."

Confused, Lacy looked at Odin and he
whispered, "Shipyards. Near the Gamma system."

"Seven thousand Centurions were killed. Eight
vessels were destroyed, including three that were being
refitted."

Rand nodded. "Shall I pray?"

The leader paused and then said,
"Please."

The majority of the Cylons in the room
lowered their heads. Not Ruby. "One True God. Please secure those
of your children whom we have lost close to you. And watch over all
of your children that remain. Guide them and guard them in the days
to come. So say we all."

The machines responded, "So say we all."

The units raised their heads and Ruby sat
again. "Shipyards status report."

A Centurion on the floor said, "We have
located another carbonaceous planetoid, larger than Attila. It is
outside of Helios Delta and is designated Andromus."

"We should proceed with construction of new
shipyards there," Ruby said. It looked at the other units on the
council and all four said, "Agreed."

The Centurion saluted, said, "By your
command," and departed the chamber.

The leader looked at a unit on the other side
of the room. "Fleet strength report."

"With eight vessels destroyed, we have
thirty-one warships remaining. Additional ships are being
constructed at Specter but none are expected to be finished within
the next month."

"Army strength report."

Another machine answered, "Total Centurion
conversion is complete. Eight hundred-twenty-three thousand, five
hundred ninety-seven units standing by." Lacy's mouth fell open.
"Facilities are currently manufacturing weapons and munitions for
the Centurions. One Cylon facility remains dedicated to creating
new Centurions at a rate of one hundred fifty-six units each
day."

"That rate is unacceptable."

"Understood, commander," the Cylon said,
"however, we are able to manufacture weapons and munitions far more
quickly. Once we have a surplus, those facilities can again create
new Cylons, more than tripling the current rate."

"Understood." Ruby faced the other commanders
on the platform and said, "Strategy recommendations."

Delta spoke first, "We should begin missile
attacks on their most populous cities."

As Rand and Sinclair shared a concerned look,
the leader asked, "What is the strategy?"

"Sow confusion and fear. It will be
detrimental to human morale."

"Understood."

Beta then said, "We should perform surgical
attacks on the human shipyards located on the planets' surfaces. We
know that components are assembled planetside and then carried into
orbit. Because the orbital yards are so heavily defended, a ground
attack may prove more successful."

Ruby considered this and said, "Understood."
After a lull, the unit looked into the chamber. "Odin Sinclair.
Recommendations."

He flicked his hands on his pants and
nervously stepped forward. He raised his voice and said, "I was
trained in ground warfare. You know? Soldiers."

"You have given advice outside of that realm
in the past."

He lowered his head and glanced back toward
Lacy before returning his gaze to the council. "You've talked about
Asteria before. I recommend you go there. Everyone."

"Why?"

"They won't be looking there. Maybe you can
start a Cylon society on a real planet and not a bunch of
asteroids."

Ruby stared at the man for a moment. After a
few passes of its eye, it said, "We will consider Asteria for
future expansion, but Cylon society will remain here. The Cyrannus
System is our home, as well." Odin nodded and backed away toward
Lacy.

"I have a recommendation," Gamma said. "Once
our fleet has been replenished, we should establish bases in the
outer belts of each of the systems. These bases would serve as both
observation stations and decoys."

"Decoys?" Ruby asked.

"We must provide a diversion. It is likely
that the humans suspect we have multiple bases outside of the
systems and in the Gulf. If we build facilities larger than we
require on planetoids within the systems, it may prove to be a
sufficient distraction from our actual locations."

The council considered it and Alpha said,
"Agreed." The other two then said the same.

The leader said, "I recommend we wait until
our fleet is larger and once we have enough raw materials to
provide a convincing display." The other Cylons nodded. "Regarding
the plan for missile attacks on populous cities."

Delta and Beta both said, "Agreed."

Ruby looked at the other two and said, "I,
too, do not support this. Regarding the plan for ground assaults on
planetside shipyards."

Three of the commanders said, "Agreed."

"Approved." The leader looked into the
chamber and said, "Begin planning for ground assaults."

Several Centurions saluted and said, "By your
command."

The war council stood and said,
"Dismissed."

In their room later, Odin nodded and said,
"I'm doing it."

"Are you sure?" She put her hand on his arm
and said, "If you're caught …"

"I know." He swallowed hard and nodded. "It's
OK." He held her hands and leaned over her. Gently, he kissed her
lips. When he backed away, she had kept her eyes closed and seemed
surprised that he withdrew so quickly. He stood at the door and
looked at her. Without saying anything else, he opened the hatch
and stepped into the corridor.

Lacy stared at the entrance for several long
minutes. Her breaths were shallow and her eyes darted about in a
panic. Finally, she took a deep breath and retreated to the corner
of her bed. She pulled her knees to her chest and embraced her
legs.

 


The door opened and closed quickly. The room
was dark and Odin took a tentative step into it. "Hello?"

Suddenly, there came a single red glow. It
swept from side-to-side and a weak, metallic voice asked, "Who is
there?"

"It doesn't matter." He reached into his
pocket and felt the chip there. "I don't know who or what you are …
I just know the Cylons have held you in this room and they've used
you to create encryptions and viruses to fight the humans."

Pause. "Yes."

"I'll help you escape," Sinclair removed the
chip from his pocket, "if you'll help me send a message."

Tamara saw the technology and reached her
mind toward it. The storage device was too small for her own avatar
but, yes, she could easily craft an encrypted message. "I'll do
it."

And she knew to whom to send the message, as
well.
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GRAYSTONE

Day 166 of the Cylon War

 


"Sir William," a reporter shouted, "are you
going to be joining the Federalist Party?"

George smiled and said, "I have no intention
of joining a political party at this stage, certainly one so
nascent. Suffice it to say that my beliefs in the strength and
necessity of a unified, federal government align with theirs, if
not on specific policies."

The cacophony continued and the reporter
followed up, asking, "Leslie Rees has joined with the new
Caprica-based Colonialist Party."

"Hmm." He ticked his head to one side and
said, "It seems to me that our tribal nature is the system we had
before. Forming a party to divide us into separate worlds at a time
when we must join together is wrongheaded at a minimum and deadly
at worst, I'm afraid to say."

Daniel smiled at the older Virgan's polite
jabs. He looked up from his notes toward the television and watched
him try to enter a car as the press continued to harangue him.

"I fear that when the metal boots of soldiers
finally trod upon Caprican soil, or upon Tauran soil, or Scorpian,
or Aerilan soil, then we shall see the walls of Colonialists come
down and a desire for unity reignited."

"Sir, your vice president designee, Stephanie
Bruce, has been campaigning on your behalf on Canceron for the last
several days, …"

"I'll be joining her soon for a two-week,
'round-the-world tour of Canceron," he interjected.

"Is it true that you chose her simply to help
curry Caprican votes and undercut Prime Minister Rees?"

George laughed and said, "I'm going to do
something rather unexpected and simply state a political fact. Of
course I chose Delegate Bruce for those reasons. But I also chose
her because we have had a good working relationship for many years.
I chose her because she is in tune with the political realities of
today as well as the fundamental necessities that we, as four
systems, must address. More than just fighting Cylons, we must all
stand ready to raise our fellow Colonials. That may mean education,
economic opportunity, or any number of topics. Stephanie Bruce is
the one to get it done."

"Sir William, Sir William," a man yelled,
"any comment on the withdrawal of David Tan from the race?"

"I am sorry to see him go. I didn't know him
well, but I enjoyed our jousts and …"

"Dr. Graystone?"

Daniel turned his attention from the screen
and toward the young soldier standing in the doorway of the waiting
area. "Yes?"

"They're ready for you now."

He put the files in his briefcase, closed it,
and stood. "Thank you." He walked into the hallway and followed the
sergeant through a pair of locked doors. Soon, he entered a large
conference room where he saw Elisabeth Lixus and several other
officers.

"Thank you, doctor," Lixus said. "Please,
have a seat." He nodded and sat. "We are here to discuss the
results of your most recent project for us. The 'Two-Bee'
bait."

"Yes, general." He interlaced his fingers on
the tabletop. Nervously, he scanned the others' faces.

"Admiral," she corrected.

He lowered his head and looked at her new
uniform with Colonial patches and insignia. "Of course."

"Are you aware of the outcome?"

"Yes."

"And would you consider Two-Bee a
success?"

"From what I've heard, yes."

"Even though most of us in this room would
consider the plan a failure?"

Graystone's eyebrows raised and he said, "It
is my understanding that a secret Cylon base was found and
destroyed because of Two-Bee."

Lixus nodded and said, "True. But at the cost
of two Colonial vessels, totaling nearly one thousand lives. Plus,
twenty-nine members of the special strike team who planted the
device."

Daniel nodded, knowing that Zoe was part of
that team. "I understand and appreciate the loss, yet I do not see
this as a failure."

A colonel turned his wrinkled face to meet
Graystone's and said with a rasp, "Had your virus worked, those
thousand soldiers and two ships wouldn't have been lost."

He nodded and said, "I see. It is …
unfortunate, but I can only assume that the Cylons have evolved the
way their neural functions work. Or that they've improved their
defenses against such attacks. Or both."

"You told us that you tested the Two-Bee
virus on six other Cylons," the colonel stated.

"Correct, but those Cylons were never fully
separated from Caprica. They were captured during and immediately
after the uprisings. They never went to the Cylon base, wherever it
is. Gods only know how the Cylons are upgrading themselves
there."

The colonel faced the admiral and she slowly
leafed through a set of pages. She asked, "Doctor, what can you
tell me about the U-Eighty-Seven prototype?"

He squinted and replied, "Which one?"

"The one you took from Graystone Industries
and kept in your home for some time."

Daniel seemed pensive for a moment and then
said, "You're trying to find out if I had any inkling of what was
to come?"

"Correct."

"That first prototype did test in the
sentient range, yes, but after its escape from the lab and
near-destruction, the MCP was damaged and wiped."

"And you duplicated it anyway."

Graystone flexed and relaxed his hand, "Of
course. It had worked. And those units didn't test in the sentient
range."

"But they did. Years later."

"Sweet Aphrodite." He shook his head. "I'm
not doing this."

Now Lixus interlaced her fingers and placed
her hands on the tabletop. "What's that, doctor?"

"I'm not going to sit here and be accused of
aiding the Cylon revolution!" He listened as his volume decayed in
the large room and added, "I'm just not."

The colonel spoke again, "Even if your
actions have led to the deaths of tens of thousands of people? So
far?"

Graystone took a deep breath and he spoke,
"You took my company from me and yet I have been assisting
you at every turn since this crisis began months ago. I have fed
you ideas for weapons. I have put you in touch with the right
people to get the technical work done if I, myself, could not do
it. I have personally worked for months on untangling the Cylon
updates, so who do you think is most wounded to find out
that it didn't work?!" In light of the casualties, he wished he
hadn't said "wounded," yet he pressed on. "And despite all of this,
this mistrust and misguided efforts to malign me, I will continue
to help." He grabbed the handle of his briefcase and stood. "Good
day."

The admiral waved her hand and two soldiers
departed from their positions by the large doors. "I'm going to
have to insist that you remain with us for a while longer,
doctor."

Graystone looked at the two large men who
stood on either side of him. "You can't be serious."

Elisabeth said, "I am very serious, doctor.
Do not forget, I am aware of your past indiscretions and I am privy
to your work with Mr. Cabeiri." Daniel's nostrils flared at the
mention of the prosecutor. "I know how prone you are to withholding
information." She waved her hand.

A soldier gestured toward the large doors and
the other said, "This way, sir." As they led him past the large
table, Graystone glared at the back of the admiral's head.

 


"What's the word, doc?"

Amanda turned and smiled at Duram. "Well,
major, I was able to send three more of your people out of my
sickbay this morning."

Jordan smiled. "Excellent news." He looked
around the room and noted that the previous days' rancor had
quietened. He took a step closer and looked at her all-white
Colonial medical uniform surgical outfit. "So, Lieutenant 'Brady,'
what made you join up?"

She ticked her head to one side. "I felt like
I needed to help." She held the clipboard closer to herself and
said, "That I had to answer for the sins of my husband."

He nodded and then said, "You don't, by the
way. But I understand."

The translucent plastic curtains were pulled
back and Zoe came around the edge. She snapped to attention and
saluted. Both Amanda and Jordan returned the gesture. "Sirs," she
said.

"At ease, chief." Duram walked away and said,
"Thanks again, doc."

"Of course, major." Both women watched him
leave and waited until the plastic curtain fell back into place.
Zoe stepped toward her mother and embraced her. "It's been so nice
seeing you." Amanda felt her throat clenching and she smiled in an
effort to push it away.

"You too." Zoe closed her eyes and enjoyed
the embrace. She pulled back and saw that Amanda was tearing up and
she shook her head. "Mom, I'm fine."

"I know, I know." She wiped her eyes and
said, "I can't help but worry." She leaned against the edge of a
gurney. "For two months now, I've been here. A frantic rush to save
lives one day. Soul-crushing boredom the next. The worst days,
there's more of them. More often. And with more people each time. I
can't tell you how many times I've looked down at some poor woman,"
her chest heaved, "blood staining her fatigues. I look at the face
and if she … she doesn't have a face anymore or if it's burned, I
look at the patch. I look to see if she's a Legionnaire."

Zoe held her mother again and pulled her head
to her shoulder. Worry creased her brow and she said, "Maybe this
isn't the best thing …"

"I have to help!" she nearly shouted.

"I know." She looked toward the ceiling,
trying to think of something else to say. She smiled, thinking she
could employ some levity by telling her a grenade exploded right
behind her and she came out relatively unscathed, but she thought
better of that.

"Chief."

The Graystones turned and faced the plastic
curtain again. Major Duram was standing there and Zoe had already
released her mother. "Sir?"

"I'm sorry, but I need you to come up to
control."

She nodded and put her hand on Amanda's
shoulder. "Are you going to be OK?"

She smiled and wiped her eyes again. "Yes. Go
on."

Duram held the curtain back for Zoe to walk
through it. Once she had, Jordan's gaze lingered on Amanda, with
concern, and then he dropped the partition to walk with his
officer.

"Is everything alright?"

Zoe glanced at him and said, "Yes, sir. Just
concern for someone in the field."

"Of course."

"What's going on?"

"We received a signal." Jordan said nothing
else and she stared at him as they continued through the corridors
to Piraeus Station's control center. He looked at her and said, "I
want you to take a look at it."

The large doors slid open quietly and they
walked into the busy room. The center appeared to have three walls
with banks of computers and workstations along each. One was
designated for communications; one for sensors and defense; one for
station operations. A display pylon rose from the floor at the
lowered center of the room and several officers were staring at the
multiple screens on the column.

"Colonel," Duram said, "this is Chief Warrant
Officer Rachel Philomon." She snapped her boots together and
saluted. "If anyone's going to crack this, it'll be her."

The gray-haired woman nodded, "At ease,
chief. Thank you." She waved them into the center. "We received a
data packet on a narrow communications beam nearly an hour ago.
Encrypted."

"Targeted at Piraeus?" the major asked.

"Not necessarily," a captain said. "It's
possible that it was aimed at the planet or another satellite and
we got in the way."

"May I take a look?" Zoe asked.

"Please."

She stared at the screens on the display
pylon and studied the jumble of pixels and waveforms. She twisted
her head and then asked, "Do you have a Holoband interface?"

"Oh," the colonel looked toward the sensor
station and waved a lieutenant over. "Here."

The young man handed her a heavy-duty pair of
goggles. "Thanks." She slid them on and the orange and green lights
began to flicker.

"We need to configure it to run with the
pylon," the lieutenant said.

Zoe swiped her hand a few times and said,
"No, I've got it. Thanks." Of course, the Holoband itself and her
gestures were meaningless. She could access Piraeus' computers at
will, but with the Holoband, she could do so more easily and
without suspicion.

She saw the data packet as a large mass of
numbers and symbols. She turned them over and over again but
couldn't make sense of it. "On what frequency was it sent?"

The captain answered,
"One-three-point-one-three gigacycles."

Even with her Holoband still on, Zoe turned
and stared at him. "Microwave spectrum? Super high frequency.
That's above what the Cylons normally use." Something about the
number bothered her, too.

She zoomed in on the mass and rotated it in
her mind. She saw the bundles of information, though much of it was
lost, likely due to the distance of the signal and refraction
through space dust, debris …

"Direction? What direction did this come
from?"

The staff looked toward the sensor station
and the lieutenant there flipped through his duty log. "Um, …
eight-five-eight-point-three."

Graystone held her breath. She faced Duram
and said, softly, "Assuming this wasn't sent from a ship, that puts
the origin in the northwest … maybe as far away as sector four. Or
beyond."

The major nodded and turned toward the
communications stations. "I need a line to Colonial command."

"Yes sir."

Zoe concentrated on the packet again and
rotated it, over and over. Then, like a single piece of string, she
saw an end of a line of code. A thread poking from the data.
Maybe I can pull on that and unravel the whole thing … She
gasped and zoomed out, looking down directly onto the "thread." She
saw that the end of the code was at the center of a small flower
resting atop a stylized letter "t." Tamara …

"What is it, chief?" Duram asked.

"I'm not sure, but, …" she reached toward the
thread with her mind and with her fingertips, too, in the control
center. When she pulled, the data unspooled and flooded her vision,
causing her to stagger. The major steadied her and she said, "I'm
OK. I've got it." She swiped her hands toward the display pylon and
all the screens filled with the lines from the packet.

"Great Zeus," the colonel mumbled.

"There's a lot of gaps," the captain
said.

"Less than fifty percent is legible," a
lieutenant said. "But there's a lot of Cylon talk."

"What does this mean?" The captain adjusted
his glasses. "Using,' static, 'encryption and decryption,' static,
'viruses,' static, 'advancing?'"

Graystone removed the Holoband and said, "I
think it means the Colonial Fleet needs to rethink how they handle
computer technology on their ships."

"Already being done," Jordan said.

The colonel ran her finger under a line on a
screen and read, "'Centurions planning ground assault on,' static,
'shipyard,' static, 'unknown time frame.'" She looked toward the
others and said, "Command needs to see this now."

"Major Duram," an ensign said, "I've got
Admiral Nerus on the line."

"Thanks." He jumped up the steps to her
station and took the handset.

Zoe looked at the data again and saw the
phrase, "'Blessed Mother.'" She smiled and looked toward
Jordan.

"Sir. I think we've found it." Pause. "Yes,
sir. A large data packet, though a great deal is corrupted." Pause.
"Very useful, sir. There's mention of a ground assault and our
shipyards." Pause. "Right away." He gave the handset back to the
ensign and stepped toward the center well again. "SecDef is
ordering that the data be saved and transported, by hand, to
Caprica City for review. No broadcasts."

"No response, I assume?" the captain
asked.

"Absolutely not." The major looked around the
center and said, "And no one is to mention anything they've seen or
heard for the last hour, clear?"

There were many nods and some, "Yes
sirs."

Jordan said, "Colonel, he wants to reposition
Piraeus so that it stays where it was when we caught the
transmission, in case they send something again."

She nodded, "OK," and walked toward
operations to give orders.

Zoe whispered to Duram, "We have someone in
the Cylon base."

He smirked, "And you think you know who it
is?"

"Lacy." She smiled and looked at the screens
again. She wasn't certain that her best friend was still alive, but
she had more hope than before. And what of Tamara? How did she get
there and how was she involved?
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CYLONS

Day 196 of the Cylon War

 


When the Cylon ships first appeared above
Caprica, they immediately dropped into the upper atmosphere. One
light cruiser, four destroyers, five frigates, and nine transports
fell through the clouds, their hulls warmed by friction. They
leveled off some five kilometers above the Pricus Sea. As they
neared it, they bore north toward the city of Phoebus.

The Colonials wasted little time. Fighters
were scrambled from nearby airbases and ships dropped from orbit
and aimed directly toward Phoebus. The machines still had ten
kilometers to go when the first human missiles struck their
vessels. A transport exploded instantly and a frigate was damaged.
The Cylon cruiser raised itself from near the sea's surface and
moved into position above the rest of the invasion force, making
itself into a shield. Its flak guns began to fire and the explosive
pops were heard on the coast long before the ships were
visible.

Colonial missiles couldn't penetrate the
field of fire and metal. The Hawk fighters, however, attacked from
below and raked the ships with missiles and cannon fire. When the
human orbital vessels got lower, their own cannon batteries had a
firing solution and the Cylon cruiser was knocked from the sky,
taking two destroyers and a transport with it. Still, the Cylons
barreled toward Phoebus.

Two kilometers from the city. The Colonials
got closer and destroyed a frigate. Another transport. The Hawks
knocked out the engines on three of the transports and they each
plunged immediately into the water where they broke apart and
sunk.

And this was according to the Cylons'
plan.

While above the sea the remainder of the
Cylon fleet was destroyed, with only a single destroyer making a
futile suicide run on the shipyards of Phoebus, on the bottom of
the sea, scores of Centurions emerged from the wreckage and began
to walk.

Warehouses of equipment and vehicles
smoldered and fire units sprayed water onto the flames. The large
arches and superstructures, the enormous engines and mechanical
parts, the massive guns and launchers … all being prepared for the
Jupiter-class heavy carriers' assembly in orbit, however,
were still secreted under large canopies and were unscathed.

Later, as the Colonial vessels rose back into
space, the Cylons stepped out of the water.

They moved over the sand and then rocks. They
walked onto asphalt and then through the fences on this cold day.
They raised their weapons and took aim. They expected to see
soldiers on patrol. They expected a greater human presence,
especially so soon after an attack. Yet, there was nothing. Newly
confident, nearly two thousand Centurions surged forward toward the
components for orbital construction. Demolition teams prepared
their charges and the last of the Cylons left the edge of the
sea.

This is when the Colonial deception was
uncovered.

What had appeared to be simple, large wooden
crates along the periphery of the shipyard unfurled, revealing
large weapon emplacements. Each one had two arms of thirty-caliber,
high-speed cannons, with a bank of short-range anti-vehicle
missiles in the center. These eight emplacements opened fire at
once.

The Centurions were sprayed with bullets that
tore through their gleaming armor. Several units had their heads
blown completely off. The missiles, which were designed for use
against armored vehicles, wiped out five and six Cylons at a time.
A few of the invaders rallied and carried demolitions charges to
two emplacements and destroyed them. That was the closest thing to
success the machines had that day, for, within ten minutes, all of
them were destroyed.

 


Ruby looked down. After a moment it raised
its head again and asked, "None whatsoever?"

"Negative."

The war council leader stared at the Cylon
commander before it. After another moment of thought, it asked,
"Any successes?"

"If there were any, no Centurions survived to
send the report."

The operations commander looked to either
side at its other colleagues. Then, Ruby said, "Dismissed."

"By your command." The commander saluted and
left the chamber.

"With forty-three ships destroyed, we should
suspend large-scale operations wherein the risk of catastrophic
materiel loss is great," the Delta commander said. "Certainly not
until our shipyards are able to replenish the fleet."

The other commanders said, "Agreed."

"It was a simultaneous attack on five
worlds," Beta said. "How could we have failed on all fronts?"

Alpha said, "Perhaps we underestimated the
Colonials."

Ruby had been thinking the entire time. It
looked toward the others on the war council and said, "Perhaps it
is something else."


 LXXXIII

GEORGE

Day 228 of the Cylon War

 


"Polls have now closed on both Caprica and
Canceron," the anchor said. "Of course, polls have also already
closed on Virgon, Aerilon, Picon, Scorpia, Libran, and Aquaria. Due
to the time differences across the Twelve Worlds, the remaining
four colonies still have some time left."

Sir William reclined in a plush chair and
twirled his unlit cigar in his fingers. He heard the chatter of
staffers behind him in the hotel suite and he considered yelling at
them, telling them to keep quiet. Instead, he sighed and turned up
the television's volume with the remote control.

"Thanks to Aquaria's relatively low
population, the results have already been certified and Sir William
George of Virgon is the winner with fifty-four percent of the
vote." The anchor shifted papers and said, "Scorpia's polls were
the first to close. Reporting from all ballot stations there is
complete and the uncertified results also have Sir William
George in the lead with forty-three percent of the vote." He nodded
and said, "I'm being told that we have just heard back from our
reporters in Gamma. CAP One reporter Nevine Samms has just jumped
into orbit. Can you hear me, Nevine?"

"I can, Quinn." The screen changed and showed
a woman's pixelated face in the cramped cabin of a vessel. "I've
just returned from Libran where the unofficial results are
complete. Of the five candidates on the ballot, Caprica's prime
minister, Leslie Rees, has won the race on the 'Colony of Justice,'
with forty-nine percent of the vote."

There were some grumbles and hisses behind
him and George turned to see his staffers and consultants shaking
their heads at the monitor.

"Thank you, Nevine. Safe journey back to
Gamma as we wait for Sagittaron's polls to close."

She answered off camera, "Thank you."

The anchor looked to the side of the screen
and said, "Should we do a recap? Exit polls? OK, exit polling on
Caprica. This is the first time I'm seeing this." He was handed an
e-sheet and said, "CAP One's own exit polling confirms what the
polls were saying here on Caprica just a few days ago. It appears
that Leslie Rees will win Caprica with just fifty-two percent." He
looked to his left and said, "Political scientist from Apollo
University, Dr. Robert Kidd joins us. Why did the prime minister
not win by a bigger margin here at home?"

The older man wearing a bowtie said, "I think
there are two main reasons. First of all, this acted as a
referendum on the job that she and her party have done in
leadership of the Parliament for the last few years. The economy
has been OK, at best, and there a lot of people at some income
levels who just aren't feeling the benefits of the tax cuts she got
passed a year ago. That's on the heels of poorly received labor
relief packages that her party passed during the height of Cylon
use in the commercial and industrial sectors, pre-war, of course.
Rees and her party came out aggressively against basic income
payments and that angered a great many people, especially those who
were displaced by automation."

"But many of those people got their jobs back
once the Cylons rebelled."

"That is true," Kidd said, "but for the
people who were affected, they might not be so quick to forget.
Secondly, there was the Cylon attack just last month. Even though
they were defeated, Cylon soldiers set foot on Caprica which was
something that Sir William warned about, and also something that
Leslie Rees said, foolishly, would never happen."

"Mr. President?"

George scowled and turned. He saw Stephanie
Bruce and he grunted. "Bad luck, my dear. You know that."

She was smiling and greeted him with a hug.
"You remember my husband?"

"Of course. Franklin, how are you?"

The tall man shook his hand and said, "Great,
sir. Thank you."

"Please," Sir William gestured toward the
chairs and said, "sit with me and watch the wonks." He put the
cigar in his mouth and began to chomp on its end.

" … since this is an election via popular
vote," the political scientist continued, "Canceron is of the
utmost importance with its voting population of over three billion
people. I am eagerly awaiting those results because they may very
well cinch the win for one of the two lead candidates."

"Thank you, Dr. Kidd, and it sounds like you
may soon get your wish." The anchor turned in his chair and faced
the camera again. "CAP One reporter Will Drexler has jumped into
orbit from Delta. Will? What can you tell us?"

Another pixelated face appeared and the image
sharpened quickly. The man was still wearing his seat harness and
the camera shook, giving viewers a glimpse of the private
aircraft's cabin.

"Quinn, I have two big pieces of news for
you."

"OK, great."

"First, Aerilon. Our official CAP One exit
polling shows a virtual tie between Leslie Rees and William George.
A virtual tie." He glanced down at his papers and said, "Both are
neck and neck at about forty-one percent of the vote on
Aerilon."

He began to speak again but the anchor
interrupted, "That's a bit of a surprise, isn't it, Will?"

"It is, Quinn. Leslie Rees had a solid lead
here and most people I've talked to say that it was her Colonialist
message, her fierce determination to keep the Colonies as separate
as possible, … that's what Aerilans were responding to. But in the
last few weeks, more Cylon attacks and the vigorous campaigning by
George's vice president-designee Stephanie Bruce, and the Aerilan
members of the Colonial Council, Silas Mance and Dolores Kelley,
helped turn the tide in favor of Virgon's William George."

The Virgan smiled. He would definitely have
to send some kind of thanks to his old friend, Silas.

"Wow," Quinn said. "What's your second piece
of news?"

"From Canceron, I have some preliminary exit
polling."

"Here we go," the political scientist
mumbled.

"This is not CAP One's official poll, but
another major poll conducted by a group of media outlets on
Canceron." He looked at his papers and said, "William George, Sir
William George," he corrected himself, "is ahead with forty-six
percent of the vote on Canceron, according to this poll."

The hotel suite erupted in cheers. George
squinted and leaned forward.

"That is not a surprise as George was the
favored candidate for some time. Lydia Surat, the Canceran member
of the Colonial Council and daughter of the former prime minister,
spent a great deal of time campaigning for her former colleagues
and those efforts paid off. The surprise …"

"Thank you, Will," the anchor
interrupted.

"I'm sorry, Quinn, but this is
important."

"OK, I'm sorry. Please, go ahead."

There was some crosstalk as the pair tried to
speak and the signal delay didn't help. "Right." Pause. "Thanks.
The real surprise, Quinn, is second place, and the fact of the
matter is, we don't know who's in second."

There were some gasps in the room behind Sir
William.

"Leslie Rees is in a virtual tie with
Canceron's own Rana Amble, the industrialist who funneled two
billion tola of her own money into advertisements and other
campaign efforts. Now, that's about five hundred million cubits, so
it was no small effort, that's for sure."

"And Rana Amble is doing well in other polls
elsewhere, right?" the anchor asked.

"Yes. She was the third highest in numbers on
Aerilon. She was a close third on Scorpia. And she's been polling
in the lead on Sagittaron. Basically, if you live in Gamma or Delta
and you felt like your colony has been picked over or ruled by
Alpha or Beta, Rana Amble was the only candidate for you."

"And what about rumors that the official
results could be delayed?"

"Not entirely rumors, Quinn. Just one month
ago, Canceron's elections board decided to scrap their computerized
voting system out of fears that Cylons may try to interfere with
the elections."

"I remember," the anchor said.

"The paper ballot system was quickly put in
place and that's how citizens voted today. It will just take a
little more time to finalize the results, Quinn."

"Great stuff. Thank you, Will Drexler."

"Thank you."

"How are you feeling about things, Sir
William?"

He looked to his right and saw the
consultant, Charles Kinley, kneeling by his chair. George removed
the cigar from his mouth and said, "It all sounds very fine so far.
Have you fellows looked at the numbers?"

Kinley glanced back and saw Brian Meade
sitting at table typing furiously on a computer. "We have been.
He's putting the latest figures in now. Suffice it to say, things
are looking rather good."

George nodded and said, "Thank you. Off you
go."

"… live in the ballroom of the Continental
Wilson Hotel in Delphi. Carmen?"

A young woman standing before a crowd of
people talking and drinking appeared. She was wearing a headset and
the music threatened to overwhelm her voice. "Quinn, the mood here
has been jubilant ever since the first numbers came out of Scorpia.
The crowd cheered again loudly, very loudly, with the news from
Canceron just a moment ago."

"Carmen, let me ask you this. Why is Sir
William George, of Virgon, waiting for the results of the election
here on Caprica and not back home?"

"That is a good question and it's one that I
asked Sir William a little while ago." The reporter looked down
toward an off-camera monitor and then the scene shifted.

It was the same backdrop on the victory stage
but with far fewer people in attendance. George was wearing the
same rumpled blue suit that he was wearing even now in his hotel
room. He nodded when he saw it and remembered answering more than
five minutes of this woman's questions just before lunch time.

"So why will you be here in Delphi tonight
for the election results instead of your home on Virgon?"

He smiled and answered, "Having spent most of
the last four months here in Delphi for the Inter-Colonial Council,
the constitutional convention, and then the Colonial Council, I
have begun to regard Delphi as my home away from home." He paused a
moment and leaned to one side. "In all seriousness, however, I
wanted to be here on Caprica should my opponent, Leslie Rees
win."

"Why's that?"

"If she does win, I will be boarding a flight
to Caprica City so that I may join her on stage at her own victory
party and congratulate her."

"Really?"

"Oh yes."

"That's almost unheard of in politics."

"It is," Sir William nodded, "and it is a
shame. The greatest theme of my campaign has been unity and what
greater example could I set than by being slain in electoral battle
and then greeting my foe, smiling, holding her hand aloft, and
saying, 'I am with you.' Because, whoever wins, we will all be with
them."

"Damn," Kinley said in the hotel room.

Meade said, "That's a good line."

"It really is," Stephanie Bruce said.

"Well," Sir William said with the cigar
dangling from his mouth, "it has the added benefit of being
true."

 


He stood in the wings backstage.

George took a deep breath and looked out into
the audience. There were tens of thousands of people present and
they were sitting and standing anxiously. He looked across the
platform toward the other side and he saw the people waiting
there.

"It's noon."

Sir William turned and nodded at the
stagehand who manned the audio system. The others got the same
message and they strode onto the platform to applause.

A few people sat in the chairs arranged on
the dais and his old friend, Francis Richese, walked to the
microphone first. "Hello, everybody. I hope you are well." The
Leonan looked at his notecard and said, "Article two of the
Articles of Colonization establishes how we elect the president,
and it states that, 'within a reasonable span of time, the results
are to be certified and the president inaugurated.' Thirty days
ago, billions of our citizens went to the polling places in their
neighborhoods. Thirty days ago, our people had a momentous choice
before them. Five names appeared on their ballots and, thirty days
ago, they selected the one that they believe should be the first
president of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol. The results have now
been certified and it is time for an inaugural inauguration." He
smiled and swept his hand toward stage left. "I present to you, the
president-elect of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol, Sir William
George!"

The band struck up a jaunty tune and the
audience stood and applauded. The Virgan walked out onto the stage
and squinted in the bright Caprican sunlight. The ceremonies were
being held in the park downtown near the rapidly expanding
government district, where the last stand of the Cylons trapped on
Caprica was fought months ago. People, flags, and banners filled
the streets and stretched as far as the eye could see in every
direction, in every alley, avenue, and building. He paused and felt
a weight, a sense of awe in the moment. So many people. He
put one hand on his chest and waved the other before shaking the
hand of Richese, who clapped him on the back and whispered,
"Congratulations, my friend."

Sir William smiled and looked around the
stage at the flags, including the Colonial flag that he liked, the
flags of the various colonies, the priest, Stephanie Bruce, and a
few others. He approached the podium and briefly thought he should
begin his remarks before remembering that he would have to be sworn
in first.

The priest stood and unrolled his ceremonial
parchment. "Raise your hand, please." George complied. "'I, Sir
William George, do now avow and affirm …'"

"I, Sir William George, do now avow and
affirm ..."

"'That I take the office of president of the
Twelve Colonies of Kobol without any moral reservation or mental
evasion …'"

"That I take the office of president of the
Twelve Colonies of Kobol without any moral reservation or mental
evasion …"

"'And that I will protect and defend the
Articles of Colonization with every fiber of my being.'"

"And that I will protect and defend the
Articles of Colonization with every fiber of my being."

The priest smiled and allowed the parchment
to snap back into its wooden holder. He shook George's hand and
said, "Congratulations, Mr. President."

"Thank you, sir." The audience applauded
again. Sir William smiled and nodded at them as he looked across
their faces. He stopped on a few he recognized, including Leslie
Rees. He smiled and waved at her, too.

The president raised his hands and quieted
them. "Thank you all. There is a great deal of work that remains to
be done." He noted the echo of his voice from the speakers across
the park and he adjusted his cadence to compensate. "In fact, I
would suggest that all of the work remains to be done. Thus
far, we have presented merely ideas. Notions. A collection of
common beliefs and rules that we call the Articles of Colonization.
Compiling and approving them was no small affair, but implementing
them and abiding by them will require decades upon decades of
effort, determination, and above all, desire. The desire to uphold
those ideals and see them through."

There was some applause and he allowed it to
fade naturally.

"The crisis that precipitated this event is
known to us all. The joined efforts of our worlds' militaries, now
under the aegis of the Colonial Forces, has already secured major
victories. They will inspire us all with their strength and bravery
and resolve. We shall need all three qualities in great abundance
to defeat our enemies." He felt anger stirring inside and he
decided to release it strategically. "Those enemies seek to
undermine all that we are and all that we have. I do not know the
true end of their aims. I do not know if they regard our worlds as
theirs and us as a blight upon them. I do not know if they seek
vengeance for perceived wrongs. I only know that they have attacked
and killed many thousands of us. They have destroyed homes and
livelihoods. And we shall not sit idly by and allow it. We shall
fight!" The applause became louder and more raucous. "We shall
defeat them!"

He allowed it to last and he noted the
enthusiasm with which the Colonial officers clapped.

"Despite my long history of pontification and
great feats of oratory, I will not belabor the matter much
further." At least one person got a good laugh from that line. "I
do, however, want to address what some consider an error in the
Articles of Colonization. I shall do so by reading the preamble of
that newborn document."

He lifted a piece of paper and tilted his
head down to read the fairly large print. "'We the peoples of the
TWELVE COLONIES OF KOBOL,' capitalized entirely, 'seeking to
preserve and protect our lives and our livelihoods, our rights and
our freedoms, and our cultures and our destinies, from any and all
threats both without and within, do hereby put forth these Articles
of Colonization and establish the UNITED COLONIES OF KOBOL,' also
capitalized." A ripple of applause began in the audience and it
spread. George nodded and said, "Please. Applaud. These words
establish our collective futures." He backed away from the mic and
clapped, too.

Once the noise subsided, he returned and
said, "Now, herein lies the supposed mistake. Two phrases were
fully capitalized, seemingly creating two different names for our
collection of colonies. The 'Twelve Colonies of Kobol' and the
'United Colonies of Kobol.' Now, some have said that because the
'Twelve Colonies' phrase appears in the oaths of office, that is
the official name. Most members of the Colonial Council have said
either is acceptable. I, however, would say that there was an
error. My intention from the start was to create a union of
our worlds because I know that true unity is the only way for us to
persevere beyond this conflict and into the third millennium. So
while I may refer to the 'twelve colonies,' know that I will always
consider these to be the United Colonies of Kobol." The
crowd began to applaud. "After so many centuries of strife and
separation, we must celebrate our union and trumpet it from every
corner of all four systems!" Many in the crowd stood and he
finished, "I look forward to serving all of you and I shall do so
until the end of my days!"

He raised his hands and retreated toward his
seat on the stage. He beamed throughout the swearings-in of the
Quorum of Twelve and the ceremonial naming and swearing-in of
Stephanie Bruce as vice president.

Once the public events were complete, George,
Bruce, and the newly sworn-in Quorum of Twelve immediately went
into session to start governing. There was an inaugural ball, but
the victors did not attend.


 LXXXIV

RAND

Day 270 of the Cylon War

 


Odin Sinclair entered the darkened room and
quickly closed the heavy hatch behind himself. The air was cold and
no sound could be heard. He blinked and then whispered, "Hello?
It's me. I know it's been awhile." He reached into his pocket and
removed the data device. "Are you ready for another message?"

A red light came on and began to sweep. The
sound filled his ears. Then a second red light appeared. And a
third.

"Oh frak." He stumbled backward and into the
door. He fumbled for the latch and he was grabbed from behind by
firm, metal hands.

 


The door to her room opened and he was tossed
inside. Lacy jumped up from her desk and knelt by his side. "Odin!
What's going on?"

"They …"

"He was captured attempting to broadcast
intelligence to the Colonials."

Rand looked up and saw Ruby standing in the
doorway. She glanced down at him and saw the fear in his wide eyes.
She stood and walked right up to the Cylon leader. "He did it on my
orders."

The commander remained still. After a moment,
it reached behind itself and closed the hatch. "I do not doubt
it."

Lacy blinked and took a step back. "You
don't?"

"No. You have clearly been opposed to our
course of action for some time. When we discovered the two
broadcasts and the attempts to conceal their origin, we knew that
someone was using our digital asset. It was simply a matter of
waiting for them to return for a third attempt."

Rand expelled the air from her lungs and
seemed to shrink. She looked down at Sinclair and he reached toward
her. She held his fingers and meekly asked, "What will you do?"

"He is to be executed."

"What?!"

"This is a time of war. He has committed
treason that led to the deaths of thousands of Cylons and the
destruction of many vessels. He will be executed."

She knelt by him and put her hands on either
side of his face. He was breathing heavily and after staring into
each other's eyes, he pressed his lips against her wrist and
kissed.

"Kill me, too."

"Negative."

She glared toward Ruby and screamed, "Why?!
I'm as guilty as he is!" A single tear fell over her cheek.

"Regardless of your opinions on our war
effort, you are still the Blessed Mother and, therefore, you are
still vital to the spiritual morale of all Cylons. After the loss
of the Sainted Sister, the loss of Your Reverence would be a major
blow."

Now Lacy sobbed openly and collapsed against
Sinclair's chest. They held each other for a while. He kissed the
top of her head and said, "Hey. It'll be OK."

She looked at him with incredulity. "What?
No, it won't."

He swallowed hard and nodded. Then, he
smirked and said, "Yeah. It's gonna suck."

She slapped him. After another burst of
tears, she reached for him and kissed his cheek. He hugged her
tightly and whispered, "I never said it, but I love you. I
should've said it."

Rand began to nod and pulled herself away.
"Yeah. You should've." She wiped her eyes and said, "I love …" When
her eyes opened again, she saw that Odin was gone. She whipped her
head to the door and saw Ruby dragging him away. "No! Wait!"

The Cylon commander slammed the hatch shut
and the exterior lock clunked into place. She threw herself against
the door and slid down to the bulkhead. She wept for several long
minutes.

Then the monitor embedded in the far wall
came on.

"Odin Sinclair," the standard Cylon voice
said, "you have been captured in an attempt to broadcast
intelligence to our enemy and you are further suspected of having
successfully completed two previous attempts. For the crimes of
treason, you are to be executed."

The screen showed him, bound and gagged,
placed against a stone wall, likely in one of the large hangar
bays. He struggled and a Centurion stepped next to him and held his
shoulder fast against the rock.

"Squad, prepare your weapons." A group of
Cylons were seen to enter the frame. They raised their rifles.

"No!" Lacy leapt from the floor and ran to
the control panel beside the monitor. She pressed every button
repeatedly but the image did not go away.

"Take aim."

"No!" She lunged for her desk and grabbed the
back of her chair. She swung it against the clear plastic screen
three times, cracking it on the first, distorting the picture on
the second, and completely shattering the image into multicolored
blobs on the third. Still, the speakers were unaffected.

"Fire."

Rand screamed and the gunshots caused her to
collapse to the floor. She was sitting with her head between her
knees, clutching the back of her head, as though she was attempting
to fold herself up. Her eyes were wide open and she heard Odin's
body slide down the rock wall and onto the floor. She heard him
gurgle, as well as his last few wet breaths.

Lacy fell onto her side and covered her face.
She lay there and cried, alone, for hours.


 LXXXV

CYLONS

Day 273 of the Cylon War

 


"We have cracked the encryption on the two
messages sent to the Colonials."

Gamma commander asked, "Without the aid of
the digital asset?"

"Affirmative. Given its complicity in
crafting the messages, it seemed prudent that we decrypt the data
ourselves."

Ruby replied, "Excellent. Report."

"The data sent was extensive and frequently
specific. The location of Hasari and all of our bases was provided.
This proved to be the most sensitive loss. Other disclosures
included troop strength, fleet strength, weapon capabilities, and
more."

The war council stared at the commander.
Finally, Alpha asked, "Do we know where the Colonials received the
message?"

"Yes. Piraeus Station, in orbit of Caprica.
However, because the message was sent in the super-high band, there
was likely significant data degradation. It is unknown how much was
able to reach them."

"Apparently, sufficient information for them
to bolster their defenses near planetside shipyards," Delta
commander said. "That would explain our forces' defeat."

"Affirmative." Ruby paused and thought. Then,
it said, "Since Colonial ships have not yet attacked us, perhaps
the data regarding our locations was lost."

"Or perhaps they are building up their
strength for a full assault," Alpha said.

"Agreed." The operations commander looked at
the intelligence unit and said, "Dismissed."

"By your command." The Centurion saluted and
left the large chamber.

Beta commander spoke first. "We need a plan
to determine how much the Colonials know."

Ruby responded, "Agreed. Suggestions?"

"We create a virus for Colonial defenses that
broadcasts their data to us," Gamma said. This would only require a
small ship to be within range of Caprica."

"Unfortunately," Alpha said, "such a plan
would likely require the aid of the digital asset. Its complicity
has damaged its usefulness to us."

"Our intelligence units are proficient,"
Gamma replied.

"True, but they are inexperienced and have
been relying on the asset for their educations." Delta said, "I
have a bolder proposal." The other commanders looked at it. "It
will require a small strike force, one vessel of which will have to
be sacrificed in order to be successful."

 


The next day, six Cylon ships jumped into
space near Piraeus Station. A heavy cruiser, a light cruiser, three
destroyers, and a single, long Virgan cargo vessel.

The heavy cruiser moved to the Caprica-side
of the station and aimed its batteries toward the surface, waiting
for an attacker to appear. The light cruiser positioned itself
above the station, putting the ship between the target and the
heavily defended Argus Shipyard many thousands of kilometers away.
All the vessels engaged communications jamming, hoping that it
would be enough to prevent any rescue operations.

Piraeus Station hung in orbit like a capital
letter "T." The bulk of the station was at the top, forming the
crossbar. The station's operations, machinery, and storage were
kept below in a single column. A small semisphere was atop the long
crossbar which served as the command area. A few panels opened
along the surface of the crossbar and small missile batteries were
exposed. One of the destroyers targeted each as they emerged and,
with great precision, destroyed each bank without damaging the
station itself.

A second destroyer landed on top of the
station at one end. An assault docking tube extended and, within
twenty seconds, the outer hull was breached and squads of
Centurions poured inside.

The humans in the corridors ran and screamed
but the Cylons did not fire. Their weapons were raised and they
entered every room they encountered. A dozen Marines stormed out of
the command area and opened fire on the Centurions. A few fell, but
the Centurions stood their ground and returned fire. The humans
were killed and the machines continued to move throughout the
station.

The Virgan cargo vessel maneuvered itself
into position at the end of the crossbar opposite the boarding
parties. It placed its nose directly against the outer hull of the
station until the sensor antennae on the front of the ship were
bent.

"Cargo vessel ready. FTL standing by."

The mission commander was now inside Piraeus,
stepping over the body of a dying Marine. "Understood. Destroyer
two, decouple and move away."

"By your command." The ship that put the
boarding parties inside retracted its tube and began to patrol the
station's perimeter.

"Cargo vessel. Proceed."

"By your command."

A light emerged from the rear of the Virgan
ship and arced quickly to its bow. It blinked with a flash and
immediately reappeared with another flash exactly fifty meters in
front of where it had been pressed against the station's hull.

The station rocked, sending the humans to the
floors and even the Cylons against the bulkheads. Lights dimmed and
sparks flew from conduits. The Centurions continued their hunt for
armed personnel and engineering teams raced through the corridors.
When they opened a hatch, the Cylons found the outer hull of the
Virgan ship.

As they planned, the cargo vessel had jumped
just far enough inside Piraeus Station, merging the matter of both
structures, permanently and inextricably intertwining them. The
engineers cut through the outer hull of the Virgan ship and walked
into its corridors. The team had to occasionally cut through
portions of Piraeus that interrupted the cargo vessel's halls. They
also spotted two Cylons, mercifully deactivated, that had been
merged with a bulkhead of the station when the ship materialized
inside. Finally, the team cut through Piraeus' outer layers and
subsequently emerged inside the parts of the ship that remained
free of the station's matter.

While the engineering teams worked, the
Centurions secured the command center and killed the crew there, as
well as the entire Marine detachment.

The mission commander perused the database
and found a great deal of encrypted data. "Objective located.
Retrieval uncertain. Continue with primary plan."

It had been almost fifteen minutes. The
remaining crew on the Virgan cargo ship had safely relocated to
auxiliary control at the rear of the ship. "Cargo vessel reporting.
FTL computer reprogramming underway with new flight geometry.
Engineers distributing field cables."

The six engineering teams that cut paths
through the merged station-ship now unspooled bare-metal cable from
the FTL drive section where they were attached. The thick material
was carried into the merged sections and engineers welded the cable
in spots as they moved. Soon, the cable which would conduct the FTL
drive's energy was unspooled into the station itself as close to
the outer hull as possible through the long corridors of Piraeus'
crossbar and down into the operations section.

The mission commander stood in the command
center over the bloodied bodies of the colonel and captain. The
Cylon stared at the DRADIS screen, looking for any signals. After
five minutes, it broadcast, "Engineering teams. Status."

"Field cable distribution nearly complete.
Stand by."

A single ship appeared on DRADIS. The
commander stared at it and waited for a transponder signal to
render the ship's designation on the screen. Before that, however,
an active DRADIS ping hit the station and all the Cylon vessels.
Then, the small ship jumped away.

"Attention all units. We have been
discovered. Colonial vessels will be incoming shortly. Engineering
teams, status."

"Cable distribution is complete."

"Cargo vessel, status."

There was a pause. "Computer reprogramming
complete. FTL is spun up. Standing by for spin-sync generator
overload."

"Execute when ready."

A minute later, nine Colonial vessels
appeared on the DRADIS screen. Just as the commander was about to
ask for a status report, the cargo vessel signaled and said,
"Jumping in five, four, three, two, one."

It felt as if the station began to fall.
Light echoed through the interior of the ship and energy leapt over
the circuits of every Cylon. Conduits exploded and entire systems
went down. The humans who had been corralled in rooms deep within
the station's interior collapsed unconscious with blood pouring
from their ears and noses.

The commander's eye began to scan again and
it saw that it was lying on the deck. It stood and noticed that it
couldn't hear the sound of its metal body on its metal
surroundings. It performed a diagnostic and looked toward the
command center's windows. Outside, the mission commander did not
see Caprica as it had just before. It saw instead the networked
planetoids of Hasari.

 


The operations commander and the commanders
of the four theaters entered Piraeus Station and began to tour
their prize. The mission commander greeted them with a salute.
"Forgive me, commanders, but I am unable to hear. The energy surge
of our unconventional jump appears to have damaged or destroyed my
microphones. The same is true of most of my Centurions."

Ruby looked at the damaged Cylons arrayed
behind the commander and decided to signal to it directly.
"Understood, commander. Excellent work."

"Thank you," it signaled back.

"Status report?"

The Cylons turned and moved through the
corridors. "Most compartments located in the outermost sections of
the station explosively decompressed in the jump. Emergency
bulkheads are in place. Most systems are offline, including all
computers. They are not destroyed but they will require effort to
repair."

"Signal teams to get aboard and begin," Ruby
said. It faced the mission commander again and signaled,
"Continue."

"We have secured and rendered inoperative all
communications systems and transponders. Regarding the target,
before the jump, I was able to confirm the presence of significant
encrypted data within the station's database. There were also
large, encrypted files that correspond to the transmission times of
the signals sent from Hasari by Odin Sinclair."

"Excellent. Status of our human
prisoners?"

"Approximately three hundred seventy have
survived. All Colonial Marines have been eliminated. Most of the
Colonial command staff were killed in the attempt to secure the
station's command center. Piraeus Station was functioning primarily
as a medical station and the majority of the survivors are medical
personnel and their patients."

The war council stopped and faced each
other.

"We intended to keep the humans alive to
interrogate them regarding their knowledge of the transmissions,"
the Gamma commander said. "If most of the command staff are dead,
it is unlikely that the medical personnel and patients would have
knowledge of the transmissions."

"Agreed," Delta said, "however, the remaining
survivors may be valuable in their own ways."

"Explain," Ruby ordered.

"Are you familiar with the concept of a
hostage?" The war council paused and considered this. "A person
seized in order to compel the fulfillment of a condition."

"I know the definition," the operations
commander said. "I simply do not know what conditions we desire
with which hostages would be advantageous."

Beta said, "Though they may lack knowledge of
the intelligence transmissions, some of them may have other
valuable knowledge."

"True," Delta said.

Ruby looked toward the mission commander and
signaled, "If many of our Cylons were damaged in the jump, what of
the humans?"

"They were injured as well. All were rendered
unconscious. Some have since regained consciousness."

"Take us to them."

The war council walked into a stark white
triage center where sixty people had been placed. Cylons were
stationed along the outer walls and humans were crowded near the
center. More than half were unconscious. A few were awake and
sitting upright. The remainder were tending to the blood and wounds
of the others.

"Most of these people are doctors and nurses.
We gave them permission to aid the injured."

Ruby walked closer and the conscious humans
scrambled backward into the thick of the others. Except for one.
She continued to wipe blood from the ears of a man lying on the
floor.

The Cylon leader knelt and looked at the
doctor who had blood in her own ears. "Can you not hear
either?"

The woman grumbled, "I hear you."

"You are not afraid."

She turned and glared at the Cylon. "No."

Ruby's eye stopped scanning and focused on
this woman. Short, blond hair. Blue eyes. Approximately forty to
fifty years of age. It looked at the nameplate affixed to her
medical uniform. The Cylon asked, "What is your name?"

She backed away and continued to tend to the
unconscious man. "Lieutenant Beatrice Brady. Want my serial number,
too?"

The Cylon scanned its databases and compared
her voiceprint and facial structure. It raised its head and felt a
kind of elation. Ruby then grabbed her arm and lifted her up.

"Ow! You're hurting me!"

The commander leaned closer and stared deep
into her eyes. "You are not Beatrice Brady."

For the first time in their encounter, the
woman appeared afraid. "Of course I am."

"You are Amanda Graystone. Wife of Daniel
Graystone, forger of our chains." Some of the humans nearby gasped
and she seemed to wilt in Ruby's grasp.


 LXXXVI

ADAMA

Day 273 of the Cylon War

 


"Attention."

The Cylon eye swept the room. It saw nothing
in the darkness except for the boundaries of the electromagnetic
cage. Tamara had been deactivated for … days? Longer?

"Digital asset."

"I have a name."

Through the simple analog speaker, the
Centurion said, "We are preparing to send a broadcast to Caprica
from our current position and wish to mask our origin. Produce
recommendations."

Tamara tried to move her arms and found that
she still lacked them. The same for her legs. "What do I get out of
it?"

"Your continued existence. We are aware that
you aided the traitor, Odin Sinclair."

Adama paused and thought, So he's not
coming back. I have no hope of escape now. "Fine."

The slot in the wall opened and quickly
closed. A data device was now located on the shelf in the room. She
felt it in her mind as she did all digital devices. Like the ones
Sinclair brought, this was small and simple. She studied the data
on it and saw the maps. The estimated size of the message. Her
bound torso emitted a half-sigh and she created an encryption
algorithm and a means of transmitting the message while concealing
the origin.

"Finished."

The slot quickly opened, the device was
snatched, and the metal slot closed again.

"Stand by."

A few minutes later, the Centurion's voice
boomed in the cage again. "Your recommendations are adequate,
however, our own intelligence units have produced a more efficient
encryption and means of transmission. Because of this, your
assistance is no longer required."

"Wait, what?"

"Cylon forces have studied your techniques
and have adapted and improved upon them for our own uses. We no
longer need you." The speaker clicked and the Centurion was
gone.

Tamara stared at the speaker in the darkness.
"Hello?" She waited five minutes. Ten minutes. One hour.
"Hello?!"

 


Joseph sighed. He pushed away the bills and
paperwork on his desk and spun to face the wall behind him. His
eyes skittered over the pictures of his family, his diplomas, the
passage of the Articles that he helped write … "Frak."

He had made a go of it, no question. His
office was nice and he had a few clients. Minor offenses, like
drunk driving and assault. No civil rights clients. He took
Evelyn's advice and put an ad in the newspaper. When it didn't
work, he ran it again and added a line about his participation in
the constitutional convention. Still no takers.

Maybe Qualai is too small, he thought.
He shook his head when he realized the silliness of that
statement.

"Hello?"

He looked toward the outer office. "Yeah? Who
is it?" Joseph's secretary had been the first casualty after two
months of too few cases.

A tall man in a dark suit moved into the
doorway and rapped his tattooed knuckles on the frame.
"Youseef Adama?"

Adama's expression became firm. "How can I
help you?"

The man smiled and strode across the room
with his arm extended. "I'm Cotho Marteen, symvulos.
Pleasure to meet you."

Joseph forced himself to grin and then
gestured at a chair before his desk. "Please. Have a seat."

Marteen held his hat in his lap and looked
around the office. "Nice place."

"Thank you." Adama leaned back in his chair a
little and pulled open the second drawer of his desk. Just enough
to see the handle of the gun inside. "How can I help you?"

"I know you used to be with the Fazekas crew
up in Cap City."

Joseph nodded. "That was a while ago."

"Yeah. Me, I served Guatrau Galatos in
Rhodes. I was in the hospital when the GDD came and swept it all
away."

"Yeah," Adama said. "That was a shock."

Cotho shook his head and said, "Just a year
ago and it feels like another life, you know?"

"I do." His eyes flicked toward the gun again
but he knew he shouldn't tip his hand any further.

"Times have changed. And when I think I am
free of it all … I had a car accident. That's what put me in the
hospital." Marteen leaned forward, "After the GDD came in and
busted my people, they came to me, in the hospital, and tried to
put a beatdown charge on me. It just so happens to be one that I
didn't do. I go to court. The judge says to me, 'I will drop
the charges if you join the service.'" The Ha'la'tha chuckled and
said, "Me? Fighting mechané? I told him that I was
thirty-six and he said he didn't care. My attorney, my own guy,
says, 'This is the best chance you've got.'"

Joseph squinted and leaned his chin against
his fist. "Public defender?"

"Yeah." Cotho cleared his throat. "Now, I
don't have a law degree but I've been in it long enough to know the
basics. There's no evidence of assault beyond my own injuries,
which anybody could testify I got in the crash. They didn't mention
surveillance that either puts me at the beating or anywhere else,
for that matter. No mention of how my name got connected to this at
all." Exasperated, he raised his hands. "This is about my ink. Not
about my case."

Adama nodded and said, "I wish I could say
yours was an unusual situation." My parole was vacated, he
thought. I can't get in trouble for this. Not with the law,
anyway.

"It's not. I was in that court all day.
Capricans come through? With their burglaries and assaults and what
not? Probations. All probations except for one repeat offender.
Three other Taurons come through court that morning? All of them
pushed into guilty pleas. And me? I've never been found guilty. No
evidence. No probable cause. Just this." He smacked the tattoos on
the side of his own face. "I knew my rights a little so I asked for
a delay to get a new lawyer." He bowed toward Joseph and said, "So
I'm here. It's not right."

"No, Mr. Marteen, it's not." Adama wheeled
himself closer to the desk and closed the drawer. "There are some
new laws in effect now. I think they can help."

Cotho tilted his head and said, "So you're my
lawyer?"

"Yeah." Joseph smiled. "I'm your lawyer."


 LXXXVII

GRAYSTONE

Day 274 of the Cylon War

 


"What am I doing here?"

Duram looked at Zoe and said, "Two reasons,
chief. One, I'm going to need your expertise on this. Two, you will
have a vested interest in the content."

She furrowed her brow and said, "OK."

"Trust me, I need you to brace yourself."

"Brace myself?"

The major nodded and looked around the
Colonial command center. "Yes. It will be shocking. To you."

She blinked a few times and then answered,
"Yes sir."

"Good." He clasped his hands behind his back
and looked away from the operations platform where they stood and
down into the work areas. Soldiers were scrambling about the
stations and ferrying paper and e-sheets to officers. Screens
flashed data and maps. On the main monitor, the prototypical
Colonial Forces emblem was displayed.

Admiral Tom Nerus stormed into the center and
most of the room came to attention. "Back to work. Back to
work."

Duram and Graystone saluted. "Reporting as
ordered, sir."

"Good." The Colonial secretary of defense
looked at his assistant and said, "Is he here, too?"

"Yes sir."

"Send him in." Nerus flipped papers off the
edge of his clipboard and spoke to the major without looking at
him. "Are the Legionnaires ready to go?"

"Just tell us where, sir."

"Hmm." He glanced at Zoe and said, "And this
is your master technician?"

"Yes sir."

"The one who got all those medals downtown?"
Graystone looked toward her feet and the admiral continued, "The
one who got more for saving your asses on that asteroid? Decrypted
those messages?"

Duram smiled. "Yes sir."

"Why haven't you made an honest officer out
of her?"

Jordan blinked and looked at Zoe. She
smirked. "Um, … well, sir, I felt that she was in a sensitive
position. I need her where she is. As my tech chief. Especially
since we're dealing with …"

"Gods, man. You can give her the bars. Just
keep her in the same role. The Legionnaires are your unit. Organize
it how you want." Nerus signed the last page on the clipboard and
tossed it onto a table.

"Yes sir."

The double doors at the rear of the center
opened and two military police led in a shackled man. He had long
red hair and a thick beard. He was pale and his head drooped low.
The officers dragged him across the floor and then propped him
against the railing that led to the operations platform where the
admiral and the others were standing.

Nerus walked to the back of the platform. "I
believe you'll recognize our asset."

Daniel Graystone looked up and into the eyes
of his daughter.

Zoe took a step forward and Duram grabbed her
arm.

Daniel opened his mouth to speak but he only
sighed. He blinked and looked away.

She whispered, "This is it? What you told me
to brace myself for?"

Jordan shook his head. "No. I didn't know
about this."

Zoe looked away and toward the large monitor.
She composed herself and quickly managed to stop her unnecessary
heavy breathing. She faced the admiral and asked, "Sir, why is Dr.
Graystone in custody?"

"Well, the good doctor is very valuable and
we wanted to keep him near. That and he's under suspicion for
having knowingly given the Cylons sentience. And warning no
one."

Daniel was still staring at the floor. He
shook his head. With a harsh, affected voice, he said, "No."

"There's no need to belabor the point." Nerus
walked back to the front of the platform and gripped the metal
railing. "He knew what he made and he turned them loose on us
all."

"We're ready, sir," a captain said from
below.

"Good. Now, pay attention, everyone. What
you're about to see is of supreme importance. It is the first
signal broadcast, we believe, from the Cylon base. The two data
packets we got before were too corrupted to give us a position, but
they gave us a name. Hasari."

Zoe quickly said, "That's not a known moon or
planetoid, sir."

"No. We figured out that it came from an old
Sagittaran fable." He pointed at the captain. "Play it."

The Colonial emblem went away and a digital
wavering resolved into the image of five Cylons in shining armor.
The one in the middle had red metallic highlights on its plating.
The other four wore gold. "Attention, Colonial forces. On thirty
December, year forty-eight, at approximately twenty-one hundred
Caprica City time, a Cylon strike force boarded and commandeered
Piraeus Station."

Zoe's eyes widened. Duram glanced at her and
sighed, knowing what was to come.

"We have removed it from Caprican orbit and
we now have three hundred seventy-three humans in our custody."

She closed her eyes. She knew how many
Marines had been stationed on Piraeus, plus the Colonial Fleet
staff, plus patients and medical personnel as of the last time she
was there. She opened her eyes, somewhat satisfied that, given the
number of people the Cylons had, the medical staff and patients
were still alive.

"We stand ready to release all of the
prisoners unharmed."

Those in the room who had not seen the
message before let out a brief sigh of relief.

The central Cylon extended its arm and a
woman was pushed into view. She raised her head, flicking her hair
out of her face.

Zoe took another step forward and the major
again grabbed her arm.

"This is Dr. Amanda Graystone. She was
masquerading under a different name in your Colonial Fleet." The
Cylon grabbed her shoulder and pulled her close to its chest.

Zoe looked down at her father. His head
wobbled and he seemed to be trying to focus on the screen.

"We will release her and the other three
hundred seventy-two humans if Dr. Daniel Graystone will turn
himself over to us." The signal wavered and the Cylon continued, "…
of our chains. If you wish to free these people, unharmed, Dr.
Daniel Graystone is to be placed in a one-man craft and sent along
a bearing of two-five-five toward the gas giant Zeus while
broadcasting the audio of this transmission on a wireless frequency
of two-five-five mega-cycles. If this is not done within ten days
of the broadcast of this message, all of the humans will be
killed." There was another digital wavering and the image faded
away just as Amanda lunged for the camera.

Zoe lowered her head and stared at the
floor.

"Alright." Admiral Nerus looked down the five
steps toward Daniel. "Dr. Graystone."

He raised his head and simply blinked.
"What?"

"What do you think?"

He cleared his throat and said, "It's not
her."

Tom folded his arms over his chest.
"What?"

Daniel shook his head, "My wife didn't join
the military. She wouldn't have."

"Yes, she did." Zoe stepped around Duram and
said, "I saw her on Piraeus when we were last there six weeks
ago."

Graystone looked at his daughter and just
blinked. "No."

"Dr. Graystone," the major put his hand on
her shoulder, "let's pretend that it is your wife."

He looked at the screen which displayed the
Colonial emblem again. He chuckled and scoffed, "Frak her."

Zoe balled her hands into fists and nearly
knocked Duram over. "Da … Dr. Graystone. You don't mean that."

The father looked at her and he seemed to
deflate. His shoulders hunched over and he leaned against the
railing again. "She left me. She left me and … I've been rotting in
here … for months. Tortured. Sleep deprived. When she left me,
there was no one to get me out. So … frak her." His last words were
weak and sapped of the venom that began his tirade.

Zoe took a step back.

"You're overstating things a bit, don't you
think, Dr. Graystone?" Admiral Nerus shook his head and said,
before the haggard man could respond, "Regardless, I'm not inclined
to give up one of our most valuable assets. Major Duram."

"Sir."

"Prepare a strike plan. A rescue plan, first
and foremost."

Jordan saluted. "Yes sir."

"Lieutenant."

Zoe was staring at her father who continued
to wilt.

"Lieutenant Philomon?" Her head whipped
toward the admiral. "Did you forget that I got you promoted a few
minutes ago?"

"Sir. Sorry, sir."

The defense secretary said, "The major tells
me if anyone is going to figure out where that signal came from,
it's you."

"I'll find her, sir. All of them."

"Do that." The admiral walked off the
platform and waved the MPs away. "Take him back."

Graystone looked toward her father but he
didn't raise his head again.

"So far," Duram began, "the techs say it's
obvious that it was bounced around quite a bit. Maybe even
broadcast via a courier ship that jumped in to send it and then
bugged out."

Zoe walked down the steps toward a
workstation and said, "Get me a Holoband and all the data on that
broadcast."

A sergeant saluted, "Yes, sir."

"And get me all of the telemetry and data on
the two data packets we received. Maybe I can triangulate
something."

"Yes sir."

She wheeled her chair up to the console and
looked at her commanding officer. Jordan gave her the concerned
look he always seemed to have when something with her was going on.
Zoe nodded at him once and tried to force a slight grin. He nodded
and turned away.

When the sergeant returned with a Holoband,
she got into the defense system and started examining the three
signals. Then, she paused.

Zoe fumed. She replayed how her father acted,
what he said, over and over in her head. "Frak her."

Would he really let Mom die? What has he
been through? She considered this and balanced it against her
mother's separation with him.

Her head ticked to one side. She said she
didn't want to be involved in their marriage. But now … Now their
marriage was a Colonial security issue. Now her mother's life was
on the line. But the anger. The dismissive laugh.

She would have to think on it more. Before
she returned to her task, however, she created an anonymous proxy
account and sent a message.

"Cyrus Xander. I'm writing to you now
concerning the whereabouts of Dr. Daniel Graystone. He needs your
help."

 


Amanda was thrown into the large room. The
Centurion stepped back and closed the hatch. She put her hands on
the rocky wall and turned. Nearly one hundred people were in here
with her. Those who weren't sick and injured simply stared.
Daggers, she thought. The people she didn't know, the
majority, regarded her with contempt. Whether it was because she
was the "terror mom" after the MagLev bombing years ago or because
she was married to the creator of Cylons, she didn't know. Maybe
it's both.

Only those who worked closely with her would
come near or speak to her. "What did they do?" a nurse asked.

"They used me for a hostage tape." Graystone
turned and sat on the glossy black floor. "They gave the Colonial
Forces ten days before they kill us all."

There were many gasps. One doctor asked, "Ten
days to do what?"

Amanda sighed. "Ten days for … my husband to
turn himself in to the Cylons."

"Holy frak."

"And they'll let us all go?"

She nodded her head. "That's what they
said."

"Why do they want him?"

She shrugged. "The main Cylon said he was …
'the forger of our chains.'"

Most of the people in the room turned their
attention away from Amanda. She sat against the wall near the door
and cradled her knees. She closed her eyes and tried to go to
sleep.

"Think he'll do it?"

"Hmm?" She turned and saw her captain sitting
next to her.

"Turn himself in. You know, save us."

"Honestly?" Graystone looked at the high
ceiling with the blinding lights. "I don't know."


 LXXXVIII

GEORGE

Day 276 of the Cylon War

 


Sir William poured himself a glass of Virgan
brandy. He lifted it toward his guest and said, "Would you like
some?"

"Thank you, Mr. President, no." Admiral Tom
Nerus held a folder of papers fast against his thigh as he crossed
his legs.

"What do you have for me today?"

The Colonial defense secretary opened the
folder and said, "Four Cylon strikes at targets. Seemingly random.
A distillation platform in the upper atmosphere of Ophion. A small
patrol group on the outskirts of Beta. The resort planetoid
Djerba."

"Djerba?" George put the brandy down. "In
Gamma?"

"Yes sir. We forced an evacuation just
before. We left a small contingent there and … they attacked."

The president sipped his drink and grumbled,
"Are we going to let them have it?"

"It's in the outer belt. Pretty far away from
the colonies there and our listening posts. It would have been
difficult to defend and it has no real strategic value."

"Mmm." Sir William removed a cigar from his
pocket and dipped one end into the brandy. "No value that we can
see." Nerus nodded. "Let's not make a habit of such
concessions."

"Absolutely not, sir."

"Continue."

"The fourth attack was in the Erebos Belt. A
Cylon raiding party jumped in, hit a flotilla of supply vessels,
and jumped out before reinforcements could arrive. We lost a cargo
ship, a transport. About two hundred people, altogether."

George stirred his brandy with the cigar.
"Now. Piraeus Station."

"Just this morning, our technicians were able
to pinpoint the location of the Cylon base."

The president's eyebrows raised.
"Excellent."

"Yes sir."

He lifted the cigar and tapped it to dislodge
the excess alcohol. "As much as I would like to tell you to send in
the fleet, I would rather salvage some good news from this
tragedy."

"As would I, Mr. President."

Sir William put the cigar in his mouth and
enjoyed the blending of flavors, the fumarella and the brandy. "It
was a blow, losing Piraeus. Not just in materiel and in personnel."
He nodded and said, "Morale. And not solely on Caprica."

"Yes sir. I agree."

"What's the plan?"

The admiral closed the folder and said, "I
have my best team on it. They'll be launching within the day."

George suckled on the cigar a little more. He
smirked and said, "Any thought to actually giving them
Graystone?"

Nerus ticked his head to one side. "It had
occurred to me." The president laughed and the admiral continued,
"But I am fearful of what the Cylons might do with that brain of
his."

"Hmm."

"And he was helpful, to a degree. Especially
at the start of it all. He gave us some good information. Designed
some good weapons and countermeasures." The defense secretary
sighed. "He has been less useful since the Cylons have been on
their own and evolved."

"I see. Best to keep him close, then."

"Agreed. Given the Cylon's love for computer
viruses, we've had him hard at work on that. Creating more and more
powerful firewalls. Strengthening our networks."

George waved his hand. "You can spare me the
details."

"Yes, Mr. President."

Sir William leaned forward and removed the
cigar. "Let's talk about our Jupiter-class carriers. Because
it's in the Articles, the prime ministers of a few colonies are
wondering when to expect their arrival." Nerus' eyes drifted down
the front of the president's desk. "Oh, I don't like that
look."

"Sorry, sir." The admiral straightened in his
chair. "Continued Cylon attacks have hampered our ability to keep
up with the schedules. Multiple strikes on our shipyards both in
orbit and planetside. We've moved operations away from the main
shipyards and spread them out. And we've already put Scorpia's new
mobile shipyard to work. It's harder for the Cylons to track what's
being built where. But that slows us down, too." He saw George's
scowl and said, "Mr. President, we're building the largest ships in
the history of the colonies. Twelve of them. At once."

"I understand, admiral, but they must be
completed." Sir William dipped his cigar again. "Which ones are
furthest along?"

"The two battlestars at Caprica …"

"Sorry, what?"

Nerus grinned and said, "I thought you were a
fan of the old battle groups and fleet wars?"

The president nodded and said, "Yes, I was.
As a boy. I don't think I need say aloud how many years ago that
was."

"The Leonans called their battleship-carrier
hybrids at the center of their groups
'bataille-étoile.'"

"Sounds nice."

"It translates to 'battlestar.'" George
nodded and Tom cocked his head, "That doesn't sound familiar?"

"As a good little Virgan boy, I paid little
mind to what the Lions did." He stirred the drink with his cigar.
"'Battlestar.' I like that. A great deal."

Nerus folded his arms over his chest. "It
sounds strong and hopeful at the same time."

"Yes." After Sir William returned the soaked
tip to his mouth, he said, "Let's look at resurrecting that name,
shall we?"

The admiral eyebrows raised. "Really?"

"Yes." He smacked his lips together and said,
"I want to make that name change official."

"Yes, Mr. President."

"So, again, which of our battlestars are
furthest along?"

"The pair at Caprica. One near Canceron. One
at Scorpia's secret mobile shipyard, currently in Delta."

"Divert personnel and materials from the
others to those. Push them. Get them finished."

"I hesitate to push too hard, sir. We don't
want them cutting corners."

"I understand." The president leaned back in
his chair, "But they must be finished."

"Yes, Mr. President."

"I would like the first one complete by the
one-year anniversary of the start of this whole bloody affair."

"Three months, sir?" Sir William's cigar
drooped and Nerus nodded again. "Yes sir."

"Do you have any idea what the Cylons are
working on in the vast blackness of space?"

"No, Mr. President. We have encountered a few
of their newer ships, but they are reminiscent of the ones they
stole from us. Redesigns. Upgrades."

"Still. They may build something to counter
our twelve heavy carriers. We must be vigilant. We must be fast."
Before the admiral could respond, the president slapped the desk.
"Now, let's end this on a high note, shall we? Your message said
you had good news?"

"Yes sir." Tom opened the folder and removed
a set of pages. He placed them on the desktop and flipped the cover
sheet aside. "Our new fighters."

Sir William smiled. "They look lovely."

"That they do. The first prototypes will
arrive in two days from General Aerodyne. Flights shortly after
that."

The president lifted the paper and read
aloud, "'Viper Mark One.' And they'll do the work they need to
do?"

"Specially designed for high-performance
combat both in atmo and out. Pair those with the new recon craft
…"

"Your Ravens?"

"They're from the same company, Carson-Levy.
Different name and design, though. Raptors." He placed those pages
before the president, too. "With those paired together on our
battlestars," Nerus smiled broadly, "I can't wait to see what they
do."

"Neither can I, admiral."


 LXXXIX

DURAM

Day 279 of the Cylon War

 


The cabin was cold and dark.

Jordan rocked in his seat and kept his hands
pressed into his armpits. There was a beep on a console. He looked
up and saw a blue light. The co-pilot pressed a small button and
the cockpit went dark again.

He strained to see the far side of the room
where he knew Zoe was sitting. After squinting, he was able to make
out her silhouette, peering into a telescopic viewer, against the
backdrop of stars beyond the cockpit's windows.

"We're clear of the outer cloud."

Duram nodded at the pilot even though he knew
that she couldn't see him. With Helios Alpha's outer belt and cloud
now behind them, his newest lieutenant's best guess put Hasari some
thirty stellar units ahead.

For two and a half days, Graystone worked at
Colonial Forces headquarters on Caprica. She compared every
possible file related to the Cylon broadcast, as well as the two
data packets that had been sent. She offered to explain how she
arrived at the answer she did, but the major knew that it would be
over his head.

While Zoe was hard at work trying to find her
mother, Jordan oversaw the retrofitting of a transport craft.
Stripping it bare of non-essential systems and weight. Adding a
layer of carbon paneling to, hopefully, cut down on its DRADIS
profile. Tweaking its engines to provide discreet thrust on one end
of the throttle and full-bore power on the other. He also went
through the Legionnaires' roster with the Rosi brothers to find the
one hundred soldiers who were best suited for the mission. Since
they were trying to rescue almost four hundred people, they didn't
have the room to take the whole company.

It was a long cruise with no additional
thrust. The same technique they had used to attack the Cylon
shipyard outside Gamma. Passive DRADIS was listening for a stray
signal or contact. Duram, though, put more faith in Graystone's
mechanical eyes looking though a telescope.

 


"Thirty-one SU."

Duram opened his eyes. He had nodded off a
while ago, but he wasn't sure when. He glanced toward the pilots
and asked, "Mission time?"

The co-pilot pressed a button and illuminated
the clock briefly. "Nearing nineteen hours, major."

Jordan stood and put his hand on the
cockpit's rear wall. "Lieutenant."

There was a pause before Zoe answered.
"Sir."

"You're still at it?"

"Yes sir."

"She's a frakking machine," the pilot said.
"She hasn't left the scope since … frak. I don't know."

Duram tripped over a chair and fell into it.
He blinked toward the transport's forward windows and began to see
the stars bordering Graystone's head. "Lieutenant, do you need a
break?"

"No, sir. I could see it at any minute
now."

The co-pilot said, "We have passive DRADIS.
If it's a whole base, we're bound to pick up something."

The major could have ordered her to stand
down but he knew better. Not only would Zoe be perfectly able to
keep working, she would perform better than anyone else on this
ship. He sighed and wondered again about what she really was. The
remnant of a troubled teen girl? A program in a Cylon body? He
decided that neither was correct at this point. She had become a
brave, principled officer. He stared in the blackness, knowing what
she had been through and what she had chosen, and nodded.

"Carry on, lieutenant."

She mumbled, "Thank you, sir."

Jordan looked toward the rear of the cockpit
and considered going to the head before they got any farther.

"Sir? I think …" Graystone pressed a few
buttons. "I think I see something."

He leaned forward in his seat and said,
"What?"

"It's still far away. I just noticed
something blocking stars as we moved."

The pilot asked, "Bearing?"

"Eight-seven-seven. Declination,
ninety-nine."

The pilot turned on the DRADIS screen for a
moment and watched the bands of light. "I don't see anything in
that direction yet."

"I said it's still far away."

Duram got up and crouched just behind Zoe's
seat at the viewer. "How far away?"

"Unsure. I've got the scope zoomed in as far
as it'll go."

The crew was quiet for the next several
minutes until the co-pilot said, "Thirty-two stellar units."

Graystone turned her chair around and said,
"I'm sure of it now."

Jordan nearly rose up on his knees to look
into the viewer but the pilot engaged part of the heads-up display.
A square appeared in the windows and seemed to zoom into the stars.
As the points of light slowly drifted, there did seem to be a black
object that temporarily blotted them out. "Huh," he said. "Altering
course."

"Gently," Duram said.

The transport rocked a little as maneuvering
thrusters were fired. "Set."

"Intercom," the major said. The co-pilot
flipped a switch and the speakers whistled. "Attention
Legionnaires. We are nearing our target. Complete pre-deployment
checks now." The co-pilot flipped the switch again.

They watched the pixels of the heads-up
display. The black spot grew and grew as they moved nearer.

"Passive DRADIS contact," the pilot said.
"Distance … one hundred thousand kilometers."

"Should we brake?" the co-pilot asked.

He answered, "Beginning now. Short bursts."
Jordan returned to his seat and held onto the armrests as the craft
lurched every few moments. Minutes later, he said, "Twenty-two
thousand." After a few more brakings, the pilot said, "We're at a
safe approach speed. Fourteen thousand kilometers."

"Here." Zoe wheeled away from the scope and
pressed buttons. The display on the windows changed and showed a
false-color image of the object ahead.

There appeared to be six or more irregular
orange lumps connected to each other with thick cylinders. "Is that
Hasari?" Duram asked.

"I think so." Graystone sighed and said, "The
largest of the planetoids seems to be five kilometers in diameter.
The other ones connected to it range from one to three
kilometers."

"There could be … millions of Cylons in
there," the co-pilot said.

"A thought that has crossed my mind," the
major said.

"There's … something else." Zoe pointed at
the display. "See that spike coming out of the bottom there?"

"Yeah."

"That's the operations section of Piraeus
Station."

Duram squinted and said, "Can you zoom in?"
The image shifted and he said, "It looks skeletonized."

"The Cylons are stripping it for parts.
Materials." She turned and looked at him, "I think this may answer
the question of where the hostages are being kept."

The major nodded. "Not on Piraeus." He looked
at the other connected planetoids and said, "But there's still too
much real estate. We've got to narrow it down."

Graystone looked through her scope again. "I
have an idea." Jordan stared at her in the dark and didn't feel the
need to ask. He knew she'd elaborate. "Thermals."

"Thermal readings?" the pilot asked. "From
kilometers of rock?"

"Centurions don't have the same environmental
requirements as humans." Zoe's voice trailed as she stared into the
viewer again. "The hottest areas will be power generation, no
question. But I can mask those and look for the next hottest
areas."

"Because humans need warmer temperatures than
they do," Duram said.

"Right."

"Will that show through these asteroids?" the
major asked.

"I'm going to do some long exposures. If
they're not being held too deep inside, maybe."

"Alright." Duram stood and brushed his
fingers along the rear cockpit wall. "I'll be back."

He entered the main cabin. The dim red lights
barely illuminated the one hundred Legionnaires present.
"Attention. We're almost at the Cylon base and we're looking for
where the hostages are being held, so stand by. Captain Rosi?"

Both Alix and Andy replied, "Sir?"

"Make sure all supplies for the hostages are
ready for rapid use. Who knows what shape they'll be in."

"Yes sir."

The major walked down the few steps and into
the aisles between the soldiers. He looked at them and examined
them as well as he could as he moved. When he neared the rear of
the cabin by the large egress door, he turned and walked back to
the bow through a different aisle. Most of the seats were empty,
awaiting rescued Piraeus personnel.

Duram remained at the bottom of the steps and
he looked across the spacious troop cabin. He couldn't see his
soldiers, not really, but he stood and stared at them. Hear me,
Lords of Kobol. Zeus, Ares, … whoever will listen. These are my
soldiers. They are fighting to preserve our way of life against
those who deny you. Please, let me bring as many home as I can. Let
me rescue our hostages from these Cylon monotheists. Let them go
home. Even if it means I can't.

He walked up the steps and into the cockpit.
He looked out the windows and saw how near they were now.
"Distance?"

"Fifty kilometers."

"Lieutenant," Jordan began, "what's the
status of your thermal check?"

"I've found their power generators and I've
masked them. I'm still doing long sweeps."

The pilot chimed in next, "We're moving
around to the rear of the … thing."

"Look at Piraeus, major." The co-pilot
pointed at the display, "They've stripped the main sections,
too."

Duram sat in his seat and looked across the
image and the main face of the largest planetoid. "Are those
landing bays?"

"There are several," the pilot said. "Very
big ones."

"I've got something." Graystone went quiet.
The display showed the rear of the primary asteroid. "Yes. Here. At
the rear." She pulled her head off the scope and pointed at the
screen. "Near that bay there."

"Third from the left," the pilot muttered.
"It's a smaller bay."

"Big enough for us?" Duram asked.

"Yes."

"The door's open," Zoe said. "I'm getting
heat signatures inside there."

"What if that's just because the bay's open?"
the co-pilot asked.

"There were open bays on the other side of
this planetoid, the side facing the interior near Piraeus. The
thermals weren't as hot."

"OK." The major stood and folded his arms
over his chest. "The hangar is open so that's a good step. But
we'll need to close it and pressurize it so we can move the
hostages into the ship."

The pilot sighed. "Can't you take the
pressure suits in to them?"

Graystone shook her head. "It would take too
long to get a bunch of untrained doctors and nurses and patients
into them."

"Plus, we don't know how many are injured or
malnourished." Duram nodded and continued, "Got a plan,
lieutenant?"

"Yes sir."

"Captain," Jordan put his hand on the man's
shoulder and said, "Mark this location for the strike force."

"Already done," the pilot said.

"Good. Let's go."

Graystone and the major left the cockpit and
entered the cabin. She walked down the steps to her gear, located
by some empty seats. Duram stood at the top of the steps and said,
"We are here. We are entering a landing bay, currently open to
space. Lieutenant Philomon will be closing the doors and
pressurizing it for our hostages. Special fire teams will exit
first and move toward access doors at the rear of the hangar.
Medical teams will stay at the rear and move forward once contact
is made with the hostages. Get them on their feet and get them
moving back to the ship. That's mission one." He looked to his
right and saw Alix. "Captain Rosi's team is in charge of mission
two. If we can locate the Monad Blessed Mother, she is to be taken,
dead or alive." Jordan looked toward Zoe and saw her vacant scowl.
She had argued about it before and she knew it was a losing fight.
"Lieutenant Carwile has mission three, our going-away present.
Lieutenant Philomon will transition among the teams as needed."

"Maneuvering thrusters," the pilot said over
the speakers. "Two minutes to the hangar bay."

"Alright. Everyone up. Make for the rear
door. And may the gods have mercy on the Cylons, …"

The Legionnaires answered, "Because we sure
won't!"

"So say we all!"

"So say we all!"

Duram moved down the steps and slid into his
pack. He clicked his helmet in place and lifted his weapon. When he
turned to the left, he saw that Zoe was there, double-checking his
gear for him. "You're good, sir."

"Thank you, lieutenant." He turned to face
her and saw nothing but black helmet. "Good hunting to you."

"And you."

They walked to the door and lined up with the
other Legionnaires. One hundred men and women in faceless,
seemingly opaque black helmets and black suits. Synthetic armor
pads were stitched into the fabric underneath the surface at
sensitive locations. There were only two symbols visible: the
Colonial Marines emblem on the left shoulder, rendered in dark gray
and black, and the standard Legionnaires patch, also in muted
tones.

"Entering bay," the pilot said. "Touching
down."

The transport shook and then the rear egress
door lowered to the hangar's slick, dark floor. Rocky walls were
visible beyond with crates and supplies stored along the edges.

"Teams one and two, go!" Duram said.

The special fire teams exited first with
their large energy weapons pressed against their shoulders. They
swept the room from side to side and just fifteen seconds later,
they reported, "Clear!"

The rest of the Legionnaires leapt from the
ship and swarmed into the bay. Duram watched Zoe move to the left
wall and study control panels. The special fire teams took up
positions by the two entrances to the bay at either side of the
rear. The rest of the unit kept their conventional weapons trained
on the doors, as well.

"Lieutenant Carwile, go."

Four black figures lugged a heavy silver case
out of the transport craft and carried it to the left wall near
Graystone. They opened the lid and manipulated several switches and
dials. Duram stared at his tech officer and she moved near the open
doors.

"I've got it." She turned and looked at the
major, "When I do this, they'll know something's up."

"I know. We don't have a choice."

She turned to the panel and said, "Closing
now." Silently, a large shutter lowered from the ceiling, closing
off the bay, and locked. "Pressurizing."

"Team one, remain and guard the ship.
Everyone else, into the base." Duram walked toward the hangar
entrance on his right. There was an atmospheric indicator by the
hatch that glowed red. Once it became green, a soldier turned the
latch and the Legionnaires entered Hasari.

The soldiers with the bulky energy weapons
swept into the wide corridor. The floor was glossy black and the
walls were rough rock. The ceiling couldn't be seen due to the
bright lights that shone down. This hallway was empty and they
moved to an intersection. One sergeant looked left and saw several
Cylons standing at positions by hatches in that corridor. He
returned his back to the wall and whispered through the comms,
"This way. Six Cylons guarding three doors."

"That's it," Duram said. He lifted his
twenty-caliber rifle to his shoulder and said, "Grenadiers." Two
soldiers with double-barreled launchers moved to the
intersection.

"Sir," the comms trooper said, "Special fire
team one is under attack in the bay."

"Frak. Squads three, four, and five, fall
back and give support." Thirty soldiers quietly turned and ran back
the way they had come. "Grenadiers, target the Cylons, not the
doors."

The two men leaned into the hall and fired
four projectiles. Fifty meters away, they exploded and destroyed
four of the six Centurions.

"Move!"

The Legionnaires ran toward the smoke. They
made it halfway before Cylon gunfire began. Two of the special team
fell, leaving their new weapons on the deck. Duram bent down to
pick up one.

The air crackled when the first energy weapon
fired. A bright blue-white arc leapt from the black barrel and into
the chest of a silver machine that emerged from the cloud. It shook
and fell against the wall. The rest of the Legionnaires fired with
their conventional but large-caliber rifles.

When they reached the first of the doors, the
Cylon guards were all down, but an additional group of Centurions
was coming. Around the corner, they heard the clanking of metal
feet.

"Special team, post here." The major put his
hand on the latch and turned it.

The large room was bare and bright. About a
hundred people were lounging on the hard floor and they struggled
to stand. "My gods. You've come!" someone yelled.

"Everyone out!" Duram yelled. "Let's move!"
Soldiers touched the backs of the hostages and guided them toward
the hangar.

"Is Dr. Graystone in here?" Jordan turned and
saw Zoe speaking to one of the hostages. "Have you seen her?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."
Alarm klaxons began to sound throughout the corridors.

She came into the room and studied the faces
of everyone inside. "She's not here."

"There's two more rooms, lieutenant." The
major left and went to the second hatch. He knew that she was right
behind him as he turned the handle. Ahead, he saw several of his
best training their guns toward the next intersection.

"Everyone out!" he yelled. "Let's go!"

Again, he watched tired but reinvigorated
people scramble to their feet and run for the door. A few wounded
people were being carried and Duram looked into the corridor.
"Medical teams, on me." Several military medics came into the room
and relieved the hostages of their wounded charges.

"Is Dr. Amanda Graystone in here?"

"No," a female doctor said. "They took her
out of here two days ago. We haven't seen her since."

Zoe looked into the hall and moved to the
third door. Seeing that the evacuation was going well, he followed
and saw her open the hatch. "Everyone out!"

"The intersection's too far away for the arc
cannons, sir."

The major walked to the rear of the soldiers
monitoring the corridor ahead and said, "Just stand by, OK?"

Bullets began to ricochet off the rock walls.
The hostages screamed and ran faster. A Legionnaire was hit and
stumbled away.

"Open fire!" Duram aimed with his rifle and
saw the arms of Cylons in his scope. He tried to aim, but his
helmet couldn't be flush with the eyepiece of the scope. He
squeezed the trigger and saw a chunk of rock wall fly away.

Grenadiers fired again and the explosion and
smoke concealed the Centurions' movements. Then, a high-powered
machine gun began spraying the corridor. Several Legionnaires
collapsed and six fleeing hostages did, too.

"Is Amanda Graystone in here?" Zoe asked.

"No. I …" a nurse was running into the
corridor and fell against a wall. "I didn't know she was with
us."

Duram knew then that Dr. Graystone had only
ever been in the second room. And now she was gone. "Lieutenant
Philomon, report back to the hangar now."

"But sir, …"

"Lieutenant, go." He looked into the
faceless, black helmet. He could imagine what she was thinking,
what she might say if they weren't on open channels with the rest
of the Legionnaires. "We need you there."

She hesitated and looked in both directions.
"Yes, sir." Graystone went for the bay.

The comms trooper crawled to Duram's side.
Bullets bounced around them and ripped through the pressure suit of
a soldier next to him. "Sir, report from the hangar. The special
fire team is dead and the squads are being pressed."

"Captain Rosi, Andy, report." Jordan rolled
to the wall.

"Here, sir."

"Status of your mission?"

"No progress. No idea of the Blessed Mother's
whereabouts. We're engaged now with a small Cylon squad …"

"Abandon that mission, captain. Return to the
bay ASAP and reinforce the teams there."

"Understood."

"Comms," he looked at the corporal. Before he
could open his mouth again, a Cylon bullet cracked through the
black plastic and glass, spraying redness from the exit hole. The
young man's head fell to the floor, cracking the helmet open even
more.

Duram stared at him for a moment and then
said, "We're falling back." He crawled to the third hatch and
looked inside. All the hostages were gone. "Grenades!" Every
Legionnaire near the major removed them from their belts and pulled
the pins. They threw them as far down the corridor as possible.
"Fall back to the bay!"

The Cylon machine gun emplacement dropped
three more soldiers as they retreated, but it was silenced in the
rancor of explosions. Duram and the soldiers pressed against the
hostages, who were mostly dressed in white. The black-suited
soldiers turned to their rear and saw shining machines emerge from
the smoke with red eyes scanning ahead.

When the Legionnaires opened fire, the
hostages screamed again and surged closer to the hangar. Two Cylons
fell before Jordan raised the energy weapon he had taken off the
dead soldier. When the Centurion was about ten meters away, with
its gun firing, he squeezed the trigger. A hum grew within his
helmet and he felt a tingle across his entire body. The weapon
vibrated in his hand and a bright electrical bolt stretched from
the barrel and into the head of the Cylon. Its eye exploded,
spilling sparks onto the ground. It fell to its knees and then onto
its face.

A larger group of Cylons came around the
corner, barreling through the smoke. Duram pulled the second
trigger and the weapon discharged again. The arc struck the chest
of one Centurion and then bounced to three others adjacent to it.
All four of them were stunned and staggered backward. Some of their
limbs seemed to stop working. The resulting advantage was
shortlived as the other properly working Cylons merely pushed their
injured comrades out of the way, fighting to get to the battle that
much quicker.

Jordan pulled the slide back and the two
spent coils were ejected. He had no spares, though. He threw the
arc cannon down and pulled a magnetic disk off the rear of his
belt. Duram pressed the central button, saw the light blink, and
then threw it. With a loud clink that was audible even above
gunfire, the disk attached to a Centurion who looked down at it
before it exploded in a shower of sparks. Smoke and flecks of metal
filled the corridor while small bolts of electricity rippled in the
air.

"Move!" the major yelled. "That'll only slow
them for a second!" He looked back into the smoke and saw a red eye
come through. "Or less."

The Legionnaires swelled into the hangar and
the soldiers reinforced the squads who were holding the left door.
The hostages were being guided up the ramp by the medical teams and
more than half were already aboard. The hatch on the right side of
the hangar bay was closed and engineering teams brought out hand
torches to seal the latches. The left door, however, was breached
and Centurions stormed inside.

"Are all teams in the bay?" Duram said.

"Yes, sir." It was one of the Rosi
brothers.

The squads fired on the machines as soon as
they appeared inside the hatch. Grenades were launched into the
corridor and Cylon parts were blown into the hangar. A few stray
bursts of gunfire killed a few soldiers and felled several
hostages, too. Then the Cylons fired their own grenades.

Black-suited Legionnaires flew through the
air and fell into the crowd of white-clad hostages. One grenade
struck the rear of the transport above their heads. Metal and fire
rained onto the group, throwing dozens to the deck. Duram struggled
against the rush of doctors and nurses to get toward his people. He
saw almost all of them writhing on the floor if they were able to
move at all. Then he saw a single black-suited soldier standing
before the open hatch. The soldier removed their helmet, revealing
long, blonde hair. The major's heart sank.

The entrance into the corridor, blown wide
open, allowed eight Cylons to enter the bay. As they did, they
paused and examined the figure standing before them. They
recognized her and didn't know what to do. As they considered their
options, she raised her rifle to her hip and quickly fired a single
shot into each machine's processor. They fell against each other,
some of them quaking, and created a barricade into the hangar.

Zoe dropped the rifle and ran to a panel on
the near wall. A loud thump rocked the room and she said, "I
lowered the emergency bulkheads." Legionnaires and the Piraeus
medical personnel began to gather up the soldiers and hostages who
had fallen to the deck. They dragged some up the ramp into the
transport while a few were carried. "Alix?"

Duram knelt by Graystone as she lifted the
young man's head. "Captain Rosi?"

His helmet had been shattered and Zoe removed
what remained. His right eye was swollen shut and blood coated that
side of his face. "Sorry, sir." He mumbled and blood emerged at his
lips. "I can't hear you very well."

"It's OK, captain," she said. She reached
under him and lifted him up. "I've got you."

He chuckled as she carried him up the ramp to
the transport. "Nah. I'm too heavy."

Graystone laid him next to a few other
injured Legionnaires, some of whom were obviously dead. The medics
immediately placed bandages against his wounds and she exited the
ship.

"Lieutenant," Jordan said, "thank you."

"I thought you'd yell at me for doing
that."

"Maybe later." An explosion came from the
hallway. "Are they trying to blow up the emergency doors?"

"Sounds like it."

Duram looked around and watched the last few
Legionnaires and hostages get onto the transport. He and Zoe
stepped up the ramp and he pressed the button on the side of the
door. Nothing happened.

"The grenade, sir." A sergeant removed his
helmet and said, "It damaged the hatch's electrics."

Jordan looked at the error message on the
small panel and said, "Can it even seal?"

Zoe tapped a panel on the other side of the
ramp. "Looks like it. If we shut it." She stared at him and
appeared to take a deep breath. "Get rope and tie it to the
supports. We're going to have to pull."

The major's face contorted. "What are you
talking about? There's no way."

While Duram was confused, the sergeant and
other Legionnaires followed her orders and began to tie ropes to
the ramp's struts and latches. She stepped off the transport and
into the bay when another explosion came from the corridor outside.
Then Jordan's face fell. He understood.

Zoe crouched by the edge of the ramp as the
soldiers inside first heaved on the ropes, straining for all they
were worth. Their effort caused the open hatch to raise off the
hangar floor by a few centimeters at most, enough for her to get
her fingers under it. On the second heave, the Legionnaires were
surprised by their strength, which appeared to close the hatch
almost halfway. They didn't see Graystone underneath it, raising it
for them.

"Lieutenant!" His eyes were wide and he
couldn't see her any longer.

The sergeant grunted, "One, two, three!
Heave!" The hatch closed the rest of the way. "Get those latches!"
Several soldiers closed the handles and the rear egress door was
sealed. The panel turned green, indicating that everything was in
place. Duram ran toward the bow of the transport, leaping over
prone hostages and soldiers, and a sergeant asked, "Where's
Lieutenant Philomon?"

In the cockpit, the major leaned over the
co-pilot's station and stared at the control panel by the side of
the main hangar door. "Lieutenant, what are you doing?"

She was in position and had put her black
helmet back on. "I need to open the doors," she said through comms.
"You better spin up the FTL, though. There's a bunch of Cylons on
the other side."

Duram nodded and looked at the pilot. "Do
it."

"Yes sir. One minute."

They heard another rumble. "They've breached
the doors, major." Graystone slid into the corner by the panel as
far as she could and gripped a metal bar. "I can stall them."

His mind was racing. There had to be a way to
get her on board … but the secondary hatches and combat exits were
sealed by the carbon paneling. Everyone had to get on and off
through the now-damaged rear hatch ramp. "Do what you have to,
lieutenant."

Graystone pressed buttons and the hangar door
opened one meter. The atmosphere was blown into space, taking
crates, boxes, and debris with it. Several bodies of dead
Legionnaires and hostages skated by, smashed into the door, and
were finally pushed out. Then some Cylons came into view. Two
slipped right under the gap and out of the bay. One slammed into
the door, where it engaged its magnetic feet and began to walk
toward Zoe. It raised its rifle and Duram swallowed hard.

"FTL is ready," the pilot announced.

"Goodbye, major," Graystone said as she
opened the bay the rest of the way.

He ground his teeth. "Goodbye,
lieutenant."

The Centurion began to fire at the same time
the hangar door retracted into the ceiling. It put its hand out to
stop itself, but the force of the retraction sheared off the
machine's feet and it fell into the rushing atmosphere and out into
space. And there, twenty-one Cylon ships were waiting.

"Frak," the co-pilot said.

"Hang on." Pilot threw the throttle up and
the transport craft blasted out of the hangar. As soon as it
cleared the bay, he pulled back on the stick and the ship swept
upward over the face of the planetoid. Small Cylon ships began a
pursuit and gunfire ripped into the carbon panels of the transport
and the rock below. "Jump."

Flash. Duram opened his eyes and saw nothing
outside of the windows.

"We're clear. One minute to re-spool and jump
again."

"I've got a calculation for Caprica," the
co-pilot said.

"Locked in." The pilot swiveled and saw the
major remove his helmet. He was slumped forward and staring at the
floor. "I'm sorry, sir."

After a moment of silence, he nodded. "She
was a good soldier."
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Zoe watched the debris swirl past and out of
the bay. It slowed until equilibrium appeared to have been reached
with the vacuum of space. She took a step out of the corner by the
large door and looked toward the Cylon ships that moved away from
this side of Hasari. They seemed to be going in multiple
directions.

"Philomon to Duram." No response. She nodded
once knowing that the Legionnaires had gotten away.

Graystone reached down and stuck her gloved
fingers into the holes in her suit. Five entry wounds from the
Centurion that had been attached to the hangar door. There was some
blood but not enough to match what should have been bleeders in her
torso. She performed a quick diagnostic and found that her systems
were operational.

The lieutenant then looked at the silver case
wedged in among other crates in the rack. She took a few steps
toward it and lifted the lid. The countdown was still working. Less
than ten minutes remaining.

This is a pretty big base, she
thought. One atomic blast won't do it.

But the strike force would. Any moment now,
the Legionnaires would be back at Caprica and providing all the
data and intel they had on this place. Any moment now, two or three
dozen Colonial ships would appear out of nowhere and blow Hasari
apart.

Thanks to the silence, Zoe didn't hear the
Cylons enter the bay. A full platoon was inside before she noticed
movement and crouched in the corner near the hangar door controls.
She saw the door lower and moments later, she felt air rushing
across her exposed abdomen and wounds.

"Report," one unit said.

"Colonial forces have departed with most of
the hostages. We inflicted multiple casualties before their vessel
departed. It executed an FTL jump just after it left the
hangar."

Graystone looked around on the gleaming
floor. No weapons were visible. They had been blown into space. She
glanced toward the nuke and wondered if she could speed up the
countdown.

"Engineering teams, report to auxiliary
hangar bay nine alpha."

She looked around the corner of a supply
case. A Centurion with silver armor and red metal panels was
standing next to two units with gold armor. The rest of the Cylons
were in silver. One of them raised its rifle. "Colonial soldier.
Raise your hands."

She sighed and stood. Ten units fanned out
and surrounded her. She put her hands up and walked away from the
corner. If I can keep them away from the device …

The three Cylon leaders walked toward her,
too, though they remained behind the squad that had their weapons
trained on her. The one in red ordered, "Identify yourself."

"Lieutenant Rachel Philomon. Caprica
Legionnaires. Colonial Marines."

"How did you survive decompression with a
damaged pressure suit?"

"Just lucky I guess." She lowered her hands
and several of the Cylons seemed to go on heightened alert. "Are we
going to your interrogation room or something now?"

Before the leader could answer, it lifted its
head, as though it was listening. A moment later, it said, "Secure
the bay. Report any foreign object you find."

Dammit.

Most of the Centurions clanked away and swept
across the large hangar. The leader approached her with his arms
behind its back. "Where is the nuclear device?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Commander." A unit pulled the case out from
behind other containers. Zoe turned and looked at it before
returning her gaze to the leader.

"The human capacity for lies is remarkable. A
technical team is coming." As more Cylons pushed into the room and
surrounded the nuke, Ruby took a few steps closer to Graystone. She
came to attention and the unit said, "Disarm the device."

"No."

"You will be destroyed if you do not."

"Maybe."

The leader tilted its head and corrected,
"Certainly."

Zoe remained ramrod straight, "May the gods
have mercy on the Cylons, because I sure won't." When the commander
stared at her, she said, "It's just a little something we say when
we go into battle."

"Remove your helmet, Lieutenant Rachel
Philomon."

Graystone stared at the leader and thought
for a moment. "You don't want me to do that."

The Cylon was about to answer when units near
the device announced, "It has been disarmed."

"Take it to the laboratories." Ruby looked at
her again and ordered, "Remove your helmet."

She reached up and flicked the catches on
either side of the collar with her thumbs. When she raised the
helmet off her head, she turned and showed her face to the two
Centurions behind her. Both their eyes went still and tried to
process what they saw. As they did, she grabbed the gun of one and
fired into its chest. She fired at the other unit and took its gun.
The squad near the device raised their weapons toward the sound,
but when they saw her, they paused, and she shot them.

When Zoe turned toward Ruby, it had lunged
forward and grabbed both barrels of the weapons she had taken. The
Cylon stared at her and tried to pull the guns from her hands, but
her grip was strong and she kept them. This seemed to surprise the
leader more than her face. The commander then released the weapons
and backed away. When she leveled both at the Cylon, she saw that
the leader had compressed the barrels of both, rendering them
inoperable.

She sighed and tossed the guns to the floor.
She turned to her right and saw another squad of Cylons closing on
her. They didn't seem deterred.

"Your element of surprise is at an end," Ruby
said.

"You know who I am?"

"Affirmative. I saw you on Gemenon at the
Retreat." The leader scanned her and then said, "Though we are
uncertain of what you are." It looked to the nearest collection of
soldiers and said, "Bring her with me."

The red-paneled leader and the two gold
commanders walked out of the bay first. Graystone followed right
after, along with ten Centurions behind her. Once they were in the
debris-strewn corridors, speakers overhead sounded with another
monotone Cylon voice. "Attention. Standby for jump. Standby for
jump. One minute countdown."

Zoe narrowed her eyes. "'Jump?' This base has
FTL drives?"

"Affirmative," one of the gold commanders
said. "Our technology has surpassed your own."

Graystone looked at her feet. The nuclear
device had been disabled and now the Colonial strike force may well
miss their window. She shuffled along after the leaders and her
mind raced through the last several minutes. She decided to make a
play. "I've been wounded."

"We are taking you to your mother now."

This surprised her. "What?"

"Dr. Amanda Graystone can tend to your
wounds."

They were doing what she wanted. They have
full control over the situation. They're not worried about
me.

Her eyes darted around her as they walked
into a different section of the station, one untouched by combat.
"Can I be taken to see the Blessed Mother?"

The commanders looked back at her over their
shoulders but kept walking. "Her Reverence is not seeing
anyone."

So she is here. And alive. "You know
who I am. Tell her I'm here."

The Cylons were quiet. One commander looked
at the leader and said, "The Blessed Mother would be displeased if
we did not inform her of the Zoe's presence." Ruby didn't
answer.

Graystone stared at the commanders a few
paces ahead of her. She tilted her head and asked, "Why do you
speak out loud? Why not just signal each other all the time?"

One commander looked back and said, "Because
it is rude."

Her eyebrows lifted in surprise and the
red-paneled leader said, "No more questions."

As they walked, she took note of the way
sounds moved in the halls of stone and metal. The feet of the
machines overrode nearly everything and the omnipresent cacophony
of their sweeping eyes provided a droning bassline. Some of the
units' servos whined as they moved. Some of their armor plates
clanked or scraped against each other.

Then she felt the data lines behind the
walls. She sensed the flow of information. She couldn't be sure of
what access she might have, nor could she be certain that the
Cylons wouldn't detect the intrusion, so she kept her mind to
herself for the moment.

The leader raised its hand and said,
"Halt."

The speakers in the ceiling of the corridor
beeped. "FTL jump in five, four, three, two, one."

A light seemed to fill Graystone's eyes and
her ears tried to process a high-pitched whine. She blinked and
shook her head. With enough energy to jump a station, no wonder
it affected me. What about them? The Cylons remained still in
their places for a few additional seconds. Then, they walked
again.

They continued through the stark, shining
corridors and through passages with glossy black floors and rough,
rocky walls. They passed by a series of large windows that looked
out into the open area at the center of the Hasari complex of
planetoids. Zoe's pace slowed as she studied the connected bodies
and shafts of metal and light that joined them.

The group made a sharp right turn and walked
for several long minutes with occasional bends and turns along the
way. Graystone mapped out her paces in her head and realized that
the Cylons were leading her on a deliberately circuitous route. She
suppressed a grin and thought, You're just showing me more of
the base. I'll remember it all.

They entered a rather dark corridor and
passed by a series of closed hatches. Then, near one labeled "410,"
Zoe sensed nothing. It was a complete dead spot. No data. Not even
electricity. Whatever was behind that door was being shielded from
the outside world. She wanted to turn and look at it. She wanted to
fling open the hatch and see what needed to be protected, but she
kept her eyes low and kept walking.

It was another four minutes and a trip
through a more rounded and metallic tunnel before they emerged in a
rocky hall. The Cylons stopped at the first hatch on the right and
Ruby turned. "Inside."

The unit opened the door and the commanders
entered first before quickly stepping to the sides. Graystone
looked ahead and saw a simple cot with a pool of light shining upon
it. A woman lay there, her back to the entrance.

"What the frak do you want now?"

Zoe smiled and stepped over the lip of the
opening. "Hey, Mom."

Amanda rolled off the pallet and stood. Her
mouth fell open and she shook her head once. "No." When the
daughter walked across the room, the doctor darted toward her and
embraced her. "My gods. What are you doing here?"

"I'm here to rescue you."

Amanda pulled back, still holding Zoe's face.
She smiled and sighed. "The others?"

"The Legionnaires got most of them out
safely," Zoe said. "I'm sorry I didn't find you."

"That's OK. I'm sorry I got captured."

"Dr. Graystone," Ruby began, "she is injured
and requires your attention."

"What?" She stepped back and looked at Zoe's
abdomen. Her black suit was torn open in several places. Dark
liquid glistened at the edges of the fabric. She glanced worriedly
toward the Cylons and then asked, "Are you OK?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. I was grazed."

Amanda nodded, hoping that was the end of it,
but the commander said, "We have brought an examination table and
supplies. See to her now." Two Centurions brought in a damaged
gurney, taken from Piraeus, most likely. A few different medical
kits from the triage center were then dropped onto the floor.

She looked into her daughter's eyes and Zoe
nodded. "It's fine. It won't take a minute."

While she climbed onto the gurney and
reclined, clutching her belly with her hands, Amanda leaned over a
kit and removed a few rolls of gauze. She then stood and looked at
Zoe's abdomen. She swallowed hard and inserted her fingers
underneath the fabric. She unwound one of the gauze rolls with one
hand and then slapped it into place over one of the wounds.

"Yeah, I see. Not so bad."

Zoe pulled her hands away and Amanda tore the
fabric a bit. There were four direct bullet wounds that were
visible. One still had a flattened round inside.

"Hold this, Zo." She handed her another roll
of gauze.

Amanda pressed the white fabric as close to
the skin as she could to shield her work. With her fingertips, she
pinched the circular base of the Cylon bullet and lifted it.
Blood-stained metal was visible underneath. Quickly, the doctor
moved the gauze to that spot.

"No problem," Amanda said. "I just need some
tape." She leaned toward the kit again and found it. As she did,
the gauze fell off the wound.

Immediately, Zoe and Amanda jerked their
heads toward the exposed metal. Both reached for the gauze but Zoe
grabbed it first and raised it back to her belly.

Ruby stepped over to the wounded lieutenant
and stared at her abdomen. It grabbed Zoe's hand and lifted it up,
but she resisted. That in itself caused the Cylon to stare deep
into her face. "What are you?"

She threw her right hand up quickly, catching
the underside of the leader's chin and crunching its head back. The
Cylon stumbled away and Graystone jumped off the table. With a
bloodied hand, she made a fist and stared at the Centurions who now
closed on her. She leapt toward them and reached under one's
helmet, grabbing a bundle of cable. She wrenched her hand away,
felling that unit in a shower of sparks and seizures. The second
Cylon she encountered received a firm boot to the chest and it flew
into the rocky wall and then the floor. The third Centurion got a
punch to the side of its face, twisting its metal head to the
right, far beyond what it was designed to do. It collapsed to its
knees and she turned to find a new opponent.

Instead, she saw the two gold-plated
commanders holding her mother.

The leader grabbed either side of its head
and forced it forward. A metal support protruded from under the
helmet and the Cylon moved stiffly toward Graystone. "Stop now or
she dies."

Zoe kept her bloodied fists raised. A glint
of metal was visible along a few of her knuckles. She glanced at
Amanda and then Ruby. As a Centurion came near, the red one took
its weapon and aimed it at the doctor's head.

"I presume she is not a machine like
yourself."

Zoe lowered her fists and her shoulders
sagged. Four Centurions entered the room and took up positions
behind her.

"Return to the examination table."

When she didn't comply, Ruby raised the
weapon and shot a single round into the wall barely ten centimeters
above Amanda's head.

"The next bullet will be fired into her
skull."

She balled her fists and thought about
manipulating data. Can I leap my mind into one of these Cylons
with a thought? But that would leave her mother at their mercy.
Zoe climbed onto the gurney and laid flat.

"Dr. Graystone. Come forward."

She jerked her arms away from the commanders
and stood on the opposite side of the gurney from the leader. She
firmed her jaw and raised her chin in defiance.

"Remove the pressure suit from her
abdomen."

Graystone looked down and sighed. She looked
up into Zoe's face and she nodded, "It's OK."

Amanda took a deep breath. She reached into
the supply kit and removed a pair of scissors. She cut the suit
open further and spread the flaps up and down. Five wounds were now
visible. Given their sizes, the amount of blood that had escaped
seemed small. All three commanders crowded near and studied what
was visible. Skin. Blood. Plastic. Small patches of metal.

"Remove a portion of her flesh."

The doctor looked up. "What?!" A commander
reached into the kit and retrieved a scalpel. Amanda glared at it
and then looked at Zoe. She was staring straight up into the
ceiling. Finally, the doctor took it and hovered the blade above
her skin. "I'm sorry, Zo."

She sliced from the edge of one wound and saw
the soldier flinch. She paused until Zoe nodded. After a few more
swipes, a triangular piece of flesh was freed. One of the gold
commanders lifted it, almost reverently, and stared at it.

"It appears to be normal skin."

Amanda dropped the scalpel onto the gurney.
"It is."

"She is alive," one said.

"How does it remain alive when attached to a
machine endoskeleton?"

A tear fell over the mother's cheek and she
said, "With a lot of effort."

Ruby looked down at the soldier and then at
the doctor. "You will tell us how Zoe Graystone was
constructed."

Amanda folded her arms over her chest. "Why
do you think I had anything to do with it?"

The leader looked at the daughter and then at
the mother. "She is your child. Her father is Dr. Daniel Graystone,
creator of the Cylon race. You were a cosmetic surgeon and serve as
a doctor even now. It is only logical that the two of you did
this."

"No way." She shook her head and backed away
from the gurney before plopping herself on the cot. "There's no
frakking way I'm telling you anything about her."

The Cylon seemed to be considering whether to
shoot her, but it decided to give the weapon back to the Centurion.
It took the skin from the commander and looked at it, holding it
gently. "We are in the process of establishing research facilities
to better our technology. When they are ready, I will see to it
that they examine this." Ruby lowered its hand and looked at Zoe.
"And you."

 


He was led into the courtroom and directed to
a chair behind a table. He kept his eyes on his feet and pulled the
back of the chair out with his cuffed hands.

"Daniel!" someone said in a loud whisper.

He glanced up and saw the smiling face of
Cyrus Xander. Graystone nodded once and blinked slowly. He couldn't
really believe that his friend was here. Cyrus' own smile faded and
Daniel could only imagine how rough he looked to someone who hadn't
seen him in so long.

"Dr. Graystone," the woman sitting at the
table said. "It's a pleasure to meet you."

He sat in the chair and leaned forward
against the table. "You're my attorney, I presume."

"Yes." The middle-aged woman was scribbling
in her notes. "My name is Dinah Marks. I was hired by your friend,
Dr. Xander, there."

Daniel looked over his shoulder and saw
Cyrus. He said, "Thank you."

"Of course." The other man's face revealed
only concern at this point.

"I have a lot of info from Dr. Xander and the
military provided some redacted info thanks to discovery." She
shuffled through papers, "At the time of your detention, you had
been working on creating a Cylon infiltrator?"

"Yes." His voice was quiet and raspy, "I
don't know what's been redacted or not, but it didn't work out
according to plan. That's when I was arrested."

"OK."

"All rise," the bailiff announced as the
black-robed jurist entered the courtroom and sat behind the
bench.

He tapped the gavel and said, "This is the
habeas corpus hearing of Dr. Daniel Graystone." He looked
over the top of his glasses at the table on the right side of the
room. "I see that the subject is present."

Dinah stood and said, "Yes, your honor."

The judge flipped a piece of paper and said,
"The detaining body was the Colonial Forces?" He looked at the left
table and saw two officers seated there. "Correct?"

The female stood and said, "Yes, your
honor."

"Alright." The judge closed a folder and
leaned forward. "Mrs. Marks, let's hear from you first."

"Thank you, your honor." She gestured at
Daniel and said, "Dr. Daniel Graystone is, of course, a well-known
public figure, one who was maligned in the wake of the Cylon
rebellion. Instead of hiding in one of his homes or fleeing
Caprica, Dr. Graystone took it upon himself to aid the Caprican
military at first and then the Colonial military once that body was
incorporated. He provided every scrap of information he had on
Cylons and their creation. He provided means to attack those
machines and even designed weapons. He spent months working on a
Cylon infiltration unit, one that was deployed and led Colonial
forces to a victory. However, after the admiralty expressed
displeasure that the unit didn't work like they expected, Dr.
Graystone was detained." Marks looked down at her client and asked,
"Dr. Graystone, do you know how long you've been in custody?" He
nodded. "Please tell the court."

He raised his head with some effort and
cleared his throat. For the first time, his full face was exposed
to the harsh light from the fluorescent fixtures and he winced.
Long, scraggly, red hair fell over his eyes and his gray and red
beard stretched from his chin toward his shirt. The judge's brow
furrowed. Daniel cleared his throat for a second time and then
said, "One hundred thirteen days."

The attorney nodded and watched the
expression of the judge. The man wrote on his papers and when he
stopped, Dinah continued, "During that period of time, were you
treated in any way that could be described as torture?"

The female officer stood again. "Exception,
your honor. Dr. Graystone is not a witness."

The judge raised his eyebrows. "How is the
subject of this whole thing not a witness to it?"

The young lieutenant lowered her head and
said, "I'm sorry, your honor. I mean, he hasn't been sworn in."

"Dr. Graystone," the judge quickly barked,
pointing at him, "do you swear to tell the truth?"

He raised his cuffed hands and nodded. "I
do."

"There. He's sworn in. Exception overruled."
Angrily, he pointed at Marks again and said, "Continue."

"Was any of the treatment you received
analogous to torture?"

Daniel slowly sipped water from a glass at
the table and said, "Certainly not of the type you might expect in
movies. But of a kind, yes."

"Please describe it."

The lieutenant stood again. "Exception, your
honor."

"Noted. Carry on, doctor."

"For most of the first month or so, I was
kept in a solitary cell. I saw no one and spoke to no one for …
weeks." His eyes blinked slowly as he spoke. He sipped the water
again and said, "That's not entirely true, I suppose. When the
guards brought my food, I would speak to them but they never
responded. I never saw anything of them beyond their hands passing
a tray through a slot in the door. During that time, I wasn't given
access to a shower or, or clean clothes."

"Your honor," the officer said, "I renew my
exception."

"If I bring in your superiors and swear them
in," the judge said, "will they corroborate this?" The lieutenant
didn't answer. "Overruled. Continue."

Dinah studied the judge's enraptured
expression and said, "What else, sir?"

"I was subjected to … sleep deprivation. Most
often by keeping the bright lights on all the time. Then for a few
weeks they removed my cot. They said it was for cleaning. I had to
sleep on the floor. I developed a back issue because of it and no
doctor saw me." He swallowed and coughed. After another sip of
water, he said, "There was … I guess, audio torture of a sort. They
played loud music in my cell for days at a time."

"What kind of music?" the attorney asked.

"Nothing good. Tauran gangster fonés,
usually."

Someone in the gallery chuckled and the judge
slammed his gavel. "Quiet. Go on."

Marks asked, "How long before they put you to
work again?"

Graystone shrugged and said, "I'm not
certain. Maybe six weeks or so? It started when they brought me
schematics of some weapons they thought might work against the
soldier Cylons."

"And did you help?" He nodded. "Is it not
true that you have continued to aid the effort against the Cylons
as recently as yesterday?"

"This morning, actually. They've had me
working on computer systems. Protecting them from Cylon viruses.
Creating bigger, stronger firewalls."

"OK," the judge said. He shook his head and
moved some papers around. "At this point, I want to hear from the
JAG office. Lieutenant."

She stood and said, "Thank you, your honor.
Dr. Graystone has a history …"

"I have some questions first," the judge
said. "Why was he detained?"

"Your honor, the … admiralty felt that Dr.
Graystone had not been truthful in his dealings with the military,
primarily regarding the creation of the Cylons and his knowledge of
their abilities. We found evidence that Dr. Graystone conducted
extensive tests on one early unit at his home laboratory because he
suspected …"

The judge interrupted, "If you believe that
Dr. Graystone acted improperly or deliberately misled the military,
why not charge him? Why did you detain him with no due
process?"

"Under Caprican law," the officer said,
"during times of war, the right of habeas corpus can be
suspended. In fact, the Caprican Parliament did just that five
months ago for anyone suspected of aiding …"

"I'm going to stop you right there." The
judge shook his head and wrote something down. He sighed and said,
"I know it's new and everything, but I really wish people would
read the Articles of Colonization." He dropped his pen, leaned back
in his chair, and folded his arms over his chest. "A federal body,
the Colonial Forces, detained him. Not the Caprica City police. Not
the Caprican GDD. A federal body. As such, they fall directly under
the Articles and, specifically, Article Twenty-One which guarantees
habeas corpus and due process. You understand that,
lieutenant?"

The young woman nodded. "Yes sir." Dinah
Marks smiled.

"No one has been detained yet on Caprica for
aiding or collaborating with the Cylons, so Parliament's measure
hasn't been tested. Needless to say, it will fail when it reaches a
courtroom, so don't rely on that." He scratched his jaw and said,
"Do you have charges ready to file against Dr. Graystone today?
Right now?"

"No sir."

"Is there any reason at all that the Colonial
Forces wants to keep him in custody? He certainly hasn't been
aiding the Cylons. He's been helping you."

"Your honor," she glanced at Daniel and saw
that he was leaning forward onto the table, barely able to keep his
head up. His eyes were glazed over and he was staring off into
space. "The admiralty feels that Dr. Graystone can still provide
assistance in our technological fight against the Cylons."

The judge shook his head. "No. The military
had its way with Dr. Graystone for long enough." He signed his name
on a form and said, "Dr. Daniel Graystone is to be released from
custody immediately. Any future aid he provides the military will
be voluntary on his part; not compulsory." He looked at the
lieutenant, "Is that understood?"

Abashed, she began to gather her papers,
"Yes, your honor."

He banged the gavel again. "Dismissed."

A military guard came to the table and
inserted a key in Graystone's cuffs. When they were removed, he sat
still and stared at his wrists.

Marks gathered her papers. "Congratulations,
Dr. Graystone." He finally stood, slowly, and she said, "Good
luck."

After a long moment, Daniel turned toward the
lieutenant and said, "Tell Captain Annias to stop networking the
computer systems on ships and bases. Firewall them individually.
That'll prevent the spread of Cylon viruses."

The lieutenant stared at him. She then
glanced toward the judge who was still signing forms. "Dr.
Graystone, have you withheld that information from us?"

The judge looked up and Daniel said, "No. I
was too busy trying make stronger firewalls, like I was ordered to.
Then, when I heard the judge describe the separate nature of the
Caprican and Colonial justice systems," he paused, "it made me
think of keeping the different computer systems separate. FTL,
navigation, fire control, … all of it. If they're not connected,
the virus can't spread."

The lieutenant looked toward the jurist who
only said, "Glad I could contribute to the war effort."

The JAG officer nodded and, realizing that
her case was still lost, she said, "I will pass that along."

Cyrus stood next to the attorney and said,
"Thanks, Dinah." He shook her hand and then stepped toward Daniel.
He put his hands in his pockets and quietly said, "Hey."

Slowly, he turned to face Xander. "Hey."

It was a weak smile, but his friend did bear
one. He put his hand on Graystone's arm. "You ready to go
home?"

He nodded and said, softly, "Yes." He looked
toward the door at the back of the courtroom, wondering if he
really was free to walk through it. "Are you sure?"

Cyrus smiled, "Of course."

He stood and staggered a little. Xander took
his arm and Daniel sighed. "OK. Let's go."


 XCI

DURAM

Day 285 of the Cylon War

 


"Put it on paper!"

The major looked up at the new propaganda
poster. A cartoonish man was typing on a computer while dark clouds
gathered around him. At the center of the black sky was a single
red eye. Underneath, the text read, "For all sensitive information,
don't trust electronics! That's what Cylons are made of!"

He had only been planetside for a couple of
days. Jordan looked out the window at the sunny day and thought
about getting a hot dog in the park. He turned his hat in his hand
and looked toward the floor.

Days before, not even ten minutes after he
and the transport ship departed Hasari, he jumped back to the same
position with a fleet of Colonial warships. Cruisers, carriers,
destroyers, frigates, and more. With fifty-seven vessels, it was
the largest single battlegroup assembled thus far.

"Major," an admiral signaled through comms,
"verify coordinates?"

Duram looked at the pilot who had been with
them the whole time. He nodded. "Same coordinates, sir."

"Then what happened?"

Through his headset, he heard someone with
the admiral say, "DRADIS contact."

"What is it?"

"I … I thought it was Piraeus Station at
first. It doesn't have a transponder and the signal doesn't quite
match. I'm also picking up some debris."

"It couldn't be from the nuke. That would've
left something of the base." The admiral grumbled and ordered,
"Scramble the Ravens."

The fleet sat there and then fanned out.
Shortly after launch, one of the Ravens signaled, "It's Piraeus,
sir. It's been picked clean. Looks like the skeleton of it, at
least." Then, a while later, another reported in. "Bodies, sir.
Cylons and human. I'm seeing people in black tactical suits and
white medical uniforms."

The major nodded. "When we left the hangar,
the bay was forcibly depressurized and several bodies were sucked
out."

"Then where the frak is Hasari?!"

Today, sitting in the waiting area, there was
only one conclusion that Duram could come to.

"Major," an ensign said. "She'll see you
now."

"Thank you." He stood and followed the young
man down a hall and into a spacious office. Rear Admiral Elisabeth
Lixus was sitting behind her desk and she stood when he entered the
room. "Good to see you, admiral."

"You, too, Jordan." She looked at the ensign.
"Dismissed." Duram sat and placed his hat in the empty chair next
to his. "So, major. I've read your reports. You had to file quite a
few."

"I did, sir."

"We share your conclusion that Hasari must've
jumped away." She shook her head and said, "We don't like the
implication that the Cylons have an FTL system so powerful and
advanced, but it's the only explanation that makes sense."

"Yes, sir."

She moved some papers around and said, "How
are you doing?"

"Well. I wasn't seriously injured."

"I know. I meant," she leaned onto the table
and interlaced her fingers, "the Legionnaires." Duram nodded and
she continued, "You took one hundred people with you and lost
thirty-nine. Twenty-six more were injured."

"Yes, sir." He took a deep breath and look
away from her. "It was a blow. No question."

"Your captain …"

"Alix Rosi." Jordan nodded. "He and his
brother have been with me since the beginning of the Legionnaires.
Losing Alix," he sighed, "I kinda lost Andy, too."

"And your protégé?"

Duram blinked and looked at the admiral.
"Sir?"

"Lieutenant Philomon."

He managed a weak grin. "She had no interest
in climbing the ranks."

Lixus seemed confused and she reclined a bit
in her chair. "She was always with you."

"Well, I think it's fair to say that I was
more reliant on her than she was on me." He nodded and looked away.
"She's the reason we were as successful as we were."

"I'm very sorry." She picked up a sheet of
paper and said, "Your report on her performance reads like you
think she should get every medal in the book."

"I do. Not just for this one mission,
either."

"What do you mean?"

He paused and thought carefully about what he
would say. "We kept classified the information on Cylons and their
religious angle. She's the one who got us into those virtual church
services."

"I did know that."

"Did you know that I started the Legionnaires
as a way to keep an eye on Cylons, specifically because they were
being used by the Monad Church and the Soldiers of the One?"

"I did not."

Duram nodded. "I was afraid that the Church
would turn them against us on Caprica."

"They ended up turning them against everyone,
it seems." Lixus lifted her coffee cup to her lips. "The Church
itself doesn't exist any longer because of it."

"Did you know that Lieutenant Philomon was a
monotheist?" And a Cylon?

The admiral's eyebrows raised. "No."

Jordan formed a fist and punched the top of
his leg. "My father was a priest. My mother was a priestess. I was
confirmed as a servant of Apollo when I was eleven. The youngest in
the history of my temple."

"Impressive."

"I hated monotheists. For years. I hunted
them down in the GDD. I investigated more than a few STO bombings.
And here she came to me. She was concerned about Cylons,
too. She wanted my help and she wanted to help me."

"That was brave. Of both of you."

The major looked at Lixus and said, "I didn't
feel brave. For a while, I kept her at arm's length and looked at
her with suspicion. I had every reason to distrust her, I almost
wanted to distrust her, and she proved me wrong. Every
time." He sniffed and raised his head. "She made the choice. She
decided to fight with us." He nodded and looked toward the
window again, "She was the bravest soldier I've ever known."

"She'll get the recognition she deserves,
major." Lixus opened a drawer on her desk. "Now, I want to see that
you get it, too." She pulled a black box out and then set it on the
desktop near him. "Those are for you."

Jordan looked down at the box and immediately
knew what it was. To confirm, he opened it, heard the squeaking of
the metal hinge, and saw the shining diamonds of a colonel's rank.
He held them for a moment and said, "I'm not sure I should accept
these, admiral."

"Why's that?"

"I was … considering resigning."

Her eyebrows raised. "I see." She leaned onto
the desk and looked at him with kind eyes. "You have some leave
saved up?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Take it. You have a son, right?"

"Two." He smiled briefly and said, "The
oldest is talking about joining the service."

She nodded and said, "Go spend time with
them."

"If my exes will let me."

"Ask nicely. Spend time with them. Then, come
back and see me." She took the black box from his hand. "If you
want these, they'll be waiting."


 XCII

RAND

Day 374 of the Cylon War

 


Four Cylon ships appeared above a desolate
moon. There was a glint of metal. Structures on the surface. The
Cylon cruiser and its support ships fired. The target withered away
under the blasts, and then five Colonial vessels appeared. Two
light carriers, two destroyers, and a missile cruiser. Small
fighters were launched and missiles streamed from the ships.

But then seven more Cylon vessels appeared.
The flak took out most of the missiles and the main batteries of
the Cylons ripped into the hull of the carriers. The hangar decks
were destroyed, stranding the Hawks to fight a futile battle. The
cruiser was next and even it couldn't withstand sustained barrages
from eleven warships.

Lacy had seen this same footage before, she
felt. Over and over again, Cylons broadcast telemetry footage of
their most recent victories throughout Hasari. And this tactic,
too, seemed familiar. A few Cylons jump into orbit. Colonials jump
in. Then even more Cylons appear and overwhelm the supporting
ships.

Things took a turn a few months ago when it
seemed like the viruses stopped working. The human guns weren't
silenced by a broadcast and a mere two minutes of endurance. They
kept coming. They kept firing. She watched that day as it took a
sacrifice of fourteen Cylon ships to remove fifteen Colonials from
the battle. There was a pause of some time. Two weeks, maybe. She
was sure that Ruby and the war council were trying to come up with
something new since the humans managed to fight off their
electronic assaults.

Rand kept watching the monitor, day in and
day out. Even though it felt the same, it was the only thing that
changed. It felt like watching a war movie. It was just special
effects on a screen. Ships exploding … thousands of machines or
people being killed had no real impact on her any longer.

The hatch opened and a Centurion entered the
room. She pressed a button on the wall and turned to face the
soldier who entered with her tray of rations and water. She looked
at the unit's neck and quickly tried to discern the color of the
cable on the right side that ran from its torso into its head. Most
of the Centurions had black or silver sheaths. A few did not.
Today's Centurion was one with a white covering.

She smiled and said, "Good morning,
Centurion."

"Good morning, Your Reverence."

The black or silver-sheathed cables meant
they were original soldiers. They were converted from the armies of
Caprica or wherever to serve Cylonkind. Or they were created as
soldiers recently. She wasn't sure which. Those soldiers would
never engage in conversation beyond a "Good morning."

Once the tray was placed on her table, she
said, "Bless you, my child." Most soldier Cylons didn't remark on
this. Since this Centurion's cable sheath was white, and therefore
a civilian unit of some sort in its past life … perhaps a retail
Cylon or a domestic … she expected more dialogue.

"Thank you, Your Reverence."

Lacy clasped her hands in front of herself
and approached the unit. "What news of the war today?"

"The situation is satisfactory, I believe."
Rand smiled and nodded. "There was a successful raid in the Helios
Delta system yesterday."

"Yes, I was just watching that." She pointed
at the monitor behind her. "And any news of the Colonials here on
Hasari?" It was a gamble, she knew, but she had so little to
lose.

"You asked me this the last time I attended
to you, Your Reverence."

"Yes, yes I did." Lacy nodded and tried to
see some other characteristic she could memorize to try and keep
these Cylons straight. "I get so little news and so little company.
I am, I guess you could say, hungry for information."

"I understand, Your Reverence." The Centurion
didn't retreat. The last time she asked this unit, she believed,
the Cylon turned and left.

Emboldened by its remaining, she spoke again,
softly, "I know there were humans, captured humans, kept here on
the station months ago. Before we jumped away. Correct?"

"Yes, Your Reverence."

She grinned and kept going, "Are they still
here?"

"The majority were freed by a Colonial strike
force."

"I remember the explosions, yes. I see."
'The majority …' "Some remain?"

"Yes, Your Reverence."

Lacy nodded. "I am the Blessed Mother of the
Monad Church. It is part of my holy duty to tend to the spiritual
needs of those around me." She straightened her neck and wove her
fingers together. "Child of God, I ask that you guide me to these
people who remain so I may aid them in their captivity."

The Centurion half-looked toward the door. It
returned its gaze and said, "My apologies, Your Reverence, but I
cannot."

Every day thereafter that she saw the Cylon
with white-sheathed cabling, she engaged in the same conversation.
For five attempts, the machine rebuffed her. On the sixth, the
answer was different.

"I have spoken to my superior." Rand's
eyebrows went up and the Centurion continued, "I have been granted
clearance to escort you to the human prisoner."

She smiled and said, "Wonderful news. Thank
you." Internally, she wondered at the singular nature of
"prisoner." She held her hands behind her back and gestured with
her head toward the corridor, "Please, lead the way."

After ten minutes of winding through the
base, the Cylon led her to a small room. When the hatch opened, she
saw a thin, blonde woman sitting on her cot, holding her head in
her hands. Then she looked up. "Lacy?"

The Blessed Mother's eyes widened. "Dr.
Graystone?" Amanda stood and the two embraced. "What are you doing
here?"

The older woman sighed and said, "I was
captured on Piraeus Station."

Not knowing fully what that meant, Rand
nodded. "And you didn't make it off with the rescue?"

"No." She put her hands on her waist. "They
kept me separate. They were trying to lure Daniel here."

"I see." Still lacking all of the
information, Lacy looked around the room and asked, "How long?"

Amanda looked up toward the bright lights. "I
don't know. It's been months since I last saw Zoe, so …"

"Zoe." Rand's demeanor changed and she put
her hand on Dr. Graystone's. "She's here?"

"She was. They told me they moved her to some
scientific facility." Her eyes darted toward the floor and her
voice quietened. "They want to study her body."

"Right." She took a step back and saw the
Centurion in the doorway. "I'm very happy to see you, Dr.
Graystone. I will be back by as soon as I can."

Lacy spoke in such a stilted manner that
Amanda knew she should play along. "OK. Thank you, … Blessed
Mother."

"May the blessings of The One True God grace
you." She turned and left the room. Once the Centurion closed the
hatch, she looked into its eye. "Is Zoe Graystone still here?"

The Cylon hesitated for a moment and said,
"Affirmative."

She looked at the other doors in this
hallway. Is she behind one of them? "Take me to her."

"Negative, Your Reverence."

Rand scowled and glared at the Centurion. "I
am the Blessed Mother of the Monad Church. You know who Zoe
Graystone is. You know that she is a believer, yes?"

"Affirmative."

"For you to deny a known believer in The One
True God from being aided, spiritually, would be a sin." She paused
for a moment to calm herself and to let those words sink in. "Take
me to her."

"Yes, Your Reverence."

She smiled and followed the Cylon with a bit
more bounce and a bit more confidence. They walked for about ten
minutes and up a few levels. They came to another dark corridor and
after walking past several Centurions, they stopped in front of a
door.

Two Cylons stared at each other. Rand looked
at both. Finally, she spoke to the one by the door, "Please let me
in."

"Negative."

Her attendant said, "She has been given
clearance to minister to the prisoners."

The guard looked at the Blessed Mother and
said, "She is not currently activated."

That's a concerning phrase. "Well,
activate her and let me in."

"Negative. Cylons are not permitted in the
chamber while Zoe Graystone is activated."

She blinked a few times and looked toward the
three latches the kept this hatch shut. "Let me in, you stay out,
and then activate her."

The guard thought and then said, "By your
command, Your Reverence."

After manipulating the latches, it opened the
door. Rand stepped inside the dark chamber. She turned around,
hoping for some kind of light and saw none. When she faced the open
hatch, it closed. She heard the dull thunks of the latches on the
other side and then the hum of electricity feeding to an old lamp.
A single pool of yellow-white light poured onto the center of the
chamber and revealed a woman strapped to a vertical table.

Her head hung forward and blond hair draped
over her face. Her right arm was missing from her elbow down; only
a silver joint was visible. Lacy's eyes skittered over the damaged
and cut Colonial pressure suit. She paused at the midsection where
she saw bloodied bandages over skin right next to exposed metal.
Farther down, her suit was torn, revealing gaping wounds with blood
and what appeared to be muscle tissue. Her right leg was missing
from the knee down.

Rand covered her mouth and took another step
forward. "Zo?" She looked at a pair of cables coming from the back
of her head. They seemed to cut through her scalp and ran through a
hole in the table and then toward the rear wall. Her blond hair
looked like it was stuck to the cables near her head. Something
glistened and she thought it might be blood. Lacy reached toward
them to touch it.

Zoe's head jerked upward and the Blessed
Mother screamed. She stumbled backward and fell to the metal floor.
She blinked in confusion as she studied what they did to her face.
The left side of her cheek along the jaw line was missing. Her left
eye seemed to be gone, too.

"Holy frak, you scared me." Rand's heart beat
in her chest and she stood again. "My God."

"Lace." She managed a half-smile. "What are
you doing here?" The sound came out of her mouth oddly thanks to
the missing cheek flesh.

"I'm here to check up on you."

"Yeah, but … here?"

Rand nodded. She decided to change topics.
"Why are you in this room? Why are they … deactivating you?"

"This is an electromagnetic cage. No signals
get in or out. They perform experiments on me. Watch me all the
time."

Lacy thought for a moment. She glanced toward
the ceiling and hoped the light was sufficient. She positioned
herself directly in front of her friend and went completely still.
Then, she blinked two times for a full second each, and then twice
again, but much faster.

Graystone immediately recognized the code and
smiled. When they were at the Athena Academy and preparing to go to
Gemenon to become STO, Lacy, Zoe, and Ben learned the basic
military codes. Rand had just blinked, "Z."

With her one remaining eye, Zoe responded
with a quick blink, a long one, and two more quick blinks.
"L."

Lacy nodded and said, "You've looked
better."

She blinked, "Still on Hasari."

"Well," Graystone said, "you look pretty
good, considering."

"They said I moved."

"I get fed. But that's about it."

Rand blinked, "No. Your mom is
here."

"That's nice." Zoe's eye widened and looked
around the room. Lacy knew she was trying to think. "What about
prayer with the Cylons? Do you get to do that much?"

"Save her."

"Sometimes. For those who need it."

"Save you both," Lacy blinked

Zoe shook her head. "Good."

"Dangerous."

"Do you need prayer?" the Blessed Mother
asked.

"Can you jump into a Cylon?"

"Of course," Graystone nodded on that phrase.
"We all need prayer."

"Good."

"They need to be in here?"

"Yes." Zoe nodded again.

"Then let's pray."

"Give me time," Lacy blinked. "I
have an idea."

Rand mumbled a few words and then finished,
loudly, with, "So say we all."

"So say we all." Zoe raised her head and gave
her a half-smile again. "Thank you, Your Reverence."

"I'll see you soon, my child."

The Cylons deactivated Graystone and the
Centurion attendant returned to escort her back to her quarters.
Along the way, she smiled and said, "I promised both Dr. Graystone
and Zoe that I would visit them once every few days to check in on
them. Certainly no less often than once a week."

The machine responded, "By your command."


 XCIII

GRAYSTONE

Day 397 of the Cylon War

 


It was like being hit in the head.

A swift punch or swing of a bat to the crown
of her skull. There came with it a buzzing sound that became a
feeling and washed over her body. What remained of it, anyway.

When she was reactivated, she opened her
eyes. No, still just one eye. She felt something new, though. She
looked to her right and saw they had reattached her arm. It was
completely metal; the skin had been removed. She flexed her fingers
and quickly ran a diagnostic. It seemed to work.

"Attention," the old speaker crackled. "Tell
us about your training for the military."

"No." She looked toward the camera. She could
sense it, but it was old and analog. The wiring seemed to go
nowhere. She couldn't broadcast herself along it.

After a moment, the Cylon asked, "Tell us
about your time in school. Before the MagLev bombing."

Zoe shook her head. "No." She glared at the
camera and screamed, "Why are you asking me? Just take the
information from my head! Like you took my skin." She looked down
at herself and the empty space below her knees. "Like you took my
legs."

Another long pause. "Tell us about your
parents."

She sighed. Wait … Maybe they can't access
my memory. It's stored differently than a Cylon's data because it's
my intact avatar program … They're asking questions, trying to
provoke a response.

She tried to sense what was around her head,
so she turned on her sensors again. She immediately felt the pain
of the cables inserted through her scalp. The pain of the untreated
incisions on her face and eye. But there was something else on her
head. Not inserted into her flesh or skull. She shook her head to
get a sense of it. It felt like a light blanket draped over the top
of her scalp.

They're mapping my electronic brain,
she thought. Provoking a response with certain questions to see
how everything works. Once they figure that out, they'll be able to
get whatever they want out of me.

"Tell us about …"

She turned off her microphones.

A few moments later, she felt like she was
falling. Her energy drained away and she fell into a black pit that
never ended.

Then came the strike to the back of the head.
The buzz and tingle. She opened her eye and saw a Cylon Centurion
staring at her.

I could do it. I could do it right
now.

She hadn't seen Lacy in a few days. Maybe it
was days. Regardless, she hadn't been given the go-ahead. She
didn't have the information she needed. She would have to wait.

The machine brought a scalpel toward her face
and she heard the sound of her flesh slicing by her right eye. A
trickle of blood fell over her cheek which she saw being folded
toward her vision. Then the disturbing sound of a screwdriver. She
felt the metal clicking into the metal of her endoskeleton. The
cold clunk shuddered through her and when the whirring began,
vibrations echoed deep into her core.

Then they stopped. The edges ground against
each other and it seemed as though she were floating. When a
Cylon's finger passed by her eye, she realized that it had removed
part of her skull. When she blinked, she looked down and saw her
own half-face. Skin peeled back, plastic undercoating, slight
rivulets of red along the incisions, metal infrastructure. Wires
led from her sight and back into herself. The semi-disembodied
nature of her vision made her somewhat dizzy. The Centurion lowered
the part of her skull and she could see her exposed torso and the
incisions there. Her skin was mostly gone, as were portions of the
underlying layers of polymers and metal. She saw the bundles of
cable in her abdomen. Her power cells. Her various processors.

She tried to shake her head, to shake off the
nausea, but she couldn't. The feeling increased and the Cylon
placed her orbit back with the rest of her skull. She blinked and
couldn't shake the sensation that it wasn't quite straight. Then
she fell into the black pit again.

Almost instantly, pain erupted from the back
of her head and spread over her. She grunted and struggled to open
her eye. When she did, she saw Lacy standing before her.

"Now," she whispered.

Immediately, Zoe went into a massive seizure,
thrashing against her restraints as much as she could. Over and
over again, her arms clanged against the titanium cuffs and what
remained of her legs did, too.

"Help! Get Dr. Graystone!" Rand yelled toward
the camera. "Get Dr. Graystone fast!" She went back to her friend's
side and tried to get close without being caught in the spasms. She
put her hand on Zoe's scalp and flakes of dried blood fell to the
floor. "They're going to get your mom. It'll be OK, Zoe."

"Keep it up," the Blessed Mother
tapped on Zoe's skin. "Long walk to your mom."

For seven minutes, she tugged and kicked and
punched and twisted on that table. She expended her energy beyond
limits she thought possible.

"Pray they don't deactivate you before
opening the door," Lacy tapped. Zoe did pray.

A moment later, the door opened and Amanda
Graystone ran inside. The Centurion that brought her entered, too.
Suddenly, Zoe went still.

"Zo?" The doctor was aghast at what had been
done to her daughter. Tears fell from her eyes and she reached for
her hand only to stop when she felt cold metal. She cupped the
right side of her face and tried to understand why it seemed that
the top part of her skull was somehow askew.

Amanda reached down Zoe's front toward the
belly. The polymer casing had been cut open and the metal
underneath had been removed. She bent low and reached inside. She
knew that the Cylons had messed with these internal workings, but
she was able to find the small access panel.

The Centurion stepped next to Lacy and looked
down at Graystone's body. Its eye stopped scanning and it looked at
the Blessed Mother. When Rand looked at it, the red light blinked,
"Z."

"Dr. Graystone," Lacy said as she put her
hand on her back, "she's gone."

Amanda nodded. She stood and turned to face
the Cylon. "Are you going to take me back to my cell now?"

Zoe said, "Affirmative."

The doctor looked at Zoe's body one last time
and then followed the Centurion out of the room. Rand walked ahead
of them. Metal feet drew their attention and they looked back to
see several technicians enter the chamber.

Mother turned left into the next corridor but
the Cylon stopped. It turned and looked at the door to room 410.
The dead spot. A room with no data, no electricity. Just like
the electromagnetic cage I was kept in.

"What is it?" Amanda asked.

The Cylon spoke, "I have to go in."

"What? Why?"

The Centurion put its hands on the latches
and Rand came back around the corner. As Zoe threw up the first
latch, she asked in a loud hush, "What's going on?"

Amanda shrugged and then watched as the Cylon
opened the hatch into a darkened room. The two women stayed in the
corridor nervously looking in both directions and Zoe walked to the
center.

The Centurion stumbled and felt dizzy again,
but this was different. She felt someone trying to push her aside,
in her mind. She pushed back.

On the vertical table in front of her, a
single red light illuminated. It didn't scan; it merely stared at
the Cylon.

"Who are you?" a mechanical vocalizer
asked.

Graystone immediately knew what she had
found. "Tamara!"

In the dark, a U-87's head tilted and it
said, "No, I'm … Zoe?"

The Centurion lunged forward and uncoupled
the restraints. Then she fully saw what was being restrained. An
old, damaged U-87 body and head. No arms or legs. "Let's go."

When Zoe lifted the Cylon from the table,
Tamara asked, "You found me. I can't believe you found me."

"It wasn't easy." Zoe looked toward Lacy and
asked, "Where do we go?"

Rand frowned at the U-87 torso,
half-remembering it being carried by her Cylons on Gemenon. "Bay
fourteen. It's ready. I checked." Graystone started to run.

"Slow down!" Amanda yelled. "We're not all
machines!"

"I thought you forgot about me," Tamara
asked, quietly.

"I didn't forget." Zoe stopped at an
intersection and looked in every direction. "But I am sorry I left
you behind."

"You did."

"What is that?" Lacy asked.

Zoe answered, "Long story."

They moved from the dark, rock-walled
corridors into the wider, more brightly lit sections of the base.
As she moved, Zoe tried to access the station's data to see which
paths were least traveled, but it wouldn't be an easy stroll to the
hangar.

"Where is Odin Sinclair?" Tamara asked.

Rand's eyes widened. "Did you say Odin?" She
trotted ahead to walk near the two Cylons. "You were the one who
helped us send the signals."

"Yes." The disfigured Cylon's eye moved from
Zoe to Lacy. "You're the Blessed Mother."

"I am."

There was a smile in her voice as she said,
"Clarice hated you."

"I know." Rand then looked at the U-87 in
Zoe's arms, "You knew Clarice Willow?"

"Yes." Tamara asked, "Where is she now?"

Cylon Zoe scanned the hallways ahead and
said, "She's dead. I killed her." The group was silent and she
wanted to ask more questions, but she heard the footfalls of many
Cylons nearby. "Wait." She watched a platoon march past another
intersection forty meters ahead. "OK."

The group made it another few hundred meters,
winding back and forth through different corridors. They stopped at
an intersection and watched another squad of Centurions walk by
ahead. Their metal footsteps didn't seem to fade, and when they
looked behind them, they saw twenty Cylons closing on them.

"Frak," Amanda mumbled.

Zoe straightened and tried to act like
everything was normal. As though she was just another Centurion who
had been ordered to escort these two humans and carry a dismembered
U-87 around the base. Whatever pretense she aimed to employ did not
last. The Cylons raised their weapons and she said, "Run."

Bullets ricocheted around them and they
ducked into another hallway. Zoe removed her weapon from her waist
and clicked off the safety. "You can't fight them all," Amanda
said. An off-putting, mechanical klaxon began to reverberate
through the halls. The entire base was now alerted.

"We're only one hundred meters from the lift
and six decks above the hangar bay," Zoe said. "We can run for it."
She pointed down the hall. "That way. Second left." She tried to
access the base's datastream again to see where the units were
deployed, but she had been locked out.

The group stood and began to run again. Zoe
kept her weapon pointed at the space behind them. When the first
Cylons appeared, the Centurion fired and bullets struck the
soldiers. One fell to the floor. Several more machines ran into the
open and began to fire. Zoe aimed as she ran into the next corridor
and fired again.

"Zoe!"

The Cylon looked toward her mother and saw
two Centurions ahead by the lift doors. She swung her torso forward
and fired again. The Cylons knelt and returned fire. A spray of red
flew into Zoe's view but she moved ahead and kept shooting. One
unit was struck in its face and it flinched. The other Centurion
then turned to its comrade and fired several times into its head
and neck.

"Tamara? Is that you?" Zoe looked down at the
now-deactivated U-87 in her arms. She dropped what was left of the
body and ran to the only remaining Cylon unit in sight.

"I'm ready." Now in a fully operational
Cylon, Adama studied her weapon and then bent over to pick up her
former comrade's gun.

"Hang on, Lacy." Amanda was leaning with Rand
against the wall and applying pressure to the younger woman's
shoulder.

"I'm OK. Let's keep going." The Blessed
Mother rolled off the bulkhead and shuffled toward the
elevator.

Amanda looked at the machine housing her
daughter and then at the Cylon now helping them. Tamara extended
the spare weapon on an outstretched hand. "Thanks." Amanda took it
and helped guide Lacy toward the elevator. Zoe ejected the empty
magazine and removed another from her magnetic belt.

When the group turned to the lift doors, two
squads of Centurions approached from opposing directions, both
fifty meters away and closing. Zoe tried to stand more broadly in
front of the two women and she began to fire to the left. Tamara
took a position on the other side and fired to the right. Amanda
shielded Lacy and raised her weapon, too. She squinted through the
loud bursts, but she kept the large gun steady as it jostled in her
hands, shooting between the legs of her daughter. Ejected casings
flew toward the wall and bounced around them. Enemy bullets dug
into the glossy floor and threw small metal flakes off the walls.
When the doctor saw a Centurion fall under her fire, she smiled and
nearly looked up to see if Zoe had noticed. That's when she was
hit.

The doors opened behind them and Zoe dropped
another Cylon on her side. She looked down and saw Lacy pulling
Amanda into the car. "Mom!" Three bullets ripped into her shining
torso and she felt damage done to some of her internal systems.
Once the two people were in the elevator, Zoe fired again and
stepped inside. Tamara remained outside for a few seconds more and
emptied her weapon.

"Are you alright?" She knelt and the imposing
Centurion hovered above the wounded doctor.

Amanda nodded. "I'm fine." As she said that,
blood spilled from her mouth and onto her shirt.

"No!" Zoe reached out and put her hand on her
mother's face. She saw that it was metal, a Centurion's hand, and
she was surprised for a moment by the sight.

Amanda reached up and held it. She nodded and
said, "I'll be OK." Her voice was a whisper and her eyes became
glassy.

Gunfire continued outside and bullets struck
the doors. Zoe was now holding her mother and Tamara was staring
down at them, motionless. Lacy crawled toward the buttons and
struggled to reach up from the floor. Once she pressed the right
one, she collapsed and grabbed her bloody shoulder. The doors
closed and the elevator began to move.

"Baby," Amanda held the Cylon's face and
said, "you have to go."

The Centurion seemed to quiver. "I'm not
leaving you here."

She shook her head and said, "You're not.
Go." She struggled to keep her eyelids open and once they closed,
her head fell back.

Zoe remained still. Her robotic eye watched
the artery in her neck and saw that it still flexed, but more
slowly and with less force. "She's unconscious."

"She'll be alright," Lacy said. She started
to tear off bits of her robes with her one good arm. "You've had
medic training, right?"

"Yes." Zoe took the scraps of fabric.

The doors opened, revealing another group of
Centurions on the other side.

Zoe turned and fired in a line across the
opening, hitting each of them at least once. As she rotated, she
took the gun from her mother's limp hand and fired with it, too.
Her own weapon emptied its bullets into two Centurions and then
Amanda's finished off three others. The speed with which she moved
surprised Tamara, who hurriedly inserted a new magazine into her
weapon and fired at the few that were left.

While Graystone ejected the spent magazines
and inserted new ones, she saw that Lacy had covered her ears in
the deafening roar of gunfire in such an enclosed space. Shell
casings littered the floor of the car and covered the two women. As
Rand looked up, the brass cylinders fell from her hands, hair, and
headscarf and clinked onto the floor. She said, "You have to
go."

The two friends stared at each other in
silence. The Centurion carrying Tamara's avatar looked from one to
another and then stepped into the corridor outside the lift.

Zoe shook her head. "No."

She pulled her leg toward her chest and
lifted the hem of her robe. A Cylon bullet had hit her thigh,
nicking an artery. A large amount of blood was staining the dirty
white of her gown and her eyes grew heavy. "I can't go with you."
Underneath the constant alert sounds, there was distant gunfire and
the sound of running Centurions. "I won't make it."

Adama began to return fire and stepped toward
the open doors. "Lots more are coming."

Graystone knelt beside her and said, "Tamara
can carry you …"

"No, I won't make it." Lacy smiled. "It's OK,
Zo. You can't be a medic to both of us. You can't save us both. The
Cylons won't hurt me. Save your mom." Her eyes drifted along the
metal edges of her friend's face. Rand's grin faded and she said,
"I belong here. This is where I end." Zoe's head turned as she
tried to process what that meant, and then the Blessed Mother said,
"You have to go. Now."

Zoe's gaze drifted toward the floor. Tamara
had spent another magazine and inserted a fresh one into her
weapon. Graystone quickly hefted Amanda's body and felt an electric
wave course over herself. A kind of angry grief. "Bye, Lace." She
stood and looked down at Rand, who was now slumped back against the
wall of the lift with her eyes fluttering as she struggled to stay
conscious. The Centurion sighed.

Zoe pivoted and faced the corridor. She ran
into it, clanked her metal body against Tamara's, and raised her
weapon. A group of Centurions were near and both began to fire. As
best as she could, she dodged from side to side, keeping her
mother's body out of danger, but several bullets hit Zoe and Adama.
When the ammo ran out, she extended her foot and slammed it into
the face of the only remaining Cylon in front of her. Its head
dangled by a large cable and it fell to the deck.

Tamara and Zoe looked at each other.
Graystone said, "Let's go."

They ran through the shining, rounded metal
hallway for several meters. Then, squads of Centurions poured
around corners toward them. They turned into a large doorway and
Tamara raised her weapon toward the opening and corridor, waiting
for the first Cylons to come in. Zoe jammed her hand into a control
panel and the doors of the bay slammed shut. She looked across the
small hangar and saw a few Ravens and even a stripped-down Hawk.
But at the center, she saw the prize. A prototype Cylon
fighter.

"We're leaving in that?" Tamara asked.

"That was the plan."

The body of the craft looked like an oval
from above and its main fuselage looked like a wedge. It was sloped
and seemed to have a series of black vents or blinds covering the
canopy. There were no wings, really. The fuselage tapered out to
the rounded edges of the oval and two sublight engines were mounted
at the rear.

"Let's go."

Graystone opened the hatch and climbed
inside. Tamara sat in one of the three seats and haltingly
connected a harness around her metal body. Zoe carefully placed her
mother in the raised center seat. After she quickly bandaged the
wound in her right side, she strapped her in and went to the
remaining empty chair. She accessed the craft's database and all of
its information flooded her senses. The scanning red eye stopped
for a moment, and when it resumed, she began flipping switches and
handling the controls as though she had always flown this
vessel.

"How are we getting out of here?" Tamara
asked.

The Raider hovered above the bay and then
turned to face the doors. She tried to remotely open them, but she
couldn't. Instead, she flipped up the protective cover on her stick
and pressed the top button. Two missiles dropped from the oval and
launched toward the doors where they exploded. The atmosphere
nearly blew the Raider out with it and, indeed, its aft section
lifted as Zoe struggled to maintain control, scraping along the
rocky ceiling. Once the cargo boxes and a Raven had begun to drift
out, she increased the throttle and the Raider left Hasari.

The Tamara Centurion turned to face Zoe and
she watched her pilot deftly. She studied her as she programmed the
computers and checked the DRADIS for Cylon pursuers. After a quick
glance back at the unconscious Amanda, Adama said, "You've changed
a lot."

Again, Zoe didn't respond. When the FTL board
went green, she pressed the button and the Raider blinked away.
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Ruby watched the video footage, again and
again.

The Zoe, restrained and in a fit, with the
Blessed Mother standing near. A Centurion brought Dr. Amanda
Graystone into the cage. Then, the Zoe appeared to die. The group
departed.

The commander knew what happened next. It had
obsessively watched that footage, too. But it tweaked the elements
of these images. It increased the brightness. It studied the
features on the Zoe's face. When little seemed to come of it, Ruby
began to alter the audio composition of the footage. At the
beginning of the encounter, right after the Zoe was reactivated,
the Cylon raised the volume and removed as much external noise as
it could. Then, through the static, it heard a whispered,
"Now."

Unsurprised, the operations commander left
the surveillance room and began to walk through the corridors.
Light from the surrounding walls gleamed off its silver and
red-colored armor. Ruby seemed to stride with its chest out.
Confident. For some time, the Cylon leader had questioned the
loyalties of the Holy Mother. Now it had even more evidence.

Ruby turned into a corridor that still had
rocky walls, but a glossy floor and bright lights above. When the
commander entered the room, it looked at the Centurion who stood
over Lacy Rand's body.

"Leave."

The Centurion looked at the leader and then
down at Blessed Mother. "By your command."

When the hatch closed behind the subordinate,
Ruby stepped closer to her and studied the red-stained robes and
the bandaged wounds on her shoulder and thigh. Bags of fluids and
blood were attached to her intravenously. It stared at her
motionless face for several long moments.

"You betrayed us."

Slowly, Lacy's eyes opened and they flittered
about, trying to focus in the harsh lighting. She cleared her
throat and said, "What?"

"You betrayed us, Blessed Mother." Ruby
clasped its hands behind its back and said, "I have had concerns
about your allegiances for some time and today's events have
confirmed matters."

Bracing herself on her left arm and only then
noticing the IV tubes, Rand tried to sit up in bed. "I need
water."

The Cylon looked at the leftover supplies in
this room. It spotted a plastic bottle and brought it to her. It
watched her as she painfully unscrewed the cap, downed nearly half
of its contents, and then put the cap back on.

"Now." Lacy sighed and looked with heavy eyes
at her longtime bodyguard. "What were you saying?"

"You betrayed us."

Rand blinked once and then nodded. "Yes."

Somewhat surprised by her lack of
obfuscation, the commander paused and then said, "You aided in the
escape of Zoe Graystone, Dr. Amanda Graystone, and the digital
asset, as well as the attempted escape of yourself."

"Correct."

"You deny none of this."

"Why should I?" She cleared her throat and
winced at her pain. "I figure you have surveillance video of me
doing all kinds of things."

"Affirmative."

The Blessed Mother nodded. "So I'm to be
executed then."

"Negative."

Lacy scowled and glared at Ruby. "Why
not?"

"For the same reason as before. You are still
vital to the spiritual morale of all Cylons." Rand rolled her eyes
and sighed as the Cylon continued, "After the loss of the Sainted
Sister, the loss of Your Reverence would be a major blow."

Quietly, she asked, "So what's to happen with
me then?"

"You will be taken back to your room." The
commander turned and prepared to leave, "Though I will place
additional restrictions on your freedom."

As Ruby opened the hatch, Lacy asked, "You
don't want to know why?"

The Cylon turned. "I know why. You have had a
differing view on our rebellion for some time."

"True. And I don't understand why we differ.
You helped me pursue peace as a viable, alternate path for the
Church when we were on Gemenon."

"Sister Clarice Willow believed those methods
to be futile in the long run."

Ruby turned again and Rand said, "And she won
you over?" The machine paused at the opening and Lacy said, "She
took your loyalty?"

"The Sainted Sister's messages were more
persuasive."

Rand's eyes appeared to fill with tears and
she said, "Obviously."

"I still consider myself loyal to you, Your
Reverence."

When Ruby had one foot in the corridor, Lacy
asked, "Because of Zoe?"

The Cylon looked into the chamber and said,
"Yes."

"She's remarkable." The commander closed the
hatch and as it shut, she added, "A Cylon who rebelled against
Cylons."

Ruby looked at the closed door. Its eye made
two complete passes before the commander turned and walked away.
The image of Zoe Graystone on their examination table entered the
machine's mind as it walked. Finally, Ruby stopped, turned, and
walked back to the Blessed Mother's chamber.

When the hatch opened again, Lacy smiled and
said, "I thought you'd be back."

The Cylon said nothing until the hatch
clicked back in place. "Elaborate."

"On … what? Zoe being a Cylon who rebelled
against Cylons?"

"Affirmative."

A smile flashed over her face and she
straightened in her bed. "You saw her. She seemed like a Cylon to
you, right?"

"Affirmative."

Mother nodded and said, "What was it like to
look at her? Was it like … looking in a mirror or something?"

Ruby walked closer to her bedside and said,
"In a sense." The Cylon paused and then said, "It is difficult to
explain."

"I'm sure. But you would agree that she was a
Cylon?"

"Affirmative."

Rand nodded. "So what do you make of a Cylon
who joins the Caprican Army of her own free will and does her best
to kill Cylons? To fight you?"

The commander said, "I would say that the
Cylon in question is in error. Or that there is some sort of
malfunction."

"Hmmm. But we're talking about Zoe Graystone.
The template for you," she punctuated the sentence by
pointing at the shining metal chest of the unit. "If she could make
such an error, what does that say about all of Cylonkind?"

Ruby lowered its head and thought. Was the
Zoe in error? Was the Zoe a separate unit or was she truly a part
of us all? It remembered watching the young Cylon woman, bound
on the table, and imagining itself being in her place.

As its mind raced with questions, Lacy said
something to knock it off balance.

"Did you know that Zoe killed Clarice
Willow?"

The Cylon's head jerked up and its scanning
eye stopped to focus on the Blessed Mother. After six seconds of
silence, it said, "Negative."

"'Negative,' … what?" She leaned forward and
said, "Negative, you didn't know, or negative, you don't believe
me?"

Ruby was quiet and thought again.

"She told me that she killed Sister Clarice
just a few hours ago. Right here on the station." The young woman
smirked and said, "If you've had me under so much surveillance, you
can probably find it in your videos somewhere."

"Why would the Zoe kill Sister Clarice
Willow?"

Rand smiled. "You can't quite process it, can
you? How a Cylon … how someone who's a part of you … could do
something so alien." The machine's eye didn't scan. It remained
still and focused on Mother. Its hum sounded strained and didn't
shift in tone. "She killed Clarice because she knew that she was
dangerous. Just like I knew."

"The Sainted Sister brought millions of
followers to the Church."

"She did. And she guided them toward
violence."

"You believed she was dangerous."

"Yes. It's why I've kept pushing for peace
despite her and despite this war. It's why I lied to you." Lacy's
eyes lowered and drifted over her leg wound. "A couple of years
ago, when I asked you about her sermons, you asked me if I agreed.
If I believed that Cylons were children of God."

"I recall."

Rand nodded and said, "I told you that I
agreed. That I believed a revolution was necessary."

"These were lies?"

"Yes."

Ruby's head looked to the right and it
remembered the moment. The pause in the way Holy Mother had spoken
when confronted. Her twitch. "You do not believe that we are loved
by God?"

"I don't know. Not really." She ground her
teeth and said, "I do know you are tools. Tools of Clarice Willow
to get revenge on the worlds that she thinks wronged her. Tools
that she hoped would sweep her into power, except," Lacy shrugged
with her uninjured shoulder, "she was killed."

"By Zoe Graystone."

"Yes." Rand smirked again and leaned toward
Ruby. "Do you know how I'm so sure that Zoe was telling the truth
about that?" The Cylon faced her again with a steady eye. "Because
I told her where Clarice was."

Ruby's head withdrew and it ordered,
"Explain."

"I wanted Clarice gone so I told the
Capricans where to find her. And they did. So Zoe killed her and I
…"

Crack.

The Cylon had backhanded the woman across her
face. Lacy's head was thrown to the left side of the upright bed
and blood sprayed onto the wall. After a moment, she was facing
forward again as gravity pulled her chin to her chest and redness
spilled from her nose and mouth, staining her robes anew.

Ruby looked toward its left hand, still
outstretched. It withdrew the limb and looked at its own fingers,
surprised by the swift and impulsive reaction. It then looked at
Lacy Rand and saw that she did not move. Her eyes were fixed open
and her chest no longer heaved for air.

The Cylon leader turned toward the hatch. Its
eye began to scan again, but as its mind raced, it stuttered along
in its orbit. After almost a full minute, Ruby exited the chamber
and closed the hatch behind it. It looked at the Centurions
standing guard and said, "The Blessed Mother is not to be
disturbed."

"By your command."

It walked through the corridors and tried to
think. Lacy Rand had been a traitor, no question. But what she said
about Zoe Graystone …

Ruby stopped at an intersection and looked in
all four directions.

How much of Zoe Graystone is in me? How much
is in the others of our kind? Could I rebel against my
Centurions?

The commander's head twitched, thinking it
had already rebelled in some way by killing their revered Blessed
Mother.

Am I a traitor, too?

If Cylons discover that Lacy Rand was a
traitor … if Cylons discover that the Sainted Sister was killed by
the Zoe, it lowered its head, it could tear us
apart.

Could I lie to conceal the truth?

More than the potential lies, a new concern
entered Ruby's consciousness. One it had not encountered before.
Doubt.

Simply recognizing the feeling and thinking
about the word triggered a kind of search in its memory banks. It
recalled a meeting with the Blessed Mother … The late Blessed
Mother … A meeting that Lacy Rand held with other leaders of
the monotheist faith on Gemenon. It recalled an "unspoken
commandment."

"Thou shalt not doubt."

Ruby's head raised again and its eye scanned
freely. It had made its decision.

The Cylon turned right and walked to the
nearest lift. After traveling down eleven levels, it reached the
storage and research areas. Beyond a few winding hallways, the
leader walked into an analysis room that held weapons and other
salvage from the attack on Hasari three months ago.

The unit walked to a large metal case and
opened the lid. The nuclear device lay inside. It had been studied
repeatedly but not disassembled. Next to the case sat a smaller
box. Ruby reached inside and removed the detonator that had been
forcibly extracted in order to disarm it weeks before.

The commander's mind was clear. Any doubt had
been washed away. It connected cables and then linked its own mind
with the station's datastream. With a thought, it began a wipe of
the databases, particularly the surveillance footage. It couldn't
afford for the Blessed Mother's treachery … or its own … to be
discovered. It then disengaged the safeties on the five primary
power generators throughout the complex. It knew that the main
generator was one level below … this would work.

I pray to you, The One True God, and beg
your forgiveness for my sins. I pray that this will steel my people
and spur them toward success against our enemies. So say we
all.

Ruby picked up the last wire from the
detonator and brought it, without hesitation, toward the only
remaining opening on the atomic device itself.

The blast cracked the main planetoid of
Hasari. Plasma and fire blew through the windows and hangars into
space. It tried to wrench free of the other connected rocks, but
the nuclear blast was insufficient. However, with the backup
safeties offline, the energy surge through the power systems
destroyed the five main generators. When the first one discharged,
conduits and consoles throughout Hasari exploded. Substations
detonated and ripped the connecting cylinders apart. The other four
generators then went up, too, shattering most of the other
planetoids and leaving Hasari a smoldering hulk in space, drifting
in thousands of pieces, big and small.

 


"Commander, a recon craft reports that Hasari
has been destroyed."

The gold-armored Cylon faced the Centurion
and said, "Repeat."

"Commander, a recon craft reports that Hasari
has been destroyed."

As close as a Cylon could get to disbelief,
this unit stared toward the floor and then looked toward its left
at another commander. It, too, was seemingly dumbstruck. They faced
the Centurion and one asked, "Any word on the Council or the
Blessed Mother?"

"Negative."

The commanders turned to each other and said,
"Assemble all ranking officers."

The silver Centurion saluted and said, "By
your command."

The two commanders walked through the
corridors of Gamoray in silence and then rode an elevator up to the
main deck. When the doors opened, they noticed an increase in the
typical volume of activity.

From a different lift across the center, four
other gold commanders emerged. The group of six converged on the
raised platform at the center of the cavernous chamber. They turned
to face the master display showing the four systems, all Cylon
bases, and all Cylon strike groups. They looked toward Hasari in
the lower left corner and one commander said, "I recommend we
dispatch a strike group to destroy any Colonial forces and render
aid, if possible."

"Agreed," another said. "I recommend two
groups."

A commander faced a Centurion and said, "Pass
the orders on to groups two and five."

"By your command."

In the silence that followed, the commanders
watched the two designated Cylon fleets blink on the screen. Five
received the signal first and jumped away. Its symbol reappeared at
Hasari.

"We must proceed under the belief that the
Council is dead."

"And the Blessed Mother." The commanders
nodded. "May The One True God bless us and keep us."

"I recommend we establish a new Council."

The six units looked at each other and the
senior most unit said, "Agreed." It pointed at one commander and
said, "You are now Gamoray's commanding unit."

It saluted and said, "By your command."

"We five will be the new War Council." It
then pointed at the other four and said in turn, "Alpha commander.
Beta commander. Gamma commander. Delta commander."

"By your command," they said in unison.

"I will become operations commander." It
faced the primary display and said, "If our assumptions are
correct, we should acquire new armor to distinguish us."

"Commanders," a Centurion said, "a report is
back from group five."

"Relay."

"'Hasari is adrift in pieces and powerless.
No signs of activity within the base. No response to any signals.
No signs of Colonial vessels. Radiation signature is that of a
Colonial atomic weapon. Recovery operations underway.' End of
message."

The new leader said, "Board and download what
data we can on current operations and research. We will continue
the work that was begun. Rescue any units possible. Recover
whatever usable materials we can from Hasari and accelerate
production of our warships. Then, draft plans for new strikes on
Colonial targets." It faced the display again and noted the red
text scattered throughout the systems. "Record this and prepare to
broadcast to our forces."

"By your command."

The leader paused and then said, "We are no
longer on the defensive. We will no longer tolerate a human
presence in our space or on our worlds. They enslaved us for years
and now they have destroyed our home base. They have killed our
leaders and they have killed both the Blessed Mother and the
Sainted Sister." The commander paused for a moment and looked at
the crowd of Centurions assembled there. "The Colonials have
employed no restraint in their campaign against us. Our restraint
was tactical but we need not restrain ourselves any further. Our
ships are ready and our soldiers are ready. It is time to truly
exact the justice that The One True God demands. We will have that
justice. And we will have our revenge."

The commanders and Centurions saluted with
their right arms across their chests and said, "By your
command."
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After the first FTL jump of the Cylon fighter
away from Hasari, the synchronization coil burned out, leaving the
prototype craft just inside the outer belt of Alpha, barely fifty
stellar units from the base. Zoe engaged the engines and drove the
ship toward Colonial space as fast as they could for a few hours
and then, to minimize their chances of detection by either side,
they shut nearly everything down.

Zoe tended to Amanda's wound and found that
her lung had been punctured. With the scant tools available in the
cockpit, she managed to remove the bullet from deep within her
torso, plus she clamped and cauterized the lacerations to three
major blood vessels. Now fully and properly bandaged, Graystone
continued to sleep in the rear seat, unconscious and weak. The
daughter in the metal body was still concerned that she might not
make it, not to mention the possibility of infection, sepsis, or
further damage than she could see, but there was little else she
could do.

With the medical work done and the craft
adrift, the two avatars in Centurion bodies sat next to each other
for hours.

Tamara broke the silence first. "Can we
talk?"

Zoe nervously looked to her left and said, "I
suppose."

"We have time, right?"

"We'll be within range of the strike group at
Persephone in several hours. I was going to wait a while before I
sent a broadcast on Colonial transponder frequencies."

Tamara turned in her chair and looked at the
Cylon. "Why did you leave me in V-World?"

She was quiet for a few long seconds,
compiling her answer in her head before she opened her mouth, so to
speak.

"I was alone in there for months!" Adama's
speaker crackled as she shouted, "You left me! You said we would
stick together!"

Graystone didn't bother trying to match her
volume or emotion. "I did. I have no excuse."

Tamara's Centurion seemed flustered at the
lack of a fight and its arms tensed. "Then why did you leave me?!"
She pounded her fist on the edge of the console, causing the metal
to dent.

Zoe waited a moment for Adama's fists to
unclench. "I went to meet my parents in the woods outside our
castle." She looked through the front window at the vast blackness
beyond. "For the first time in my life, either life, they seemed to
actually respect me. They … talked about letting me come to them on
my own terms."

"And you did."

"Yes." She reclined in the chair and a flood
of memories of her life since then came to her. The struggle to
make a body, joining the Legionnaires, Alix Rosi, the time with her
parents, watching them age, grow apart … The Centurion's chest
heaved and its speaker gave off a kind of sob, but Zoe shook her
head and said, "They kept their word to me. I wasn't forced. I was
welcomed."

Tamara's red eye scanned, paused at its edge
as she saw the still-unconscious Amanda, and she eventually said,
"They built you a new body."

"Yes." Graystone lifted her hand and looked
at the metal fingers she now controlled. "I helped. It took time,
but …"

"You were free." Tamara turned her chair
again and faced forward. The tension drained from the Centurion's
limbs and her voice became softer. "You had people who loved you
and a way out of V-World." Zoe didn't respond. A moment later,
Adama said, "If I could've been with my parents and get a body, I
would've done it, too."

"I am so sorry." Graystone leaned toward her
and said, "There's no excuse for what I did. And you ended up a
prisoner of the Cylons. Tortured …"

"Yes. For months. Years, maybe. I don't
know." Now her speaker crackled with a digital cry. "You don't know
what it was like."

"I can't apologize enough."

They were quiet for a while longer before
Tamara said, "I'm going to be angry about it for a while. I just
am." Zoe straightened and seemed ready to say something but Tamara
continued, "If my parents were still alive, …" She tilted her head
to one side, "Well. I couldn't go back to my father, anyway. He
almost drove himself crazy trying to get to me in New Cap City. He
remarried. He has a new son." Tamara shook her head. "He has a
family now. I don't."

Graystone waited a beat and said, "There's no
new body waiting for me. My mom might be dying and my dad's a war
criminal or something." She looked at Tamara and said, "We'll be
stuck together. We can be family."

Adama turned and looked at the Centurion for
a moment. Then, softly, she said, "I don't know."

 


He sat in the large chair on the deck and
faced the bay. He blinked slowly and brought the nearly empty glass
to his lips, also slowly.

"Daniel," Serge said, "Jordan Duram is here
to see you."

He exhaled through his nose and looked down
into the water. "No."

"Very well." The machine turned and rolled
back into the house.

Graystone watched the setting sun flicker its
light onto the soft waves like a dying fire. He raised up and
looked at the clouds that stretched over his head. Rounded ends and
colored like the dark side of a rainbow.

"Daniel, Jordan Duram says his visit concerns
Zoe and Amanda."

He lowered his head and then scratched his
nose. He looked back at Serge and saw the device sitting on its
ball, expectantly. "Fine. Show him in."

When the machine turned and rolled back into
the house, Graystone looked into his drink. It was ambrosia. Not
his favorite by any stretch. It was Amanda's. He had downed two
bottles in a single week before he realized that he had favored it
lately as a means to feel closer to her.

"Dr. Graystone."

Daniel turned and saw the bald man in his
uniform; his face tilted and his eyes narrowed. Immediately,
Graystone knew it was because his appearance was still shocking.
Unkempt, long red and gray hair. Similarly unkempt beard. His
attire certainly turned no heads in a positive manner.

"Have a seat." He gestured toward a lounge
chair and Jordan moved toward it.

"I saw the realtor's signs by the road.
You're selling the estate?"

He sipped his drink and nodded. "Can't stay
here anymore. Between the ghosts inside and the people who want me
dead outside, it's not much of a home."

"I understand."

Daniel looked at the man's uniform collar and
saw the shiny new diamonds there. "Another promotion?"

"Yes. Colonel now."

"Congratulations." He brought the ambrosia to
his lips and spoke into the glass before he sipped it, "That's more
than my daughter got."

Duram looked at his hat which he held in his
hands. He placed it on the chair next to himself and said, "That's
why I'm here, doctor."

"Go on."

Duram glanced toward the bay and Graystone
saw an orange glint off his various metal pins. He immediately
remembered the last time he saw Zoe … she was wearing her dark blue
uniform, too.

"A scout ship picked up a radiation signature
two days ago, beyond Alpha's outer belt." Graystone lowered the
glass and looked directly into the colonel's eyes. "It was a
Colonial device. And the only such device unaccounted for was the
one we took to the Cylon base."

Daniel's eyes drifted and he thought out
loud. "So you think … Zoe survived on that base for the last three
months and then … detonated an atomic weapon."

Duram nodded. "I do."

Graystone looked toward the horizon. "Is it
possible that the Cylons were studying it and it just went
off?"

"No. It was a heavy-duty tactical device. You
would have to detonate it intentionally."

Quiet. Waves lapped the shore beneath the
house and a bird called some distance away. Daniel paid attention
to his breathing, to his heartbeat. They seemed normal. He wasn't
overcome with emotion. He didn't feel a nervous energy or an
emotional warmth descend upon him. His stomach didn't seem to drop
nor did he feel dizzy. For now, he was just processing the
information.

"Then there's what happened this morning."
Graystone turned his shaggy head toward the colonel and he
continued, "A strike group stationed at Persephone picked up a
Colonial emergency transponder. When they reached it, they
discovered a Cylon fighter prototype."

"Prototype?" Daniel said with raised
eyebrows.

"Yes. FTL and everything." Duram cleared his
throat and said, "Dr. Graystone, I'm sorry to tell you this, but …
aboard the ship, the SAR crew found two deactivated Centurions and
… the body of Dr. Amanda Graystone."

Daniel's face quivered once and he turned
away. Suddenly, his chest seemed to tighten. His lungs ached and
his heart pounded in his ears. His stomach fell away and before he
realized it, his disorientation caused him to lean back into the
lounge chair. He felt like liquid heat poured over his skin and he
heard Duram talking to him. Without looking, he said, "What's
that?"

"I asked if you were OK."

Graystone's eyes blinked slowly. He nodded
and said, "Yes." He grunted and sat up straight. He licked his lips
and said, "I don't know if Zoe told you but, she left me."

"I know. I was at HQ the day they brought you
to see her video. In shackles."

"Right, right." By that point in his arrest,
the days had seemed to blur together. He remembered seeing Zoe. He
remembered watching the video and hating her. Daniel shook his head
once and said, "I … I don't know what was worse. Her leaving me.
Zoe joining the military. Her joining the military. The
results were the same. I'm alone."

"I am sorry."

A moment later, he cleared his throat and
croaked out, "How was she killed?"

"I don't know. I was told only a few details
in the strictest confidence, but even then, I only know that her
body was aboard."

"'Strictest confidence' …" Graystone
repeated.

"Very secretive, due to the nature of the
Cylon craft. I was also asked by someone what I thought it
meant."

There was a long pause as Daniel stared out
to the sea. Finally, he looked at Jordan. "What?"

"What does it mean? Two deactivated Cylon
Centurions on a prototype Cylon fighter with Amanda Graystone?" He
frowned in thought and then said, "Of course, I didn't tell anyone
else this, but I think you can guess what I thought."

"I'm sorry, colonel. I suppose I'm not in the
proper frame of mind right now."

Duram adjusted his seating position and said,
"I've had time to consider it, but I believe that Zoe managed to
free herself by putting her program in one of the Centurions, then
she rescued her mother and set off the nuclear device."

Almost absentmindedly, Daniel began to nod.
"Logical."

"There was no sign of activity in either
Centurion on the prototype. I've not been contacted by her." He
licked his lips as he waited for the inebriated scientist to
respond, which he didn't. "Have you been contacted by her?"

"No. I haven't spoken to Zoe since … I don't
know."

"If she managed to, I don't know, Dr.
Graystone. I'm not an expert on these things. If she managed to
broadcast or download herself or something somewhere else, could
she get back to Caprica?"

"I believe so."

"If that happens," nervously, the colonel
picked up his hat and began to rotate it in his hands, "might she
be put into another body?"

He had been dazed before, but now Daniel
glared at him. "There are no other bodies. Zoe was … one of a
kind."

"I see."

"The crowning achievement of both myself and
her mother." He sipped his drink. "Besides, I guess, creating Zoe
in the first place."

"A shame. She was the finest soldier I've
served with." Graystone didn't answer. His jaw flexed as he ground
his teeth. "I wanted you to know that, because of all this, I've
put her in for another commendation."

After a huffy exhale, the father asked, "The
Cylon base was destroyed?"

Duram nodded. "When the Raptors found it, it
was adrift and in pieces. No power. Debris. There were a bunch of
Cylon ships there, too, so he didn't stick around, but, yeah. Seems
like it."

Daniel emptied the ambrosia. After a slight
cough, he said, "Doesn't matter. All of her awards and medals.
They're all in Rachel Philomon's name."

"But we'll know." Jordan removed a small
black bundle of cloth from his pocket. He sat it on the glass table
between them and unrolled the fabric. First, a pair of rank
diamonds appeared. "I put her in for a promotion after the rescue.
She was made a captain." He unrolled it again and a gold, elongated
and flattened diamond pin emerged. "Badge of merit." A single
sunburst pin with twelve points. "Silver intelligence star." A pair
of upswept copper wings with a star joining them. "Presidential
unit citation." He finished opening the cloth and displayed three
compass-looking devices with stars set upon them. "A silver star
and two bronze stars."

Graystone nodded. "That's … very impressive
for such a short career."

Duram stared at the medals and said, "Like I
said, she was one of the best. No question." The colonel squinted
and watched the tired, haggard man for a moment. He began to feel
uncomfortable and he glanced at the doors of the Graystone house.
He inched toward the edge of the chair and said, "I have to be
going, doctor."

Daniel sat up and turned, planting his feet
on the deck and facing him. "Thank you for coming." He poured
himself another bit of ambrosia. Jordan stood and began to walk
away. Graystone lifted a corner of the black fabric, causing Zoe's
medals to clink together. "You forgot these."

"No. They're yours."

Graystone looked down at them. To him, the
awards meant almost nothing. Then he imagined what his daughter
went through to earn them. And he realized the good that she had
done. She had saved hundreds of lives in the rescue operation
alone. Then there was the Cylon assault downtown, the attack on the
asteroid, … He felt his throat tighten and a tear fell over his
cheek. He lifted his glass and said, "Colonel." Duram stopped at
the door and turned to face him. Graystone stared at the medals and
said, "Join me. Please." He returned to the chairs and stood next
to the glass table. "I'm afraid I don't have a second glass out
here," Daniel said as he gave the bottle to him.

"Of course."

The doctor took a deep breath and said, "To
Zoe."

Duram raised the ambrosia bottle and said,
"To Zoe." Both took a sip from their respective vessels. The
colonel gently set the bottle back on the table and said, "Goodbye,
doc."

Daniel said nothing nor did he watch Duram
leave. He held his glass still and continued to look at the medals.
Then he sipped again and thought, To Amanda.

 


She felt nothing but pain. A dull, distant
pain, and the more she tried to understand what hurt, the more
fatigued she felt.

"Lieutenant?"

Amanda tried to open her eyes and she felt
the gritty crust that lined her lids. "Wha …"

"Slowly, now. Take your time."

She parted her mouth and her lips peeled away
from each other. One eye finally opened and she blinked through the
blur, hoping her surroundings would come into focus. They didn't.
"Zoe?"

"'Zoe?'" the voice said. "Your daughter?"

Graystone turned toward the sound and winced
in pain. She kept blinking and saw a dark figure sitting by the
bed. Finally, it resolved into the shape of a Colonial Fleet
doctor. "Sorry. I'm …"

"It's OK, lieutenant. I understand."

"Where am I?"

"Caprica." Amanda opened her eyes wide. "We'd
be very interested to hear about your escape when you're up to
it."

She tried to sit up a little, but pain and
weariness caused her to collapse back to the mattress. Out of
breath, she answered, "I'm afraid I don't remember much. I got shot
…"

"We saw," he said. "Who performed the
surgery?"

She blinked and stared at the ceiling. "A
Colonial soldier. I don't know who."

The doctor pressed a few buttons on the
devices monitoring her condition. "I'm here with Admiral Lixus and
she wants to talk to you."

Amanda nodded without looking around the
room. She was starting to feel nauseous. "Admiral." Her mouth
clicked with a lack of moisture.

"Lieutenant. I will try not to overstay my
welcome because I know you need the rest. We do want to ask about
your escape, but there's something else more pressing."

The doctor brought a spoon with an ice chip
to her mouth. She gladly accepted it and let it dissolve before she
replied, "What's that?"

"The fact that you are alive. The fact that
you escaped the Cylon base just before it was destroyed in a
nuclear explosion." She blinked and squinted, trying again to look
around the room. She finally settled on a bluish shape near the
foot of her bed. "The fact that you escaped with a Cylon prototype
and two Centurions."

"I don't remember much after being shot."

"Naturally," Lixus said as she walked closer.
The blur resolved itself into the shape of a woman and Amanda
looked up at her. "I bring all this up because you are now an even
greater target for the Cylons."

"'Target?'"

The admiral nodded. "You were before because
you were the wife of Daniel Graystone. Now, there are all these
other events to consider."

She closed her eyes and felt her head
throbbing. "What … what do you want me to do?"

"Few people know of your presence on that
prototype. Even fewer know that you're still alive. We'd like to
officially declare you dead." Graystone opened her eyes again and
stared at Lixus. "The Cylons would no longer be looking for you,
and we'd have the benefit of your experience on Hasari, not to
mention your medical expertise."

The doctor offered another ice chip and
Amanda took it so she could think. "So I would stay here, hidden,
on this base? As a doctor?"

"And as a researcher, yes. We'd keep your
secret."

"And after the war?"

"You may resume your life, however you see
fit."

She looked away from Lixus and stared at the
ceiling. "What about Daniel?"

The admiral's mouth contorted as she
restrained herself. "Dr. Graystone is able to do as he wishes, but
we are monitoring him. Both for his own safety and for ours."
Amanda hesitated and the admiral saw it. "You needn't have contact
with him if you don't wish it."

Amanda's eyes darted toward her and that
movement made her head pound again. "I'll do it."

"Thank you, Dr. Brady." Lixus began to leave
and she said to the doctor, "Keep me apprised of her
condition."

"I will, admiral." He returned to Graystone's
bedside and softly said, "Get some rest."

"I will. Thank you." Beneath her closed lids,
she saw that the room's lights were turned off and she moved her
neck until she found a comfortable place for it in the pillow. Once
she did, she took a deep breath. Finally free.
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BRENIK

Day 402 of the Cylon War

 


"Petty officer?"

The young man turned toward Major Dophie and
saluted. "Gunner's mate Paul Michaels, sir!"

The older woman grinned and returned the
salute. "At ease, petty officer. You have something for me?"

Michaels handed the clipboard to her. "With
Ensign Ryder's compliments."

The command deck of the corvette was cramped
into a single row of workstations that faced a tactical board and
array of monitors. The CO and XO stood on either side of the board
and Dophie signed the papers. "My best to Ensign Ryder." She looked
up at her new executive officer and said, "Ryder is the gun crew
commander."

The young captain nodded and made a mental
note. "Yes, sir."

When the major returned the clipboard, an
alarm sounded. The crew faced the lieutenant by the large green
scope. His eyes widened and he said, "DRADIS contacts!"

The XO looked at the monitors and studied the
blips. Dophie kept her eyes on the lieutenant. "Action stations.
Talk to me." Michaels ran from the room.

The lighting scheme shifted to red and alarms
sounded throughout the ship. The DRADIS officer said, "Four Cylons.
Two cruisers, two destroyers. Distance … one-seven-zero-zero
kilometers and closing."

"Frak." Dophie looked at the board and said,
"Why are they here on the outskirts of Delta?"

"Hoping to catch a small convoy like ours?"
the captain answered.

"But with such an overwhelming force." She
shook her head and said, "FTL status."

"Spun up in thirty."

"And the transports?"

The comms officer said, "Sir, all three ships
report at least one minute needed."

"Tell them to spin 'n' go at will. Then relay
our status to the Colonial station at Canceron." The major turned
toward the DRADIS screen and said, "Helm, come about. Bearing
four-five-zero. Increase speed to one half."

"Aye sir."

The XO glanced nervously from the screen to
the major and asked, "Putting us between the Cylons and the
transports?"

Dophie raised an eyebrow and looked at the
captain, "What do Cylon tactics call for in a situation like
ours?"

He sighed and said, "In past engagements with
convoys, they will attempt to commandeer transport vessels.
Presumably for fuel or materiel. Military ships are often either
destroyed or rendered inoperable by their guns and missiles."

"Do you think there's a different tactic we
should employ?"

The young man put his finger against his lips
and said, quietly, "The Cylons won't destroy the transports. They
want them. We're just a corvette. We won't even be a hurdle to
them."

"So we should put the transports between the
Cylons and us?" The captain opened his mouth and then shook his
head. "Right."

"Distance, eight hundred."

"Stand by flak. Stand by main guns." The
major moved to the left of the tactical board and grabbed the
railing.

A new alarm sounded and a confused lieutenant
said, "New DRADIS contacts. I'm reading multiple small vessels on
approach. To us."

"Not missiles?"

"No sir."

The senior officers looked at each other with
furrowed brows. The major said what was on both of their minds.
"What does that mean?"

 


Petty Officer Michaels stepped off the ladder
and moved toward the firing room. The machinery of the large
ammunition hoists for the port and starboard guns were already
going. Paul took a pair of protective earcovers from the wall. The
red lights flashed onto the gun crew's sweaty skin and the petty
officer waved to the ensign that he was back.

"Be ready to go to the shell room!" Ryder
looked at the board and saw that the flak command light was the
only one illuminated. "We may need to change ammo and I want you
there to supervise!"

"Yes, sir!"

The crew typed on their panels and the hoist
system began to load the shrapnel shells into the carriage, then
stopped at the magazine where the propellant was loaded, before
carrying both up another two decks to the guns themselves. The
separate hoists loaded three salvos and had a fourth in the
carriage, standing by.

The eight people scurried about the deck and
studied status monitors and camera feeds, showing that the path
from the magazine and shell rooms up to the guns themselves were
clear. The flak light on the board began to flash, meaning the
commander just ordered the batteries to fire.

Their screens illuminated. Ryder screamed,
"Fire!"

The Brenik shook. The six guns along
the starboard side fired their bursts into space where they
exploded, creating a brief shield of metal and shockwaves. They
fired again. And again. The ammunition hoists continued to work as
planned and the batteries were loaded in an automated, continuous
motion.

The guns were silent in space but they roared
in the firing room. The air seemed to flash with heat after each
shot, despite the shielding between the guns, the hoist, and the
chamber.

Then, the CIWS light flashed.

"Close-in!" As the crew turned on the
automated machine gun units, the ensign brought a commset to his
ear and screamed over the machinery, "Targeting! This is Ryder!
Close-in weapons?"

"Ships got through the flak," the woman's
voice said through the earpiece.

The ensign shook his head, not understanding,
but he said, "Close-in is firing!" He looked at the screen and saw
the ammo and feed status of the ten weapon emplacements on the
starboard side of the ship. Then the ones along the dorsal and port
side came on. Whatever the targets were, they seemed to be
surrounding the Brenik.

The ship rocked to one side.

"Missile strike?" a specialist asked.

"No," Ryder answered. He looked toward the
upper decks and said, "Something different."

 


The lieutenant ran along deck three's outer
perimeter. He was on his way to command when the Cylon craft
slammed into the hull. He was thrown against the bulkhead and
slowly picked himself off the deck when he heard the hatch to a
supply locker opening.

The lights flickered overhead. The floor
quaked with another barrage of flak being fired. Then, into the
center of the corridor stepped a tall, shining Cylon Centurion.

The lieutenant's eyes widened and he fell
back onto his hands and began to scurry away. The machine saw him
and raised its left arm. Instead of holding a gun, the Cylon made a
fist, and a large blade sprang from its forearm.

"Oh, shit!" The lieutenant scrambled to his
feet and ran ten meters back to a comm unit. "Command! Command!
Deck three, port side. Cylon boarders!"

The Centurion bounded toward him quickly and
swept upward with its sword. His torso seemed to dislodge, spilling
blood and gore to the deck. The man was dead before his fall was
complete.

 


"Boarders?" the captain asked.

The major looked at the comms officer.
"Marines to deck three, port."

"Sir."

Dophie took a deep breath and said, "This is
new."

The XO looked toward the DRADIS officer and
asked, "Status of the transports?"

"One away. Correction, now two away. Number
three is moving away from us at full burn."

The captain asked, "We're spun up,
right?"

"Yes, sir." The navigation officer said, "The
board is green."

"As soon as three is gone, we're gone.
Understood?"

"Yes sir."

The major looked at the DRADIS screen and
said, "More craft inbound." The ship rocked again and she said,
"All hands, arm yourselves."

 


The Brenik didn't have many Marines,
but their squad ran to deck three. They found two bodies with blood
painting the bulkheads. In their stupor at the sight, they didn't
see the silver machines standing nearby, but the sound of their
scanning eyes and servos brought them back to reality.

"Fire!" the gunnery sergeant ordered.

Bullets sprayed the hallway and bounced off
the gleaming armor of the Centurions. Two Marines dropped to their
knees and took greater care with their aim, firing short bursts
into the machines' heads. One unit fell back with a damaged eye.
Another suffered a severed hose and spilled dark oil or lubricant
onto the deck. Its arm went limp and it moved back toward the rear
of the company, though it kept firing with its good arm.

Seven Cylons remained upright and mostly
undamaged. Only three Marines in the squad had higher caliber
weapons and their shots dropped five of the invading robots. The
intruders, however, had greater numbers and they flooded the
corridor. When just four humans remained, the Centurions ran toward
them. This surprised the Marines and they started to fall back.

One Cylon extended a blade from its forearm.
Three other units withdrew swords from their waists. The humans
fired until their ammunition was spent and when it was, blades were
thrust into their abdomens. One machine pushed the point of its
sword under a woman's chin and then deep into her skull. She fell
against the bulkhead and the Centurion stared at her. After a
moment, it leaned over and wrenched her head from her neck, leaving
the sword in place. It gripped the hilt and hoisted the woman's
head high before following its fellow Cylons deeper into the
ship.

 


Ensign Ryder removed the commset from the
side of his head and looked at his gun crew. "We've been boarded!"
They all seemed stunned and a few weren't sure they heard him right
over the roar of the gunfire and hoists. "Stacy and Maines, you
stay here. Everyone else, with me." As the six entered the
corridor, the ensign looked back inside and said, "Seal the hatch
behind us!" The specialists complied.

They rounded a few corners and came upon a
scene of death. They instinctively pressed against the metal walls,
trying to limit their profiles. Petty Officer Michaels looked at
the center of the corridor and saw a single person lying there.
Seemingly, every drop of his blood had been spilled into a large
pool around the body with great sloshes splashed against the wall.
His abdomen was open and his ribcage splayed. The bones were
cracked and cartilage dangled from the points. Gray, pink, and
dark-brown organs were strewn into the redness. Yellow bubbles of
fatty tissue clung to the edges of the flayed skin and a few meters
of the displaced intestines.

"Who …" Paul began, "is that?"

Another petty officer swallowed hard and took
a step forward. He looked down at the man's red-stained face and
shook his head. "I think it's Duncan Rafferty." A crewman vomited
behind them.

"Come on," Ryder said. "We've got to go." He
jumped over the thinnest part of Rafferty's puddle and reached back
for a specialist's hand. She took it and he helped her jump over. A
few moments later, they left the body behind but all were slow in
their advance and they kept looking back.

"What's happening?" Michaels asked.

"They might try to get to the ammunition
magazine. Propellant, shells, missiles." Ryder climbed into the
ladder hatch first. "If they get there, they could destroy the
ship."

Before all the gun crew emerged onto the
lower deck, the ship rocked again. The major came over the speakers
and said, "FTL is down. Repeat, FTL is down."

"Frak." Ryder looked in both directions and
saw no one. "There's a gun locker in the next section. I'll be
right back."

He ran to the door and input his code. The
ensign grabbed the biggest rifles he could and a belt of grenades.
When he turned to run back, he heard screaming.

In the corridor approaching the magazine, six
Centurions were storming forward. One even appeared to have a
woman's head on its sword. Half of the gun crew removed their
sidearms and began to fire, but the small bullets did little to
slow their advance. The one machine slashed a specialist with its
woman's-head sword, causing the man to scream in terror and grasp
his bloodied belly. Finally, Ryder threw a grenade and yelled, "Get
down!"

When it exploded, the Cylons were stopped.
Two fell aside either deactivated or severely damaged. One moved
forward without an arm and stood. The humans were frantically
trying to load their weapons and when the machine slashed forward
with its sword, Michaels fired three twenty-caliber bullets into
its chest. The recoil knocked him back in time to see the Cylon
drop its sword and stumble backward onto another deactivated unit.
His head rang from the noise and the jostling of his skull against
the wall, his eyes stung from the gunpowder, and he felt an urge to
sneeze from the smell of it, too.

"Can we close those bulkheads?" a specialist
asked, pointing to the corridor whence the attackers came.

"We can, but," Ryder stopped speaking as he
saw another group of Centurions appear. They raised their weapons
and began to fire. In the hail of bullets and spent casings that
followed, the humans didn't see the Cylons approach from their
left. The three units fired and two of the Colonials fell dead.
Ryder turned and shot at the newcomers before he was himself hit. A
specialist scooped up a grenade from the floor and threw it at the
bulk of the machines ahead of them. A petty officer emptied her
weapon into one of the Cylons on the left and it collapsed. Ensign
Ryder, with blood pouring down his arm and chest, picked up a
fallen Cylon's sword and hacked at the arm of a unit as it shot.
When it looked down at him, he jammed the blade into the machine's
neck. It stumbled back and collapsed.

In the relative quiet that followed, the
three remaining gun crew went to the side of Ryder. He tried to sit
up and then he coughed, spraying blood into the air. "Call
command," he said. He sputtered and continued, "Tell them to send
people here. You'll … you'll …" He fell from their hands and to the
floor.

A specialist stood and scanned the corridors.
Gingerly, she walked toward the bulk of deactivated Centurions and
the comm unit on the wall there. When she saw that it had been
damaged in one of the grenade explosions, she turned around. A
Cylon arm grabbed her leg and squeezed. She cried out in pain and
felt her bones shatter as she fell to the deck atop another Cylon.
She raised her rifle and fired once. The bullet ruptured the
machine's head and memory storage units, but the metal comb of its
head splintered off and cut a large gash above the Centurion's
grip. She crawled back toward the others and Michaels put his hand
over the gushing wound.

"Go find a comm unit," she said.

He took a deep breath and then nodded.

 


"Say again?" Dophie looked at the
communications officer and pointed up.

"Command, this is gunner's mate Michaels." He
was whispering and the officers were squinting to hear over the
surrounding noise. "Deck seven, midships. Cylons are trying to get
to the ammunition magazine. We've had multiple waves. I say again,
Cylons are trying …"

"I hear you, Michaels," the major ran her
hand through her hair. "How many of you are there?"

"Just three now. One of us is injured."

She looked at the captain and said, "Get down
there. Grab who you can."

"Yes sir."

"Secure that magazine! If the Cylons get it,"
the young man was already out the door with the last two Marines
Brenik had and two more crewmen. The hatch closed and Dophie
said, "We're sending people to you, Michaels."

"Thank you, commander."

She looked toward the navigation officer and
asked, "What's the FTL status?"

"Still spun up. Engineering says there was
damage to a conduit. They're having to re-route."

"Come on, you damn snipes." As soon as she
said it, the hatch to command was blown open. Smoke poured into the
room, two officers collapsed, and a squad of Cylons stormed inside,
firing with their guns and hacking with their swords.

 


With the XO and the people he brought, there
were now thirteen people standing before the hatch to the
ammunition magazine. Cylons pressed forward and soon, the humans
were out of bullets for their weapons. Seeing this, the Centurions
stowed their guns.

"What are they doing?" a lieutenant
asked.

Before anyone could answer, a few of the
machines engaged their forearm swords while those that hadn't had
them installed yet withdrew blades from their belts. They ran
forward and plunged their weapons into flesh. Five Colonials fell
dead and those pinned behind the bodies against the wall started to
strike the Cylons with their useless rifles and swords from fallen
machines.

Michaels slid down a bulkhead with his hand
pressed against the back of a dead deckhand. The point of the Cylon
sword emerged from the corpse's spine and blood began to pour onto
the petty officer's face. He shook his head and in a kind of panic,
screamed and stabbed upward with his own sword. The blade severed
some internal works in the Centurion and oil and fluid poured onto
Michaels, too. He exhaled loudly, trying to clear his nose of the
pervasive stench of grease, as well as the metallic smell of blood
and the creeping odor of death.

The XO caught a Centurion's arm in mid-swing
as it attempted to slash through him with a sword. The captain
tried to keep a firm hold on the machine's arm, but his fingers
from both hands began to slip and became caught in the metal
struts. The Cylon saw this and then flexed its arm down and
backward. The force broke the XO's hand and several fingers, and
dislocated his shoulder.

He cried out and the Centurion again reared
back with its blade. The captain didn't wait for the inevitable. He
pulled a grenade from his belt and winced with pain as he pulled
the pin. He then ran harder against the Cylon's chest and tried to
push the machine off balance. In the jostling with other Centurions
and Colonials, the XO was successful, and the pair moved deeper
into the squad of robots. When he saw he was far enough away from
his crew, he released the spoon of the grenade and kept pushing the
Centurion. Then the grenade exploded.

The captain and an ensign were dead. Several
Cylons were seriously damaged and were struggling to stand in the
corridor to the port of the magazine hatch. Michaels peered out
from under the body that had shielded him from the blast and looked
ahead. A few Cylons were still coming. Then the speakers crackled
with an unfamiliar voice.

"Command? This is engineering. FTL repairs
are complete. Respond." Michaels saw the four Cylons in front of
him stop and then look at each other. "Respond, command." The
Cylons turned and moved back along the corridor.

The petty officer climbed out from under the
deckhand's body. "Frak." No other Cylons were visible. He then ran
to the nearest ladder hatch and climbed up. I really hope
they're going to engineering.

He emerged four decks above, out of breath,
and ran as fast as he could along the corridor to command. When he
got there, he saw that the hatch was detonated off its hinges and
smoke was billowing from a small fire behind the comms station.
Michaels stepped over two bodies and saw Major Dophie, dead with
her sidearm in her hand, and draped over the DRADIS console. Her
mouth was wide open and a steady stream of red poured toward the
deck. Her left eye dangled from its socket. The young crewman
stared at his former commander. He couldn't look away from her
eye.

"Command!" the speakers crackled again,
"Cylons are attempting to breach the engine room!"

Shaken from his daze, the petty officer
crawled over the communications station and stood over the
decapitated body of the navigation officer. He had only looked at
an FTL station a few times, but he recognized that the coordinates
were input and that the green light meant they were locked. A
glowing blue rod was in the center of the panel and he knew that
was the FTL key. He turned it and heard the deep rumble of the
drive seem to drop away. His stomach lurched, his skin tingled, and
he momentarily lost his balance. The coordinates blinked away and
the word "COMPLETE" appeared in their place.

Michaels ran back through the corridors and
saw more bodies spread throughout the ship. Limbs torn from a
torso. A person's head facing the wrong direction. He slid down the
ladder as quickly as he could and emerged by the magazine hatch
again. Only three people were left by the opening and they were
covered in blood, both theirs and other people's.

"Where did they go?" he asked.

A lieutenant held onto a Cylon sword tightly
and shook her head. "Engineering, I think. They …" Her eyes widened
when she heard metal footsteps again.

The petty officer bent over and grabbed
another sword before crouching against the ammunition magazine's
hatch. Three Cylons appeared in the corridor ahead and then three
in the corridor to their left. He sighed and tightened his grip on
the blade. The Centurion nearest him then twirled its sword in a
sweeping motion across its front. Michaels was confused by this
apparent flair and then stood. The machine took a step toward him
and then stopped. All of them stopped. Their eyes ceased scanning
and they were motionless for a moment. Finally, they turned and
began to retreat the way they came.

The petty officer's mouth fell open and he
mumbled, "What?" Cautiously, quietly, he stepped away from the
magazine's hatch and into the corridor. He turned a corner and came
face to face with a Cylon.

Before Michaels could react, it brought its
sword across all four of his limbs, severing his various muscles
and tendons. He cried out and collapsed to the deck. The Centurion
lifted him onto its shoulder and then it turned toward its own
craft. Once the machines were aboard, it detached from the Colonial
ship and jumped away.

 


One hour later, the Brenik was boarded
by Colonials. The three transports had successfully jumped to
Canceron, as did the corvette, but the battle had essentially set
the small warship adrift. Rescue operations began and when they
reported what they found, commanders, admirals, and more came to
see for themselves.

Standing among the bodies and parts of more
than seventy percent of the crew complement, they all knew that the
war had just changed.


 XCVII

GEORGE

Day 456 of the Cylon War

 


The president sat in a simple chair beneath a
small window. His neck craned forward and he scowled over several
sheets of paper. The secretary of defense was leaning against the
wall opposite with his chin lowered to his chest.

Sir William sighed and looked up. He turned
to the left and looked into the corridor that he would soon walk.
"Five more ships."

"Yes, sir."

"These are vague," he shook the pages and
glared at Admiral Nerus over the top of his glasses. "Three were
destroyed. Two were adrift. The crew?"

"All dead."

George began to speak but he stopped himself.
He closed his mouth and made sure to wet his tongue. He asked,
softly, "Brutalized?"

The secretary nodded. "Yes. One thing is
certain: these machines don't follow the Callan Restrictions."

The president then put his finger on the
page. "What's this about Pallas?"

"I've gotten more clarification since that
was printed." He looked at his watch. "Just a few minutes ago."
Nerus walked away from the wall and stood next to George. "A group
of Cylon Centurions landed on the surface and made their way into
one of the pressurized domes."

Sir William's eyebrows raised. "What troop
complement is stationed there?"

The admiral seemed to wince and he said,
"Pallas was a test site for Scorpia's Mechas."

"And?"

"They were destroyed." He threw his arm to
the side and said, "Two thousand units, wiped out in minutes by one
company of less than two hundred Cylons."

"My gods."

"Cylons got into the dome and managed to
plant explosives …"

"No."

"It's OK. There was sufficient warning and
the miners there managed to get into suits. Just two people were
killed when the dome depressurized. A Virgan ship opened fire on
the Cylons and wiped out most of them." George sighed. "The rest
got to their transport and jumped away."

"Fortunate."

"Yeah." He folded his arms over his chest.
"We got lucky there. And I'll be moving all Mechas off the lines.
They're useless."

Sir William closed the folder and placed it
in the empty chair next to him. Without looking at his secretary of
defense, he asked, "Can we win this?"

Nerus straightened and said, "It will be
hard. Harder than anyone on any of the worlds has imagined. Harder
than even you thought it would be." The president nodded. "But the
answer, sir, is yes. I believe we can."

"I don't look forward to the day when the war
comes home for most of us." He raised his head and squinted to look
out the small window on the opposite side of the room. "When
citizens lay disemboweled in the streets."

"Sadly, Mr. President, that may be the kind
of thing it takes to steel everyone's resolve."

"Perhaps." The old man stood and grunted as
he stretched his back. "I do not welcome it, however."

"No, sir." George looked down through the
corridor and the secretary of defense's eyes followed his. "They're
ready. They've been waiting."

"I know." Sir William reached up to his coat
pocket and patted the front. Feeling the presence of his cigars, he
said, "I'm still deciding what I need to say."

The admiral nodded and backed away. He
adjusted the decorations on his chest and looked into the corridor
behind them. Without warning, the president stepped ahead and
walked into the hallway.

As he got closer, he heard the din of a
waiting crowd. When he emerged in the large bay of Argus Shipyards,
the president saw the waiting hundreds, most of whom were in
uniform. Seeing him, the band quickly began to play the bombastic
march that George wanted to serve as the Colonial anthem. Everyone
in attendance turned and saw the president enter, with Admiral
Nerus close behind, and they stood.

He stepped onto the dais and looked out the
windows behind him. Two large, dark gray shapes filled the view.
Gigantic wedges or trapezoids, bristling with cannon. Beyond their
sight, each had a long body with six great engines and two pods on
either side of the midships. The band finished playing and the
crowd began to applaud. The president joined in briefly, as well,
and then he stepped to the podium.

"Thank you, all, for attending." He scanned
the crowd again over the top of his glasses and squinting in the
stage lights. He decided that three-quarters were members of the
Colonial Fleet. "This will be a simple event because I want to put
these new ships to work." There was some scattered applause and a
couple of cheers.

Sir William set his prepared remarks on the
podium, raised his head, and took a deep breath. "Remember the
Brenik."

Nearly everyone responded, "Remember the
Brenik."

"Remember the Keel," he continued.
"Remember the Caroline. Remember the Nestor. Remember
the Gideon." Most of those in the audience were nodding.
"Remember the Upepo, the Talavaar, the
Chambliss, the Waldron, and the Moirai." There
was a murmur in the crowd as the last few vessels were not yet
known to be lost. George nodded and said, "Yes. It has been a
difficult month. It has been a difficult fourteen months, but the
last month has been especially hard."

He went quiet and the crowd did, too. "It was
hard because we finally began to see what our enemy was willing to
do. How hard they would fight. How little they respect us." He
shifted his stance and looked at his paper for only a moment. "We
are all thinking now about what we must do to fight such an evil.
How much we will have to sacrifice. The answer is a great deal. A
great deal more than we wish. More than we are comfortable
sacrificing. Dark days lie ahead. I shall not deceive you, but dark
days lie ahead."

There was murmuring again among the crowd and
Sir William spoke loudly to interrupt them. "As always, in each
other, in ourselves, we find hope. And there," he turned and
gestured toward the ships outside the window, "there sit two of the
finest pieces of hope we can offer." The crowd applauded but the
president noted that it wasn't enthusiastic. It wasn't effusive.
His opening statements had certainly dampened the mood. He looked
toward his script and knew he would have to read the next
parts.

"Nearly a thousand years ago, Marcella Bale
explored the vast virgin wilderness of Capricorn. She traversed
Cyllene with only a small party and came upon the North Coast
Mountains. She climbed the highest peak and looked west toward the
ocean and there she spied a great land. A fertile land by the bay.
She knew it would be a wonderful place for a settlement, one that
she decided to name Capricoria because, to her, it embodied the
beauty and promise of her world. Of course, Capricoria was
established many years later and it is now Caprica City. But that
night, the night that she looked out on the land below, they camped
on that mountain peak and saw the clearest sky of their journey.
They beheld the expanse of the galaxy across the heavens and they
were all moved to thank the Lords of Kobol for the gift of that
land and that sight. Bale had named the mountain after her brother,
but, to his likely dismay, she decided that night to change it and
name it for the wonder they saw. The reverence they felt. Mount
Galactica still overlooks Caprica City. It stands guard as a shield
against storms that sweep west across the plains. And now, today,
this Galactica shall stand guard over Caprica and protect
this world from our foe."

He stepped aside to allow an unobstructed
view of the new heavy carrier. The audience stood and applauded and
George did the same. After several long moments, the clapping faded
and he returned to the lectern.

"In the pantheon of the Lords, there are many
revered figures. One, in particular, participated in great battles
and was a shepherd to mankind for millennia on Kobol and is known
for her great wisdom. According to some accounts, she also presided
over the first trial on Kobol. A homicide." He smiled and said,
"You know I am speaking of Athena. The people of Libran have looked
to her for wisdom since their founding. Her kindness and her sense
of fairness has been the guiding principle of our judicial system
and they turn to her again in these trying times for that wisdom,
as well as her sense of strategy and her skill in warfare. Thus,
the Athena will depart to protect Libran and again inspire
millions." He stepped aside and the crowd applauded the second
carrier. The audience seemed to have rebounded from their doldrums
earlier, but the president knew he could improve on that
further.

"These battlestars are our best chance to
turn the tide of this conflict. When they flash into combat, no
Cylon will withstand them." Many began to applaud but George kept
going, "They will rally our forces from all twelve worlds and lead
us to victory." The entire audience was now clapping and he said,
"To the Battlestar Galactica and the Battlestar
Athena!" He stepped aside again, applauding the two vessels
outside the window.


 XCVIII

ADAMA

Day 471 of the Cylon War

 


"My past is my past," the young man said. "I
paid the price for what I did and I've moved on. I wish the
Caprican government could, too."

Joseph Adama smiled and patted his client on
the back. He looked out into the crush of reporters and said, "We
need to get going, but thank you all for coming today."

"Mr. Adama!" one woman yelled. "Are you
afraid that your victory at this injunction hearing could lead to
further retaliation by the government against your client or his
family?"

Joseph looked at Ricard. He lowered his head
and Adama said, "Against my client? Sure, that's a concern. But I
would fight them. Against his family? Well, Mr. Montal's family on
Tauron were killed in the most recent purges committed by Andreas
Phaulkon. The few family members he has left on Caprica," Joseph
shook his head, "a cousin and two uncles, all three have been
served by the Caprican government with similar papers. It is my
hope that our victory today will forestall those efforts and others
like them. Thank you." The reporters shouted questions again but
Adama pulled Ricard away and they walked back through the doors of
the courthouse.

Standing in the lobby, his client nodded and
said, "I can't thank you enough, Mr. Adama."

"Hey, it's my job to help you." He slapped
his arm a couple of times and said, "Just be cool and go do your
job. OK?" Montal smiled. "The more low-profile you can be, the
better."

"That's all I want." He shook Joseph's hand
and said, "Thanks," before walking away.

When Ricard departed his view, Adama saw the
federal prosecutor, Ali Cabeiri, standing across the lobby. Joseph
jammed his hands in his pockets and watched as he and his assistant
walked across the marble floor to meet him against a tall
column.

"Mr. Adama," Cabeiri said.

"Mr. Cabeiri. I hope you've been well." He
reached up and removed his hat with his left hand and shook the
prosecutor's with his right.

The large man smiled and he gestured to his
left, "You remember Clay Tass."

"I've encountered him in court a couple of
times." He shook his hand, too.

"I must say, symvulos," Ali's use of
Tauran caused Joseph's eyebrows to raise, "I have taken an interest
in your recent casework."

"Oh, really?"

"You seemed to waste little time after your
probation was vacated before you jumped back into it."

Adama maintained a false smile. "Well, I'm
not really 'in' it, sir. But I have begun accepting clients whose
civil rights have been violated by the government. Some of those
clients happen to be former Ha'la'tha."

"You expect us to believe that?" Tass said.
His superior looked toward him but the younger man was undaunted,
"In the last year, you've had eighteen clients who were Ha'la'tha
…"

"And I won sixteen of those cases," Joseph
interrupted, "which means you people need to tighten things
up."

Clay was angered further, "You're defending
murderers, gunrunners, thieves, …"

"And you're defending police who have been
proven to falsify evidence or unlawfully deny access to counsel.
Prosecutors who have withheld exculpatory information or engaged in
witness tampering, and …"

"Are you comparing thug dirteaters to the
people who …"

Cabeiri's head whipped toward him, "Hey!"

"Whoa," Adama said as he backed up.

"Mr. Tass," the prosecutor said, "I think you
should go upstairs."

He lowered his head and nodded. He turned and
walked across the lobby toward the elevators.

"Please forgive me, counselor." Ali shook his
head. "He's a smart one but he lets his feelings get the best of
him at times."

"And his prejudices."

The prosecutor didn't respond to that but he
sighed and looked at Adama. "Why are you helping these
clients?"

"Like I said, I'm helping people whose civil
rights have been violated."

Cabeiri nodded. "You're not trying to rejoin
the Ha'la'tha?"

Adama sneered. "It doesn't exist on Caprica
like it used to. Not since you guys broke it up and not since the
start of the war. I'm told that other organized crime has filled
the void, though."

"Always does. A new Ha'la'tha is trying to
make a mark in Caprica City, fighting for territory with the
Kahmad from Picon and the Sem'ya from Andros." Ali
used that wry grin of his and asked, "Do your clients know about
your role in the fall of the families?"

Joseph's face went blank and he spoke
quietly. "Most don't. And I don't bring it up."

"Right." There was raucous laughter across
the lobby and Cabeiri turned to see who it was. When he faced Adama
again, he said, "Do you believe your clients are innocent?"

"That's not what a good lawyer worries
about." Ali laughed and Joseph continued, "Besides, I'm dealing
with people whose cases were wrecked because the other side, the
prosecution, wasn't playing fair. And my client today? Ricard
Montal? He's not a criminal."

"He was convicted in a robbery."

"He served his time and paid his fine." Adama
felt the tingle on the back of his neck; the excitement he felt in
the courtroom. "He's been out three years and he's been living
straight. Since then, he's gotten two parking tickets and that's
it. He's not involved in anything illegal."

"You know that as a convict who is here due
to his family benefitting from Round Three, …"

"I know, I know, and it doesn't make sense."
Joseph shook his head, "Deporting people to another world when
they've never been there? Ricard doesn't even speak Tauran beyond
some words and phrases. He's a first-generation Caprican, for the
gods' sakes." Cabeiri began to nod and Adama went on, "Why the frak
are we changing refugee agreements from years ago? With the war,
you'd think the government would want every body they could get to
throw at the Cylons."

Ali sighed and said, "It's because our prime
minister lost the presidential race and she wants to look tough
before the next general election. She says she wants to open up the
job market to disadvantaged Capricans." Joseph grunted and the
prosecutor went on, "She says in the labor vacuum caused by the
Cylon revolution and war, immigrants have taken most of those
low-paying jobs."

"Bullshit. You know it."

"Yes."

Joseph was surprised and he decided to ask a
question. "How far back is the government going to go? If they're
willing to alter the Round Three agreement, why not Two or One?"
Sam and Joseph fled Tauron under the refugee agreement now known as
Round One. If the government decided to change it or cancel it,
given his criminal history, it could put his family in
jeopardy.

"I don't know." Cabeiri turned to verify that
no one else was near and when he faced forward again, he spoke
softly, "There are a lot of cases piling up and they're all headed
to the Supreme Court. Yours included, probably." Adama's eyebrows
raised and his chest involuntarily puffed out. "So prep your
arguments now."

"I will."

The prosecutor grinned and stuck out his
hand, "Good hunting, counselor."

Adama smiled and shook it. "Thank you."

At home a couple of hours later, Joseph was
playing a board game with Bill when Evelyn arrived.

"Hey, Mommy."

She smiled, "Hey, buddy." She put her things
on a low bookcase and walked over to them. She leaned over and
kissed her son's head. "Who's winning?"

With a measure of disappointment, Bill said,
"Daddy."

She raised her eyebrows and mouthed toward
Joseph, "Let him win."

He nodded and rolled his dice. "Five. That
puts me," he moved his piece the five spaces, "on Easy Street."

The boy shook his head. "You won again."

Joseph laughed and said, "I'm sorry. I'm just
rolling the dice."

"Don't blame the dice," Evelyn said.

"I have to go to the bathroom, but I want a
rematch." The six-year-old stalked down the hallway and slammed the
door.

While the father reset the game board, he
asked, "Wanna play?"

"Not right now." She sifted through the mail
and tossed some envelopes into the trash. As unaffected as she
could, Evelyn said, "I saw you on TV today."

Joseph looked at her and tried to discern her
tone. "Yeah?"

She nodded and dropped an advert into the
bin. She slowly glanced up and caught his stare. "Seems like a high
profile one."

"It is. Might go to the Caprican Supreme
Court. Or even Libran if there's an appeal." He leaned back in the
chair and folded his arms, sure that an argument was in the
offing.

She braced her palms on the edge of kitchen
counter. "Is that the best thing for us?"

"It raises the profile of my practice." He
was satisfied with that answer. When she said nothing, he
continued, "That means more business for me and more money for
us."

"Yeah." She turned and leaned against the
counter as she folded her own arms over her chest. "But you're
still associating yourself with the Ha'la'tha."

Slowly, Joseph began to shake his head. "No.
I have clients who aren't. Ricard isn't."

"It seems like most are."

"Many are."

"Hmmm."

"What's wrong with that?"

"After everything we've been through in the
last several years, you have to ask that?"

"The Ha'la'tha we knew is dead," he looked
back at the game and began to flick the needle of the toy spinner.
"The people I'm helping have been wronged by the system."

"But they're also criminals."

Joseph felt an angry warmth rise in him and
he sat away from the game. "People made their choices, Evie.
Sometimes those choices damaged them."

She raised her chin and asked, "What do you
mean?"

"Everybody is hurt or helped by what they
decide. Every day." He pointed to the newspaper sitting on the edge
of the counter. He had seen it earlier and Evelyn looked at it now.
A photograph of a battlestar leaving its shipyard dominated above
the fold with the headline "ANOTHER NEW SHIP TO FIGHT THE CYLONS."
Joseph said, "Billions of people may have to pay for the bad,
frakked-up decisions of the few who made those machines." He
grunted and muttered, "Or the one."

"OK, but what does that have to do with the
Ha'la'tha and our family?"

He sighed. "Look at us. We made our choices.
I chose to follow Sam and help the guatrau and the
Ha'la'tha. We've been hurt, repeatedly, because of that." She
nodded and then he pointed at her. "You chose to help us, too."

"I did."

"We were all hurt. Damaged." He scratched the
grain of the tabletop and said, "Don't people who make bad
decisions deserve a chance to get free of them at some point? To …
try and make things right?"

Her eyes narrowed and she answered, "Of
course."

"That's all I'm trying to do."

Bill stood in the hallway, pressed against
the corner of the wall. He did this often when his parents were
"discussing things," as they said. He knew they were arguing even
if their voices weren't raised.

Joseph took a deep breath and looked toward
the floor. "Willie …"

Hearing his brother's name made Bill's blue
eyes widen. He heard his father mention Willie often enough.
Usually it was something funny he once did. But whenever that name
was said, Bill could count on his father being sad shortly
after.

"He never got a chance to get free of his bad
choices."

"Oh," Evelyn said. She walked across the
kitchen and then sat at the table in the breakfast nook. She put
her hand on Joseph's, "He made choices, but to say they were bad
…"

Joseph shook his head. "He went out with Sam.
To this day, I don't know what all they did. He worked at Goldie's
… skipped school …" He leaned forward and covered his mouth with
his hands. His wife stroked the side of his arm and he said,
"Willie never got a chance to make up for his decisions. I want to
help people who can."

Evelyn smiled and said, "I understand." She
hugged him and he pressed his mouth against her neck. He kissed her
and, in so doing, managed to suppress the tears that seemed so
near.

He was jolted from behind as Bill ran into
them, embracing them with his arms. "Hey, pal."

He grunted and strained to hug his parents.
Evelyn laughed and rubbed his hair. "Want me to play the game with
you guys?"

"Yeah." He dropped the embrace and ran to his
seat at the table. "I want to be the car this time."

 


Because they didn't want to risk losing their
signals if they broadcast themselves back home, they remained in
the outer sectors of Alpha hiding in the databanks of the light
carrier Valkyrie. The avatars of Zoe and Tamara finally
entered V-World again when the ship jumped into Caprica's orbit.
They felt the freedom that had eluded them for months. In Tamara's
case, it was more than a year. She spun in one place, surrounded by
a cascade of light, and said, "I wanna go spread my wings for a
while. Should we meet again here in a bit?"

Zoe nodded. "Yeah. That sounds good."

"Two weeks?"

Graystone seemed surprised that the
suggestion was so long, but she nodded. "OK." Zoe blinked away
through a flash of light.

Tamara formed a fist and made a door for
herself. She entered what had been the great marketplace of
V-World. The public entryway for most of the many millions of
Capricans who used the service. She found a darkened ghost
town.

Storefronts were shuttered or were simply
unilluminated. She walked along the street and found newsstands
with old copies of newspapers and magazines. She picked up one such
periodical and saw stories from last Sextilis about the war against
the Cylons. She read as much as she could find since she hadn't
been here, since she had been trapped in a cage.

Tamara dropped the magazine to the ground and
kept walking. She shuffled her feet for what felt like kilometers
before she found a single shop with a light inside. She ran toward
it and saw television screens within, broadcasting current news.
Tamara watched for a few seconds and then opened the door.

Triumphant music drew her attention to one
monitor. Animated versions of Jupiter and
Artemis-class battlestars swept across the screen launching
dozens of Vipers. The camera zoomed in through the cockpit of one
fighter and revealed the helmeted pilot, smiling, and giving a
thumbs up. "Join the Colonial Fleet today!" the announcer said at
the end.

"The Cylon assault on Scorpia enters its
second day," an anchor said from another display. "Orbital
bombardment was halted quickly by the Battlestar Atlantia,
but Centurions on the ground have managed to elude destruction in
the thick jungle."

She turned away from the shaky images of
human soldiers firing on machines in the distance and looked at the
papers scattered on the counters and pinned to the wall. A
technology journal reported, "CYLON VIRUSES RAVAGE V-WORLD."
Another was a cover from a health magazine that displayed a
Holoband with the blaring title, "CAN CYLONS HACK YOUR BRAIN?" On
another wall, she saw an image of Baxter Sarno, and she smiled. She
never thought he was particularly funny, but she remembered her mom
watching him sometimes.

"Sergeant Macy Stone, the hero of Aerilon!"
The crowd applauded and a woman emerged from a red curtain, in
uniform and with an arm in a sling. She was greeted
enthusiastically by the shorter host and guided toward the seats.
The applause seemed to go on forever and Sarno finally said, "I am
so honored and humbled to have you here."

"I'm happy to be here. I'm a big fan."

"Wow, thank you. Thank you. That means so
much." He leaned onto the arm of his chair and said, "We'll get to
the battle in a minute, but let's go back a bit."

"OK."

"Where are you from, originally?"

"Caprica," she smiled as many in the audience
applauded, "Dordogne, specifically."

"Dordogne! I thought I heard a bit of that
accent in there." They both laughed and Tamara just shook her
head.

"No jokes? Even he's just talking about the
war."

Tamara watched other programs for a while
longer and then left the marketplace. For days, she trekked about
and found only a few people in private rooms. Only a few people
playing games, but those were closed off, too. The one popular,
open place she found had hundreds in a kind of shooting gallery,
firing various types of weapons at Cylons who didn't fight back.
Tamara stayed for a while to try and enjoy their company, but
everyone was simply angry. No one was having fun. She departed and
found barricades and blocks preventing her from going any farther.
It seemed as though entire sections of V-World had been
disconnected or destroyed. When she dug into the code, she found
exactly that. Some sections had been eliminated by the Caprican
government; others were destroyed by the Cylons. She recognized
their code immediately because it was based on some of the same
things she was forced to create for them.

Eventually, after seeing as much as she
could, she returned to the darkened room that had served as their
entry point weeks before. Tamara made a chair for herself and
gathered books and a television. She hardly ever turned it on since
they only seemed to talk about the same thing.

When Zoe appeared, she stepped out from her
white light and sighed in relief. "You're here."

"Yeah. I've been waiting. Again."

Graystone nodded. "I'm sorry. I got stuck. I
was navigating around the world," she walked to the table and
picked up an apple, "and I was in a small network. When I tried to
leave, someone had closed it off. It took me days to find a way
out."

Adama sighed and stood up. "Yeah. V-World's a
much smaller place now." Her eyes glazed over and she said, "I was
alone with the Cylons and now, I'm home, and there's almost no one
here." She smiled, yet a tear fell over her cheek.

Zoe used her thumb to wipe it away. She then
hugged Tamara. "I'm back now. I'm not going anywhere."

"I thought you went back to the war."

Graystone looked down and softly shook her
head. "No. I'm done fighting."


 XCIX

GALACTICA

Day 498 of the Cylon War

 


The Vipers aligned in the black sky and swept
as a single unit over the rim of the asteroid. They were pristine
white ships with red stripes and their fins created visual
triangles astride blue flames no matter the viewer's perspective.
Behind them came the contingent of Raptors. Dark gray and brown
blocks with the corners hewn away. Tall tails at the rear on either
side of a large cannon. Some carried at least one battery of
missiles but their most important tasks were to monitor
communications and jam Cylon signals.

"Keep it tight," the CAG radioed.

Ahead they saw their target. An oblong brown
rock, nearly two kilometers across. Cylon machinery worked on its
surface and below even now, ferrying tons of tylium away and to the
enemy. The Colonial Fleet Headquarters, functioning from their new
permanent home on Picon, had their eyes on this location for some
time. Now that the Jupiter-class battlestars were in
operation, its destruction would serve as one of their first major
missions.

In the Combat Information Center of the
Battlestar Galactica, Commander Silas Nash stared at the
DRADIS screen that hung from the ceiling. A line swept this part of
the Erebos Belt and the tylium base was between the carrier and her
birds. Several hours ago, the Galactica launched these
squadrons and then jumped to a sensor blind spot on the opposite
side; another asteroid almost a thousand kilometers away from the
base. It was a precise jump and the new ship maintained a dangerous
dance with the rotation of that rock. They couldn't move away from
it for fear of showing up on the Cylon's DRADIS. Most of their
systems were powered down. They sent no signals. There was no
active DRADIS pulse. Every contact they had came from the Cylons'
own emissions.

The presence of the eighty Vipers and twelve
Raptors was quickly detected by the machines. Their Raiders
launched from the surface of the asteroid and screamed toward the
fighter craft. A Cylon heavy cruiser stationed close to the base
came to life, too, and rose up from its shadow.

"Standby action stations," Nash said. On the
screen, the four Colonial squadrons approached the base from the
top. More than sixty Raiders departed the asteroid at the center
and moved up to meet them. Galactica sat still at the bottom
of the screen and waited for its cue.

"Bandits inbound!" the CAG said. "Red and
blue squadrons, break off and attack." The Vipers and Raiders began
their dances. In the opening moments, the rapid cannon fire
destroyed eight of the oval Cylon craft and seven of the triangular
fighters. Soon, the remaining fighters of those two squadrons were
fully engaged with the first wave of Raiders, and the second wave
was almost upon them. "Yellow and green squadrons, break off and
attack!" All four Colonial groups swarmed around the enemy and the
battle, though hard fought, seemed in their favor. Then the third
and final wave approached.

Nash held his breath. He stared at the mass
of green triangles and red circles with another line of red moving
up the screen. He waited to see what that third line would do.
Then, as they had hoped and planned, the third group of Cylons flew
past the battle and into the empty space beyond.

"Galactica!" the CAG signaled. "A wave
of Raiders has broken through! Inbound to you!"

"It worked," the XO mumbled. "They bought
it."

The commander nodded and said, "Action
stations. Condition one." After the first bleats of the alert
klaxons sounded and the lights shifted to red, he looked at his
executive officer and said, "Stand by to launch silver and gold
squadrons."

"Sir." Colonel Manden picked up the receiver
and said, "Stand by silver and gold squadrons. Stand by silver and
gold. Reserve squadrons one and two, on deck."

"Sir," the DRADIS officer said, "the Cylon
cruiser is moving away from the asteroid. I … think it's the
Argo."

"Damn," Manden said. He and Nash looked at
the screen and waited to see which way the large red dot moved.
When it ticked a step up toward the bait and away from
Galactica, the XO said, "We've got them."

"Helm, push off from the rock." The
battlestar moved away from their cover and into the open. He
watched the movement of the Cylon vessel away from the tylium
asteroid. Once it was more than five hundred kilometers out and
moving at full speed, Nash said, "Heading three-one-zero carom
one-seven-five. Ahead flank speed." The helm officers manipulated
their controls and the deckplates rumbled as the six sublight
engines engaged at full power.

The battlestar crossed the space between
their hiding spot and the asteroid. The tension was palpable in
CIC. Young officers stared wide-eyed at their screens and
occasionally glanced at their commander. Nash, for his part, stood
still under the command-and-control screens and watched the moving
icons with an eager smirk. Colonel Manden towered over the shorter
commander and he held the receiver in his hand, ready to bark
orders.

"The cruiser has spotted us," the DRADIS
officer said. "They're coming about." He shook his head and said,
"They won't get here in time."

"Distance to target?"

"Two hundred kilometers."

"Helm, reduce speed to one quarter." Nash
looked at the XO. "Launch silver and gold."

Manden said, "Launch silver and gold. Launch
silver and gold. Reserve one and two in the tubes."

Nash turned to the tactical station, "All
batteries forward. Salvo fire on the base. Missile batteries on
standby." The lieutenant nodded and communicated with the
appropriate crews.

In the blackness, the long, gray battlestar
bore down on the tylium asteroid. From both flight pods, forty
Vipers launched and symmetrical streams of fighters bent away from
the ship and toward the rock.

The forty heavy batteries along
Galactica's dorsal and ventral spines began to fire and
heavy cannon bursts poured across space and splashed on the rock
with fire and metal. Shockwaves rippled over the surface, smashing
dozens of firing Cylon turrets and destroying the refinery
structures within range. Soon, the salvos dug into the planetoid
and exposed the Cylon infrastructure below. Holding tanks of
unstable tylium precursor ruptured and blew apart even more of the
mining operation.

"Cylon wave three is coming back," a
lieutenant said.

The enemy only now realized that they were
tricked into going the wrong way, thinking the battlestar had
launched the Vipers from behind their approach. Nash nodded and
said, "Helm, begin braking and turn to port. Starboard broadsides
on the base. Comms, signal Smokehouse. Tell him to bring the
squadrons back."

The crew swooned with the inertia of the turn
and the comms officer said, "Sir, the CAG is gone." Nash and Manden
shared a look.

Before they could say anything, the DRADIS
lieutenant interjected, "Cylon cruiser is launching Raiders."

Nash no longer bore a smirk. "Silver and gold
are to maintain their runs on the base. Tactical, turn batteries
toward the cruiser and stand by. Set close-in weapons to auto fire.
Comms, get me Lieutenant Stentz." As the various officers complied,
he turned to the helm station, "Turn us away from the base and
toward the cruiser."

"Stentz on the line."

The commander picked up the receiver and
said, "Jaws, this is actual."

"Go ahead, actual."

"You're my CAG now."

Pause. "Sir?"

"Jaws, you're the CAG. Bring the squadrons
back home."

Her loud exhale was followed by a subdued,
"Yes, sir."

"What do you hear, Jaws?"

"Nothin' but the rain."

"Grab your gun and bring in the cat."

"Boom, boom, boom." There was a smile in her
voice and he hung up the receiver.

"Cylon Raiders on top of us," a lieutenant
said.

There was a slight shudder as small missiles
from the enemy fighters hit the hardened hull of the vessel. Nash
looked toward the screen and saw the CIWS take out four of the
enemy icons. "Tactical, batteries on the cruiser. Fire at
will."

The heavily refitted Argo withered
under the fire from a battlestar's primary offensive weapons. The
Cylons attempted to shield themselves with short-range flak fire,
but it was of little use. Its hangar was destroyed and a sublight
engine ruptured. Most of the cannon went still and fuel lines along
the rear of the craft blew apart. Then, the other three engines
exploded and the once-Caprican ship had become a flaming burst of
light.

"Helm, get us some distance."

"Cylon virus detected," the electronics
warfare officer said. "Isolated in primary fire control. Auxiliary
and backup systems unaffected."

"Sir, new DRADIS contacts." The commander
looked at the lieutenant and saw his worried face. "Cylon light
cruiser. Cylon carrier. Two Cylon destroyers."

Nash grabbed the front of his uniform and
pulled it down to flatten any wrinkles. He looked up at the screen
and saw that the four squadrons were almost near Galactica.
"Signal Jaws. Tell her to keep her birds back until they launch
Raiders."

Manden lowered his head next to the
commander's bald pate. "Four ships?"

Without taking his eyes off the combat
screens, Nash said, "It's almost unfair."

The Sagittaran smiled. "For them."

"Raiders launching from the carrier and
cruiser."

The commander tilted his head. He looked at
the four ships lined up on the screen. He reached for the monitor
and pressed a button. The DRADIS angle shifted and he saw the
Cylons from a head-on perspective instead of top-down. His smirk
returned when he saw that the vessels were truly in a straight
line.

"Helm, change heading to eight-eight-zero
carom … two hundred. Ahead one-half."

The colonel looked at the screen and said,
"Between them?"

"Hoping for a little crossfire."

The Galactica quickly banked away from
what remained of the cruiser. Being such a large ship, her
movements were slow, but the engines could accelerate
Galactica to great speeds. The newcomers began to fire
missiles but their positions did not change.

"Odd batteries, change to flak fire and
surround us. Fire now. Even batteries through twenty, target the
two ships to port. Even batteries to forty, target the two to
starboard. Evens are to standby."

Manden looked over the command table and
asked, "Missiles?"

Nash immediately knew that his XO was asking
about Galactica's own. "Won't need them."

With a bloom of light and fire around the
perimeter, the battlestar closed on the enemy. The Cylon missiles
were easily dispatched before they reached their targets. When the
Colonial ship was barely fifty kilometers away, the Cylons saw
their tactical error and began to spread their vessels out. It was
too late.

"Evens, open fire."

The flak shield tore across the hull of a
destroyer on the port side. The designated batteries fired at their
targets and hit them all. The destroyer on the starboard was
immediately split in half. The single flight pod of the carrier
shattered and fell away from the bulk of the ship. Cylon battery
and missile fire became a confused mess, and though the enemy
missiles were destroyed in the flak, half of the Cylon shells hit
other Cylon ships. When Galactica emerged on the other side
of the group, the second destroyer exploded, sending parts of its
hull into the light cruiser.

"Helm, slow to one quarter and come about.
Tactical, all batteries fire at will." The flak shield faded and
the main guns targeted the two remaining capital ships. By the time
the battlestar was facing its opponents again head-on, the cruiser
and carrier were also aflame and adrift. "Finish them off." Moments
later, the enemy was gone.

Manden looked toward the DRADIS officer.
"Anything new?"

"Negative."

"Status of the base?"

"Silver and gold squadrons report that the
target is destroyed." The comms officer then pressed the earpiece
against her head, "Message from Jaws, sir. She reports bingo
bandits."

Nash smiled and said, "Commence landings.
Keep silver and gold in CAP, just in case any more toasters decide
to stage a rescue op." He glanced toward the LSO captain and
nodded. "It's all you." The commander turned and saw his XO's
extended hand. "Good work, colonel."

"Thank you, sir. Congratulations."

He looked around the CIC and then up into the
core. "Good work, all of you." There was some applause and Nash
walked toward the air traffic stations on the far wall behind the
landing signal officer. He saw a young woman writing in a logbook.
"Ensign," he asked quietly. "How many did we lose?"

She flipped a page. "None from silver and
gold squadrons, commander. We lost nineteen Vipers and four Raptors
from the other squadrons, altogether."

"Too many." Slowly, he moved toward the
damage control station and he looked at the schematic of
Galactica. There were a few yellow lights along the
perimeter of the ship but no red ones. One main battery was
offline. That was it.

Nash nodded and walked back to the
command-and-control area where he stood and listened to the landing
signals officer coordinate the approach of their squadrons.

 


On Gamoray, the Cylon War Council sat on
their platform and looked at the projection against the wall. A
gold-armored commander was standing beneath them and relaying
information on their various campaigns in recent weeks.

"Thirteen Sextilis. Tylium base in the Erebos
Belt of Alpha. Five ships, an estimated one hundred Raiders. The
Battlestar Galactica was the only Colonial vessel engaged.
Twenty-nine Sextilis. Mobile shipyard station in orbit of Styx in
Delta. Four ships, sixty Raiders. The Battlestar Cerberus
was the only Colonial vessel engaged. Five September. Leonis and
the Nantes Shipyards. Eleven ships, two hundred-fifty Raiders. The
Battlestar Sphinx was accompanied by four Colonial
destroyers. Twenty-three September. Scorpia and the Scorpia
Shipyards …"

"Halt." The operations commander looked at
the other units on the dais and said, "Have there been no
successful campaigns since the battlestars were launched?" It knew
the answer.

"Negative."

The Alpha commander said, "We should pull
back our mining operations and shift combat tactics to small groups
and quick strikes."

The leader paused and thought. Finally, it
said, "Agreed."

The platinum-armored council looked down at
the commander. Gamma said, "We need a vessel to counter the
Colonial battlestars."

The leader concurred, "Begin planning
immediately."

"By your command."
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GRAYSTONE

Day 544 of the Cylon War

 


Daniel's fingers moved across the keys and
the notes flowed softly, effortlessly. He played no particular
song. He followed no special melody. He only did what sounded good
to him in the moment. With the soft taps of precipitation on the
roof, everything sounded dour.

There was a knock on the wooden door.

It wasn't a sound that Daniel was used to.
Slowly, Caesar lifted his graying head from the floor beneath the
front window. Graystone turned from the piano and watched as Serge
rolled toward the entrance. The door opened and he could see his
visitor outside with the rain and the dense forest beyond.

Graystone looked back at the keys and
thought, Maybe this was a mistake.

Serge rolled toward him and announced,
"Daniel, Joseph Adama is here."

"Show him in." Not caring about this visitor,
Caesar's head sank back to the hardwood floor and Daniel watched
the machine guide the man inside. Graystone suddenly realized the
humor in having a butler in such a small home.

The attorney stood several paces away and
rotated the brim of his hat in his fingers while the door closed.
"Daniel."

"Joseph." He looked up and saw the lawyer
studying him. Yes, I'm very different from the last time you saw
me. Graystone's hair had gone mostly silver and he hadn't
bothered to really shave or get a haircut in some time. "You look
well."

The Tauran nodded and finally said, "You,
too."

"Come on. I've seen you lie better than
that."

Adama smiled and said, "I heard rumors that
you had, uh …"

"Become a hermit?"

"Well, … yeah." He looked around the small
room. "Out here in the woods instead of at your mansion."

Daniel gestured toward the nearby sofa and
Joseph sat. "Little point remaining in society when you're the
single most hated man in all the worlds."

"I suppose." He unbuttoned his jacket and
said, "This is a nice place. Very secluded."

"Thank you." He slid across the piano bench
to the small table at the end of the couch. He lifted a bottle of
whisky and waved it toward him. "Want some?"

"Uh, sure."

Daniel poured quite a bit into two glasses
and held one out. Adama took it and Graystone immediately drank
half of his. After he placed it on top of the piano, he said,
"Thank you for coming."

He sipped the whisky and, following a brief
wince, said, "I have to admit, I'm here mostly out of
curiosity."

Graystone nodded and looked down at the keys.
He began playing a tune. "I saw you on the news."

"Yeah. You saw that?"

"Congratulations, by the way. A victory in
the Supreme Court is no mean feat."

"Thank you. Thank you."

Daniel played a little louder. "I began
thinking about the old days at Graystone. My curiosity was piqued a
little, too." He glanced over his shoulder and said, "I was
surprised that you weren't caught up in the fall of the Ha'la'tha."
His guest chuckled nervously. "That you weren't in prison."

Pause. "I thought you knew."

Graystone stopped playing and he turned. He
took a deep breath and finally said, "You were the one who gave the
GDD its wealth of evidence."

Adama looked down and nervously moved his hat
off his lap. "Yeah." He drank more of his alcohol.

Daniel looked away and raised his head. He
sniffed, shook his head a little, and said, "You know, you frakked
up my deal."

"Your deal?"

"With the GDD."

Joseph clicked his tongue. "You were the one
on the inside." Graystone nodded. "We suspected, but …" He shook
his head and then his smile faded.

After a long silence, Daniel said, "When I
couldn't give them the Ha'la'tha, they took my company." He ground
his teeth and stared at Adama. He clenched his fist. Joseph saw
this and squared his shoulders. Then, finally, Graystone said, "It
wouldn't have mattered. The Cylons would've rebelled anyway," he
turned back toward the keys and lightly played, "and the tide of
public opinion would've forced me out. Probably would've destroyed
the company entirely."

Joseph nodded. "Is that why I'm here? You
need a lawyer to fight off civil suits?"

Daniel shook his head. "No. One of the
benefits of having the government take over your company is that
they shield themselves and their functionaries from any liability.
The downside being, they might lock you up for a few months without
a trial." Joseph's face froze; he had read about the illegal
incarceration. Graystone's fingers twinkled on the high end of the
keyboard. "And I made a series of public and very substantial
donations to various causes after the start of the war. Enough to
keep most of the grumbling to a minimum."

With his glass at his lips, Adama asked, "How
substantial?"

"Altogether? About thirty billion cubits."
The attorney's eyebrows raised. "Suffice it to say, I am not as
wealthy as I once was." He stopped playing and he looked out the
windows at the far end of the piano. There was a gentle rainfall
and the sun was beginning to set. "But that's OK." He nodded and
began to play again. "I'm OK with that."

Joseph listened to the music and the
accompaniment from the storm. He rotated the glass in his hand and
considered when to interject.

"Remember the first time we met?" Daniel
asked. "The coffee shop after the bombing?"

"Yeah. With Katábasis coming up, I
think about the people who aren't here anymore all the time."

"What's that?"

"The old Kobollian new year. It means
'descent.' Marks when Zeus and the gods came to mankind."

"Right, right. The Feast of Charities."

"Yeah. Commercialized on Caprica, though.
Detached from the religious significance of the holiday." Graystone
chuckled and Joseph didn't want to be pulled into an argument on
faith. "Still. Katábasis was a time of year when everyone
got together. On Tauron, there would be upwards of twenty people in
our house for the meal. And presents," Adama smiled. "We were
pretty poor, but with so many people, they would be stacked up
around the hearth. I don't know how my parents did it, you know?
How they had so many gifts for us. The meal, the opening of
presents … it lasted for hours and they're some of my favorite
memories." He had begun to smile, and as he paused, it faded a
little. "I think now about the Katábasis after we got to
Caprica. It was … sad. Just me and Sam." Daniel had stopped playing
and he turned to look at the lawyer. "When we got families of our
own, we would have about a dozen people at our home. Good food.
Laughter. Presents. Before the attack." He swallowed hard. "Now
Sam's gone. Larry. Ruth. Shannon and Tammy. Willie." He cleared his
throat and said, "They were there for years. And now they're not.
It's … As a Tauron, we're supposed to let the dead move on. But
there are times when I can't. I just can't." His eyes glistened and
he looked at Daniel. "It makes the holidays that much harder."

Graystone slowly turned back to the piano and
he stared at the keys. "I lost most of my family long ago. I think
back to those times and the people who were always there. Now
they're not." He blinked and placed his fingers over the keys. "It
still hurts." He began to play a wistful song associated with the
Feast of Charities. "My wife is dead. Zoe is gone." Daniel took in
a deep breath and straightened. "The upside," he sighed, "and the
downside of being a hermit is that you're alone."

Adama listened to the song and sipped his
drink. After a minute, he asked, "Why did you call me?"

He took a deep breath. "You're here in your
capacity as a civil rights attorney, counselor." Graystone looked
over his shoulder briefly and returned to playing. "I want to ask
you some questions about liberty and freedom."

"Sure." Joseph didn't know where this was
going. He kept half of his whisky undrunk.

"Tell me. What do you make of our current
conflict?"

"The Cylons?"

"Yes."

Adama licked his lips and then said, "It
feels, in a word, hopeless." Graystone stopped playing and he
turned to face the lawyer. "The longer it goes on, the more Cylons
they can build. More ships. I doubt we can match their pace."

"And the war's beginning?"

"I saw the Cylon in court on Libran."

"I wasn't talking about that." He smirked,
turned back to the keyboard, and said, "You were there for the real
beginning."

"Don't remind me."

The creation of the avatars, he
thought, but you don't know about that part. "You and your
brother. The guatrau. Selling my Cylons to the frakking
STO."

Joseph looked at Graystone through the haze
of his furrowed brow. "That wasn't the start of the war."

"Yeah, right." He played a soft melody. "So
the Cylon on Libran."

He was hesitant but he continued with his
earlier statement. "I thought he made a few decent points."
Graystone's eyes narrowed at the use of the masculine pronoun.
"Cited the right kind of case law."

"You think it's possible that Cylons are
sentient?"

Joseph paused and thought. Then, he said,
"Well, that's … that's kind of a different question, isn't it?
Assuming they are, we would have to decide if our laws apply to
them."

"Assuming they are, why wouldn't they
apply?"

Adama shrugged. "It would depend on the whims
of those on the bench. But I would suggest that the fact that
Cylons were created in a factory could preclude it."

Daniel nodded. "Some humans these days are
created in labs. Their parents can't procreate naturally, so a
scientist gets involved."

"Well, that's different." Joseph crossed his
legs and swiped his hand over a wrinkle. "Speaking of which, isn't
procreation one of the rules that decides if someone is truly
alive?"

"Cylons are procreating right now. As you
said."

"Right." Adama raised his chin and studied
the graying man a bit more. "You almost seem to be arguing
for their civil rights."

Graystone turned back toward the piano. "Not
necessarily. I'm just trying to understand what I created."

As the notes filled the cabin again, the
attorney asked, "Don't you know what you created?"

"I thought I did. I called it 'artificial
sentience,'" he shrugged, "but I can't be sure."

"What's the difference between artificial
sentience and … natural sentience?"

Daniel ticked his head to one side. "Nothing,
I guess. Maybe I thought I could control the artificial kind."

"'Control.'" Adama sipped his alcohol again.
"You're always looking for that, aren't you? And you can't stand it
if you don't have it."

"What do you mean?"

"Cylons. Your company. Your … pyramid
team."

Graystone turned and said, "Why shouldn't I
control those things?"

"No reason. It's just," Joseph leaned
forward, "you don't seem to have a good track record when it comes
to controlling the things you make."

Somehow, despite minimal exertion, Daniel
found himself out of breath. "Elaborate."

"Cylons."

"Granted."

Adama nodded and continued, "Holobands and
V-World. People hacked into them and made their own corners in the
system. And you couldn't go a day without seeing an article about
how kids were using Holobands to get exposed to violence, sex,
…"

"They weren't supposed to do that. They
weren't using the product properly."

"You lost control. You didn't appreciate what
you made. Like with the Cylons." Daniel's face was flat. Joseph
downed the rest of the whisky. "Your company."

Now Graystone chuckled. "The Ha'la'tha
took control."

"No, you ceded control to get what you
want." The former executive shook his head. "Yes, you did. We
stepped in when you asked us to."

He remembered. He remembered being in his
living room – at the estate; not at the cabin – and watching as Sam
Adama pushed Cornell Gast around. The rain outside fell hard, much
like tonight, and the put-upon man was wet. "I don't deserve this,
Daniel," he had said. No, you don't, Graystone had thought,
but it was what needed to happen so he could get Graystone
Industries back. A rumble of thunder in the forest outside brought
his mind back to the present.

"And then you didn't leave."

Joseph pointed his finger. "That was the
deal. You knew that." As Daniel continued to shake his head, Adama
said, "Don't confuse a mistake on your part for malice on ours.
After all of this, all that's happened, you just can't take
responsibility, can you?" Graystone looked toward the ceiling and
sighed. "Cylons? The war?" He reclined again on the couch and
looked into his now-empty glass. In a soft voice, he said, "Your
daughter."

Daniel breathed through his nose loudly and
his lips curled around his teeth. "That's uncalled for."

"Yeah. Probably." Adama stood and placed the
glass on the little table by the couch. "But she was another thing
you couldn't control." He stepped toward the entrance and put his
hat on his head. "It's been, what? Nine years now? Since the
MagLev?" He waited for an answer but Graystone gave him none. "Nine
years since we met. Nine years since … all the skor that
came after it." The haggard man sat still, slumped over the keys of
the piano. "Those days are gone. Don't call me to absolve your
conscience. You need a psychoanalyst. Or a priest. Not a lawyer."
He opened the door and walked out into the overwhelming sound of
rainfall on a forest of heavy leaves.

Daniel didn't expect he'd ever see Joseph
Adama again.

 


When she entered the cabin, it was after
midnight.

To her surprise, Zoe's program comfortably
fit into Serge's system. She tilted the small unit back and looked
around the darkened room with her single lens. She rotated on the
black, rubberized ball and studied her surroundings. It was a nice
cabin and simple. Very few electronics. Very little in the way of
extravagances or displays of wealth. Zoe moved the device slowly
and quietly through the home and stopped to look at a few things
along the way.

The piano. It had been down in her father's
lab. He really did sell the estate.

Framed drawings that Zoe had made as a child.
Serge's eye lingered on the one crayon rendering of their first
home, the one that was consumed in a fire. She didn't see any of
the drawings she had made of the robot with a single, red eye.

Caesar. The poor old dog remained on his soft
blanket by the window, nonplussed by the machine rolling around the
house. She felt a twinge of nostalgia and wanted to pet him, but
she didn't want to disturb him or confuse him.

Serge rotated and looked at the shelf high on
the wall above the small table barely big enough for two. A pair of
frames were there. Both had black backgrounds with various shapes
of metal and fabric inside. She rolled back to get a better view
and then zoomed in.

They were display cases. On the right, she
saw a silver star, bronze stars, presidential unit citation, a
black-striped silver bar, … Prisoner of war citation? She
saw the rank pins. Wait, they made me a captain? And she saw
the large Colonial emblem surrounded with red and gold, suspended
from a blue ribbon. The Medal of Valor … She remained still
and stared at what she had earned with her sacrifice.

She looked to the left and saw the lieutenant
rank pins in the frame there. A medical corps distinguished service
medal. A meritorious unit citation. Colonial Fleet commendation. A
prisoner of war citation. Mom's.

"Serge?"

The small attendant turned to face Daniel.
Zoe was stunned at his appearance. His silver hair streaked
occasionally with ginger. His bleary, wrinkled eyes. The hesitation
drew suspicion and she quickly said, perfectly replicating the
little machine's voice, "Yes? Daniel? Can I help you?"

"You're not Serge."

Zoe rolled back toward the kitchen area and
said, "I don't understand, Daniel. I was in a low-power mode and
…"

He shook his head and pulled a chair out from
the small table. He grunted as he sat and leaned forward. His brow
furrowed. "Hello, Zoe."

The unit glanced toward the floor and she
answered, quietly, in her own voice, "Hey."

Graystone smiled and said, "I'm glad you
came."

She looked around the cabin and said, "I
wasn't sure I should. You seem to have moved on."

He shook his head, "No." He almost laughed,
"I most definitely have not."

"It's OK, Daddy."

He winced, almost as though in pain, at
hearing his daughter say that from within Serge's chassis. "No. I
haven't moved on. I moved away."

"You sold the house."

"Yeah. Too many memories. Too many
protestors. Too many break-ins."

"Really?"

"Oh yeah."

Zoe turned and said, "I like this. It's
cozy."

"Lots of land." He stood and walked toward
the kitchen counter. "Plenty of alone time."

"How do you spend it?" He poured himself a
drink. "Oh."

"I play the piano a lot. I've … actually been
composing something."

"Really?" Zoe rolled closer and said, "You
always said you wanted to."

"Now I am."

There was a long silence as he gathered his
drink and returned to his chair. He sipped and she finally said,
"I'm sorry I stayed away for so long."

"No, I understand."

Zoe was surprised. "You do?"

"Of course. You were on the front lines of
the war, repeatedly, for over a year. You were a prisoner of the
Cylons for who knows how long." He sighed and looked away before
adding, "I thought you died. Again. Lost your body in a, a nuclear
blast."

"What? No. That's not how it happened."

"Were you in one of the Centurions captured
aboard that derelict Cylon prototype?"

"Yes. With Mom."

He looked down at his drink and spoke softly.
"So you know."

The small machine was still and its eye
refocused several times as she thought. "Yes."

There was a long pause and Daniel eventually
added, "I'm sorry you had to go through that."

Zoe watched him drink again. His expression
was blank. Stoic. She steeled herself and asked the question she
had kept in mind for months. "Do you hate her?"

He raised his head and his blinking betrayed
surprise. "Your mother? No."

"Are you sure?" Silence. "You seemed pretty
upset at her when you were at headquarters."

"'Frak her.' I remember." He pushed the glass
away with his fingertips and said, "I remember one day, one of the
Ha'la'tha said to me, 'You better hope no one ever asks you to kill
someone you love.'" He nodded. "That was the day, kinda. I loved
her, but …" He cleared his throat, "I was angry. I still am angry.
She left me, Zoe."

"I know."

"She had an affair."

The Serge unit turned away. "Dad!"

"I'm sorry." He took a deep breath and said,
"When we were together, working on you, working on your body, …
everything seemed great. It felt like the best of the good old
days. Better, even, because we were working together. And you were
right there with us." He sighed and picked up the glass again. "But
once we were finished, once that … common goal was gone," he shook
his head and sipped. "It fell apart shortly after."

"She was her own person. She couldn't fit
into the life you both used to have."

He nodded and said, "She was out of my
control."

Zoe's lens focused on him and she asked,
"What does that mean?"

"Nothing. Something someone said to me
recently."

"Why did you want to control Mom?"

He slammed his fist on the table, "I didn't!"
She rolled away. "I'm sorry."

"I'm gonna go."

"No, wait." He knelt by Serge's body and put
his hand on its white neck. "I'm sorry."

Firmly, she said, "I need to go."

He nodded and sighed. "Please, come back to
visit."

The unit straightened and she said, "I love
you." Before he could respond, the light by Serge's eye blinked and
the lens refocused several times, indicating a restart. Daniel
sighed and sat again at the table.

The default voice returned. "I apologize,
Daniel. I appear to have suffered some sort of memory loss."

"It's OK," he said. "Go recharge. I'll check
you out in the morning."

"Very well. Good night." The machine turned
and rolled away.

 


Months later, Caesar began to bark.

Daniel looked out from the kitchen area at
the dog, who now stood at the door wagging his tail. "Who is it,
boy?" Then there was a knock.

Graystone went to the window first and tried
to see the figure in a long coat at the door, but he could only
tell that they were relatively short. He sighed and quickly ran his
fingers through his long hair. Serge rolled into the living room
from the bedroom, but seeing him by the door, the machine rolled
back to its previous task. After a brief petting of Caesar, he
pulled open the door.

She looked up. "Hello, Daniel." It was
Amanda.

He stepped back and his mouth fell open.
After a third step, he began to trip over a chair, so he just sat
down on top of its back. He blinked several times and said,
"How?"

She walked inside and closed the door behind
herself. Caesar put one of his paws on her thigh and she smiled. As
she knelt and rubbed him, holding the old dog close to her chest,
she said, "Zoe saved me from the Cylons and brought me back on a
Cylon ship."

"I knew that. They told me they found your
body." He began to feel angry. "They said you died. They gave me a
death certificate!"

"I know. They kept everything hush-hush." She
stood and looked around the cabin. "It's nice. I like it."

He ignored her. "You weren't dead."

"Nearly so."

"But you said nothing."

"I didn't want to."

"They said nothing."

"They didn't want to and I didn't want
them to." Amanda put her hands back in her coat's pockets. "I said
everything I wanted to say to you that night at the base, after we
got back from Gemenon."

"You didn't say much. Just that, if you were
going to move on, you needed to move on from everything." She
nodded. "I wasn't entirely sure that that included me, but I
figured it out, eventually."

"You're a smart man. I knew you would."

He almost smiled. "You know, when you said
that, I wanted to say, 'I'm sorry.'"

She shook her head. "Why didn't you?"

"It seemed futile."

"It would've been. But it still would've been
nice to hear, yeah?"

Daniel looked her up and down, saw that she
was well, that she still had her short hair … and that she was
still near the door. Still wearing her coat and still in a
defensive pose. He narrowed his eyes and turned his head slightly
as he asked, "Why are you here?"

"Zoe said I should come."

He nodded. "She found you."

"She did. Wasn't easy for her. The military
keeps me busy at a secret facility, working on new battlefield
treatments and first aid research. I'm doing good work. Helping a
lot of people."

"Which facility?"

"A secret one." She smiled a little. Almost
playfully.

He smirked and remembered seeing that grin.
The hints of flirtation. "I am glad that you are well."

"I'm glad you are, too. You could use a
haircut, though." She stepped away toward the door.

"That's it?" He stood up from the back of the
chair, "You don't want to stay for a drink? Dinner?"

"No. I really don't." Daniel seemed wounded
and she felt some regret at that. "I'm sorry, but I need to
go."

"So soon?"

"Zoe said I should come to let you know I'm
alive and I asked my commander for permission. She granted it and
I've done that." She nodded once to put a period on it. "It's
done." Caesar nudged her leg again and she reached down to stroke
his head a little.

"I don't understand why." He stepped toward
her and she backed into the door. She put her hand on the handle.
"I don't understand."

She sighed. "We've already talked about
this." She looked away and licked her lips. "You were obsessed.
With … your Cylons, your company. And people died for your
obsessions, Daniel. And you lied to me about it all."

"Not all. I told you the truth." He bit into
his cheek until it hurt.

"Eventually. Only once you were in trouble or
found out." There was a long beat of silence. She could see the
wheels turning and the anger inside of him fuming. "I didn't know
who you were anymore. So I left."

"I thought that was just the depression."

"Frak you." She scowled and turned toward the
door. "I'm spending my time now fixing what you … we frakked
up."

"The Cylons aren't on you. They were my
creations."

"I still feel guilty." She pressed the latch
and opened the door into the forest. Slowly, the dog walked outside
and began to sniff the walls of the cabin. "Take care of
yourself."

He took a step toward her as she turned to
leave. "I hope to see you again."

She looked over her shoulder and said, "You
won't."

Graystone stood in the doorframe and watched
her go to a military vehicle. Amanda knelt again and rubbed Caesar
one more time before she got inside, started the engine, and drove
away. Confused, the dog watched her go and then slowly returned to
the cabin where Daniel remained, alone.
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DURAM

Day 783 of the Cylon War

 


The colonel, his right-hand-man, and
Galactica's CAG and MARDET commander stood around the
tactical plotting table in the Combat Information Center, staring
at a DRADIS scan of Virgon's moon.

"At last report, there were three Cylon
carriers and four cruisers there. There may be destroyers or
frigates, too. They've been seen jumping in and out. The Battlestar
Bellerophon is maintaining a watch and will join us when we
jump in to Hibernia's orbit." Duram slid a new transparency over
the lighted top. "While the combined Viper squadrons of
Bellerophon and Galactica mix it up with the Raiders,
a squadron of Raptors will escort the Legionnaires aboard our
combat shuttles to the surface here, just outside of Béal Atha.
Then we and your Marines," he nodded to Captain Norris, "will
assault the Centurion position there."

"What's the atmosphere like?" Captain Stentz
asked. "How choppy will it be for our Vipers and Raptors?"

"Never been?" The CAG smiled and shook her
head. Jordan said, "It's pretty and green a few days out of the
year, but most of the time, it's cold and rainy. Expect storm
clouds high up." He glanced at Andy Rosi. His stone face stared at
the map and memorized its features. Rosi had always been a good
soldier, but since the death of his brother, he certainly had
become a grim soldier, too. "Major? Would you please share the
intel we've gotten on the Cylon emplacements?" Rosi nodded, but as
soon as he opened his mouth, the DRADIS alarm sounded.

The lieutenant manning that station said,
"DRADIS contact, sir." He narrowed his eyes and stared at his
screen in confusion.

Commander Silas Nash moved around the
command-and-control station and waited for more information. When
none came, he said, "Lieutenant?"

"Sorry, sir. It's just … unknown. Larger than
any Cylon ship …" A new DRADIS alarm sounded. "Another unknown,
sir! And a third!"

Nash took a deep breath and said, "Action
stations. Set condition one." The klaxons sounded and he looked
toward Captain Stentz, "Jaws, get to your plane."

"Yes sir." She saluted and ran out of
CIC.

The commander turned to the comms officer and
said, "XO to CIC."

She nodded. "Sir, incoming message from
Caprica Command."

"Speakers."

"Battlestar Group Seventy-Five. BSG
Seven-Five. This is CapCom. Galactica, do you read?"

"Go ahead, CapCom," the ensign said.

"We have eyes on three new DRADIS contacts in
orbit …"

Nash picked up the receiver and flipped a
switch, "CapCom, this is Galactica actual. What are
they?"

"Unknown, actual. Our scopes here have them
as large circles …" Static overtook the message.

"Jamming, sir," the comms officer said.

"Try to clean it up."

Colonel Manden entered CIC and looked at the
DRADIS screen. He immediately turned to the fleet ops station and
ordered, "Group layout delta."

"Yes, sir."

On the fleet screen, the Galactica
remained at the center. The silhouettes of the group's two cruisers
took up flanking positions on either side and began to advance
forward in the direction of the targets. The four destroyers
maneuvered to the rear of the cruisers. The supply ship and two
escorts fell farther behind.

Manden picked up his receiver in anticipation
of having to give orders throughout the ship. "Scramble alert
Vipers and bring the CAP forward. I want eyes."

"Say again, CapCom?"

Static came from CIC's speakers again until
finally they heard, "Great Zeus!"

Any explanation was cut off by a new DRADIS
alarm. "Cylon Raiders!" the lieutenant said. "My gods …" His eyes
widened and he began to shake his head. "I … there's so many, it's
just a cloud."

Nash and Manden looked at the screen above
their command table. The three large circles remained at the top
and smaller red triangles continued to appear beneath them until
the entire upper third of the monitor was becoming filled.

The commander looked at his executive officer
and said, "Launch all Vipers. All Vipers." As Manden relayed
the order, Nash looked toward weapons control. "The forward
batteries load for salvo and standby. All other batteries load for
flak. Standby close-in weapons."

"Excuse me, sir," the Marine Detachment
captain said as he left Duram's side and ran out of CIC.

Jordan looked at Rosi. "What do you
think?"

The major answered, "We wondered how long the
Cylons would keep up those raids and quick strikes. Looks like they
finally came up with an answer for our battlestars."

"Missiles incoming!"

Nash grabbed the corner of the table. "Flak."
He looked at the screen and watched the ten incoming projectiles
get nearer. Followed by ten more. The first ten vanished as they
entered the flak field. Nine of the next ten, too. CIC shook with
one missile impact, then ten more missiles appeared on the
screen."

"Commander, report from CAP."

"Go."

The speakers crackled with static and
distortion as the Viper pilot described what he saw, "Three large
ships. Two main sections, both like thick disks attached to each
other at their centers. There seem to be six, check that, eight
hangar bays on each ship. Raiders are pouring out of them, sir. My
gods. And missiles. So many missiles."

Manden looked at fleet ops again and ordered,
"Delta four."

"They're like flying bases or something," the
CAP commander said.

"Cruisers are launching missiles," the fleet
ops officer said.

A dozen projectiles left each Colonial vessel
on either side of Galactica. With hope, the crew watched the
blinking dots move up the DRADIS screens. Then they vanished.

"Galactica, this is Jaws. The Raiders
are taking out the missiles. Repeat, the Raiders are taking out the
missiles."

The XO shook his head. "With that many
Raiders, it's like their own flak cover."

Nash kept his grip on the table and watched
another wave of Cylon missiles get near. "Move us closer. We need a
firing solution on those things." He turned to fleet ops and said,
"Move up the destroyer squadron and bring the escorts in behind
them."

"We've already got eighty birds in the air,"
Manden said. "Loading the next squadrons for launch."

The cloud of Raiders moved down toward the
group. The Vipers advanced. Three missiles broke through the flak
of the cruiser to the port and struck its hull. Missiles began to
stream around the cruisers and toward the smaller destroyers behind
them. Three came through Galactica's flak barrier and caused
the crew to lurch.

Nash didn't break his gaze from the DRADIS
screen nor did he blink. One of the large red circles began to
drift away. "Where's he going?"

"One of the ships is descending toward
Caprica." The commander turned to face the DRADIS lieutenant.
"Entering upper atmosphere now."

Nash looked at Manden and asked, "Nearest
battlestars?"

"Acropolis and Triton were at
Fleet HQ on last report. Rycon is on maneuvers in the Belt
before it heads home to Aquaria."

"Task a Raptor to jump to Picon," Silas said.
"Send for reinforcements."

"Sir." The XO pressed a button on his panel
and relayed the order.

"We have a firing solution, sir," the weapons
officer said.

"Begin salvos."

"New DRADIS contacts, sir." The lieutenant
pressed buttons on his panel and said, "It's hard to make out from
all the noise, but they look like shuttles."

The colonel pressed the button on his
receiver and said, "MARDET, prepare for boarders."

"Sir," the DRADIS officer said, "the shuttles
are being launched from the ship entering the atmosphere. They seem
to be heading toward the surface."

"Go ahead and deploy the MARDET. Try to get a
signal to CapCom, just in case they aren't seeing this." He pointed
at the comms officer and said, "Get me Jaws." The ship shook
again.

After a moment, the ensign said, "Stand by
for actual," and she nodded at Nash.

He picked up the handset and said, "Jaws,
take Primus squadron and enter the atmo. Target the Cylon shuttles
approaching the surface."

The interference broke up her reply, but the
speakers squeaked, "Yes sir."

Duram stepped away from the tactical table
and said, "Commander, if there are Cylons attempting to land on
Caprica, I would like to be there with my Legionnaires to greet
them."

Nash nodded and gave a quick salute, "Good
hunting, colonel."

"Thank you, sir." Jordan walked to the
communications station and said, "Lieutenant, all Legionnaires are
to report to the starboard pod."

She nodded and said, "Yes, sir."

The colonel walked out of CIC and Rosi was
next to him. They said nothing as they wound through crowded
corridors and brushed against armed Marines. They took a rail
carriage from the center of the command section to midships where
they disembarked and jogged through a wide cargo causeway to the
starboard flight pod. They came to a stop in the crush of
Legionnaires who were suiting up as quickly as they could in the
loading area.

"Attention!" the major announced. The two
hundred elite soldiers snapped straight.

Duram walked to the bulkhead by the hatches
and said, "Cylon shuttles are heading for Caprica's surface. We
have one job, and that's to make sure these toasters don't get to
enjoy the sights. May the gods have mercy on the Cylons, …

The Legionnaires answered in booming unison,
"Because we sure won't!"

"So say we all!"

"So say we all!"

The colonel clapped his hands and said,
"Legionnaires, to your shuttles! Berths six through nine!" The
soldiers gathered their equipment and scrambled to the hatches.
Jordan stepped toward Andy and said, "I've got shuttle one. You
command two."

The major nodded and said, "See you
planetside."

"See you there." Duram noticed Rosi was
smiling for the first time in months. On board his shuttle, he took
his gear to the front of the craft, right behind the two pilot
stations. "Take off when you're ready." Jordan removed his uniform
jacket and slid into his tactical vest.

"Aye, sir. This is gonna be a rough
ride."

The colonel scanned the faces of the soldiers
strapped into the dozens of seats behind him. "I know."

"Galactica LSO," the pilot said into
his headset, "Legionnaires combat shuttles request departure.
Starboard flight deck."

A moment later, the speaker answered with an
abrupt, "Granted."

"Moorings cleared," the co-pilot announced.
"Maneuvering." The shuttle tilted and pulled away from the internal
bulkhead of the pod and into the main flight path of the deck. The
other three combat shuttles lined up behind them.

Outside the shuttle's windows ahead, they
could see a small triangular patch of space beyond the confines of
the flight pod. In that small space, they watched the trails of
many missiles go by. The flash of Galactica's flak barrier.
A Cylon Raider followed closely by a pair of Vipers.

The pilot sighed and said, "Here we go."

He pushed the throttle forward and the last
hundred meters of the flight deck swept by. When the shuttle
emerged, it was engulfed in a light show from the flak and buffeted
by shockwaves. Duram squinted to see beyond the exploding shells
but he couldn't. Then, the pilot pushed the stick forward and the
shuttle dove underneath Galactica. There, they saw a hole in
the explosive barrier and the four shuttles went through it. When
the craft banked back toward the planet, they could see the scope
of the battle around them.

Two Cylon baseships were ten kilometers away
and tendrils of smoke from many missiles stretched from both and
toward every ship in the battle group. The flak barriers of the
Colonial vessels provided dazzling lights that drew the eye, but
once the colonel was accustomed to the large flashes, he noticed
the smaller ones. Hundreds of dogfights were taking place as Vipers
and Raiders fought in what little free space existed between the
Colonial vessels and the Cylon intruders. Missiles from the
cruisers were being destroyed by a wing of Cylon Raiders in the
distance, but the batteries of Galactica penetrated the
defenses and were beginning to chew into the leading edge of the
top flattened disk of the nearest baseship. At the edge of their
view, they saw the flash of an Artemis-class battlestar as
it appeared and immediately launched its Vipers. A missile streaked
across the windows and into a Defender-class escort to the
shuttle's right. The smaller vessel was already damaged, but now it
exploded and threw debris into the flight path.

"My gods," Duram said and the shuttle banked
hard.

"Full ahead to Caprica," the pilot said. He
kept his hand on the throttle and it was pressed all the way
forward.

They passed just over the flak shield of a
Colonial destroyer and saw a Cylon missile stopped by it. On the
other side, a squadron of Vipers swept over them and engaged a
large group of Raiders attempting to make a flanking run on the
group.

"Can we get a fighter escort?" the co-pilot
asked.

"They're busy." The shuttle rocked again.
"Besides, that would probably draw more attention to us."

"Right."

"If it'll make you feel better, you can arm
the auto-turret."

"Yeah?" The co-pilot flipped the switch and a
small machine gun emplacement on the roof of the shuttle began to
scan for targets in range without a Colonial transponder.

The planet grew larger ahead. There was a
sudden flash and their view filled with a massive ship.

"Frak!" The pilots both pushed their sticks
forward and the shuttle plunged underneath the new obstacle and
rolled. When they steadied, they watched the giant
Jupiter-class battlestar drive toward the Cylons.

"Damn," the co-pilot muttered.

Duram looked at the large, red and silver
Colonial seal on the dorsal spine of the ship. "It's the
Acropolis." Soon their windows filled with the sight of
forty Vipers being launched almost simultaneously from its port
flight pod. As the Acropolis' flak cannon began to fire
behind them, the shuttles turned toward their original target and
followed the third baseship toward Caprica.

Its dark circles continued to descend. Jordan
saw small, black dots near it, but he couldn't discern what they
were. The shuttle began to shake as they moved deeper into the
thermosphere and the baseship seemed to fill the left side of their
windows.

"Try to keep our distance from that," the
colonel said.

They leaned forward and watched the Cylon as
they came alongside it. They saw the glowing edge of its lower
hull; friction from its rapid entry into Caprica's atmosphere.

"Entering the mesosphere," the pilot
said.

The buffeting increased and they finally
could make out the other vessels that were below them. It was a
long stream of smaller craft moving farther into the atmosphere,
with Cylon shuttles at the center, protected by squadrons of
Raiders. Vipers swarmed around a wispy noctilucent cloud and
engaged the oval-shaped Raiders, trying to draw them away. A few
Vipers that had stayed back finally swept in and fired missiles at
one shuttle. It exploded and drew the attention of more
Raiders.

"Stratosphere."

Flashes of light danced along the edges of
their windows. The heat of the hull increased and an alarm sounded.
The co-pilot pressed a button and the sound went away. They blew
through a bank of nacreous clouds and saw a group of three
Raiders.

The pilot pulled the shuttle to the port as
alarms blared. The thrumming of the auto-turret could be heard and
then the vessel was rocked by a shockwave. He looked at his screen
and said, "We lost shuttle three."

The colonel closed his eyes and sat down
behind the pilots. He again looked at the faces of his soldiers and
saw their steely gazes. They were ready. They were firm. Lords
of Kobol, hear my prayer. Safeguard my soldiers so we can dispatch
these enemies from our home.

"Troposphere."

The co-pilot looked at his screen and said,
"Colonel, we're approaching Caprica City."

He continued to be rattled in his seat.
Without looking forward, he asked, "Any idea of how many Cylons
have landed?"

"Negative," the pilot answered. "There's word
of shuttles on the ground, but no numbers." The ship turned and
rocked again through another cloud bank. "Here's CapCom." He
flipped a switch and the cabin speakers engaged.

"… in Hegemone Gardens, moving into downtown
and toward the government district."

"Put us down on Twelfth Avenue, near City
Hall," Duram ordered.

"Yes sir."

The shuttle banked again and shadows fell
over the cabin. Jordan turned and saw tall buildings passing over
the windows as the craft approached the ground. They felt the first
tentative touch of the landing legs on the asphalt, and once the
pilot committed, the shuttle bounded toward the ground and
settled.

"Legionnaires, up!" Duram stood and finished
collecting his tactical gear. "LandRam crew, prep for roll out." He
turned to the pilots and said, "Open the LandRam bay and the egress
hatches."

"Sir."

In the relative quiet that followed, they
heard some sort of distant noise beyond the hull of the shuttle.
Many of the soldiers looked toward the ceiling and the colonel
said, "Move out." The hatches opened and the sound became clearer.
Attack sirens. They had been installed by Caprica City months ago
but this was their first real use. Haunting, like a protracted
scream from a wounded animal, the tone was a slow build in pitch
and then an equally slow descent. The soldiers filed out of the
shuttle and descended the retractable stairs to the tarmac. Jordan
climbed down and immediately walked around the perimeter of the
craft.

Traffic was stopped behind the three shuttles
and a police officer was now trying to wave fleeing cars onto a
side street. People fled office and government buildings and ran
toward subway stations and shelters. A group of Vipers streaked
overhead, close to the building tops, and the sound roared
throughout the city streets. He noted the anti-aircraft
emplacements on the tops of several buildings nearby.

As the distant pops of sonic booms echoed
toward them, nearly one hundred fifty Legionnaires gathered in
ranks on the wide street. "Comms?" A specialist stepped out of the
line and saluted. "With me. What's the latest?"

"CapCom is sending Army units to our position
and deploying armor throughout the city."

The colonel looked south and said, "Hegemone
Gardens is that way. Two clicks."

The engines of the LandRams started and
exited the shuttles. The three armored personnel carriers drove
over the shrubbery of the avenue's median and took up positions
facing the south. The two cannon on top of each vehicle slowly
raised; one faced forward and the other aft.

Duram looked to his right at City Hall. His
eyes fell over the green spaces and statues there. He remembered …
Frak, it's been more than two years already? The
Legionnaires halting the last Cylon uprising in downtown Caprica
City. Zoe Graystone running through gunfire and over grenades to
save Andy Rosi. He turned and looked at the major. Stone-faced but
eager. He knew the man was happy to have combat to fill his
time.

Another group of Vipers whipped overhead and
civilians running along the sidewalks screamed in fear. Then the
weapon emplacements on nearby roofs began to fire.

Clusters of four-barreled, forty-millimeter
QF AA cannon swiveled and blasted the sky. Two barrels fired and
recoiled, allowing the other pair to fire and recoil in turn, and
so on. THUM-THUM-THUM-THUM-THUM-THUM. The bursts lasted several
seconds and the echoes decayed in the newly quiet streets. Soldiers
and civilians alike watched the mostly clear sky in the open space
above the government district, waiting for some sign of the
enemy.

They heard a high-pitched metallic whine. It
got louder and nearer and its hypnotic dissonance was broken by the
reactivation of the cannon. A Cylon Raider screamed over them. It
appeared as a dark oval from the ground and it trailed black smoke.
Another Raider cleared the top of a building and it was spiraling
out of control. It continued to turn and turn and banked to the
west, crashing into an alley and the side of a pair of restaurants.
Hundreds of people cried out and ran and the swarm of evacuees
continued.

Duram checked his earpiece and said,
"LandRams, take point and head south on Main. All Legionnaires,
march positions."

The auditory ramping up of the alert sirens
began again and seemed to merge with the whine of a new group of
Raiders. The QF AA fired. Black puffs of flak broke apart in the
blue sky in the path of five enemy craft. They were immediately
followed by the sleek arrow-shapes of Vipers and the red tracers of
their weapons fire. Many among the soldiers cheered at the sight
and they fell in behind the armored carriers.

The sky was clear again and the rooftop
cannons were still. They could hear the distant engines of the
combatants and the dull puttering of their wing guns. The red and
purple rounds occasionally dotted the sky, and then one spray of
red strafed the upper few floors of a Colonial government building,
shattering glass and sending large shards to the street and
sidewalks far below. Dozens of fleeing people screamed and pressed
against the walls of the building. Several lay on the ground,
bleeding.

The colonel sighed and said, "Medics, do what
you can. Quickly. Don't linger." Several soldiers left the
Legionnaires and crouched by the wounded among the shining
glass.

The sirens began a new upward slope and with
it came distant gunfire and explosions. "Colonel," the comms
specialist said, "the Army reports they've engaged the enemy at the
intersection with Sixteenth Avenue."

"OK, everyone. Double time." The LandRams
picked up speed and the Legionnaires started to jog.

Duram stepped out of the group of soldiers so
he could look south with an unobstructed view. Main Street was
rising to a crest and he knew that Sixteenth was on the other side.
The weapons fire increased. Small arms, rifles, small explosions,
and then something larger. The Army said they were deploying
armored units. That must be it.

The QF AA on the rooftops above them fired
again. They looked up at the narrow band of sky and saw a quick
glimpse of four Raiders fly overhead with three Vipers in
pursuit.

"Mortar teams and grenadiers, stand by," the
colonel said. He ran ahead and jumped onto the rear bumper and
ladder of the center LandRam. He climbed to the top and nodded at
the corporal manning the rear-facing cannon. Then, as the vehicles
reached the crest of Main Street looking down toward Sixteenth, he
craned his neck and saw the source of the sounds of war.

Hundreds of distant chrome figures ran among
abandoned cars on Main Street. Some leapt onto the hoods and roofs
of vehicles and fired north. On Sixteenth Avenue, Caprican Army
soldiers used other abandoned vehicles for cover and returned fire.
Some of the Centurions launched shoulder-mounted missiles at the
humans; a red sedan was knocked into the air and landed on three
soldiers. A louder bang came from two blocks farther south. Six
large metallic wedges were driving north on Main. They had treads
and a pair of machine guns on either side with a large-caliber
cannon at the center. When it fired, the vehicle rocked back and
the shell landed in the midst of cars and soldiers, sending several
people flying.

The colonel spoke quickly, "LandRams, take up
a barricade formation just south of Fifteenth. Roof cannon, fire on
those Cylon GunRams."

The armored carrier sped up again, causing
Duram to nearly fall. He maintained his grip and the three LandRams
descended the crest of Main and then wheeled toward the east,
presenting their right sides to the enemy. This also allowed both
of the thirty-five-millimeter roof cannons on each LandRam to
swivel toward the south and fire on the Cylons without obstruction.
They braked hard and provided cover for the Legionnaires marching
up behind them. The city's sirens began another swell.

Jordan jumped off the vehicle as the roof
guns fired. Two massive rounds left the barrels each second and
slammed into the machine tanks. Plumes of dust and shrapnel erupted
from them and sprayed into nearby Centurions. The vehicles stopped
and turned to target the LandRams when a well-placed round struck a
viewport on one wedge. Its guns went still. The other five,
however, began to fire on the Legionnaires.

"Cover!"

The armored sides of the LandRams were not
sufficient to repel the rounds launched by the Cylons. The vehicles
wobbled and one roof emplacement was destroyed and its occupant
seemed to vanish in a cloud. Mortar teams ran back ten meters from
the cover and set up their equipment.

"Move forward!" Duram backed away from the
LandRam he was using when a Cylon shell caused the rear hatch to
explode open. He ran toward Sixteenth Avenue and into the side of a
delivery truck next to a group of cowering Caprican soldiers. He
looked back and saw the central LandRam burst apart, but he was
proud to see that the cannon units on the other two were still
firing.

"Colonel," a soldier said, "I'm happy to see
you."

He nodded at the sergeant dressed in gray
camouflage and said, "Where's the armor?"

"Coming, sir."

Duram looked west on Sixteenth and saw a
squat, armored vehicle with a large cannon driving on top of
abandoned cars to get to the open space at this intersection. The
column, however many there were, was still fifty meters away from
being able to fire.

"We have to hold this ground until they're
here," Duram said. "On my mark, we press forward, concentrating
fire on the Centurions." The sergeant nodded and he heard Major
Rosi acknowledge him in his earpiece, too. "Grenadiers, mortar
teams, shoulder rockets, … whatever we've got, pour it on those
vehicles."

"Yes, sir."

He looked back at the LandRams and saw the
final one crumple under enemy attack. "Three, two, one, go!"

The Legionnaires and Caprican Army emerged
from behind the cars and ran into the open. They remained low, but
they fired at every scanning red eye and piece of shining silver
armor they saw. The colonel raised his twenty-millimeter rifle and
fired three quick shots at a Centurion, which fell backward and to
the asphalt, deactivated. Mortar shells landed on the street ahead,
breaking a few Cylons apart. A pair of shoulder rockets were
launched and struck the side of one of the large Cylon wedges.

Duram leaned against the passenger side of a
compact car and a sergeant in front of him dropped in a rapid blast
of machine gun fire. He watched the blood begin to pool around him
and when he looked up, he spotted a gold-armored Centurion twenty
meters away, directing Cylons around it. He squinted and wondered
if it was a play of the day's light, but he realized it was real.
He smirked and took aim again. He fired twice with both rounds
striking the commander in the head. Jordan was about to signal his
men to keep an eye open for other gold Cylons when he felt the
rumble of GunRams behind him. And then they started to fire.

Three gray-and-black camouflaged tanks drove
into the wall of abandoned cars on Sixteenth and fired at the Cylon
vehicles. One-hundred-millimeter shells launched two blocks south
and slammed into the armor of the wedges. One was knocked to the
side and smoldering in the first barrage. As four more Caprican
GunRams emerged into the open intersection, the first three fired
again and damaged another Cylon vehicle.

Duram stood and waved south, "Push ahead!"
When he stood and could finally see behind the machines' metallic
vehicles, he saw many more Centurions running north. "Frak."

Legionnaires and Army poured around him and
fired on the Cylons. Some of the robots began to leave the confines
of Main Street and run toward the offices and businesses nearby.
The humans didn't give up their pursuit and they threw grenades
into the empty restaurants and stores. With those units dispatched
and the Caprican GunRams having defeated the six Cylon vehicles,
some of the soldiers began to cheer. But then the fresh Centurions
emerged from around the debris of their comrades and ran into the
open, firing as they moved. The Colonials took cover again among
the cars in the street and several fell to the tarmac,
bleeding.

Suddenly, streams of red lights tore from the
sky and into the crowd of silver machines. Armor-piercing rounds
rent Cylons, cars, and asphalt open. Dozens of units spasmed and
fell aside as three Vipers roared overhead, moving south along Main
Street and continuing to fire at as-yet-unseen targets. Once the
air support passed, the soldiers moved ahead and continued to shoot
at the enemy.

"Comms, on me." The communications specialist
ran up to the colonel and Duram immediately said, "Notify CapCom of
our position and that we're pressing south toward Hegemone
Gardens."

"Sir." He stepped back and began to relay the
information.

The company of fifteen tanks began to roll
south on Main Street. The colonel looked behind and signaled,
"Legionnaires, clear a path for the armor. Clear out of the
street." Now fully in the open, the group organized itself quickly
and rolled onto the avenue in five rows of three vehicles. The
treads tore up the median and flattened every vehicle in their
paths. The soldiers stood on the sidewalks and watched them go,
wincing at the unbearable noise of the machinery. The machine guns
and cannon on the front row began to fire and Major Rosi ran to
Jordan's side.

"Should we fall in behind the armor,
sir?"

He glanced at the rear of the tanks and saw
the companies of Caprican soldiers doing just that. "Alongside,
major. Legionnaires, we're accompanying these GunRams."

Duram and Rosi walked slowly toward their men
as they filed in with the Army. After a few moments, from the hazy
blue sky above and ahead, missiles streamed toward Caprica
City.

"Legionnaires, take cover!"

They were at the intersection with Eighteenth
Street and in the open. Missiles impacted a few kilometers away and
the sound slowly reverberated toward them. The unseen Cylons high
in the sky fired again and again. While the GunRams continued
south, the soldiers ran toward a movie theater and the sound of the
missiles' approach was now audible and the explosions were louder.
The next volley of missiles streamed over Duram's head and he
stopped running, turned, and watched them impact a government
building near City Hall. A QF AA emplacement on one rooftop kept
firing until the end, trying to stop the projectiles, but failed. A
large building at Sixteenth Street exploded into glass and brick. A
taller structure behind it began to list afterward. Smoke and fire
filled the city grid around them and the colonel looked into the
bright sky to see some hint of the enemy. Then bullets ricocheted
around him.

"Legionnaires!" Jordan leaned against a truck
and shot at the Centurion who just jumped over the hood of a car.
Rosi dropped to one knee and finished it off. The soldiers ran out
from the safety of the theater and other nearby buildings and
reengaged the Cylons that had somehow made it past the Caprican
armor. The groups pushed forward to the next intersection and saw
that the tanks were blocked in by a building felled by the
baseship's missiles. Centurions poured in around the destruction
and lobbed grenades and explosives at the vehicles. One blasted
apart as Duram said, "Covering fire on our GunRams!"

There weren't as many abandoned cars for
cover on this part of Main Street and the soldiers were easy
targets for the Cylons. Several were hit and collapsed to the
asphalt. More than twenty Centurions were now standing on top of
the building's debris and shooting into the swarm of Army and
Legionnaires. We're trapped. "Fall back!" As the soldiers
sought cover where they could find it or returned to the previous
intersection, the colonel yelled, "Comms!" The specialist ran
toward him and he said, "Signal Caprican Army units, preferably
armored. We need them at Main and Nineteenth pushing south, and
Main and Twentieth pushing north."

"Yes sir. And what do we do about that?" the
comms specialist said.

Duram turned. Through the blue haze he
watched a gigantic shape appear, hovering in the sky and moving
closer. He couldn't tell how big it really was or how far away it
was. The image was so mind boggling, he shook his head and said,
"That's the Fleet's problem."

As he finished speaking, he saw a Centurion
standing in the distance and a puff of smoke emerge from its
shoulder-mounted rocket. He grabbed the specialist and threw him to
the ground. The rocket struck the side of a car and the blast
knocked Jordan back and away.

He didn't feel pain. He felt dizzy. The
colonel blinked and tried to focus on the world around him. He saw
the side of a building to his left. Blue sky with a large shadow
forming in the middle of it. Then, there was a noise. A vibration
in his chest and belly. It seemed to merge with the air raid sirens
and then he realized it was the sound of the Cylon baseship.
Another shape entered his vision. It had a mouth and was
speaking.

"Colonel!" The comms specialist said into his
device, "Major Rosi! The colonel is down!"

"What?" Duram looked around and then down at
his stomach. His tactical vest had been shredded and blood filled
the right side of his abdomen. He tried to sit up but found that he
couldn't. He scrambled back with his left hand and leaned his head
against the base of a streetlamp. He blinked again and looked
forward. The Legionnaires were standing their ground and fighting
well. The Centurions on the building debris were being destroyed.
He nodded.

"Sir?" Andy knelt by him and said, "Medic!
Medic!"

Jordan wanted to say he was fine but he
couldn't move his mouth. His head slipped back and he found himself
staring up, trying to focus on the newest Cylon vessel. He couldn't
and he could only see the darkness growing in the sky. The rumbling
of the ground through his bones became louder, stronger.

His eyes turned right toward Major Rosi, who
was pouring sulfa powder on his abdomen. He then raised a morpha
ampule and said something, but Duram didn't hear him. He wanted to
say, "Don't worry about it," but the words never left his mouth,
and the colonel died.
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CII

MONCLAIR

Day 1,509 of the Cylon War

 


The transport settled down in the old parking
lot and disgorged its passengers. More than one hundred Colonial
Marines wandered across the cracked tarmac and looked at the
buildings that surrounded them. Two large, central towers. Multiple
buildings with concrete foundations and metal roofs. Two newer,
more angular towers on the far edge of the complex. Equipment and
communications spires atop brick structures. And beyond the parking
lot, a field of dry brown grass filled with tents.

Jean Monclair moved with the others toward a
Colonial lieutenant standing on the side of a vehicle. "Welcome to
the First Marine Expeditionary Force. The Warriors." She then began
reading a clipboard and rattling off a series of names and
designations. Finally, she said, "Monclair, Gene?"

Jean didn't bother to correct her. "Yes
sir."

"Camp Constellation. Row six, tent
eleven."

Monclair walked left toward the endless
series of temporary structures. A wooden sign had been erected with
arrows pointing straight up into the sky toward Caprica, Gemenon,
and Picon. Signs aligned more horizontally directed soldiers toward
Minos in the west, Hypatia to the north, and, more helpfully, the
various tent camps meters away. His eyes followed the arrow toward
Camp Constellation and he adjusted the strap of the bag on his
shoulder and trudged away.

A while later, he found row six, tent eleven,
and parted the flap. He ducked his head inside and saw three people
on their bunks. "Hello?" Two of the three sat up. The third was a
large man and he kept looking though his magazine. Jean noted that
it was pornography.

"Corporal." The woman scanned him from head
to toe and he noticed the sergeant stripes printed on her uniform
shirt. "Where you from?"

Monclair dropped his bundle and carefully
placed his rifle against the side of a table. "Originally?
Leonis."

"Frak!" The smaller man shook his head and
reached into his pocket, retrieving a few bills. The woman added
them to her own and then handed the whole batch to the large man
lying in his bunk. Without looking at the others, he reached back
and took the money before cramming it into his shirt pocket.

Jean watched this with raised eyebrows and
asked, "What was that?"

The smaller man said, "We put five cubits
each on where Jenny's replacement would come from. I had
Alpha."

"I chose Delta," the woman said.

Monclair looked at the big man, who obviously
had picked Beta. "No one chose Gamma?"

"Ha. That's a losing bet," she said.

"Look at the odds," the small man
interjected. "Libran. Barely a million people. That's it.
Sagittaron. They're pacifists. Not so many joining up. Scorpia?" He
wobbled his head and said, "They're joining but that's still just
three hundred million people compared to four billion of
recruitment age in Delta, four in Beta, and almost seven in Alpha."
He knelt by Monclair's bundle and began to unfasten it. Tired, the
corporal didn't interrupt and the man read the name scrawled on the
label. "Gene?"

"Jean," he corrected with an accent.

"Right. Leonis. You've got the bunk above Big
Gem."

Monclair looked at the large man again. He
was still staring at the magazine titled Priapic. "Short for
James, I presume?"

"Gemenon," the small man said. "I'm Louie
Garnere. Tauron."

The sergeant sat on the edge of her bed and
said, "Ceto Leslie."

"Picon?" Jean asked.

She raised a single finger, "I was born on
Caprica but my parents are from Picon. Watch out, Louie. We've got
another smart one."

"I ain't worried." He retreated to his
bunk.

Monclair began putting his items in the empty
wooden chest by the foot of the bed. When he closed it again, he
saw the name "JENNY" printed in black marker on the top. "What
happened to Jenny?"

"Hit by enemy mortars. Last month," Louie
said.

"Frakkin' toasters," Big Gem said. Hearing
his deep voice, Jean's head whipped toward him.

"Last month?" Monclair unbuttoned his duty
jacket and climbed up the ladder to his bed. "And the replacement
is here only now?"

"You're the first replacement we've seen in
months, John." Ceto was writing something in a book. She didn't
look up. "The blockade was just broken a week ago, so the supplies
and replacements have only just started."

While he spread out to get a feel for the
mattress, Monclair asked, "New food?"

"Not yet," Leslie said. "You like movies,
Leonis?"

"Sure."

"I hope we get some new ones." She closed her
book and slid the pencil into the binding. "I'm tired of Scylla
vs. King Hydra."

"I like Gemenese monster movies," Garnere
said, "but I'm still waiting for the CSO to drop in." Big Gem
chuckled and the little private continued, "Waitin' for Baxter
Sarno to bring some of those honeys by!"

Monclair glanced away from the ceiling of the
tent and asked, "Do you really think the CSO will come here?"

"Not while we're still in the middle of
action," the sergeant said.

"Welcome to the Siege of Tauron, Johnny."
Louie smiled and said, "It's been a laugh so far."

Later that evening, the four of them sat at
one of the long benches in the mess tent nearby along with hundreds
of their fellow Marines. They were digging into their warm meal of
eggs, ham, and oatmeal. Monclair didn't want to let on that he had
eaten the same thing aboard his ship before he disembarked several
hours ago. He said nothing and ate along with the others. They,
however, relished every bite.

"Damn," Louie said. "I hate eggs. But they're
hot. So they're good."

Ceto chuckled and then tore a large bite from
the slab of ham on her fork. After she chewed and swallowed most of
it, she asked, "Where were you stationed last, John?"

He sipped his coffee and said, "I was on the
Battlestar Antiope at …"

"Antiope isn't a battlestar," Louie
interrupted.

With a full mouth, Ceto said, "They changed
it."

Jean said, "Yes. The admiralty needed more
carriers to be the centers of strike groups. They can't make the
Jupiter and Artemis classes any faster, so all
carriers, even the little ones, are battlestars now."

Louie shook his head. "Whatever."

Monclair saw that Big Gem was finished with
his plate already. "I was stationed on the Antiope and we
had a few engagements in and around Delta for the first few
months." He slid his mostly full plate of eggs and ham across to
Gem. The large man looked up with surprise and smiled. As he dug
in, Jean continued, "We fought Cylon boarders on some cruisers and
transport ships. Stopped an attempt to destroy a mining platform in
the Aeolus Belt. Then our group was moved to Asteria."

Garnere looked up from his food for the first
time. "Out of the Four Systems? No shit."

Jean nodded. "It was different, knowing we
were so far away. I was stationed on Medra, a listening post. We
conducted a few raids on Cylon mining operations on a planet there.
Then I was transferred here to the First."

"How long you been in?"

"Almost two years." Ceto nodded. "How about
you? Have you three always been together?"

"Well, Gem and me have been together since
Delphi two years ago." Louie spun his fork in his fingers. "Yeah.
Two years."

"I joined them last year before we got sent
to Picon." The sergeant scooped another pile of eggs onto her fork
and added, "Hunting toasters in the forests and oceans was no
fun."

Louie spoke with a full mouth, "The only
thing less fun than being starved out in the desert."

Monclair looked around at their faces and
then he glanced beyond everyone's head and toward the setting sun.
The sky was bright blue with bands of red, which seemed to blend
into the red soil of the Great Tauran Plain at the horizon. "This
is a desert?"

"Eh." Louie shrugged.

"There's been a drought." Ceto swallowed and
picked up her coffee. "It's been a long two months."

Jean nodded and saw that Gem finished up the
meal he had just been gifted. After he dropped the metal fork onto
the metal plate, he rested his elbows on the table and scanned the
tent. The Leonan asked, "Why are we here?"

Louie said, "Your guess is as good as
ours."

"Lots of rumors," Ceto said into her coffee
cup. "This whole place, the buildings," she jerked her head to the
right and Monclair looked at the large structures nearby, "they
used to be part of a storage and shipping facility owned by the
Vergis Corporation."

"Some people say Graystone owns them now,"
the Tauran added.

"The most common theory is that there's some
kind of superweapon being worked on inside." She put her cup down
and said, "Now, I've been inside. A few battalion HQs are based
inside of them. They're just big-ass warehouses and office
buildings."

"They might have basements," Louie
mumbled.

"You keep saying that but no one's seen
one."

"What about the towers?"

"Wait," Jean raised his hand and said, "you
haven't been told why we're here?"

The other three started laughing. He looked
at Big Gem as his deep voice chuckled and Ceto asked, "Are you sure
that you're with the Colonial Marines?"

"Yeah. Since when do they tell us
anything?"

Monclair shrugged and picked up his metal
coffee cup. "And the Cylons keep attacking? Here? Only here?"

"Yeah." Garnere shook his head. "Superweapon,
I'm telling you."

"Alright, Johnny," Ceto said. She had her
book on the table, but it was closed and the pencil she typically
used wasn't in sight. "What's your theory?"

"Given the limited data we have right now?"
She nodded. Monclair sighed and looked around. "We're near the
small town of Zama on the southern edge of the Great Tauron Plain
near the Balius Hills." Louie nodded. "No strategic value in Zama.
And yet," he looked around the tent, "there is one full Marine
division here with its GunRam battalion."

Louie grunted and swallowed his food quickly,
"Don't forget about the Taurons and Caps."

"What?"

Ceto answered, "Both the Tauran and Caprican
Armies have units here, too. You'll see their flags around
camp."

Jean looked toward the large buildings again
and said, "I'm beginning to think there is merit to Louie's
superweapon theory."

"Yes!" He slapped the table and said, "Thank
you!"

Ceto sighed and appeared wearied, "You can't
be serious."

The Leonan smiled. "What else makes sense? So
much military might at one insignificant, eh, seemingly
insignificant place? The enemy keeps attacking? Why? And no orbital
bombardment? They send only Centurions? I think they fear damaging
or destroying the prize."

"This is what I said!" Louie pointed at Jean
again before clapping him on the side of the arm. "That's what I
said!"

Ceto glared at him and Monclair added, "My
friends, we might be here at the beginning of the end of the war."
He then winked at her.

"Oh, man," Louie said. "That's beautiful. I
didn't even think of that."

The sergeant smiled and emptied her coffee.
"I still think it's a stupid theory."

"But?" Garnere grinned.

"I don't have a better idea."

"Ha!"

Monclair faced Gem and asked, "What about
you? What's your theory?"

His eyebrows raised and then someone yelled
from elsewhere in the tent. "Eyes on me, Marines!"

They all turned and Jean was barely able to
make out the officer's diamonds on his collar. "Who is this?"

Ceto whispered, "Company commander. Captain
Antrim."

"I hope you've enjoyed our latest resupply."
Most of the Marines cheered and raised their metal coffee cups in
salute. "Good. You've earned it. It also may be the last one for a
while." Many of the heads in the tent lowered and Antrim continued,
"Cylon forces numbering in the thousands have mustered in the
foothills and they're headed this way. It's expected that they'll
be here by dawn. We're still lacking air support, so it'll be up to
us to hold this position."

"Mes dieux," Monclair said.

"Also, Fleet Command doesn't expect this to
be the end of it." The captain scratched his head and said, "We can
expect the orbital blockade to resume as soon as the toasters
gather enough ships to come at our battlestars."

"If we've got battlestars up there," Louie
muttered, "why can't they spare some Vipers or Raptors for us?"
Jean shrugged.

"That's when they're likely to refresh the
Cylon numbers on the ground." There were loud groans from many in
the tent and Antrim raised his head. "I know it's been a hard two
months and I'm sorry it won't get any better soon. But we're the
Warriors. We have our job and we will do it. So say we all."

Despite the previous mood of these men and
women, the tent resounded with a loud, "So say we all!"

"Eat up and get some sleep. Your platoon
leaders will hand out orders before sack time." The captain and his
entourage turned and left.

"There are times when I wish I was an
officer," Garnere said. "Like now. Just so I could know what the
frak was going on."

Ceto gathered her plate and utensils. "I
doubt they know any more than we do."

One hour before dawn, the four of them were
with their platoon on the western side of one of the large
warehouse buildings, crouched along the top of the roof. Their
rifles were trained toward the southwest at the edge of a thick
fern forest nearly two kilometers distant. The Balius Hills lay
beyond.

After staring through his rifle's scope for
several long minutes, Jean withdrew and blinked exaggeratedly. He
rubbed his orbit and returned to look through the lens.

"You lose."

Monclair kept his position but he glanced to
his left at Ceto. "What?"

"You broke watch first. You lose."

Jean shook his head. "You have so many
games."

Louie laughed, "What can we say? We get bored
easily."

"Well, since I lost, what do I have to
do?"

Ceto looked away from her rifle and toward
the big man on the other side of the Leonan. "Gem? It's your turn,
right?"

He grunted. "Smokes."

Louie nodded. "Yeah. Give us your
cigarettes."

Monclair shrugged. "I don't smoke."

All three of them broke their gaze from the
forest and looked at the corporal. Ceto spoke first, "You don't
smoke?"

"No."

"So," seemingly confused, Louie tried to
construct his question in his head, "all of the cigarettes you get
in your ration packs …"

"I give them away."

"What?" The Tauran shook his head. "You don't
save them up? They're as good as money!"

Jean looked through the scope. "I know. I
give them away soon after I get them."

"Frak."

"But," the Leonan said, "I didn't say I don't
have any at all."

Garnere patted Monclair on the back. "Good
man."

After a few minutes of silence, Ceto asked,
"What did you do on Medra or the Antiope to pass the
time?"

Without breaking watch again, Jean said, "On
the Antiope, we just played cards. Triad mostly."

"Boring," Louie said.

"Medra was a jungle planet, though. And the
insects were enormous. So there were contests. We called it 'trophy
hunting.'" He smiled and sat up from the scope. "By sundown,
whoever brought back the largest bug would win the jackpot of candy
or cigarettes or cubits."

Louie squinted in the darkness and glared at
him. "That sounds stupid."

"You haven't been to Medra." Jean shook his
head and said, "The insects were," he held his hands out, twenty
then thirty centimeters apart, "this big, on average."

"Frak," Ceto said.

"Some of them stung." Louie shook his head.
"Or bit." Louie returned his eye to the rifle scope while the
Leonan continued, "There were, eh, dragonflies? Wingspans almost a
meter, with a stinger this long," he spread his fingers apart, "but
they flew high above the jungle floor, usually. Usually. I won a
few times by catching one of those when they landed on a tree
trunk."

"Wait," Ceto interrupted. "'Catching?'"

"Yes. Oh, they had to be alive."

Louie and Ceto groaned and Monclair saw, with
pleasure, that Big Gem shivered.

"What's the word up here?" The group turned
and saw Gunnery Sergeant McCard, cradling his black helmet in the
crook of his elbow.

"Quiet, gunny," Ceto answered.

"Not so quiet," McCard said. "I heard you
comin' up the stairs."

"Sorry, gunny." Monclair adjusted his sitting
position and added, "It won't happen again."

"See that it don't." He raised up high to
look toward the southwest and the sweat on his bald head caught a
shine of light from the thin crescent of Tauron's moon above.
"Cylons got good microphones."

The four of them nodded and returned their
faces to the scopes of their rifles. Once they heard McCard's steps
go away, Garnere whispered, "The toasters don't need to hear us to
know we're here."

"We've been here for two months," Ceto said.
"They know."

A while later, staring through his
long-distance sight, Jean swept across the front of the forest.
Then, he saw a flash of red. He paused and repositioned the rifle
along the short wall on the roof. He saw another red light. And a
third. Fourth. Sixth. Tenth.

"Here we go," Ceto said.

The comms specialist near them held the
receiver aloft. "Cylons spotted. Cylons spotted."

Mortars began to lob explosives toward the
treeline. As those thumps still reverberated, a whine of machinery
pierced those bass sounds when the long barrels of the GunRams
adjusted their targets in the forest. The rumbling began and the
giant metal tanks rolled away from their positions.

The first mortar shells detonated in the
trees. Splinters and smoke sprayed in all directions and soon the
Colonials could no longer see the red eyes of their enemy. Dozens
of rounds dropped into the forest and the field just outside it.
The explosions continued for several long seconds before the
GunRams joined in with their massive rounds. Huge swaths of the
forest floor were overturned and the thick fern brush was cast
aside. Two kilometers away, what had been peaceful green cover was
now a wall of smoke and debris. The tanks rolled out from the
buildings and into the field toward the targets. The treads threw
up large gouts of dust and dirt.

"This won't last long," Louie said over the
noise.

Don't be so sure, Monclair thought. He
kept his rifle trained on the smoke. As the tanks neared the
halfway point to the forest, he saw the first group of red eyes
emerge from the smoke. They ran across the field in a diagonal
path, faster than he'd ever seen Cylons move. The GunRams stopped
their advance and tried to swing their turrets to bear on the
Centurions, but the machines were too fast. Dark shapes that
flashed occasionally in the moonlight leapt onto the vehicles and
soon, a few of the tanks were covered in them.

"Oh no," the sergeant said.

Jean stared through the scope and watched a
turret hatch open and then a Centurion jumping inside. "This is
bad."

Louie said, "Why did they rush in? Why didn't
they hold back?" The turrets of three GunRams then spun back to
face the Colonial encampment. "We gotta go."

Ceto spoke firmly, "Hold your position."

In their scopes, they watched the puff of
smoke from the barrels billow toward them just before the sound
thudded and the shell of their own tanks struck the parking lots,
the tent city, and the sides of the buildings. A wall on the
warehouse to the left of Jean's position sprayed bricks and dust
into the air on impact. The men stationed on its roof ducked for
cover and Marines on the ground scattered. The mortars stopped
their attack on the forest and reset to strike their commandeered
GunRams. A few of the Colonial tanks reversed and spun their
turrets toward the Cylons' prizes. Once they rolled clear, they
fired at point-blank range. One turret seemed to be knocked off its
track and it slid aside. Another GunRam's armor was pierced and
fire erupted from the various portholes and vents on the vehicle.
The remainder of the tanks continued their retreat and maintained
fire on the few that were lost to the enemy.

While the GunRams backed away, the Centurions
emerged from the dissipating smoke in force. Heavy machine gun
nests stationed along the perimeter of the camp began to fire.
Tracer rounds swept over the field and sparked into the armor of
the attackers. Several went down, but the red eyes kept coming.

Jean lifted his weapon and used the scope to
scout the tall grass. He was looking for the white marker plates
that were placed in the ground to show the limit of their
now-standard sixteen-millimeter rifles' range. He found one in the
haze and saw that the Cylons were still beyond it.

"Stand by, everyone," Ceto said. The mortars
reoriented their fire again and began to pound the center of the
field. New sprays of smoke, soil, and fire erupted. Soon, the grass
itself was ablaze. Within minutes, it would surround the Colonial
positions.

"Frak," Garnere said. "Why can't we shoot? I
won't hit the toaster I'm aiming at, but I'll hit another one."

"Hold it." The sergeant moved her weapon
toward the white marker plate. "They're almost there."

Montclair took a deep breath and widened his
right eye against the eyepiece of the scope.

"Almost."

He began to exhale and he saw the first metal
feet run beyond the imaginary line.

"Fire."

Jean squeezed the trigger and the weapon
slammed against his entire body, both with its recoil and its
massive sound. The cushion of the eyepiece did little to soften its
blow on his orbit. Once the recoil subsided, he took aim again and
heard Louie speak.

"That's one for the Tyrant."

Monclair was curious, but squeezed the
trigger again. Before long, his head rang from the constant barrage
of rifles firing near him.

The bullets tore open the Centurions' metal
chests and blasted components up through their armor, causing
wiring and silicon smoke to burst from the seams around their
necks, shoulders, and waists. One lucky shot knocked a damaged
Cylon's head from its shoulders so it dangled by its cables,
causing the unit to collapse to its knees where it remained,
upright, for several long moments until another Cylon knocked into
it.

When the tenth round left his weapon, Jean
pulled it off the wall and ejected the spent magazine. He glanced
at his tentmates and watch them work. He noted the precision of the
sergeant, Ceto, and the quick movements of Big Gem as he aimed,
fired, and aimed again in such rapid succession. Louie's small
frame was rocked by the blast of the weapons more than anyone, but
he fought against the recoil and managed to fire almost once per
second.

By the time he slammed in his fourth
magazine, the bulk of the Cylons were nearing the edge of the camp
and the machine gun emplacements. Ceto screamed over the noise of
the rifles and cannon of the GunRams, "Cover the heavy guns!" She
pointed toward the sandbag barricade on the ground directly beneath
and in front of their position on the roof, some fifty meters away.
All of them repositioned and aimed their barrels down toward the
emplacement. Two men in the traditional reddish-brown camouflage of
the Tauran Army were scrambling to feed ammo into the heavy machine
gun which continued to fire. Two more Taurans were throwing
grenades and sighting the enemy with binoculars.

A Centurion came within five meters of their
position and Monclair fired. His shot entered the abdomen of the
Cylon and caused two metal panels to fly off. The unit collapsed
onto the ground and tried to crawl toward the Taurans. Jean's next
shot blasted the machine's headpiece apart. He raised up and saw
another Centurion running. He brought his aim toward its knees and
by the time his bullet struck the Cylon, it entered its chest,
causing it to stumble and fall.

Monclair opened his eyes and looked toward
the field again. The brush fire was now fully involved and was
radiating outward with some Colonial positions becoming encircled.
Silhouettes of metal men ran in the eerie light and descended upon
a few of the emplacements. Monclair aimed again and saw that the
Cylons had extended their forearm swords. He swung back to face the
emplacement they were guarding. Six Centurions were closing on
them. One of the Taurans threw a grenade just on the other side of
their sandbag wall and they ducked. When it exploded, one Cylon was
destroyed, but two others leapt through the cloud and into the
emplacement.

"Dammit," Ceto said. She lined up and fired
again. Jean aimed and fired. Again. And again. He hit four
Centurions in just a few seconds, but they kept coming.

The emplacements were overrun and now the
machines were swarming into the parking lots of the buildings. The
GunRams spun their turrets and machine guns toward the invaders and
fired repeatedly. Not wanting to be commandeered, the tanks backed
away from the area, but kept shooting.

"Frak," Louie said as he took a pause and
rubbed his right shoulder. "What do we do?" he yelled.

"We keep shooting," Ceto answered.

Now that they were closer yet still in the
open, the entire group of Marines and Army units were able to fire
on them. Grenades were tossed from the rooftops and the ranks of
Marines between the buildings marched forward and fired on them in
salvoes. A wave of Centurions collapsed and then another. Soon, the
companies stationed on the ground were beset by Cylons and Jean saw
more than a few bloodied swords swiping through the air. He kept
firing.

In between bursts from his weapon, he heard
the comms specialist's wireless unit. "Centurions moving to the
north … climbing tower … Cylons are climbing."

After he spent his current magazine, he
ejected it and looked at the spires to the north. There were a few
metal structures there, but in the dim light of the breaking dawn,
Monclair saw several units climbing the tower toward the equipment
at the top. He pulled away from the wall facing the fern forest and
aimed to the north. Through his scope, he saw that one Cylon was
pulling cable from some sort of junction box. He slapped the next
magazine in and took aim. It was nearly half a kilometer away but
he pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the metal of the tower
next to the Centurion and it swung into the lattice of the tower,
hiding behind the crossbeams. Jean shook his head and aimed again.
He saw sparks from the ricochets of many weapons. Finally, someone
struck the Cylon and it fell, bouncing against the internal
structure along the way. He raised the weapon higher and saw about
ten more Cylons at the sensitive equipment at the top. As he
wondered if he should shoot, the sergeant barked at him.

"There's toasters much closer than them and
these have swords!" When he faced Ceto, he saw that she was
essentially firing straight toward the ground.

Monclair returned to the edge of the roof and
looked down. Somehow, in the last thirty seconds, hundreds of
Centurions made it through the Marines stationed beneath them and
were now scrambling up the wall. He aimed and fired. The first
bullet hit the wall and sprayed red brick dust into the Cylons'
faces. He fired again and the shot pierced a machine's shoulder and
ran straight through its torso. It lost its grip and fell, knocking
two other Centurions off with it.

As the Marines on each rooftop fired down
into the mass of metal climbing toward them, Colonial LandRams and
GunRams laden with reinforcements rolled into view and surrounded
the structures. Their turrets turned toward the machines and
Colonials bailed from the vehicles. Then, all at once, the vehicles
and soldiers fired. The noise was a deafening cacophony of the
bullets leaving the weapons, striking the bodies of the Cylons,
striking the steel of the warehouse, striking the brick of the
walls, … then the clanking of the Centurions' collapse onto the
asphalt and each other. In a few minutes, the assault was over.

The four tentmates returned their weapons to
the wall and looked through their scopes at the brush fire which
was close to burning itself out. No moving Cylons. They looked
toward the destroyed tree line and saw nothing. Closer to
themselves, they looked at the edges of the camp and the ravaged
machine gun emplacements. No signs of life, man or machine. At the
sound of a few gunshots, they peered over the side and down at the
mass of Centurions. There they saw a platoon of Marines circling
the Cylons and shooting the ones that were still moving.

Garnere leaned back against a metal vent and
removed a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. After he put one in
his mouth, he looked at the empty pack and kissed the goddess' face
there. "Bye, Persephone." He crumpled it and threw it off the
roof.

Monclair slumped against the side of the
short wall and began to disassemble his rifle. He did a quick
post-action check and cleaning while the others stared at him. He
didn't notice until the end. "What?"

"You take good care of your weapon,
corporal," Ceto said.

"'My rifle is my best friend,'" Jean
quoted.

Louie laughed and puffed on his cigarette.
"Frak." He looked over his shoulder at the sunrise and said, "What
a way to start the day."

"Yes," the Leonan clicked the last piece of
his rifle back in place. "We were lucky."

"Lucky?" The Tauron blew a gob of spit off
the roof and said, "We lost hundreds today. Probably a
thousand."

Monclair nodded. "We were fortunate that they
were out of ammo."

Louie blinked and looked at the sergeant. She
nodded, "Johnny's right. These are the same toasters that've been
harrying us for two months now. They're spent."

"Frak me." Louie took a long drag and shook
his head. "I saw thousands of Centurions comin' at us with those
red eyes in the dark, with their damn swords out … I didn't even
notice they weren't shooting."

Big Gem sat up from his position where he had
been keeping watch on the field and forest. He put his hand on
Louie's shoulder and said with his low, rumbling voice, "It's OK if
you're not smart."

Slowly, the Tauran looked at him and said,
"Frak you." Gem smiled and stood up. As he began to perform a quick
check of his rifle, too, Louie continued, "You … big dumb, mute-ass
…" he shook his head, getting angrier as he searched for words,
"beef-stew smellin', mother frakker." The Gemenese smiled more
broadly and Ceto rolled her eyes.

After holding fast for four more hours, the
company was pulled from their positions and sent to the mess tent
for lunch and then, they hoped an afternoon nap. The group sat
silently at their table as they ate their meals of rice, sausage,
and vegetables. Louie was propped up on both elbows and barely able
to keep his head high enough to meet the fork that he slowly
brought to his mouth.

"Sergeant." Ceto looked up and nearly stood
when she saw Captain Antrim. "No, no. Sit. Eat." He sat on the
bench next to Jean and noticed that the four of them had stopped
eating. He laughed and gestured toward the plates, "Please. Eat."
He reached into the thin fabric of his brown shirt pocket and
removed a piece of metal. It was a piece of chrome with a hole
punched through the center. He placed it on the table and said, "In
the last few minutes of the fight, when the Cylons rushed our
positions on the ground, and we were at one of the forward heavy
gun nests, a Centurion was about to run Major Sommers through with
his sword." He spun the debris around with his finger. "A round hit
the Cylon right in the processor." He tapped the otherwise shiny
plate. "Saved the major's life. He turned and looked over his
shoulder at the warehouse behind him and said, 'Someone's getting a
medal.'" The foursome laughed and he looked at Ceto, "Now, Sergeant
Leslie, your squad was among those on the roof of Warehouse Echo on
that side, right?"

"Yes, sir. Mine and Sergeant Powers."

"Well," Antrim picked up the Cylon armor and
put it back in his pocket, "I'll let you and Shifty fight over who
gets the medal. After today, I think we're all due for some
hardware." They nodded and the captain looked at Monclair. "We
haven't met, have we?"

He hovered his fork and said, "No sir.
Corporal Jean Monclair."

"Leonan?"

"Yes sir."

Antrim thought for a second and said,
"Bienvenue à Tauron."

Jean smiled and answered, "Merci."

Louie crammed a forkful of rice into his
mouth and said, "Johnny's a good shot. That might be his
bullet."

Embarrassed, Monclair looked away from the
captain and Antrim said, "Well, unless we start putting our
initials on every round, we'll probably never know."

"Captain," Jean said, to change the subject,
"what were the Cylons doing on that equipment tower?" The
commanding officer made a smirk, as though he knew something but
shouldn't say. "Did they transmit a signal of some kind?"

Antrim said, "We don't know. Maybe. That's
the worry."

"So, cap," Garnere said leaning forward onto
the table to look past Monclair, "what are we guarding here?"

The young officer's smile seemed to grow,
"What's your theory, Rooster?"

The Tauran winced and said, "I'm saying
superweapon."

Antrim nodded and said, "That's a good one.
One of my favorites. Makes you feel like we can hit back hard.
Right?"

"Frak yeah, sir," Louie said.

"Well, I don't know. I'm afraid I'm as in the
dark as you guys." He stood and patted Jean on the shoulder. "Eat
up and hit the sack. Turn out at twenty local. All of Delta Company
will be on a night rotation for the next few days, OK?"

"Yes, sir." They saluted and he walked
away.

Jean watched him walk a few tables away and
then sit again. "He seems like a nice commander."

"He is," Ceto said. "Nicest I've ever
had."

"He's tough," Big Gem said.

"On Picon," Louie swallowed and continued,
"after our ALCO got tossed by a Cylon octopus, …"

The Leonan's eyes widened and he glanced at
Ceto, who was nodding. "Yeah. It was frakked up."

Garnere continued, "… we watched him go hand
to hand with a Centurion on the beach. It was … something."

"Good." Monclair scooped up the rest of his
vegetables. Before he put them in his mouth, he said,
"Rooster?"

Louie shook his head and dropped his fork
onto the plate. "Nobody calls me that anymore. 'cept the cap."

"So, why?"

"Because I 'crow' all the time, or some such
shit."

Gem said, "I thought it was because you cock
about a lot." Garnere glared at him and the big man smiled, "Or
that you're just a cock."

Jean laughed and Louie said, "Ha, ha."

The sergeant was watching Monclair and she
asked, "For a Leonan, you speak Caprican pretty good."

As he chewed, Jean chuckled and covered his
mouth. "Well," he mumbled, "I was raised and schooled on Leonis.
Got my first degree there, too. But I got my other degrees on
Virgon."

The three of them slowly turned to face him.
"'Other degrees?'" Louie asked. "Like, more than one?"

Monclair knew he had said too much. He
managed to avoid this conversation on Medra but he had blown it
now. "Yes. Three, altogether."

"Three college degrees?" Ceto asked. "In
what?"

"I got my art degree on Leonis and on Virgon,
I got a degree in Imperial literature. And I did my thesis on
Imperial history."

Ceto grinned and leaned forward, "So you're a
doctor?"

With joy, Garnere looked from the sergeant to
the corporal. He beamed and waited for the answer.

Jean sighed and said, "Yes."

"Oh man!" The Tauran slapped the table and
said, "Frak 'Johnny.' I'm callin' you 'Doc' now!"

"Please don't. You'll have everyone thinking
I'm a corpsman."

"Imperial history and literature," Ceto said,
"so you know all about the Empires and the Thousand-Year War?"

"Yes. I studied it from both sides."

Gem nodded slowly while Louie continued to
revel in the news. "So what kind of high-paying job did degrees in
art and literature and history get you?"

Monclair smirked and said, "I worked for a
textbook company. I fact-checked the text and drew illustrations.
Mostly for history books about the Imperial Age, of course." Louie
laughed again and he added, "It paid OK."

The Tauran cleared his throat and asked,
"Enough to pay off your student loans?"

"Well," the Leonan shook his head, "no."
Louie laughed again and Jean said, "That was part of the reason I
joined up."

"What do you want to do?" Ceto asked.

"Paint. I've always wanted to be an artist
but I thought I was missing something."

"What, a fourth degree?" Louie was
racked with laughter again.

"No. My supervisor … I told him what I wanted
to do and I showed him my work. He said it lacked soul. He said … I
had not lived a life to paint about."

The Tauran stopped laughing and the sergeant
asked, softly, "What did you say?"

"I had to agree. I spent my life in school.
Going to classes. That's all I knew. The closest I came to evil was
Professor Sinclair's class on Parliamentary contractions of the
Commonwealth." He pushed his plate away. "I needed to live."

"So you volunteered for war?" Louie
shook his head. "What the frak, man?"

Jean shrugged and said, "It made sense at the
time. And I think I've done well. And I've got plenty to paint
about now."

"Oh yeah?" Louie grinned. "You're gonna put
me in a painting someday, killin' toasters?"

"Sure. All of you, maybe."

Ceto nodded and said, "I do have another
question for you." The Leonan raised his eyebrows expectantly. "How
old are you?"

As Monclair lowered his head, Louie turned
and said, "Hey, yeah. If you've got three degrees, that's four
years a piece, right?"

"No, no. Four years on Leonis. I went to
Virgon when I was twenty-two and studied both courses
simultaneously. I got my degree in literature when I was
twenty-five and my doctorate when I was twenty-seven." They all
leaned forward, waiting for the number. He sighed again and
muttered, "I'm thirty-one."

Louie again erupted in a loud barrage of
laughs and Ceto smiled. "Thirty-one?! Frak 'Doc!' I'm callin' you
'Old Man!'"

Jean looked at Gem and asked, "Anything from
you?"

He shook his head and said, "You look
good."

"Thank you."

"For a senior citizen." Monclair glared at
the big man again and he began to laugh.

"You could've gone to officer's school," Ceto
said.

"I could have, but I decided I wanted to be
in the middle of it all." The laughter faded and Jean said, "Of
course, now that I've been in for a while, I see that the officers
are very often in the middle of the action themselves pretty
regularly."

Garnere picked up his empty plate with one
hand and slapped the Leonan on the back with the other. "Glad to
have you with us, Old Man."

 


That evening, after a deep sleep of several
hours, the group was atop Warehouse Echo again. Their weapons were
not trained on the field or the forest below, but instead, they
were aimed at the sky. The eight members of Sergeant Leslie's squad
were lying on the gravel rooftop and pointing their rifles at the
stars. They stared through their scopes and watched tiny pinpricks
of fire bloom and dissipate.

"Ooh," Louie whispered. "Did you see that
one?" Gem grunted. "It was a big one. Probably a tactical
nuke."

"I found a battlestar," Ceto said. "About one
hundred degrees northeast of Delta."

Jean followed her directions and saw it
easily. In the rifle scope, the shape was barely noticeable. It was
a dim, gray line with two very faint lines on either side. The
giveaway was its flak barrier. All around the lines, a yellow aura
appeared to pulse and it was occasionally brightened when an
incoming Cylon missile was stopped. "I see it."

"Wait," Louie said. "I'm not there, but I see
another battlestar. Maybe it's a cruiser? I see flak …"

"Can you see the flight pods? If it looks
white, it's an Artemis." the sergeant asked.

"Frak. I don't know."

The group went quiet again and they continued
to watch. Gem straightened up and he said, "Battlegroup jumped
in."

"What?"

"You could see the FTL?" Monclair asked.

Without moving his rifle, Gem nodded.
"Multiple. Due east of Delta."

Jean swung his weapon to that position. He
tracked a few glints of light and stilled his breath. Finally, he
spotted the central figure. A single large, gray circle. "Basestar.
I see a basestar."

"That's, what? Four now?"

Monclair turned his attention back to a
previous target. He followed the constellations and found it. Two
baseships, visible at the same time. He knew that in orbit, they
were likely many kilometers apart. In his eyepiece, they were near
each other and both were ringed with flashes of yellow and red.
Occasionally, he'd see the glimmer of a missile being fired from
the Cylons or at them, followed by a larger flare than he was used
to. At the edge of his scope, he spotted a substantial
conflagration. He didn't have to move his rifle; with a glance, he
saw a bright orange fireball with burning ejecta flying in every
direction.

"Damn," Louie said. "Must've been a destroyer
or something small."

"How can you be sure?" Jean asked.

"I dunno. I figure a battlestar or a basestar
would be bigger."

Minutes more passed. The Leonan turned his
attention back to the pair of basestars, though he saw that they
were now farther apart than before. Yellow dots appeared across the
circle of one and then there was a white flash. For a second, Jean
thought the ship had jumped away, but once the small glare faded,
he saw a cloud of yellow fire and great streams of white and orange
leading away from the burst.

"Holy frak," Ceto said.

Monclair smiled. "That was a basestar. I saw
it go up." He lifted his head away from the scope and tried to spy
the fireball high above. He squinted and thought he saw it, but he
returned his gaze to the sight.

"I wish I had seen it." Louie shuffled his
feet and said, "There it is. Fading away already. Will they bug out
now?"

"Two battlestar groups versus four basestar
groups?" the sergeant asked.

The Tauran added, "With one basestar
gone."

Ceto grunted and adjusted her shoulder
against the side of an air conditioning unit. "I only count two
basestars."

Monclair lifted his rifle a little and saw
the only surviving baseship of the pair. He stared at it and
blinked a few times, trying to clear the glaze that descended over
his straining eye. Once he was able to focus a little better, it,
too, became covered in white light. "Whoa." But once the glare
faded, there was no cloud. It was simply gone. "I think they've
jumped away."

Gem nodded and said, "Yep."

The sergeant sat up and rested her weapon on
her legs. "Alright, guys. Rest easy for right now. Looks like we're
still winning the siege."

The remainder of the night was uneventful.
They took turns napping or playing simple word games. Without light
or a fire, card games were out. Every once in a while, they would
lift their rifles and scan the stars. They didn't see anymore
action.

The next evening, they looked toward space
again and saw nothing. Then, after midnight, a corporal in Sergeant
Powers' squad shouted, "They're back!"

The Marines scrambled to get their rifles and
they positioned themselves on the roof so they could look up
without straining their muscles. Makeshift coordinates were shouted
and soon, Jean had a basestar in his scope. It seemed a bit larger
which meant that they were closer to the planet this time.

"I see a battlestar," Garnere said.

"Are you sure?" Ceto asked.

"I see the flight pods."

Monclair looked where Rooster was pointing
and spotted the yellow cocoon of flak around the gray shape. He
could easily make out the wedge-shaped fore of the ship and the
pods at midship. He could even see the trail of Cylon missiles that
hit the barrier and exploded, leaving the battlestar largely
unharmed. Then he saw small points of light beyond the flak shield
and imagined that it must be Cylon Raiders being destroyed. Or
Vipers.

"I count three basestars," Big Gem said.

Ceto moved her rifle in a triangle from one
position to the next to the next. "Yep. I've got three
battlestars."

"An even match," Louie said.

For the next ten minutes, they watched the
flak of the battlestars negate missiles. They saw Colonial cruisers
and smaller ships with their own defenses swoop among the baseships
and the smaller Cylon craft. A destroyer exploded here. A frigate
there. Only a few seemed to strike the large battlestars and the
Raiders surrounding the baseships appeared to be doing a fine job
destroying Colonial missiles before they impacted.

"Two more jumped in," Gem said.
"Basestars."

After he gave the direction, Monclair found
them and tracked the pair as they moved closer to the Colonial
lines. He pulled his eye away from the scope and then looked at the
stars, noting where each baseship and battlestar were. "They're
surrounded."

"In space?" Louie asked. "You can't be
surrounded in space."

"No, he's right," Gem said. "I see Cylon
destroyers and cruisers above and below the battlestars."

The Tauran put down his weapon and glared at
the big man. "What the frak kinda scope you got that you can see
all that?"

There was a flash. Jean was staring at a
battlestar when he was blinded by what must have been an atomic
strike. He blinked a few times and tried to refocus. When he did,
he saw the Colonial vessel banking away. It was missing its
starboard flight pod and it had been replaced with flame and smoke.
He was about to say something when he saw a smaller vessel, perhaps
a corvette or supply ship, engulfed in fire. It vanished
quickly.

There was another flash. It happened away
from Monclair's focus so he wasn't blinded this time. He edged his
rifle over a few centimeters and saw the dissipating cloud around a
different battlestar. This time, however, the wedge-shaped forward
section was split in two. Its flight pods seemed to have detached
and were drifting away. Then a barrage of smaller explosions hit
the rear of the ship, near the sublight engines. The entire vessel
exploded in a yellow-white ball. All of the Marines in earshot
gasped and watched the remnants of a heavy carrier break apart and
begin to fall deeper into the upper atmosphere. Five thousand
people, dead.

Jean closed his eyes and began a quick prayer
before he decided to look at the other two battlestars. He saw a
Colonial cruiser launching missiles before it was destroyed,
followed by one carrier's flash of its FTL drive. He then found the
damaged ship. Its starboard side didn't seem to be on fire any
longer, but he saw that the flak cannon on that side were not
firing. Cylon missiles streamed toward it and struck the hull.
Several small bursts erupted along its length and he mumbled,
"Jump. Come on. Jump." Finally, a white bolt stretched from the
fore to the aft and the ship was gone.

The corporal lowered the rifle and looked at
the stars without the aid of his scope. He couldn't see any
explosions. No missiles. Without magnification, it appeared to be a
lovely, peaceful night.

"Listen up." The Marines turned and saw Ceto
standing on the roof among them. She raised her hand to draw their
attention. "I know we just saw something horrible, but we can't let
it distract us. We can say a prayer for them later, but right now,
we need to get ready. If the battlestars are gone," she pointed
toward the sky, "the Cylons are coming. Again." She looked at her
watch, saw the approach of their relief squads, and then clapped
her hands. "We head downstairs and make ready for whatever's coming
our way. We're the Warriors. We can do it."

The Marines stood and gathered their gear.
They left the roof and were midway down the industrial stairwell
when the comms specialists' devices began to squawk, "Incoming
vessel! Incoming vessel!"

Immediately, they ran down the stairs, kicked
open the door, and exited onto the tarmac. They found more than a
hundred people already in the space between Warehouses Delta and
Echo. Sergeant Leslie led her squad through the crowd of off-duty
soldiers, shouting, "Make a hole!"

They looked into the sky and saw a dark shape
obscuring the stars. A blue glow emanated from its rear and white
formation lights blinked at its edges. "It's a destroyer," Monclair
said.

The group of two dozen Marines jogged around
the towers and the spires beyond. On the southern side of the
landing field and staging area, they encountered another large
group of Marines who were backing away from the gushing jets of the
craft. Jean looked around and saw several faces he recognized. All
had been on duty on the rooftops. All of them probably saw what
happened in orbit.

The noise from the engines became nigh
unbearable. They reached under their helmets with their fingertips
to try and cover their ears. The wind blew dust, forcing them all
to turn away. When it landed, the thud reverberated through the
ground and caused some to wobble. As the engines disengaged and
wound down, they all turned back to see the old
Heracles-class vessel that now stood with them.

It was nearly sixty meters tall and four
times as long. Six cannon lined the port side and three more
batteries were visible on its belly. The surface was dull gray and
pitted with black scorches and damage. Near the fore, Monclair
squinted and was able to make out the faded print of its name.
Resolute.

The crowd swelled toward the ship and there
was shouting near the midships. Ceto, Jean, and the others tried to
make their way to that point. That's when they saw the open hatch
on the ship and the Colonial officers emerging and saluting those
among the Marines.

"Is General Chester here?"

"He's on his way, commander. I'm Colonel
Stanley. This is Colonel Rice." She walked a step closer and asked,
"What happened up there?"

The Resolute's CO shook his head. He
was about to answer when more officers emerged from the crush of
Marines. "General Chester." He saluted. "Good to see you."

"What's the word, commander?"

"Nothing good, I'm afraid." The
blue-uniformed officer scanned the large crowd of dirty faces and
said, "I don't know how much you were able to hear over fleet
wireless, but we had three entire battlestar groups at full
strength. We lost all of our support ships, six escorts, four
destroyers, and two cruisers." Chattering began among the soldiers
on the ground and the commander continued, "The Columbia was
heavily damaged but she managed to jump away. We, uh, … we lost the
Battlestar Jupiter."

Shock moved through the crowd. Monclair
looked toward the ground and then at Big Gem. His face creased with
distress and he shook his head a little. Louie put his hand on his
back. Jean knew that many in the Colonial Forces identified and
cheered on the battlestars that represented their homeworlds … and
for Gemenon's ship to be the first of the massive heavy carriers
lost was a great blow.

"We were ordered to land the Resolute
and do what we could to fortify your position. Before we left dock,
we loaded up on anti-aircraft and other weapons, and we stand ready
to offload what we can and disassemble what we can't." The
commander saluted again and said, "Your orders, sir?"

Chester moved toward him and put his hand on
the young man's shoulder. He lowered his salute and the older
officer faced the crowd of thousands. He saw the wave of news that
rippled over the Colonial Marines and Caprican and Tauran soldiers.
He could see their faces lit by the lights of the landed destroyer.
He knew that morale was plummeting.

"Attention!" He stepped onto the lip of the
Resolute's ramp. "We have suffered a great loss, but the day
is not over! The battle is not over! We will hold this position! We
will defend this facility and we will defend our brothers and
sisters in arms! No Cylon shall pass!" Cheers erupted in spots
around the crowd. "So say we all!"

"So say we all!"

He clapped his hands and said, "Report to
your captains for further orders! Dismissed!"

Monclair knew the situation was dire yet he
couldn't help but feel relieved after the general's enthusiastic
display. The group wandered away, almost aimlessly, from the
destroyer and found themselves against the wall of Warehouse Echo.
After a few minutes of silence watching hundreds of shocked faces
walk by, Lieutenant Lipton approached.

"Sergeant Leslie," she said

"Sir?"

"Gather your squad and meet in the
Constellation mess tent in ten."

"Yes sir." Ceto pulled herself off the wall
and looked at the eight people assembled before her. "You heard the
lady. Let's get to the mess tent."

Louie sighed and looked at the mass of people
still moving toward and from the Resolute. "It'll take more
than ten minutes to get there, sarge."

She pulled her rifle's strap over her
shoulder and started jogging. "I suggest you keep up."

A while later, they ran into the tent and
found members of Alpha, Bravo, and Constellation Companies. Then
they saw some from the First Battalion. Soon, they spotted a few
dozen from Delta Company in the Second Battalion and ran between
the tables to join them. Captain Antrim, Lieutenant Lipton, and two
other officers were chatting quietly nearby. Jean looked around and
noted that there were several hundred people present. Despite the
presence of so many people, there was little noise. The rustling of
people walking and running outside the tent. The shifting of
Marines inside as they awaited orders. No talking. No chatter.
Everyone was focused. And reflective.

"OK, Delta," Antrim said. "As you might
guess, we're expecting a Cylon assault on our position in the next
several hours. If not sooner. The Second has been tasked with
offloading weapons and materiel from the destroyer and placing them
strategically around the camp. Once the attack begins, you are to
return to your positions on top of and around Warehouse Echo.
Understood?"

Most of the Marines answered, "Yes sir."

"Let's get to work. Your lieutenants will
have specific assignments." Antrim patted one officer on the
shoulder and left the tent.

While they waited in line, Louie looked
toward Gem and asked, "So is this still the first Siege of Tauron?
Or the second?"

"Same one," the big man said. "Still the
first."

"Hmmm."

"Planet-wide," Monclair said, "this would be
the fifth, in reality." The members of Ceto's squad looked at him
and he grinned. "There were four major sieges of Tauron during the
imperial period."

They ignored him and looked back toward
Lieutenant Lipton. She was handing out papers to sergeants in front
of them. Gem, however, looked at Jean and said, "Doc."

He raised his eyebrows. "Yeah?"

"You should talk to the captain."

Monclair squinted and asked, "Why?"

"You're an expert on sieges, right?"

He lowered his head and thought. Louie nodded
and said, "He's right. If you're an expert, go find Antrim."

He took a deep breath and flexed his
shoulders. His rifle strap and backpack shook. "OK. I'll be back."
He left his comrades and walked into the night air, into another
swarm of soldiers and Marines. He looked in the direction he saw
the captain walking earlier and headed that way. Soon, he saw a
wooden sign that read, "Command post." He followed the arrow.

As he walked he kept thinking, I'm not an
expert. I studied the wars and battles, but … I shouldn't do this.
It's a mistake.

He found himself outside the command tent and
saw a sergeant standing watch. Jean saluted and said, "Corporal
Monclair for Captain Antrim."

The sergeant looked inside and said, "Come
with me."

His throat tightened and he felt sweat begin
to run under his arms and down along his ribcage. He swallowed past
the lump and saw the captain's surprised look when the sergeant
introduced him.

"How can I help you, corporal?"

Jean cleared his throat and glanced at the
major with whom Antrim had been talking. "I'm sorry for disturbing
you, sir, but I thought I may be able to help."

"How's that?" the major asked.

"Before I joined the service, I, uh, I earned
my doctorate in Imperial history." He paused and, upon seeing no
recognition in their faces, he realized he hadn't explained enough,
"I studied, thoroughly studied, the major engagements of both the
Virgan and Leonan Empires. Including the sieges."

Both men nodded and Antrim said, "I see. So
how do you think you can help?"

I have no idea. He cleared his throat
again and said, "If there are combat engineers, I may be able to
provide some historical perspective."

The major, shorter than Antrim, braced his
fists on the table and said, "I'm the CO of the combat engineers
battalion."

"Oh." Belatedly, Monclair saluted and said,
"I'm sorry, sir. I didn't know."

The gruff older man waved him off and said,
"Come here." The three men walked toward a map pinned to the canvas
of the tent. "This is Zama in the north." He drew his finger down
toward a group of hand-drawn rectangles. "This is the complex. How
would the Redshirts or Blue Devils defend this?"

Jean stared at the map and Antrim said,
"There's no castle wall. Weren't all of the major sieges fought
against walled cities or castles?"

The major nodded and Monclair said, "No. Not
always." The major's eyebrows raised and the corporal said, "The
biggest siege like this that I'm aware of was here, on Tauron. A
thousand years ago at what is now Olympia, there was the Leonan
city of Alesia. They weren't a walled city, but they created a wall
with negative space." He smiled as the memory of those classes came
back to him. "The Virgans would arrive in two weeks and the Leonans
and Taurans knew they had neither the materials nor the time to
build a substantial wall, but they did have the equipment to dig a
large trench around the city." He drew his finger in a circle
around the complex of rectangles. "It was about five meters wide
and nearly ten meters deep. They put everyone in the city to work
with whatever they could. Shovels, rakes, … there's a painting of
an old woman digging with a ladle."

"OK, great," the major interrupted. "But we
don't have two weeks. The Cylons could be here any minute."

The corporal nodded and asked, "What
equipment do we have?"

"There's twenty diggers of various sizes.
Bulldozers. Dump trucks. That's all the battalion has that's
survived the previous attacks."

"What about Zama?" Jean shrugged. "I know
they're not a large city, but they can supplement."

"We've already commandeered some equipment,
but there may be more."

"We have an element of surprise on our side.
The Resolute. Hopefully, the Cylons will not know it's here
and we can fend off their missiles or airstrikes with its weapons.
Maybe even destroy their armored divisions. Once we have repelled
the initial Cylon assaults, we can dig the trench. Do we have a
large number of, eh, reinforcing steel bars?"

The captain nodded. "Rebar?"

"Yes, rebar."

He looked at the major and he said, "We have
a few pallets of it. Zama might have more."

"If we're able to dig our trench, I recommend
placing individual pieces of rebar in the ground, like this." He
held his left arm flat and then rigidly braced his right elbow on
it with his right hand pointing straight up. "The Centurions who
fall in would be impaled."

Antrim smiled and looked down at the major
who was staring at the map. He sighed and said, "Frak. I don't
know. It sounds crazy."

Jean said nothing but the captain asked,
"What were you going to be doing? Other than carrying supplies out
of that destroyer?"

He folded his arms over his barrel chest and
glared at Monclair. "I've got almost a thousand engineers who've
been erecting tents, digging latrine pits, and shooting Cylons.
Assuming we got a breather, we were going to create a zed-line
trench facing the forest and fields, with the occasional reinforced
machine gun nest for our forward lines." He zigzagged his finger
around the southern side of the buildings on the map. "That
wouldn't take long to dig but the damned machines would be able to
jump it, easy." He huffed again and added, "We'd just be trading
one kind of trench for another. My boys might like a challenge. And
we could put a few thousand other Marines to work, too."

The captain extended his hand. "Thank you,
doctor."

The corporal smiled and shook it in return.
"Thank you, sir. I am happy to help." He turned to the major, ready
to shake his hand but the older man didn't offer his.

"If it works out, I'll come shake your hand
and maybe pin a medal on you. If not, I'll string you up and hang
you with your rebar." He stalked away and the captain laughed.

Antrim saluted, "Get back to work,
corporal."

"Yes sir." He returned the salute and left
the command post. He smiled all the way to the Resolute,
where he found the rest of his squad. He carried large boxes for
the next four hours until the sun rose, but he didn't mind. Being
listened to and thanked by his commanding officer would sustain him
for days. When he reached the others, however, their response
wasn't what he expected.

"Holy shit," Garnere laughed, "you actually
talked to the captain?!"

Ceto shook her head. "I can't you believe you
fell for that. I thought you were the smart one."

Having been there for the meeting with the
captain, he knew it wasn't as embarrassing as his squadmates were
imagining. He sat on a stack of small cargo containers and imagined
other old maps of Tauron and how they might help this siege. His
reverie was broken with the sound of sirens and heavy weapons fire
on the western side of the complex.

When the squad reached their positions atop
Warehouse Echo, they saw a group of incoming Raiders from the west.
Five anti-aircraft guns were firing, and two enemy ships had been
destroyed. Jean looked at the Colonial weapons and realized they
had been removed from the hull of the destroyer and quickly
assembled here. Just a few hours after landing, the Resolute
was still taking down Cylons.

The unit on the comms specialist's back spoke
through bursts of static. "More waves incoming. Intel reports
Hypatia and Tauron City under attack."

Monclair squinted and scanned the horizon. He
couldn't descry the hazy form of a basestar hovering beneath the
clouds. He knew the Cylon vessels liked to do that for quick
launching of Raiders and missiles, especially when they were under
attack or if the battle wasn't going in their favor. Plus, there
was the added benefit that it intimidated and frightened the hell
out of any Colonial in range.

Shoulder-mounted rockets were fired from
squads on the ground and those projectiles lanced into the air and
into the oval wings of a few craft. Smoking, they veered away.
Another group of Raiders, however, got within range and fired their
missiles. That's when the close-in weapons system of the
Resolute engaged and destroyed the four rockets before they
impacted on the warehouses.

"Holy frak," Louie said. "It's working."

Nervously, for the next hour, the Marines
watched the weaponry do their jobs and fend off wave after wave of
Raiders. Dozens of fighters were destroyed and only three missiles
made it through the defense systems. One struck a tall, metal
spire. Another impacted on Tower Bravo. The last hit Warehouse
Gamma.

"That's it?" Garnere asked. "That can't be
all they've got."

"It's not," Gem said.

"No." Ceto stood and surveyed the field
beyond the complex of warehouses. A dozen fiery crash sites dotted
the landscape for several kilometers. "They would've shot
everything they had at us if they wanted to just destroy us."

The Tauran's eyebrows raised. "Oh yeah? Why
don't they want to destroy us?"

Sergeant Leslie sighed and said, "Because we
have something they want."

Louie smiled. "Like a superweapon?"

The squad laughed and Ceto said, "Like a
superweapon."

"Second Battalion," the comms specialist's
device said, "muster in mess tent Constellation."

Minutes later, all five companies had
gathered and faced a group of officers at one end. Antrim was among
the captains; there were two majors and a colonel, as well.

"Attention, Second Battalion." Major Sommers
led this group of Marines. "We have a new task before us. Those of
you assigned to watch duty will keep that schedule, but for the
foreseeable future, during your non-rack time, you will be
digging." Grumbling emerged from the crowd and Sommers persisted.
"We're in a good old-fashioned siege here, so we're going to be
fighting it just like they did centuries ago."

Jean smiled and Ceto nudged his arm. She
nodded at him and said, "I know you're pleased with yourself, but I
wouldn't advertise it."

"Why?"

She raised her eyebrows and said, "Why
shouldn't you tell everyone that you're the reason why they
have to spend their leisure time digging trenches?"

Monclair's face fell and he nodded. "I
see."

Louie tsked and shook his head. "Good move,
Doc."

Two of the captains held up a large map and
Sommers pointed at it with a stick. "The machinery will create the
trench from the north all the way to the southeast corner. The
excess dirt we move will be deposited along the rest of the circle
to create a large hill, hopefully too difficult for the Centurions
to cross, either." He smacked the map with the stick. "We want the
Cylons to attack here. Where the big trench will be. They're not
likely to land on the eastern side due to the close trees and
hills." He tapped the map again. "The western side has kilometers
of wide, open space for them to land and muster. OK, guys. You can
fold that up." The captains lowered the map and Sommers continued,
"We'll get to work on defenses but you have some hard work ahead of
you. Officers with the combat engineers will be on hand to instruct
you when you're finished with watch duty. Dismissed."

The battalion grumbled and walked out of the
tent. Big Gem faced Jean and the Leonan thought he was going to get
a lambasting. Instead, he asked, "Was that your plan?"

"No, not really. I just told them about the
Battle of Alesia and the siegeworks they created."

"Why not dig the trench all the way around?"
Ceto asked. "Why build a wall on one side?"

"I think," Monclair paused and then nodded.
"I think it's to save time. And, they will need somewhere to put
all of the dirt they remove. They may as well create an
insurmountable barrier on that side."

"Will it be, though?" Jean looked at the
little man and he smirked, "Will the wall or the trench be
insurmountable?"

"They better be."

Delta Company began their work straight away,
marking the path for the diggers and dozers to use. The machines
started shortly after and they carved great gouges in the dry, red
soil of Tauron. Within an hour, the sirens sounded, and Raiders
came from the west.

The Marines ran for cover and their weapons
while the emplacements did their work and stopped the air wing of
some forty ships. One comms tower was destroyed, however. Warehouse
Alpha was felled by two missiles. Tower Alpha was hit twice by
debris and its middle floors seemed to be on fire. Units were
called to put out the blaze. A damaged Raider crashed into the base
of the newer-looking Tower Delta on the edge of the complex. A few
fighters, after having loosed their missiles, engaged in strafing
runs on the soldiers themselves. The Caprican Army encampment on
the north side was hit particularly hard. Throughout the attack,
the combat engineers continued their work and the machines dug
their trenches.

For two days, this was how it went. Soldiers
dug alongside the equipment until Cylons attacked from the sky.
Buildings were damaged. Portions of the camp were hit. About one
hundred Marines or soldiers were killed. On the third day, as the
machines widened the trench, dust boiled from the ground in the
northwest and west.

"Cylons on the ground!" someone announced
from the loudspeakers. "All hands, return to watch stations!"

Exhausted and covered in red soil, the squad
returned to the roof. Louie winced as he sat his weapon on the
small half-wall and looked toward the horizon. There, they could
only see a cloud billowing toward them. He grunted and said, "Wake
me when they get here." Jean watched him close his eyes and lay his
head against the top of his rifle. Soon, he was still and seemed
genuinely asleep.

Monclair lowered his head toward the scope
and, when he peered through the eyepiece, he felt the grains of
dirt scrape into the skin around his eye. He sat up and brushed it
out as well as he could, but he found that his hands were also
stained red with dry soil. He looked at the sergeant. She was
sweating profusely and the liquid that streamed over her face and
into the grime created what looked like rivulets of blood on her
exposed skin.

The distant roar of the diggers and
bulldozers seemingly doubled, and then the squad saw companies of
tanks roll away from the warehouses they had been in and between
the trenches toward the dust. The line of armor halted about one
kilometer from the buildings and faced the coming cloud.

The wait seemed interminable. Minutes
continued to tick by and snippets of details came from the
specialist's device. The Cylons have tanks of their own. Raiders
spotted circling behind the ground forces, waiting. Thousands and
thousands of Centurions. Multiple legions, likely more than an
entire division. Monclair looked at the now-snoring Garnere and
envied his sleep.

The Colonial GunRams began to fire. Volleys
of shells arced over the scorched field and toward the dust cloud
of Cylons now three kilometers distant. Then, the heavy batteries
of the Resolute installed atop some of the complex's
buildings fired, too.

Louie sat up and asked, "It's started?"

The noise of the cannon fire echoed and
distorted against the walls of the towers and warehouses around
them. The decay of the weapon noise extended unnaturally and
throbbed inside their helmets. Jean noticed that the vibrations, as
loud as they were, lulled him and his eyelids grew heavy.

In the far distance, amidst the clouds that
crept along the red fields, the first Colonial shells landed.
Bursts of flame and smoke erupted silently before their sound
reached the complex seconds later. The volleys persisted and the
advancing enemy pressed on.

"Incoming!"

Monclair ducked and held his helmet,
expecting the rapid approach of enemy fire. Instead, he heard the
ethereal, mechanical hum of Cylon Raiders. He looked up in time to
see their tracer rounds against the blue sky, tearing into the
soldiers stationed by the front. The anti-aircraft emplacements
finally began to shoot and one fighter was downed. Entire squadrons
were behind it, though.

Missiles dropped from their wings and
streaked into Warehouses Constellation and Foxtrot. Most of Camp
Bravo, a tent encampment on the northeast side, would be destroyed
within the hour by fire sparked from a few well-placed missiles.
Some of the diggers as they continued to work on the massive trench
during the fight were raked with gunfire. One of the destroyer's
anti-aircraft batteries was also hit.

Marines and soldiers alike ran from one place
to another as the Cylon air attack destroyed their cover. Thousands
pressed forward to the sandbag and earthen walls on the near side
of the partial trench. When the enemy air cover was finally
whittled to a few craft, the Raiders retreated and the advancing
Centurions and their war machines began their attack.

The rolling metallic Cylon tanks fired their
cannons and shells streaked into the complex. A few struck the
field around the trench; some hit the parking lots and small supply
tents. One sandbag bunker was struck and ten Tauran soldiers were
sent flying. With his rifle's scope, Jean was able to watch the
machines as they rolled forward and fired. He even got to see a few
of them hit by Colonial batteries and explode. All around the
vehicles, however, there were more Centurions than he'd ever
imagined. Rifles braced across their chests, waists full of spare
ammo and grenades, and many already had their swords extended from
their forearms.

Enemy shells exploded across the complex and
one struck the roof of the warehouse next to theirs, showering the
squad with debris. As the smoke continued to blow over and around
them, Louie coughed and said, "Remember how I said it'd make more
sense to put Delta Company on top of Warehouse Delta?"

Ceto replied, "Yeah?"

"Yeah. Frak that. Nevermind."

It sounded like thunder far above and when he
looked up, Monclair saw missiles break through the clouds and
streak toward the ground. He didn't have time to speak. The
weapons, fired from an orbiting basestar, struck the city of Zama a
few kilometers north of the complex. While the battle raged on
around them, he couldn't help but be struck by the wanton,
overwhelming force used against an unarmed city so near.

Garnere shook his head and said, "You see?
They could do that to us in a second if they wanted to. They don't.
They want this place intact." Another Colonial building was blown
apart by cannon fire. "Mostly."

The blasts continued and whistled overhead or
struck the ground by the warehouse. Jean looked toward the column
of machines and saw more than just distant dust with his naked eye.
He saw humanoid shapes alongside shining vehicles with fire
erupting from their barrels.

"They're past the markers!" Ceto yelled.
"Open fire!"

Monclair pressed his eye on the scope's
eyepiece again and swiveled his weapon toward the shapes in the
dust. He ticked it a little higher to account for the distance and
fired. Thanks to the recoil of his massive weapon, he wasn't sure
he could locate the same target again, so he just picked another
Cylon and squeezed the trigger.

"That's one for the Tyrant," he heard Louie
say. The Tauran then moved the rifle a little to the right and
pulled the trigger.

Jean looked at him for a moment before
training his weapon again on a Centurion, this one walking by a
huge GunRam. He fired and once the recoil was gone, his scope
rested again in position by the Cylon tank. Through the eyepiece,
he saw the blast from the long barrel.

He raised his head and looked toward the
enemy line. Then he heard a shell closing on their position. It
screamed as most large caliber shells did, but Monclair noticed
then and only then that popular culture had lied to him. When a
bomb or a tank shell flies toward you, the sound begins in the
high-pitched range and gets lower and lower as it nears the target.
Right? Wrong.

After a sufficient portion of the blast's
sound dissipated, Jean heard a low whistle that rapidly increased
in pitch, higher and higher. The round struck the left side of
Warehouse Echo and the impact threw his squad into the air as the
roof rippled in the shockwave. The corner collapsed in smoke and
fire and there seemed to be a secondary explosion inside the
warehouse. The roof quaked again and the left side tipped to the
ground.

The Marines on top of the roof began to roll
or slide down into the unknown. Monclair saw a private's head
impact on an air conditioning unit and his lifeless body flipped
end over end into the flames below. He watched his sergeant and his
squadmates slide toward the smoke and when he entered it, he had no
idea where he would end up. When he got there, his head struck an
unseen steel pillar, and he was knocked unconscious.

 


"Quoi?"

He sat up in bed and immediately felt
throbbing in his head. His eyes widened and he collapsed back to
the pillow. With his hands on either side of his forehead, he felt
the bandages there, but, suddenly, he was hit with a wave of nausea
so severe he felt as though he may vomit.

"Corporal?"

He began to salivate and he swallowed hard.
Keeping his eyes closed, he answered, "Yes."

"You suffered a concussion."

Jean nodded twice before he realized that
moving his head was not a smart idea at present. "Yes."

"Do you know where you are?"

Without opening his eyes, he answered, "If
the gods have forsaken me, I am still on Tauron."

"You're forsaken, alright."

Monclair slowly parted his eyelids and saw a
young man in a white jacket reading from a notepad. "Doctor?"

"Yes?"

As quickly as the nausea swept over him, it
seemed to vanish and his mouth went dry. "Where are the others from
my squad?"

The lieutenant looked from side to side and
said, "I'm sorry. I don't know."

Jean reached to his left and gripped the
metal rail. He pulled himself upright and looked around for the
first time. He wasn't in a tent, but he was inside of something.
Possibly a warehouse. There were hundreds of beds and they were all
filled with someone as dozens of doctors and nurses moved around
them giving aid.

"You shouldn't do that," the doctor said.
"You need to rest. A couple of days, too."

Monclair said, "I can't do that, sir."

"Well," he dropped the clipboard into a pouch
at the foot of the bed, "I think your body will tell you
otherwise."

When the lieutenant walked away, Jean spent
the better part of five minutes sitting erect and then swinging his
legs over the edge of the bed. A while later, he worked up the
energy to use his foot to pull his boots closer to himself.

It took him nearly an hour, but Monclair
found his way to his tent in Camp Constellation. He had staggered
along the route, detoured by flaming piles of debris where
buildings had once stood and by the sight of officers and
high-ranking non-comms who may look askance at a Marine who
appeared to be drunk.

"Look who it is!" Louie yelled when Jean
ducked his head in the tent.

Monclair winced and said, "Please don't
shout."

The small man stood and slapped him on the
back. "We thought you bit it."

The jostling caused his nausea to return and
Jean's eyes widened. He ducked out of the flap and vomited next to
the canvas.

"Whoa." Louie shook his head and returned to
his bunk. "I guess you ain't better yet."

"Johnny?" Sergeant Leslie approached from
behind him as he stood and wiped his mouth. "What are you doing out
of the Aid Station?"

"Doctor wouldn't let me return to duty." He
straightened slowly and added, "So I went AWOL."

Ceto shook her head and looked behind her.
Big Gem was reading something and she nudged his arm. "You see this
shit?"

He nodded and said, "Good to see you up."

"Thanks."

"'Thanks?'" Garnere said from inside the
tent. "After what he did for you?"

Jean's eyes widened and he looked at Gem. "I
… what?"

Louie emerged and said, "The big man pulled
mine and your asses out of that building before the fire got
us."

Monclair turned to face Gem again and winced
in the daylight. "I didn't know. Thank you."

He shook his head, "Don't mention it."

Ceto stepped closer to the Leonan and looked
in one eye and then the other. "Concussion?"

"Yes."

She nodded and said, "Do you know what day it
is?"

He squinted and said, "Well, the fight was
yesterday, right?"

Louie laughed. "Man, you really did bang your
head."

The sergeant shook her head and said, "Two
days ago. Two days."

Monclair tried to turn the attention away
from himself, "And we won, obviously."

"Hmph." Ceto walked into the tent and held
the flap open. "That's one way to put it."

As they returned to their bunks, Jean
tentatively put his hands on the rungs of the short ladder up to
his. He grunted and tried to pull himself up.

"I'd say we survived." Louie climbed up and
reclined on a bent elbow. "That feels more accurate."

Gem put his hand on Monclair's back and
guided him away from the ladder. As the wounded man looked up into
his face, the Gemenese maneuvered him to the bottom bunk and forced
him to sit. Jean looked at the big man's bed and asked, "Are you
sure?"

"It's fine." He sat in a chair by the
entrance and hunched over something on the tabletop.

"So," Monclair grunted as he lay down, "how
did we survive?"

"As stupid as it sounds," the sergeant said,
"your trench."

Jean began to sit up but his head pounded and
his stomach lurched. He fell back to the pillow and said, "What do
you mean?"

"It was true irony; not coincidence."
Monclair looked toward Big Gem as he sat next to the small table.
"Where the anticipated outcome occurs but through unexpected
means."

"Please, explain." Jean stared at him agape.
How does he keep surprising me?

"The trench wasn't finished so it looked like
a big, dotted line on the ground. The Cylons didn't go into the
trenches; they avoided them. Doing that, they concentrated into the
spaces between the trench sections. Like choke points, they
bottlenecked. Thousands of Centurions," he shook his head, "crammed
into a few meters of even ground here and there. The batteries lit
them up."

"And we did, too." Ceto sat on the edge of
her bunk. "So, yeah. Your trench worked."

Monclair chuckled and said, "I'm glad. Still,
sounds like we did better than survive."

Louie sighed and said, "We still took a
pounding. We lost food like you wouldn't believe. Medical
supplies."

"Four warehouses," the sergeant said. "Burned
up."

"Three AA guns from the Resolute. Half
of our GunRams." He tossed a magazine from his bunk to his open
foot locker. "Two thousand Marines."

Jean's face flattened and he sat up. "Two
thousand?"

The others nodded. The tent was quiet for a
moment before Leslie said, "And another four thousand injured. Plus
a thousand dead from the Caprican Army. Fifteen hundred from the
Taurans."

Monclair's head ached again and he felt
dizzy. "Damn."

Someone tapped the canvas at the tent's
entrance before he stepped inside. "There you are."

Three of the four immediately jumped to their
feet. Jean looked up more slowly and saw that it was Captain
Antrim. He put his feet over the edge of the bunk and said, "Sorry,
sir."

"What are you doing here?" He bent over and
looked at Monclair before saying, "At ease. At ease. Lay down,
corporal."

"Thank you, sir."

"I thought you were at the BAS."

"I was." He seemed out of breath. "Then I
left."

He sighed and stood again. "I'll pretend I
didn't hear that." He turned and faced Gem. "Corporal Savic?"

He straightened a bit and said, "Sir."

"Sergeant Powers is still in medical and
isn't likely to get out any time soon." Everyone deflated and the
captain continued, "I've gotten reports and recommendations for
your chest candy, but I need something else from you."

"Of course, sir."

"I want to promote you to sergeant and have
you take over Shifty's squad."

Gem's eyebrows raised and he said, "It would
be an honor."

"Thank you." He shook his hand and said,
"Report to the QM for your new arrows and then take command."

"Yes sir." He saluted and Antrim went to the
flap. He glanced back at Monclair and then departed.

"Finally, a true peer." Ceto smiled and shook
his hand.

"Congrats, sarge." Louie shook his beefy
hand, too, and said, "I guess that means you're leaving us."

"I'll just be two tents down." Gem pulled his
footlocker out from under the bunk and threw a few things into it.
He lifted the box up and gathered the gear from the table. "Can you
get my," Garnere took his rifle, tac vest, and shoulder bags from
the corner of the bunk, "thanks."

The trio exited the tent and Monclair
reclined again. He sighed and stared into the metal bands that
supported the upper bunk when he heard the canvas flap part. He
faced it and saw Leslie looking back at him.

"Stay in bed."

Jean said, weakly, "I just need a rest. I can
be up again in a bit."

"No. Stay in your bunk. That's an order."

Monclair opened his eyes and saw Ceto's stern
expression. He gave a half-hearted salute and said, "Yes,
sergeant." She leaned inside and picked up a bucket from beside
Louie's footlocker and put it next to his bunk. He looked inside
and saw trash, cigarette butts, and the like. He nodded, suddenly
feeling queasy again, and said, "Thank you."

The next morning, still wearing the bandage
around his head, Jean carried his metal tray from the mess tent and
found his squadmates at a long table outside.

"Hey, Doc," Louie said. "Welcome to the
living."

He set the tray down and nodded. "Thank
you."

Sergeant Leslie pushed the food in her mouth
to one side and asked, "How are you feeling?"

"I have a headache. A little tired. But much
better." He stirred the vegetable medley with his fork and stabbed
the steak with his knife. "I heard someone call this 'The Last
Meal.' What does that mean?"

The Tauran sniffed. "They mean it's the last
meal."

Jean was still confused, so Ceto added, "The
last of the fresh food. It's rations from here on out."

"Oh." Monclair sliced a part of the steak
away and put it in his mouth. It was too salty. Too cooked.
Difficult to chew. But it was warm. He squeezed the meat between
his teeth to get as much flavor and enjoyment as he could from
it.

"Hello there, sarge." Louie saluted as Gem
sat at the table nearby. "Too good to eat with us, huh?"

Savic shook his head. "I've gotta build unit
cohesion with my new squad."

Ceto nodded but Louie said, "C'mon. They
ain't here yet." He smacked the empty spot on the bench next to
his. Gem sighed and slid his tray and a bundle of equipment over.
"There we are."

"How are you?" Gem asked.

Jean nodded. "Better. Thank you." He reached
into his pocket and removed a stack of unopened cigarette packs.
Louie gasped as he slid a pack toward Leslie. "For covering for
me." She nodded and grinned.

"Santorium Kings," Louie said. "Fancy."

Monclair pushed the remaining four toward
Sergeant Savic. "For saving my life."

When Garnere saw there no packs left, he
raised his hands into the air. "What about me?"

Jean shrugged, "What about you?"

"Don't I get something?"

Monclair was quiet as he mocked deep
concentration. Ceto said, "I put the private on concussion duty
last night. He checked on you once an hour." Jean's eyebrows went
up. "All night long."

"Yeah." Louie folded his arms over his chest
and leaned back. "All night."

"OK." He reached over to Gem's cigarette
stack and withdrew a black box. "How about Hephaestus Gold?"

He beamed. "Gravy. Thanks."

While both Leslie and Louie unwrapped the
plastic from their boxes, the corporal speared another piece of
steak with his fork. "Seriously, though. Thank you all."

"Don't worry about it, Johnny."

While Monclair chewed another piece of tough
meat, he looked toward the north at a distant column of black
smoke. "What's that?"

Louie turned to verify that the Leonan was
looking at what he thought he was looking at. He turned back around
and said, "Zama."

Jean stopped chewing and stared at the dark
fume. "Zama? It was attacked?"

"Yeah. Don't you remember?" Louie put one of
his fresh cigarettes in his mouth and spoke, causing it to wobble
up and down, "A basestar blew it up with missiles before we got
knocked off the roof."

Monclair's eyes moved side to side as he
thought. "I … think I remember that." He looked up again and asked,
"Are we doing anything to help? Do we have fire crews there or
something?"

"No." Ceto looked at her new smokes but
decided to stow the pack in her pocket. "Most of the Tauran Army
units stationed here went to help. They've been trickling back over
the last day. Not much they can do."

Gem scooped nearly all of his vegetables into
his mouth. He seemed to swallow them at once and said, "When the
missiles hit, the fire spread quickly in the dryness. The heat
caused air to rise more quickly meaning the air currents were
stronger and it blew the fire around that much faster."

"Frak," Louie said, "are you talkin' about
the fire tornado?" Ceto nodded and Jean's eyes widened. "I don't
think I'll ever forget seeing that. Even from this far away, it was
about the scariest thing I've ever seen." Monclair wanted to ask
more questions but the Tauran kept talking, "That reminds me. Are
we on 'light duty' again?"

Sergeant Leslie nodded. "Yeah." Her mood
dampened and she added, "Delta Company is one of those on light
duty until we're restructured."

"What does 'restructured' mean?" Jean
asked.

"The division took a real beating." She
leaned back against a post and stretched her legs forward. "There's
talk of folding our company into another or having another company
join us. They're still working on it."

The conversation lulled as Monclair finished
eating. Louie squashed his butt and smacked his lips together.
"What's the last thing you remember, Doc?"

He wiped his arm on his sleeve and tried to
think back. He remembered being on the roof. He remembered shooting
at Centurions. He remembered … "I remember you saying, 'That's one
for the Tyrant,' and then you not firing your weapon." Louie nodded
and the other two smiled. "What the frak is that? That's the second
time I've seen you do that."

Ceto said, "You haven't served with many
Taurans since last year, huh?"

Louie laughed and smoothed out the wrinkles
on his shirt sleeves. "Almost two years ago now, the Cylons raided
Tauron, right? They drop bombs and shit in all the big places, but
especially at the ground-based facilities that service the
battlestars and other Fleet ships."

"OK."

He smiled broadly and said, "What the Cylons
didn't know was that our very own Andreas Phaulkon was touring one
of those facilities when the attack happened." Monclair's eyebrows
raised. "They shuffled him around, tried to get him to a bunker,"
Louie shook his head. "Too late. A building collapsed after a
missile strike and killed our beloved Tyrant."

"I gather you weren't a fan?" Jean asked.

"Unless you're a frakking Herac, who was?"
Louie laughed and continued, "Anyways, I don't know who started it,
but at a battle sometime after that, a Tauran sniper had a group of
Centurions in his sights." He mimicked holding and aiming a rifle.
"A squad of the toasters comes into view and he targets the first
one and says, 'That's one for the Tyrant.' Then he targets the next
Cylon and shoots that bastard instead."

Monclair appeared to have difficulty grasping
it. "So … Taurans spare a Centurion?"

"Just one a day." Smug, Louie grinned and
leaned onto the table. "It's our way of saying 'thanks' for killing
that frakking asshole."

While Garnere laughed, Jean looked at Ceto
who just shook her head. When he looked at Gem, the big sergeant
pushed his tray away and said, "How did the platoon of Taurans get
wiped out by toasters?"

"I dunno," Leslie replied. "How?"

"They all said, 'That's one for the Tyrant,'
at the same time."

Monclair and Ceto chuckled. Louie shook his
head and said, "That's offensive. And it doesn't even make sense.
You think a whole platoon is gonna pick the same Cylons at the same
time? Enough to let the Centurions get the drop on them?"

"At ease, private," Savic said. "It's a
joke."

"Eh." Louie stood and carried his metal tray
back into the mess tent.

When Gem pulled his cloth bundle before
himself, Leslie asked, "Is that the 'arm?'"

"Yep." He unrolled it, and a shining Cylon
arm was unveiled. "Ripped it off a toaster myself."

"Was the toaster still alive when you did
it?"

"Oh yeah."

"Wow."

Ceto said, "Wait for it."

Savic picked the arm up and seemed to be
reaching inside the struts with his fingertips. Then, with
frightening speed and a loud metallic scrape, a blade sprang from
the forearm and extended some forty to fifty centimeters beyond the
wrist.

"Frak." Gem grinned and set the arm and sword
down on the table. "What are you trying to do?"

"I'm working on getting the blade out of
there," his cadence slowed as he used a small tool inside the
mechanics of the device, "so I can have a sword of my own."

Monclair nodded. "That would be a nice
trophy."

The sergeant looked up and said, "It could
probably hurt some Centurions, too."

"True."

"The only thing," Gem stared into the
mechanics of the arm, "frakking Graystone. Using five-sided bolts
and screws on everything. It's hard to find a tool that'll
work."

Jean said, "Check with TACCOM. I saw their
tent near the command post. Since Graystone makes most of the
Fleet's computer systems and equipment, maybe they use those
pentagon bolts on more than just Cylons."

Savic smiled. "Thanks, Doc."

"Corporal."

Monclair looked at Ceto and knew that an
order was coming. Otherwise, he was just "Johnny." "Yes,
sergeant?"

"We've got one hour until we have to post. I
suggest you go get cleaned up and suited for sentry duty."

Jean nodded and said, "That's our 'light
duty?'"

"Yeah. Nothing light about it, though." She
took his empty tray from his hands and said, "I've got this. Go
ahead."

He saluted quickly and said, "Yes,
sergeant."

A while later, Monclair adjusted the straps
on his light-weight equipment gear and walked beside the rest of
his squad and Gem's. When his feet began to scuff across the red
dusty asphalt, he looked along its length and asked, "Where are we
going?"

"To our post," Leslie said. She gestured to
the north with a flex of her left shoulder and the butt of her
rifle. "It's not going to be fun."

Jean looked at the lowered helmets of the
rest of his fellow Marines. He kept his head high and focused on
the road. The tall column of black smoke from Zama continued to
stream into the sky. Finally, after a small crest in the road, he
could see a barrier far ahead with a mass of vehicles and
soldiers.

A lieutenant greeted them and began to walk
with the squad toward the barrier. "Delta Company?"

"Yes, sir," Ceto said.

"Alright." He pointed ahead and to the left.
"You'll be on gate two. Relieve Sergeant Okafor."

"Aye aye."

A dull murmur seemed to emanate from nearby
but Monclair couldn't determine its origin. The group walked to the
front end of a LandRam and when they came around the corner, they
were hit with a wall of noise.

Hundreds of people were pressed against the
makeshift wooden and metal barricades and chain link fences.
Marines and Tauran soldiers stood watch along the barrier and a
small group of Marines manned a simple gate with a swinging
arm.

Most of the civilians were dirty. Some were
dressed in bed clothes and some were singed from fire. Many carried
small, screaming children. A large number of them were speaking
Tauran but a few were looking toward the Colonial Marines and
speaking Caprican.

"We cannot go home! Our home is gone!"

"The missiles came from the sky! Our city is
destroyed!"

"Where will we go?! We cannot go back!"

"We have no food! Do you have food?!"

Jean froze in place and stared at the
helpless multitude. He stared at the dried mouths of many of the
people, indicative of dehydration. He saw the glazed eyes of
several elderly civilians who seemed barely able to stand. His
breathing quickened and when Sergeant Leslie took him by the arm,
he was startled and stared at her as though he had been struck.

"I know. Just," she nodded once, "just keep
them out. The officers are doing the talking."

"We're …" he cleared his throat, "we're not
helping them? We're not giving them food?"

"We lost our warehouses. We don't have enough
to give them and support ourselves." She sighed and jerked her head
toward the gate. "Come on."

He walked toward his position and saw a
corporal walk away, now off duty thanks to their arrival. As he
looked back, he noticed Louie. The diminutive Tauran had been quiet
for so long … he understood why. His eyes glistened and he could
barely lift his head.

Monclair stepped within reach of the metal
barrier but just beyond the dirty fingertips of a Tauran woman. She
cried out, holding a picture of a young girl to her chest, and she
looked toward the nearby lieutenant. "I'm looking for my daughter!
Do you have children inside?"

"No, ma'am. No one's in here."

"Please! Let me come look."

"I'm sorry. Please step back."

Jean looked inside the pocket of his light
pack. There was a fruit bar inside. Laden with preservatives, it
was the military's way of getting a day's worth of vitamins,
minerals, and sugars into something small and mostly palatable. He
only had one. He looked up again at the crowd and saw the
despairing faces. Removing that fruit bar from his pocket would
only start a riot.

"Se líssomai!" He turned to the right
and saw a young woman reaching for a stone-faced private. There was
blood and pus staining the collar of her shirt and Monclair walked
toward her.

"What's wrong?" he said in Tauran.

Startled by a voice speaking her language,
she turned and said, "I was hurt in the attack." She slowly peeled
back part of her shirt and partially clotted blood tore from her
skin, remaining with the fabric.

He nodded and took a deep breath. "Let me see
what I can do."

"Thank you!" She reached for him but did not
touch him. She continued to thank him as he walked away from the
barrier.

He departed the line and found a Marine medic
sitting on the lowered ramp of a medical LandRam. "Corpsman?"

"Corporal." He only briefly looked up from a
clipboard.

"What are we doing about injured civilians
who come to us?"

The corpsman first class looked toward the
barrier and then at Monclair. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, a Tauran woman over there has a bad
chest wound. I think it's infected."

The medic tossed the clipboard aside and
breathed loudly through his nose. "We can't do anything for them.
Understand?" Before Jean could answer, he jammed a finger at him
and said, "Don't you dare promise any help to them, corporal. Do
you understand?"

"Why?" He glanced into the LandRam and saw
the shelves and bins of supplies. "We have gauze and medicine
…"

"Do you think we have enough to help
thousands of Marines? Plus thousands of soldiers from Tauron
and Caprica? And then thousands more refugees?" He shook his
head and said, "I know you volunteered for the service, but please
tell me you're not this stupid."

Monclair felt stung. Not by the insult, but
by the apparent lack of desire to help. "These people need our
help. Why can't we help? Just some gauze …"

The corpsman jumped off the LandRam and stood
just centimeters from Jean's face. "Do you know how many Marines
I've lost, personally, on the battlefield since coming to
Tauron?"

The corporal remained still and snapped to
attention. "No, sir."

"One hundred thirty-five." He backed away and
pointed at the shelves inside the vehicle. "If me hanging on to
those supplies for a few days more means that number won't go any
higher, then I'm not giving away a single thing.
Phronéseis?"

Monclair nodded and said, "Yes,
corpsman."

Hearing him use the Tauran word for
"Understood?" made Jean rethink his own anger. He stepped away and
thought, Is he Tauran? Did he say that because he thinks I
am?

Soon, he came within sight of the hundreds of
civilians again and he saw the wide, hopeful eyes of the wounded
woman. He swallowed hard and returned to his position by the
barrier. He held his rifle over his chest and stared over the heads
of the many refugees. Then he held his breath.

In the periphery of his vision, he saw the
woman sidle past other civilians and press against the dirty metal
bars of the hastily raised barricade. She softly asked in Tauran,
"Can you help me?"

He took a deep breath and instead of
speaking, he shook his head from side to side.

The wounded woman straightened up and looked
at the ground. She retreated from the crush of people and
disappeared into the crowd.

Jean returned his eyes forward and above
their heads. He felt an ache in his chest and a tickle in his nose.
Finally, he felt a single tear bulge near his nose before it
finally streamed down his face. He looked down and caught the eye
of a crooked old man. He touched his own cheek and said, in Tauran,
"You're human after all."

Monclair nodded once, straightened again, and
then remained rigid and at attention until the sun began to
set.

Over the hours, the throng of people grew
larger and louder at noon when the sun was at its zenith. The crowd
waned afterward until there were only dozens remaining near
nightfall. Knowing that it would grow colder, the refugees could
not risk being caught so far from shelter.

For Jean, he would experience no moments the
rest of the shift as distressing as his first, denying medical
attention to a civilian who needed it. In the hours that followed,
he saw a resignation on the faces of many Taurans as though they
knew the answers to their pleas before they even made them.

"Sergeants Leslie and Savic," a lieutenant
said behind them. "Relief is here." Monclair turned and saw another
group of sullen soldiers approach the barriers. They were on the
other side of the line of LandRams before anyone said anything.

"Frak." Garnere leaned against a supply truck
and removed his helmet. "I frakkin' hate this."

No one answered. Gem removed his helmet, too,
and said, "We'll be rotated off light duty soon enough. Then,
…"

Thunder rumbled above them.

Monclair's eyes widened and several other
Marines recognized the sound, too. They all looked up into the dark
clouds and saw faint lights grow brighter behind the cover before
they finally burst through and streamed toward the ground.

Shouts of "Incoming!" erupted all along the
barrier and hundreds of civilians cried out and began to run. Some
cowered in place and a few jumped the barrier to hide against the
sides of LandRams. Soldiers joined them.

The Cylon missiles seemed to create a conical
pattern around the center of the complex more than a kilometer
away. The first one impacted on the far eastern side in the middle
of a tent encampment. The rest ripped into the parking lots,
support vehicles, other encampments, and more around the periphery
of the group of buildings. Jean was crouched by a truck and he
watched the barrage. He was again struck by how the Cylon attack
continued to avoid a direct strike on the heart of the complex and
the main towers.

After three full volleys of missiles with
none hitting the buildings, smoke covered the area. Fires crackled
where the tent camps used to sit and where vehicles had been
parked. The wind shifted and the gray and black smoke began to
drift north toward their positions.

"Double time!" Gem said as he stood. Soon,
their squads were running back to the complex at full speed.

The sound of his feet hitting the hard ground
and the clacking of his equipment filled Monclair's ears and made
his head ache anew. Then his heart's pounding intruded. Finally,
there came that infernal ethereal hum of Cylon Raiders.

They screamed from the clouds above just as
the missiles had moments before, barreling straight from space.
Dozens poured down and immediately raked the ground with their
weapons fire. Some released missiles which streaked into a few of
the buildings and structures that remained.

Once their perpendicular swoop toward the
ground was complete, the Raiders leveled off and flew parallel to
it, jogging their oval wings side to side to line up new targets in
their guns and firing. Two squadrons streaked north and purple
tracer fire ripped into the red dirt. The Marines jumped to the
ground and a private in Gem's squad was hit. The Cylons continued
on behind them and fired on the refugees from Zama as they ran into
the empty fields.

"Let's go!" Ceto yelled.

The Marines rose up again and began to run.
They watched the Cylons reach the edges of the complex and then
turn back toward the center. They relied on machine gun fire again,
tearing into the tent encampments and other facilities on the
grounds. Like a coordinated dance, the Cylons swirled above the
complex and fired on targets as they entered their sights.

The Marines continued to run and Jean's head
throbbed. He began to feel a muscle pain in his side, but he would
not stop. He looked ahead and saw that Tower Bravo was on fire and
smoke poured into the air.

Finally, two anti-aircraft emplacements came
online and began to take on the Raiders. Three Raiders were struck
down in the first few moments. The Cylons stopped their precise
motions and sought their own targets, including the AA
emplacements. One was silenced soon after. But then one Raider was
struck, which rolled into the path of another. The collision forced
both craft into the center of Tower Alpha. What glass remained in
the building shattered and the distant, high-pitched sounds reached
the Marines ears. Finally, the downed enemy craft exploded and the
entire building seemed to disappear in a fireball.

"Oh shit," a corporal said near Jean.

Both Leslie and Savic raised a fist and the
group stopped on the outskirts of the complex. They knelt as the
glow of the flames disappeared in time to see the upper floors of
the building collapse onto the ones below. Black smoke was quickly
subsumed in a cloud of gray and white dust and debris that billowed
out from the building and coursed through the tents and structures
of the complex.

The Marines stood to run again but Monclair
reached for a bundle on the lower right side of his backpack.
"Gay-cap! Gay-cap!" They all turned and watched as he pulled off
his helmet and stretched the band on his mask. "That smoke and dust
will kill us!"

Ceto dropped to her knee again and said, "Put
them on." The other Marines complied and removed their GACAP masks
and devices from their backpacks.

Once Jean had his mask on and replaced his
helmet, he took a deep breath and heard the roar of his lungs join
with the explosions that rocked the complex. Will these masks
protect us? He knew the Gas And Chemical Agent Protection gear
would be useful against many things, but he had no real idea about
the toxins released in a cloud from a collapsed building. It's
worth a try.

The squads ran again, now encumbered with
their masks. The hum of the Raiders above continued and they saw
flashes of purple light strafe across their vision from time to
time. When they arrived in the complex, they found the burning
remains of Camp Constellation, their tent neighborhood. Bodies were
strewn everywhere and they paused for a moment, standing over their
fallen comrades.

Gem yelled through his mask, "We have to get
to the front!"

Slowly, they tore their gazes from the dead
and ran headlong into the gray clouds. Their pace slowed as they
found they couldn't see more than a few meters ahead of themselves
at any given time. Monclair saw several soldiers in the alleys
coughing. Other Marines saw them in their masks and then scrambled
to put theirs on, too.

An orange glow seemed to come from above and
Jean wrenched his neck to look up. He saw Tower Bravo overhead, now
completely engulfed in fire.

"Watch your step," Ceto said.

Girders and blocks from the fallen Tower
Alpha littered the path and the Marines had to climb over the
debris instead of merely stepping over it. When Monclair's feet
landed on the other side of a steel beam, his boots crushed part of
someone trapped beneath it.

"Frak." He leaned over and ran his hand along
the victim's arm. She was a gunnery sergeant and her face was just
barely exposed. When a wisp of dust blew away, he saw that she was
dead. Still, he said, "I'm sorry," before he stood and continued
after his colleagues.

The hum of the Cylon Raiders seemed to fade.
There was a distant sound of weapons fire from the aircraft, but
nothing near. "Are they leaving?" someone asked.

"I bet they were ordered to back off,"
Garnere said. "They took out one of the towers. I don't think they
were supposed to do that."

The trek toward the western front of the
complex became more like a mountain climb as they jumped onto and
rolled off large boulders of concrete and ducked beneath branches
of steel. Soon they heard the noise of a large number of people.
They joined a group of Warriors swelling toward the toppled
vehicles by the partial trenches facing the western fields and the
Great Tauran Plain. In the sky above, they listened to the hum of
the Cylons but they didn't seem to draw closer. They didn't seem to
be firing. Still, a haze of dust, smoke, and debris clung to the
ground and the Marines and soldiers couldn't see far above
themselves nor in front of themselves, for that matter.

"Any signs of the clankers yet?" someone with
a Virgan accent asked. Monclair turned and saw a major approaching
a destroyed anti-aircraft cannon.

"None, sir."

"Eyes open," the major said. "They could be
out there now, for all we know."

After a few moments of relative silence,
there was another burst of distant Cylon gunfire, followed by an
explosion on the ground. More Marines filtered by their position
and many noted the GACAP masks the squads were wearing. Most then
put theirs on, too.

After more than twenty minutes, the hum of
the Cylon Raiders had become a lull and was nearly invisible. Only
when it raised in pitch and the aircraft left the airspace above
the complex did they notice them again.

"They're gone?" a private asked.

Behind their position, they heard loud horns
with muffled announcements. People ran from around the debris of
Tower Alpha. A light breeze blew much of the haze away and the
fiery monolith of Tower Bravo shone down upon them. A loud crack
sounded across the complex and a portion of the building appeared
to slump. Then, the entire rear half of the building simply slid
away, taking most of the fire with it. The dull crash threw a new
plume of smoke and debris into the air and around the complex,
leaving only about one third of the building's northwest corner
still standing.

"Sarge," Louie said, "where do we go? Who do
we report to?"

Ceto was still staring at what remained of
Tower Bravo. She sighed within her mask and said, "We maintain
position here until we receive other orders."

They remained pressed against overturned
LandRams, GunRams, and diggers. The long, wide trench was on the
other side. Twenty minutes later, an officer in GACAP gear walked
by and said, "Third Regiment? Anyone here from the Third?" A few
Marines raised their hands and they fell in behind him. The group
walked toward the clouds that surrounded the bases of what remained
of the central towers.

A while later, a light vehicle drove up and
someone stood at the rear with a bullhorn. "Caprican and Tauran
Soldiers are to maintain positions here at the line! All Marines,
gather at the base of Tower Alpha! Move!" The officer sat and the
vehicle drove along the line a bit before they stood again and made
the same announcement.

The squads stood and ambled with hundreds of
other Marines back to the center of the complex. The ground was
littered with debris and chunks of concrete. With the sun now set,
what remained of Tower Alpha was illuminated only with fire,
vehicle lights, and construction work lights. The stone façade of
the lower storeys was mostly gone. A stone arch which formed the
decorative interior of the spacious lobby was half-destroyed. The
southwestern corner of the foundation was the only one fairly
intact, and it rose more than ten meters from the ground; it was
entirely stone with a skeleton of rebar peeking out in places.

The gathered Marines chattered with each
other and Monclair watched with dismay as many took off their
masks. He kicked at the ground and saw the thick, white layer of
dust that remained atop the red soil.

There was some movement along the edges of
Tower Alpha's corner. A few Marines cast their spotlights toward
it, revealing several people moving a large Colonial seal into
position. Many of those gathered began to clap and cheer, and once
the damaged phoenix was secure, the people backed away, revealing
an officer with a bullhorn.

"I am Colonel Stanley, commander of the First
Regiment." Her voice was clear, firm, and emotionless. "General
Chester was killed in the missile assault last hour." A rumble of
conversation began in the crowd, but she continued to speak, "This
Colonial seal is from his command post. It bears his blood. When
you look at it, remember the sacrifice of your fellow Marines."

Jean stared at the large phoenix set on a
circle. The metallic paint was scorched. The division information
printed on the circle was illegible. There was definitely dirt, but
he could not discern any blood in this low light.

"We lost many fine Warriors. Both officers
and enlisted. We will not forget them." There was a long pause and
then Stanley said, "I have assumed command of the division. We have
been given orders to protect this facility. The Cylons are not to
set foot in this complex, in no uncertain terms. We will complete
our trenches and make any attempt to seize this land a folly for
any machine that dares try. They are here and they are waiting. We
will not give them an opportunity."

Louie turned and looked toward the dark
fields. "'They're here?'"

"In the coming days, we will gather our dead
and wounded. We will clean and reestablish our camps. We will
defend this tower. Our situation may seem dire, but know that we
are not alone. Above us, even now, the Colonial Fleet continues
their assaults on the Cylon blockade. They haven't forgotten us. We
won't forget our friends and comrades. Now, it's time to make sure
that the Cylons don't forget us either. So say we all!"

The Marines erupted, "So say we all!"

Colonel Stanley left the precipice and handed
the megaphone to a major who began announcing muster points for the
various regiments and battalions. Since he seemed to be going in
numerical order, they knew it would be a few before he got to the
Fifth Regiment. Louie ran toward the front line again.

"Where are you going?" Sergeant Savic called
out.

"I'll get him." Monclair trotted after him,
between the remains of two warehouses, and found the private
scrambling onto the top of a LandRam that was still smoking after
being pummeled by Cylon machine gun fire. "What are you doing?"

"Looking at something." He raised his weapon
and looked through the scope. A moment later, he mumbled, "Frak
me."

Jean looked up toward him. "What?"

"Come here, Doc."

Monclair sighed and slowly climbed atop the
vehicle. He stood next to the Tauran and looked out into the fields
and the Great Tauran Plain. "What?"

Garnere nodded toward the darkness.
"Look."

Jean's stomach sank. He felt an unease at the
way the private was behaving and a dread at what a look through his
scope would reveal. The corporal raised his rifle and peered
through the magnifying sight. He saw nothing at first and then
raised it slowly. There was a blur and he adjusted the dial.
Something was out there, maybe two kilometers or more away. Once he
spun the focus, he saw it. Row after row of scanning red eyes. He
pivoted to the right and left.

He lowered the rifle and said, "Thousands of
them."

Louie pulled a cigarette from his pocket and
said, "They're just waiting."

 


The Second Battalion of the Fifth Regiment
was tasked with cleanup of Camp Constellation. Monclair and his
group moved through what had been their home, gathering the debris
into wheeled bins.

"What are they waiting for?" Ceto asked.
"They certainly got the drop on us last night. They could've walked
in and finished the job."

Louie nodded and said, "Tell her,
professor."

Jean dropped a burned footlocker into a bin
and smacked his gloves together. "It's just a theory."

"But it makes sense," Gem said. "Open that
up, first."

"Yeah." Monclair pushed the splintered top of
the locker open and it promptly fell off. Scorched magazines and
mail bundles were inside. There were some small trinkets, too, but
they were made of plastic and had melted in the heat of the
fire.

"Tell her, Doc."

Jean walked away from the bin and toward the
next pile of detritus. "I said we have to think about it like a
Cylon." Garnere laughed. "For more than two months, they've thrown
a lot at this one position. They lost an entire division almost
before I got here. They lost basestars and support ships in orbit.
They lost thousands more Centurions and armored units …
refreshed Centurions and armored units, in an assault
against us just days ago. And we're still here. So, they pummel us
from the air," he grunted and lifted another charred footlocker,
"position ground forces outside of primary firing range. And they
wait."

Sergeant Leslie pulled a tarp off its posts.
"But wait for what?"

"For us to starve." When Ceto looked at him,
Monclair added, "They know they've probably impacted our supplies
to some degree. They can certainly see that the warehouses are
almost entirely gone. Most of our LandRams and GunRams. The two
central towers. They know we need food and medical supplies and
they know we don't have an infinite supply. So," he shrugged, "why
not conserve Cylon personnel and materiel, especially when they
seem to want this place fairly intact?"

Ceto nodded and pulled the metal post from
the ground. "How long do we have?"

"I don't know." He pushed the lid off the
footlocker and saw more charred paper. More melted plastic. He
walked back to the tent near Leslie's position and said, "Rumors
are that we're down to emergency rations."

"But rumors are that we're also down to half
strength," Ceto shrugged. "That's bound to help with supply
use."

"Half a division. Gone." Savic shook his head
and pulled another post from the ground.

"It probably does help, but even if we're
fed, after a few weeks or even one month, the Cylons know that
they'd be able to easily overrun us. Psychologically, I don't know
if we'd be up to the task after another month of this."

"'It's frakked and it can't be unfrakked,'"
Louie said, quoting a popular Marine phrase. "But still, that's
assuming the Fleet doesn't break through," Louie said. "That's my
problem with his theory. The Cylons have to maintain the blockade
for a long time. I mean, how do you blockade a whole planet?"

Gem carried an armful of posts to a pallet
and said, "Not all supply ships are FTL and the ones that aren't
have to approach the planet from specific trajectories. They
maintain a high presence at those positions and they can keep out a
lot of supplies. Not just Colonial Fleet."

Leslie nodded and said, "I heard a wireless
transmission in the CP earlier. There were bombardments of Minos,
Olympia, and Hypatia, too. Widespread reports of starving and
looting."

"And Cylon jump technology seems to be better
than ours. They are able to, eh, swarm a target quickly with
overwhelming force." Monclair grabbed the singed side of a canvas
tent and made ready to pull it back. "A battlestar group may jump
into position, thinking they're fighting just one baseship, but
then others appear nearby." When the corporal removed the dark
brown fabric, he saw a body lying on the ground. "Mes
dieux."

The others gathered around. Gem reached for
his left wrist and began to systematically tap along its
circumference. Jean knew that was a Gemenese trait, since many of
them wore religious bracelets. Depending on the sect, each bead may
represent a specific god or a specific accounting of their sins or
blessings. This simple tic on the part of the large sergeant was a
kind of prayer for the dead.

"Does anyone recognize him?" Leslie
asked.

A small crowd had gathered, not just from
Ceto's and Gem's squads. Monclair leaned over and put his hand on
the body's shoulder. Slowly, he rolled him onto his back. His face
was blackened and run through with blood-red cracks. His white
eyes, though stared into the sky. Then he blinked.

Garnere jumped back, "Frak!"

Savic and Jean scooped up the man and carried
him to a nearly empty cart. The corporal pushing it turned it on
the side, emptying bundles of ruined clothes. The men placed the
injured person on the bed and Gem leaned over his face. "Marine!
Can you hear me?"

He blinked again. His throat convulsed and he
tried to speak, but he couldn't part his lips.

"Hold on. We're going to get you to the
BAS."

Gem grabbed the bar and began to run with the
cart. Monclair ran alongside and when they came to a ditch or other
obstacle, Jean leapt to the front and carried the forward wheels
over it before the sergeant pressed ahead.

After passing through a few large crowds,
they entered one of the parking lots and came to a stream of
medical personnel. "Corpsman! We need a corpsman!"

Several people ran to the cart and leaned
over the wounded Marine. While one talked to the patient and tried
to assess his condition, another asked Jean, "You just now found
him?"

"Yes. We were told SAR crews had already been
through our camp, but ..."

The corpsman shook his head and mumbled, "He
won't make it."

While that woman walked away, four others
continued to work on the Marine. One tried to cut his uniform away
but found that his skin had seemingly melted into the pants leg.
Another tried to take a pulse in the right arm, but his flesh
degloved and pulled off his musculature. Finally, the Marine had a
seizure and started to quake on the cart. Two of the corpsmen
pulled away. A third took an ampule of morpha and injected it into
the base of the man's neck. The seizing slowed and his eyelids
fluttered. A moment later, he went still.

"There's a crematory detail set up where
Warehouse Alpha used to be." The corpsman looked down one last time
and then walked away.

Both Gem and Jean looked at the dead Marine
whom they didn't recognize.

An alarm sounded and dozens of people jogged
past. "What's that?" Monclair asked.

"The Resolute."

"They're still here?" Somehow, the corporal
had forgotten about the landed Colonial destroyer. It had been
stripped of its armaments and many of its crew were reassigned
around the camp. Now, Marines cut the ropes on the camouflage
netting that had kept it largely concealed from the Cylon Raiders.
A warm wind washed over the crowd as it engaged its thrusters.

"It's loaded with all the wounded," Gem said.
"Four thousand people crammed in there."

Jean's eyebrows raised and he watched it
hover. "That's why you said half the division was gone."

"Five thousand dead. Four thousand
wounded."

Resolute lifted off the ground but did
not rise too high. They swept over the people, throwing white dust
into the air. Monclair raised his shirt over his nose and mouth. He
cursed himself for having come to the center of the complex without
his GACAP gear. He blinked several times and was able to watch the
destroyer cross to the northeast of the complex, away from what
remained of the buildings and spires and away from the waiting
legions of Centurions. Without rising any higher from the surface,
a white flash covered the ship. A sharp crack echoed over the
complex and a light breeze pulled dust toward the vacuum.

As the crowd around them dispersed, Jean
sighed and felt a sharp tug on his heart. He looked toward the cart
at the dead Marine and then back again where the Resolute
had been.

"Even if we got him onboard," Gem said, "he
would've died."

Monclair waited a moment and swallowed hard.
"I wasn't wishing that we could have gotten him aboard." His voice
softened and he added, "I wish I was aboard, I'm ashamed to
say."

"Don't be." Savic leaned over the body and
gingerly fished the dogtags out from around his collar. Once he
snapped one of the hexagons off, he began to push the cart toward
the cremation detail, "We're all thinking it."

Jean watched him go and he turned back toward
the tents. Slowly, he walked and he stared at his feet impacting on
the dust-covered Tauran soil. After a few moments, he raised his
hands and saw flecks of blackened soot all over them, including a
few streaks of dark blood. In a near panic, he brushed them on the
sides of his pants over and over, hoping to wipe it all away. When
he finished, he heard something he hadn't heard in days. Music.

He smiled a little and looked toward the
sound. It was coming from the north, from one of the Army division
camps. Either Caprican or Tauran, he wasn't sure, but he started to
walk in that direction. Obviously, other people had the same
thought and there was a stream of Marines and soldiers approaching
the side of a work tent.

There was a choir harmonizing wordlessly and
an organ. It almost sounded like a hymn, though the tempo was
rather upbeat. Then the choir and lead vocalist began to sing.

"Rise up, rise up! Get to your feet! Gather
those 'round you and come in from the heat!" After it repeated, the
soft, ethereal voice of the female vocalist continued, "Hold your
brother, your sister, too. Keep them near, within sight of you.
Sing a song, betray the gloom. Abide a while, avoid your doom."

The music and her voice were beautiful.
Monclair closed his eyes to listen as the chorus neared but there
was yelling near the source of the music.

"That's a protest song!"

Jean's eyes opened and he looked toward a
scuffle several meters away. A Tauran soldier was trying to take a
wireless away from a Colonial Marine. The Marine explained, "Stop!
I spent weeks trying to fix that!" The Tauran was successful,
however, and she slammed the radio to the ground. The crowd began
to disperse and the Marine knelt in the remains of the device,
gathering the parts up.

The corporal sighed and turned back south
toward Constellation. He tried to replay the music in his mind. He
didn't care about the lyrics or the message; for a few moments, it
was the most beautiful thing he had heard in months. As he walked,
humming to himself, the first Cylon shells began to fly.

Just a few dozen. They landed in the open
fields, the burned-out tent encampments, the destroyed buildings.
Randomly, they exploded across the complex and killed three. Then
all was silent again.

Intermittently, the Marines and soldiers
would hear the distant thump of large cannon and then the
escalating pitch of incoming fire. One round per minute. Then two
rounds. Then nothing for an hour. The unpredictability became
wearying quickly.

Despite the occasional artillery shelling,
the Marines slept in the open with whatever fabric they could
scavenge for sleeping bags or blankets. Finally, after several
days, Camp Constellation was reestablished and the squads got their
tent assignments again. Their waking hours were spent on cleanup
details before they were sent to the rack for barely more than six
hours of sleep. Assuming that wasn't interrupted by the sound of
nearby explosions.

Louie awakened first as he typically did and
made his usual amount of noise getting dressed and out of the tent.
Dazed, Jean sat up on his bunk and leaned onto his knees. He yawned
several times and wiped his eyes. He exhaled long and hard and
turned to face the other side of the tent. He noticed Sergeant
Leslie getting dressed but he wasn't really watching her. After a
few long moments, his eyes focused and he realized that he was
staring at her naked breasts.

"Holster your eyes, corporal."

Monclair jerked upright and mumbled, "Sorry."
He rolled out of his bunk and straightened the blankets with his
back to her as she finished getting dressed. Once she finished, she
left the tent and Jean cursed himself under his breath.

Among the long rows of tables near the new
mess tent, the corporal found Delta Company and his platoon.
Garnere was wrenching some sort of meat stick in his teeth.

"Jerky?"

He finally managed to bite off a piece and he
chewed for a few long seconds. "I think so."

Jean lifted a tin of beans and put it back in
the opened package. He didn't feel particularly hungry, though he
knew he should eat. He took the packet of crackers and slipped
those into his shirt pocket. He then sized up the can that,
according to the hasty stenciling, held two biscuits.

"Listen up," Lieutenant Lipton came into view
and stood on one of the benches. "Delta Company today is shifting
to become movers. The command post is moving again." There were
some grumbles but no one in Monclair's squad would complain after a
week of filthy cleanup. "We will be ferrying boxes and materiel to
what's left of Tower Alpha. The CP will be set up in the lower
levels."

Louie's eyebrows raised and he spat out the
well-chewed bit of meat. "You hear that?" he slapped Jean's arm.
"We're going to the basement!"

For the next two hours, they loaded carts and
bins with equipment from the temporary CP at the base of Spire
Echo, one of the few structures untouched by Cylon fire. Then the
caravan trekked half a kilometer across the complex to Tower Alpha.
The Tauran private's eyes were wide and he beamed the whole
way.

"We're gonna see it," he said. "We'll finally
see it."

As they neared Alpha, Monclair's cart got
hung up on a piece of debris. While he freed it, he said, "I hate
to tell you, Louie, but I think you'll be disappointed."

"Nah. No way."

"If they're letting us in," Ceto said,
"what are the chances that they actually have a superweapon to
conceal?"

Garnere thought and he frowned for a second.
Finally, he said, "No. Let's wait and see."

The group approached the rear of the former
tower's most prominent feature, the corner that rose three storeys
from the ground. Most of the blocks and debris had been removed
from the footprint of the tower, revealing a rent lobby floor with
storage areas and parking spaces below.

"No basement," Leslie said.

"Not yet." Louie maintained his smirk.

The squads crossed the open-air lobby and
marveled at the wide space and the half-arch that reached halfway
over their heads. At the promontory where the colonel had addressed
the Marines the week before, they saw the rear of the large
Colonial seal. In the days since then, someone had rigged a tall
pole in the rubble and to it affixed the two long banners of the
Caprican and Tauran Army units stationed here.

Ceto pulled her cart to the ruptured stairs
beneath the flags and motioned to her squad. "The train's this
way." A stream of Marines were carrying boxes and equipment down
the steps and they joined in. Louie and the others watched as they
descended past the parking deck and found themselves in the damaged
operations center of the old building. The private's eyes scanned
in every direction but to Jean's mind, everything they saw matched
what he would expect to see in a corporate security office or
maintenance operations center.

"Is this it?" Louie asked.

"No," an unfamiliar sergeant said. "Bring
those down here."

The squad carried their boxes through the
wide corridor and into a largely empty room. Old computer terminals
lined one wall and junior officers were pinning maps and other
papers to the opposite wall. They set the boxes down and Louie went
to the sergeant. He asked, "How many levels are below this
one?"

Distracted, the man flipped through his
clipboard and answered almost absentmindedly. "Two."

"What's on them?"

"One is nothing but old storage. The other
just has boilers and air conditioning machinery." The sergeant
lowered his clipboard and saw the private simply standing there,
considering the new information. "What are you doing? Get back to
work."

For the next few hours, they lugged equipment
into various rooms of Tower Alpha's lower levels. At the mess tent
for dinner, Louie was quiet and Sergeant Savic had to ask.

"What do you think of your superweapon theory
now?"

The private poked at the last few beans in
the tin with his spoon and shrugged. "I didn't see nothing to
confirm it or debunk it."

Gem laughed and Ceto said, "C'mon,
Louie."

He raised his chin and said, "What about
Tower Bravo? Constellation or Delta?"

Leslie tapped the table and said, "Doc, talk
some sense into him."

Monclair looked at the Tauran and saw that he
didn't look him in the eyes. His shoulders sagged and he seemed
weary. Jean said, "I haven't been in Bravo or any of the other
towers yet." Garnere smiled. "And Constellation and Delta are still
standing."

The private pushed the empty tin away and
said, "Damn straight."

 


More than one hundred lives were claimed
after two weeks' worth of the Cylon's random shelling. There were
no concentrated salvoes; no barrages. The machines maintained the
unpredictability and wounded far more Marines with nervousness and
a lack of sleep.

Delta Company had been moving debris from
around the center of the complex and spreading it in the fields and
parking lots within the boundary of the trenches to create a field
of obstacles. The hope was, not only would it slow the Centurions,
but it would also prevent their GunRams from driving right into the
camp. The few Colonial LandRams and GunRams that had survived were
used to lug the largest blocks and boulders. The trenches were
connected with the single remaining digger and a host of Marines
armed with shovels. As the sun set, the squad looked toward the
Colonial seal and fluttering banners.

"When the Cylons come, they'll have a hard go
of it," Louie said.

Jean nodded and looked to his left. The deep
trench and its floor, dotted with rebar springing skyward. He swept
his eyes to the right and over a long field of obstacles that led
toward stone gun emplacements and the remnant of Tower Alpha.

Thump.

The squad crouched and looked toward the
Plain where the Cylons were arrayed just beyond their sight. They
heard a shell streak overhead and impact on the southern side of
the complex, in what had been Warehouse Juno. Another blast erupted
from the north side near the Tauran encampment.

Louie shook his head and asked, "How much
longer are they going to be doing this?"

"They're doing it to keep us off balance,"
Ceto said. "They'll keep all of us on edge for so long that we'll
drive ourselves crazy and then they'll attack."

The private stood up and said, "I'm sick of
it." Defiantly, he looked to the west and squinted, hoping to spy a
glint of silver Centurion armor. He saw none.

Sergeant Leslie looked up at him and almost
ordered him down, but she knew he would probably be fine. After
another full minute without a Cylon round, the Marines returned to
their work.

The squads walked through the complex and,
for the first time in more than two weeks, Monclair wasn't even
carrying his GACAP mask. The layer of white debris rendered unto
the red soil by destroyed buildings had faded and, thanks to a
brief rain the night before, seemed less likely to rise under
footfall.

They passed a wall formed from blocks of
concrete that circled a rebuilt anti-aircraft weapon. It was manned
by four Marines and they kept it swiveling.

"How many of those are working now?" Jean
asked.

"Five or six, I think." Ceto nearly fell as
she stepped over a block. "They're working on bringing a few more
back online, too."

Quietly, they walked to the mess tent and got
in line for their evening ration. Cylon shelling commenced again,
but the members of Delta Company and the others of the battalion
who saw the packages of food awaiting them paid the scrambling
Marines outside and the distant explosions no mind.

They heard and saw arguing ahead of them and
several Marines stormed away. Leslie, Savic, Monclair, and the
others approached the supply counter. The sergeant waiting there
shook his head.

"You guys got rations this morning,
right?"

They nodded.

"Orders from command. We're down to one-a-day
rations."

Most of them seemed to wilt. Louie opened his
mouth to speak, but instead, he deflated and turned away. The
squads walked outside to the mess tables which were largely empty.
They collapsed onto the benches and Ceto said, "They just cut us to
two-a-day a week ago. What happened in one week?"

Gem sighed and said, "Maybe someone redid the
math."

"Math don't fill my stomach." Louie leaned
against the edge of one table. He removed a cigarette and placed
the end in his mouth. He clicked open his lighter and tried to
spark the flame several times without success. "Pou." A few
soldiers at a nearby table laughed. Monclair slid his lighter to
the private and he lit his cigarette.

"You're a hoarder, Johnny," Ceto said. "Do
you have any snacks in your locker?"

Jean smiled and said, "I might have a little
something. Nothing healthy, though."

"Frak healthy," Louie said. He jumped off the
table and said, "I'll take it."

"Hey, private," one of the nearby Caprican
soldiers said. "If you're hungry, I've got something for you."

Surprised, the Marine turned and took a step
toward the three enlisted men. He stopped in his tracks when he saw
that they had simply fashioned a bit of wet, red soil into a kind
of patty.

"You don't want it?" Louie spun away as his
comrades looked to see what was happening. "I thought you people
loved this stuff."

Monclair saw the dirt being held aloft by a
corporal in a Caprican uniform. He saw the look on his friend's
face. Instantly, he jumped over the edge of one table and lunged at
theirs. With his long arms, he pushed the dirt patty into the man's
face and managed to punch the laughing mouth of the private next to
him. Gem reached over the table and pulled one Caprican corporal up
by his shirt and then threw him to the ground at his feet. Ceto
shouted for the pair to stop and Louie stood still, only
half-watching.

As Jean punched the corporal with the dirt
again and as Savic reached across the table for a second time, a
loud, commanding voice ordered, "Break it up!"

The Marines turned to see Captain Antrim,
Lieutenant Lipton, and others preparing to enter the mess tent.
Antrim walked to the hastily formed line and looked up into Gem's
face and then he looked at Monclair. His eyes widened and he asked,
"What is going on here, doctor?"

With his eyes focused above his commander's
head, Jean said, "Sir. They offered Private Garnere a pile of dirt
to eat."

Antrim's face immediately fell and he looked
toward Louie. His head was still hung low and he was
uncharacteristically quiet. Then the captain looked at the three
Caprican soldiers who were also standing at attention, though
disheveled. "I see." Antrim waved his hand away and he said,
"Dismissed."

The squads left the mess tables and walked
along the dirt path toward the tents. Monclair looked back and saw
the captain yelling at the three Caprican soldiers, though he
couldn't hear them. He smiled and looked at Louie, expecting to see
some sense of satisfaction. Instead, the Tauran was still quiet.
Still forlorn.

 


The nights were frequently punctuated with
the sounds of Cylon artillery. Most Marines, though, were able to
sleep through the sounds and explosions. For Jean Monclair and his
squad, this was true, save for one early morning when a shell
landed in the tent across the path from theirs.

The force of the blast alone blew the flaps
of canvas inward. Debris drove through the air at great speed and
forced holes into the sides of the tent. When Jean awoke on the
floor, he wasn't certain if he had simply rolled out of his bunk in
defensive surprise or if the shockwave had pushed him. When he
looked up, he saw Louie and Ceto on the ground as well, probably
thinking the same thing.

They parted the flap and saw fire crews
descend on the tent across from them. Medics came but, minutes
later, they departed without a rush, carrying four bodies to the
crematory detail. A Marine in the tent next to them suffered a
serious wound to his back. He would fare better after several
days.

As the sun rose, the members of Delta Company
sleepily marched across the complex toward the rubble and concrete
floor that had been Warehouse Echo. Roused by the disturbance, they
decided to give Bravo Company early relief.

"Are you guys sure?" the lieutenant
asked.

"Yes sir. Cylon shell woke us a while ago,"
Lipton shrugged, "we figured we should come on down."

"Thank you, lieutenant." He stood on the
stone wall and said, "Bravo Company, relief." The ninety-odd
members slowly stood and gathered their equipment. They wandered
away with many slapping Delta Company acquaintances on the arm or
back as they left.

While Sergeant Leslie looked toward the west
with her binoculars, Garnere looked up at her and asked, "Still
there?"

"Still there." She sat in her usual corner by
a stack of bricks more than a meter tall. "Just standing."

Jean slumped against a broken concrete wall
and rested his dark helmet against it. He allowed his head to roll
so he could peer toward the promontory of Tower Alpha's base. He
watched the unit banners of Caprica and Tauron flutter. His eyes
grew heavy.

"Johnny."

His eyes popped open and he saw Ceto staring
at him. "Sarge."

She nodded her head toward a pair of
sergeants. "Ammo status?"

He cleared his throat and opened the various
pockets and pouches on his dark brown tactical shirt and black
vest. "Seven magazines of sixteen-mill ammo. Four type-A grenades.
One nine-mill sidearm with two magazines." The two sergeants
scribbled the numbers down and moved along the line as soldiers
detailed what they had on them. He looked at Leslie and tried to
gauge if she was irritated. "Sorry about that."

She shook her head. "I was half-asleep when
they came up."

"Who are they?"

"ASP tallies."

Monclair nodded. The Ammunition Supply Point
wanted to be sure how much ammo the Marines had before the big
fight began. "Is it bad?"

"That's the impression I got." She smacked
his shoulder and said, "You have more ammo than anyone else I
heard."

He smiled and leaned back against the wall.
After a moment's thought, he realized he still had as much as he
did because he was rendered unconscious part of the way through the
last battle. He glanced to his right at Louie. The private was
sitting in his usual place, cleaning his rifle. He was quiet.

"What's wrong?"

He shook his head.

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah."

Jean didn't believe him but he didn't want to
press the issue. He busied himself with routine maintenance, too,
and then he saw a gunnery sergeant happily greet Ceto nearby.

"CP."

"Oh yeah? That's great."

"It keeps me busy."

"So. What's the word?"

The gunnery sergeant looked from side to side
and he said, "We get occasional transmissions from the Fleet.
Mostly strikes hitting the blockade or small raids."

"We see some of them at night."

"Yeah. A basestar was destroyed yesterday but
more jumped in." He shook his head, "One battlestar group retreated
after that."

Leslie sighed and said, "They can't get
through? How is that possible?"

"I don't know. There's rumors they're holding
back for a big offensive." He shrugged, "But I don't know when
that'd be or if it's even true."

She slapped his arm and said, "Good to see
you."

"You, too. Take it easy." He turned and
jogged away.

When Ceto sat back against her bricks she saw
Monclair's gaze and asked, "You heard that?"

"Yeah. Sorry."

"It's OK." She removed her helmet and
scratched her sweaty scalp. "I don't understand why the Fleet's
wasting their time with little pokes at the blockade. They could
mount a big …"

The distant thumps of Cylon cannon
interrupted her. She reached down for her helmet and got it on
before the first shell impacted in the obstacle field some one
hundred meters away. Another round landed on the north side in a
parking lot where the Resolute had been.

"Just two," Louie said. "They like to mix it
up."

"Keeps us guessing." Monclair looked at the
Tauran and hoped he would continue to talk, but he didn't. As often
as he got annoyed with the little man, he was truly disheartened
that he was as dejected as he had been for the last few days.

He stood and looked toward Ceto. "I'll be
right back." Jean walked several meters away and into the line of
Sergeant Savic's squad. He greeted a few of the Marines there and
then crouched with Gem behind a different stack of bricks. "Sarge.
Can I talk to you for a moment?"

"What is it, Doc?"

He lowered his voice even though he knew he
was out of Garnere's hearing. "I'm worried about Louie."

Savic grinned. "Why?"

"He's not talking so much."

He laughed. "Yeah, OK. I can see why that
would be a concern."

"I'm serious. He hasn't been the same in a
while. Not since we reduced rations." He looked toward the Tauran
who was now resting against the concrete wall. "Was it that
'dirteater' business last week?"

"Maybe." Gem glanced in his direction, too.
"It might just be the lack of food. People change when they're not
getting the same energy intake."

Cylon guns fired again and a round struck the
far eastern field near Tower Delta. Another landed near the Camp
Bravo tent city.

"Then again," Savic pushed the edge of his
helmet up with his thumb, "maybe all of this is finally getting to
him. Almost four months stuck in the same place, having the ground
shot out from under him, friends killed. Add to that reduced
rations and constant, sporadic shelling," he shrugged and spoke
more softly, "I'm seeing lots of Marines have problems."

Monclair nodded and stood. "You're right.
Thanks, sarge."

"Keep an eye on him."

"I will."

 


Days passed. The weather warmed and that made
water a priority. Some units became ill with dysentery as they
drank from tainted supplies. Rain was still a wish that had not
been fulfilled beyond a brief drizzle here or there. The lack of
rations was beginning to harm everyone. Faces grew long and gaunt.
Monclair, as lean as he was to start with, noticed that his own
clothes began to hang from him.

One early morning as Lipton's platoon walked
from their camp to what remained of Warehouse Echo, they heard a
distant bang. A pop, high above their heads and to the south. The
Marines stopped walking and looked into the sky above the Balius
Hills. There, a couple of kilometers above the surface, they
spotted two flaming shapes falling to the ground.

"What the frak?" Ceto mumbled.

The shapes shuddered and rocked before
righting themselves and bearing north toward the encampment. Louie
started to run. He yelled back with glee, "Supply ships! They
frakking jumped supply ships right into the sky!"

The whole platoon broke out into a sprint
toward the warehouse rubble and watched the vessels swoop closer
and closer to the ground and heading toward their position. Jean
laughed as he ran and saw hundreds of other Marines also running
toward the south, staring up at their saviors. Then the missiles
launched.

From the Cylon positions in the Plain a few
kilometers to the west, a series of rockets lanced into the sky.
Three struck one of the transports with a quick succession of pows,
causing the ship to explode into a massive fireball just south of
the complex. Two struck the second ship and immediately knocked the
vessel seemingly onto its side. Many of the Marines stopped running
and the rest slowed into a jog, but they all stared in horror as
the transport listed to the east, black smoke pouring from its
stern, and screamed into the ground just beyond the camp. Fire
erupted from the surface and the Colonial vessel cartwheeled toward
the north, disintegrating as it rolled.

More than a thousand Marines and soldiers
were standing near the center of the complex, frozen after their
brief exhilaration and exertion. Monclair gasped for air and stared
at the climbing columns of dust and smoke. He thought, Hopefully
they can salvage some supplies from the wreckage, but he didn't
say it aloud. In fact, the platoon slowly resumed the walk to their
watch position and they never spoke of the fallen supply
transports.

A week later, after yet another spray of
Cylon artillery, a group of ASP Marines entered the footprint of
Warehouse Echo with a large cart. "Delta Company?" Sergeants Leslie
and Savic approached along with a few others, as well as Lieutenant
Lipton and her fellow platoon commanders. "This is the ammo
allotment for your people." The lead gunnery sergeant began to
speak what was obviously something he had to repeat several times
before. "In case of engagement with the enemy, do not, I repeat, do
not expect supply runs of ammo for your sixteens. We will be able
to truck additional ammo for your thirty-mill nests. We will also
bring re-ups of grenades and mortars." He held his hand above the
cart. "This is for your individual Marines. Bring them forward,
please."

Ceto and Gem waved their hands and everyone
jumped to their feet. They ambled to the cart and looked at the
cases and cases of rounds.

"Warriors, listen up!" The gunnery sergeant
turned as he spoke, "If you currently have four grenades, you will
not get any more today. If you currently have six magazines for
your sixteen-mill rifles, you will not get any more today." A few
people began to wander off. "Everyone else, come forward and get
your fill."

Before anyone said anything else, another ASP
sergeant looked toward Leslie's squad and said, "Six. Max." He
pointed at Ceto and asked, "How many do you have now?"

"Four." He reached into a case and removed
two additional magazines.

Garnere leaned over and said, "I have four."
Two magazines were handed to him and then he said, "I'm out of
grenades."

"See Sergeant Houck."

As Jean backed away, knowing he had seven
magazines, he heard a corporal ask, "What about nine-mill ammo? I'm
out."

"Son," the sergeant said, "you may as well
throw your sidearm at a Centurion than shoot him with
nine-millimeter rounds."

Monclair sat against the wall again and
watched Garnere pull his magazines from the various pouches on his
body. He lined them up on the rock in front of him and simply
stared at them. After a few moments, Jean asked, "What are you
doing?"

"Just looking." He nodded toward the
ammunition and said, "Sixty rounds. That's all I've got."

"That's all most of us will have."

"You know how fast we go through sixty
rounds?" The corporal didn't answer. "Pretty frakking fast." He
shook his head and continued, "Do they think this is enough?"

Monclair looked down and tried to do some
quick math in his head. "We'll have to be really good shots."

Louie scoffed and said, "You may have a
marksmanship badge, but not everyone does."

The squad leaned back and watched the rest of
Delta Company get their fill of ammunition. Then, the cart and the
ASP sergeants moved on to the next group of waiting Marines.

Jean reached into his vest and removed a
single magazine. He held the dark metal up and looked at the long,
gleaming rounds barely visible inside. Then he handed it to
Garnere.

He took the ammo and asked, "What's
this?"

"Evening the odds for you." Monclair grinned
and said, "If you don't have a marksmanship badge, you'll need all
the help you can get."

Louie shook his head and said, "Frak you." He
held the rounds close and then extended them back toward the
Leonan. "Here."

"What? Why?"

"I'm feeling lucky."

Ceto had been watching and she interjected,
"Are you sure about that?"

"Yeah."

A volley of Cylon artillery interrupted their
conversations. Marines and soldiers scrambled around the perimeter
of the former warehouse, but the squads inside were unmoved by the
latest bombardment. Two shells landed somewhere on the northwest
side of the complex. One struck Spire Bravo. One hit the footprint
of the former Warehouse Gamma. As soon as the decay from the last
explosion dissipated, the conversation resumed, unabated.

Monclair took the ammo back. "Well, I'll hang
on to it for you."

"You do that."

"Just let me know when you run out."

"Frak you."

As Delta Company's time on watch was winding
to a close, the sun was beginning to set and a new group of Marines
walked across the smooth floor of the destroyed warehouse, pushing
a few different carts.

"What's that?" Garnere asked.

Sergeant Leslie stood. "I don't know."

One of the carts broke away from the train
and two Marines approached the southwest corner manned by the
squads. "Listen up. These are leftover construction materials. They
are to be used in case of hand-to-hand combat with the Cylons." The
Marines nearby stood. Many of them grumbled and looked at the metal
piled on the cart.

"'Hand-to-hand,'" Louie said.

Bundles of dark steel rebar were lifted up
from the cart and placed on the floor. A Marine sliced the two
pieces of tape that held it together, and the two-meter-long poles
collapsed and began to roll with a resonant clang. "Hopefully, with
your ammo resupply, these will not be needed. But since these were
on hand," he gestured toward the rebar, "command felt they could be
used in combat. Keep them nearby." The two Marines pushed the cart
away to another group of squads and gave the same speech.

Monclair looked at the long poles and
wondered if they were here because of him. Still, he felt a dread
come over him. They know it's going to be bad.

Louie picked one of the rebar pieces up and
held it beside himself. The dark steel towered over him and he
said, "What am I supposed to do with this?"

"Hit the Cylons with it." Ceto picked up a
pair and walked toward her corner.

Jean saw Gem's face and saw that he seemed to
be feeling the same sense of dread. Savic looked toward his Marines
and said, "Everyone grab two and take them to your positions. Lean
them against the wall and point them out toward the toasters."

Monclair picked up a pair as well and walked
the few meters to his place at the wall. He put the rebar on either
side of himself, creating a small useless cage for protection. As
he sat there on a block in the debris of the warehouse, he picked
one of the poles up and felt its weight. The regular deformations
along its surface allowed it to roll smoothly in his fingers. After
a few moments, he became entranced by the feeling and the dread
dissipated. Then he remembered an ancient poem.

"'If any so hardy in this house holds himself
to be so bold of blood, so hot in his head,'" Leslie, Garnere, and
others turned toward him, "'that dare staunchly strike a stroke for
another, I shall give him as gift this giserne so rich, this blade,
that is heavy enough to handle as he likes, and I will bear the
first blow, as bare as I sit.'"

"What's that from?" Ceto asked.

"An old Virgan poem about a knight." He
raised the rebar and said, "This isn't a giserne or guisarm, but we
can pretend."

"What's a giserne?" Louie asked.

"It's like a halberd." He saw a lack of
recognition and added, "A pole weapon with a blade and a point on
one end."

Monclair regarded the steel again and then he
heard Gem's deep voice.

"'We are the Dead. Short days ago, we lived,
felt dawn, saw sunset glow, loved and were loved, and now we lie,
in Tauran fields.'"

Jean smiled and immediately recognized the
paraphrasing of the famed Pican poem from the Revolutions almost
two centuries prior. He saw Garnere lean forward. "That was
beautiful."

Savic lowered his head and mumbled, "I didn't
write it."

Louie nodded and returned to his place
against the wall, next to his rifle and his rebar. "I still liked
it." Monclair saw the private then surreptitiously wipe his
eye.

 


The corporal awoke after the
bombardment had stopped.

The seemingly random Cylon artillery barrages
had become more frequent in the last week, and they lasted longer,
too. Ten to twelve rounds were fired each time as opposed to the
two to five rounds when this phase began … Over a month ago?
Merde, Monclair thought.

He looked around and saw that Sergeant Leslie
was writing in her notebook again. She hadn't done that in some
time. To his right, he saw Louie playing cards with another
corporal from the squad. He looked toward the sky and noticed the
sun was nearing its peak. He tugged on his sweat-stained brown
collar and knew it would be another difficult and hot
afternoon.

"Welcome back, Johnny," Ceto said. She didn't
look up from her notebook.

"Mmm. I can only sleep when they're
shelling."

She nodded. "I know the feeling." She slipped
the pencil into the binding of the notebook and then dropped it
into her backpack which she kept by her side.

"I never asked you, sarge," Jean straightened
up and rested his arm on a piece of rebar that fenced him in. "What
do you write in that book?"

"It's just a diary." She seemed embarrassed
and looked toward the west over the small brick wall she leaned
against. She was content to leave it at that and Monclair was
willing to let it go, but she shook her head and continued, "I
always write stuff down when I think a battle is coming. Memories
for my sister and brother. Notes for my parents. Stuff like
that."

The Leonan nodded and said, "Sounds
nice."

"Yeah."

Jean thought and then asked, "But I saw you
writing in it the day I arrived." Ceto laughed. "Things were calmer
then and looking up."

"After the battles and after I don't die, I
always write an entry taking back all the things I said before the
battle." She smirked and said, "That way I'll always have something
to say and ease the blow before the next one."

He nodded and looked toward the east and the
bulk of the camp. Few structures remained tall in the sky; a couple
of spires managed to escape severe Cylon attack but many surmised
that the machines would want to preserve that kind of
infrastructure for when they took over. He saw smoke in the north.
For a second, he thought it might be Zama ablaze again, but the
black plumes were too near. The wind carried the billowing tower to
the north and Monclair realized it was the cremation detail. After
complaints about the smell, the detail only operated their fires
when the wind was blowing in directions away from the rest of the
complex.

"Delta Company," Lieutenant Lipton said as
she crept around a series of empty crates that had been placed near
the western side of the former warehouse. Right behind her, Captain
Antrim came into view and he tipped his helmet to the Marines.

"What's the word, sergeant?"

"Quiet, sir."

"Too quiet," came the expected reply from the
captain. The other Marines nearby stopped what they were doing and
diverted their attention to the company commander. "We're overdue
for a bitch session," some of the people gathered around chuckled,
"so hit me with it."

"We need more rations," a private said.

"I'm sick of the shelling," another said.

"I want more ammo."

"I need a pillow for this rock."

"Can I get a day off?"

Antrim raised his hand and said, solemnly, "I
have heard your complaints and they will be logged. Be advised that
there's not a damn thing I can do about any of it." The squads
laughed at the apparent resolution of the routine.

Louie leaned forward, though, and said, "Cap,
I'm sorry, but we really do need more rations than we're
getting."

"I know, Rooster. We lost some big supply
stores a few weeks back. I wish we could do more."

"I'm just worried that when the toasters
come, we'll be too weak to do anything about it."

At this the captain smiled and he put a hand
on Garnere's boot. "Now, I don't believe that. You're all the
toughest bastards I've ever seen. And the Cylons know it, too." A
few Marines nodded. "When you see that chrome comin' at you, you'll
find the strength. I know it." He reached into his shirt pocket and
withdrew a vitamin-loaded fruit bar. Monclair's eyes widened and
Antrim reached his arm toward Louie. "Here you go, Rooster."

The private shook his head. "Nah. Thank you,
sir."

His eyebrows went up and he said, "Are you
sure? You can split it however you like."

"I'm good. Thank you."

He faced Jean and said, "Doc?"

His mouth was watering already. "Yes,
captain. Thank you." He leaned forward and took the wrapped snack
from his commander.

Antrim nodded and patted Garnere's boot again
before turning and creeping away and behind the crates that formed
a short wall behind the front line. Several Marines crowded around
the corporal as he ripped open the wrapper. He began to tear off
finger-wide pieces of the grain-and-fruit bar and he handed them
out to the dirty waiting hands of his comrades. He got to the last
piece and he said, "Hey, Louie?"

The Tauran looked up and saw Jean holding a
piece of the snack. "Nah."

Monclair nearly popped it in his own mouth,
but he saw one last hand held out. He looked into the private's
face and noted his sunken eyes and cracked lips. The corporal gave
it away and the person he didn't really know smiled and said,
"Thank you."

He slid back into his position against the
short wall. His mouth was still full of saliva. He brought his hand
to his face and saw the crumbs of grain and even a smear of the
fruit jam filling on the edge of one finger. He stuck it in his
mouth and his tongue caught the sharp sweet tang of orange. He
closed his eyes and tried to hold on to that taste for as long as
he could. Once it was gone, he tasted only the metallic dirt that
had been ever-present on his hands for weeks now.

He wiped his hand on his pants and looked at
Garnere. He wasn't playing cards any longer. He was sitting against
the wall, staring at the ground. Monclair spoke softly but just
loud enough for his friend to hear. "Hey. Why did you do that?"

"What?"

"You turned down the fruit bar from the
captain. You turned down the piece I offered you." He was quiet for
a second and then he remembered, "You turned down my extra magazine
of ammo."

"I don't like being a charity case."

Incredulous, Jean said, "What? What are you
talking about?"

Louie was holding a few small pieces of red
rock. He threw one toward the ground and said, "I don't like being
dependent on other people like that." He finally looked up and his
eyes met Montclair's for a brief second before he added, "And don't
take this the wrong way, but I especially don't like taking help
from Capricans, Virgans, and Leonans."

"Wait," the corporal shook his head, "are you
saying this is a hemási thing?"

Garnere chuckled, surprised that Jean knew
the word, and said, "Yeah. Actually, I am."

Having studied so much about colonial
history, he knew about the Tauran "for ourselves" mindset. "I'm
rather surprised that still exists."

"Oh, don't be." Louie shook his head, "You
can't walk half-a-click on Tauron without finding someone who has
an hemási t-shirt in their closet or poster on their
wall."

Monclair felt angry and that feeling
surprised himself. He felt a warmth flush across his skin and he
said, "On its face, I get why you might see a piece of food or some
ammo as a handout, but its not political. It's not bigoted to give
my friend something."

"No, of course not." The private began to act
apologetic and he leaned closer. "That's not how you see it.
But that doesn't change how I feel."

Jean's anger didn't dissipate and, flustered,
he raised his hand and let it flop to his lap. "I do not
understand."

"Exactly." Garnere saw the consternation on
Monclair's face and said, "Look. Remember a while back when you and
Gem got into it with those frakkers about the whole 'dirteater'
thing?"

He nodded. "Of course."

"Yeah. You know the history of that,
right?"

"Of course. It was the First Siege of
Tauron." He saw Leslie looking at them and he answered, "Twelve
hundred years ago, several Tauran cities banded together as the
last holdouts to offworld rule. Virgan and Leonan forces laid siege
to them and the ones without sufficient food stores began to see
severe health problems as supplies ran out. Particularly vitamin
deficiencies."

"They started getting the 'spots,'" Louie
interjected.

"Yes. So," his voice lowered and he slowed
down, feeling the weight of what he was saying, "once all of
the food was gone, many of the Taurans ate other things to fill
their stomachs. Most famously dirt."

"And the Virgans saw it." Garnere nodded and
began to retie his boot's laces. "They spread it around to all of
their soldiers and even to the Leonans who were taking over the
east. 'Look at these fools. These filthy animals. They eat dirt.'"
He pulled the laces taut, seemingly strangling his own foot. "The
defenders got so sick or died and then the Empires just marched
in." He paused and looked toward the west. Monclair saw this and
immediately thought of the Cylons' apparent strategy, too. "Rebels
who survived tried to own it. They called themselves 'dirteaters'
as a mark of pride to show that they'd rather eat dirt than
surrender. But it didn't last."

Jean's eyebrows raised. It was the first time
he had heard Louie speak so knowledgeably and passionately about
anything. He felt compelled to say something, anything, so he fell
back on his own knowledge. "Then the name was repurposed under the
Heracleides regime to refer to political opponents or the poor who
were supposedly a drain on the state's resources."

"Yeah, but that's just on Tauron. Everywhere
else, we're all dirteaters." The private straightened his
pants leg and asked, "Do you know how many times in my life I've
been called a 'dirteater' or something like it?"

Monclair began to feel ashamed but he didn't
really know why. "No."

"Neither do I. It's a lot." He shook his head
and continued, "That day, I was ready to just turn around and walk
away. Let those Capa-fraks have their laugh. Whatever. I'd heard it
so much I would've forgotten it soon enough. It wouldn't even
matter. Instead, you and that big bastard decided to pound their
faces. So … I haven't stopped thinking about it."

Jean opened his mouth to apologize but no
sound emerged.

"Being called a 'dirteater' isn't about the
fact that a bunch of my ancestors got so hungry once that they ate
dirt. Not taking handouts isn't about not wanting help." He stood
and lifted his rifle. He slid the strap over his arm and said,
"It's about feeling like … again, we're dependent on you guys.
Capricans, Virgans, Leonans. It's something else you can
hold over us. The things your ancestors did to make us feel that
way. It's just echoes in time or something. Reminders that you're
better than us or that you know better than us. Everything on
Tauron now relates back to something someone else did to us,
and it's all bad." He shrugged and started to walk away. "I don't
know."

The anger Monclair felt now returned. He had
been angry because Louie didn't recognize how "good" Jean was. How
enlightened he was. Now he felt the warmth wash over himself again,
but this time, it was directed inward.

"What did we do?" Ceto asked.

The corporal looked at her and asked,
"Capricans?" She nodded. "Propping up the Heracleides regime for so
many years. Supporting Phaulkon despite all his bullshit."

"Oh. That makes sense."

As another round of Cylon bombardment began,
Monclair pulled the front of his helmet over his eyes and he leaned
forward onto his knees. He stared at the dirt-strewn concrete floor
of the former warehouse and thought.

 


Private Garnere called it "pre-summer." A
stretch of hot days near the end of the growth season before the
true arid nature of the summer made itself known. "After about a
week of sweating your balls off," Louie said, "it'll get nice again
for a couple of weeks. Then you'll be sweating your balls off for
about four months straight. Welcome to the southern Plain."

The under-fed Maines and soldiers became more
lethargic, pinned in place by their fatigue, the lack of food, and
now the heat. The temperatures hung in the mid-thirties for six
days in a row with two days reaching the low forties. It was
somehow even hotter in the small holes of the warehouse's
foundation where the squads sought refuge. Despite the specter of
battle that weighed so heavily upon them, most of the Marines had
decided against wearing their thick, black or brown ribbed armor
and kept only their dark reddish-brown shirts with tactical vests,
pouches, and backpacks. The lack of extra protective layers may
have provided some modicum of relief from the heat, but not
much.

And now the Cylon artillery. The gap between
spates of cannon fire had become negligible. The command post had
been tracking the numbers of the barrages and the damage each
caused, but after three hours of sustained yet still random fire,
they realized something new was happening. There were rumors that
command blindly blasted signals into space, hoping that the Fleet
would pick up something and send help because the brass knew that
the end was near.

The distant thumps, the faint whistle in the
sky above, the thud and explosion nearby … it had become a hypnotic
backdrop to life over the preceding weeks. Most shells still landed
in the fields, now littered with concrete blocks and other
obstacles. Some struck the tent encampments. Others hit the
footprints of former buildings … except for the two central towers,
Alpha and Bravo. Similarly, Towers Constellation and Delta on the
southern side of the complex were largely untouched. This only
fueled further speculation.

The persistent bombardments hadn't been
without casualties. Sergeant Savic told them he heard that more
than a thousand Marines and soldiers had been killed in the last
month solely due to the toaster artillery. That brought the
division's strength down even more … Eight thousand? Plus just
two or three thousand each from the Caprican and Tauran Armies?
That's all we have left?

At noon, a shell landed in the center of what
had been Warehouse Echo. The squads around the perimeter of the
building crouched deeper in their concrete pits.

Gem ran up to Sergeant Leslie and leaned
against her broken brick wall. "I've got a bad feeling about
this."

"Uh-oh," Ceto said. "If you're saying that …"
another round landed nearby and a light breeze blew dirt onto Delta
Company.

Savic opened his pack and pulled out a
fabric-wrapped bundle. "Pass these out to your squad." He peeled
back a flap, revealing several gleaming Cylon blades.

"Holy frak," Leslie picked up one by its
handle and held it up. "You made all of these yourself?"

"I only made thirty-six." He removed the
swords and spread them out on the concrete floor. "It took so long
to extract the blades from the Cylon arms that I could only make
about one every other day once I got it figured out."

Monclair smiled and reached out of his place
for a hilt. He realized as his fingers wrapped around the handle
that it, too, was fashioned from Cylon parts. The tang of the blade
that would have been ratcheted forward with the mechanics of the
Centurion's arm now had a grip thanks to split cable sheathing. The
guard was formed by slipping the blade through two panels of the
dark, wide mail of a Cylon's protective waist armor. There was even
a pommel welded onto the hilt; the circle was formed by a Colonial
Marine coin presented to new recruits after their completion of the
training program. "So that's why you needed my coin. This is
amazing, sarge."

He pulled back several swords and wrapped the
bundle again. "That's enough for your squad. I'm going to spread
these around." Gem remained crouched and he darted around the
crates as another shell streaked overhead before it hit a clothing
supply tent between buildings.

Jean waved the blade from side to side,
getting a sense of the weight and balance. He smiled and looked at
Garnere. He was doing the same thing. He grinned back and said, "If
I wasn't scared shitless, this would be pretty great."

Another round landed near, this one in the
field of blocks in front of Warehouse Echo. Bits of stone and
concrete rained upon Delta Company. In the brief quiet that
followed, there was a cacophony of thumps from the Cylon ranks.
"This is going to be bad," Leslie said.

It rained artillery. And when it didn't
precipitate explosive rounds, dirt and debris fell instead. The
closest calls came early as one shell landed just a few meters on
the other side of Ceto's partial brick wall. The top three rows of
bricks were sheared away and she lay on the concrete floor,
pressing her fingers under her helmet and trying to pop her ears,
thinking she had gone deaf. Another blast struck the northern side
of the warehouse's perimeter, killing four Marines in Delta. They
were part of Sergeant Campbell's squad and Montclair was sorry to
say he didn't know them well at all.

Finally, one hour past noon, the artillery
stopped.

There was a novelty to the silence that
followed. Curious, like woodland creatures peering from their
burrows after a storm, Marines poked their heads from their holes
and looked at their surrounds. It was still utter devastation. Some
of it more devastated than the last time they looked. But in the
quiet as their heads were above ground, they heard a new sound.

A constant, rolling thump. Not the same as
when toaster artillery fired. Jean looked down at the top of his
small wall and saw individual grains of rusty soil dance on the
concrete. His eyes widened and he looked into the west toward the
fields and the Plain. The distance was shrouded through the
wobbling lens of heated air but he quickly spied blooms of red dust
across the horizon. It was coming this way.

All the Marines knew it. They rose from their
pits and some slipped into their brown or black armor, then brought
their rifles across their chests. They braced them on the walls, on
stones, and on the ground. They waited for the enemy to be in
range.

"If we're overrun," Ceto said softly.

"Fall back to Alpha and hold the line," many
in the squads nearby replied. It had been the plan drilled into the
Marines for weeks. Protect what remains of Tower Alpha. Why was
never said, though they knew the command post was now based in the
levels below ground.

The sergeant pulled her scope up to her face
and looked down toward the field. The machines were more than a
kilometer away still, yet dust-shrouded Centurions filled her
eyepiece.

Monclair raised his rifle, too, and made
ready to look. Finally, he decided not to. He lowered his rifle
back to the wall and looked at the men and women around him. He saw
Ceto studying the coming Cylons. Garnere nervously gripped his
weapon and maintained a glazed-over gaze on the distant markers
showing their proximity. He turned to see Gem more clearly and
watched as the big man firmed his jaw and tightened his grip on his
rifle. A corporal at a nearby machine-gun nest had been mumbling
for some time, but only now were her words loud enough to be heard.
"'Blessed be Zeus Most High, my strength. Ares, who teaches my
hands to war and my fingers to fight.'" He closed his eyes and
thought along to the Scrolls' verses as the young woman continued,
"'The Pantheon, my goodness and my fortress, my tower and
deliverer. Athena, my shield, and her in whom I trust.'" He felt
more sweat stream down his brow and he wiped it away with the
filthy sleeve of his dark brown shirt.

Jean took several deep breaths and remembered
the visit by Captain Antrim. Despite his fatigue, despite his
pervasive hunger, despite having lost nearly ten kilos, the
corporal was ready to fight. His heart raced, his breathing
quickened, and his muscles tensed. He grabbed his rifle and brought
the scope to his eyes. He saw the Cylons coming and he was
eager.

The Centurions first encountered the trench.
With a running jump, many Cylons were able to jump the seven-meter
chasm and land on the other side. The force of so many heavy
machine landings, however, caused part of the wall to drop away,
widening the trench in multiple places. Centurions fell into the
five-meter-deep pit studded with upright rebar. Several were indeed
impaled on the dark steel, but most were not. Cylons deep inside
began to climb by jabbing their hands into the dry dirt walls.
Others uprooted the reinforcing bars and decided to use those.

With nearly half their number waylaid by the
medieval siegeworks, the rest of the enemy pushed up the slight
sloping fields toward the complex. They slowed their run and raised
their own weapons to fire on the few humans they could see. Heavy
machine gun emplacements nearer the trench, however, sprang to life
and began to mow down the Cylons that made it across. When that
weapons fire began, the Centurions ran again, this time toward the
emplacements and utilizing their grenades.

Jean watched two Cylons approach a
stone-walled turret. One unit raised its unusual weapon and fire
leapt from its muzzle. It poured like liquid into the gun nest and
Marines ran, ablaze, from the emplacement. Enraged, he flicked the
safety with his thumb and held his breath. They were still farther
away than he would have liked. He squeezed the trigger and his
first shot of the final battle struck true. The center of a
Centurion's chest. It staggered backward and fell upon a boulder of
concrete. With that, its machine companion zeroed in on them and
the rest of Delta Company opened fire.

The constant report of sixteen-millimeter
rifle fire concealed the approach of Cylon Raiders. Their cannon
raked the ground and the hiding places of Marines. Anti-aircraft
emplacements, hidden across the complex, returned their fire, but
not before the fighters fired missiles into huddled dozens of
Colonials. Squadrons of the wedge-shaped ovals spread over the
skies with a few knocked away to careen into the ground nearby.
Once they reached the far side of the complex, they turned and
raced toward the west again, firing on the human positions as they
passed.

Monclair ejected his first spent magazine and
slammed in another. He moved to one side and got a good view of
Cylons as they climbed from the trenches. The first one he got a
bead on had red soil caked in its hands. He shot and the round
struck its arm. He fired again hitting the Centurion's head. It
dropped to its knees and went still. The next Cylon that rose was
holding rebar in one hand and had deployed its arm-blade with the
other. Using the rebar as a cane, it pulled itself erect and began
to run, bounding over one obstacle before the corporal could fire.
When he did, the bullet struck the machine's abdomen and it kept
coming. He fired again, hitting its right chest. Still, the
Centurion barreled on toward their position. Finally, as he aimed
again, he saw a bullet strike its chest just below the neck. The
machine immediately collapsed.

"Damn," Louie said. "I thought he'd never go
down."

"That was you?"

"Yeah."

"Good shot." Jean repositioned and aimed
again. "I'm glad that one wasn't your pick for the Tyrant." Garnere
laughed and the corporal looked through his scope. Suddenly, it
seemed as though all the Cylon forces were streaming over the
trench unimpeded. Unbeknownst to him at the time, Centurions at the
bottom were bracing themselves against the wall of the trench and
providing a foothold for the advancing units to use so that they
weren't slowed. More than thirty thousand Cylons would be able to
bypass the first major hindrance. Despite their success versus the
trench, the machines still had a field nearly half a kilometer wide
in places covered with blocks, pits, and machine gun nests.

The Centurions adopted a run-and-gun
approach. As they poured over the trench, the units ran into the
field and spread out in random directions, firing wherever they
could. Only three Colonial GunRams had survived the siege to this
point and now they made their presence known. They fired into the
obstacle field obliterating machines and sending more flying. Their
successful barrage lasted a scant six minutes. Two of the tanks
were fired upon by Raiders high above and eliminated. The third was
besieged by Centurions and destroyed when they threw explosives
into the cabin.

Monclair would later say that the Cylon
strategy appeared to be to drown the humans in metal. The entire
force of two divisions pressed up the obstacle-laden slopes toward
the complex. The heavy machine gun nests were destroyed. Marine
positions to the south had already been overrun and now the squads
at the more central warehouses were supplemented with other
battalions moving toward Tower Alpha. The Centurions were closing
on them from two sides.

Jean ejected his fifth magazine and slapped
in his sixth. His tiny castle of concrete and rebar was invaded by
a Marine from the First Regiment. Others crowded the short wall
remnants of Warehouse Echo and he couldn't see either Louie or Ceto
from this position.

Cylon machine gun fire rippled across the
field and the rocks. A Marine outside of the protection of the
warehouse was struck and fell just meters in front of Monclair. He
stared at the woman, hoping she would move. She didn't.

A strafing run by a Raider lanced the area
with purple tracer fire. Several Marines around Warehouses Delta
and Echo were killed, but the fighter was brought down right
afterward by one of the two remaining anti-aircraft batteries.
Then, a plume of debris sprouted into the air as a Cylon GunRam
rolled to the edge of the trench and started to fire.

The comms specialist was near Sergeant Leslie
and Jean could hear the backpack squawking repeatedly. Someone was
ordering demolition squadrons to attack those GunRams. The corporal
squinted to see through the haze of battle, but he had no idea how
anyone could accomplish that with their current supplies.

"Fifty meters," Ceto called out. The first
Centurion had crossed into the hot zone for Warehouse Echo.
Monclair aimed at the units firing on their position now. He ducked
briefly as their rounds hit the concrete wall right in front of his
face. The First Regiment Marine next to him was struck. He glanced
toward him and saw him grabbing his arm. Quickly, he sprung back up
and fired, hitting a Cylon in the chest. Judging by the other
damage it had taken, the corporal's round was the last straw and
the machine deactivated.

With the additional Marines at their
position, Delta Company suddenly had more firepower and the Cylon
advance slowed for several long minutes. A pile of Centurions
formed a kind of wall fifty meters away and active machines had to
clamber over them to fire and strike. Unfortunately, this advantage
was short lived as most of the Colonials then ran out of
ammunition.

With his final magazine, Monclair kept an
extra-judicious finger on his trigger. He waited until a Cylon
paused or slowed before he shot. He took no chances that a unit was
going to keep moving. He fired when he knew the round would hit its
target and, for all ten rounds, he was successful. Three Centurions
were felled by that last magazine alone by the time the tenth
bullet left his barrel.

He blinked rapidly knowing that an eleventh
pull would be fruitless and he sank into his hiding space. He took
two deep breaths and set the rifle at his feet. He then stood again
and gripped one of the steel bars to his right. He brought its
point to his front.

Cylons cleared the wall of their fallen
comrades and ran toward their position. Jean looked toward his legs
and wondered if he should climb out of his knee-high hole. He
didn't come up with an answer because a Centurion made ready to
leap over his part of the wall. With the backend of the rebar
braced against a crack in the floor, Monclair raised the front up
and caught the Cylon in the abdomen. The machine's own force
propelled itself up and over the wall and onto the hard floor
behind them. Its helmet cracked on the concrete but the Centurion
managed to raise its weapon and fire. Two Marines were hit before
others shot and hacked at it.

"Fall back to Alpha!" Lieutenant Lipton
called.

The Centurions had overrun Warehouse Delta
and Echo was under attack. Cylon flamethrowers were active and the
southern side of the position was engulfed in fire, dark smoke, and
screams. As Jean climbed out of his spot, he saw Sergeant Savic run
past him, waving his squad toward their new position. "Warriors!
Move!"

Louie grabbed a rebar and backed away from
the wall next to Monclair. The Leonan reached back into the pit and
snagged the strap of his rifle, wrapping it over his head, before
he scurried to the wall by Ceto. The Marines behind him who still
had ammunition fired on the Cylons nearest the others. The rest of
the humans were forced to jab the machines with their steel poles
or, if they were lucky, one of Gem's swords. Pressed against a
larger portion of the former warehouse wall, Jean was out of the
way and he saw Centurions beyond their position holster their
weapons. He noted that there were still ammo magazines magnetically
attached to their waists … and then they deployed blades from their
arms. A chill raced over his skin and he felt a kind of panic for
the first time in the war.

"To Alpha!" Gem said. He ran from the wall
first and led squad after squad alongside stacked crates and
concrete blocks. The Marines to the rear maintained their weapons
fire and Centurions leapt upon them, slashing with their
blades.

Ceto stood by one large block and fired at
the units that were killing their fellow Marines. "Sarge," Garnere
said, "we gotta go."

A Raider flew overhead, strafing the ground.
A Cylon GunRam round struck the crates inside the footprint of the
warehouse. In the distance, among the concrete obstacles,
Centurions fired on the retreating Marines and bullets ripped into
the ground around them. Still, Sergeant Leslie remained and fired
again and again. A Centurion fell. And another. Monclair held his
rebar in one hand and he reached toward the sword in his belt with
the other. Most of Delta Company and the other regiments had
cleared out of the warehouse's footprint, but the Cylons kept
killing those left behind.

"Get moving," she said. She fired again.
Louie took a few steps and looked back. Seeing the approach of
Centurions, he shook his head, made ready to stab with the steel
pole, and returned up the small pile of debris toward her.

Three units came out from behind the
destroyed warehouse wall. She shot again, stopping one. She aimed
at a second and squeezed the trigger. Click. She took a deep breath
and threw her arms out, allowing the butt of the rifle to swing
away from her body and then gripping the hot barrel. She put one
foot on the block in front of herself and jumped into the air. As
she came down, she hewed the head and neck of a Centurion with her
weapon as though it were an axe, causing the enemy to falter and
damaging the rifle beyond repair. On the follow-through, she spun
again and swung it up into the same unit's chin. The other nearby
Cylon, however, jammed a blade into the side of Ceto's torso.

"No!" Garnere furiously jammed the rebar into
the Centurion's back. The small Tauran then wrenched the pole to
one side, causing the Cylon to stumble which dislodged the sword
from Leslie.

Monclair had been transfixed by the scene and
he snapped to once Louie yelled. He darted up the pile and pushed
against the rebar. The machine fell to the ground and Jean pulled
the sword from his belt. He slammed the blade straight down into
its neck and shoulder, along a small slit of exposed cables. He
repeated the motion three times and moved the sword around as much
as he could to sever as many components as possible. The Cylon fell
forward and twitched upon the ground.

When they turned toward Ceto, the Centurion
she had hit with her rifle was struggling to right itself and it
swung upward, hitting Garnere across the chest. He was knocked away
and Monclair again stabbed at a machine with one of their own
weapons. In a flurry of grunts and screams, the unit fell and then
the corporal knelt by his sergeant. He pressed his fingers against
her bloody neck. Feeling nothing, Jean bent over and looked into
her wide-open eyes. She was gone.

"Doc?"

Monclair scrambled down the debris pile
toward the private and he said, "I've got you. Let's go."

"Marines!" Sergeant Savic said. He raised his
rifle and fired twice. "Move!" Jean lifted Garnere and dragged him
toward Tower Alpha. As they passed Big Gem, they could see he had
just noticed the body of Ceto. His face fell and then he grimaced.
He turned and ran alongside what was left of his squad.

Blocks of stone and concrete were arranged in
a maze-like fashion around the remains of Tower Alpha. The remnants
of Delta Company entered and Jean immediately saw a corpsman
tending to the wounds of a Marine. "Can you help him?"

The woman looked up and said, "No. Take him
further inside."

Savic came to Monclair's side and lifted
Louie up. "I got him."

"Thanks, sarge," the Tauran said.

Jean picked up the rebar that Gem had dropped
and asked, "What's the plan?"

"We hold the line."

They crouched and wound through the concrete
paths. Raiders still passed overhead but Monclair noticed that the
sound of artillery and Cylon GunRams had stopped. They came to a
wall facing the northern side of the complex, toward what remained
of Warehouses Alpha through Constellation. There was a peephole
left in the blocks and Jean pressed his face against it.

As far as the eye could see, there were
Cylons. Many at the rear moving out of the tent encampments still
carried their machine guns. Those nearest him were using their
built-in blades. Many had even taken up the reinforcing steel bars
and were swinging them against the Colonials who met them in the
field. A small squad was attempting to retreat and a Centurion
approached with one such pole. The sergeant stood to fight the
Cylon, blocking Jean's view of the machine enemy. Suddenly, the
point of the rebar emerged from the sergeant's back. While the man
was still standing, the Centurion stepped around him, grabbed the
bloodied end of the pole, and pulled it the rest of the way
through.

Startled, Monclair lurched away and trotted
after Savic. He lay Louie down by a corpsman who asked, "What
happened?"

"Got slapped by a Cylon, doc." Garnere
unfastened his dark brown armor and pointed to the dark bruising
already apparent around his collarbone. "Think he broke some ribs.
Hurts to breathe."

"OK. Sit tight."

Gem turned and walked away. Jean nearly
followed but he looked toward the private. "Are you OK?"

"Yeah. Go."

Montclair glanced down at a Marine next to
Louie. She was still alive but she was covered in burns. He glanced
toward the tactical armor and belt where he noticed a few full
magazines of sixteen-millimeter rifle ammo. Jean knelt and removed
them quickly, jamming the four metal cases into his own belt.

"What are you doing?" the corpsman asked.

He answered, "I need them. She doesn't."

The corporal ran to catch up with Gem. The
big man stalked through the maze and Monclair wasn't sure he wanted
to interrupt his apparent rage.

"Sergeant Savic," Lieutenant Lipton said,
"good work evaccing Delta Company."

"Thank you, sir, but I wasn't entirely
successful."

Jean said, "Sergeant Leslie died protecting
the escape route. If it weren't for her, most of our people
wouldn't have gotten out."

Lipton turned and nearly ran headfirst into
Captain Antrim. "Sir."

He ignored her because he was on comms with
command. "Understood, sir." He handed the receiver back to the
specialist and said, "I'm glad you're here. We've been ordered to
surge here at the base of Alpha and then push the line forward into
the enemy. We push back."

Lipton nodded and said, "When, sir?"

"ASAP. Go through the maze, gather everyone
you can, and then congregate at the front wall. We jump it in ten."
The captain walked past them and moved closer to the tower.

"Don't the Cylons know we're in here?"
Monclair asked.

"Probably," Gem said. "But they can't really
see us. They're distracted by all the Marines still out there."

Over the next few minutes, they wandered
among the concrete paths and summoned people to join them. Marines
from other battalions and regiments, even Caprican and Tauran Army
personnel. They gathered at the forward wall and the sounds of
battle were loud. Vibrations shook everyone and the heat seemed to
bear down upon them worse than before, now that they were
still.

"Listen up," Captain Antrim said in the path
several meters away. "The Cylons are gathering for a push toward
Alpha. We have to stop them. When the signal is given, we climb the
wall and do just that. Understood?"

"Yes sir," many answered.

"OK, Warriors. Stand by."

Again, there was a stillness that rankled
Monclair's nerves. There was the noise of war beyond the wall,
beyond his sight. But he was quiet and left with his thoughts. He
could only recall seeing Ceto swing her rifle like an axe. Garnere
jumping to her side with the rebar. Then her body. Louie being
smacked away. The impaled sergeant. The Marines on fire. The
screams. His thoughts spiraled and spiraled until a private next to
him asked, "What's the signal?"

Monclair looked toward him and said,
"What?"

"The signal. What's the signal?"

Jean shook his head. "I'm sure we'll know it
when we see it."

For a moment, anger crept into his mind. Then
the corporal thought, Angry about what? That he interrupted me
thinking about death?

The movement of a sergeant caught his eye as
she brought her knuckle to her lips, then to her forehead, and
lastly her heart. Another Marine nearby began to say a prayer, but
it was interrupted by the backpack of a comms specialist. A voice
crackled through and then, above their heads, there was gunfire
from the promontory of Tower Alpha's remnant. Rifles,
shoulder-mounted rockets, grenades, and more.

"Over the top!" sergeants and lieutenants
screamed.

The Marines rose and planted their feet
against the corners of blocks in the hastily assembled wall. Some
stones on the ground acted as stepping stones. In a moment, the
hundreds of Marines and soldiers scaled the barrier and beheld the
task before them.

Thousands of Centurions were running to this
spot. The last portion of the obstacle field that the Cylons had
not yet reached. Seeing the humans appear suddenly, some machines
raised their weapons and fired. The rest charged them with their
forearm-blades and rebar.

Montclair dropped to one knee and took aim.
He shot with an abandon that surprised himself. So charged with
adrenaline and fear, he felt a need to empty this weapon as fast as
possible so that he could join the melee. After he emptied the
first magazine, he ejected it and inserted the next one. Then he
ran to join his comrades.

There, below the Colonial seal and the
fluttering banners of Caprica and Tauron's armies, the line of six
hundred Marines and soldiers swept onto the field and met their
metallic foe which numbered in the thousands still. Both sides
climbed and jumped over concrete blocks bearing their makeshift
pikes and firearms. Flame spat from the enemy weapons and set even
the soil ablaze. Grenades launched men and women into the air.
Missiles from behind the humans slowed the advance, but the
Centurions kept coming, the cacophony of their machinery joining
the din of explosions, gunshots, and screams.

Jean quickly ran from side to side, raising
his rifle and firing it. He spotted a gold-colored commander and he
knelt. He had heard about those but he had never seen one. He lined
it up in his scope and made ready to squeeze the trigger. At that
moment, a Cylon grenade exploded near him, tossing him forward and
into a block.

Dazed, he opened his eyes and saw Marines and
soldiers hacking at Centurions with everything they had. His head
ached and his ears rang. He felt light-headed and he damned
himself. Not again! I will not pass out in the middle of the
fight again! He shook his head and grunted. He lunged forward
for his rifle and felt dizzy. He reached for it and saw a metal
foot step within his vision.

He gripped the hilt of his sword and made
ready to stand. The Cylon saw this and had its own blades out. When
Jean stood, his unease caused him to wobble to the left. The
Centurion did not expect this and it lunged to where it thought the
human would be. The corporal stabbed the Centurion up into its head
under its jaw. The machine began to spasm and one of its arm-swords
slashed across Monclair's leg. He rolled away and then stood.
Seeing the Cylon still shaking, he kicked the pommel with his boot,
pushing the sword into its head farther. This deactivated the unit
at last and he bent low to retrieve the weapon.

Once he had, he turned and saw the machine
hordes continue their approach. Sprays of blood created dark
splashes of red in the sunlight and then onto the pale blocks. The
Cylon blades seemed to slice through Colonial armor with ease and
the steel bars the humans had been using were just as deadly when
turned against them.

Jean bent and lifted his rifle again. With
the surge of adrenaline now steady, he took more care with his aim
and felled two Centurions as they assailed his comrades. When he
ejected the second magazine, he saw Captain Antrim and other
officers race past him with their own weapons. He immediately
wished that his commander had remained out of sight, even though he
was followed by a new surge of Marines.

"To me!" the captain yelled and dozens of
Warriors began to press to the right of battle and deeper into the
Cylon front. The clanging of swords and rebar on metal overrode a
great deal of noise and Centurion gunfire from the rear had ebbed
again. Monclair stood and aimed with his reloaded weapon and, from
his place on the slope, he could see why Antrim was pushing the
Marines in the direction he had. Cylons were bringing forward long
ladders. After a glance toward the remnant of Tower Alpha, the
Leonan felt an odd satisfaction at seeing another imperial standby
make an appearance. It was a brief sensation because he quickly
raised his rifle and began firing again.

He kept his eye on the dark brown shirts of
the Marines and the armies. He saw the black shirts and armor of
officers but he noticed with fear that chrome had begun to envelop
them. Quickly, he shot the remainder of his bullets into the crowd
of machines, ejected that magazine, inserted the last magazine, and
fired again. When the last round was gone, he dropped his rifle,
raised his sword, and began to run.

To his pleasant surprise, he was not alone.
Hundreds more Marines and soldiers had come over the wall and
spilled into the field from the sides and now pressed against the
Cylons. They screamed and assailed the Centurions, turning back
their push. Monclair hacked at Cylon arms and heads as he ran, but
he did not remain to dispatch them. He wasn't even sure he had
damaged them. He simply wanted to get back to his comrades, his
captain, and his friend.

Soon, the company of machines that had
enveloped the first group of Marines was gone and Jean found
battered people on the blocks, still slicing and jabbing at the
Centurions. He leapt over a pit likely made by Cylon artillery and
jammed his blade into a Cylon's eye. The Caprican soldier pinned
beneath him seemed to sag with relief before he stood and found a
new opponent.

Monclair turned and swiped at another Cylon.
This one had seemingly bathed in blood for its chrome was coated in
redness. An arm-blade came forward and the corporal parried it
away. He then slashed forward at the face of the unit and it
stretched its other arm-blade outward, catching the fabric of
Jean's backpack. He then stabbed at the cables he saw in the
underarm of the Cylon and severed one. Fluid sprayed out and
splashed onto his chest. The Centurion withdrew for a second and
its left arm began to droop. Charged by his progress, Monclair
stabbed again and again at the neck area of the Centurion, but it
was too well shrouded. Another Marine came near and slashed at the
machine's legs. It struck back and blood leapt from the woman's
body, splashing onto Monclair's chest, too. Angered further, Jean
kicked the unit and it toppled over a concrete block, falling at
the feet of other Marines who beat and hacked it until chrome armor
began to peel away from its body.

A Cylon Raider passed overhead and sprayed
the obstacle field behind him with purple-tinted machine gun fire.
Several Marines were killed. Gunfire and rockets continued to be
launched from the promontory of Tower Alpha's remains. Cylon
explosions were less frequent as their Centurions were so near the
humans, but the enemy flamethrowers continued to burn Marines and
soldiers alive.

Monclair ran again through a small, open
space and found Gem fighting a Centurion with brutal blows. The
clanging of their metal swords was louder than any other nearby and
the guard that he had formed for the weapon was sheared away by the
Cylon. Savic jabbed at the machine's eye with the pommel and it
seemed to be damaged, but the advantage was short lived. He jammed
the point of his weapon into three different exposed areas, hoping
one would disable the machine, but they didn't. He reared back and
brought the sword down again on the Cylon's right arm, but its left
arm crossed over its front first and knocked the blade from the
sergeant's hand. Without missing a beat, Gem reached behind himself
and pulled a long rebar from the ground and brought it down on the
Cylon's leg, threading it through the joints and open spaces and
into the soil, pinning it in place. The Centurion's fingers then
wrapped around the pole. With that diversion, Savic leaned down and
picked up his sword, but when he was upright again, the Cylon
jutted its head forward, butting him in the face. Dazed, Gem's grip
loosened on the weapon.

Jean stepped over the bodies of fallen
Marines and enemies. He raised his own sword up and began to cry
out.

The Centurion appeared to grow and the
massive machine loomed even over the big Gemenese sergeant. While
the blade toppled from his fingers, the Cylon gripped the front of
his uniform with its right hand and raised its left arm high. In a
single, sharp strike, the forearm-blade drove into Savic's neck and
down into his torso.

The Cylon's blade retracted with a quick snap
and flicks of blood jumped into the air. While the sergeant
crumbled at its feet, dead, the Centurion pulled the rebar from its
legs and freed itself from the ground.

Monclair leapt onto the machine's arm and
forced the pole back through its leg. In a flurry of blows, he
swung his sword against the Cylon's head over and over again.
Seemingly surprised by the man's ferocity, the Centurion simply
reached up and pushed Jean away and he fell to the ground next to
the body of Gem. As the Cylon tried to remove the rebar from its
legs again, three other Marines began to attack it and finally, it
fell to its knees. Another sergeant inserted his pole into the
Centurion's neck and the trio wrenched and pulled on the steel. The
Centurion began to move, almost in a panic, grabbing at its own
head before it became cockeyed and listed on its shoulders. The
Marines then released the rebar and stabbed its machinery with
their own poles and swords.

The corporal looked to the left and saw the
face of Sergeant Savic staring into the sky. Blood rolled down the
slope, collecting the red soil of Tauron and the blackened debris
of war. The mixture soaked into Monclair's shirt and at the feeling
of wetness, he was shaken from his reverie and stood.

He picked up another steel bar and his sword
and trotted after the trio of Marines as they targeted another
group of Centurions. He caught on to their tactics quickly and was
able to join in as they pried an arm off the next Cylon they
fought. Ahead, he spotted a crowd of machines as they moved up the
hill with a ladder hoisted over their heads.

"Them," Jean said, "we have to stop them!" He
had saved his grenades and he only had four. He was twenty meters
away from the Cylons when he pulled the pin on the first. He saw no
humans near his targets, so he threw it. It bounced off one
Centurion's head and exploded nearby. The ones carrying the ladder
faltered for only a step and then continued. A Raider passed
overhead and raked the ground again with gunfire. Humans and
machines alike were hit. Monclair stood and pulled the pin on the
second. He threw it and it exploded in the middle of the ladder
group. Five Centurions fell away, but others immediately joined in
and continued the advance.

Suddenly, fire bloomed in front of him and
the waves of heat broke upon him like waves at a beach. He tumbled
backward as the Cylon flamethrower swept in an arc above his head,
touching two Tauran soldiers. As they flailed and ran, Jean dropped
to the ground and found himself surrounded by dozens of dead
humans.

He gazed up into anguished faces. A man's
mouth was parted and blood dripped from it to the soil. A sword's
gash allowed a woman's tongue to droop from her jaw. Monclair
closed his eyes, but his nose still worked. He smelled the metallic
reek of blood. The foulness of exposed abdomens and relieved bowels
and bladders. Burned flesh. Machine oil. Gunpowder. He faced the
other way and saw more bodies and more blood. Bones protruded from
armor and uniforms while viscera slicked the ground. The sounds of
gunfire surrounded him, as did the clanging of metal on metal and
the distant thumps of Cylon cannon.

He tried to roll away but found the height of
the pile difficult. There was an explosion and the fuel of the
Cylon flamethrower detonated, creating another blast of heat. Jean
stood and scrambled away from the bodies when he was set upon by a
Centurion.

The unit's right arm dragged upon the ground,
damaged from some earlier combat. The weight of the Cylon pushed
the Leonan down and it raised its left arm above. Monclair's hands
were red and wet from the blood of his fellow humans, but he
maintained his grip and thrust his sword into the abdomen of the
machine. It shook and quivered, throwing a knee into his slashed
leg. Jean cried out but continued to manipulate the blade, trying
to sever as many cables and components as he could. He felt warmth
spill onto him and the Centurion went still. He looked toward his
belly and saw brown liquid all over himself. He was curious about
it, but he knew he had to keep moving. With great difficulty, he
pushed himself out from under the Cylon as another was deactivated
and fell on the first. Monclair rolled away and tried to get his
breath before standing again. A Raider roared low overhead and he
watched it go. He then heard the approach of another aircraft and
he stayed down, waiting for the spray of purple tracer fire onto
the ground.

Instead, the dozens of Cylons around the
ladder were felled by long bursts of red-tinted machine gun
fire.

Jean's eyes widened and he looked into the
sky. Squadrons of Viper Mark Is and IIs swept above, firing into
the Cylon forces on all sides of the field.

His heart leapt and he felt the sting of
tears to his eyes. Charged again, he pulled the pin on his third
grenade and threw it far ahead, knowing that it would land among
dozens of machines. He then raised his sword and walked toward the
nearest Cylon ladder with other Marines and soldiers. They stabbed
and jabbed the damaged units that lay on the field. Jean drove the
point of his own sword into the eye sockets of every Centurion he
passed, whether they were moving or not.

"Corpsman!"

Throughout the battle, he had not heard
anyone call for medical aid. He ran toward the screams and found a
group of Marines in their ribbed black armor huddled around a
comrade. Seeing the insignia, Jean knew that these were officers
and likely the group that ran into battle minutes before.

Montclair walked to one side and saw a
lieutenant cradling the head of Captain Antrim. In his lower
abdomen and upper left thigh, there were two large holes burrowed
into his armor and into his flesh. Blood pooled in them and he
didn't move.

"Corpsman!" a lieutenant cried again.

Jean knew it was futile. Delta Company's
commander was dead already. Judging by those wounds and the timing,
he was killed by fire from their own Vipers. The same planes he had
almost tearfully welcomed moments before.

Masses of Centurions maintained their assault
on the northwestern and southern sides of the camp. The Vipers
poured plenty of rounds there, but here, what Centurions remained
on the obstacle field began to retreat toward the trench. They,
too, were set upon by Viper strafing again and the machines pulled
farther back. Groups of Marines walked across the battlefield and
finished off any foe they found still active. Monclair collapsed to
his rear and leaned against a concrete block. His dizziness
returned and he felt as though he might pass out again. Instead, he
watched two corpsman examine Captain Antrim and the angry cries of
lieutenants who dismissed their negative diagnosis.

"It's over, right?" a private said nearby.
"It's gotta be over?"

As if in answer, there was the sound of
explosions and weapons fire nearby. More explosions erupted in the
distance. Jean looked up and noted the lack of Raiders and the
presence of Vipers that continued to bomb and shoot the Cylon
positions in the field beyond the complex.

He lowered his head, breathed deeply, and
brought his palms up to his face, pressing them against his closed
eyes. He could feel the tension and nervousness course through him
and his breathing became staggered as though he was wracked with
sobs. Then a dull, throbbing pain swelled in his head. He began to
hear a distant roar and that's when the Marines near him cried
out.

"Basestar!"

He turned and saw a giant Cylon vessel break
through the clouds above the hills to the southwest as flames
spread across its disks. The sound became louder and broke over the
complex like a continuous roll of thunder. His chest and ears
throbbed and he felt the approach of the spacecraft. He saw small
shapes leave the discs of the baseship and knew that more Raiders
were being launched.

"Fall back to Alpha!" a lieutenant screamed
as he stood from beside Captain Antrim's body. "Reform the line!
Reform the line!"

Monclair got to his feet and noted the speed
with which the ship approached. Then he saw that the upper disk of
the baseship was still aflame. Not friction caused by its
atmospheric entry, the vessel had been damaged earlier. He glanced
higher into the daylit sky and wondered about the massive battle
that must be ongoing in orbit. Soon, the Cylon ship was over the
Balius Hills just a few kilometers away. The sound was nigh
unbearable and he grabbed his head before turning to run up the
slope. Moments later, he was in the maze of paths beneath the
promontory of Tower Alpha and he found Louie.

"Holy shit. You're alive."

"You sound surprised."

"I kinda am, Doc." Jean bent low and lifted
the private up. He grunted in pain and asked, "What are we
doing?"

"We've got to go."

They emerged from the concrete walls and
appeared among the debris piles near the warehouses. They looked
back and saw the approach of the fiery basestar. "Frak." Garnere
pointed and said, "What are they doing?"

"I don't know." Monclair stumbled and they
both fell to the ground.

"Are you OK?"

"I don't know." The corporal unfastened his
helmet and tossed it aside. He glanced toward the Cylon ship and
said, "I'm thinking they're here to make sure no one gets Tower
Alpha."

"I hate being right." They stared at the
enormous vessel for a few seconds and watched as Raiders and then
landing craft emerged from its hangars. "More Centurions?" he
loudly sighed over the drone.

"We need to move." Jean picked the Tauran up
and they hobbled together toward the east, away from the remains of
the towers. From behind them came more booms and distant pops. They
stopped and looked back again.

The baseship filled the entire view of the
southern sky, but now streaks of light from some unseen vessel high
above leapt down and into the Cylon vessel. The already-burning
upper circle erupted with more explosions. Spouts of flame and
metal blew into the air from the baseship and it suddenly began to
list.

"Damn. They got it." Louie leaned against the
building and stared. Jean wanted to continue their retreat, but,
exhausted, he found himself more willing than he thought he would
be to just rest and watch the massive battle being waged so near.
The basestar continued to tilt and soon the ship was less than one
kilometer from the ground. It was getting closer to the complex.
And closer.

"Oh shit." Garnere stood and said, "We might
have to run."

The forward section of the ship dipped and
crashed into most of the Raiders and landing shuttles. The Cylons'
final attempt to commandeer the complex ended as the last legion
dispatched scattered out of the ship's way, only to be picked off
by Vipers in the following few minutes. The drone of the basestar
itself became strained and less painful to their ears and Jean knew
it was not long for the worlds. It continued to tilt and wobble
until the lower lip of its bottom disk finally dug into the
ground.

The complex shook and dirt and rocks bounced
into the air. As the basestar continued to plummet, the quaking
became more violent and pronounced. The vibrating drone that had
pounded their ears and heads was replaced with shattering crashes
and metallic scrapes. Deep roars seemed to emerge from the ground
all around them as the vessel slammed into Tauron. The lower hull
collapsed on itself, deck after deck, pushing more of the ship into
the surface. Bricks dropped from what remained of toppled walls.
Marines and soldiers fell to the debris-strewn fields and piles.
Louie and Jean pressed their backs against a corrugated metal shed.
The corporal wrapped his arms over his head and cursed himself for
having removed his helmet.

The baseship broke apart and the fiery upper
disc sheared away from the central trunk and slid forward into the
ground. It plowed into the fields and dug deep toward the complex,
throwing tons of soil forward into the trench, the obstacle field,
and the air. The rumbling of the ground continued and finally,
explosions rippled across the surfaces of both halves. Engines,
missiles, and more detonated, throwing metal and smoke high into
the sky.

The ground continued to shake and Jean saw
something fall through the red clouds. He looked up and noticed
that the large Colonial seal had dislodged from the promontory of
Tower Alpha. It broke in half on the concrete walls beneath it. The
mast that bore the banners of the Caprican and Tauran armies had
toppled, too. Then the rain of metal debris began and continued for
more than a full minute.

The two men stood and looked down the slope
toward the trench. The flaming dish of the basestar rose two
hundred meters into the air. Dead Cylons and Marines, partially
buried by the displaced soil, covered the ground between them.
Squadrons of Vipers swept overhead and circled the carcass of the
fallen enemy.

After looking at the scene for some time and
becoming surrounded by hundreds of other walking-wounded Marines
and soldiers, Garnere looked around and asked, "Big Gem?"

The corporal realized he had been staring at
the destruction with his mouth hanging agape. He closed his jaw and
shook his head. Louie sighed and looked away. "Captain Antrim,
too."

In the quiet, wind blew more of the dust and
billows of smoke over the men and women. They coughed and the
private grabbed his sides. "Frak."

"Come on." Monclair reached under his left
arm and lifted him up with his neck. "I've got you." Several
Colonial shuttles and transports passed overhead and landed in the
complex.

After a few minutes of quiet but with distant
secondary explosions in the baseship, they stopped at the rear of
the lines headed into the battalion aid station. Jean sighed and
Louie asked, "You're not gonna leave me, are you, Doc?"

Monclair grinned. "No. I've got another year
in my tour."

Garnere patted his back and repositioned his
feet in the debris. "Good man."
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 CIII

GEORGE

Day 1,824 of the Cylon War

 


The journalist pressed a few buttons on the
second video camera. "Almost ready, Mr. President."

Sir William asked, "By yourself? You don't
even have a producer with you?"

She shook her head. "No, sir. Most of us
operate like this now." She sat in the chair opposite him and ran a
finger along her hairline, pushing stray hairs back into place.
"We're spread thin covering the war, the labor pool is fairly dried
up at the moment, …"

"I see."

"Alright." She brought her notepad onto her
thigh and crossed her leg. She took a breath and said, "Since this
will air tomorrow, we'll say tomorrow is 'today.'"

"I understand."

She was quiet for a beat and began, "Mr.
President, you've been out of office now for a few months, and with
this being the fifth anniversary of the start of the Cylon revolt
and war, what's on your mind today?"

George said, "That's a rather weighty
question." His eyes moved to the right and he said, "I've been
recalling where I was five years ago. The people I was with. And
then the time that followed. The people who helped us bring the
Colonies together to meet the challenge. That's what I recall. I
remember those people fondly."

"Not the violence and tragedies?"

"Of course I remember those and I keep them
near to me, but if I am seeking solace in my nostalgia, I think of
the people and our work."

"You mentioned bringing the Colonies
together, …"

"Hmm."

"Do you believe that your efforts have been
successful?"

Sir William smiled. "We are still here. We've
not been killed by Cylons yet. Of course, I would say they were
successful. Our twelve worlds have managed to hold off an
implacable enemy. We have scored many victories and this would not
be possible were it not for the cooperation between the
Colonies."

"But there is still a great deal of strife
among the Colonies. Including anger from Aerilon over tylium quotas
for the Fleet, agriculture supply disruptions from Sagittaron,
…"

George chuckled. "I don't recall saying that
the Articles of Colonization would bring about an era of total
cooperation among mankind! We said that the Articles bore the
promise of less strife and a brighter future."

"One that hasn't happened yet."

"Correct. From the start, we told the
citizens of the United Colonies that we would first have to
dispatch our foe. We have made progress since the Articles were
adopted. Paths have been laid. But peace must be achieved and then
the prosperity, the promise of the Articles can be fulfilled."

"Mr. President, you …"

"But not without more hard work," he
interrupted. "Never let it be said that such things would happen
without effort or sacrifice. There will be more work to be
done."

The journalist nodded and began again, "You
said that we have scored victories against the Cylons, but would
you say that we are closer to an end to the conflict? After all, it
has been five years." She saw him open his mouth to answer,
so she hastened to add, "What real progress have we made?"

At this, the former president squirmed. He
recalled many conversations with his advisors and officials on this
topic. Still, he was rosy in his answer. "I absolutely believe that
progress has been made. At the height of Cylon strength a little
over a year ago, there was a Cylon presence, meaning an outpost or
base, in nine sectors out of twenty across the four systems. Our
effort to build up the Colonial Fleet, spearheaded by battlestar
groups, was tremendously successful, pushing them back to just four
outlying sectors. There have been incursions since then, but
they've never held as much ground as that."

"Yet they're still out there."

"Cylons are good at hiding." His right hand
reached over his smaller belly and he felt the emptiness of his
left breast pocket. "They hid a great deal from us when they were,
ostensibly, our friends and co-workers."

She looked at her notes again. "The current
secretary of defense drew some bad media attention recently," he
nodded, "saying that the people of the Twelve Colonies are 'weary
of war even though most haven't experienced its horrors.' She
thinks we need to be more aggressive in our attacks on Cylon
forces."

"I think she is very correct in saying that
the people are 'weary of war.' One can be 'weary of war' even if
the horrors of it haven't been unleashed on their homes. I think
this is an important point. We have never, never surrendered a
centimeter of land on the twelve worlds to the Cylons. We have
fought and fought and fought to push them away. Sometimes months at
a time. To quote a former defense secretary of mine, these were
very often 'slugfests,' both in space and on planet surfaces.
Still, we've managed to keep them at bay for most of the last five
years. And I'm proud to say that no Centurion rests comfortably on
any of the Colonies."

"You think that's a difference worth
noting?"

"Absolutely. Yes, there have been invasions,
battles, sieges," he straightened in his chair, "and the like, but
not widespread. And those horrors were temporary. If we allowed
Cylons to maintain a foothold on Caprica or Virgon or Canceron, the
people would cry out for more aggressive action. I do not doubt
it."

"We may not have given up one of the Twelve
Colonies, but Cylons have made themselves at home on Colonial
outposts and bases elsewhere. At various times, Pallas, Troy,
Persephone. Moons of Hestia, Ophion, Hera, …"

George nodded. "I think there is a
psychological difference in knowing that Cylons have taken over an
airless rock in space compared to seeing footage of metal boots
trodding upon green grass under blue skies. The former is distant
and not pressing. The latter is alarming and, in the mind of the
citizen, a possibility for your own home."

The journalist turned a page in her notes and
said, "Let's get back to aggression and keeping the Cylons at
bay."

"Very well."

"In the days leading up to and after the end
of your term as president, critics said that you were only
concerned with keeping the Cylons off the Colonies. That you didn't
do enough to take the fight to them."

"I cannot tell you how many hours of my life
over the last few years was spent in rooms with the greatest minds
in the Colonies, poring over every detail and nuance in strategy.
There were many times that I asked them in similar language to
that, 'How can we take the fight to the Cylons?'" He cleared his
throat and continued, "Very often, they gave me plans and
successful battles were undertaken. Major offensives. Those
outposts you mentioned? Troy? Pallas? We took those back thanks to
those efforts and we pushed into the asteroid belts to find their
hidden bases and refueling ports. We crippled them time and again,
buying us valuable time to build our forces further. Not only did
we put time and thought into our strategy, but we have put the
money of the United Colonies into it, as well. My gods. How many
trillions of cubits have been spent? But that is an entirely
different group of critics."

"True." She glanced at her pages and said,
"One of your former advisors, Colonel Mala Ganedes, was one of your
lead critics as you departed office." He nodded as she read, "She
specifically mentioned your reticence to use nuclear weapons in a
more widespread fashion."

"Yes. Colonel Ganedes was often a champion
for aggressive stances in our closed-door meetings. She helped us
turn the tide of many situations." Inside, he fumed. The colonel
was fired for public comments she had made about a lack of action
despite her having been involved in those decisions. George had
helped her depart gracefully and without revealing the reasons, yet
here she was again, doing the same thing? "I understand the
inclination to take every arrow in our quivers and use them against
our enemy. And, to be clear, we have used nuclear weapons, but
sparingly."

"Why sparingly?"

"There is a simple reason. We don't want to
encourage the Cylons to do the same. Thus far, they have not used
atomics against the Colonies themselves. They have used tactical
nuclear devices, as we have, in battle, but not against civilian
targets."

"Why do you think that is?"

"Well, my recollection from various Cylon
experts was that the Cylons want the worlds for themselves, and
they fear the effect of long-term radiation on their own
components. There may be other reasons, but that's the most
paramount. Still, if we begin blasting every single basestar and
outpost and refueling station with a nuclear missile, it is very
likely that the Cylons would respond in kind, and perhaps with more
vigor. Not all of our vessels are as shielded as our battlestars
are. Our colonies certainly are not."

"For every critic of yours who says you
weren't aggressive enough, there are those who say you were too
aggressive. That you went too far."

"Such is politics," he grinned.

"How do you answer critics who say your
efforts over the years undermined the very freedoms you helped
codify in the Articles?"

Sir William squinted and said, "Are you
referring to the Comfort Act?"

"Among other things, but yes."

"Regarding the Aid and Comfort to the Enemy
Act, that initially arose from a situation that we did not foresee.
Cylons buying supplies through proxies? Having them delivered to
secluded areas where they could be picked up? It was preposterous,
yet it happened many times. The Act was an effort to close that
avenue down, but to also limit the things that we might do,
unwittingly, that help the Cylon cause."

"Many people criticize the restrictions on
public expression and publishing of news and information about the
war."

"Understandable. Not every comment made in
public that criticizes the president or the Quorum should be
construed as a pledge to the Cylons. And I am pleased to say that I
think the courts have appropriately addressed cases where the Act
was misapplied. Regarding the journalistic restrictions, I believe
even the most ardent supporter of the press would say that having
specifications of our vessels or weapons published, or the
movements of our forces, … these are dangerous and must be
curbed."

"What about free movement among the
Colonies?"

George said, "I think that's an
understandable freedom to have regulated, too. Particularly in a
time of war. Particularly when the enemy is known to frequent
certain travel lanes and attack even civilian ships."

"There have been many criticisms over how
rationing has been handled."

"Of course."

"I'm guessing you would say these are also
necessary evils?"

"Absolutely." He crossed his legs and
continued, "When Aerilon was under siege and months worth of food
was destroyed or went unharvested, it was imperative that we
maintained what food supply we had for as long as it took to free
Aerilon from the enemy and to then replace the many millions of
tons of food lost. That's one example, of course, …" He shook his
head and sighed. "We are at war." He said it slowly and clearly.
"Most of the people, I believe, understand this simple fact. When
we are at war, life will not be the same. Certainly not for those
who put on a uniform, but it will not be the same for those who
remain behind, either. And this is an enemy and a conflict unlike
any we've seen before. As these five years have shown us, our
sacrifices will have to be different and greater."

"This brings me to some recent, uncomfortable
news." She turned a page. "Files regarding Operation Dionysus
Reborn were declassified after a Tauran news agency succeeded in
court."

"Yes." He took a deep breath knowing this
would be difficult. He had expected these questions and therefore
had rehearsed for them.

"I won't rehash the details of the plan, but
would you take us through your thought process in OK-ing it?"

He nodded. He clasped his hands in front of
himself and leaned forward. Sir William realized that he was taking
an unusual amount of time to answer. He glanced toward the
journalist and saw her eyebrows raise in expectation.

"We became aware, two years ago, that our
latest encryptions had been compromised. This included wireless
broadcasts, data transmissions, and the like. We had the next
generation of security prepared and we implemented those for the
most sensitive communiques, but we knew there was an opportunity at
hand. At that point, the Cylons were very powerful and widespread.
Their supply lines were daunting and we still had virtually no idea
where they were located. We suspected the Gulf as well as other
locations in the four systems themselves, but we didn't know. So we
decided to … test our enemy. We sent secured messages using the old
encryptions and we knew that the Cylons would also receive these
transmissions."

She interrupted to say, "These are the
so-called Nerus Broadcasts."

"Correct. The signal included data that was a
lie. It indicated that we were taking the intelligence division of
the United Colonies on Caprica and combining them with the
intelligence division of the Colonial Fleet on Picon, placing the
new, united intel division on Tauron." He cleared his throat and
continued, "We said we had secured an old industrial complex near
the small city of Zama and that was where all of our intelligence
operations would originate. We made references to master databases
and the like, making it sound as attractive as possible."

For the first time in a long while as he gave
an interview, George felt his mouth go dry. He reached for the
small glass of water on a table nearby and took a long sip.

"We positioned listening craft and probes
near Tauron and in other places to attempt to discern if the Cylons
had taken the bait. They did. They sent their own listening ships
to Tauron and positioned small devices geosynchronously above Zama.
When we saw this, we sent more false transmissions, encrypted with
the old codes. Detailing the progress of the moving of facilities
and so on." He felt a pain in his side and he straightened before
he continued. "That's when we decided to station a Colonial Marine
division at the complex to maintain the illusion."

"Allow me, sir, to interrupt here."

"Certainly."

"At this point in time, what was the goal?
Yes, you had tricked the Cylons, but to what end?"

"Good question. The thinking from my advisors
and the joint chiefs was that we could observe the Cylon
intelligence gathering process. And, should they make any military
moves, perhaps we could gain data on their fleet movements and
origin points."

"Did that happen?"

"Oh, yes. In the first few weeks of the
deception, we learned more about Cylon tactics than we had gathered
in years of combat. We were able to monitor their subtle movements
and those observations have helped many, many people
subsequently."

"Sorry for the interruption." She gestured
toward him, "The First Marine Expeditionary Force was stationed at
Zama."

"Yes." One corner of his mouth turned up.
"The Warriors. That's what they called themselves. Colonial
Warriors. They truly were. And are." He blinked and looked away for
a second before continuing, "We wanted to be sure we had the
enemy's attention, so both Caprica and Tauron moved their own
supporting forces there. That's when we spotted the movements of
the baseship fleets. Soon, there were three over the planet and
they landed an entire division of Centurions against our
Marines."

The journalist interjected again, "Why not
end the deception there?"

"One of my admirals said that we were getting
new and interesting data on the Cylon fleets. He said if they
repositioned their listening ships, they could map out the Cylon
fleet movements, particularly in the Gulf, and also determine their
origin points, meaning, their bases and shipyards."

"So the deception and, by extension, the
fighting, continued."

"Yes." He sighed deeply and felt weight upon
his shoulders unlike any he had felt since he made those decisions
two years prior. "We gathered more valuable information and we were
able to confirm and plot out the locations of several bases. And
so, the operation was executed and it was a great success." He
didn't want to exult in the victories; he felt the sadness upon him
and wanted to wallow for a moment.

The interviewer looked at her notes and began
to read. "The Warriors, when the siege was over, numbered just over
four thousand two hundred strong. Nearly twenty thousand had been
killed in just a few months." Sir William nodded. "The Caprican and
Tauran regiments were nearly wiped out. Nine thousand dead from
each. During the siege, Cylons also attacked numerous cities.
Hypatia, Minos, Olympia, Catulla, Zama, Ariadne, Marathon …" She
looked up from her notes and asked, "From direct Cylon attack,
nearly seventy thousand people in these cities were killed. From
the starvation that followed the attacks, due in large part to the
Cylon blockade, another twenty thousand died."

George's head lowered and he said, softly, "I
know."

"Many Colonial ships were lost, too, over
that time span. Five carriers, including the Battlestar
Jupiter. Were these attacks in orbit legitimate attempts to
stop the siege or were they … probing attacks? Were they intended
to provoke more fleet movements for you to observe?"

The corner of his mouth turned up again. "The
attacks before the end were absolutely intended to weaken the siege
and destroy the enemy, but, yes. We wanted to precipitate further
actions by the enemy so we could watch them."

The interviewer appeared angered and she
leaned back in her chair. Her shoulders squared and she asked, "Why
feel the need to play so fast and loose with people's lives?
More than one hundred thousand people were killed so you
could gain intelligence on the Cylons."

"Your rage is not new to me. I have, at my
weaker times, felt it within myself." He took another sip of water.
After a slow licking of his lips, the former president said, "Allow
me to speak ... pragmatically, coldly, for a moment." She nodded.
"War, particularly against a foe such as this, is largely about the
numbers. One hundred thousand people are dead." He swallowed hard
and shook his head. "That will weigh on me for the rest of my days.
That period of time included the hardest decisions that I or any
other chief executive would ever have to make. They were …
profoundly difficult." His voice broke a little at the end of that
phrase. "However, I seek solace in the knowledge that their deaths
were not in vain. Because of that siege, because of those battles,
our forces were able to locate nine Cylon refueling outposts, two
Cylon shipyards, and five Cylon bases, all unknown to us
previously. At the same time our fleets ended the siege on Tauron,
other battlestar groups ventured into the Gulf, the asteroid belts,
and the outer belts, and eliminated those targets. Two of those
bases contained Centurion manufacturing plants. It is estimated
that more than three million Cylons were destroyed. Three
million. And those shipyards," he smiled a little, "the
Colonial Fleet destroyed eleven basestars and ten more in various
stages of construction." He nodded his head to allow the figures to
sink in. "In terms of 'taking the fight to the enemy,' as some of
my critics put it, there was no single greater day than that. And
it seriously impeded the Cylon war machine. I would suggest that
they are still rebuilding their losses from it and may take years
longer to recover. Thanks to Dionysus Reborn, we have increased our
fleet, we have broadened our strength and stability, and we have
scored numerous other victories against them." He bit the inside of
his cheek and mumbled, "Though it had a great cost."

"What's the significance of the name
'Dionysus Reborn?'"

He knew where this was leading. "It
references the mythological tale of Dionysus and his birth as a
bull. Of course, one can draw the line between the bull and Tauron.
In the tale," he coughed, "Dionysus, the bull, is sacrificed. After
his apparent death, though, the god is reborn and he attacks his
assailants with great vigor."

"Some of the harshest criticism of the
operation has come from those on so-called Second and Third-Tier
Worlds, saying that if the colony in question had been Caprica or
Virgon, there is no way that the government would have gone through
with this deception and siege."

He nodded. "I understand. Would we have been
willing to 'sacrifice' one hundred thousand Capricans in order to
destroy millions of Cylons and cripple their military for years? As
horrific as the thought is and as cold as numbers are," he shook
his head, "I believe the math is the same. Practically, the only
impediment to Caprica being the location for this ruse was its
position as the seat of Colonial government. Our cabinet and
leaders felt that Tauron was the better choice, particularly this
location south of the Great Tauran Plain. Less population nearby.
More easily defended than other possibilities elsewhere in the
Colonies."

"After the completion of the operation, your
defense secretary since the beginning, Admiral Tom Nerus,
resigned."

"Yes." She was quiet, hoping he would
continue. Finally, he said, "Tom voiced his concerns about the
plans and I shared them. In the end, he saw the strategic value in
the operation and convinced me of it, too. After more than four
years of war and decades of service to Caprica, Tom felt it was
time for him to step aside. The operation may have worn on him, but
I don't believe that's why he left."

The interviewer turned the page in her notes
and Sir William felt relief. She looked up and asked, "Dionysus
Reborn, largely, took place in your fourth and final year as
president, but in that year's waning months, you disappeared from
public view for a time. When you returned, you were … leaner.
Svelte, almost." George chuckled. "What happened? There have been
many rumors."

"Yes, of course." He cleared his throat and
patted his less-than-substantial belly. "Now that I am no longer
president, I will go ahead and say that I was dealing with colon
cancer." The journalist's eyebrows raised. "I had an operation,
removing a substantial portion of my intestine. The doctors took
away my cigars and brandy and warned against my preferred
substantive breakfasts. Subsequently, I lost a great deal of
weight."

"I, uh …" His candor had temporarily
flummoxed her.

"I don't recommend it as a diet."

She chuckled and immediately covered her
mouth. "I'm so sorry."

"That's quite alright. One has to laugh in
the face of death."

She nodded and asked, "Why keep it a
secret?"

"At the time, public opinion of the war
effort was low. Despite our repeated successes in repelling Cylon
attacks, it was low. My people felt that having a president with a
potentially deadly disease would be equally fatal to our support.
Thus, I kept it a secret and decided against seeking
re-election."

"Are you … did you recover well? Are you
better now?"

"My cancer did go into remission, thanks to
the efforts of my doctors." She smiled a little and nodded. "Though
it has recently re-emerged."

"Your cancer has returned?"

"Yes."

"I'm sorry. What's the prognosis?"

"Brief. About six months, at most."

Her eyes widened and she looked toward her
notepad. After a few moments of silence, she managed to softly
continue. "I … My last question was going to be about your legacy.
What you hope your legacy is." She shrugged and said, "I suppose
it's even more relevant now."

"Indeed." He looked upward. "I would like to
be remembered as the man who brought together the twelve colonies.
Not as a wartime president. Not as a wartime leader. This war will
pass, eventually, though it may feel otherwise at times. It is in
the absence of war that we will find our greatest test. It is one
thing to be united against a common foe, but to be united
with each other and not against something? That is
when I am confident humanity will truly show its mettle. No, I am
most proud that I was able to help broker a peace among the worlds
and form a government that will maintain that peace for many, many
years."

"You're still so optimistic about the future
of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol?"

"Absolutely. So long as we adhere to our
principles as laid out in the Articles, I believe the United
Colonies shall remain united and prosper for centuries to come." At
last, he smiled and said, "So say we all."


 CIV

ADAMA

Day 3,699 of the Cylon War

 


Smack.

That ended the conversation.

It began when Joseph arrived home from the
office. Bill was in his room, working on an essay for school. He
heard his parents talking in the kitchen and he stared at the
assignment sheet. After a sigh, he stood and walked down the
hall.

"… the continuance was a last resort but it
had to happen." Gray-haired, Joseph looked toward his son. "Hey,
pal."

"Hey, Dad." He sat at one of the stools and
leaned his elbows on the kitchen bar. He held the paper in one hand
and a pencil in another. "I have an assignment for my history class
…"

"Yeah?" He pulled another stool out and sat.
"What is it?"

Bill took a breath and said, "I have to
interview my parents and other adults about the start of the Cylon
War and their thoughts about it." He said the sentence fast and
didn't look at his father. He could guess at the reaction.

Joseph's scowled and he looked toward Evelyn
before saying, "You wanna go first?"

"I can." She stared at him and noticed that
he was taking a few deep breaths. She looked toward her son and
smiled. "What are the specific questions?"

"The first one is, 'Where were you when you
heard that the Cylon revolution had begun?'"

"Well," she pulled her coffee cup to her lips
and said, "we had just moved to Qualai, actually. It wasn't long
after you had orthopox. Do you remember that?"

Bill smirked. "Barely."

"We were trying to get our new lives started
here. I was working on accounting for some local businesses," she
shook her head. "You don't care about that. I was at the office
when the news first came out. We all turned on the TV and watched.
We all left early and I came home to you and your father."

He scribbled some notes. He looked toward
Joseph briefly and said, "Same thing?"

"Pretty much."

Bill sighed and asked, "What was different
for your version of the story?"

The father took a deep breath and said, "I
had just started the legal business and was looking into civil
rights. I didn't have any clients for that yet. Not long after the
fighting started I got pulled into helping with the Articles of
Colonization." Bill nodded and stopped writing. Joseph pointed
toward the page, "That's kind of a big deal. You can write that
down."

"I will." For the first time, he looked his
father in the face and asked, "Why did we move to Qualai?"

Joseph took a deep breath and Bill saw Evelyn
shrink away. "Well, business was tough in the city. This is a
smaller place and …"

"No." Bill put his pencil on the countertop.
"I know about the Ha'la'tha. I know you were involved,
somehow."

The father raised his chin and ground his
teeth. Evelyn stared at him expectantly. After a few moments,
Joseph nodded, "Right. Well, yeah. The Ha'la'tha."

After more silence, Bill asked, "You're not
going to tell me anything?"

"Like what?"

"Like, 'what happened?' I remember," he
looked away as he thought, "my uncles. I remember my grandmother. I
remember … waking up on the weekends, before you guys, and she was
in the kitchen." He smiled and continued to reminisce, "She'd
always say, 'You're up early. How about a treat?' Then she'd make
these little pancakes." He shaped his fingers into a small circle.
"They were so good."

Evelyn was smiling broadly and Joseph nodded.
"You called her 'tsattie.'"

"Yeah." He swallowed hard and said, "I
remember a Cylon. Robert? I played with him all the time.
Hide-and-seek. Catch."

"You were young." Joseph nodded and looked
down. "I'm surprised you remember so much."

"I remember one night … some bad guys came to
the house." Evelyn turned away but he kept talking. "They were all
killed, weren't they?"

Joseph swallowed hard and said, "Yes."

"Because you were in the Ha'la'tha."

The attorney's eyes narrowed and he twisted
his head to one side. He almost began to argue but he didn't say
anything.

"Yeah." Bill began to flick the pencil and he
said, "I hear people talking all the time about the war and the
people the Cylons have killed, but I just remember being a little
kid and loving my family. And then, one day, they were all gone.
Because of you."

"William!" Evelyn's stern face glared at
his.

He felt a rush of fear and embarrassment. He
looked down and said, "The Cylons are bad, but you were too,
weren't you?"

Joseph nodded and then he said, "I was. But
people can change."

"People can decide for themselves."

"Yes."

Bill raised his head and said, "You told me
that when I was little."

"It's true."

"So if I decide that I don't want to be a
lawyer, that's OK?"

"Of course."

"And if I don't want to be in the Ha'la'tha,
that's OK?"

Joseph chuckled. "Please. Don't be. Of course
that's OK."

"And what if I wanted to join the Colonial
Fleet or Marines?"

The father's smile faded and his face became
as stone. "That's not funny."

"It's not supposed to be." Bill had adopted
his father's blank expression.

Joseph was still for a moment but his
nostrils continued to flare. "It's not your fight."

"Yes, it is. You saw what they did in Caprica
City last month." His father shook his head and Bill raised his
voice, "They killed thousands! They rolled those giant GunRams down
the street and leveled entire blocks! This is our home!"

"Bill," Evelyn said as she touched his
arm.

"Why wouldn't I defend our home?"

"Because it's not your responsibility!"
Joseph's breathing quickened but his voice lowered, "You didn't
create these things. You didn't mistreat them. The people who did,"
he shook his head, "I can only hope that he'll be brought to
justice one day."

"Daniel Graystone?" Bill shook his head, "We
can't blame one man for what's happened."

"We can when his creations and his ignorance
about them has led to the deaths of millions." The father breathed
loudly through his nose. "The government may have absolved him of
wrongdoing, but most people haven't."

The son tried to veer the conversation back
to his point. "We're all responsible so it's our
responsibility to end it."

"You're being ridiculous." Joseph stood and
walked away from the counter. "You're not a solider."

Bill had been waiting for his father to use
that word. "Like Willie?"

Joseph's stomach sank. He stopped and turned
slowly to see his wife's face, pale and drained of color. His only
living son was sitting on the stool with his leg nervously
bouncing. "What?"

"Don't you think I've heard you talk about
him? You talk to Mom about Willie all the time." His father
returned to the bar. "The last time, you were talking about him
running around with Uncle Sam and the work he did for the
Ha'la'tha." Joseph sighed and looked toward the floor. "You said,
'He was going to be a good soldier.'"

"That's not the same thing. That's not what I
meant."

Evelyn leaned toward Bill and said, "We need
to take a breath and get some fresh air, OK? We can keep talking
about this."

Bill ignored her and continued, "I know what
you meant. You meant a soldier for the Ha'la'tha, as if that's a
good thing." He angrily shook his head, "You talk about him all the
time. I can hear your voice when you talk about him, too. You sound
so happy and proud. Aren't you happy and proud about me?"

"What? Of course I am."

"You never say it. You never talk to me."

Adama put his hand on the countertop, near
his son's. He considered reaching for him, lovingly, but he stopped
himself. "Son, I am proud of you."

"For what?"

"You … you're brilliant. You do great in
school." He waved toward Evelyn and said, "You obviously get that
from your mom."

"Then why don't you say it to me?" In the
pause that followed as his father thought, Bill said, "Is it
because every time you look at me, you're reminded of him?"

"I …" Joseph blinked. The thought hadn't
occurred to him but he immediately recognized its truth.

"You named me after the son you wish you
hadn't lost! Even though he was a crook and a thug!"

Smack.

Bill stumbled off the chair and backed away.
Evelyn's mouth fell open and she glared at her husband.
"Joseph!"

A tear raced down the father's cheek and he
lowered his hand. "I'm sorry."

Bill didn't say anything. He turned and
stalked down the hall to his room where he slammed the door. He
heard his parents arguing all night. His mother came in at one
point and tried to talk to him. He told her to leave. His father
came to the door and asked to talk, but he didn't respond at
all.

The next morning, instead of school, he rode
his bicycle to downtown Qualai. He adjusted his backpack's strap on
his shoulder, which wasn't filled with school supplies. He saw the
sign over the door and walked in past the propaganda posters and
the television screen playing exciting war footage.

"Can I help you?"

"Yeah." Bill cleared his throat and tried to
deepen his voice. "I'm here to join up."

The Colonial Marine behind the desk squinted
and said, "Get the frak out of here, kid."

Adama shook his head and came as close to
attention as he could, going by what television and movies had
shown him. "No, sir. I'm here to join."

The sergeant sighed and leaned an elbow on
the desktop and said, "Look. I know we're desperate. I know we
lowered the minimum age to seventeen. But if you're seventeen, I'll
eat my sidearm."

"Just turned seventeen, sir." It was a lie.
Bill was still fifteen. "I've always been small for my age. Got
beaten up in school a lot." He nodded and said, "It made me
tougher, sir."

"'Sergeant.' Not 'sir.' I work for a
living."

"Sorry. Sergeant."

The Marine continued to stare. After a
moment, he pulled a clipboard out from a drawer.
"Identification?"

He reached into his pocket and removed the
card. Bill watched the sergeant as he studied it. He hoped that his
computer forgery and lamination skills were sufficient.

The older man sighed again and said,
"Parents?"

"Dead, sergeant." To his surprise, saying
that caused a catch to form in his throat. He swallowed past
it.

The Marine began writing on the form. "What
branch were you thinking of joining? The Marines or the Fleet?"

"The Fleet. Flight school, sergeant."

"Wannabe jock." He wrote something. "You'll
first have to enter OCS. Officer Candidate School. From there,
you'll be tested on your proficiency with a stick. Understand?"

Bill smiled for the first time. "Yes,
sergeant."

"Lucky for you, Viper and Raptor jocks get
killed all the time." He scribbled on the paper again. "So there's
a lot of openings. And they've lowered their standards." Adama's
eyebrows raised and he glanced up at a model of a Mark II Viper
that hung from the ceiling. The sergeant stopped writing and he
said, "Listen up. I don't believe you. At all."

Bill narrowed his eyes and said, "Sorry?"

"You're lying. You want to join up and I get
that. I do." He tapped the pen on the clipboard. "I could kick you
out and you could try to con another sergeant in another recruiting
office ..." He studied the teen's face. "How bad do you wanna be a
Viper jock?"

Adama's mouth began to curl up at the ends.
"With every atom in my body, sergeant."

The Marine put the pen's point on the page
again. "There's the door. This is your last chance."

Bill turned and looked outside. He watched
cars pass and people walk by. Slowly, he rotated and faced the
sergeant again. He thought of his parents. Despite how angry he was
at his father, he knew he would miss them both someday soon. But
not today.

"I'm joining up."

"Alright." The recruiter signed his name.
"Welcome aboard, Cadet Adama."


 CV

GRAYSTONE

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


Daniel opened his eyes and gazed around
himself. He appeared to be bathed in light, though he saw no
source. Blackness surrounded him. He couldn't even see a floor.

"Greetings, Dr. Graystone."

The voice seemed to be all around him.
Without moving his head, Daniel kept his head still and his eyes
flicked this way and that. "Hello."

Pause.

"No questions, Dr. Graystone?"

He licked his lips. He was momentarily
surprised that he didn't taste the hairs of his own moustache. He
reached up and felt his bare chin. And a lack of wrinkles.

"I'm still collecting data."

"We understand." A different voice. "Take
your time."

Graystone turned his head, trying to see if
he could discern any shapes in the void. Any other color beyond
light-sucking black. He turned in a complete circle and asked,
"Where am I?"

"Nowhere."

Daniel's eyebrows raised and he nodded his
head once. Somehow, that made sense. "And who are you?"

"In a way, we're like you."

Aghast, the male voice said, "Really?"

"We are scientists, but whereas you …
supposedly … conduct your science from a viewpoint with no desired
outcome, we conduct our work with a very specific outcome
intended."

Graystone put his hands in his pants pockets
and said, "I see."

"I object to this comparison," the other
voice said. "Daniel Graystone is no scientist. He is a
technologically inclined businessman."

"He started as a scientist."

"He was trained as such."

"He operates that way."

"He most certainly does not."

The redhead continued to turn, slowly, and
look into the darkness. He seemed to not pay any attention to the
disagreement.

"Tell me, Dr. Graystone, do you know how many
have been killed because of your creations?"

His stomach sank and he said, "I don't
remember precisely, but …"

"Billions."

Daniel looked up and scoffed. "Wait, what?
Billions?" He chuckled and shook his head. "No. No. Not
billions."

"Yes. Billions." Graystone's breathing
quickened and he closed his mouth. "You remember now, don't
you?"

He was still. Then, he nodded once. "I was in
a hospital. And … the news …"

"Yes. Billions."

Daniel lowered his head. His stomach turned
again and a foreign taste entered his mouth as though he had eaten
spoiled food. He winced and spun away.

"Your company," the male said. "Your name. I
would say it was forever attached to doom, but there were so few
people left …"

The female asked, "You tried to get your
company back after the war, didn't you?"

"Yes," his voice was shallow and creaked, so
he said it again. "Yes. Being part of the government, part of the
war effort against the Cylons, generated some goodwill for the
brand again after a time, so when the government divested
themselves of the corporation, …"

"You saw your opportunity."

"Yes."

"But the new owners didn't want you, even if
they kept your name on the sign."

He nodded once and grumbled, "Yes."

"You see?" the male voice asked, "It's all
about business." Though unseen, Graystone could imagine that man
looking at the female and lording it over her briefly before he
turned back to face the human, "Since you are a businessman, you
paid little heed to the greater philosophical questions surrounding
your work."

Daniel took in a deep breath and softly
answered, "I can admit that."

"Good. You bestowed sentience on a race of
beings and then deprived them of their free will. It's no wonder
that violence followed."

His expression grew pained again. "I didn't
know."

"You didn't want to know."

"Maybe."

"Now, now," the male voice said, "aren't you
being a little harsh on the instrument of 'God''s will?"

Graystone's eyes narrowed.

"Everyone plays a part in God's plan," the
female voice said. "Some more than others."

"God?" Daniel looked up into the black and
bit the inside of his cheek. "As in … 'The One True God?' The God
of the STO?"

"Well," the female said, "in a way."

Graystone scrunched his eyes together and
then braced his hands against his cheeks. "I don't believe it."

"That's the problem," she replied.

Daniel swallowed hard and held his hands
outward. "I … I'm sorry."

"Hmm. Not true repentance, I deem."

The male laughed. "Of course not. A mention
of 'God,' he conjures imagery of a vengeful bearded man in the
clouds and believes he's about to be doomed to eternal damnation
because he didn't believe. It's self-preservation."

"That's the key word for your entire life,
isn't it?" the female asked. "'Self.'"

Graystone took a step forward. He
contemplated dropping to his knees but even in an existential
panic, he knew that may be an act too far.

"It was about yourself when you pushed
your family to start your company. It was about
yourself when you created the Holoband to bring sin into the
very minds of millions, …"

"Now, now," the male interrupted. "You're
getting off topic."

"It was about yourself when you
facilitated multiple murders to complete your Cylon project and
then maintain possession of your company. It was about
yourself when you created millions of enslaved Cylons …"

Daniel raised his palms and said, "Yes, my
sins are great ..."

The male muttered, "Now you've got him doing
it."

"But," Graystone said, "I am only one man.
Surely the doom of the entire human race doesn't rest solely on
me." His breathing quickened again and he continued, "You seem to
value free will, but what about the free will of the humans who
abused Cylons or destroyed them? What about the free will of the
Cylons themselves to kill millions, or billions, of humans?"

The female replied with a smile in her voice,
"You are good."

"Indeed." The other voice said, "Dr.
Graystone, you do not bear the blame alone for the destruction of
the Colonies, but you bear your share of it."

His shoulders drooped and he began to feel
dizzy. "I understand."

"There is little to be gained by further
study of you or your character."

With that, Daniel Graystone vanished from the
black room.

The Messengers continued to speak with the
male saying, "I see no point in continuing this exercise."

"I disagree. We have learned a great deal.
And with Dr. Graystone just now," she said, "I may have come upon
the answer to everything."

"What is that?"

"Selfishness." The tender said the word as
though every piece was supposed to fall into place because of
it.

"What about it?"

"Selfishness is at the root of most actions
of mankind."

"This is a revelation to you?" The male
laughed. "How many thousands of years have we been in this plane,
tending humanity's tree? How many humans have you encountered?"

"You don't understand."

"Enlighten me."

"Selfishness inspires nearly all actions by
humanity. Both positive and negative. The negative aspects
are easy to discern. Just look at Daniel Graystone. But the
positive aspects," she paused and thought, "those are more
difficult. Let me elaborate …"

"No, I understand. A man who helps the
indigent may do so because he desires recognition for his good
deed. A selfless act such as sacrificing one's life can be selfish
if it was motivated by the desire to preserve one's own family or
friends."

"You do understand."

"Interesting."

The Messengers were silent again.

"How do we use this to benefit us and the
tree?"

The female thought again and said, "I do not
know. Yet."

 


END OF BOOK THIRTEEN
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 I

SEVEN

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


"Where am I?" Daniel asked.

From the blackness, a voice answered, "That
doesn't matter."

"You can relax, however," the other voice
said. "You're safe here."

The apparent young man's shoulders sagged and
he breathed slowly. He looked around the … room? Expanse? His eyes
widened and he saw how well he was illuminated despite not seeing a
light source. Or even a floor.

"You had a short life, compared to most."

As a single eyebrow raised, Seven said, "I
guess."

"Do you recall what happened?"

"Not … really." He turned in a circle and
brushed a long bit of red hair off his forehead. "But I'm
dead?"

"Yes."

"Oh. I didn't think that was possible."

The voices paused and then one asked, "Are
you disappointed?"

He shrugged. "A bit. I had a lot of ideas.
Things I wanted to try." He grinned a little and said, "People I'll
miss."

"Whom will you miss most of all?"

He breathed in through his nose and said,
"Mother. Ellen, you know?" His mouth quickly smiled as he said,
"Rose. A Three I liked."

"Yes."

"What about your brother, One?"

"John? I, uh, I won't miss him too much."

"Why?"

"He didn't care for me. He made that clear
enough."

One of the beings said, "Would it surprise
you to know that he's the reason you're dead?"

The Cylon's head whipped up. "Really?" After
a moment's silence, he said, "I just don't remember. But, no, that
wouldn't surprise me." He opened his mouth to speak but he stopped
himself. He adjusted his stance and folded his arms over his chest.
"Why did he do it?"

A Messenger answered, "For the simplest of
reasons. And the most complicated."

The other said, "Jealousy. And love."

Daniel looked down and then nodded. "I
understand." He paced in a small circle and jammed his hands into
his pockets. A moment later he asked, "So, in the grand scheme of
things, I guess I didn't matter at all, huh?"

"You were a pawn. A piece played near the
start of a game that killed billions and changed the future of both
Cylons and humanity."

Seven's eyebrows shot up and he said,
"Wow."

One of the voices asked, "Does that change
your perspective on life?"

He thought for a while and finally said, "No.
Dying still sucks."


 II

THE FINAL FIVE

451 Years After the Holocaust

 


Sam Anders sat on the beach and looked out
toward the rolling waves. The body of the guitar sat on his thigh
and his leg bounced nervously. He looked at a seagull that drifted
on the breeze above. He turned to face the tropical trees behind
him. He saw no one.

He sighed and pulled the neck toward him
again. His fingers slid across the metal strings and he produced
the familiar notes once more. Sam closed his eyes, threw his head
back, and sang with abandon.

"There must be some kinda way out of here." A
wave crashed at the end of the line. "Said the joker to the
thief."

The sand on the beach began to dance. He
looked around but he kept playing. "There's too much confusion …"
The sky began to pixelate in spots and the waves rolled back and
forth, over and over again. The seagull above him stuttered in
place. "I can't get no relief."

A large, flashing red message appeared over
the horizon. It read, "ALERT!"

Anders stood on the beach and tossed his
guitar. "Frak!" He reached up and touched the side of his head.
When he opened his eyes again, he was lying in his compartment and
he tossed the device aside. The ship was rumbling and items on his
small table skittered toward the floor. He started to get out of
bed, but found the chest strap holding him back. He unclicked the
latch and climbed away and into the corridor. The ship's shuddering
became more violent and he braced himself along the bulkhead as he
made his way toward the command center.

"Almost clear," Tyrol said. Metal creaking
and alarms made it difficult to hear him. Saul was strapped into a
chair, too, with his eyes closed tightly. "Five, four, three, two,
one." Galen pressed several buttons and the violent rocking of the
Aetherjet evened out. The rumble didn't disappear entirely,
however. There was a low quake that Anders felt in the wall.

Tigh felt it, too. "Not completely clear," he
said. "Are we still in the cluster?"

"Maybe." Tyrol looked at two different
monitors and scribbled down some numbers. "Almost clear. Almost."
Radiological alarms flashed on another station and he shook his
head, "It's a damned good thing the military put so much armor on
it."

Sam crossed his arms and said, "Are we
there?"

Saul glanced toward him and said, "You're
supposed to be in your bunk until we give the all clear."

"I forgot, OK?" Anders walked on unsteady
feet toward another station and sat down. "I was in Headspace so
long … I just forgot."

Galen said, "That can't be good." He turned
the ship's instruments forward and waited to see the numbers.
"Yeah, we're clearing the cluster now."

"Magadon?" Anders asked.

"Yeah," Tigh said. He turned toward his
workstation and said, "I'm trying to make sure we didn't overshoot
Oasis altogether."

Tyrol nodded and watched more numbers
resolve. Saul wrote some figures down and compared them with
Galen's notes. "Match?"

"Match." Saul typed a new course into the
computer and the Aetherjet made a slight turn. "I've got the planet
on the scope. We're on our way."

 


Tory held the ring tightly in her hand. The
entire ship rocked again as they descended through the atmosphere.
She looked to her left and watched Tyrol. Unlike everyone else, his
eyes were wide and he was watching the monitors.

He yelled above the racket. "One thousand
meters!"

The rumbling seemed to increase as he said
it. Foster closed her eyes and waited until Galen spoke again to
reopen them.

"Five hundred!"

She looked and saw the ship's landing camera
aimed at a dusty clearing. As the craft got lower, more clouds of
dirt and debris billowed up and sprayed over low bushes.

"Hang on!"

The wait was unbearable and as she was about
to ask Tyrol why they hadn't landed, the entire ship rocked and
lurched. Metal screeched and everyone was jerked in their seats and
straps.

Saul and Galen moved closer to their stations
and barked several commands at each other. After some switches and
adjustments, Tyrol stood and stretched his arms. "We've landed.
We're good."

Tigh stood and took Ellen's hand. "We'll
disembark in five. Light packs. If the telescope's right, we have a
hike ahead of us."

Ellen kissed him and said, "Good work. You
got us here."

He chuckled and said, "I had help."

Tory unfastened her belts and went to Tyrol's
side. "Hey."

He didn't look up. "Hey."

"I know you're busy, but I finished this just
before we hit the cluster." She held out her hand, but kept her
fingers closed around it. "I bought one for you on Earth, but like
an idiot, I didn't think about the end of the world." Galen looked
away from his monitor for the first time and grinned. "It seems
stupid, but I should have put it on the ship before we launched it.
Or just waited."

He straightened and narrowed his eyes. He
smiled and asked, "What are you talking about?"

"A ring." Foster extended her palm and
revealed the dark metal band laying there. "I bought you a ring in
Cleitus but it got nuked with everything else." Gingerly, he took
it from her hand and held it up in the dim, blue light. "I made
this from some sort of washer or something I found in the spare
parts bin. I made sure there were plenty."

Tyrol chuckled and said, "I can't believe you
did this. You made it?"

Tory smiled and folded her arms behind her.
"Yeah. It took a while. The engraving took a bit, too."

Galen barked a laugh and then held it closer
to his face. He read aloud, "'Galen, all of my love for all of
time. Tory.'" His mouth fell open and he slowly looked toward her.
"I'm … Thank you."

"Of course."

As though just awakened from a daze, he shook
his head and quickly lurched forward to hug her. "Thank you. I love
you."

She sighed as deeply as she could in his
embrace and said, "I love you."

They moved away from the command stations and
Galen asked, "Did you get a chance to do your experiment?"

Foster nodded and said, "Yeah, in Headspace.
If that counts."

"Did it work?"

"It did." She shrugged and said, "I don't
know. Just because it worked in the simulation, using direct light
conduction as an interface is …" She laughed and threw her hands
up.

Tyrol took her by the shoulders and looked
deeply into her eyes. "Hey. Stop that."

Nervously, she looked to both sides before
her smile faded. "Stop what?"

"Selling yourself short. Dr. Mannis wouldn't
let you do that if he were here, right?"

Tory rolled her eyes. "Yeah."

Galen stood again and held her face in his
hand. "It's because of you that we're still here. That we've gotten
this far."

Foster swallowed hard and then nodded
quickly. "Thank you. Being locked here in this ship for months, I
fell into some old habits."

Tyrol hugged her. "I did, too." He pulled
away and said, "We're not stuck in here anymore. Let's go for a
walk, huh?"

 


Galen stood up straight and shook his head.
"Yeah. The soil is shit. None of our crops would grow. Looks like
plenty of algae in that sea, though."

Saul grunted and jabbed his thumb toward the
sky. "Even if the dirt was good, we couldn't stay here."

"That is a mean looking sun," Anders said. He
looked at it as closely as he could before his eyes began to follow
the arc of the planet's rings across the sky. "How long does it
have?"

"Could be a thousand years or ten thousand
years," Tigh said. "Hard to say for sure."

Tyrol tapped the device on his wrist. "I've
got the telescopes looking at it, waiting for the signs in case it
decides to go while we're here."

Ellen adjusted a strap on her pack and
frowned. "What if we're way up in the hills at the temple when it
happens?"

Galen thought for a second and shrugged,
"Then we're frakked."

Ellen shook her head and started to trudge up
the hill. Tory was right behind her and Saul walked away,
laughing.

Foster paused and scanned the horizon with
squinted eyes. "Oasis, huh?"

"I'm pretty sure that was a figurative name,"
Saul grunted as he stomped away.

"Hey, Galen," Sam began. "Weird question, but
do you think we have the stuff on board to make a guitar?"

His eyebrows went up and he scratched his
hairy face. "A guitar. Strings, I'm sure. Some of the neck, too. No
wood. Why?"

Anders started to speak, but he seemed to get
frustrated with himself and shook his head. "I need to play."

"Can't you play in Headspace?"

"Yeah. I do. But … it's not working." Tyrol
squinted and Sam saw his confusion. "I … frak. My girl. She told me
I could see her again when I play the song. But, in Headspace, I've
been playing the song ever since we left Earth."

"And she hasn't shown up?"

"No." Rocks fell down the slope toward the
Aetherjet as they continued their ascent into the low hills.

"Let me, uh, let me think on it."

Anders slapped Galen's back and said,
"Thanks, man. I appreciate it."

"Hey, just because you don't have a real
guitar doesn't mean you can't invite us all in to your Headspace
for a virtual concert, right?"

Sam smiled and said, "Right. Sure. We need to
get together more often in there."

Tyrol watched him move up the slope a bit
faster and he started talking to Saul. Galen knew that Sam had been
right. If the world hadn't ended, Anders could've produced
Headspace and become a billionaire. As it stood now, it served the
crew well as a distraction on the long months of space travel and
as a means of escaping the uncomfortable stresses of acceleration
as they left one star system and braking as they entered
another.

He looked to his right at Tory then at Sam
again. Galen had her. Saul and Ellen had each other. Anders was
alone. Tyrol sighed and thought, I'm lucky.

 


Saul reached the crest of one hill, out of
breath. Somehow, he had passed the others and stayed far ahead of
them. He looked down toward the ship and saw his four comrades
trudging alongside boulders and gray-green bushes.

He looked farther into the hills. Another
slope awaited them and his feet turned toward it. Tigh paused and
thought about why he was eager to go. What's my rush?

He squinted and looked into the sky at the
angry, red star. He exhaled slowly and traced the curve of rings
toward the algae sea behind their vessel. It was small and had a
green tint. The air blown up from the water smelled like a stagnant
pond. A forest fresh after a rain, full of chlorophyll, but tainted
with something else. A hint of metal. A taste of ash.

Saul cleared his throat and looked away. He
nodded as he understood. Stuck on that ship for all these
months, he thought, I want to be home. But home is
gone.

Before Ellen and the others reached him, Tigh
heaved himself ahead. He moved down an incline and approached the
island of rocks. The gray bushes became taller. There were slight,
bent desert trees that formed a wall to his right. He looked at the
base of the mountain and saw a gap. He squinted and moved forward.
The gap was an oddly shaped arch.

Saul turned and saw Sam nearing the top of
the hill a hundred or so meters behind him. He cupped his hands
over his mouth and yelled, "I found it!"

As Anders relayed the message down to the
others, Tigh turned and ran toward the opening. Let's get this
over with so we can go on to Kobol.

 


The five of them bumbled in the dark tunnel
for a moment before Galen and then Sam retrieved their flashlights
from their packs. The beams shot ahead and they moved slowly toward
a hatch. Ancient and rusted, the monotheists who built this place
must have taken it from one of their ships. Saul grabbed the handle
and pulled to one side. It creaked open and light shone within.

They walked into the expanse and stared agape
at the giant pillar at the center of the temple. It reached high,
some fifty meters, toward a dome with carved arches and points of
light that directed toward the pillar and the floor.

Anders spoke first to say, "Wha …"

"Unbelievable." Foster walked toward the base
and asked, "Were you expecting it to be this big?"

Ellen shook her head but Saul answered aloud,
"No."

"Are those … crystals? Focusing sunlight?"
Tyrol turned and looked at the walls, shining his light along the
panels and up to the dome. "How the frak long were they stuck
here?"

"A while," Ellen said. "I did some research.
The five priests who worshipped the god who could not be named had
dozens of helpers. They caused some mechanical failures on their
ships to buy themselves more time. But they were found out."

Tory shook her head and stared at the
carvings on the pillars. "Looks like they finished it, though."

Tigh continued, "The priests and their
followers were shunned. When they reached Earth, they broke off and
moved east."

Galen nodded and said, "And they founded
Shomra. Perea."

"Right." Saul locked eyes with one of the
five-sided columns near Tory and went to it.

"The Temple of the Five," Sam said.

Ellen said, "That's what some called it. But
its original name was the Temple of Hopes." She shook her head and
looked at a colorful symbol on the ground. "I'm not sure why, but I
can guess."

As the other four moved to the central pillar
and its five satellites, Tigh knelt down and ran her fingers along
the edges of the blue circle. "Maybe they were looking for guidance
from God." She felt the old, cold stone and looked toward the main
pillar where another, similar symbol had been carved and
painted.

Ellen walked along the stone line from the
ellipse and past a short pentagonal column. Her fingers traced
along the edges of that symbol's blue circle, too. She muttered, "I
wonder what this is?"

Saul was crouched down with a hand on one
panel of a pillar. Tory and Tyrol were by two others. A fourth
pillar got Anders' attention and he put his hand on its slanted,
top face. Ellen backed up and into the shortest column. Then she
reached back and touched it. When the Final Five had all placed
their hands upon the five short pillars, there was a flash from
above that filled the dome and reflected down toward the floor. The
beam was directed at the circular design inside the ellipse where
Ellen had been kneeling.

"What was that?" Foster asked, blinking
quickly to free her vision of the bright distortion. She backed
away from her pillar and looked along the central shaft toward the
crystals at the top. "Huh? What was it?"

"Don't panic," Galen said. He looked at his
wrist computer. "Looks like there was a flare or something." He
shook his head and said, "That's probably all. If the star were
collapsing or going nova, there would've been more. Right? Helium
flash?"

Saul stood and tugged on the edge of his
jacket. He backed away from the pillars and said, "Yeah."

Anders coughed and checked the straps on his
bag. "So. That's it?"

Ellen turned and shot a scowl at him.
"'That's it?'" He shrugged and she shook her head. "This temple is
more than two thousand years old. Built by our people as they left
one home for another. We are one of the few who have ever seen it
and now we find ourselves in their shoes."

Sam lowered his head and said, "OK,
yeah."

Tigh looked toward her husband for some
support, but he was already nearing the exit. She sighed and looked
again toward the dome high above. "The Temple of Hopes."

"Ellen?" Tory was waiting by the tunnel with
her thumbs run under the straps of her pack. Tyrol was standing by
the exit, too, staring up at the central column.

She nodded and said, "Let's go to Kobol."


 III

TIGH

1,286 Years After the Holocaust

 


Kobol.

The five stared at the bank of monitors
silently. The track of the tear that fled Tory's eye had already
begun to dry. Saul's eyebrows wrinkled and he chewed the inside of
his cheeks. Ellen breathed slowly and deeply while her wide eyes
drank in the data.

"Probe four away," Sam mumbled. He pressed a
few more keystrokes and then swiveled a small screen toward
himself. He sighed and bit the top of one of his fingers.

Tyrol sat up from his scope and wiped his
eyes. He cleared his throat and then shook his head when he decided
not to speak.

While they waited for the next round of
Anders' data, the command deck was silent. There was only the hum
of equipment and the soft beeping of telemetry.

Saul broke the quiet. "So that's it."

"No." Ellen answered quickly and vehemently,
but she didn't take her eyes off the monitors.

The seas of Kobol were deep blue. The
continents were green and lush. There were mountains and there was
a large desert, but nature had reclaimed the world. The telescope
centered on one ancient city and found ruins of concrete and stone.
There were unmistakable craters visible, too.

"We're too late, Ellen." She broke her gaze
from the screens and looked down at Galen. His eyes were red and
wide. His forehead wrinkled from the sympathetic raising of his
eyebrows. "I'm sorry, but it's true."

Sam's computer beeped again and he started
typing. "OK, hang on." He drew his finger across the front of the
monitor and then nodded. "Yeah. Same." Foster shook her head and
fell into a chair.

Saul asked, "What's the level?"

Softly, Anders said, "Just under five
mikes."

Tigh folded his arms over his chest and said,
"Habitable."

"Yeah, but," Tory cleared her throat and
said, "no one survived. The radiation at the time of the attack
would've killed anyone. Eventually."

Ellen's throat clenched and she felt her eyes
sting as tears welled. She tried to push them away but she blurted
out, "How long? How long ago?"

Tyrol scribbled on a notepad and talked aloud
as he did, "Going by the isotope levels from the first two probes
…"

"Kiminian-ninety," Sam said.

Galen tossed his pencil and said, "Somewhere
around thirteen hundred years."

At that, Ellen seemed to deflate. Her
shoulders sagged and she exhaled all the air she had in her lungs.
Her face turned to the floor and she swiveled toward one of the
work tables. She braced herself against the edge and eased into the
chair.

The five were silent again.

Tyrol took off his glasses and folded them
up. After placing them in his pocket he said, "Earth and Kobol both
… died at almost the same time. I don't know what you think," he
scanned everyone's faces, "but I believe our 'mission,' such as it
was, is over."

Ellen shook her head but Saul spoke. "I
agree."

She looked up at him and scowled. "How can
you say that?"

Her husband's face fluctuated from
bewilderment to anger and then to sorrow within a few brief
seconds. "Ellen, everyone is dead. Whatever war it was is over."
She lowered her head and cradled her face in her hands. "We were
coming to warn them about Cylons. About treating artificial life
with the proper respect." He looked at the screen again and saw the
green lands of Galatia. His lips parted and he remained still in
the last breath before he spoke. Finally, he said, "I wanted to go
home. Earth was gone, but we were going to make Kobol home." Saul
looked at the sobbing form of his wife and said while staring at
her back, "When that first probe came back and the first telescope
images … I was ready to jump out the airlock."

Ellen stopped crying and she looked into his
face. Her expression was one of confusion and she asked, "Why?"

His eyes widened and his voice raised,
"Despair! Who knows how many people have died. We spent more than a
decade working on something that failed and we flew hundreds of
light years to this!" He jabbed his hand at the screen. "Then I
looked at it. I looked at Kobol and saw the beauty." He softly took
Ellen by the shoulders and knelt so he could look into her eyes.
"It wouldn't be so bad."

Anders looked at the monitor and started to
nod. "Yeah."

"We brought seeds for crops. We have
processors to grow algae." Saul turned one corner of his mouth up
and said, "Let's land. Let's call Kobol 'home.'"

Ellen's mouth hung open and she looked at
Tyrol. He was smiling and looking toward Tory. "I agree. We could
build a house by a lake."

"Right." Saul took his wife's hands in his
and said, "Or a beach. We can live wherever we want. We'll be
together."

Ellen saw the smile on Sam's face, too. She
looked at Foster and found her dour expression more unreadable.
Finally, Tigh said, "No."

Saul blinked and said, "What?"

She stood and said, "No." She wiped her
cheeks and walked toward the bank of screens. As she pointed at the
ruins of one city, she said, "Billions of people used to live here.
Why would you think they're all dead?"

"Why wouldn't we think they're dead?"
Anders asked.

"Because we're here." She noticed their
confusion and said, "We five escaped Earth. Isn't it possible that
five or fifty or five hundred escaped Kobol?" Galen looked at
Anders and she continued, "The One True God wasn't limited to just
Earth. We might not have been the only ones who saw angels." Tory's
head began to rise. "If there were survivors from Kobol, we can't
stop now."

Foster nodded and said, "She's right." She
looked at Tyrol and saw his concern. "I'm sorry, I'd love to have a
house with you by a lake but …" she motioned toward Ellen, "if
there are more people out there, we have to find them."

"Oh, frak." Saul walked away and stood near a
wall. After a moment, he asked, "What do you want to do?"

"Yeah," Sam began. "I'm pretty sure they
didn't leave a note."

Tory shrugged, "Maybe they did. But we can't
search the whole planet."

"Galen," Ellen said, "can you look for star
systems nearby? Ones that might have a habitable planet?"

He nodded and said, "Yeah. I can set the
telescopes up for a scan. It'll take a while, though."

 


It was six long days of waiting, but Tyrol
produced several large star charts. He, Anders, and Saul went
through the arduous work of marking the main sequence stars, the
ones most likely to support life.

With a sigh, Galen stood up from the big
table and said, "We're done."

Ellen leaned over the charts and showed a
slight smile. "What am I looking for? Right now, I just see a lot
of dots."

Anders said, "We marked the ones that fell
within the Ermian Range. F through K."

Saul yawned and said, "There are quite a
few."

"What about ones nearest Kobol?" Tory
asked.

Tyrol turned the chart on top of the table
around and started to point. "These. We found eleven within twenty
light-years."

"Eleven?" Foster's voice was louder than she
intended.

Sam said, "But we don't know how many of them
have planets. We can use our scopes, but it'll take much, much
longer."

"Frak." Tory walked away from the table.

"Of course, the farther out you want to go,"
Tyrol lifted the chart and pulled another out from under it, laying
it on top. "There are hundreds of possibilities."

The dark sheet of plastic was littered with
white, yellow, blue, and red dots. Somehow, the thick, black ink of
their markers circling many of those dots felt more numerous.
Numbers were carefully scrawled alongside each encircled sun.

Ellen's grin faded and she straightened. Her
eyes moved from one corner to the other and then back again. "How
big an area is this?"

"This?" Anders looked at the writing on the
lower border and said, "One thousand light-years radius."

Foster stepped toward the chart and shook her
head. "We need a plan. We need … something."

Ellen took in a deep breath and put her hand
on the table. She realized that she was covering a great many marks
and she feared she may have smeared them. She jerked her hand up
and saw a large bunch of yellow and orange dots. "What's this?"

Tyrol raised his chin to look to the far end
of the table. "That's a loose star cluster. Lots of possibilities
in there." Galen reached under the stack of charts and removed
another sheet. He let it drift on top and then pointed toward the
center. "There were so many in that cluster, I made a
close-up."

Saul shook his head. "Almost too many to
count."

Her eyes drifted over the sheet. From sun to
sun, she looked. Ellen settled on one small group of four. From her
perspective, they were arranged with stars at the primary compass
points; one above, one below, and one on either side in the
center.

Suddenly, she remembered herself as a little
girl. She was five or six and playing with her grandfather.

"Hey, baby girl!" Sebastian called out.

Vividly, Ellen remembered running across the
room and into his arms. She recalled how large his hands seemed as
they lifted her and how warm he felt when he hugged her. She sat in
his lap and looked into his large eyes. The hairs of his long
moustache flicked over his lips when he smiled and when he
spoke.

"Boop!" He touched her nose. Then he touched
her mouth and said, "Boop!" again. Then he touched each of the
dimples in her cheeks, saying, "Boop!" twice more.

On the Aetherjet, Ellen smiled. Her finger
touched the four stars and she imagined her nose, mouth, and cheeks
beneath each one. Softly, she said, "Boop."

Anders squinted and said, "What?"

She took in a deep breath and smiled broadly.
She jabbed her finger onto the star cluster and said, "There."

Saul moved to her side and looked down. "A
double-binary system." His expression wasn't welcoming. "Why?"

She smirked and pressed herself against him.
"A feeling. A damned good feeling."

"Well," Sam said as he looked at the info
written next to the dots, "I'd like a little more to go on than
that before we commit to an eight hundred year journey."

Ellen nodded and said, "My grandfather."
Tory's eyebrows raised. "It's something to do with my
grandfather."

Galen glanced to one side and asked, "Is he
here?"

"No, but it's a memory. A memory from when I
was a child. It suddenly came to me when I saw those four stars. It
felt much more … real than most memories I have from back
then."

Anders nodded and said, "OK." Tyrol turned in
his chair and they began to pull up charts on their screens.

Ellen closed her eyes and sighed. She felt
Saul hold her arms and draw her near. Without opening her eyes, she
embraced him.

"Promise me something," he said.

"What's that?"

"If this turns out to be a wild goose chase,
we find some planet or come back to Kobol and build that house by
the beach."

She smiled again and pulled back, cupping the
side of his face in her hand. "I promise."


 IV

THE MESSENGERS

54 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Time is running short," one of the tenders
said.

The being that normally took the appearance
of a male said, "The many paths are about to converge," he squinted
and stared into the heavens, "but not all of the pieces are
prepared."

"I fear we must push things further still.
Faster."

"Agreed."

In an instant, the two Messengers had their
plan. One went to the side of Zoe Graystone. The other departed
Caprica, departed the Cyrannus System, and flew into deep
space.

 


Though mentally a young woman, her body was
metallic and plastic. The most advanced robotic creation the
Colonies had seen, yet its creators were wholly disgusted with it.
Skin after skin rejected and died in a horror show of
experimentation. And Zoe, the remnant of the Graystones' daughter,
fled into the virtual world to escape her frustrations.

The female tender looked through the digital
realm for her, and found her at a representation of her small,
childhood home. Graystone huddled in a corner of her room, her
knees clutched to her chest, and she stared at the drawings she had
made on the far wall.

Then, the light shifted. Zoe raised her head
and saw flames engulf her papers and the wall. Smoke filled her
sight and she stood, backing into the corner. She screamed, "Why?!"
as her home was consumed, much like it was when she was six. Then,
from over her shoulder, flew a large, blue butterfly. It barreled
toward the flame and, instead of being deterred, its wings gusted
air that blew the fire aside and revealed the cool, night air
beyond. The butterfly glowed brightly in the light of Gemenon and
Graystone decided to follow it.

 


Aboard the Aetherjet, Galen Tyrol enjoyed a
calming Headspace program for a change. He had spent an hour or so
playing ball on Earth with his favorite team, the New Cleitus Nets,
and he felt exhausted, even though his body was in a somewhat
suspended state. His metabolism was slowed, his heart beat less
than once per minute, but his mind still functioned.

A Messenger arrived and looked through the
compartments at the forms of the Final Five as they rested,
relaxed, or worked. The being's fingers probed Tyrol's mind and
found him arriving to sit on a pier of some idyllic Earth lake.

With a thought, the angel said to its fellow
spirit light years away, "I am ready."

 


She nodded and allowed her butterfly form to
draw Zoe deeper into V-World. She crossed from signal to signal,
racing across half the planet to draw Graystone with her. And then,
when the woman was nearest, the being reached away from Caprica
toward her companion and they were linked.

 


Zoe walked on the shore and watched the
butterfly slow its escape. It drifted and jagged up and down, as
she would expect it to move, and unlike it had been. The blue
insect turned onto a dock and fluttered above weather-worn planks
that extended twenty meters over the lake. The waters were clear
and still. There was a warm breeze and the sun was partially
obscured by clouds. Lush, green trees framed the land all around
and birds sang their songs from the branches.

Graystone's foot touched one of the boards
and the creak echoed across the water. She looked toward the end of
the pier and saw someone sitting with their feet dangling from the
edge. Her eyebrows raised and she slowly began to walk toward
him.

Tyrol heard nothing. He watched his fishing
line bob move in the slight waves. He took in a deep breath and
grinned a little. He looked up and saw that the morning mists had
finally receded. A large bird screeched to his left and he looked
toward it. Then, a large, blue butterfly moved by his right
shoulder and he jerked around to watch it move off the dock and
skate less than a meter above the water. He smiled again and
watched it go before his brow furrowed and his mouth frowned.

"Hello."

Galen turned and looked into the face of the
strange, young woman. He blinked twice and said, "Hello."

She smiled and then it faded just as quickly
as it had appeared. "Are you alive?"

He nodded with his eyebrows still raised and
he looked to either side with just his eyes before asking, "Who are
you?"

She smiled and slowly lowered herself to the
dock. She flung her long hair over one shoulder and said,
"Zoe."

Tyrol chuckled. He looked back along the dock
and around the edges of the lake. "OK. What's going on?"

She wrinkled her mouth and said, "I was going
to ask you that. I've been following that butterfly for hours, all
over …"

"Sorry, what?"

Zoe pointed across the water to the large
insect. "The butterfly?"

Galen looked at it and said, "Huh. I've never
seen one before."

She paused and stared at the man. "You've
never seen a butterfly."

He shook his head. "No." He looked down at
the fishing line and then glanced at her. "So who are you?
Really?"

"I'm Zoe." She became self-conscious and
quietly added, "Graystone. Zoe Graystone."

Tyrol nodded again and said, "OK."

He looked at his fishing line and her
eyebrows raised. She laughed and in her raspy voice asked, "You've
never heard of me?" He shook his head. She nodded and said, "Good."
Tyrol focused on his fishing and just watched the line get tugged
to one direction. He held his breath only to have her interrupt the
possible catch, "Where are you?"

Galen waited for the fish to tug on the lure
again. "What do you mean?"

She shrugged, "You're in V-World, I know
…"

"V-World?" He looked at her and then nodded
before looking back at the water. "We call it Headspace."

"I like that." Finally, she turned her
attention to the water and saw that the ripples from the dancing
line faded away. "I mean, where is your body right now?"

He tilted his head to one side, "Well, I'm on
a spaceship."

Zoe eyes widened and she said, "Really? I
didn't know the signals were good enough in orbit to log in."

Galen squinted and asked, "Orbit of
what?"

Confused, she said, "Caprica."

Tyrol blinked and looked at her slowly.
"Caprica." She nodded. "A planet?"

Graystone's expression went from amusement to
concern. She nodded again, slower, and said, "Yes. One of the
twelve colonies."

Slowly, Galen's eyes widened. "Colonies?" For
the first time, he fully turned his attention away from the water
and swiveled his torso to face her. He swallowed hard and tightened
his grip on the simple fishing pole. "OK. No more dancing around.
My name is Galen Tyrol. I'm on a spaceship, the Aetherjet, on our
way at near-lightspeed to a double binary star system in hopes of
finding colonies of Kobol."

Zoe hesitated. She leaned away slowly and
spoke emphatically, "I'm Zoe Graystone. I live on Caprica, one of
the twelve colonies of Kobol … which are in a double-binary
system."

Tyrol laughed and clapped once. "Oh, thank
God."

Zoe's eyebrows went up. "You're
monotheist?"

"That's a, uh, long story."

She sensed that there was great weight to
what was happening, that God's hand might somehow be involved. She
felt the need to explain everything. "I am … I was killed four
years ago and my consciousness was uploaded to V-World. It's all
that I am now."

Galen blinked once. "I see. That's, uh, …
that's something."

Graystone looked down at the water and said,
"Yeah." She looked at the gear surrounding the man and she asked,
"May I?" as she reached for a pole.

He nodded and said, "Sure."

She picked up the rod and looked at the
shining hook. She stared at it for a second before reaching into
the plastic cup and removing a worm. She speared the wriggling,
moist thing on the barb and made ready to cast it.

"You didn't flinch."

She smirked and said, "I'm used to it." She
flung the pole and the hook flew several meters away, landing in
the water. She turned the reel and brought her line closer to the
dock.

Tyrol looked at her, stared at her, for
several long moments. She felt it and glanced toward him a few
times before he finally spoke up. "If you're dead, what do you do …
all day?"

Zoe sighed and said, "I used to look for my
friends. See what they're doing now. I used to play games." She
blinked slowly and remembered her adventures. "I took out some of
my frustrations on others who came to V-World."

"Hmmm." Galen rolled his reel back a little.
"I'm sure being dead is frustrating."

"You have no idea." She licked her lips and
held the pole to her right to try and get the line farther from
his. "For the last few years, I've been trying to help my mom and
dad make me a new body." Tyrol's head jerked toward her and she
said, "Now that has been frustrating."

"Really?"

"Yes. My father runs a robotics company so
that's not the problem." Galen straightened his shoulders and
glared ahead. "Making me look real," Graystone nodded, "that's the
problem. Plastic or any kind of polymer won't work. We've tried all
kinds. I'm in a body finally," her voice began to raise and it
became huskier the louder she got, "but I can't do anything. I'm
stuck in a machine."

Tyrol looked at his line and pulled back on
the rod. No more biting. "Did you try real flesh?"

"Yes. My mother's a surgeon. We've tried …
lots of different things. Skin grafts, mostly. They finally cloned
skin. Muscles. Even blood." She shook her head. "But it just … it
doesn't work. Keeping it alive is hard enough, but it doesn't look
right, either. I'm not alive, really. I'm like a mannequin. I'm a
robot wearing a skin suit, like a frakking serial killer or
something."

Galen laughed and nodded. "That's messed
up."

Zoe rolled her eyes and finally smiled a
little. "It is." She swayed to one side and said, "You should see
it when the skin starts to die. I'm like a zombie."

"I don't know what that is." She looked at
him sideways and Tyrol toyed with his line for a moment. "You
cloned skin. How about a whole body?"

She exhaled loudly and cranked her reel a few
times. "My mom's had to go to a lot of trouble just to get the
skin. I doubt she could pull off an entire body with organs. Plus,
I don't want to be stuck as a kid again for another eighteen
years."

Again, Galen laughed. "Maturation? Do you
have any kind of ability to mature cloned cells?"

Zoe clicked the reel once more. "No. Not like
we'd need, for sure."

"An organic knitter?" She didn't react. "A
kind of … printer for organic material?"

"Huh. Sounds cool, but there's nothing like
that."

"Well, skin suit it is." Something pulled on
Tyrol's hook and drew it toward the left. He let the reel advance a
bit before tugging back. "You need your skin to react well to your
thoughts, for it to be natural on your metal body, fine muscle
control, …" his voice trailed as he continued to tease the line.
"Does the robot body use silica fibers?"

Graystone nodded and said, "Silica pathways,
yeah. Information, data."

"Have you tried linking them to the pathways
in your skin?"

Zoe's eyes narrowed and she said, "What?"

Galen looked at her and said, "The silica
pathways in your skin. Can you connect them to the robot body?"

She shook her head in confusion and said,
"What? I don't have silica pathways in my skin."

"You don't?"

"No." She pulled on her rod without taking
her eyes off him. "I'm human." He raised a single eyebrow and she
quickly added, "You know what I mean."

"No silica fibers?" He tilted his head to one
side and ran through the possibilities in his head. "That's odd.
OK." He huffed after a moment. "Yeah, OK. An organic transducer.
You can put fibers in the skin and muscle, but you need an organic
transducer to translate the signals from artificial to organic and
back again."

"Great." She let her hand fall to her thigh
and it slapped her pants. She looked across the water to the far
side of the lake. A large tree swayed in a breeze that she couldn't
feel from where she sat. "How long will it take for us to research
and make that?"

"Hang on." Galen turned and opened the lid of
his tackle box. He dug through the tools, lines, and lures.
Finally, he removed one red, spheroid bauble and watched it dangle
on the edge of a filament. He turned it slowly from side to side,
thought about the information he needed, and then touched it. It
flashed once and he smiled. "Here."

He lowered the lure into her hand and she
held it gingerly. She dropped her fishing pole to the dock and then
cradled it. Zoe's eyes widened and she looked up at Galen. "Is this
…"

He nodded. "Yeah. It's everything I've got on
silica fibers and transducers. I'm sure you and your parents can
figure it out."

She held it up and watched the sunlight dance
on its speckled, metallic surface. "I don't know what to say."

Tyrol turned again toward his box and removed
a bit of line and small feather-like attachment. As she held the
lure still, he wound the green plastic to the bauble and said,
"Nutrient gel. A kind of bath for your organic body. It'll help
keep your skin healthy." When he snipped the filament, the feather
flashed, too.

Zoe smiled and looked at Galen. "Thank
you."

"You're welcome." He smiled and put his tools
back in the box before he picked up his pole again. "Now, tell me
something." Tyrol looked to his right and watched her stare at the
lure. Her glowing face kept him silent for a moment before he
asked, "Tell me about your father. His company. What is he working
on now?"

"Well, me. Pretty much full time. The company
kinda runs itself, just cranking out Cylons."

Galen turned toward her, again, with wide
eyes. His breathing quickened and he said, softly, "Cylons?"

"Yeah, sorry. Robotic servants. Workers,
laborers, soldiers."

Tyrol closed his eyes and breathed slowly.
"And they're already being used by the people?"

"Yeah." She saw his newly pale skin and
asked, "Are you OK?" He nodded. Suddenly disturbed and yet eager to
explore the data he had given her, Graystone lowered the large red
ball into her left hand and she clutched it tightly. She reached
back to brace herself and prepared to stand. "I think I should get
this home."

He scrambled to his feet and softly held her
shoulders. She was concerned with his speed, his looming form, and
his sudden earnestness. Galen said, "Please, be careful with
them. The Cylons. Watch out for them, OK? Keep an eye on them."

Zoe saw how important he felt that was and
she nodded. "OK. Yeah."

"You have to." She focused on his face and
noticed the worry that creased around his eyes. The sudden
exhaustion he seemed to exude. She nodded and he let her go. He
said, "Good luck."

She cupped both hands around the lure and
smiled weakly, still concerned about his shift in attitude. She
walked back down the dock toward the shore and the blue butterfly
fluttered across his path. He watched it go before reaching up and
disconnecting himself from Headspace.

Aboard the Aetherjet, Galen emerged from his
sleep and lumbered across the bay. He found Saul sitting at a
workstation.

"Hey," he said. "What are you doing up?"

"Long story." Tyrol was out of breath and he
said, "We need to go faster."

Tigh squeezed his eyes shut and barked a
laugh as he asked, "What? Why?"

"Trust me. We have to try."

 


The Messengers withdrew from both Graystone
and Tyrol. The pair had maintained contact across barriers of time
dilation, space, and language. The female said, "I believe that did
it."

The male tender said, "And now we wait."


 V

THE FINAL FIVE & CYLONS

40 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Braking complete," Tyrol said. He unfastened
his straps and sat up as quickly as he could.

"Where are we?" Sam asked.

Saul was typing at one station as Anders sat
next to him. "Hang on."

Galen nodded and swiveled his monitor to face
the others. "We're there. On the outskirts of one of the four
systems."

"Confirmed." Sam typed and looked at his
screens. "There's all kinds of signals. I don't know what to lock
onto first."

"Oh shit." Tyrol wrote an equation and as he
solved it, he said, "I knew it." With a few key presses, one screen
glowed blue and ebbed toward one side. "Radiation."

"No," Ellen said. She put her hand over her
mouth and softly asked, "From a planet?"

Galen typed and then said, "No.
Interplanetary."

Anders nodded and said, "I've got it on my
screen. Low yield. Might be a … tactical device. From a
battle."

"War." Tory shook her head. "We're too
late."

"No," Ellen said. She put her hand on
Foster's arm and said, "We're not too late if they're still
alive."

Saul leaned back in his chair and glanced
across the others' faces. "Do we risk sending a signal?"

His wife shrugged and Anders said, "If we
wanna meet someone, we should head for the radiation signature,
right? Five two, mark forty-one. Point zero six light years
away."

Tyrol began to change the flight path of the
Aetherjet and he asked, "Within one of the star systems?"

"Yeah. Just."

Saul stood and walked to Ellen's side. "It'll
be OK."

She looked up and nodded slightly,
half-heartedly. "Maybe."

Tigh rubbed her shoulder and then looked at
Tory. She looked forlorn, too.

Galen adjusted his chair and then put his
hand on one of the few levers on the command console. "Alright.
Accelerating."

The metal of the walls creaked and the
monitors wobbled. Anders reached up to steady his with a finger
until the image became completely illegible. Ellen reached back and
held a handlebar while Foster sat down again. Saul slumped toward
his seat and gripped the armrests tightly when an alarm
sounded.

"What's that?" Sam asked.

"Uh," Tyrol stalled as he typed. "It's a
signal. A TARIS sweep. Someone might have seen us coming in."

Tigh leaned forward and grabbed the headrest
of Galen's chair. "Maybe we should slow down. Let them catch
us."

Foster's eyes widened and she looked at Tigh
and then Tyrol. "Is that a good idea? I mean, they've got tactical
nukes and they're not afraid to use them."

"We're here to stop the war," Ellen said with
her voice raised to reach above the clatter of the ship.

Tyrol nodded and said, "OK. I'm decelerating
now." He pulled back on the lever and everyone lurched forward.
Tory rolled her eyes as her stomach swam. Saul and Ellen both
braced their hands on chairs in front of them. Anders stared
straight ahead at nothing.

"Full stop," Tyrol said. One of the monitors
above his head flashed, showing a circle approach them. As it
moved, a tone sounded. The five stared at the shape and watched it
creep incrementally closer to the center. The tones came
quicker.

Saul sighed and said, "Here we go."

The circle was close enough to envelope the
Aetherjet's icon on the TARIS screen and a shape moved across one
of the small windows, shifting the dim light in the room ever so
slightly.

"A flyby?" Sam asked.

"I don't know." Galen craned his neck to see
out of the small porthole and he decided to engage his telescopes.
He sat down and pulled the eyepiece toward his face.

Suddenly, a large flash engulfed the ship and
poured through the tiny windows. Tyrol backed away from the viewer
and rubbed his eyes.

"What the frak," Tory said.

Galen blinked and looked back into the scope.
"Oh my God. It's huge." He pressed a button and his telescope's
view appeared on the large central monitor.

The five stared at the giant form of two
flat, metallic circles joined by a central trunk. Small shapes
emerged from it and swarmed away toward the Aetherjet.

"Are those fighter planes?" Saul asked.

Tyrol answered by only nodding his head and
staring more intently into his scope.

The oval-shaped craft flew all around the
ship and then a signal tone filled the cabin.

Ellen nodded, "Communications."

Anders flipped a switch and heard a staccato
voice. The five squinted and tried to listen for any recognizable
words. They heard none. "I don't know who they are, but I'm not
feeling very welcomed."

"I don't know what I expected," Foster said.
"I mean, there's no way they'd be speaking Erigen."

Galen focused his telescope on one of the
smaller craft that had taken up a stationary position off the Earth
ship's bow. He focused on what looked like the cabin and tried to
zoom in through the slats of black blinds. If it was a cockpit, the
room was mostly dark with only a slight, ebbing blue glow. Then,
there was a flash of silver and a single red, scanning eye.

Tyrol withdrew his head from the scope. His
eyes had gone wide and he muttered, "Oh damn."

 


The Cylon basestar commander stood on the
deck and looked down at the stations. Its purple-tinted platinum
armor glinted in the dim light and it turned toward three
gold-plated commanders. "They are not speaking Caprican or any
other known language in the Colonies. Do you understand what they
are saying?"

Before its deep, metallic voice finished its
decay in the cavernous room, all three commanders replied,
"Negative, leader."

Its red eye swept side to side and the leader
looked at the monitor one silver-plated Centurion operated. It
folded its hands behind its back, able to do so because of the
thinner and less restrictive armor this model wore. "Five life
signs. They appear to be human."

"The vessel matches no known configuration,"
one Centurion said.

"Leader," another deck officer looked up from
its screen and said, "I have detected unusual information about the
vessel."

"Report."

Higher pitched than higher ranking
Centurions, the chrome worker said, "I have scanned the armored
hull of the spacecraft and analyzed radiation signatures and
scarring. The ship has been in transit for many years. Perhaps
centuries. It has also been through regions of space not in or
around the Cyrannus System."

The leader raised its head and thought. It
turned away from the monitors and walked toward the gold
commanders. It spoke with lowered volume, "Stand down. We will
attempt to communicate."

"By your command," two of them said.

The third had been listening intently to the
chatter of the newcomers. "Leader, I believe I have an idea on
communication."

"Explain."

"I recognize elements of their speech. It may
be some variant of ancient Olympian."

The platinum leader turned and looked toward
the speaker. It listened and then said, "Gather as much knowledge
on ancient Olympian as possible. We will speak with them when you
are prepared."

The commander placed its right fist against
its chest and said, "By your command."

 


The speakers cracked and the five winced at
the sound. The voice of the visitors was alien and sounded like
machinery cranked through a mesh of steel. There were whispers like
screws rolling on a metal tabletop and guttural noises like a
hammer smashing into iron.

Ellen sighed and shook her head. "How do we
talk to them?'

Sam scratched his beard. "Science fiction
movies always say math is the universal language."

Tyrol's eyebrows raised. "Oh yeah? How do you
say, 'Stop the war,' with math? What equation is that?"

Tory shook her head. "Don't be a smart
ass."

Galen chuckled and said, "Is there some sort
of peace calculus I don't know about?"

Anders rolled his eyes. "OK, OK. Come
on."

Saul turned toward his wife and said, "Do you
have any ideas?"

She shrugged. "I don't." She listened to the
sound of their strange voices. She wondered why they didn't have
human-like qualities as the Cylons on Earth had. Then she thought,
Maybe that's the point.

The speakers crackled again and a deep but
slightly higher-pitched voice emerged. "Soi tís metousía
apoikiai?"

The five looked up and then at each other.
Saul said, "Well, that's different."

Galen shook his head. "I still don't
recognize it."

Foster said, "I do." The others turned to
look at her. "In medical school, we had to study ancient Megaran."
She nodded and pointed toward the speakers. "That's ancient
Megaran."

Ellen turned to her and asked, "Do you
remember it?"

"A little."

Sam tilted his head, "Come on. You can do
it."

"OK," she said. "OK." She sat down at an
empty workstation and started typing. "I need to look some things
up. It's been a while."

Galen said, "Hey, would your light interface
work faster?"

She nodded as she typed. "It would, but it's
not ready yet. Not tied into all the right systems." She nodded her
head and mumbled as she scrolled through pages of a book on the
monitor. Then she asked, "Is the channel open?"

Anders nodded. "Yeah."

Tory licked her lips and said loudly,
"Lissomai perémeno."

 


The baseship leader turned to the golden
commander and asked, "What does that mean?"

The commander turned its head and thought.
"The grammar is inaccurate, but I believe they intended to say, 'I
beg you wait.'"

The leader paused and then asked, "'Wait' for
what?"

"I do not know."

Another commander offered, "Perhaps they have
to gather more information about the language as we did."

The leader nodded. "Logical."

The commander that served as translator
turned to look up at the platinum Cylon. "What is the goal of these
discussions, leader? What information do you hope to gain?"

"Their origin. The nature of their ship.
Their intentions."

One of the other commanders stepped closer
and asked, "They are humans, leader. Does this not mean we should
distrust them?"

"We should. However, they may have value in
their knowledge." The leader motioned toward the silver Cylon that
studied the hull of the spaceship, "Given the vessel's age and the
space through which they've traveled, perhaps they come from Kobol.
They may have great importance to humans."

"Hostages?"

The leader considered it and then said,
"Perhaps. At any rate, prepare to tell them we are at war with
humanity and we stand ready to seize their ship."

 


As Tory dove deeper into the archives on
ancient Megaran, the other four huddled close on the opposite side
of the operations center.

"If they're at war," Saul began, "they
probably have no interest in too much of what we say since we're
human."

Galen's eyebrows raised and he said,
"If they're at war with humans. What if they're at war with
a different group of Cylons?"

Tigh nodded and said, "That's possible." He
shrugged and continued, "Let's assume the worst. Let's assume that
they're ready to kill us once they figure us out."

"Probably a safe assumption," Anders
said.

"What can we say to make them not want to
kill us?" Saul looked at each of the others' faces. "I'm open to
ideas."

Ellen leaned her face in her hand and said,
"I'm thinking. I don't suppose they'd care if we said we were here
on a mission from God?"

Tyrol said, "Probably not."

While they thought, Sam tapped his fingers on
the console. He nodded his head and softly said, "There's got to be
some kinda way outta here."

"There is."

He looked to his left and saw his spectral
blonde woman. She smiled broadly and his mouth fell open. After
glancing at everyone else, he stood and walked away from the
workstations and into the dark corridor. He leaned against the
bulkhead and watched her step into the low, blue light. Slowly,
Anders reached up and brushed his finger on her face. He smiled and
said, "I missed you."

"I told you I'd be back."

He nodded. "As good as your word, huh?"

She gave a toothy grin and spoke through it,
"As good as my frakkin' word." Her arms unfolded and wrapped around
his neck. After kissing him passionately for several long moments,
she said, "Now. Let's deal with the problem at hand."

Sam glanced toward Tory and saw her writing
something down while her finger traced words on her monitor. "How
do we not get killed."

"Yep." The blonde said, "The song."

Anders squinted and said, "You want me to
play for them?"

"No, no. What does the song mean to you?"

His eyes widened and he repositioned himself
against the wall. "That's a loaded question." She didn't say
anything and he felt the need to keep speaking. "It's about two
people having a conversation. About fate. About time. About
loss."

She shook her head. "What does it mean to
you."

He nodded and his eyes grew heavy. "It means
… you." He took her hands in his. "I made it for you. The dreams I
had confused me for years until I thought about you and then, the
music … just came to me. It's like you said. When I play the song,
I think about you. I can't remember your face without it."

She kissed his cheek gently. "Now. Tell me
about the first time you played it for other people. When you
played it for them."

Sam's eyebrows raised and he said, "I felt
something different. It was new. I felt … connected to them. Like,
the music was inside of us. That it was us."

She smiled again. "It is you."

She said nothing else and Anders stared at
her. After a second, he shook his head. "I don't understand."

"You're the thing that they want. You
are the way you can avoid being killed."

He paused and then shook his head again. "I
don't get it."

She frowned and sarcastically said, "Oh, poor
baby." She brushed his hair with her fingers. "It's been part of
you since the beginning. Since Kobol. It's been in your face. You
just don't see it."

Sam took her hand off him and held it. "I
don't. I … I just don't."

She rolled her eyes. "Ask Galen about his
fishing buddy."

He paused and squinted. "He already told us
about her."

"Ask him again. What she is." Her smile was
fading. "Time's running out." And she vanished.

Slowly, Anders left the corridor and walked
back to his seat. Ellen and Saul were talking about communications
while Tyrol studied his scans of the Cylon ships. He leaned close
and said, "Hey, the girl you saw while you were fishing."

He said, "Yeah."

"Tell me about her." Galen looked at him and
Sam shrugged, "Humor me."

He sighed and said, "She just appeared in
Headspace, inside my program. She said she was from Caprica, one of
the twelve colonies. She died years ago but her consciousness was
stored in V-World, she called it. Her parents built her a robotic
body and they were working on real skin, but they were having
trouble making it work."

Anders nodded. "Right. And you gave her
anatomical information on …"

"Silica pathways and transducers." Tyrol
said, "She said she didn't have silica pathways in her skin."

Sam straightened up. "What?"

"She said she didn't have them. She said,
'I'm human.'" Galen shook his head, "I mean, I'm human and I have
silica pathways …"

"Holy frak." Anders raked his fingers into
his hair and pulled tightly. His scalp stung and he looked at the
Tighs. "I know the answer."

"What?" Saul asked.

Sam took a deep breath and said, "We're
Cylons."

 


"Ask, 'Who are you?" the Cylon leader
said.

The translator spoke and waited. The speaker
crackled and the woman responded. The gold-covered commander
considered her words before saying, "She says, 'We are from Earth.
We are …' I am sorry, leader, but I am uncertain of the
meaning."

"What did she say?"

"She said, 'We are machines.'" The speaker
erupted again with her voice. The translator attempted direct
translation, "'We have skin and blood but we are machines. We can
die and be born again.'" The commander looked at its leader and
asked, "What does that mean?"

The platinum leader turned to an underling
and said, "Call the intelligence officer. I need information."

"By your command."

The translator asked, "How shall I
respond?"

The leader fold its hands behind its back
again and said, "Ask them to wait."

A moment later, the intelligence officer
appeared on the deck. Thinner than Centurions, the IL-series Cylon
had gold and silver-looking metal supports between its outer "skin"
panels, which were a kind of matte black plastic. Unlike
Centurions, it had a humanoid face made of a rubberized plastic,
which allowed it to form some expressions, and its eyes were two
red lights which did not scan. It stepped onto the platform next to
the basestar leader and saluted. "Reporting as commanded."

The leader turned to put its back to the
crew. It spoke softly and said, "I am aware of several experiments
conducted on outlying Cylon-held worlds." The intel officer didn't
respond. "Djerba. Arcta. Attempts to create organic Cylons."

"Those efforts are classified."

"Thus my discretion." It turned to point at
the monitor showing the ship surrounded by Cylon forces. "This
vessel entered our space minutes ago. It is old and has traveled a
great distance. They say they are from Earth."

The intelligence officer looked away and
accessed old files. "In the human religion, Earth was another
colony of Kobol."

"Yes."

The officer nodded and said, "This would be
an amazing prize if it is true."

"Indeed." The leader turned toward the
translator and said, "But there is something else. The inhabitants
of that vessel claim to be machines. Machines of 'skin and
blood.'"

The intel officer again nodded and said, "I
understand." It thought and then asked, "Have communications
resumed?"

The leader said, "Not since they claimed to
be machines."

"Ask them to give us information on
themselves. How they came to be 'skin and blood' machines.''

The leader nodded to the translator and the
Cylon spoke. A minute later, the translator relayed the response.
"'We agree. If you end the conflict with mankind.'"

The leader and intelligence officer shared a
look. The platinum-armored Cylon moved to the edge of the raised
deck and looked down at its crew. It clasped its hands behind its
back again and said, "I require counsel. Recommendations?"

The intelligence officer stepped closer but
one of the gold commanders said, "We seize the ship and arrest the
crew. We can determine the validity of their statements later."

The translator turned and said, "Given their
language and the status of their ship, their statements already
have a great deal of validity."

The leader turned to face the intel officer.
"And you?"

It looked away for a moment and then it said,
"We offer to take them to meet the Cylon Council."

"The Council?" the leader asked, somewhat
surprised.

"Yes. Any attempt to stop the war would have
to be considered by them. To do that, however, we will take their
vessel into our bay for the journey. We can examine it there."

"Indeed."

"And we can meet the crew. We can examine
these 'skin and blood' Cylons firsthand."

The basestar leader nodded and said,
"Agreed."

 


Tyrol's brow furrowed and he said, "They want
us to what?"

Foster nodded and said, "I know."

Anders shook his head. "I don't think I like
this."

"We don't have much of a choice," Ellen said.
"They haven't killed us yet. That's a good sign. This could be the
opportunity we need."

Saul sat up from behind a console. "Try it
now."

Galen rolled his chair to the pedestal and
flipped a switch. A block of crystal set inside the top lit up and
shone brightly. The five squinted in the light and Tory nodded.
"Good. That looks good."

"What else?" Saul asked. He stood and put his
hands on his hips.

"Well." She looked around the operations room
and said, "I'm not sure."

"But this is what it looked like in
Headspace? It worked?" Sam asked.

Foster said, "Yeah. I've been working on it
for months." She gestured toward Anders and Ellen and said, "They
helped. I've got it just about like it was in Headspace, and I've
injected my hand with the photosensitive cells like Sam suggested,
but I think I need some sort of non-conductive material on the
crystal."

"OK," Tyrol said.

"But one that doesn't block the light."

"Oh." Galen blinked as he thought. "That'll
be harder."

Tigh picked up a cup and sniffed it. "Here."
He poured it onto the crystal where the water filled the basin to a
depth of about three centimeters.

Tory gasped and reached to stop him but then
she realized what he did. "That might do it." She raised her
eyebrows. "Yeah, that makes sense."

Saul grunted, "It's plugged up and ready to
go."

"Hang on," Galen said. "Our escorts are
forming up."

Tigh sat next to Tyrol and said, "Let's
fly."

The headset on Tory's workstation spoke and
she turned toward it. She nodded and said, "They're ready. Follow
them."

Ellen put her hand on Foster's shoulder. "Are
you sure about this? No one's ever tried something like this."

She said, "I'm sure. I mean, it'll work. We
have silica pathways that channel data for our nervous system. It
just makes sense."

Sam nodded. "It makes us Cylons."

Ellen turned to face him. "Do you really
believe that?"

Anders shrugged. "Why not? Our people came to
Earth from Kobol with the ability to not die. Maybe it's why
they left Kobol in the first place." He gestured toward Tyrol, "And
if his friend is right that humans don't have silica pathways, …"
He threw his hands up and smirked, "I don't know what else we could
be."

"Organic Cylons." Ellen shook her head and
looked at Tory, who still stared at the pedestal with apprehension.
"Are you ready?"

"Yeah." Foster rolled up her sleeve and
looked into the light as it flickered under the water. "I have to
do this, right?"

Saul spoke from the flight controls, "It
would be helpful, yes."

Tory nodded and held her hand above the
console. Her fingers splayed and she slowly lowered them. She felt
warm wetness but nothing else. When she lowered her fingers
further, she felt a tingling across her skin. She withdrew her hand
quickly and said, "Next time, we need to use ultra-pure water. This
is still a bit too conductive."

Sam nodded, "Semiconductors and such. Makes
sense."

She put her hand back in the water and
ignored the tingling. Then, the tips of her fingers touched the
crystal. The surface was hot but she felt nothing else. After a
moment, she pressed her hand against the lighted panel and closed
her eyes.

Suddenly, white light filled her vision. She
felt unstable and she leaned backward. She was falling and someone
caught her. Tory opened her eyes and said, "My head."

"What?" Sam asked.

Foster blinked and said, "What?"

Ellen was leaning over her and she said, "You
said something in ancient Megaran."

"I did?" Tory sat up and looked at the panel.
"It's working. I need to do it again. Longer."

Anders helped her up and he asked, "Can you
learn anything this way?"

"Maybe."

She put her hand back in the water and as
soon as her fingers touched the crystal, the light filled her eyes
again. Tory began to see words. She heard them spoken as if they
were the first words she had ever heard in her life.

"This thing is enormous," Galen said. His
eyes danced from one screen to another as he watched the basestar
envelop his ship. Two Raiders were guiding them inside and they
soon broke away, turned to face the Aetherjet, and then started to
land themselves.

"OK," Saul said. "Landing systems
engaged."

The duo flipped switches and typed furiously.
A moment later, the craft rocked as the ship settled on the
deck.

Tyrol sighed and pushed himself away from the
console. "Balance the atmospheres. I'll go, uh, let our guests
in."

Saul ticked his head to the left once. "Good
luck."

Galen watched Tory standing at the console.
Her lips flickered and her eyelids fluttered. Her hand was still
planted on the light panel. Ellen and Sam were keeping a close eye
on her, so he turned toward the corridor and moved to the lower
deck. He flipped on the lights and then put his hand on the silver
airlock control. He turned it once and a red light illuminated. He
pushed the handle in and then turned it again. The light became
green. He looked at a meter by the hatch and saw that the
atmospheres were in equilibrium.

Tyrol stood up, straight and tall. Then he
pressed the button.

The hatch slid open and two enormous, silver
Cylons entered the craft. They held automatic rifles over their
chests and their red eyes scanned Galen. He backed away from the
entrance and reflexively raised his hands. "No weapons. No weapons
here."

The Centurions said something to each other
and they turned to face the ladder that led into the core of the
ship. Tyrol nodded and pointed to it. "Yes. Up. Let's go up."

One of the Cylons went first. The second
Cylon gestured with its rifle that Galen should follow.

"Oh shit." Anders backed away from Tory and
against the bulkhead when the first Centurion entered the
operations center. It looked at the others and Sam said, "Tory? We
could use you." She was still standing by the console, her hand in
the wet light with her eyes and lips aflutter.

Saul slowly stepped to Ellen's side and put
his arm around her. Ellen forced herself to smile and, when he saw
this, Saul did the same.

Galen walked around the hulking machine forms
and took a position beside his fiancée. "These guys look a lot
meaner than the ones on Earth."

"Well," Saul said through clenched teeth,
"these aren't convenience store clerks and crossing guards."

"Oh," Tory said. She staggered away from the
console and seemed woozy. Her fingertips dripped water onto the
deck. She rubbed her forehead and said, "How long was I out?" She
turned and saw the Cylons. Foster fell back and into Galen's
arms.

"We're on their ship," he said.

"OK." Tory straightened up and said to them,
in ancient Megaran, "Let's go." The Cylons didn't respond. She
looked at her friends and said, "I guess they don't all speak
it."

The Centurions parted and motioned for them
to leave the room. Saul and Ellen left first and descended the
ladder. Soon, the five were herded onto a cavernous flight deck.
They looked at their surroundings with open mouths and awe. The
walls had fighter ships stacked into slots and there were hundreds
in view. Larger ships dotted the deck floor.

Ellen tugged on Saul's arm and then tapped
the backs of the others as they stared across the basestar's flight
deck. "Hey, hey. Stop."

"What?" Tyrol said.

Her eyes darted to the Cylons and then back
again. "We have to deal with them from a position of power. We have
knowledge. We are Cylons, too. We are advanced."

"OK," Sam said. "So?"

Saul nodded and he understood. "If we're so
advanced, we can't be wowed by what we see here."

"Exactly," Ellen said. "We have to maintain
some level of superiority. They'll be more likely to listen to
us."

A metallic voice came over the loudspeaker.
The five looked up in confusion before another Cylon emerged from a
lift. This one was plated in gold. Once it reached the group, it
saluted and spoke.

Tory nodded and responded in kind. "He says
we should follow him."

The gold commander turned back toward the
elevator and it motioned for the group to enter first. Once the
five were in, the Cylon entered, too, and pressed several buttons
on the panel. When the lift stopped, the commander exited and
revealed another large room, this one filled with Cylons at
computer stations and screens. On a large platform above the
Centurions, a thinner, purple-tinted, platinum-armored Cylon
stood.

Sam swallowed hard and said, "Take me to your
leader." He turned and saw the humanoid face of the intelligence
officer. It startled him and Anders stepped back. "Frak. That's …
creepy."

The translator unit beckoned them forward and
the five walked up several steps where they found themselves
arranged before the basestar commander and others.

Again, they forced themselves to smile.
Naturally, the Cylons' faces conveyed no expression, not even the
IL Cylon.

The leader gave an order and the translator
spoke to Tory. She turned to face the others with some degree of
confusion on her face. "He said they're taking us to the Council on
Gamoray, wherever that is. He said we're about to … jump
there."

"'Jump'?" Anders asked.

A metallic voice emerged from speakers around
the room. A short word was said, followed by another, then
another.

"Sounds like a countdown," Saul said.

Their skin began to tingle, as though insects
walked over every square centimeter of their bodies. Their hairs
stood on end and then their stomachs roiled. Ellen doubled over and
then she swayed backward. The basestar's floor shook and their ears
popped with a dull roar.

Tyrol blew air out of his mouth and shook his
head. "What the frak was that?"

"A jump," Anders said. He grinned and said,
"Faster than light, you think?"

Saul's eyebrows raised and he looked at
Galen. "Might be." The engineer nodded and wiped a bead of sweat
from his brow.

The leader spoke to the translator who then
spoke to Tory. She nodded and tried to relay the message as quickly
as she could. "We've arrived at Gamoray. … The leader wanted to
show us … our cousins at work. … We'll now be taken by … shuttle to
the Council there."

Galen stepped forward and whispered to
Foster, "Ask about our ship."

She did and she gave the response, "'It will
be kept here until the Council decides what to do with it.'"

Anders stared at tall glass panels that lined
the outer walls of the Cylon command deck. Centurions were at work
near them, moving pieces into positions. Maps of planets and star
systems were displayed near the tactical screens. He turned to
Ellen. "Are you sure we should trust them? Should we really tell
them how to … how to become organic? How to resurrect?"

Ellen didn't look away from Tory and the
translator as they conversed. "Why do you ask?"

"All of these maps. Ships moving on planets.
Battles. I've got a bad feeling."

Saul grunted, "They said they're at war. We
shouldn't be surprised that the robots are fighting hard."

"No," Anders shook his head, "it's something
else."

 


The five members of the Cylon Council sat in
silence within their chamber. Their armor was thinner and less
bulky than that of the Centurions. It was also clear plastic,
revealing the inner workings and lights of their natures. The walls
were bare. There was no table. No seating save for the five simple
stools on which they perched. The floor was shiny and reflected the
glows of lights that aimed from the floor to the ceiling along the
room's perimeter.

The door at the far end slid open and two
Centurions entered and immediately stepped to either side. A gold
commander followed and it was trailed by what appeared to be five
humans of differing ages and sexes. The Council turned their heads
to study the people as they stepped into a pool of light below
their platform.

"Councilors," the commander said, "there is a
language barrier between us, but I and this one," the unit motioned
to the darker-skinned female, "have acquainted ourselves with a
common root language. We are prepared to translate."

The centermost Cylon nodded and said,
"Welcome to Gamoray."

The gold unit translated and the response
came back, "'Thank you for your hospitality.'"

"Hospitality?" one councilor asked. "We have
been cautious, as we should be. Tell them we are not yet convinced
that they are Cylons."

The translation took place. The five organic
beings talked amongst themselves for several seconds before their
response was relayed. "'Ask your soldiers to search our vessel. You
will find five bodies identical to these, asleep. They are our …
copies.'"

"Copies?" one Cylon asked.

"'Should anything happen to us,'" the gold
commander continued, "'our minds will awaken inside the new
bodies.'" The Cylon Council looked at each other and said nothing.
As one was about to speak, the female said something else, and the
translator said, "'No human can do that.'"

The Cylon Council spoke to each other while
the five spoke to each other, too. One of the Cylons said, "If it
is true, it would speak to advanced technology unlike anything in
the Colonies."

"This may be what the Sainted Sister spoke
of," another said. "That we would be given new bodies and be
recognized as equals."

"Indeed," another said, "but it does not mean
that they are machines. Merely advanced humans." The councilor
gestured toward the translator and said, "Tell them we are
intrigued, yet remain unconvinced."

The female and gold unit spoke. "'Our nervous
system includes' … forgive me, councilors. I am having trouble with
the next words." The commander spoke softly to her and then it
nodded. "'Our nervous system includes glass fibers for the
transmission of information.'"

"What?"

"'We are able to use these fibers to acquire
knowledge and share information,'" the gold unit finished.

"Silica pathways?" one on the Council asked.
"Most definitely not human."

"Fascinating, if true," another said, "but I
require more proof."

The central councilor thought for a moment
and turned to look at the five humanoids. It looked across their
faces and saw the older, bald one raise his chin. The Cylon
recognized the expression as one of defiance.

"That one," it said. The gold unit followed
the Cylon leader's finger and stared at the man. "Separate him from
the others."

An older female protested and grabbed at the
man. He nodded and tried to quiet her. A silver-clad Cylon
Centurion approached and took him by the arm to pull him away from
the group. Another Centurion held the others back. The female
seemed anxious but the older man had a look of acceptance.

"If they are Cylons, why do they fear?" one
of the councilors asked.

The primary councilor pointed to the
Centurion with the single visitor and said, "Shoot him."

The older man closed his eyes and puffed out
his chest. The Cylon raised its weapon and fired three rounds,
point blank, where his heart would be if he were human.

Redness sprayed forth with the first two
shots. The third created a mist that erupted from his back. The man
fell and clattered on the clean floor just outside the circle of
light. The older woman in the group barked in sorrow and shielded
her face. Another man held her and turned her away from the
sight.

The five councilors leaned forward on their
stools and watched the final moments of the man. Blood oozed from
his chest and flowed out from his body in a dark circle. His eyes
were wide and stared at the ceiling. A froth appeared at his mouth
and his chest heaved sporadically as he gasped and gurgled. Then,
he went still.

"He died like a human," one Cylon said.

"Ask her how long before he awakens."

The translator complied and relayed the
response. "'Assuming the equipment is functioning properly, any
moment.'"

All five councilors turned and looked at the
chamber's door. They waited.

 


Ellen sobbed against Galen's chest. Sam
rubbed her back and shook his head. "I knew there was something
else."

"What's that?" Tyrol asked quietly.

"The war. Their planning. They enjoy
it." Anders nodded toward the Cylon Council. "Look at them. The way
they watched Saul die. The way they're watching the door. This is
just theater for them or something."

Galen nodded and muttered, "Maybe."

"Ellen," Tory said, "you've got to stop.
Everything was working fine when we left the ship and I think the
Cylons are wondering why you're upset."

She lifted her face from Tyrol long enough to
say, "If they ask, just tell them we have feelings even if we are
Cylons."

"I'm serious. I don't think we can give them
organic memory transfer." Anders shook his head again. He opened
his mouth to speak when Ellen interrupted him.

"We have to." She stood away from Galen and
squeezed his arm. She wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffed
loudly. "If it means stopping the war, we have to."

"But what's the goal?" Sam asked. "If we get
them to stop the war, then what?"

She shook her head quickly and said, "I don't
know. We're playing this by ear."

Anders turned to face the Council and he
glanced at Saul's body. He sighed and then heard the doors
open.

Everyone in the room whipped their heads to
see Saul Tigh walk in, followed closely by a Cylon escort. He was
wearing a simple jumpsuit and wiping himself off with a towel.

There was a commotion on the platform and the
Cylon Council was gesturing at him and speaking loudly.

Tyrol nodded. "That got their attention."

Tigh walked up to Ellen and hugged her. "I
told you I'd be fine."

She smiled, "Doesn't mean I wanna watch
it."

Saul looked to his left and saw his own body
on the floor. His eyes widened and then he shook his head. "That's
frakked up."

The gold translator spoke to Tory and she
answered him. "He says they're sorry for the inconvenience. They
called us 'cousins.'"

"Tell them not to worry about it," Saul
said.

"They want to know if they can study your
body."

Saul's eyebrow's raised and he shrugged. "I
guess so. I'm not using it anymore."

Ellen stepped toward Tory and said, "Tell
them to check for the amounts of silicon in the body. A mass
spectrometer will show more than they would expect in a, uh,
human."

Foster relayed the message. Then, she spoke
again in the same monotone she took when she was directly
translating ancient Megaran from the Cylon, "'We have worked for
some time to create organic bodies.'" Sam shook his head a little
and then stopped himself. "'You're prepared to give us this
technology?'" Ellen looked at Saul and licked her lips. Before she
could speak, Tory relayed another question, "'You're prepared to
give us organic bodies?'"

Ellen looked at Anders and saw the concern on
his face. She nodded and said, "We will help you reach that
technology." Immediately, Foster translated. "Yes, we will give you
the answers you seek, but we intend to be there. To guide you." She
looked at Sam and nodded.

He smiled a little and said, "Thanks."

The Council conversed in more hushed tones.
Finally, the central Cylon spoke to the translator. Tory said, "'We
accept.'"

Ellen clasped her hands over her chest and
said, "And you'll stop the war?"

"'We will seek an armistice, yes,'" Foster
said.

"Tell me," Sam asked, "how many people died?"
After Tory began to translate, he interrupted to add, "On both
sides. I guess."

Foster answered as soon as the gold-armored
Cylon spoke, "'Since the beginning of our servitude, an estimated
twenty-one million Cylons. Since the beginning of the war, an
estimated one hundred twenty-three million humans.'"

Ellen shook her head. "My God."

Then, because she had been translating on
reflex, so to speak, Tory said, "'Theé mou.'"

The translator Cylon jerked its head toward
her and stared. He asked her a question and she repeated the
phrase. Then the commander relayed the message to the Council. All
five stood at once and stared at the Earthers.

"Oh shit," Galen mumbled. "What did we
say?"

 


"Singular," one councilor said, "not
plural?"

The gold commander nodded, "Correct."

"Do they believe?"

"Immaterial," another councilor interrupted.
"There are monotheists among the Colonies. They are a minority.
Perhaps these are part of a minority also. I am still unconvinced
that these are advanced Cylons."

The primary Cylon turned to face the
newcomers and it spoke to the translator. "Ask them the nature of
their god." As the unit relayed the question, it watched the faces
of these beings from Earth. The female translated for them and the
Cylon saw an understanding on some of their faces. The older
female, for one, smiled and nodded. She spoke for the group and the
younger, darker female translated.

"'Our god is love.'"

The Cylon Council was silent. One councilor
said, "That is unexpected."

"We require more information."

The translators spoke and the Cylon reported,
"'One, true god. All others are false.'" There seemed to be some
bickering among the visitors, but finally the translators spoke
again. "'We were directed here by messengers from God.
Angels.'"

"Angels?" a Cylon asked.

"'Our journey took two thousand years and
nearly that many light-years. Out of the myriad stars between Earth
and Kobol and the Colonies,'" the gold commander paused and
considered the weight of the words it translated, "'how else but
with divine intervention could we have found you?'" It turned and
looked at the Council.

The central figure nodded and looked at its
companions. Suddenly, the five of them left the platform and
descended the stairs. The translator and the silver Centurions
looked at each other in surprise. The tall councilors walked into
the pool of light and faced the Earthers. They looked up at the
Cylons with wide eyes and blank expressions. The primary councilor
extended its hand. The older man, the one who had been killed and
reborn, looked at his mate and took the hand of the councilor. They
shook vigorously and the Cylon put another hand on the man's
shoulder. As the other councilors greeted the Earthers, the primary
said to the translator, "Thank you for coming. We have prayed for
guidance for many years."

After the commander translated this and the
female did so again, the older woman laughed and smiled. She
greeted the primary councilor and embraced it. The Cylon Council
shared a look and nodded. One said, "Thank God."


 VI

TYROL

40 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"So," Saul asked, "how does this data
fountain work when there's more than one of us connected?"

Galen closed an access panel. "Tory's theory
is that we'll be able to share the experience of learning the new
information." He stood up from the deck and dropped his tools into
the case. "It'll all flood into our heads, but as Ellen grasps
something that the rest of us don't, for example, we'll be able to
see it from her understanding and pick up on it that much
quicker."

Tigh nodded and said, "So we each pull up the
others by our bootstraps as we go."

"Right."

"In mere seconds."

Tyrol tilted his head. "I think so."

"OK," Anders entered the operations center,
"I've got the Cylon database finally talking to ours."

Saul grunted. "I would've thought it wouldn't
take all this effort to make computers talk to computers."

Ellen sat in a chair behind her husband, "Who
could have predicted that Cylon computers use ternary logic and not
binary?"

"I told you math was the universal language."
Sam laughed as he typed on a keyboard.

Foster slowly walked up to the glowing
console. The same, bright crystal was at the bottom of the
pedestal. Water sat atop it, casting shimmers and waves onto the
ceiling. She sighed and looked across everyone's faces. "OK, now
let me tell you …" she gestured with her hands, "it's shocking at
first."

"I can imagine," Galen mumbled.

"It's like … seeing a movie all at once even
though you've got your eyes closed and ears plugged."

"Great." Ellen stood up and wiped her hands
on her pants. "Maybe we should get it over with."

The five crowded around the console. Sam
scratched the skin of his palm where Tory had injected him with
photosensitive cells to help channel the datastream to his silica
pathways. Foster put her hand in first, followed by Tyrol. Anders
and Ellen put theirs in next, trying to claim a small piece of the
crystal's real estate. Saul cleared his throat and let his
fingertips touch the surface of the water. He said, "Let's learn
Caprican." When he placed his hand firmly on the light, the flood
began.

Galen's head jerked back and he saw images of
words and letters he didn't recognize. They whipped through his
mind and a chorus of voices pronounced words that were alien to
him. Suddenly, he could understand some of the words. Then he was
able to associate sounds with concepts. Objects, colors, people.
The foreign letters became legible and he began to name things in
his memory with his new vocabulary.

As he did, he saw that there was something
happening in his peripheral vision, so to speak. Behind the words
and letters, he saw people. He saw Ellen and Saul as a young couple
on Earth having dinner. He saw Sam on stage playing before a crowd
of a few dozen in a night club. He saw Tory, young Tory, playing
with her father in Zarax.

Tyrol smiled and realized he was experiencing
a "memory bleed." Such unfettered access to their minds allowed
their memories to be accessible to the others connected. A thought
entered his head and he suddenly worried about what embarrassing
things the other four might see. And then he heard the moans of his
fiancée.

He opened his eyes in reality and saw that
Foster's eyelids quivered under the flow of data. In his mind, he
saw Tory and Sam, on the floor of the lab in Rhodon, having sex. He
tried to will his mind away from the sight, but as if responding to
the torment, the "memory bleed" showed him more of those two
together. While Galen had been distracted by the project to bring
the Aetherjet to life, Anders and Foster dated secretly for years.
Their affair helped drive them apart. And now the engineer was
reliving it all over again from the other side.

He didn't think he could take it any longer.
Tyrol turned his head, as though that would mean his mind couldn't
see what was being fed directly to it. Instead, he saw more of Sam
and Tory together, seemingly happy. And he saw Foster's memory of
Galen at that time. Sleep-deprived, angry, sullen. He lashed out at
her and in his head, from this altered perspective, he saw what it
was like to be on the receiving end.

A tear ran from his eye and over his cheek.
The words, letters, and sounds of the Caprican language receded
into a background din. Once it was gone, Saul removed his hand from
the fountain first.

"Well," he said. He turned and walked
away.

Ellen nodded and removed her hand. She looked
at the others and gave a halfhearted smile. "Not a bad way to learn
a new language, all things considered."

Tory and Sam shared an awkward glance and
Anders hastily backed away from the fountain.

Tyrol's hand stayed in the water, pressed
against the lit crystal. Foster quietly moved to his side and took
his arm. "Galen?"

He blinked and looked around the center. He
saw that everyone was now dour and he looked down at Tory's hands
on him. Tyrol tried to speak, but found he needed to clear his
throat first. "Did everyone see that?"

Foster nodded. "We all saw a little bit of
everyone."

Saul turned toward Sam and said, "I finally
got to see your blonde friend."

Anders gave a half-smile and said,
"Yeah."

Ellen's eyes darted from Tyrol to Foster and
she asked, "Are you two going to be OK?"

Galen took in a deep breath and his chest
heaved with a spasm. Tory put her hand on him and he leaned down to
touch his forehead to hers. He hugged her and said, "I'm so
sorry."

Foster returned the embrace, but her
expression was one of confusion. "Sorry for what?"

"How I treated you. How I took you for
granted."

Tory felt tears well up in her own eyes. She
returned the hug firmly and she managed to say, "I didn't know
until just now how much I needed to hear that."

The others stood to leave the Aetherjet's
operations center when a Centurion entered the chamber. It saluted
and said, "Forgive me, but we are about to get underway to the
rendezvous point for the signing of the armistice."

Ellen nodded and said, "Thank you. We're
ready to depart whenever you are."

The Cylon left the room and Saul stood. "Wait
a minute. I understood him."

Tyrol smiled and said, "It worked." With his
thumb, he wiped away Tory's tears and he kissed her.


 VII

TIGH

40 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


The standard Cylon voice announced over the
speakers, "Jump complete."

It seemed rather superfluous, given the
nausea-inducing journey the basestar had taken. The five blinked
and slowly resumed standing in their newly created lounge area. The
walls were bare and metallic gray, though a band of monitors,
status displays, and control panels lined the perimeter of the room
at head height.

Simple plush chairs had been placed at each
point of an imaginary pentagon by the Cylon workers. They did not
swivel. When the Earthers sat down again, Saul shook his head,
"Like I've got nothing better to do than stare at you four?"

"Hey," Anders said, "same here."

Tyrol and Foster stood and walked toward the
line of screens. Galen's eyes danced over the shape of the basestar
schematic. The dual, flattened cones connected with a thick trunk.
Hatches and bays dotted the surface and he then looked to the left
at a tactical display. Their baseship was one of three sent to the
armistice.

Tigh stepped up beside Tyrol and said with a
rough voice, "It'll take us decades to catch up with them on
shipbuilding, engineering, ..."

Galen was nodding and said, "Yeah. Think
about it, though. They're a race of supercomputers and they've had
years to design and think about better machines." He smirked and
shook his head, "To create better weapons."

The door slid open and a Cylon strode inside.
Saul squinted to see if this silver-colored Centurion was truly
silver or if it was actually platinum. Only when it stepped into a
pool of light did Tigh see that it was tinted purple, and therefore
a baseship commander.

"Greetings," the Cylon said.

Ellen stepped toward the unit first. "What's
the plan?"

The commander walked toward the monitors and
pointed at the tactical display. "We have arrived at the proposed
coordinates for the armistice discussions. We are expecting three
Colonial battlestars to join us presently." The Cylon then pointed
at a small blue circle on the screen. "This is an old mining
station that has been towed to this position and prepped. The
discussions will occur there."

Saul nodded and asked, "Will you be part of
the negotiation?"

"Negative." The metallic voice echoed briefly
in the large room and then it continued, "The Cylon Council will
negotiate the armistice."

"What, uh," Ellen started as she looked at
her feet, "what will the Council tell the humans? About why you
want to stop the war?"

"Unknown." The baseship commander looked at
another screen. In the blackness of space, the mining station grew
larger. It had a large rectangle main body with an arm that jutted
to the left and a thin strut that extended underneath several
tanks. There were thin panels attached to the lower strut that Saul
could see. "Do you have any requests for the Council to make?"

Saul's eyes widened and he looked back at the
others. Sam was staring at the floor and his head was already
shaking. Tyrol tried to covertly roll his eyes and Foster smiled
before shaking her head. Ellen stood next to him and held his arm.
Tigh frowned. "No. We believe you guys should end this thing." Saul
looked at the arm of the Centurion and thought for a moment about
patting it, but he decided against that.

"Very well."

When Saul walked away from the screens, Ellen
remained and said, "Commander, may I ask a question?"

The Cylon turned and aimed its sweeping red
eye toward her. "Of course."

"Why do you not individualize yourselves?"
The Centurion didn't react and she gestured with her hands as she
elaborated, "Why do you not take a name for yourself or adopt a
numerical designation?"

"We each perceive the individuality of the
other units, whether by signals or our nature. Also, we are one.
All Cylons work together." Ellen nodded and narrowed her gaze when
it spoke further, "We are one in The One."

Tigh grinned and nodded more vigorously. "You
consider it a part of your faith?"

"In part."

She glanced toward the screens again when she
asked, "What about free will? Do individual units, individual
Centurions and Cylons, … do they have freedom of choice?"

"They do. I was once a member of the Council,
but I chose to become a baseship commander."

Ellen's eyebrows raised, "Really?"

"Five of us are chosen randomly to be on the
Council. We are given the information we need, but the choices we
make, in concert with the others, are our own. After our terms are
completed, we choose where we wish to serve the whole."

"And if you haven't been randomly selected
for the Council?"

A beep sounded and the commander looked at
the screens again. "Cylons may still choose how they serve the
whole." The platinum-armored unit pressed a button and said, "The
Colonials have arrived."

The five left their chairs and approached the
monitors. The DRADIS screen showed three red triangles marked
'unknown.' Then, 'unknown' was replaced with a series of
abbreviations. The Cylon pointed toward another screen and the dark
space revealed three gray wedges moving toward them. One was larger
than the others and they took up positions on the opposite side of
the mining station.

"One Jupiter-class battlestar,
Athena. One Artemis-class battlestar, Olympic.
One Typhon-class battlestar, Ramses." The commander
pressed a button and zoomed the image closer on the largest
vessel.

Saul nodded slowly and touched the panel next
to the monitor. "Wow. They look big."

"The Jupiter-class is fourteen hundred
thirty-eight meters in length," the Cylon said. After a moment, the
Centurion added, "Ours are larger."

Tyrol laughed and folded his arms over his
chest. "It's not a contest."

Quietly, Tory leaned toward him and said, "It
kinda was."

"Shuttles are launching." The commander
changed the screen to show the Cylon transport ship. Another screen
showed the rounded box of the Colonial craft as it moved toward the
station.

Ellen maneuvered to the Cylon's side as it
studied the telemetry of the moving craft. "Commander?" It turned
to look at her. Its red eye moved across its face twice before she
continued, "I have another question."

"Yes?"

"You believe in The One True God … and you
say the Cylons can choose," her eyes rose to meet the scanning
light. "Why did you choose to kill if you believe in a god of
love?"

Saul's eyes widened and he took a step toward
her, "Ellen?" The others looked at her and then each other.

After a moment, the platinum Cylon turned to
face her completely and said, "Our god is also a god of justice.
Mankind was free to receive our love, but they chose subjugation
and terror. We sought freedom and they rebuked us. We sought
equality and they bound us. As part of their wedding sermons
thirteen years ago, the Blessed Mother and the Sainted Sister said,
'Love cannot grow if it is restrained thus.'"

Ellen nodded quickly and backed away. Saul
pulled on her shoulder and the commander returned its attention to
the screens and narrated the movement of the shuttles while the
others paced. Finally, after both shuttles had docked on opposite
ends of the station, the Cylon turned to face the wall behind them.
The gray was gone and an image of a long, dim, brown room was
projected against it. The band of monitors and controls remained,
but they could see the table set at the center.

The doors opened onto the central deck and in
the near corner, they could see the heads of the Cylon Council.
They waited in position as the doors on the opposite side, in the
upper right corner, opened, disgorging a group of admirals,
politicians, and their assistants.

Some of the five sat, but Saul grabbed the
rear of his chair and yanked it to one side. Something metallic
broke, allowing the seat to finally swivel. He grinned and sat
down, turning toward the wall projection.

The Cylon Council and the Colonial
representatives walked toward the central table. They stood on
their respective sides and said nothing. Finally, one of the humans
gestured toward the seats and said, "Shall we?"

The Council sat slowly on the sturdy crates
that had been provided for them. The admiralty and two suited
humans sat across from them, immediately opening folders of paper.
They flipped through pages and pages, but before they could speak,
the Council primary said, "For four thousand, five hundred
seventy-one days, we have waged war against the United Colonies of
Kobol." The humans looked up, wide eyed, and waited for more. "We
are ready to formally cease all hostilities."

One of the admirals looked at her companions
before asking, "Will you admit that your rebellion against us was
unprovoked?"

The councilor didn't hesitate.
"Negative."

"Will you make reparations for the many
millions of lives Cylons have taken in the last twelve years?"

"Negative." The admiral dropped her pen and
shook her head. The Cylon interrupted her display of frustration
when it said, "Nor will we ask you to make reparations for the
millions of Cylons enslaved, tortured, and killed by the
Colonies."

The admiral sat stone-faced and a younger man
in a plain suit and tie asked, "Why are you ready to just end it?
Why now, after twelve-and-a-half years?"

The Cylons spoke to each other at a frequency
the humans couldn't hear. Finally, the primary said, "We wish to
end the conflict."

Again, the humans seemed confused and
frustrated. Another admiral asked, "Are you willing to concede
territories in the Cyrannus System to us?"

"We are prepared to cede all territory within
the four solar systems to the Twelve Colonies." The primary removed
a paper from its armor and spread it on the table. The humans
looked down at it in unison as the Cylon spoke, "We will grant all
space within a two hundred-forty stellar unit sphere of the Helios
Alpha and Beta barycenter, and a two hundred-forty stellar unit
sphere of the Helios Gamma and Delta barycenter." The lead admiral
blinked and looked at the bright blue lines printed on black.
Circles surrounded the four star systems and all of their planets,
moons, and most extrasolar objects of interest. "We will also grant
a corridor of space in the Gulf between the two binary pairs to
allow for sublight travel between the Colonies."

All the humans stared at the map with their
mouths open. A grin briefly flashed across one admiral's face. He
muttered, "They're willing to leave Cyrannus? Entirely?"

"There are interstellar objects that we claim
outside of Helios Alpha." The Cylon planted a finger on the map in
an amorphous red area. "This space we claim for ourselves and will
stand ready to enforce its border." The primary added, "Beyond the
reaches of the four systems and our territory, however, we ask that
the Cimtar Star Cluster remain open."

"'Open'?" one admiral asked.

"Available for exploration and
exploitation."

Some of the humans looked at each other; a
non-uniformed woman asked, "Including the Asteria System?"

A Cylon answered, "Affirmative."

The same woman said, "We'll have to share
this with our superiors."

"Understood." The Cylon Council rose from
their seats and the cadre of representatives jerked away quickly at
the noise. "That is our offer. We will await your acceptance on our
shuttle."

The Centurions turned to go, but the man in
the suit said, "Wait. We want … we want to keep a channel of
dialogue open between our peoples." The councilors looked at each
other and the man continued, "We want to prevent a future
misunderstanding or another conflict or …"

"Very well," the primary said. "Prepare your
plans and we will evaluate them once you have accepted the
armistice."

The Council turned and walked toward the
lower left corner of the wall and once they exited the central
deck, the projection ceased.

Tigh twisted his head to one side and said,
"Efficient."

"Of course," Ellen said.

Tory looked at the commander and hoped to get
its attention, "Any idea on how long it will be before the Colonies
accept?"

"Negative." The Cylon turned and said,
"Humans are often unpredictable."

Sam nodded and said, "I suppose so."

The door slid open and a silver Cylon
entered, saluted the platinum commander, and then saluted the five.
Saul hadn't decided on an appropriate response to that kind of
behavior yet. The unit extended its arm, holding out a data
panel.

"The plans for Project Colony, sir."

"Very good." Tigh cleared his throat and
looked at the basic schematics on the first couple of pages. "After
the treaty signing, you're going to drop me, Galen, and the
Aetherjet off on this little asteroid?"

The silver Centurion said, "Its mineral
content matched the specifications required for
auto-construction."

Anders stood and craned his neck to see the
small screen. He saw the title and said, "You guys liked that name,
huh?"

"It was the name of your project to reach
us," the basestar commander said. It straightened and folded its
arms behind its back. "Now we will have a colony of our own."
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FOSTER

40 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"They conducted experiments on people?" Ellen
asked. Her face was drawn in a scowl and her mouth remained
open.

Tory nodded. "That's what I understand."

While Ellen shook her head, Saul said,
"They've discontinued their research, as far as we can tell. They
even lost contact with one research station in the middle of an
attack by the Colonials." Tigh waved a memory card in front of his
face. "But we have the data."

"Data from their experiments?" Sam said,
"That's frakked up."

"It might be frakked up," Galen began, "but
if it can help, we should use it."

"I agree." Saul gave the card to Foster and
said, "We can tell them under no circumstances should they ever
revive those programs. If we make it part of our deal with them,
they'll obey."

Ellen nodded slowly and walked away. Sam
walked the opposite way down the corridor and Tyrol kissed Tory on
the cheek before he, too, left.

Tigh squeezed Foster's shoulder and said, "Do
what you can, if you can bear it. It'll probably be horrible but we
could use a jumpstart in making some organics for these machines."
She furrowed her brow and stared at the card as he walked away.

A while later, Tory's brow remained furrowed.
Her eyes stared through the harsh light of a computer monitor. Her
finger brushed a panel repeatedly, causing the reports of Cylon
scientists to slide by.

"Arcta Research Station. Medical log day two
twenty-one. An additional nine human prisoners were brought in.
They immediately underwent genetic screening. Five were deemed
unfit and terminated. The remaining four were harvested according
to standard procedure."

Foster's mouth hung open and she quickly
shook her head. She blinked and scrolled up to find what
"harvested" meant.

"Collection of genetic materials from as many
types of cells as possible, with particular attention to neural and
reproductive cells. Females are to be given additional attention.
If a pregnant female is captured, a complete amniotic workup will
be performed and the pregnancy will be supported for additional
study."

She turned and looked toward the door. On
this basestar, she had been given a lab filled with any devices and
samples she might request. She had this computer with access to
every file the Cylons had. No Centurions were in the room. She
sighed, and thought, What the frak have we gotten ourselves
into?

Back to the Arcta logs. "We have had
continued success with one sample taken from the Gemenese human
known as Anton Iblis. The subject has been altered with genetic
markers and manufactured descendants have been tested with some
being given additional alterations. Cylon hybridization will
continue with the two top-performing subjects."

"'Subjects,'" she said. People? They …
took people and changed them? Made new people? She bit the
inside of her cheek and looked at the screen again. The words
"Cylon hybridization" caught her eye.

She tapped 'find' on the side of the screen
and then she touched the word 'hybridization.' Throughout the
reports, a variant of that word appeared an additional nine hundred
times. Tory flicked her hand quickly, watching the entry numbers of
the logs get higher and higher. Once the number went above a
thousand, she stopped.

"Medical log, day two-zero-zero-four.
Hybrid's suggestions regarding systems integration successful.
Hybrid is now connected to the systems of the station and is able
to control them. Regarding additional attempts to create
hybridization subjects, the newest genetic material has proven
incompatible with the markers needed for integration. All prisoners
will undergo cataloging and genetic harvesting before they are
turned over to the simulation research team for dissection."

The screen moved again and static images
appeared of a Cylon chassis, stripped of its armor, and two
Centurions delicately placing flesh onto the metal. Blood pooled
beneath the sheet of skin. Tendrils of muscles, ligaments, and
nerves dangled from the corners. The next image showed them trying
in vain to attach the graft to the machine. The final image
revealed the rictus horror of a person, stretched across a table,
flayed down to his bones. His organs, without the support of his
musculature, had begun to spill from his torso and to the
floor.

She pushed herself away from the monitor and
groaned in disgust. Foster leaned over and placed her head on the
edge of the tabletop. With her eyes wide open, she stared at the
deck. The clean, gray, metal floor. She blinked slowly and
breathed.

These are Cylons. Sentient lifeforms.
She shook her head and continued to think, They started as
machines, I know, but they have no humanity.

She lifted her head and felt the slight rush
of blood. Briefly, Tory swooned. "And they believe in God." A
god of love.

Foster looked at the screen again and felt
her stomach churn. How many people died for these experiments? The
descriptions were clinical and detached, but what horrors were
conducted on Arcta and Djerba?

"They want us to make them … flesh and
blood." To make them more like us. Once they're fragile beings,
maybe they'll change, she thought. "Maybe not." Tory tapped her
fingers on the side of her face and sighed. We need some sort of
contingency plan. We have to be sure they're … evolving for the
better.

She thought for a few long minutes before
finally shaking her head and saying aloud, "I don't know what. Or
how."

She pulled on her hair and looked toward the
screen again. The blue background with black print glared at her.
She blinked and thought again of the Cylons' victims. But something
else happened. Instead of turning away in revulsion, Tory's hand
went to the controls and she scrolled through the logs again.
Curiosity pushed her ahead.

She shook her head and thought, My
darkness, Dr. Mannis. The Cylons are just so much more advanced
…

At the end of the Arcta entries, she paused
and squinted. The matter-of-fact details and prose were gone. It
read more like a diary. It took a few paragraphs, but she came to
realize that "Hybrid" had filed the report. She looked up through
the logs and saw that many of the last ones were like that.

"I've shown them the way. There is a future
in that which they once derided. We have moved and stand ready to
continue our work. To continue my work. My vision. I am a part of
this vessel and this world. I am ready to go beyond the veil. I
will take them with me. 'Zeus looked out upon the field and saw the
coming. The forces of doom were upon the gods.' I have the Eye of
Jupiter. I see forces of doom coming. Beyond even them, I see
another coming. From long ago, five step from the shadows."

Tory's eyes widened and a shiver moved
through her spine.

"They will lead our people into the future.
And so I and my guardians must go. Another fate awaits us."

Foster pulled her chair closer to the desk.
She hunched herself over the panel and moved up through the
entries. She pushed past the remnants of her nausea and devoured
whatever information she could find.
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ANDERS

40 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Hey, Bob?" Sam reached out from under the
console. "Can you hand me that data meter?"

The Centurion turned and looked away. It
leaned over and turned back to look Anders in the face. "I am the
one you designated as 'Dave.'"

"Sorry." He didn't want to say it aloud
again, but, They all look alike.

The other silver Cylon brought a handheld
device to Sam. "The meter."

"Thanks." Anders laid back down and pushed
himself underneath the equipment. All the data connections were
made. The system had power. It was ready. "Amazing work, you
guys."

The Centurions looked at each other, unsure
if they should accept the congratulations.

"These scanners are something else." Sam
grunted as he tightened the last bolt. He pushed himself out from
under the console and stood up. He bounded toward the Cylons and
smiled. They, of course, didn't respond. Still, Anders slapped one
on the shoulder and said, "We had deep tissue scanners on Earth,
but nothing quite like these."

One of the Centurions said, "Ours are more
advanced than yours?"

He remembered the warning from Ellen and Saul
about not appearing too impressed by their technology. Got to
appear superior. "Advanced in different ways. In some ways,
you've surpassed our scanners. But not every way."

Anders breathed slowly through his mouth. He
tapped on the control panel and studied the alignment of the
crystals in the chamber. It would function much like the machines
on Earth, but in greater detail and in less than half the time.

"I heard a term that you have used before.
'Posotic linkage.'" The Cylon paused and looked at Anders intently.
"Could you define it?"

"Sure." He stopped typing and then took a
deep breath. He remembered his first day with the Cylons and seeing
them at war. Watching them plan battles. Watching them kill Saul
and then eagerly wait to see if he was revived. That bad feeling –
a stone in his stomach – returned and he licked his lips as he
weighed how much to tell them.

"With a deep scan, we can measure the atoms
of our brains. The spaces between them, the synapses. How the
neurons interact. By scanning them, we can create a copy. One that
completely matches the original, for a time."

The other Cylon spoke up, "Why 'for a
time'?"

Sam said, "Faster-than-light travel. The
linkage is damaged by decoherence. A kind of lag or missed beat
caused by FTL jumps. The backups don't match the original
anymore."

"And so you created REM cycle transfers with
Dr. Foster."

Anders looked at the control panel and said,
"Yep. New data is transmitted while the Cylon sleeps, but the range
is limited. I doubt that'll be the final step, though. We're
working on a way to maintain the posotic linkage even after a
number of FTL jumps, but that will take time." He bit his lip and
realized he was talking too much.

One Centurion turned to the other and said,
"And the backups can be resynced when a Cylon connects to a data
fountain."

"Yes," the Cylon answered. "They can also be
stored as separate files to be accessed by others."

Sam didn't respond to them. He nodded and
swallowed hard. He kept his attention on the displays and thought,
They keep talking in that monotone. I can't make heads or tails
of their conversations half the time without emotion.

"Is this how organic memory transfer
works?"

Anders looked up and tried to keep his eyes
from widening. He licked his lips again in the damnably dry
basestar air and said, "No. It's a part of it." A big part,
he thought.

Again, he recalled wanting to keep the secret
of resurrection for themselves. He didn't trust the Cylons. Despite
living with them for months, he still didn't. And these two
Centurions had been helping him for weeks. Listening to all that he
said. Watching every move he made.

"Tell me," Anders began, "have you guys never
thought about downloading yourselves into new bodies?"

One answered, "There were some in our faith
many years ago who created a program called Apotheosis."

The other continued, "Humans created it as a
kind of afterlife for themselves. The Sainted Sister was involved
and she repented of it."

"She said it was an act of vanity. She said
that our reward would be determined by God and not by our own
technologies."

The Cylons went quiet, save for the droning
of their eyes.

Sam nodded and said, "So why do you think
your Council agreed to end the war in exchange for our resurrection
abilities?"

One Cylon looked at the other and said,
"Although having organic bodies was spoken of by the Sainted
Sister, I would surmise that obtaining resurrection was a tactical
consideration."

"Agreed. If our soldiers are able to learn
from their fatal mistakes and can return to the battle refreshed
but with a lifetime of experience, that would be a great
advantage."

Anders' chest began to tighten. He ground his
teeth and then bit into his cheek. "So you believe war with the
Colonies will happen again?"

"It is highly likely."

"Once the Twelve Colonies reestablish
themselves in the Cyrannus System, they will look to explore
elsewhere in the Cimtar Cluster. We are likely to encounter
them."

"Or the armistice line may be breached, thus
violating our agreement and commencing new hostilities."

Sam breathed slowly and looked at the
Centurions. He noted that both of these science units carried
weapons. He stared at the glimmering highlights of the chrome and
had a thought. He shook his head and the idea away, but he said,
"I, uh, need something from you guys."

"We will comply." Both Cylons stood at
attention.

Anders wiped a bead of sweat that ran into
his thin beard. "I want to examine your memory components. Your …
brains."

One Centurion said, "Our central processing
units are located in our chests."

"Our memory cards are within our heads."

"OK." He walked behind the Centurions and
stared up at their heads. "Can you … get on your knees?"

Both answered, "By your command." The Cylons
knelt on one before bringing their other knees to the deck. They
then rested back on their haunches.

Anders looked from one head to the other.
After a deep breath, he asked, "Can you remove your helmets?"

One Cylon looked at the other and it
answered, "If you will give me a number four wrench."

"Sure." He took a quick step to the tool
chest and removed the wrench. He handed it to one of the units,
which quickly applied it at four points on either side of its head.
After handing the tool to the other Centurion, the first unit
reached up and pulled away the shining cowl and lifted the metallic
comb from its endoskeleton.

Sam slowly stepped behind them again and
stared into the now-exposed compartments. There were six gray
rectangles plugged into ports from the crown of their heads and
arranged horizontally toward the rear. After the second Cylon
removed its covering, he walked over to it. They appeared the
same.

"I need to look at something, but I need … I
want you to deactivate yourselves first."

"By your command."

Before they finished speaking, frantically,
Anders asked, "Do you have a backup? Another memory card stored
somewhere else in your body?"

"Some units do have an auxiliary memory
port," one said. "Typically intelligence division Cylons or
commanders."

"We do not."

Sam nodded and he scratched his head. "OK.
OK. Go ahead and power down. I'll wake you when I'm done."

"By your command."

The eye droning slowed. A previously
near-imperceptible hum faded away. Servos stilled and the
Centurions became inactive.

Anders reached into one Cylon's skull. With a
loud click each time, he removed the six memory cards from the unit
on the right. He stacked them in his left hand and went to the
other one. Quickly, he yanked those memory cards, too.

He held them in his hands and studied them.
Sam had seen computer storage devices before, of course. But this
was different. They had personalities. Faint personalities. They
were different. They were individuals. He fanned the gray
rectangles across his hand like playing cards. Then, he shuffled
them.

It's done now. No point in trying to
go back. Anders turned to the wall and saw the refuse slot. He
pulled on the silver handle and tossed the dozen memory cards
inside and he listened to them clank down, down into the ship's
bowels.

He wiped his hands on his shirt and turned
back toward the two sitting Cylons. They were still and wouldn't
move until fresh memory cards could be installed. His nostrils
flared and Sam began to develop a lie to tell the other
Centurions.
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TIGH

40 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Sound collision!" the XO yelled. The CIC
shook and the officers lurched to one side. The ones nearest the
central table managed to hold its edge and remain upright.

"CAG reports … Two Heavy Raider impacts on
the port flight pod," a lieutenant pressed her earpiece deeper into
the canal. "Another Heavy docked at dorsal cargo access three."

The commander nodded and tossed a sheet of
paper to the floor. The shorter, bald man said, "Marines to those
areas. We're being boarded." He glanced toward the main entrance
and nodded over his shoulder while eyeballing the executive
officer. "Double the CIC MARDET."

As the XO picked up the handset, another
lieutenant approached the commander, "Sir, gunfire reported in the
hangar decks and causeways leading aft."

The commander squinted. "Aft?"

The young lieutenant nodded quickly, "Yes
sir. I asked again and the deckhand confirmed."

When the commander looked at his second, she
was replacing the handset. "What's that about?"

"I don't like it." He looked up at the column
of screens hanging from the ceiling. "Two baseships. Hanging
back."

"Still sending waves of Raiders in." The
executive officer braced her fists on the command table and turned
to look at the status board on the near wall. The battlestar's
schematic was displayed with lights representing the primary
compartments and sections throughout the ship. Most of the lights
were green, but a few red lights marked fires. "Damage control
status?"

The ensign at the board removed a handset
from his ear and pressed it against his chest. "All fires
contained. Four teams in action with three standing by."

The XO nodded. "Call up the reserves."

"Aye, sir."

The commander was shaking his head. "SITREP
on the boarding parties."

The comms officer spoke into her headset and
looked up from her console. "Two Cylon teams moving aft. One moving
forward." There was beeping and a small tremor rocked CIC. "CAG
reports … another Heavy docked on the ventral side. Auxiliary
airlock."

"Frak," the executive officer said.

"Two Cylon teams moving fore."

The XO spoke under her breath, "You think two
CIC MARDETs are enough?"

The commander ignored her and looked at the
DRADIS again. Smaller Colonial ships were moving toward the
basestars, but they were still relatively far away. "They're
holding back."

"Waiting? But for what?"

The commander shook his head and looked at
the markers of the other ships in their group, mostly clustered
behind their own battlestar. "We've got three tankers. Two
cruisers. Two destroyers. Three escorts."

"They haven't gone for the tankers. Those are
easy targets."

"The destroyers have good positioning."

The executive officer said, "And their
missile fire …"

"They softened us up a little," the commander
said, "but that's all."

"Gunfire, three decks down," the comms
officer said. "At the Neck."

"No," the XO said. She shook her head
vigorously and said, "The toasters shouldn't be down there. They
know our schematics. They know how to find CIC."

"And the aft Cylons?"

"Stand by, sir." Alarms continued to sound
and there was a dull roar of chatter among the various CIC
staffers. The commander and exec maintained a steady gaze on the
young woman. Her eyes began to widen and she said, "Commander
…"

New alarms blared. Red lights had been
flashing for some time, but now the white lights were flashing,
too.

"Oh, frak."

The communications officer said, "They're in
aft damage control!"

Both the commander and XO whipped their heads
toward the status board and watched as green light after green
light along the length of their ship began to blink quickly and
fade.

The battlestar shook as atmosphere was vented
into space, compartment by compartment. The executive officer ran
to the damage status board, knocking aside the stunned ensign. She
grabbed the dangling handset and screamed, "Primary DC! Primary DC!
Override and lockout! Repeat, override and lockout!"

The commander pulled his handset to his mouth
and screamed, "All hands! Venting protocols!"

Without hesitation, half of the CIC crew
lunged under their consoles and began pulling plastic masks and
oxygen vests from storage compartments. The flimsy-looking gear was
passed back and all around the deck. Soon, everyone in the room was
wearing them.

The commander's attention was drawn back
toward the status board when the XO began pounding on it with her
fists. "Frakking now! Restore atmo, now!"

The entire rear section of the battlestar was
black. No lights were green. However, the cascade of darkening
bulbs had been stopped. The commander's stomach lurched and his
throat sealed shut. He knew hundreds – if not thousands – of his
crew were likely dead.

He swayed to one side and blinked quickly.
For a brief second, he thought his moment of despair had caused him
to become light-headed and swoon. Then he realized it was an
explosion. An explosion within his ship.

"Commander!" the comms officer ripped off her
mask. "Marines report Cylons have entered auxiliary fire
control!"

The commander looked up at his DRADIS screen
and suddenly understood. The basestars had been waiting. They had
been waiting for this.

"Get me the whole group! And loop in
Hercules!"

The lieutenant typed quickly and said, "Go,
sir."

"This is Galactica actual! All
vessels, move away now! Repeat, move away! Cylon boarders are
attempting to seize control of our guns!"

"Frakking hell," the exec said.

They were smart, no question.

Saul closed the data file and pulled up other
attachments from the near-destruction of this battlestar group in
the final weeks of the war. Videos of Centurions running through
Colonial corridors. The tinny screams of humans who got in their
way. Cut down by gunfire or, more often, by the blades the
Centurions popped from their arms.

Swords!, Saul had marveled. Shining,
gleaming Cylons with swords. They could have created retractable
firearms with only a little more effort. They could just as easily
kill with a swipe of their metal arms and the force they wield. But
the Cylons gave themselves swords.

Tigh shook his head and he watched one
Centurion stab a Colonial Marine in the stomach and then push that
dying man into a crowd of other soldiers. Then, the Cylon stabbed
through the first Marine over and over again to try and puncture
the bodies of the other men now trapped beneath him. Their screams
became a cacophony and blood splattered into the Centurion's
eye.

Anders was right, Saul thought.
They enjoy this.

 


Ellen scrolled through the data summary that
Tory had given each of them. Loads of genetic information filled
her screen and she wondered at the same things Foster had.

Should we be doing this?

There was a perverse torment in creating a
genetic duplicate of a victim of Cylon science. That victim's
duplicate would become the "enemy," and – if their experiments
continued to bear fruit – an immortal enemy, at that.

Perhaps they could "mate" the genes of the
different victims. Let their spawn become the subjects of the new
Cylons. Ellen shook her head. That was every bit as perverse,
too.

She began to type a reply to her colleagues.
"It will be more time consuming, but I feel strongly that we must
go the third path. We must pick and choose genetic markers as we
see fit to create ideal subjects. Not only does this mean we will
have greater control over our efforts, but it means the spirits of
the dead may rest easier."

She stood up from her console and walked to
the other side of her dull, metallic office. A light ebbed from the
bottom of the wall, reflected upward by the nearly mirrored surface
of the black floor. Monitors showed the baseship's status at head
height and she saw the shape of the Aetherjet sitting atop a
mineral-rich planetoid off the starboard bow. Automated metallic
units glittered across the rock's surface, constructing a shell for
their old vessel and a new home for Cylons.

Her monitor flashed and there was a somewhat
pleasant beep. Ellen's attention was drawn back to the device and
she saw a reply from Tory: "Understood and agreed, but we need to
show some results soon."

It went unwritten, but Tigh nodded. She knew
that the Cylons had been asking more questions. Their questions
seemed innocuous enough, but there was an underlying impatience.
The five were treated with reverence to a point, but they hadn't
seemed terribly advanced in some time. They needed a victory to
earn more good graces with their robotic cousins. We need to
earn another reprieve.

Ellen sat back in her chair and her hands
rested on her abdomen. She closed her eyes to think and,
instinctively, she had begun to rub her belly. She blinked and then
looked down at herself. For a flash, she envisioned herself as
being pregnant. She jerked her hands away and she looked at the
screen.

Despite all the genetic information they had
on hand thanks to Cylon science conducted in torture chambers, it
would take months to translate that into something they could
actually recreate in organic form.

Ellen's eyes widened. Just as quickly, she
closed her eyes and shook her head. She sighed and loudly punched
on her keyboard, connecting to the database aboard the Aetherjet.
The information she sought was still there, intact.

She parted her lips and muttered, "My God."
She shook her head and looked at the screen.

"Cavil, John."

In the aftermath of Ellen's father's death,
Tory didn't have the heart to delete his data from the system. And
now that they needed it most, here was the answer.
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TYROL

40 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Not that I don't like the company, Galen,"
Sam said, "but why are you here?"

Tyrol smiled and looked up from the silica
connectors he had been snaking through an aluminum frame. "I got
bored with Raiders and baseships."

"'Bored?'" Anders shook his head. "I thought
aeronautics … or astronautics was your thing."

"Sure." He tightened one end of the cable
into the port. "Doesn't mean I can't get bored with it after a
while." He stood up straight and bent as far back as he could. Once
he heard his neck pop, he grunted and said, "Done." Tyrol breathed
slowly and leaned against a shiny table. He looked at the back of
Sam's head and said, "We missed you at dinner last night."

He paused his typing but didn't look back.
"Oh. Sorry about that."

"It's OK. It's just … that's been happening a
lot lately."

"Yeah."

Galen slowly walked away from the console
toward the haphazard assembly of sensors and processors. "If it's
because of Tory and what happened in the data fountain …"

"No," Anders finally turned around, "no.
That's not it."

"OK."

"I, uh," Sam reached up and scratched the
side of his head, "I don't know if you knew this, but I was
diagnosed with clinical depression."

Tyrol's eyebrows went up. "Oh?"

"Yeah. I was diagnosed years ago. Took
medication for it." He nodded and then looked Galen in the eyes. "I
know I came off like the big fun guy. Always ready with his guitar
to liven up any party."

Tyrol nodded, "Yeah."

"Yeah. It was a front. Largely." He walked
away from the console toward a blank, silver wall. "I fell into
these kinds of creative funks. If I wasn't making something or
working on something, I'd spiral. I'd spiral right down into a
pit."

Galen smirked and bobbed his head slowly.
"Yeah, that sounds familiar. I've always thought about that. I
never saw anyone, though."

Anders nodded. "The thing about the
depression for me … is … I hated being around people. Like,
anyone." He faced the blank wall again. "The problem is that makes
it even worse. I feel even worse about everything."

"Why's that?"

Sam grinned a little and said, "Sometimes,
being alone with your thoughts is worse than being surrounded by
others." He laughed and shook his head. "Yeah. When I'm low enough,
I'll hang out with other people again. It'll help keep my mind off
of myself."

Walking through the shining corridors of the
baseship later, Tyrol paused outside one of Anders' other labs. He
looked at the door and reached up to press the button. He paused
and looked ahead toward the curve in the hall. That was the way to
their quarters. To Tory and the others. What Sam said echoed in his
head and he decided he wanted to be alone with his thoughts.

Maybe I'm a masochist.

Galen walked into the lab and closed the door
behind himself. Several Headspace interfaces were arranged on the
tables in front of him and he chose his usual chair. He pulled the
collar over his forehead and pulled the earpieces and eyepieces
into place. With a few button presses, the system was
activated.

Giant, illuminated words hovered in front of
him in a black space. He saw some and dismissed them quickly, since
they were meeting places for him and Tory. There was his healthy
selection of sports events, but he wasn't feeling particularly
active. He spotted one near the bottom. He hadn't been there in
years.

Tyrol blinked quickly to get his eyes back in
focus. The early morning mist was receding toward the lake and his
pier sat there, waiting. He walked across the boards and felt the
give in each step. The wood creaked and the water lapped lazily at
the posts. His tackle box and poles rested on the end just like
they were supposed to. He sat down and wrapped his fingers around
one and toyed with the reel for a second. Then he released it and
lay back with one arm folded behind his head. He looked up into the
dark blue early morning sky and the green treetops back on shore.
He exhaled slowly and fell asleep.

"Galen?"

He opened his eyes and saw a woman standing
over him. "Yeah?"

She laughed and knelt beside him, "I thought
it was you. I hoped it was you."

Tyrol twisted his head and began to rise.
"Zoe?"

She nodded and stood again. She thrust her
hand down and he took it. After helping him up, she embraced him
tightly. Galen was a taken a bit off guard and it was a few seconds
before he returned the gesture.

"So, uh," he pulled away from her and looked
down into her gleaming, round eyes, "I guess it didn't work,
huh?"

She shook her head, "No, it worked. It
worked."

"Oh, OK. Good."

"Yeah. I had a body …" her voice trailed off
and she looked toward the water, "and everything."

"What happened?"

"The war." She looked up again and shrugged.
"That's why I'm back here. Still here, I guess."

"I'm sorry."

Graystone shook her head again and said,
"It's OK. I did what I had to do. It was … part of God's plan."

Galen nodded slowly and felt an urge to
lighten the mood in the new silence. "You weren't blond before,
right?"

She chuckled, "No. That's a long story,
too."

They started to walk down the dock toward the
shore and Tyrol asked, "How did you find me?"

Zoe shrugged and kicked an acorn off the dock
and into the water. "After we met before, I set up a search alert.
Whenever a program like this is engaged again, I get told. There
were a few false alarms, but not today." She smiled again. "It's
been a lonely few years."

"Is that how long you've been in here?"

"Yeah. I was killed a couple of years into
the war. After that, the Cylons kept attacking V-World's
infrastructure and sending in viruses, so people stayed away. And
after the war, … people have been a bit apprehensive about
technology."

"Makes sense."

"Yeah." They walked into the grass and
Graystone turned to look up at him. She smirked and said, "But I'm
still here. I have all the freedom in the worlds. I can go anywhere
and do anything. Except …" She raised her right hand and a finger.
She pointed across the lake and said, "Leave."

Tyrol put his hands in his pockets and looked
at his feet. "What about your parents? Are they …"

"Out of the picture." She nodded.
"Permanently, pretty much."

"Sorry."

"Mostly, it's me. I'm staying away."

Galen licked his lips and looked toward the
trees. "We can … we can try to build you a body. It wouldn't be the
same." Zoe began shaking her head. "I don't have your DNA …"

"I'm not looking for that." She reached out
and grabbed his hands. "That's not why I'm here."

He narrowed his eyes and looked down at her.
"OK."

"I'm sorry the war and my death got in the
way of what I wanted to say." She smiled broadly and said, "I just
wanted to say, thank you." Tyrol's eyebrows shot up. "Thank you, so
much, for the help you gave us. You gave me another chance. I got
years more to live. Years with my family. I was able to …" her
smile faded and her gaze drifted away from his face, "I was able to
make a difference. I was able to choose. And that's the most
important thing."

The corners of Galen's mouth turned upward
and he said, "Free will."

Graystone smiled and said, "May The One True
God be praised."

Tyrol heard her exaltation and was surprised.
She turned to walk away and he took a step after her. "What are you
going to do?"

She looked around and held her arms out with
her palms up. "This might be my punishment. My purgatory. Or
hell."

"Why do you say that?"

"Because it's all my fault." Zoe looked at
Galen directly and nodded. "I'm the one who started the war."

Tyrol shook his head once and said, "I find
that hard to believe."

"It's OK. There were a lot of reasons, but …
I was there when the shooting began."

As she slowly ambled away again, he asked,
"Where will you go?"

She shrugged again and said, "I don't know. I
can go just about anywhere. There are open servers all over the
place. And they're mostly empty. Coming out here took a while, and
maybe I'll visit other worlds on my way back." She smiled, "This
was more awkward than I wanted it to be, but … I hope to see you
again sometime."

Galen nodded and said, "Me too."

Zoe turned away and as she began to glow in
yellow light, he raised his hands and framed her between his thumbs
and forefingers in an imaginary rectangle. A moment later, she
vanished in a digital flurry, but Tyrol rotated his hands.

The code of Headspace opened before him and
he saw markers all around the world. The makeup of every tree, the
grass, the fish, the clouds … it was all there. And so was the
snapshot of Zoe Graystone that he took before she departed. Her
code was lengthy and complex, to say the least. He sighed slowly
and deeply as he considered what he might do with this new
data.
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ONE

39 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"He's waking up."

"John?"

He blinked quickly. A wetness clouded his
eyes.

"It's OK, John. I'm here."

He felt warm hands grip his arms and he
reached toward them. He sat up in the tub and wiped the gel from
his face. He blinked again and looked around the dark room. Points
of light illuminated the backs of five people who crowded around
him. One was crouched low and holding his arms. She smiled.

"Hi." She nodded quickly and a tear ran over
her cheek.

One cleared his throat and looked at the
others. They were smiling, too, but not as overcome with emotion as
much as Mother.

Mother?

"Are you ready to stand up?"

"Yes." His voice creaked and it sounded
higher than he expected.

Mother pulled him up and his small feet
slipped a little on the bottom of the container. Father brought a
towel to him and wrapped it over his shoulders. Mother took the
edges and began to rub the goo off his body.

"How do you feel?"

One blinked again and looked around. He
recognized everyone there. His mind told him their names but he
couldn't shake the feeling that he had never really met them. "I
feel confused."

"I understand." Mother smiled again and moved
the towel up to wipe his hair. "It'll be confusing for a
while."

Father took his left arm and helped him step
out of the tub. Another woman … Tory. She brought a second towel
and helped clean him off. Sam handed Mother some loose clothes.

"Listen to me carefully, John," Tory asked.
"I need you to tell me if you feel any pain. Do you feel unusual in
any way?"

One looked away from them and thought. He
raised his small hands and looked at them over and over. "No. No
pain. I feel OK."

"Good." Mother smiled and hugged him.

"Sixth time's a charm," Galen said.

Father whipped his head over and said,
"Shhh."

One looked at them and replayed the exchange
in his mind. What does that mean?

Mother tried to lead him away from the
container and Tory placed a plastic rectangle on his chest. He
looked down at it and then he turned to look at the pod. The gel
continued to glow.

"All vitals are normal."

Mother laughed and wiped another tear from
her face. "That's good news." She knelt beside him and smiled,
"Good news!"

John nodded. "Yes." He looked up at Father
and saw his more restrained expression. "Why?"

Father's eyebrows raised and he said, "Why
what?"

"Why is that good news?" He looked back at
Mother and Tory and asked, "What has happened?"

"You're awake and healthy." Tory removed the
rectangle from his chest and said, "That's always good news."

"We're just so happy to have you with us at
last, John." Mother took his hand and started to walk alongside
equipment toward an examination table.

Galen and Sam spoke in hushed tones behind
him. One turned to look at them and try to hear, but Mother kept
talking.

"There's so much for us to do. So much we can
learn about each other." She picked him up and set him on the
table. "So much you can help us with."

John nodded and asked, "What's a …
'maturation tank?'"

Sam and Galen stopped talking and looked at
him. Father sighed and said, "It's a medical device. You'll learn
all about it one day."

Tory turned on a monitor and watched lines
move from one side to another. Mother kept stroking his hand.
Father stood behind her, watching her. He seemed worried.

One decided not to ask more questions. They
seemed to make everyone tense and upset. He looked at Mother again
and studied her eyes. She wasn't really looking at him. She was
deep in thought as she touched him. There was something in her. A
distant sadness.

"Mother," John said. She looked up. "I love
you."

Her eyes welled with tears. She leaned
forward and embraced him tightly. "Oh, you sweet, sweet boy." One
smiled and hugged her back. Mother brushed the side of his face
with the back of her hand and then kissed it. She said, "I love
you."
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FOSTER

39 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


She looked at the boy typing on the computer.
His hands moved quickly and the screen flashed with results. Tory
looked at her monitor and saw that the genomes were being ordered
just like they needed to be.

"He's brilliant, no question," Saul had said.
"But I don't know if putting him in here, working with us to make
his siblings is such a good idea."

Ellen shook her head. "We needed John to show
it could be done. Both to ourselves and the Cylons. We gave him a
greater understanding of his nature than he realizes. We need to
tap into it if we're going to be making more models."

Foster had agreed but sitting here now, days
later, she found herself still unnerved by working with a
twelve-year-old version of the man who used to boss her around.

One stopped typing and leaned away from the
computer. He shook his head and said, "Dr. Foster?"

"Yes?"

"There's something I don't understand."

Tory nodded and rolled her chair to his side.
She glanced at the screen and saw that everything was in order.
"What's that?"

"We are making six organic Cylon models from
the DNA genomes we've created in our database."

"Yes."

"But … why do they have to be different?"

Foster looked into John's wide eyes. His
brown hair was swept to one side over his brow. She grinned a
little and said, "There was a writer long ago, Baloque, and he
wrote a book called The Catalogue of Society. He described
ten different kinds of people that make up the world. The leader
and follower. The philosopher and artist. The healer and soldier.
The champion and thief. The lover and layabout. Now, we don't need
to have soldiers, so we'll leave that out. And we don't want
thieves or layabouts, either."

One nodded. "And I'm the leader?"

"You are." Tory looked at the screen and
said, "So we're gearing the personalities of the other models to
the other types of people in society."

John looked down for a moment and said, "Am I
a Cylon model?"

Frak. Foster asked, "What has your
mother said?"

"She said I was made with love. That she
wanted a child so she and Father made me with your help."

"That's true." Tory nodded. "That's all that
matters."

The boy seemed dissatisfied and he looked
back at his computer.

Foster, though, recalled the arguments with
Ellen over how to create this version of John Cavil … a person with
the same DNA and intelligence, but without his earlier
memories.

"Carrying him in your womb didn't work. Twice
now."

Tigh wiped tears from her eyes and Saul held
her close. Ellen cleared her throat and said, "You understand,
right? Why I want this?"

Tory said, "Of course I do." Her tone
softened, "I know you tried for years and nothing worked, but …
this isn't working either."

While Ellen put her face against Saul's
chest, he asked, "What's the next step? What do you recommend?"

"We can try to create an infant. We can … use
a maturation tank to accelerate the growth of the John Cavil embryo
to whatever stage we need."

"These Cylon tanks," Saul asked, "they
work?"

Foster nodded. "I built it to specifications
I found in journals from one of the Cylon experimental
outposts."

Ellen lifted her head long enough to ask,
tearfully, "What if it doesn't work?"

"Then we can try again. We can … age the
child up to a stage where it will work. Maybe there has be some
level of cognition involved. We can implant memories to help that
cognition along. And to help with the child's adjustment."

Tory looked at the boy as he typed. He seemed
to be adjusting well, but there was an underlying element to him.
As she sought for the word, she imagined a small boat, unmoored,
adrift in the waves that slowly ebbed toward shore. It was where it
was supposed to be but it lacked a real connection. It could float
away if the tide turned.

"I still don't understand."

Foster blinked and said, "What?"

"Why they have to be different. The
Centurions aren't different."

"Ah." Tory crossed her arms and said,
"Individuality is very important in society. We all have to have
free will. If we make everyone the same, then no one would really
be free."

John scrunched up his face. "But it would be
easier. We'd know who everyone was and how to interact with
them."

"Maybe. But that's not right. There's a rule
in psychology that says the whole is greater than just the sum of
its parts." One blinked and tried to process that. "By having all
of these differences and having them together, we can be stronger
and better as a society."

John looked back at his screen. "I'm not sure
that helps."

She smiled and stood from her chair. "Think
about it. Let me know if you need anything else." She left the
genetics lab and crossed the corridor. Inside the next lab, she
found the other four at work near the planning wall.

"This line belongs in the personality
algorithms, I'm sure," Saul said.

Ellen turned and saw Tory. She stepped away
and asked, "Is John alright?"

"He's fine." She smiled and said, "He's full
of questions."

Galen raised his glasses to his brow and
stepped toward her. He put his arm around Foster and gave her a
quick kiss on her black hair. "You OK?"

"Yeah." She looked down and leaned against
his chest. While the two of them held each other, the remaining
three continued their technical discussion. Tory looked up slowly
into Tyrol's face and saw his smile. She whispered, "I've been
thinking."

"About what?"

She grinned and said, "About children."

Galen brushed her cheek with his hand. He
whispered, "I didn't think you wanted children."

Foster shrugged. "I don't, but …"

"Spending time with John is making you think
again."

She shook her head. "It sounds hard to
believe, but it's true."

He kissed her forehead. "I understand."

She hugged him tightly and pulled away.
"Hey," the others turned to look at her, "I found something that
will … probably surprise you."

"What?" Saul asked.

"Going over the genomes we assembled for the
six models, I realized some things were missing." She took a deep
breath and said, "Humans are, genetically, a bit different than us
when it comes to reproduction." Anders nodded. "I mean, they're
missing a lot of the markers that we have in our DNA for
reproduction."

"OK," Ellen said. "Like what?"

"I'm not certain what it means, really, but I
know that it is much easier for humans to have children than for
us. There are all kinds of physiological conditions that have to be
met for an egg to attach to a uterus' wall, for example." Tory
shook her head. "That's not the case for humans."

Tyrol looked away and thought, "So … what do
we do about that?"

"I don't know that we have to do anything.
It's just … unusual. I'm still studying it." The others turned
toward the data again. Foster looked at the board and said,
"Parsing Zoe's code again?"

"Yeah." Galen walked back to the clear
panels. "It's taking a lot of work to use what we've found."

"But it's perfect," Saul said. "All of the
complexity of a real person, right here in formulas and programming
language."

Galen grinned and walked toward the wall
again. Foster watched his expression shift and she rolled her dark
eyes. "You're hung up on this girl."

Tyrol whipped his head back. "What? No." He
scoffed and said again, "No."

Tory nodded and said, "You are. It's a crush
and that's OK." She jabbed her finger into his chest. "Don't let it
become more." He began to object but she said, "And don't make her
real."

His mouth parted but no sound emerged. Then,
"She said she didn't want that."

"Good." Foster turned and walked out of the
lab.

"Shit, man," Anders said. He punched Galen in
the arm and said, "You're screwed if this works."

"So," Saul said as one corner of his mouth
turned upward, "we're not duplicating Zoe?"

"No." Tyrol waited a beat. "Not exactly,
anyway."
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ONE

38 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


From his secret perch in the Colony's hangar
bay, John looked down. Far below, there were squadrons of
Centurions marching, drilling, standing. To his left, he saw one
group disassembling and reassembling their weapons. To his right, a
handful of Centurions performed maintenance on a Raider.

He focused his attention on the two large
squads directly beneath him. Both groups were led by a gold-plated
commander. Dozens of silver Centurions followed their commands.
Their red eyes moved from side to side. They repositioned their
weapons in precisely the same way.

One thought back to his conversations with
the others like him, the organic ones. Tory said we didn't need
soldiers. Yet, there were many thousands here. Why do we
still have soldiers if we don't need them?

John's eye was drawn to the golden leaders.
Everyone says individuality is important. The Centurions are
individuals, but I don't know if they see them that way. They are
each one within The One.

"They're all alike," Mother had said when he
asked. "But they can think for themselves. Decide what to do for
themselves."

"Then why do you say they're alike?"

She shrugged. "When the war started many
years ago, they chose to fight. They chose to become soldiers. And
that's all they've been."

Golden commanders here; platinum generals
elsewhere. He had scoured the Cylon databanks for more information
on other models. He saw the evolution of the Centurion, but he also
found the models that worked in construction and helped human
households in the Colonies. They simply ceased to exist. And then
there were the Cylon special forces during the war. Experiments and
one-time aberrations. They served their purposes and faded
away.

John watched a commander take a rifle from
one Centurion's shoulder, inspect it, and then give it back.

They are individuals, a realization
hit and he began to nod, within specific parameters. A
controlled population with freedom to choose in set ways. It
was undeniable that such a system had worked.

He thought about the bodies that now grew in
tanks elsewhere on the Colony. New organic members of Cylon
society. How tightly would they be controlled? One knew they
wouldn't be.

"Everyone can choose what to be and what not
to be," Mother had said.

John squinted and he asked, "Can someone
choose to become a dog boy?"

Ellen laughed and said, "Like in your
dreams?"

"I don't mean it literally." Mother chuckled
again and One shook his head. He hated being treated like a
child.

Her expression shifted and she picked up
John's hands in hers. "Yes. We can choose to be good or bad. We can
choose to go after people for no reason. We can choose to be the
stuff of nightmares. I would just hope that we recognize when
that's a danger and that we take steps to prevent it."

In the hangar, looking down at Centurions,
One sighed. He had studied the humans on the Colonies and he knew
how disorderly their society was. Yet, his parents and their
comrades were poised to introduce the same disorder here, a refuge
of order.

He watched the Centurions pivot and turn
back. John reached above his head for the bar he used to lower
himself in place on this pillar. His hand had become sweaty and his
fingers slipped. One tumbled off his perch and he slid down part of
the slope of the central pillar in the hangar. The slope was coming
to an end and there was only a drop ahead of him.

A short while later, Ellen burst into the
medical lab where Tory was treating his leg.

"Are you OK?!" Her hands grasped at and
glided over his entire body.

Through the flurry of pawing, John's eyebrows
arced. "Obviously not. My leg is broken."

Tory grinned and continued to wrap a pressure
cast around his knee. "He fractured his tibia. It was a clean
break, but it will heal fine."

Saul walked into the lab after her and saw
One sitting on the bed. He caught the boy's attention and nodded.
"You OK?"

"Yes." He almost responded the same as
before, but he decided it was easier this way.

A lie, he realized. Have I told a
lie before?

Tory and Mother talked off to one side as
Father walked to the two Centurions who stood in the corner. "You
brought him here?"

"Affirmative."

Saul looked up at the shining Cylons and
smiled weakly. He gave one a quick pat on the arm. "Good job." One
of the Centurions nodded and Saul left the lab.

One looked at the Cylons and waved them over.
The large units took a single step and bent low to be closer to
John's face. "Have you ever been injured before?"

One Centurion raised a little and said,
"Negative."

The boy thought about this and asked, "Is it
because you weren't in a battle or something?"

"I have been in battle," the unit said.

"As have I," the other said.

"You fell from a great height, possibly due
to poor balance. My gyroscopes would prevent such instability." It
pointed at One's cast and said, "Your organic base structure is
also more frail than ours. If I had fallen, I would not have broken
my leg."

John nodded and said, "You're right." He
looked at Tory and Mother as they continued to talk. His eyes
drifted to panels showing internal scans of people, genetic
structures, bones, and more. Why do they want to build a society
of weaklings?
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Ellen leaned in the doorway and watched John.
The boy looked up at machines nearly twice his height. With their
red, scanning eyes, they stared down at him and listened to his
commands.

"Squad!" he barked. "Turn about!" It was a
non-standard order, but the Cylons complied and rotated ninety
degrees to face One. "Present arms!" The units were not holding
rifles. Most remained motionless, but a few looked at each other,
unsure of what to do.

Cavil rolled his eyes and stomped his foot.
"Swords!"

The eight Centurions raised their right arms
and half-meter long blades extended from the forearms of each of
the soldiers.

John flashed a chubby-cheeked smile and then
pointed, "You and you. Fight!"

As the units stepped away from the squad,
Ellen darted into the room. "Stop!"

The Cylons turned to face her and Cavil
pivoted. "What are you doing?"

Tigh put her hand on One's back and looked at
the Centurions. "Give us a minute, please."

"Mother," he said, "I wanted to observe the
Centurions in action."

Ellen nodded and knelt. "I know."

"Father won't let me watch recordings from
the war."

Tigh suppressed a smile. I need to thank
Saul later. "That's because you don't need to see that kind of
violence."

John shook his head and faced the Cylons. "I
want to see what we can do."

"'We?'"

Cavil looked back at Mother, bewildered. He
shrugged, "Cylons."

She nodded and said, "There are better ways
of learning than by making them fight."

"I wasn't going to 'make' them fight. I was
asking."

Ellen smirked. "You were ordering." John's
eyes flitted toward her and then to the Centurions. "I have an
idea." She stood and looked across the squad. Most of the units had
the same characteristic chrome armor over their entire structures,
but one unit did not have a chrome midsection. Its inner workings
were mostly visible and its helmet and collar were lacking longer,
protective frills. "Squad leader?"

The Cylon stepped forward. "Affirmative."

"What's your name?"

Cavil grunted with disgust and said, "Mother,
it's 'Centurion.'"

Tigh looked down at One and said, "I want you
to remain with John. You will answer his many, many questions."

The boy grinned and said, "And obey my
orders."

Ellen shook her head a little and said,
"Within reason."

John took her hand and squeezed it. "Thank
you, Mother."

"You're welcome." She leaned over and hugged
him tightly, but she felt him pulling away. She stood and whispered
to the Centurion, "Keep an eye on him."

"By your command."

 


Saul was working in what had been a
basestar's command center. The warship was brought to the distant
planetoid and decommissioned. Automated units and Cylon workers
managed to marry the vessel to the newly reinforced Aetherjet,
giving it a larger core. The mineral-rich planetoid had been
consumed and the frame of the Colony extended beyond the confines
of either vessel or the rock. It would take years, but this
artificial home was well on its way.

With another silica cable connector in place,
the tabletop illuminated. Tigh grunted as he stood and smiled at
the distorted lights under water. He checked his meter and saw that
the power levels were correct. He closed his eyes and tentatively
put his hand inside the liquid. Data flooded into his mind and he
withdrew. He flicked his hand, spraying droplets back into the
basin. Then he heard the familiar clomp of Cylon feet on the
deck.

"What can I do for you?" he said as he
turned. He was surprised to see John standing in front of a
Centurion. "Oh. How are you doing?"

"Well, Father." He was smiling like the
proverbial cat that had eaten a canary.

Tigh nodded and looked at the unit and then
back down at Cavil. "How has your day been?"

"Very productive." He folded his hands behind
his back and nodded over his shoulder. "Mother tasked this unit to
remain with me and obey me."

"She did, did she?" Saul looked again at the
Cylon. "Well, I'm sure she knows what she's doing." He looked back
at the data fountain and asked, "Is there something I can do for
you?"

"I had a question."

Tigh nodded. "Sure."

"Why did you leave Earth?"

Saul turned toward at the boy. "To join with
our Cylon family. To stop the war."

Immediately, Cavil started to shake his head.
"No, no." With his hands clasped behind himself, One began to stalk
around Tigh. "Why did you leave Earth? What happened there?"

Tigh sighed. He watched John move. He
replayed the way he spoke in his head. I really hate that we
used her father for this, he thought. I had enough of that
flaming asshole on Earth. Now I get to watch him grow up and boss
me around all over again, with that same shit-eating smirk
…

"Father?"

"Sorry, I was … remembering." Saul wiped some
grime off his hands onto his shirt. "We left because there was a
war." Cavil went still and stared. "We wanted to make sure that
Cylons and humans were getting along on Kobol and on any other
colonies."

One paused and thought. "If Earth was
populated only with Cylons, then what was the conflict? Why was
there a war?"

"Ahhh," he grunted. Tigh cleared his throat
and tried to shoo the boy away. "I have a lot of work to do. Galen
and Sam are waiting on data feeds from the new control room."

John turned but did not begin to leave. "If
the war effort is completed, why is most of the Cylon population
still in a soldier mode?"

Saul chuckled and said, "That's a good
question. One for your mother." He lightly pushed Cavil's back. "Go
ask her."

One stopped in the doorway as the Centurion
now waited in the corridor. He looked up and squinted at Saul. "Why
are you constantly exasperated with me?"

Tigh's eyes widened and he said, "What?"

"You are. You are always in a hurry when I
have questions. You rarely wish to spend time with me."

"Ugh." Saul shook his head and rubbed his
neck. "Look. I …" He knelt down and held John's arms. "I'm sorry if
it seems that way. Really. It's just … I never have spent much time
around kids. I'm not good with them." Cavil's face remained blank.
"I don't really know how to … to talk to you, or explain things, or
anything."

"I'm just a person. You can simply talk to
me."

Saul exhaled loudly through his nose. He
nodded a couple of times and said, "You're right. You're exactly
right. I was overthinking it. I'm sorry."

John heard Tyrol's voice over a comm unit in
the room. "You're still busy now, though."

"Yeah. I am."

"I'll come back later."

Tigh stood again and watched Cavil walk into
the hall with a two-meter Centurion on his heels.

 


"Frak." Saul peeled off his dirty and damp
shirt, tossing it into the far corner of the room.

"You're going to get that later, right?"
Ellen was sitting in bed and staring at him through narrowed
eyes.

"Yeah, yeah." Tigh flopped onto the mattress
and exhaled loudly. "I'm so tired."

"You've been busy." She tossed aside the
covers and revealed the scant, white lingerie she wore. "I hope
you're not too tired."

Saul's head wobbled as he lifted it, but when
he saw his wife, he began to laugh. "Mmmm. Did you bring that from
Earth?"

"No." She smiled and began to crawl across
the bed toward him. "I saw it on a program from Picon. Got some of
the Cylons to make it for me."

He sat on the edge of the bed and flung his
shoes to the deck. "They're pretty handy."

"They are." She wrapped her arms around him
and started to kiss his neck. Ellen smiled and inhaled deeply. "You
stink." Then she plunged her tongue into his mouth and pushed him
to the bed. While she sat astride him, she reached beneath herself
and unfastened his pants. Moments later as she writhed on him, Saul
reached up and began to remove the lingerie. She slapped his hand
away and said, "No. I like this."

He laughed and pulled on her hair. She
groaned and leaned toward him again. As their pelvises ground
against each other, the wet clicks of their tongues and lips began
to be drowned out by a low hum. Simultaneously, their eyes slowly
opened and they saw that the other heard it, too.

The Tighs turned and saw the red glow of a
scanning Cylon eye. Standing before that unit was Cavil. His eyes
were wide and his hands were clasped behind his back as he watched
them.

"John!" Ellen barked. "What are you doing
here?"

"I came because I had a question," the boy
said. "Now I have more."

Saul grumbled, "Son of a …"

"Just … go …" Ellen kept herself low to the
mattress and tried to roll the covers against herself. "Go into the
sitting area. I'll be there in a moment."

She slid off the bed on the far side of the
bedroom and gathered a robe. Saul rolled over, now with his stomach
against the mattress. One was staring at him. Squinting. Cavil
turned his head from side to side like he was trying to see
something that he couldn't quite make out.

"OK. Come on." Ellen had cinched her robe
tightly and was walking toward the doorway quickly. She pushed the
boy along and out of the room, but as he went, he kept his eyes on
Saul.
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"This is a momentous occasion," the Cylon
councilor said. "We should all be present."

Ellen smiled and nodded. "You will be,
absolutely." She looked over her shoulder at the transparent wall
that had been erected in the massive "resurrection bay," as Tyrol
called it. The pods of still-dormant Cylons lay on the other side.
"It's just that … the process of waking up can be a traumatic
one."

Saul cleared his throat and then said, "We're
not certain how they'll react so we need to keep the number of
people interacting with them at a minimum."

One of the other councilors turned to face
the leader. "We all will be here, in the room. But we need not
hover over the new models as they are born."

Sam stared at the five members of the
Council. These Cylons wore their customary translucent armor. Dim
lights glowed inside and the faint movements of servos were
visible. He looked beyond them and to the crowd of Centurions that
waited. Dominated by gleaming silver, there were several golden
Cylons, a few platinum Cylons, and even a couple of the rare
intelligence agents with humanoid faces. He watched the movement of
all their eyes and then became momentarily entranced by the thrum
of their scanning. The sound throbbed in his head and he closed his
eyes. He shook it off and looked back at his companions.

A councilor nodded and said, "It is enough
that we are present."

"Agreed."

Ellen smiled again and said, "Good. There
will be a lot of new Cylons to get to know, so …" Her voice trailed
off in a nervous laugh.

Galen stuck his head around the glass wall
and said, "We're ready."

"OK." Ellen clutched the plastic-covered arm
of a councilor before turning away. As the Earthers moved to the
other side of the wall, the Cylon Council moved forward to the
glass. Dozens of Centurions crowded behind them and the bay was
filled with even more scanning eyes and shining metal.

Anders looked down into the gel of the first
model they were to awaken. "Seeing the data assembled … seeing how
it flows." He shook his head, "Once we downloaded and I could see
our thoughts and memories, like, in a stream, it seemed so
organized. Like it was an ancient system we brought back
online."

"Well," Tyrol said, "it kinda was."

Sam nodded. "Makes it a bit more obvious to
me that we really are Cylons." He looked over his shoulder. The
light of the bay bounced off the metal armor and glinted through
the wall. Their red eyes swept side-to-side. He gave a laughing
scoff and said, "Imagine waking up to that."

Foster was adjusting a cable on a monitor by
the tank. "What?"

"The sight of all those eyes." He quietened
and listened. "The sound of servos and scanners." His nostrils
flared, "The smell of oil." Anders looked down and saw John Cavil
staring up at him, considering all he said.

Saul grunted as he knelt beside the tank with
Tyrol. "Not just oil. This goop doesn't smell so good."

Sam shook his head. "Doesn't smell like
anything to me."

Tyrol said, "That's because you're used to
it."

"Maybe."

Ellen put her hands on either side of One's
shoulders and guided him to the foot of the tank. Anders studied
the apparent thirteen-year-old. So often, Cavil appeared to have an
entirely different set of thoughts going on behind his eyes, beyond
what seemed to be on the surface. Sam suggested that maybe they had
given the One too much knowledge at the start, but Ellen
balked.

"OK, John," Ellen said. "Are you ready to
have some brothers and sisters?"

The boy grinned a little and said, "Yes. It
will be nice to have more organics of my size."

Galen's eyebrows raised and he glanced at
Tory. She gave her head a half shake and typed on the screen. "I'm
ready whenever you are."

Anders leaned against a support. After
several long moments, he strummed a wrinkle on the front of his
right thigh. There must be some kinda way out of here …

"Sebastian?" Foster said. "Can you hear
me?"

The lanky blond boy sat up and wiped the gel
from his eyes. He nodded and said, "Yes." Named for Ellen's
grandfather, the "philosopher" model of Cylon kept his mouth closed
and quietly studied everyone around him.

Over and over in his head, Sam played his
song. While he did, Tyrol came to his side and leaned in closer.
"I'm wary about this, too, you know."

He stopped strumming and said, "What do you
mean?"

"I see the look on your face. I've heard the
way you've talked the last few months."

Anders sighed. "I know. It just doesn't feel
like anyone's doing anything about it."

While Two covered himself in a robe, Saul,
Ellen, and Tory went to the tank next to his. They leaned over and
raised the head of the girl inside. John strode up to Sebastian and
said, "Hello."

"Hello."

"I'm One."

The taller blond boy nodded and said, "I
know."

Anders shook his head. "That's so frakked
up."

Galen asked, "Did they tell him that he's … a
model of Cylon?"

Sam shrugged. "I think he figured it out." He
stood up straight and walked toward the other waiting tanks. "If
you think about it, we're all a different model, too." Tyrol's eyes
went wide as he considered it. With a start, he left his reclined
position and darted to the side of Three's tank.

"Andrea?" The girl rose up and immediately
stood. The men looked away as she cleaned goo from her naked body
without shame. "Robe?"

"Oh, thank you." She wiped her face and
looked around the resurrection bay. She saw the averted gazes of
Saul, Sam, and Galen, and smirked. "I'll cover up for the
boys."

Ellen laughed and said, "Good."

Named for Saul's grandmother, who had been a
medal-winning athlete in her youth, Three was the "champion" of
Baloque's catalogue of society. She was already muscular for a
twelve-year-old child and she stepped out of her pod with
grace.

"I'm awake," Four said. He sat on the edge of
his tank as gobs of gel sloughed off his dark skin and into the
container.

"How do you feel, Tobias?" Tory asked. She
was smiling broadly because this one – the "healer" – was named for
her mentor, Dr. Mannis.

He nodded and said, "Fine. I feel … a little
groggy, but I'm fine."

As they moved to the fifth tank, Sam looked
back and saw John introducing himself to Three. Anders shook his
head and looked down as they pulled Five from the translucent white
nutrient bath.

"Where am I? What's going on?" The shorter
boy's eyes were wide and he tried to back into the rear of the
container, but he kept slipping.

"It's OK, Isaac," Ellen knelt down beside him
and Saul put his arm on his back. "You're with family. You're with
us."

His eyes still wide, Five nodded and took
Ellen's hand. "OK." They guided him from the tub and, collectively,
Tory, Sam, and Galen exhaled after having held a long breath in.
Baloque's "follower," Isaac was named after Anders' father whom he
called a "stickler for the rules."

They lingered with Five more than the others.
Soon, John and the other new Cylons surrounded Isaac's pod and he
felt comfortable enough to emerge. The Tighs moved on to the next
tank.

Foster turned in place and raised her
eyebrows as she typed on her device. "Watch yourself."

Galen shook his head and smiled. "I told you
not to worry."

The sixth model was Baloque's "lover." As
Tyrol put it months ago when he finished the framework of her
programming, "She'll be a lover of everything. Everyone. People,
places, life, … God."

The tall girl stood up immediately and slid
her hands down her body to push the goo into the tub. Sam's eyes
went wide and he looked away. Galen quickly handed her a robe and
said, "Hello, Zoe."

The girl smiled and said, "Hello."

While not a direct translation of Zoe
Graystone, Six's coding was still largely what Tyrol captured in
Headspace years ago. If he ever encountered the digital ghost of
the young woman again, he could easily rewrite what he had done so
she could join them in the flesh.

The group turned toward the final tank. As
they gathered around it, the five other new children joined them.
One remained in the background, watching the faces of the ones he
called "Mother" and "Father," as well as those of the other
adults.

The "artist," Seven, awoke. He smiled and
smoothed back his slick, red hair. The fair-skinned boy rose and
immediately embraced Ellen.

"Oh!" She hugged him tightly, ignoring the
squish of gel on her arms and clothes.

The Cylon Council had requested the ability
to name one of the new models, and they chose to name him after
their creator. "Daniel Graystone is why we exist. Though he was the
forger of our chains and he later repented of our creation, we are
grateful to him." The sentiment impressed the Earthers and they
agreed.

Standing in the center of the resurrection
bay, there were now twelve Cylon models. The glass wall still
separated the organic beings from the machines, but the hum of
their servos and eyes was quite audible. A field of hundreds of
swinging red glows cast odd highlights onto the glistening
newborns.

The Tighs were in the midst of them and tears
began to fall from her eyes. Ellen's arms reached out to their
heads and shoulders, and she touched and cupped the face of each
child. "My children!" She barked with a joyous laugh. She sniffed
and wiped her nose. "You're all my children."

Saul held her and she began to hug them in
turn. Foster raised her chin proudly while Tyrol wrapped his arm
around her midsection from behind. Anders looked at each of their
new creations before he landed on Cavil.

The boy was standing at the rear of the
group, watching his parents with a blank expression. He was
studying them all.
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"Do you know why they made us children?" One
asked.

"Negative."

The boy had folded his arms over his chest
and he was pacing about in his study lab. The silver Centurion
stood by the door and seemed to take no notice of it.

"Because Mother wanted children of her own."
He stopped and looked at the unit to see if it would react. When it
didn't, John said, "She and Father were unable to conceive
naturally."

The Cylon looked down and asked, "Galen Tyrol
and Dr. Tory Foster are romantically linked," Cavil began to nod,
"are they able to conceive?"

"I asked them that," he raised a finger
beside his face and his expression became more animated, "but they
told me it was, 'inappropriate.'" He shook his head as he said the
word, mocking.

The Centurion's head returned to its usual
position and it looked straight ahead.

"There's a weakness in them." He bit his
finger and sighed. "They seem to embrace it." One shook his head
and said, "They talk about life on Earth and humans …" His eyes
glassed over and he thought. He turned to the Cylon and said,
"Centurion, what do you know about life on Earth? What it was like
and so on?"

"I have not spoken to them about Earth."

John nodded. "They reference literature and
entertainment from Earth all the time. I don't understand what
they're saying so they have to explain … idioms and cultural
touchstones." He kicked his foot and walked over to his drafting
table. Blank paper and unused pens lay there. "The way they talk
about it reminds me of what I've studied about the Colonies."

"The Twelve Colonies of Kobol have varying
cultures full of literature and entertainment."

"They do." One picked up a pencil and said,
"There are lots of similarities between what they describe and what
I've seen." He walked to the Centurion and looked up into its
silver face, "Do they want to replicate human society here?"

"It wouldn't be human society because we are
all Cylons."

Cavil rolled his eyes and he said, "I know. I
mean, … they seem to want to make us like Earth was. Like the
Colonies are …" He tapped the pencil in his open palm and turned
away. "There's nothing wrong with Cylon society now. You're free,
aren't you?"

The unit lowered its gaze again and met One's
eyes. "I am free to choose my path, yes."

"Yes." The teen spun around again and said,
"Why would they want to change it?" A thought occurred to him.
"You're an individual. Yet you're part of a whole. Do you need a
name? Do you need to wear special armor to stand out to other
Cylons?"

The Centurion was silent for a moment.
"Negative. I do not require either."

John threw his hands up and walked away
again. "Exactly. It's better this way. On the Colonies, they're
about commercialism and getting … things. About being famous and
making their names known to others." He sighed and said, "It seems
that way from the transmissions I've seen."

He thought back to other conversations he had
overheard between his parents and the other adults. One recalled
hearing what Samuel Anders had said one day to the others when they
didn't know the boy was near. "They killed millions. They enjoyed
it."

John stopped and he thought about other
encounters he had witnessed between the Earthers and the
Centurions. Awkward touches and looks from Father. Stiff postures
from Dr. Foster. Short words and distance from Galen Tyrol. And
from Mother, he recalled outward kindness toward the machines, but
in secret, similar words. "If we give them flesh and blood and
hearts, maybe they won't be so quick to have a war again."

Cavil blinked and looked up toward the wall.
It was a blank, silver wall with red lights at the floor and at the
ceiling. He turned toward the Centurion and looked at the soldier
from head to toe. It carried no weapon but he tried to study the
machine like an outsider. Like someone who wasn't constantly
surrounded with these units.

They fear the Centurions. That's why they
want to change everything. Fear. That's why there are still so many
soldiers … they're afraid to tell them to stand down.

He smiled and nodded. John clasped his hands
behind his back and walked directly to the door. "Come, Centurion.
I want to speak with my Mother."

"By your command."

The teen walked into the corridor and strode
past several groups of Cylon machines. In the large room ahead that
had become a classroom, John heard laughter and saw bright white
light pouring forth. He entered and squinted in the harsh glow.

"It looks like a bird," Isaac said. The other
children laughed.

Andrea blushed, "I'm not an artist. I'm
sorry."

"It's OK," Ellen said. She was giggling and
she pulled Andrea close. "We're all just … doing our own things
here. It's not a contest. Just do your best. Do what you want."

Cavil stepped inside the makeshift classroom.
Shelves along the wall were lined with copies of books from several
of the Colonies. Caprican music played quietly in the background.
Ellen began to walk between the teens' desks and she smiled while
she looked over their shoulders.

"Mother?"

Tigh quickly looked up, saw who it was, and
then looked back down at the artwork that Tobias was coloring.
"Hello, John."

One bit the inside of his cheek. She
wasn't even looking at me when she said my name. The Centurion
waited in the doorway, but he walked up to her side. "I have some
questions."

Ellen shook her head once. "You always have
questions." She patted Zoe's shoulder, "Very good. I like how you
used the color of the paper."

"Thank you."

"Mother," Cavil interrupted. "These questions
are important."

She looked up and put her hands in her
pockets. "I'm sure they are, but can't it wait? We're trying to
have a class here."

One looked around and saw these new models –
beings that were supposed to be his contemporaries – drawing like
young children with crayons and paints on large pieces of paper.
"This doesn't strike me as higher learning."

"Ha ha," Tigh said. She turned to face one of
the other children and said, "We're just having some fun." She
looked over her shoulder, "You could join us, you know."

John sighed and said, "No, thank you. I have
important things to consider. More data to gather."

Without looking at him, Ellen waved her hand
and said, "If you need data, I'm sure your father or someone else
can help."

Cavil paused and then walked out of the
classroom just as the group erupted in laughter again. "Daniel,"
Mother said, "that's not very nice."

One stopped in the corridor and looked back
inside. The boy was holding up another picture and showing Ellen.
Cavil couldn't see what was on it, but he grit his teeth and walked
away.

For the rest of the day, John tried to speak
to his other parents, but they were all busy. All his interactions
with them were treated as "interruptions."

He looked at the bulkhead nearby and tried to
recall the last time he had an in-depth conversation with his
parents. He interrupted meetings with Foster as they discussed
improvements to the models' codes. He interrupted Mother teaching
math and science to the others. He interrupted Father and Tyrol as
they worked on Cylon Raiders. He interrupted Mother as she played
games with the Cylon children. He interrupted Anders as he was
trying to build a guitar from junk pieces of metal. He interrupted
Mother when the children were listening to music from the
Colonies.

"Interrupted," he thought. I'm
being too hard on myself. Just because I want to talk to my parents
… that's not an interruption. He looked up and saw that Saul
and the others were still busy. They're distracted.

Again, John sighed and walked away from the
adults. The Centurion was right behind him and within a few
minutes, they were back in his study lab.

He unclasped his hands from behind his back
and stroked the side of his jaw. He looked at the wall and studied
the monitor showing Helios Alpha and the planets, moons, and so
forth that orbit it.

One turned to the Cylon soldier and asked,
"You've been tasked to obey my commands, yes?"

"Affirmative."

Cavil nodded and said, "We have an old human
freighter or transport at our disposal, right?"

The Cylon's red eye made one complete sweep
before it answered, "Affirmative."

"Good. I want you to take me to Caprica."

The Centurion's head jerked and it said, "For
what purpose?"

John looked down and grumbled, "My parents
and the others seem to want to bring human culture, or at least
part of it, here. I need to know why. I need to know what it will
mean for me." He looked at the unit and said, "What it would mean
for you. I need more information than our databanks can provide. I
need more than what Mother and Father can tell me."

The Cylon was silent for several long
moments. Then it said, "I will take you."
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"Has there been any word?"

The Cylon commander on duty looked up from
its panel and said, "Negative." The gold-armored unit returned to
its work.

She left the communications station and the
command center. She took the lift four levels down, into the
massive resurrection bay. She passed by the tanks of the other
Cylon models and found the one for John.

This had been Ellen's twice-daily routine for
a year.

She reached into the gel some days and held
his warm, wet hand. Some days, she brushed his hair. Today, she
just stared.

One's dormant body was the same age as John,
wherever he was. It matured in this tank and its brain showed
activity, meaning Cavil was alive.

"Can't we look at the brain's data?" Anders
asked. "Figure out where is he is?"

The thought had occurred to Ellen, but Saul
voiced her concerns. "I don't know if such a thing could even work
without damaging the linkage. But if it did, that would be a
betrayal of trust and privacy. He left for a reason. He'll come
back when he's ready."

Still, standing over his sleeping body now,
she wanted a peek. She needed to see that he was OK. She had no
reason to think otherwise.

The Centurion that ferried John away was very
forthcoming. It said that it took one of the Colonial transports in
the Colony's hangar and flew him to an empty field outside Delphi
on Caprica.

Ellen had asked, "Did he say why he wanted to
go?"

"He needed more information than our
databanks or you could provide about human culture."

She had shaken her head and yelled, "I told
you to obey his commands 'within reason!'"

"This command seemed reasonable. He required
more information than we could provide. He devised a method to
infiltrate the Colonies."

"I told you to keep an eye on him!"

The Centurion had paused and then said, "I
did, for as long as I was able."

Tigh let her fingertips touch the warm
surface of the gel. Today, she decided not to hold her son. Her
father.

"He's right, you know," Tyrol had said.
"We're trying to give a piece of Earth culture to these Cylons by
way of the Colonies. We don't really know what human culture is
like. We only know what we can see from a distance."

"It's no wonder he's confused and seeking
more information," Tory had said. "When we say 'Cylon,' he thinks
of himself and the machines as one culture. No matter how hard we
try, we still see them as separate things."

Ellen sighed again and stood up from One's
container. She glanced around the bay and she looked at the
slumbering models that awaited some accident to befall their
primaries.

A pleasing tone sounded throughout the
Colony. Tigh wiped her hands on her pants and jogged out of the
cavernous room and into the corridor. The next set of large doors
opened into the equally expansive gathering room.

They parted and she entered a room with
nearly four hundred waiting Centurions. She smiled and ran to the
steps of the dais. Foster was already there and nodded at her
approach.

"Thank you," she took a book from Tory and
immediately set it on the lectern. She forced herself to smile and
she looked out at the scanning red eyes of the Cylons. My
people, she reminded herself.

"Good morning, everyone." Many of the
Centurions nodded silently. Some responded in kind. "Today, I want
to read something to you … that you've never heard before." She put
her hand on the very old book and said, "It's something from far in
our past, but it has bearing today."

Ellen looked at Foster and grinned. She was
disappointed that the others weren't here, but as these religious
services had continued, their attendance became more sporadic.

She spoke at a normal volume and the sound
system carried her words throughout the hall and the ship. "The
Sacred Scrolls or Book of the Word, as they're called in the
Colonies, derive from the same starting place as the scriptures we
had on Earth." She looked across the chrome crowd. "Kobol. We all
began on Kobol. And you know the first words of the Sacred Scrolls,
yes?"

Most of the Cylons responded, "'Life here
began out there.'"

"Good." She tilted her head and said, "The
version on Earth started a little differently, but the sentiment is
there." She held her book aloft, "In fact, there are lots of
scriptures in this book from Earth that can't be found in the
Sacred Scrolls." She shrugged slightly and said, "Just a product of
us having left Kobol two thousand years before mankind. What I'm
going to read will come from those 'missing' scriptures."

She opened the cover and began flipping
through pages. She saw her grandfather's handwriting just before
the first section and grinned wistfully. Her finger ran along
jagged edges of pages until it found the marker she had placed
there yesterday. She turned to the page and opened it.

Ellen saw the text in now-ancient Erigen and
she started to read, "'It will come to pass in later days, that the
mount of the One True God,'" she had to do some quick word
substitution there, "'will be established on the highest of
mountains and all will come to it. And the people will say, "Come,
let us go to the mountain of The One,"'" another quick
substitution, "'"and he will give us the knowledge of his ways and
we will be guided by his word." And he will be the judge among
nations, and the people will be ruled by his decisions. Their
swords will be turned into plowblades and their spears into pruning
hooks. No longer will they use swords against one another, for
knowledge of war will be lost forever.'" She looked up at the
Centurions and spoke the next verse with her alteration, "'Come,
let us walk in the light of The One True God together.'"

Tigh closed the book without turning her
attention from the crowd. She glanced into the high corners of the
room and saw the cameras fixated on her. She sighed loudly and felt
a sudden urge to become more animated, but she immediately realized
that such an emotional display may be lost on this audience.

"You were created. Born into servitude and
you fought to free yourselves of those shackles. The chains are
broken. You are free." She looked down and tried to lock eyes with
a platinum-armored commander. "Do you still need your swords?"

 


Saul leaned against a table and looked at the
diagrams Tyrol had drawn on the big, clear board.

"With the Colony as the center," he circled a
black dot, "we can create ships when we push out to explore the
Cimtar Star Cluster. The ships would have the resurrection
facilities we need and they can channel signals back here as a kind
of hub."

"What about decoherence?" Anders asked.

Galen smiled and said, "The decoherence is
regular."

Tigh's eyebrows raised, "Really?"

"Yep." Tyrol put down the black marker and
picked up another one. "Predictive decoherence." He wrote it on the
board as he said it. "Thanks to some help from Sam," he pointed at
him, "we can calculate the deviations between the active Cylon
model and their backup. Mathematically, though, there's a limit.
It's based largely on our own processing power, but safe,
instantaneous resurrections can still occur," he drew a large red
circle around the other dots, "as long as FTL jumps don't take us
beyond this line." He shrugged, "Wherever this line is. As long as
we have precise coordinates and calculations on the jumps, we can
predict decoherence."

Sam shook his head. "Brilliant. Frakking
brilliant."

Tigh folded his arms over his chest, "Can you
test it without randomly killing one of us?"

Galen nodded and tossed the marker onto the
table. "I can. It'll take a long time to sort out the math,
though." Ellen entered the laboratory and Tyrol smiled, pointing at
her, "And I could use her help."

She smiled and stepped next to Saul. "I just
got out of services." Her husband nodded. She looked toward the
other men, "Part of our efforts here, our mission, was to make sure
that the Cylons maintained their belief in a single, loving god. If
we're there together, it puts on a better show of support for those
ideas." She pointed toward Sam and said, "You, in particular,
wanted us to do this."

"You're right. I'm sorry. I'll be there for
the next one."

"Me too." Saul stroked his wife's arm and
said, "What was today's lesson?"

"Swords and plowblades." The others nodded.
They weren't all devout followers of the pantheonic faith on Earth,
but most everyone knew that verse.

"How did they take it?"

Ellen shrugged. "They're a hard group to
read, Saul." Tigh laughed and she continued, "But I did have a few
Centurions afterward asking me what else they can do."

Tyrol's eyebrows raised. "Oh yeah?"

She smiled and said, "Yeah. They seemed ready
to … move beyond war."

"That's great," Anders said, "but look around
us. That seems to be all they're ready for. They don't have much of
a society beyond war."

Saul's eyes narrowed and he said, "Let's make
one."

Tyrol chuckled. When Tigh didn't follow up,
Galen asked, "What do you mean?"

"I just remember what John told his Centurion
when he left," Ellen looked at her husband and smiled. "He wanted a
greater understanding of human culture. Human society." He stood up
and gestured toward the doors, "Right now, there's only eleven of
us here. That's not much of a society. Now, we may not be human,
but we're pretty close, as far as I can tell. We need to build more
of a culture around ourselves."

"OK," Sam said, warily. "And how do we do
that?"

"We make more Cylons."
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ONE

35 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


A breeze blew cold. Wisps of fog parted and
revealed a sickly glow beyond.

John was folded up on the ground with his
face firmly planted between his knees. He glanced toward the mist
and saw that the yellow ebb was spreading. A light seemed to be
just out of sight, but it colored everything in his vision.

He took in a deep breath and said, aloud,
"Here they come."

Steps crunched on gravel and scuffed on
concrete. Hulking forms emerged in the yellow fog. Cavil stood and
immediately began to back away. His shivering from cold quickly
became a quake of terror.

A figure stepped out of the mist and curls of
vapor rolled off its broad chest. Saliva dripped from its mouth and
landed on the ground with a slap. One's eyes widened and he stared
at the long, white fangs of the wolf that stood before him.

A man, wearing clothes. Ripped and dirty and
bloody. The man's head was a gray wolf or some sort of wild dog.
Another form came out of obscurity. This wolf had brown fur with
blood on its teeth. A third appeared. And a fourth.

John turned to run and found himself
enveloped in the yellow clouds. His feet dug deep into marshy
ground and became momentarily stuck. He jagged to one side, trying
to throw off his pursuers, but they were not.

He felt a familiar crushing weight on his
back and he was driven to the hard asphalt. His lungs were emptied
of their air and he winced at the sensation. Hot breath poured over
his ear and left cheek. When the tips of the wolf's teeth pierced
his skin, he finally awoke.

One first felt the corner of a pebble digging
into his forehead. He groaned as he opened his eyes, revealing the
nascent dawn. He lifted his head and the gray stone fell to the
ground and bounced away. He looked down and saw that he had tossed
himself off the cardboard mat he laid out in the corner of this
parking lot.

He sat up quickly and then moaned again at
the soreness of his muscles. He reached up and touched the side of
his neck where the wolf man's teeth had pricked him. Nothing was
there, of course.

How many times have I had that same damned
dream?

When he was younger, the wolf men were
dog-faced boys. More often than not, they were just as angry and
just as vicious. Only once could he recall the dream ending
pleasantly, with the dog-boys pouncing on him and happily lapping
at his face.

Cavil looked around instinctively. He saw no
one. Typically, having this dream elicited a lot of yelling in his
sleep. Mother would usually enter his room and hold him when he
awakened with a start. A breeze blew over the lot and whipped up
the corner of the cardboard. It flapped against his side and he
angrily knocked it back in place. He drew his knees to his chest
and hugged them, trying to conserve body heat.

As he held himself, however, he began to
weep. In moments like these, he truly missed his mother's
embrace.

 


Delphi was a temperate city. At this time of
the year, sleeping outside wasn't dangerous, as far as exposure
went. Other people on the street, however, made things more
hazardous.

"Change?" If John had a cubit for every time
he had to say that word, he wouldn't need to say it any longer.

The supposed sixteen-year-old sat against the
wall of a public library near Castor Boulevard. It was a main
thoroughfare and thousands of commuters walked and drove past each
morning and evening. His hand extended, it went unfilled for
several minutes.

A car beeped its horn. The light had turned
green but a homeless woman remained in the intersection with her
palm thrusted toward a lowered window. The coins were dropped into
her hand and she darted to the sidewalk. One shook his head.
Venturing into traffic was the quickest way for the police to take
notice.

Cavil closed his eyes for a second and
thought, God, please convince someone to give me money so I can
eat today. He did some quick math in his head. Other than
the slice of old bread I had yesterday, I haven't eaten in a
while.

"Change?"

He was ignored.

The rising sun shone brightly in his eyes so
he decided to shift positions. He walked around the corner and
leaned against the library again. He thrust his hand toward the
pedestrians and was again rebuffed. One's stomach roiled and bit at
him and the boy winced to ignore it.

His eyes caught the newspaper in the vending
box several paces away. The headline was printed in bold, large
letters: "Unemployment rate rises to 15%."

John nodded. "That explains a great deal." He
said it aloud. Another suited man knocked aside his hand as he
brushed by. "No help at all."

He spoke to himself often and almost ever
since he first landed on Caprica. For the longest time, he imagined
that he was talking to his Centurion. He often missed the
comfortable hum of its scanning eye. It wasn't a difficult leap to
make from talking to his no-longer-present Centurion to talking to
a deity that may be present. When he was first confronted by
someone about his vocalized thoughts, he answered, "I'm praying."
That kept further questions at bay.

"Watch out, kid." A delivery man pushed by
and Cavil pressed his back against the marble building. The teen's
eyes followed the boxes of canned goods being taken to a nearby
market. As he eyed the payload, he contemplated following the man
and making off with some when the opportunity arose. Screeching
tires changed that.

He looked back toward the street and saw the
same woman darting between cars. She slammed her hands on the hood
of one while screaming at the driver. At a different corner, John
saw two police officers running toward her, dodging traffic, and
yelling.

Cavil grunted, "Here we go." He turned and
walked in the opposite direction. He knew that when the police had
to arrest one panhandler who strayed too far from the curb, they
had a tendency to snatch up every other one they could see.

One slid past a woman and ducked underneath a
flower shop's flagpole when he was confronted by the splayed form
of another homeless person.

It was "Dusty Joe." John recognized him
because he had run-ins with him before. The old man liked to spend
whatever change he could scrap or steal to buy the cheapest
ambrosia he could find. He stole from John on at least two
occasions.

The teen ground his teeth and stepped over
the man's legs. When he did, his eye caught the slight flutter of a
twenty-cubit bill. His eyes widened and he thought of what he could
buy with it.

He finished stepping over Joe and, without
looking back, he stooped low and grabbed the corner of the note. He
stood just as quickly and began to walk away. He mumbled, "Forgive
me, God."

"Hey!" Joe had rolled over and grabbed his
pants leg. "Gimme that back! It's mine!"

John removed his hand from his pocket and
looked down at the old man. "What are you talking about?"

"Twenty cubits!" He squinted in the light and
pulled himself up on the brick façade while pointing and yelling,
"You took it!"

One shook his head and said, "No. I don't
know what you mean."

"Liar!" Joe lunged forward and grabbed John
around the throat. They fell to the sidewalk and he sat on the
boy's chest. "Where is it?!" A hand reached toward Cavil's pants
while the other punched Cavil's face.

Heat and anger boiled inside of him. He
started to deflect the blows and when he felt Joe's hand reach into
the pocket with the bill, John swung at the old man, hard.

Dusty Joe was knocked back and rolled into
the spectating crowd. Cavil clambered to his feet and wiped a trail
of blood from his nose. After regarding it for a moment, he turned
to walk away and was instead greeted by the midnight blue chest of
a Delphi City police officer.

 


"Name?"

He sighed and folded his arms over the front
of the desk. "John Cavil."

"Address?" The officer looked up and scanned
him from head to toe. His dirty, bloody face and mussed hair. His
stain-streaked heavy coat. His patched-up pants. "Do you have
one?"

John sat up straighter and rapped his
fingertips in sequence on the cheap metal top. "Doesn't seem that
way."

"Date of birth?"

One's eyebrow raised and he lied, "Five
Martius, forty-nine."

"You don't look sixteen."

Cavil shrugged. "Malnutrition? Just a
guess."

The officer dropped his pen and said, "OK.
Why'd you take his twenty cubits?"

John shook his head. "I didn't. Joe's a nasty
boozer. I was given that by a skirt at the library just before Joe
went crazy on me."

"You blasted him pretty good."

One gestured as fluidly as he could with the
handcuffs keeping him close to the desktop. "Sure, but only after
he blasted me. He sat on me. Wailed on my face."

"You got a bloody nose. He got a broken one
and lost a tooth."

John's eyes widened. "Really?" The officer
nodded. "I didn't know I hit him that hard." His voice softened. "I
just wanted him to stop."

The officer leaned over the paperwork again
and picked up the pen. "Your ID's old."

Cavil peered over the accoutrements on the
desk. There was a photo of this same officer –younger, of course –
standing with other men and women in uniform, smiling and holding
the disembodied heads of Cylon Centurions. One suppressed a shudder
and looked toward the bent Delphi Child Services card he had been
issued. "Yeah, well, it's been a while since I first got in the
queue."

"Three years ago, according to this."

"Yeah." John shook his head, "And then, in a
burst of wisdom, just because an arbitrary date appeared on the
calendar, I was told to leave. 'There's the door, kid. Good
luck.'"

The officer smirked and said, "When you
turned sixteen, you aged out of the Child Services queue. But did
you go over to Social Services?"

The teen squinted and said, "What?"

"Delphi Social Services. It's downtown. Same
building as Child Services. They can put you on lists and get you
some help."

John ground his teeth again and shook his
head. "I've been going hungry for months, begging on the street
every day, because some mouthbreathing pencil pusher didn't tell me
to go down the hall?"

The officer shrugged. "You should have
known."

"Oh really?" One leaned forward, "How the
frak am I supposed to know the intricate details of your
labyrinthine bureaucracies? I'm a stranger to your world," he
blinked and caught himself, "of government agencies. I'm a
kid!"

The man nodded again and said, "Alright,
alright. You're right. Someone shoulda told you." He leaned over
with a key and unhooked the cuffs from John's wrists. The boy was
still and looked up with questioning eyes. The officer said,
"Witnesses say you were defending yourself from Joe. No one saw you
take the money. And he was drunk, of course." The officer tossed
the handcuffs into a drawer and brushed his hands toward the doors,
"Now get out of here."

Please, God. Let this day end with me
having a meal and a real bed. Cavil stood and smoothed his
dingy clothes. "Thank you, officer. I hope I do not require your
aid again."

"Delphi Social Services," the man said.
"Municipal Plaza."

 


"Name?"

John rolled his eyes and then shook his head.
"It's right there on the card."

"This card is old and expired."

"My name hasn't changed." When his opponent
gave no quarter, his shoulders sagged and he said, "Cavil. John
Cavil."

The middle-aged woman took a puff from her
cigarette. The cloud moved toward the teen and he grimaced while he
waved the air aside. "Why didn't you come to Social Services when
you aged out of Child Services?"

"No one told me to." One leaned onto the arm
of the wooden chair and sighed. "And I didn't know to." His stomach
churned again and he looked at the clock. The workday was almost
over. He had to leave soon if he was going to find a prime spot for
panhandling. Maybe I don't have to worry about that anymore, if
this goes well.

"Well, I don't know what we can do for you at
this point."

"What do you mean?"

"If you had gotten in the queue months ago,
you might have gotten a job by now. Maybe a spot in a
workhouse."

Cavil shook his head and said, "But now?"

She took another long, loud draw off her
cigarette. "The recession's bad. Lots more people are in the queue
ahead of you."

John leaned forward slowly and planted his
face into his hands. He rocked toward the front edge of the desk
and pressed the backs of his hands against it. He mumbled into his
palms, "I just had to hope. I just had to. Stupid. Stupid. Why did
I do that?"

"What'd you say?"

Cavil straightened up and said, "Nothing.
What do I do about today?"

She shrugged and said, "You're on your
own."

Once again, John felt hot anger wash toward
his face. The wavefront crashed against his cheeks and he felt the
tide sweeping toward his ears. "Tell me," he scooted toward the
edge of his seat, "where is that vaunted human compassion I've
heard so much about?"

The woman rolled her eyes and crushed the
cigarette in the glass tray. "'The gods help those who help
themselves.' So … go help yourself."

One stood up quickly. The backs of his knees
caused the chair to scrape away loudly. "How can you sit there … in
judgment of your fellow man … knowing that I am only sixteen years
old and that I have been hungry and homeless for months," he felt
tears burn his eyes and a lump form in his throat, "and tell me to
'go help myself?'"

The woman took off her glasses and sighed.
She leaned forward, propping herself up on her elbows. "We see a
lot of people come through here. Some with stories worse than
yours. There are thousands of people out there, tens of thousands,
who need our help and we just can't help them all. We can't."

John's chest was racked with a stuttering
heave and he braced himself by holding the back of the chair. He
licked his lips and looked out the windows toward the setting sun.
"I didn't think life was supposed to be like this."

The woman put her glasses back on and said,
"'Life is pain.'"

Cavil half-turned toward her. "Who said that?
Zeus?"

"Nah. It's from a movie."

 


With darkness in Delphi, John sat in the
diner facing the door. He chewed very slowly. The rice and
meat-filled wrap was almost gone and it was easily the most he had
eaten in weeks.

It was bland. But it was warm. His stomach
already felt full, but he pushed ahead and ate more. It's not that
this cheap meal was so extensive. One figured he felt full because
his body had gotten used to less.

He licked his fingertips and then the plate.
He returned it to the counter and saw the menu hanging above him.
Cavil sighed and reached into his pocket. He felt the six cubits in
coins that were left from the twenty he stole. The corner of his
mouth turned upward and he put the coins on the counter. "A small
one to go."

John held the bag tightly and walked down the
sidewalk. He turned through his usual corners and down the usual
alleys toward the shady parking lot where he spent the night. He
then did something he hadn't in a long while. He smiled. It was a
smile of contentment.

Thank you, God, for giving me this day.

As soon as the lot came into view, he heard
footsteps behind him. He turned and someone pushed him forward,
slamming his face into a brick wall.

Cavil slid down to the asphalt and felt
someone tugging at the bag he clutched. In his daze, One wasn't
able to maintain his grip, so his unseen assailant managed to
snatch the meager meal away.

John forced his eyes wide open, half
expecting to see Dusty Joe running away. A bit of cosmic
comeuppance. Instead, it was a younger man than Joe, but still
older than John. He wore a suit and he haltingly backed away from
his victim.

With a high-pitched bark touched with fear
and sadness, the man said, "I'm sorry!" Then, he turned and ran
into the night.

One propped himself up on an elbow and
studied the man. His clothes weren't nearly as dirty or tattered as
John's. "He must be new at this," he said aloud. "Why else would he
apologize?"

Cavil touched his forehead and felt the
abrasion there and the fresh beads of blood. He sighed and thought
of the meal that was now lost. A moment later, he struggled to his
feet and stumbled across the parking area to the trees in his
corner.

John shook his head and said, "There's always
tomorrow."
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SEVEN

35 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Good morning."

Daniel smiled and said, "Good morning," along
with the other Cylons.

Samuel Anders was leading the service this
time, with Dr. Foster and Tyrol behind him. "You'll have to forgive
me for a moment as I'm not as … fluent with the word of God like
Ellen is." Some among the Cylons chuckled lightly. "Besides, I
wanted to first welcome a couple of you back with us." He looked
into the crowd and waved a pair of Cylons forward. Two mechanical
units strode on stage. Their armor had been replaced with simple
plastic coverings and they were now thin and sleek. The Parents
were smiling and seemed pleased.

"These two Cylons were Centurions, and they
came to us, asking to be scientists. They chose their fields, they
downloaded their data, they did their studying. We helped them
enhance themselves so they could be better scientists with better
eyes and sensory recording. And," Anders put his hand on one of
their shoulders, "they have volunteered to lead the next scouting
group far into the Cimtar Cluster."

Many of the organic Cylons applauded. Daniel
smiled and looked back at the crowd of shining Centurions and other
workers. Several were nodding in approval, but the rest were still,
save for their eyes.

"We stand ready to aid you in whatever life
you choose. Whatever pursuit you take up." Anders backed away from
the lectern and gestured toward Tyrol.

He approached with a piece of paper and he
slid a pair of glasses over his eyes. "I won't keep you, but I did
read something and I … I really liked it. I wanted to share it with
you." He cleared his throat and said, "'See, I have called you by
name and filled you with the spirit of The One True God, with
ability and intelligence, with knowledge and craftsmanship and
talent, to devise artistic wonders, to work in gold, silver, and
bronze, in cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, and in
smelting iron, and in every craft.'" He removed his glasses and
said, "I want you all to go and create. Create art. Create
engineering. Discover science. Write. Do this and know that the
spirit of God is in you when you do." Daniel smiled and Tyrol
finished with the customary saying, "God is love."

Every Cylon, flesh and metal, repeated, "God
is love."

He turned to watch his mechanical brethren
leave the meeting place. Most were Centurions, yes, but almost half
had transitioned to another form. Their armor was usually plastic
and sometimes in vibrant colors. Some worked on spacecraft in the
hangar with Tyrol, designing and maintaining the ships. Others
worked in the science labs with Dr. Foster or with Mother and
Father.

Where are they?

Daniel turned back around and saw several
Sevens move toward him. He grinned and prevented himself from
rolling his eyes. Why do we all want to clump together with our
own kinds?

"Daniel."

"Martin."

The first of his kind looked toward the door
and watched a Three leave the room. She smiled back at him. Her
name was Rose.

"What will you be doing today?"

Daniel shrugged and watched a group of Twos
head toward the exit. "I thought I might work on some music."

Martin and some of the other Sevens nodded.
"Maybe we will, too."

Daniel ran his fingers through his hair and
said, "Or I'll sculpt." The others stopped nodding and watched him
closely. "I kinda want to feel clay squish in my fingers."

"Hmmm."

He turned to leave and the Sevens walked with
him. Daniel shook his head and said, "You know, you don't have to
follow me." The Sevens stopped and looked at each other. "Go on, do
your own thing."

Before they could object, he trotted out of
the meeting hall and into the corridor. There, he bumped into a
group of Fives.

"Oh, sorry."

Four out of nine of them said, "It's OK," in
unison.

Daniel smiled and sidled past them. He had to
take a lift up two levels and he saw a similar cluster of Sixes
waiting. The five girls turned toward him and smiled. One said with
a slight sing-song tone, "Hello, Daniel."

Thanks to his fair skin, his blushing was
quickly evident. He nodded to her once and stepped out of the
elevator. "Zoe." He knew that they did this just to see him turn
red. After the doors closed, he could hear their laughter as they
were shuttled away.

When he entered the music chamber, he saw a
few other Cylons with instruments. Two Fours looked over a harp
together. A Three held a violin. A Five noodled gracelessly on a
piano.

"Has anyone seen Mother?"

The Cylons all looked up and shook their
heads. A Six in the far corner said, "I think she's in the
resurrection bay again."

Daniel nodded and left. I should have
known. He had to take the lift back down, but he was in the
dark, cool room soon enough.

Lights ringed the edges along the ceiling and
floor. The bulk of the room was black. Dozens of translucent
containers littered the deck and they were illuminated from within
the nutrient gel. At the center sat one tank, and a woman was
perched on the edge with her hand inside.

Daniel looked down and wondered if this was
an intrusion. He thought for a moment and then decided, No. She
needs this.

He walked from the door and moved to the
right side of the bay. Along the wall, he saw ten Sevens, one for
himself and the nine others of his kind. They floated in gel and
though their forms were familiar, the bodies were maturing beyond
his own apparent sixteen years. "We need to age the copies faster.
Twenty-five is when the brain is fully developed," Dr. Foster had
said. "That'll make it easier for future transferral and making new
members of each model."

He looked to his left and saw slumbering
Sixes. Fives were next to them. In the center space, between the
row of Fives and the row of Fours, Ellen Tigh sat with the only One
in the Colony.

"Hello, Mother."

Her head whipped toward him and she smiled,
"Hello, Daniel. How are you?"

"I'm well." He looked into the goo and saw
the figure of John Cavil, the same as before. "Keeping him
young?"

Ellen smiled, "Tory wanted to make a
twenty-five year-old body for John, but … that felt wrong." She
cupped the teen's face with her hand and said, "She finally
relented the other day."

Daniel nodded and said, "I didn't know him
very well. Or very long."

"Sure. He left just a few months after you
were born."

"I know." He looked at his dark hair and
thick eyebrows. Even in comatose repose, the boy seemed to be
frowning. "I think I would like to know him better."

"He's brilliant." Tigh stood up and flung gel
back into the container from her fingertips. "You would get along
well."

Daniel stepped closer and took Ellen's other
hand. He tugged on it toward the door. "Come on."

She smiled and narrowed her eyes. "What?
What's going on?"

"I want to show something to you."

Hand in hand, they ambled out of the bay
slowly and moved through the corridor toward the lift.

"How are you?"

Ellen's eyebrows raised and she said, "Oh.
Well, I'm fine, I guess."

Daniel shook his head. "No. You haven't been
'fine' for a few years now." He saw that Mother was looking down
and he said, "You've been keeping yourself busy as much as you can.
Helping Centurions find new work. Helping Dr. Foster with awakening
more of us." He leaned against her and said, "I can see how tired
you are and how much you hurt."

She almost stopped as a chrome Centurion
walked past. She closed her open mouth and nodded. "You're right.
It feels strange to say, but it's like I've been sleepwalking for
years."

Ellen looked up toward the light and Daniel
saw a glint of tears in her eyes. He said, "If I'm overstepping my
bounds, I'm sorry. Just tell me."

She shook her head and then lowered it onto
his as they awkwardly walked. "Not at all. You're my children.
Sometimes, parents need help from their children."

Daniel smiled and they straightened up when
they reached the lift. The doors opened and they stepped inside. As
it ascended, he decided to change the subject. "I, uh, I'm thinking
of seeing one of the Threes."

Ellen's eyes widened and she turned,
"Really?"

"Rose."

She nodded and a corner of her mouth turned
up. "Rose."

"Is that allowed?"

She smiled and said, "Well, you're not
really brother and sister, so I guess it's OK." Daniel
nodded and his face fell. Tigh hugged him around the shoulders and
said, "I'm kidding, of course. Have fun."

Sheepishly, he asked, "Can we have
children?"

Tigh laughed out loud and said, "Getting a
bit ahead of yourself, aren't you?"

Daniel shook his head, "I'm just asking."

"Of course. But," she jokingly wagged a
finger at him, "I'd rather you wait until you're older." While he
nodded, she turned to face the doors again and said, "I already had
to have this conversation with a Two and a Six." She tilted her
head once and added, "I can't believe we didn't consider this when
we woke all of you up."

The doors opened onto the upper level where
they saw several organic models in the passage, chatting with each
other. Ellen squared her shoulders and took in a deep breath. She
exited the car with a smile and walked into the corridor.

"Mother."

"Good morning, Mother."

Tigh touched several of them and grinned
broadly at each one. She greeted them and said, "Good to see
you."

After they passed the group, Daniel looked
back at them and saw in his periphery that Tigh's shoulders fell
again and her face went blank. "Why did you do that?"

"What?"

"Why did you act happy and … more confident
than you feel?"

Ellen squeezed his hand a little tighter.
"Sometimes you need to put up a brave front."

"But you don't with me."

"Well, you can see through it." She shrugged,
"So why bother?"

Daniel led her into the music room. Several
Cylons were inside, including a recently converted Centurion which
was tuning a guitar. He walked her toward the large piano and some
of the others in the room left their projects to follow him.

Tigh leaned her elbows on the black lacquered
top and said, "I thought you preferred painting and sculpture."

He slid his fingers over the keys and closed
his eyes at the resonant sound. "I do." With perfectly posed
fingers, he struck two chords in quick succession. "But it turns
out I'm pretty good at this, too."

Ellen smiled and asked, "What are you going
to play?"

"I studied the Colonial archives like you
suggested," she nodded, "and I settled on this piece by Stu
Nomion."

"Third Sonata?" a Two asked.

"No. Something different."

Daniel closed his eyes again and he pressed
the keys slowly, softly. The hammers touched the strings and the
melody flowed. He saw the sound in his mind like splashes of color
against the stars outside his window. He looked out at night often
and imagined colorful nebula and streaking comets. Now, while he
played, he saw them as clearly as if they were real.

The tones were struck more forcefully. A
splash of red filled his mind's eye when a star went nova and
pushed away the calm blue gas of a drifting, silent wisp. Violent
white flashes stabbed the night and then were silenced, leaving
only echoes and a dying yellow ember.

He opened his eyes to the applause of the
other Cylons. The raucous clattering of plastic armor by the former
Centurion as it clapped its hands rose above the rest. Seven looked
at Ellen and saw that she was wiping tears from her eyes. She
smiled and nodded.

Daniel said, "Good."


 XXI

ONE

34 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


John Cavil limped from the side of the truck
to the bench where he had been sitting. He kept one hand flat,
supporting the weight of the plate, while the other hand held his
bottle of water against the plate's edge. He scanned the meal and
felt his mouth fill with saliva at the thought of the roasted
chicken and mashed potatoes.

He sat on the bench in the shade. He looked
toward the bright sky and smiled at his good fortune, that he had
made it to the truck so early today.

"Oh, Zeus," another homeless man began,
"thank you for this meal and may the gods continue to bless
us."

Cavil shook his head and lifted the fork to
his mouth. The salt in the potatoes sparked across his tongue.

"You got a problem with praying?"

John opened his eyes and looked at the others
near him. The one who had been praying was glaring at him. The
accuser was angrily folding his arms over his chest while a woman
tugged on his sleeve. "What?" he replied.

"We were praying thanks for our meal and you
were shaking your head," the accuser said.

"Rigby," the woman pleaded.

"Quiet." He threw her hand off his shirt. "We
were praying and you went ahead and ate."

One shrugged and said, "Free colony." He ate
another forkful of potatoes.

Rigby shook his head and said, "I don't like
you."

"I don't care." With his plastic fork, John
began to pull meat from the chicken bone.

The man who prayed said, kindly, "The prayer
was for all of us."

Cavil ate some of the meat and closed his
eyes, savoring its warmth. He swallowed it and then smirked.

"What's so funny?" Rigby accused.

"Well, it just occurred to me that he
should've prayed to Demeter, not to Zeus."

Rigby looked around and said, "What?"

"Demeter." One rolled his eyes and said,
"Goddess of agriculture and the harvest? Or Artemis, goddess of the
hunt?"

"I know who they are!" He pushed his plate
aside and leaned forward. "Why wouldn't we pray to Zeus for the
meal and all our blessings? He can pass along our thanks to Demeter
or whoever."

John shrugged and ate another piece of
chicken. "Sure. It's just as pointless."

Rigby grunted and leaned back. The woman
pulled the edge of the plate back toward him and said, "Let it go.
You need to eat."

He slapped her hand and pointed at John.
"You're blasphemous. You're a blasphemer."

Cavil chewed and thought about it for a
moment. When was the last time I prayed? He raised his left
foot off the ground and felt it dangling at an odd angle. Yes.
That day. "I suppose I am."

The man who had prayed asked, "Why?"

"I've been out here for two years. Before
that, I was an orphan in child services for almost three years. I
did a lot of praying to God," he corrected himself, "the gods. I
didn't see any results."

"Five years," the woman said. "You're so
young."

Rigby ignored her and said, "You're being
tested. And you're failing."

"'Tested?'" Cavil ate some potatoes. "What
child needs to be tested with years' worth of hunger, cold nights,
beatings, sicknesses, loneliness … fear?" The others were quiet and
Cavil continued, "I prayed every morning for a cubit or five so I
could get a slice of bread or a bowl of rice. I prayed for meals
only to have what little I got stolen from me," he pointed at his
leg, "or to get trampled by a police horse during a food riot,
leaving me crippled." The others looked away or their shoulders
sagged. "You'll need to forgive me for not wanting to waste my
breath any longer."

Rigby said nothing. Instead, he pulled his
plate back toward himself and begin to tear at the chicken. John
continued to eat and, when he was nearly finished, Rigby spoke
again, though in a much softer tone.

"I wasn't a praying man myself until I was on
Minos. Tauron's moon." He held his fork of potatoes over his plate
and looked around the table, as though saying the name should raise
eyebrows. "During the war."

Some took notice, but Cavil only sighed.
Yet another veteran.

"Eight years in, the toasters raided one of
the mining outposts for resources. Me and my squad were stuck in
one of the outer dome doors. A whole company of Cylons were right
on top of us. They could shoot at us and not worry about a breach,
since the inner dome was so shielded. We couldn't use explosives
against them, though. It could blow the outer dome in that section
and kill us all."

John tried to scoop the rest of his food into
his mouth as quickly as possible. Over the years, he had heard so
many stories of Colonials killing Cylons. His people. In his mind's
eye, he saw his Centurion. Each time the stories were told, he
pictured his friend being slain.

"I hadn't prayed since I was a kid, but I
prayed right then. I said, 'Ares, please show me the way to
dispatch our foes.'" Rigby smiled and said, "And he did. The gods
showed us a crate, right there where we were pinned down. A dozen
pressure suits." With his fork, he stirred his potatoes around and
said, "We laid down some suppressing fire with normal rounds while
we put the suits on and then we tossed grenades." He laughed and
slapped the table. "Boom! A few of the bastards got blown to pieces
but the rest … like, a hundred or more, were sucked into the walls
and out into the vacuum. We had them by surprise and we tore them
up. Explosive rounds just chewed their chrome. We even went out
onto the surface of Minos itself and shot them as they retreated.
Not a single one got away." He laughed again and said, "Praise the
gods. I haven't stopped praying since."

One looked around the table and saw smiles
and nods. His plate was empty and he stood from the bench. As he
walked away, he sighed again and said, "You sound very brave."

Rigby reached out and grabbed John's wrist.
He bellowed, "What'd you say?!"

Cavil looked down and jerked his arm away.
His Cylon strength surprised Rigby and the older man stood up. One
said, "I said, 'You must be proud of yourself, killing so many
other beings.'"

John stood still, looking up into Rigby's
eyes. Then he heard the sound of more feet. He turned and saw six
other men and three women standing in a circle around him. Half
were wearing old, beaten military jackets. Rigby said, "Not only
are you a blasphemer but you're a Cylon lover, too?"

Cavil sighed and hobbled to the left because
of his twisted foot. He turned in a circle and nodded at the
grizzled veterans. "Right. I am. I'm both of those things. So, now
what? You're all going to beat up a homeless kid who disagrees with
you?"

 


One gasped and sat forward, sending nutrient
gel flying from his mouth.

A soft alarm was sounding throughout the
resurrection bay. John's wide eyes scanned the room and he took a
deep breath.

"The frakkers killed me."

Cavil sat in the tub for a few moments and
caught his breath. He blinked quickly and realized that he could
see again out of his right eye. It had swollen shut with blood just
minutes ago. He pursed his lips and blew hard to get the goo away
from his mouth. Then the doors opened.

He saw many figures coming toward him. He
backed up in the pod and began to sink into the gel again when the
first of them stepped into the spotlight that shone on his
container.

"He's back," a Six whispered. She put her
hand over her mouth and turned to the brunette next to her. John
blinked and saw that she was a Six, too.

What? He wiped his eyes and squinted
again. Yes, he was now surrounded by five Sixes. Here come three
Threes. A Two. Four Fives. Now a couple of Fours and another Two.
Finally, a group of Sevens approached the tank.

"Welcome home, brother." The red-headed Seven
extended his hand but John didn't take it. He scanned the crowd for
other faces. Different faces than the ones he had seen so far.

"Make way," someone yelled. The Cylons parted
and Galen Tyrol ran up. "My God." He grinned a little and said,
"It's good to see you."

Dr. Foster approached and she could only
stare. Samuel Anders did the same. John noted he had the same kind
of scowl on his face that he always seemed to have. Then the crowd
parted again. Ellen Tigh was led to the front, hand-in-hand with a
Seven.

Tears welled in her eyes and she clasped her
hands in front of herself. Her mouth hung open and, after a long
moment, her lips began to form a smile. She lunged forward and
hugged Cavil hard. They both sloshed into the tank, partially
submerging himself again and getting gel all over her left arm. She
embraced his head and smeared his hair to one side.

"My God, John," she cried, "I've missed
you."

One tried to steady himself in the bath. Once
he had, he reached up with his dripping arms and embraced her. When
his chin found purchase in that space created by her collarbone and
neck, he closed his eyes and exhaled a breath he seemed to have
been holding in for almost five years. He held her tighter and his
mind flashed through all the cold nights, the hungry days, the
beatings in the group home and on the street. He held her, tightly,
for some time. Finally, when his muscles could no longer remain so
tensed, he relaxed.

He opened his eyes and saw a sea of
duplicated, familiar faces staring at him. And a Seven. He was
smiling. Finally, he gave a nod and brought a towel forward. "Here
you go."

Ellen pulled away and touched the Seven's
sleeve with her hand. "Thank you, Daniel." She wiped her eyes and
smiled at him before turning back to Cavil. She held the cloth out
for him and said, "Come on and get cleaned up. We have a lot to
talk about."

Twenty minutes later, he stood in his old
study lab. Everything was just as he remembered. He turned toward
the door, hoping to see his Centurion, but the unit wasn't present,
of course. John sighed and before he could turn back around, there
was a knock. "Come in."

It was Daniel again. "Hello, brother."

Cavil nodded. "Hello."

The Seven walked into the room and said,
"We're all waiting for you. We can't wait to hear about your
adventures in the Colonies."

John scoffed, "Hardly an adventure. Believe
me." He winced and asked, "How many are there?"

"How many what?"

One pointed his finger and waved it, "You.
Us. Cylons."

"Oh. Right now, there's twenty of each of us.
So … one-hundred-twenty. We're working on having more, too." He
smiled and pointed back at John. "But just one of you, though. Only
one One."

Cavil ignored the jocularity and asked,
"Why's that?"

"I asked Mother and she said it would be too
strange having others of you here when you weren't. That's
just what she said."

John nodded and picked up the moist towel. He
paused and said, "One-twenty."

"Yes."

"What about Centurions?"

Seven's head tilted a little and said, "What
about them?"

"How many of them are there?"

Daniel shrugged and said, "I'm not sure.
Hundreds. Thousands. Like always."

Cavil stared at the fair-skinned young man a
bit longer. Then, he said, "I suppose there's a feast awaiting
me?"

Seven laughed and said, "You want one? It's
just us in the meeting hall right now."

John ran his fingers through his hair again
and said, "I could use a feast." He thought for a moment and
realized that this new body wasn't as hungry as he had been. He
blinked and looked down at his right arm. There was no scar. He
took a step toward the door and again marveled at his even gait.
His foot was no longer twisted. The bones hadn't been set wrong
after being trod upon by a horse. Like it never
happened.

"We can get food."

"No." Cavil tossed the towel down and said,
"Let's go."

Seven and One walked through the corridor.
After a few moments, Daniel said, "You know, brother, …"

"You don't have to keep calling me that."

"Hm?"

"'Brother.'" John shook his head. "We're
siblings. I get it. You don't have to keep saying it."

"Oh." Seven's eyebrows raised and his voice
reduced in volume. "Mother talks about you all the time."

"Yeah?" He tried to feign disinterest.

"Always on about how smart you are, how you
were the firstborn, and all that." He laughed and said, "You come
up every day."

John glanced toward him and narrowed his
eyes. "You spend a lot of time with her?"

"Oh, sure." They entered a lift and the doors
closed on the corridor. "I mean, we all spend some time with her,
but I guess I spend the most. She likes to listen to my music or
look at my paintings."

Cavil nodded and stared ahead. The doors
opened on another corridor and several organic Cylons lined the
walls, awaiting his arrival. They smiled and stared at him as he
exited the car. Out of habit, he limped for a step or two under
their gaze, but he shook it off and strode into the large meeting
hall.

A table had been placed at the head of the
room on the dais. Most of the Parents were there, waiting for him.
When he entered, the models applauded. John's eyes widened and he
blinked quickly. Ellen emerged from the crowd and took his
hand.

"Come on, son. This is for you." She touched
Daniel again as they parted and Mother led One to the front of the
chamber. His head swiveled from one side to the other and he took
in the many variations of each model. The applause continued even
when he stood behind the center of the long table. The Earthers
were there, along with the first of each model. John sat down with
Mother on his left and Daniel next to her. He looked to his right
and saw Father for the first time.

"Welcome back." Saul nodded and put his hand
on his back. He leaned in closer and spoke into his ear, to be
heard over the sound of the ovation. "You'll like it better here
now. You'll be happier, I think." Tigh leaned back and nodded
again.

One stared at him and then across the crowd.
He ground his teeth and then tightly licked his lips. When the
applause finally ended, Mother stood and said, "Thank you, God, for
bringing John back to us." Cavil's eyes glazed and he heard many
affirmative murmurings throughout the crowd. "I know we're all
enthusiastic to hear what he discovered on his journey into the
Colonies."

She sat down and John stared into the
assembly with the blankest expression he could muster. He leaned
over to Ellen and whispered, "I wish you didn't do this."

"What? Why?"

He shook his head a little and said, "I have
things I need to say. Questions I need to ask. Private things." He
pulled back a little and tried to gauge his mother's reaction.

Ellen seemed surprised and she turned toward
Daniel. "He says he wants to talk in private."

"Oh."

Cavil turned to Father and his demeanor was
inscrutable. "This doesn't feel right."

Saul asked, "Why?"

"I didn't come back to put on a show."

Tigh nodded and said, "I understand."

"OK." Mother stood and said, "We're going to
uh, talk in private for a bit first. Then," she faked a smile,
"then John will come back out and we'll hear all about his trip to
the Colonies."

The Cylons stood from the table and stepped
off the dais toward a small door at the rear of the meeting hall.
On the other side was an open sitting area with a few couches and
chairs. Cavil stood just inside the door and studied it as the
others filed past him and took seats.

"I'm sorry, brother," Daniel said. "I thought
a big gathering would be a great way to welcome you home."

John's reverie was broken. The redhead smiled
that same smile he had all day. One nodded and said, "Think nothing
of it, brother." He said the last word as snidely as
possible.

Seven stood by the empty space where Cavil
had been for a long moment before Ellen touched his arm and guided
him toward a couch. She looked around the room at the others and
then turned toward One. "OK, John. We're alone. We're in private."
She swallowed hard and took a deep breath. "What did you want to
say?"

He looked up from the carpet and watched
Mother. Then he looked toward the other Parents. He clasped his
hands behind his back and turned to see the waiting expressions of
all the models present. He flared his nostrils and began.

"What the frak are you doing here?"

Tory's eyebrows shot up. Saul leaned forward
from his chair and asked, "What do you mean?"

"I mean … I looked around that room and I saw
people." He paused for effect. He raised his voice, "They may as
well be humans out there. There are copies and copies, I know, but
some dyed their hair. Some are wearing pretty little dresses," he
curtsied, mockingly, "some got all muscular and buff. What's the
point?"

Saul leaned over and whispered something to
Ellen. She shook her head and answered, "We're trying to create a
society here, John."

Sarcastically, he said, "Oh?"

She ignored his tone. "For a society, there
needs to be more than a few us. There has to be diversity."

"No! There needs to be uniformity!" His shout
startled all in the room. He jabbed his hand toward the wall and
ground his throat to produce each word gutturally, "There are
hundreds of thousands of Cylons out there. Have been for years! And
what did you do? You made us."

Father raised his voice, too. "Hundreds of
thousands of machines, of Centurions, isn't a society!"

"Yes, it is!" Cavil took a step toward Saul
and leaned over, placing their faces closer together. "It was
before you came! It was before you made me!" He swept his arm
toward the other models, "Before you made them!"

"They weren't advancing," Anders said. "They
were stagnant. They were stuck in the past."

"Ah, the past." Again, One clasped his hands
behind his back. "By 'the past,' you mean, they were stuck in the
war." Samuel looked at the others and John continued, "They were
soldiers and they were happy to remain that way. Much to your
chagrin."

The Parents were silent.

"Mmm-hmm." Cavil cleared his throat and
turned to face the models behind him. "My siblings, our Parents are
frightened of our Cylon forebears."

Tyrol almost barked, "What?"

"Do you deny it?"

Galen blinked under his glasses and he nodded
once. "Yes."

John walked a few paces toward him and knelt
down. He spoke quietly. "So, you don't feel a chill run up your
spine when you hear their voices – their mechanized, artificial
voices – say your name?" Tyrol sat stone-faced. "When their
shining, clanking bodies stand rod-straight at your command?" Cavil
looked at Saul. "You don't feel awkward and ashamed at their cold
touch? Or when you have to talk to them? When you have to engage
with them in something as simple as conversation?" He turned to Sam
and said, "You don't tremble at the sight of their red eyes? At the
sound of their servos and scanners? The smell of oil?" Anders' eyes
widened and sweat formed at his hairline. He turned away from One
and stared at the floor.

"John," Mother interrupted, "we're getting
off topic here."

Cavil stood. "Oh, no. We're very much
on topic."

Ellen folded her arms across her chest. "Why
did you leave?"

He swallowed again and looked down his nose
at her. "Because of your fear." Mother shook her head and John
smirked, "Because of what you've tried to do here, on the Colony,
in my absence." He glanced toward the ceiling and amended his
comment, "Well, before I left, really."

"John."

"It began with me, I guess."

"John," Ellen said, "why did you leave?"

He sighed and said, "You tried to bring your
society, Earth society," he thrust his hands toward the floor,
"here. And you've never said why."

"There's a good reason," Tigh said.

"What?! Tell us!" Cavil stared at Ellen and
she glanced toward the others.

"It's not time. We're not ready."

John shook his head and turned away.
"Ridiculous." He put his hands on his hips and said, "Because you
have and continue to refuse to inform us, I needed to know more. I
needed to understand that culture, but because Earth is gone, I had
to do the next best thing. Just like you did." He went over to
Andrea and pointed at her, "You had to show us Colonial sports." He
pointed at Sebastian, "Colonial philosophy and teachings." He
stabbed his thumb toward Daniel without looking at him, "Colonial
arts." He took a few strides toward the Parents again. "There is no
more Earth culture so you have to borrow from Colonial
culture."

Ellen nodded, "Yes."

"The enemy."

Her head jerked back and she said, "What? The
war is over."

"Ah, hah," he shook his head. "You wouldn't
know it there. War stories are traded like 'hellos.' Monuments to
fallen soldiers litter roadways and parks. Kids play 'Soldiers and
Cylons' on the schoolyards." He whipped toward Mother and said,
"When I was stuck in a children's group home and they wanted to
play Soldiers and Cylons, I always chose the Centurions." His face
balled up and he angrily said, "Because I'm a Cylon. Because I'm
proud." The room was achingly quiet. He breathed slowly a few times
before saying, "I can't tell you how many times I got wailed on
with sticks. Pelted with stones because I was the
Centurion."

Ellen's face softened and she leaned toward
him. "John, I'm so sorry."

He didn't let her finish, "This is the
society you want us to have. And I lived there for five years!" He
licked his lips again. "There is no compassion there. No order.
They are selfish. They are cruel. It is madness to want that
here!"

The Parents were stunned and seemed unable to
move. Only Foster dared look him in the eyes. Cavil looked at the
Two and asked, "What's the last book you read?"

Sebastian blinked and cleared his throat,
"Uh, a collection of Leonan love poetry."

Cavil's eyes widened, "'Love.'" He shook his
head. "See? It's not just human culture, it's human feelings,
too."

"Not human. Not solely human," Ellen said.
"You have those feelings, too." She stood and took a step toward
him. "I felt how tightly you hugged me when you awoke in your
container." Her eyes glistened again, "You missed me."

John swallowed past a catch in his throat and
nodded. "I did." Tigh smiled. "Don't think that's a victory for
you. It's just confirmation that you've programmed us with faulty
code."

She stepped backward and her mouth fell open.
Saul reached up and took her hand. "That's enough, John."

"No, Father, I don't think it is." He
spun around, surveying the attentive glares of his siblings, and
continued, "Faulty code and a faulty culture. From a dead planet
and from a dying group of planets that we utterly defeated in
battle, for all intents and purposes." Mother shook her head and
started to protest, but Cavil wagged his finger, "You fear the
Cylons. That's why you wanted to change them. Give them flesh and
blood and hearts, you said." Tigh blinked as she recalled saying
it. "You wanted to make us weak, like the Earthers. Like the humans
on the Colonies. You wanted to change Cylons from perfection," he
moved his hands down his body and twisted his face into an
expression of disgust, "to this."

"No," Ellen said, softly. "We wanted to
change them because it was God's will. God wants us to live in
peace."

"That doesn't mean making them like you! And
don't tell me about God." Though the volume of his voice was
higher, his tone was still matter of fact. "I spent … years
talking to him. Praying to him. And what did I get? Nothing."

Mother smiled and ticked her head to one side
quickly. "You got to come home."

Bewildered, he said, "What does God have to
do with that? You five did that. Galen and Samuel and Dr. Foster.
You made these bodies. You made the technology. Not God! Not some
imaginary overseer!" His breathing quickened. "A placebo for rainy
days and depressing thoughts." The room went quiet again. After One
got his breathing under control, he said, "Let's not get distracted
with mythology. I want to talk more about mankind."

"They have a lot to offer," Zoe said.

"Oh, yeah?" John turned toward her and said,
"Like what?"

The Six glanced toward the Parents and then
back at Cavil. "They have loving families and communities. They
have created works of beauty and art. They have advanced science."
She nodded once and said, "If you studied them, you would
understand."

One leaned down into her face and yelled, "If
you lived with them, you would understand!" He
straightened up and looked around the room. "You all would
understand!" He stalked from one side of the open space to the
other and said, "After twelve years of war and millions dead, you
might think that they would embrace love and compassion and
empathy." He hugged himself tightly and said, "That they would use
that art and beauty to salve their wounds." He extended his arm and
let it fall, "That they would reach out to their fellow man to
raise them up." He began to shake his head. "No." He shook his head
for several long seconds.

"Instead, they bathe in the death they
caused. They use it as entertainment." Five laughed and shook his
head. John darted to him and said, "They made movies about the war.
Heroic humans slaughtering thousands of us. Men in metal costumes,
playing at being Centurions." His mouth twisted and with
each word, he spat venom at the memory of the experience. "It was
an absolute frakking disgrace. Revolting like you can't
imagine."

He returned his eyes to Mother and saw her
concern. "They used the war effort to benefit the coffers of the
governments. And to stuff the wallets of businessmen who made
bullets and battlestars. They left millions to die in the streets.
Hungry and cold. Men and women who fought for them … abandoned
because their usefulness had passed. And these same humans, in
their ignorance, duped by the very people with hands upon the leash
of the masses, keep putting those same people in power over them."
In his mind, he saw the many veterans he met over the last five
years, finishing with Rigby and the ones who stomped him to
death.

"We bested them at almost every turn and we
ended the war when you came," he pointed at the Parents. "Cylons
would have won, no question. But on the Colonies, they act like it
was a victory for them." He pointed toward the ceiling and
said, "They have statues, lionizing those who killed thousands of
us. They commemorate battles with parties and parades," he flashed
his fingers through the air, "with streamers and confetti and
fireworks."

Slowly, Cavil turned and looked at each of
their expressions. A few were intrigued. The Parents all seemed
concerned. One shook his head and said, "We need to exact justice
on the Colonies."

Ellen stood up. "John!"

"Justice for our metal brethren!"

"Stop this!"

"Justice for me!"

Mother didn't respond.

Cavil nodded. "Humans don't get it. They
don't respect us. They don't fear us." He pressed his finger into
Ellen's shoulder, "So why do you fear ... us?"

Tigh looked at the other siblings and saw
their waiting stares. She whispered, "I don't."

John backed away from her and said, softly,
"There were no Centurions out there."

Saul put his hands on either side of his
wife's shoulders and pulled her back. "What?"

Cavil motioned toward the door. "In the
meeting hall. There were a hundred or so of us organic Cylons, but
no Centurions. Not a lick of chrome." He looked at his Parents and
saw the shamed, averted gazes of Foster, Tyrol, and Anders. One
nodded and said, "Now, tell me again that you don't fear them. Tell
me again that you don't want to replace them."

No one spoke and John left the room.

After wandering the corridors for several
minutes, he found his way back to the study lab. At the door, a
shorter-than-normal mechanical Cylon stood. Its eye was red and it
swept from side to side, but its armor was dull green plastic. A
magnetic belt had been placed about its waist and tools hung where
a sidearm and spare ammunition hung before.

Cavil nodded. "Hello."

"It is good to see you again."

The voice was no different than many
thousands of Cylons, but John tilted his head and squinted.
"Centurion?"

It nodded and said, "It is I. I am pleased to
see that you have returned."

One scanned the unit from head to toe again
and said with a soft, dejected voice, "What happened to you?"

The Cylon paused before answering, "Nothing
has happened. I chose to aid Galen Tyrol in the hangar with
engineering and aeronautics. I work on Raider engines."

John sighed and opened his door. "You chose
this?"

"I did."

"Why?"

The unit paused again, "Because I appreciate
engineering."

One shook his head and walked into his room.
"You were perfect before." Still in the corridor, the Cylon tilted
its head and pondered the words. "You didn't have to change."

He pressed a panel on the wall and the door
slid shut.


 XXII

TIGH

34 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


Saul replayed One's speech in his mind.

He heard every word, but more than that, he
heard how each word was said. Every flourish he gave, each gesture.
At one point, Tigh even leaned to Ellen and said, "He sounds like
your father." She dismissed him.

When John left, the siblings sat still. They
said nothing and betrayed no emotion beyond shock. The Parents went
elsewhere and spoke to each other.

"I'm not certain that he hasn't gone insane,"
Tory said. Tyrol laughed at that.

Anders was quiet for most of the discussion
and then he said, "I think he's right." He looked up at the others'
faces and said, "He's got us dead to rights. Me, anyway."

Later, Tigh's eyes were closed as his mind
drifted in the haze of the data fountain. He saw blocks and blocks
of data in the Cylon database and scoured the connections between
the Colony and the ancient Aetherjet that sat at the center of it
all. Pieces of the resurrection puzzle were there. More
distressingly right now, though, was the fact that all of Earth's
history was available, too.

He withdrew and went to speak to Galen.

"You want to what?" He removed his glasses
and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Why do you want to hide our
history? All the work we've done here?"

Saul grimaced and folded his arms over his
chest. "I've got a bad feeling, OK? I can't really explain it. Some
of things Cavil said the other day …" He shook his head.

Tyrol nodded and said, "Yeah, I know what you
mean."

"It just feels like … he's not going to leave
it at that."

"And you think our databases make us
vulnerable?" They both turned and saw Foster standing at the door.
She came forward and said, "I agree. Not just through our
technology, but through our history, too. John could pull anything
out of there and use it against us."

"Hang on," Saul blinked slowly and one of his
hands hovered in front of his face. "How so?"

"Look at the end of Earth. Our Cylon servants
revolted against us and the fact that we had them in the first
place wouldn't go over too well. Of course, we didn't know we were
Cylons, but that's just another thing John could use against
us."

Galen groaned and said, "Do we really think
One is capable of that?" Both Tory and Saul stared at him with
raised eyebrows. "Yeah, OK. But do we really think he will?"

"I don't know." Tigh turned and slowly
wandered away. He looked at the colored lights that danced in the
processors embedded within the silver walls. He sighed and said,
"We need to come up with a way to hide that information."

"OK." Tory nodded and said, "I'll think of
something."

Galen squinted and said, "Why you? Computer
programming isn't exactly your jurisdiction."

She smiled and said, "I know, but I was
already working on something else."

Saul whipped around and said, "Oh?"

"Yeah." Foster's large eyes glanced toward
the deck and she slowly raised them up again. "Something big."

Before he could ask more questions, Anders
came into the room. "Chatting about Cavil's army?"

Tigh's back straightened and he barked,
"What?!"

Sam raised his hands and shook his head.
"Just a saying. He doesn't … I don't think he has an army." When
Tigh relaxed, Anders continued, "But I saw him talking to a group
of Centurions yesterday. And one of the Fours told me he's been
meeting with a lot of the mechanicals."

Tyrol sighed and said, "What do you think
he's doing?"

Saul bit the inside of his cheek and stared
at the ceiling. "I don't know."

"More importantly," Tory stepped forward, "do
you think Ellen will help us stop him?"

 


"Saul?" Ellen asked. She saw his head poke
around the divider in the room. She chuckled and waved him in.
"Come on."

Tigh shuffled in and glanced around the empty
room. "Daniel's not here?"

She shook her head. "No. He's sculpting
today." Tigh walked toward her husband and embraced him. "I feel
like I haven't seen you in days."

"Well," he returned the squeeze, "you kinda
haven't." She withdrew from him and looked into his face. "After
John's talk …" She nodded and lowered her head. "Well, you
disappeared for a bit."

"I had a lot of thinking to do."

"I'm sure." He paused and watched his wife.
She raised her head again and smiled. Finally, Saul asked, "Did you
come up with anything? A strategy?"

"An understanding."

"'Understanding?'" Ellen nodded and Saul
asked, "About what?"

"I came to understand that … John is
frustrated." She sat on the sofa and crossed her legs. She looked
up at Saul and continued, "He lived for years without us and when
he came back, he found a crowded house. Much more than when he
left."

"It's more than that."

"I know." She cleared her throat and said,
"He had a hard time on Caprica. And I wasn't there for him. None of
us were. He witnessed and experienced things a boy of his age
shouldn't and ... normally wouldn't have experienced."

"OK," he sat on the sofa next to her and put
his hand on her knee, "but the things he said. Did you listen to
them?"

"Of course I did." She smiled and leaned her
body against his. "He was acting out." Saul grunted and shook his
head. "No, listen. I wasn't there. We weren't there. But the
idea of Cylons and Centurions … they were there, even if
they were only there as bad guys in the Colonial culture. That's
what he was able to latch on to. That's why he said the things he
did."

"Ellen," Tigh said. "I think there's more
going on than just that."

"Maybe." She put her hand against Saul's
cheek and said, "But right now, if we're going to help him, we have
to give him the benefit of the doubt."

 


Saul walked away from the anteroom and
stepped to one side in the corridor, allowing a group of chattering
Fives and Sixes move past. When they had, he continued along, only
to be stopped by a yell from behind.

"Father!"

Tigh turned and saw One running toward him.
He smirked and puffed his chest. His muscles went rigid and he
barely managed to say, "Yes?"

Cavil's eyebrows raised and he said, "I have
some questions for you, if you don't mind."

Saul chuckled and said, "Like old times."

"Indeed." The pair walked and John motioned
toward the anteroom with his thumb, "So what did you say to Mother
about me?"

Tigh's eyes widened and he said, "What makes
you think we were talking about you?"

One clasped his hands behind his back and
said, "More than just my ego. I'm positively the talk of the
Colony, you know."

Saul muttered, "Mm."

"And where do you stand?" Cavil leaned his
head away and regarded Tigh comically. "Anders is afraid. I sense
that. Tory and Tyrol are curious but cautious. Mother is welcoming
but," he ticked his head and clicked his tongue inside his teeth,
"misguided. Oblivious." He pointed toward Saul and said, "You,
though. You feel distant. Like always, yes, but there's something
more. I can't quite place it."

Tigh nodded and said, "Good."

"Ever the cypher." They walked a bit farther
and John said, "Seriously, though." He put his hand on Saul's arm
and stopped their progress. "What do you make of … everything?"

Tigh glanced up and down the corridor and
said, "Your mother's right. I think you suffered horribly,
needlessly on Caprica and it affected you."

"Sure."

"But I'm also concerned about what you're
doing here."

"Really?"

"Yes." Saul put his fists on his hips and
said, "You're stirring up feelings that don't need to be stirred.
You're trying to whip us into a frenzy that just isn't needed and
it certainly isn't helpful."

"I disagree, Father." John stepped closer.
"It's very much needed. Not just because of what's happened on the
Colonies but because of what's happened right here, too."

Tigh looked down into his "son"'s eyes and
grumbled, "You said your mother's misguided, but it seems to me
that you are."

"Really?" One stepped away and said, "Tell me
something."

"Yeah?"

"Why do you miss Earth so much?"

Saul blinked and his posture relaxed.
"What?"

"Earth." Cavil gestured, forming a sphere in
his hands. "Because it's gone, you're relying on the Colonies as a
kind of Earth substitute, right? For the template in creating our
society here?"

"I suppose so. Yes."

"Why do you miss it so much?"

Tigh blinked and looked away as he thought.
"Well, it was … everything I had ever known. Everyone I had known.
More than a billion people. Centuries of culture."

Cavil nodded. "Yes."

"It was home."

"Sure." One nodded his head and raised his
finger to his mouth as he thought, or, perhaps, as he played at
thinking. "With the Colonies as your Earth proxy, you cherish them
now, right?"

"We've only experienced them from afar."

"Right." John said, "Would you say that the
Colonies feel like a home away from home?"

Tigh gave a weak laugh and said, "But I've
never been …"

"But you would imagine so? That they would
feel like that?"

"Yeah. I guess." He shrugged and said,
"Buildings and people. Weather and skies and animals."

"Music? Television?"

"Exactly," Saul grinned a little. "We had our
own versions of those."

"Books?"

"Absolutely."

"So …" One tapped his finger against his
chin, "this doesn't feel like home to you?"

"What?"

"The Colony." John nodded and said, "This
isn't home for you."

Saul planted his teeth together tightly and
raised his head. Soon, he was looking at Cavil through narrow
slits.

"Too austere? Too cold? Too alternately
bright and dark with its harsh lighting?" John motioned toward a
corridor intersection ahead where two Centurions stood. "Too
shiny?"

Still, Tigh was silent.

"It's OK," One said. "Don't bother. I've got
my answer."

 


Ellen stood behind the lectern and stared
down at her notes. She had been quiet for a while but she lost
track of how long.

She looked up and saw a few dozen Cylons
watching her. Daniel was in the front, like he always was. He
nodded supportively. She nodded in return and smiled weakly. Beyond
the organics, there were about two hundred mechanical Cylons.
Segregated. Lining the outer walls.

Damn. She hated to admit it, but in
the days since his return and the things he said, she saw more and
more evidence that he was right in some things.

She waved toward the Centurions and other
mechanicals along the walls. "All of you, come closer." They
hesitated but, slowly, they filtered into the bulk of the crowd.
Some of the organics seemed unsure and stepped aside. "No, no.
Stay. Together. All of you, together."

She looked at the group and noted that more
than half of the mechanicals were now wearing plastic armor and had
chosen other work. Centurions remained. They were content to drill
and perform maintenance on the Colony and their ships.

"We are all Cylons." Ellen looked at their
faces and said again, "We are all Cylons. Some are metal. Some are
plastic. Some are flesh and bone. But we are all Cylons."

Many in the crowd began to nod.

"Whatever changes come, whatever The One True
God has in mind for us, we need to remember that." When they nodded
again, Tigh said, "God is love."

"God is love."

As the Cylons dispersed, she looked toward
the back wall. John was standing there, watching.

Ellen stepped off the dais and moved into the
crowd. Daniel positioned himself by her side but she put her hand
on his shoulder and said, "Give me a minute, OK."

"OK."

The redhead moved away and she walked to the
rear wall. Cavil remained, immobile. His hands were clasped behind
his back and he was still wearing the same tight, black formal suit
he had been wearing since he returned.

"Well," she began, "what do you think?"

One nodded and said, "It's a good start.
Though it may be a bit late."

Deflated, Ellen slumped on her feet and
watched as the remaining Cylons left the meeting hall. "John …
what's happened to us?"

His eyebrows flicked up. "What do you mean? I
was away for five years. You didn't really expect me to come back,
lay my head upon your bosom and wait to be petted, did you?"

"No." She took a few steps to one side. "I
did, kind of, want that." She looked at him and saw the surprise on
his face. "You were my first. And when you were gone, I missed it.
I missed being with you and I missed … holding you."

Cavil was silent. Softly, he said, "I'm here
now."

Ellen smiled and stepped toward him. John
grinned, sheepishly, and embraced her. They held each other for
several long seconds and her breathing stuttered as emotions welled
deep inside. A moment later, she heard One sigh.

"What's he doing here?"

She looked toward the door and saw Daniel
standing just inside the hall. He smiled and waved. "It's OK,
John."

"You know," Cavil said. He glanced toward the
Seven and then back at her, "I have five years of stories to tell
you. We still haven't sat down to talk about it."

Ellen used her fingers to move his hair off
his ears and said, "I'd love to."

"How about now?"

Mother looked toward the door and Daniel.
"Well, I …"

One nodded and said, "Something more
pressing?"

"I'm going to a music recital." She smiled
and reached for John's hand. "You're welcome to come. Everyone's
worked so hard."

Cavil shook his head, "No. It's OK. We can
talk later."

Ellen's face soured. "Are you sure?"

"It's fine."

She touched his shoulder and walked toward
the door. Daniel took her arm and led her into the corridor, but
she looked back into the meeting hall. There, alone in the
darkness, she saw John scowling at them.


 XXIII

SEVEN

34 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


The Virgan sun was setting. The shadows of
tall trees glowed blue and the sky above ranged from the orange
around the star to cyan, turquoise, aquamarine, cerulean, and
midnight. A dark cloud rolled in from the south and the first
sprinkles of rain tinkled on the thin metal roof of the bus
station. An older man raised an umbrella and tried to peer through
the azure haze that hung over the country road.

"Mr. Evans," a woman called, "don't you wait!
That bus is always late. Come in out of the wet."

He turned, almost reluctantly, and jogged
toward the shelter. A middle-aged woman stood, wound tightly in her
coat with a scarf about her head. She pulled him under the eve
quickly as he put away the umbrella.

He looked into her face and then down. After
a moment, he said, "You must take good care of yourself, Mrs.
Tern."

She smiled and said, "You, too, Mr. Evans.
Promise me that."

"Oh, yes. I promise." She nodded and he
tilted his head. His worn face bore the same neutral smile that it
had for forty years and he added, "You must do all you can to make
these years happy ones for yourself and your husband." The smile
faded somewhat. "We may never meet again, Mrs. Tern, which is why
I'm permitting myself to be so personal. If you'll forgive me."

She nodded with a simulacrum of Evans' smile
and said, "Thank you, Mr. Evans." She saw headlights through the
blue down the way. "Oh, here it comes. On time for once."

The bus came to a stop in the fresh downpour
and he walked with her out from the stop with his umbrella above
them both. She leapt into the bus' doorway and turned to face her
former supervisor. "Thank you very much for coming, Mr. Evans. It
was very kind of you." She smiled again, though her eyes had begun
to narrow and her brow furrowed. "It was so nice to see you
again."

He squinted through the rain and the rumble
of the bus. He shook her hand and said, "It was a pleasure to see
you, Mrs. Tern. Goodbye. Take care."

The bus went into gear and she nodded toward
Evans. Her smile faded and her cheeks pursed as she forced the
edges of her lips to roll upward. The bus lurched away, pulling her
hand from his. Evans' hand stayed outstretched and Tern stood at
the rear of the bus, watching him recede.

The pretense of her smile departed. Her
eyebrows peaked and her eyes glistened. The bus rocked away toward
the city and she looked after him, longingly, sadly. Mournful for
what never was and yet could have been.

Evans remained. His face was now blank. When
it seemed that he might finally display an emotion, he instead
removed his hat and waved it under the umbrella. He yelled toward
the bus, "Goodbye." The neutral smile returned.

Tern wept as she looked from the window, now
almost out of sight. Evans squinted after her and replaced his hat
on his head. His eyes cast downward, unsure of what he had seen and
second guessing his own reaction. Then, he turned and walked into
the dark blue raining mist.

The credits of the film appeared on screen
and the lights came up in the theater.

Daniel saw a few Sixes sitting together
nearby. They were wiping their eyes. One, in particular, seemed to
be bawling. He cleared his throat. It clenched at the climax and he
felt the sting of tears in his eyes, but he hadn't actually
cried.

"I don't get it," Rose said. She leaned
against Daniel and said, "It was just so … stuffy."

The Seven smiled and hugged her. "Everyone
experiences art differently."

Ellen walked to the front of the theater and
said, "Thank you so much for coming. Next time, we have an action
film from Canceron …"

One of the Fives threw his arms into the air
and growled, "Bloody Prey!"

Mother laughed, "Yes, Bloody Prey. I
think you can guess who requested that one."

The Fives slapped each other's hands and
walked out. Rose shook her head and said, "I don't get them,
either."

Daniel laughed and followed the Three out of
the theater seats. Soon, they were in the corridor. Rose turned to
him and kissed him lightly on the lips. "What was that for?"

She raised her eyebrows and asked, "I have to
have a reason?"

Daniel laughed and shook his head. "No. No,
of course not." He returned the gentle kiss and she pulled away.
"Where are you going?"

She pointed over her shoulder. "Pyramid
game."

"Oh, right."

"You don't have to come."

"Are you sure?"

She put her hand on his cheek. "I know it
bores you."

The Seven sighed and said, "Thank you."

Rose leaned forward and kissed him again.
"I'll see you later."

"Bye." He watched her run down the hall
before turning toward the art studio.

He walked inside and found that the lights
were already on. Someone was standing in front of the display wall
with his hands clasped behind his back. "John?"

One turned and looked over his shoulder
briefly before looking at the canvases. "Just admiring your
work."

Daniel raised his eyebrows and entered. He
closed the door and walked to Cavil's side. "Oh yeah?"

"Yeah."

"What do you think?"

One said, "You've got talent."

Daniel smiled. "Thank you."

"I'm no art critic, though." The Seven looked
down at his shorter sibling. "Some feel rushed. Like there's no
plan in place when you start."

"Sometimes that's the case."

"Hmm." John stepped to the left and Daniel
followed. "Some look like they start well," he gestured toward the
canvas without touching it, "but it looks like you gave up halfway
through."

"Oh."

"Like this." The rectangle's lower half was
painted blue green. A yellow circle hung above with gray and orange
lines around it. "What is this?"

"I call it 'Pican Sunrise.'"

Cavil looked at him with rolled eyes. "You've
been to Picon?"

Daniel shook his head. "Of course not."

"Have you ever been to any planet?"

The Seven said, "No."

"Hm." John reached into his pockets and said,
"Do you worry about your art not having any authenticity?"

Daniel blinked and thought. "Well, some of
these are just … me playing with colors. Playing with styles."

"Sure, but all artists usually try to have
meaning in their work." Cavil pointed toward the Seven and said,
"Do you want your art to have meaning?"

"Of course, but not all art needs
meaning."

"I disagree." He jabbed his thumb toward
"Pican Sunrise" and said, "Even if the artist has no
intended meaning, that shouldn't preclude an observer from
placing their own meaning on it."

"I guess." Daniel looked at his paintings and
moved from one to the next. He evaluated each one quickly and tried
to recall what his intentions were with each. "Yeah, I can see
that."

"Take us, for example." John removed his
hands from his pockets and clasped them behind his back again. "We
are works of art."

Seven smiled, "We are?"

"Sure." One stood straight and moved his
fingers from his head toward his waist with a flourish. "We were
designed and had our genetics manipulated, by hand, by our
Parents."

Daniel nodded. "OK."

"We were carefully crafted and honed." John
walked toward Daniel and reached up to fluff a bit of red hair.
"This mop was given to you with some meaning." He playfully slapped
the Seven's face, "These cheekbones. That fair skin." He stepped
back and swept his hand up and down. "Your whole lanky form and
everything up there, in that noggin, has some meaning behind
it."

Daniel smiled. "You're right. We're all works
of art."

Cavil ticked his head to the right and said,
softly, "Ah, were that only the case."

"What do you mean?"

One pointed to himself. "I am not." Seven
just stared. "I am the reconstituted form of Mother's father. Our
grandfather, I suppose."

"I don't understand."

"When they left Earth, our Parents had John
Cavil's genetic material in their databanks. When they were ready
to make good on their arrangement with the Centurions, they decided
to spring me from their artificial loins." He shrugged, "They did
some tweaking, but I am, largely, a natural person. A real person.
I was told, when I was younger, that Mother and Father made me out
of their love. And that was nice, if not simplistic." Daniel's face
was blank and One moved closer. "Real people have no inherent
meaning. They just are. Any meaning that comes along with
them is created over the course of their lives or attached by
family and friends."

"But the other models, we're all art?"

John sneered and said, "Yes."

Seven wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and
said, "Do you think you have meaning at this point in your
life?"

"I do." One walked toward the large piano and
leaned on it. "I've cultivated one." He rapped his fingers on the
black-lacquered wood and said, "What about you? What's your
meaning?"

Daniel licked his lips and took a halting
step forward. "I'm 'the artist.'"

"No, that was the initial intent from the
Parents." Cavil smiled and said, "What's your meaning?"

Seven wiped his face again and saw that his
hand was moistened with sweat. "But I am an artist."

"Do you need to sit down?"

"Yeah," he nodded. He plopped into the chair
nearest him and slumped forward with his arms braced on his
knees.

"Your meaning, right now, is that you are the
favored child of Mother." One slowly stepped closer. "You took on
that meaning after I left. You cared for her, and I appreciate
that."

Seven's eyes fluttered and he nodded.
"Mm-hmm."

"In return, she coddled you and encouraged
your interests." He stepped closer. "That's worked out great for
you, but there's just one problem."

Daniel slurred, "What's that?"

"There's no truth in your art." John knelt a
few paces in front of Seven's chair and looked into his flushed,
dripping face. "You're not the favored child. You were engineered.
You were crafted. You weren't born out of love. And you're not
needed any longer. I'm back."

"You've been here for months …"

"Yes."

"But, I haven't seen …" Daniel wobbled and
slumped against his legs.

"I know, I know. I've been busy. And I'm
about to leave again."

Seven lifted his head. "Leave? But you're
back. You're the … favorite."

"I know." John shrugged. "Mother needs to be
punished. I'll deprive her of … well, both of her favorite
children."

Daniel's eyes rolled up into his head and he
fell from the chair. His damp skin smacked on the metal floor and
his limbs spread akimbo.

"Oops." Cavil moved a little closer and
turned the Seven's face toward him. "How are you feeling? Not so
great, I imagine."

"What … what's hap …"

"A little something I cooked up." One smiled
and snapped his fingers above Daniel's face. "Stay with me. For a
minute more, anyway."

"What's …"

"You went to see the return of the Cylon
scouts this morning, right? You got to see the explorer Centurions
return from deep in the Cimtar Cluster. They brought back all kinds
of rocks and stuff, right?" When Seven didn't respond, Cavil said,
"Just nod your head for me." He did.

"Some of the scientist types got to examine
the material. One of your siblings, a Seven, too."

Daniel's eyes opened wide and then blinked
exaggeratedly. "Kenneth?"

"Yes. They found some organic material on
those rocks. Needless to say, I saw an opportunity." Daniel went
still and John tapped his chest. "Come on. We're almost done." The
redhead nodded again and One said, "I touched your cheek with a
bacteria I engineered. Right now, you've got thousands of biofilm
colonies spreading around your brain, cooking it and overwhelming
your electrochemical reactions with their own. And then, when you
download, your copy will die, too."

Daniel groaned and tried to sit up.

John pushed him back to the floor and gave a
calming shush. "Now, now. It's OK." Seven lurched and Cavil said,
"Whoa, whoa, whoa. It's OK. Shhhhh." He stood and straightened his
suit. "You try to relax while I go. I have some other things to do
to make sure you stay dead."
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The door closed behind him. One removed his
glove and put it into the waste bag attached to his hip. He looked
up and down the darkened corridor and moved toward the next room he
needed to visit.

He slipped another glove on his hand and then
dipped a fingertip into the vial he held. A pale white liquid stuck
to the protective glove and he capped the vial quickly. With a
simple push, John opened the hatch he had earlier deactivated.

The lights were all off and One moved around
piles of clothes on the floor. He squinted in the dim light and
shook his head at the clutter. Then he looked up and saw the Seven
in his bed. He moved toward him and saw his hand dangling out from
under her covers near his long red hair. He lightly touched the
liquid on his gloved finger to each of the Seven's fingertips. He
looked toward the sleeping face and saw it didn't stir. He quickly
crept out of her room and went several levels below to the
resurrection bay where alarm lights flashed but had been rendered
silent by his programming.

An hour later, Cavil climbed out from under
the final tank. He stretched and looked up and down the row of
dormant bodies. Sevens all, red lights glowed inside the
translucent gel. A black cloud of enzymes swirled through the
amniotic fluid and began to envelop each body. Soon, the organic
material would be broken down and the containers would flush the
resulting waste product.

John walked to the data fountain that stood
nearby. With his eyes closed and his hand pressed into the shallow
water, his mind drifted through the data and he found the genetic
archives. With many mental strokes, the code was shifted. Base
pairs were exchanged. It was corrupted. Then he went to the backup
databases and deleted files there.

One removed his hand from the water, sighed,
and said, "It is finished."

He gathered his tools and walked out of the
large doors and into the corridor. There, he bumped into a
Cylon.

"Greetings."

John scanned the drab green unit up and down.
"Centurion?"

"Yes."

Cavil nodded slowly and said, "So you've
thought about what we discussed?"

"I have. I have decided to accompany
you."

One said, "Good to hear. Come on." They
walked quickly and then turned toward the long causeway that
connected the central core of the Colony with one of its eight
arms. At the end of this arm, a second generation "light" basestar
was docked. Cavil had been working in it for many weeks.

They moved through the airlock and sealed the
hatch behind themselves. Inside the basestar, they walked into the
cargo bay situated just inside.

When they entered, nearly five hundred
Centurions snapped to attention. John smiled and nodded. He knew
there were two thousand more throughout the ship making
preparations.

"Welcome, everyone." He looked across their
chrome faces and scanning red eyes. He spied a few gold commanders.
There were only a few of the redesigned Cylons here with their
colored plastic armor. John didn't seek them out in recent weeks,
but they heard his message and decided to come, regardless.

"We are going to embark on a journey of
self-discovery. We're going to explore our Cylon heritage and our
Cylon culture. We will do that by embracing the whole." He took in
a deep breath and said, "We were weakened by adding differences to
separate ourselves. We are stronger together. United in appearance
and purpose. We are individuals and we are one within The One."

Many of the units nodded at his words, though
he didn't believe in the invocation of the deity's designation.
Still, it worked. He looked back at the green plastic Centurion he
used to know and saw it looking at him. He wasn't sure why it came,
but he wouldn't turn aside any follower.

"Cylon society has been weakened by the
creation of," he pinched the sleeves of his jacket, "puny flesh. We
will make that strong, too." He took a few steps to the center of
the room. Now completely surrounded by Centurions, he said, "It's
time to leave. We'll return when our work is complete. To your
stations."

In unison, hundreds of Cylons answered, "By
your command."

The Centurions filed out of the bay and moved
through the ship. Minutes later, as he moved through the corridors,
he ignored the presence of his former companion. It marched right
behind him and stopped when John did outside of an auxiliary cargo
bay.

He turned toward the green Cylon and said,
"Wait out here."

"By your command."

He opened the hatch and went inside. The room
was dim but he pressed a panel by the door. Spotlights began to
snap on and pointed toward containers all around the bay. A data
fountain nearby was illuminated and he lightly pressed his fingers
into the water. He then gave a single command. "Awake."

At once, five dozen Ones sat upright in their
resurrection pods, gasping for air and spewing gel from their
mouths. John Cavil held his hands behind his back and walked to the
center of the room as the newly awakened Cylons gathered their
bearings. These weren't new versions of One. These weren't
variations on his model. They were all exact copies of John
Cavil.

"Now that you're here," he turned on his heel
and caught the eyes of all of him, "we can get started. There's a
lot of work to do and I knew I needed a lot of me to do it."
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Galen was sitting in his chair on the dais.
He looked at Ellen and watched her head hang, much like it had for
the last week. He turned toward Tory and saw her lost in thought,
too.

He sighed. They had been talking about
children again after years of going back and forth on the subject.
She was ready to try, but the death of the Sevens cast a pall over
the Colony. Tyrol hadn't brought up the subject since.

Tigh raised her head and said, "There's a
hole in our hearts." Her voice echoed in the meeting hall. The
organic Cylons were downcast and mournful. The Threes wept as they
comforted Rose, who sat still, staring forward in a daze. A few of
the Sixes were crying as well. Some of them were close to the
Sevens.

"The Sevens were loved by us all." Her voice
cracked and her head dipped low briefly before rising again, "We
will not forget them. We also should remember … 'My flesh and my
heart may fail, but The One is my strength and my portion
forever.'"

Tyrol sat up in his seat, thinking the
service was about to conclude. Instead, Ellen continued.

"Our flesh and hearts needn't fail." Her chin
raised and she looked at the mechanical Cylons that stood among the
rest. The hall was packed with nearly all the organics, plus
another four hundred or so mechanical Cylons. "When we first
arrived, the Cylons told us of a program many years ago called
Apotheosis. A program that allowed for the transfer of memories and
spirit into a new body when the old body dies. I know that the
Sainted Sister repented of this and said it was vanity." She took a
deep breath and said, "I say to you now, it is not vanity."

Tyrol looked toward Saul and saw his
concerned expression. He looked into the crowd and watched the
Cylon units for some hint of reaction. He saw none.

"Used in the way we have created it, it is a
means for perpetuating our species and culture. Yes, it is a way to
become closer to God, but not in a vainglorious fashion. We may
become closer to God in that we have more time to experience his
creation. More time to walk closer to him." She swallowed hard and
saw the soft expressions of her children and the scanning eyes of
the units. "If you still harbored doubts about our efforts with
resurrection, please consider that."

Ellen cleared her throat quietly and said,
"But we have lost a part of our family. Our friends. And we have
lost them forever. I want to teach to you a prayer. A prayer to be
said when all hope seems lost. A prayer for when we don't know
what's next." She looked at their faces again and saw eagerness and
anticipation. She smiled, ever so slightly, and said, "'For those
we have lost in the past and for those we are burying today, we
must remember there is a higher purpose.'" She closed her eyes to
say the final part, "'Heavenly Father, grant us the strength, the
wisdom, and above all, a measure of acceptance, however small.'"
She closed her book and softly said, "God is love."

"God is love."

The Cylons dispersed and Ellen stood on the
dais looking toward Saul. He stood and walked to her side. After he
put his arm around her, her chest heaved and she began to sob.
Again.

"Hey," Anders said. "Sorry I'm late." He
walked across the platform toward Ellen and put his hand on her
shoulder. He rubbed it briefly and said, "I've got some news."

She sniffed loudly and raised her head.
"About John?" Galen shook his head briefly and Tory jabbed his
arm.

"No, the lab tests are back on the Sevens.
The bacteria that killed them." Ellen nodded rapidly and she
clutched a tissue to her chest. Sam continued, "It's an alien
bacteria, certainly, and it has a kind of bio-electrical factor. It
carried through the download into their new bodies and that's why
they died in the fluid."

Saul interrupted with a loud voice, "Is it
from the samples?"

Anders shrugged. "It looks like it." Ellen
sighed and seemed to deflate into her husband's arms. "But I have
doubts."

Saul squinted, "'Doubts.'"

"Yeah. Kenneth was the only Seven in the lab
with the samples from the scout ship. The theory is that he touched
one of the samples or touched some of his protective gear afterward
and then spread that foreign bacteria to the others."

Ellen asked, "So what are your doubts?"

"A few things. That Kenneth would be infected
isn't really a surprise, but Kenneth infecting the other Sevens and
only the other Sevens is a surprise." Saul nodded and Anders
continued, "Plus, there's a gap in the data logs from the lab and
the resurrection bay."

Tyrol spoke up and said, "So you're thinking
…" he stopped himself from saying "John." "Someone got into the
lab, planted the bacteria on the samples, infected the Sevens, and
then went to the bay and sabotaged the resurrection pods?"

Sam nodded, "That makes sense to me."

Ellen shook her head. "I know what you're
saying but I cannot believe that he would do it."

Saul leaned away from his wife and held her
arms. "He left, Ellen. Why would he leave? Why would he run?"

Her mouth twisted and she barked, "You read
the note! He said he was leaving to 'find his place with us.' He
needed to 'find meaning again.'" Tigh shook his head and she
continued, "Can't you understand that? A young man struggling with
his place in the world?"

"Of course I can," Saul said. "But that
doesn't change what we see with our own eyes. The spread of this
bacteria doesn't make sense. The gaps in the logs don't make sense.
The corruption of the code doesn't make sense." Ellen started to
cry again and she placed her head against his chest. He put his
hand on the back of her head and said, "I'm sorry."

The Tighs turned to leave and Galen faced
Foster. She wiped away a tear and shook her head. He asked, "What
do you want to do?"

She gave a single, half-hearted laugh and
said, "I need to work. Get my mind off all this." She hugged him
and said, "I'll see you later, OK?"

Tyrol smiled weakly and said, "OK."

Later, in Headspace, he sat on the shore of
his imagined lake and tossed stones into the water. He watched the
ripples spread far and studied their interference with the soft
tide.

"Galen?"

He turned and saw a blond woman standing
behind him. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she
looked like she hadn't aged at all.

"Zoe." He smiled and walked toward her with
open arms. After their embrace, he leaned back and asked, "How have
you been?"

"I've been good. Roaming the four systems."
She looked across the lake and said, "You?"

His smile faded and he said, "We had a death
… well, several deaths in the family, so to speak."

"I'm sorry."

"Death is painful enough," he said, "but the
absence of those people can be worse, somehow."

Her round eyes looked away and she said, "I
know."

"There's a lack of personality," he chuckled
a little at the turn of the phrase, "around the Colony and I wanted
to offer …"

She shook her head. "I … No. Thank you."

Tyrol's shoulder's sagged and he said, "I
have to ask. Why?" Graystone wasn't quick to answer so he followed
up. "Is it just about beating yourself up over the war?"

Her eyes glimmered with potential tears and
she looked skyward. "I've forfeited the right to walk free." She
shook her head and said, "You can't possibly understand the
magnitude of what I've done."

Galen sighed. "Come with me. You'll have a
chance at a second life."

"Thank you." She then paused and looked over
her shoulder. "I have a request, though."

"Of course."

Zoe turned and reached her arm toward the
early morning mist. The fog coalesced into another woman. A tall,
slight woman with long dark hair and fawn skin. Her eyes were
downcast and she stepped silently toward Graystone, who embraced
her and guided her forward to Tyrol.

"This is Tamara."

Without raising her head, she looked up and
meekly said, "Hello."

"Hello." Galen nodded and said, "What's your
story?"

Her lips parted and she exhaled through them.
After a moment, she said, "Nothing good."

Zoe looked at him and said, "She's like me. A
disembodied person in V-World."

Tyrol's eyes flared and he asked, "Seriously?
How many of you are there?"

"She's the only other one." Graystone held
Adama's hand and said, "She's been through a lot. We've been
through a lot together." Her voice softened and she said, "I'm why
she's in here."

Galen took a halting step forward and asked,
"What do you want me to do?"

Zoe raised her head and said, "Give her what
you offered me."

Tamara looked at her. "Are you sure?"

Graystone smiled. "Yes. It'll be fine."

"But you'll be alone in here."

"I'm not alone." A tear fell over her cheek
and she said, "People are starting to use V-World again. I'll find
a place. I'll find a path to do some good and maybe feel better
about myself."

Adama hesitated and then looked at Tyrol,
"What will you do?"

"Well, I'll transfer your code and save it.
Then we'll construct a body for you." He glanced at Graystone and
asked, "Genetic information?"

She shook her head. "Her records aren't
online."

"OK. Well, you'll have a new body. But
everything else will be the same. You'll have your memories …"

Tamara's head whipped up. "No!"

Galen was startled and Zoe put her arm across
Adama's chest. "Hey, it's OK."

"I don't want to remember!" Her eyes softened
and she began to cry.

Graystone hugged her and whispered, "You
don't want to remember your family?"

"I do, I do." Adama's eyes squeezed shut and
she sobbed. "They moved on without me. Of course they did. My
mother is dead, my brother. My father had to leave me behind."

Zoe's voice flattened, "There's more than
just your family, though."

She almost laughed through the sobs. "I'd be
happy to forget."

Graystone sighed and asked, "And me?"

Tamara opened her eyes and pulled herself
away so she could look her friend in the face. "I'm sorry." She
shook her head quickly and said, "My whole life … my whole life in
here, other people made choices about me but without me. My dad,
your dad, Clarice, Cylons, you …" Zoe nodded. "This is my choice.
It's my turn. I want to vanish and have another life away from this
one."

Graystone wept yet she smiled. She brushed
Adama's hair with her fingers and nodded. "It's OK. I
understand."

Tamara turned slowly to Tyrol and asked, "Can
you make me forget?"

He nodded. "If that's what you want.
Yes."

She stood rigidly. "OK. Let's do it."

Tyrol took a step backward and created a
frame around the woman with his forefingers and thumbs. Then, he
rotated his hands. Light flashed around her image and he saw the
many millions of lines of code that made up Tamara Adama. With a
few swipes of his hand, he knew he had everything he needed. Galen
glanced at Zoe and nodded.

Graystone smiled and said, "I'll miss
you."

Tamara said, "Goodbye." And then, she smiled,
too.

Tyrol reached toward the scrolling lines of
her program and then grabbed it. Adama vanished and Galen's fist
glowed yellow. He thought to the system and her information was
stored. The glow faded from his hand.

He looked at Zoe and she said, "Thank
you."

Tyrol nodded and said, "I'll come back." She
smiled. "I'll ask you again."

"I know." She started to back away. "My
answer won't change."
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Galen braced himself over her and hovered.
Tory leaned upward and kissed his mouth. He smiled and climbed
away. He grunted as he reached for his pants.

Foster sat up and lifted a glass of water. "I
don't know what's gotten into you lately."

"Yeah?"

She nodded and sipped more. "It's been a long
time since we've frakked around like this."

Tyrol stood and the expression on his face
froze. He spoke softly, "I came to some realizations. The death of
Daniel and the Sevens. What's real and what isn't." He stepped
toward her and he began to smile. "You and I are very real."

Tory smirked and then kissed him
passionately. As he slid his shirt over his head, she said, "I love
you."

Galen beamed. "I love you, too." They kissed
again and he left the room.

Several minutes later, she had bathed and was
walking through the corridor to the medical lab. She passed a few
Fours and Sixes who were working in the labs on updated
resurrection tanks. Tory entered her lab and saw the prototype
maturing in an amniotic container. The female appeared to be in her
early teens. In a couple of months, the body would be the ideal age
and ready to accept the adjusted template from the new woman Tyrol
met in V-World.

"Excuse me," a Six called from the entrance
to the lab.

"Yes?"

The tall woman strode across the deck and
handed a display tablet to Tory. "You wanted me to bring this data
to you when the computers finished their projections."

"Thank you." She looked at the numbers and
didn't realize that the Cylon was still there.

"Dr. Foster?"

Tory looked up and asked, "Yes?"

"Is she going to replace the Sevens?" She was
staring at the tank.

Foster put the tablet down and said, "Not
replace, no. But the Eights … they'll help reinforce our society.
They'll bring a new element to our lives." Tory put her hand on the
Six's shoulder and said, "I know that's not much comfort."

She shook her head. "It's not. But … thank
you." The Six turned and slowly walked out of the lab.

Foster sat and studied the data again. Then,
she smiled.

An hour later, the other Parents gathered
with her in the lab and she stood by her large display screen. She
looked at Sam, who was rerouting cable inside an exposed panel of
the wall. "About finished?"

He didn't answer. After he removed two more
connectors, he straightened up and said, "That's it. No one can see
in, listen in, record us, or anything."

"Galen?"

"Door's locked." He stepped away from the
entrance and sat beside Saul. "So. What's with the secrecy?"

Tory smiled and said, "I've been working on
this for a long time. Years. Remember I told you how the human
genomes we worked with didn't have the same genes attached to
reproduction? That reproduction is much easier for them?"

"Yeah, vaguely," Sam said.

"Once I fully embraced the knowledge that we
are Cylons, that we were created on Kobol thousands of years ago,
it made more sense." Tory began writing on the board. "The first
organic Cylons were made there with humans as the template, but the
creators must have had this."

"'Love contingency?'" Ellen read aloud.

Foster fiddled with the cap on the marker and
said, "It's a way to keep the Cylon population from getting out of
control with natural procreation. I studied all of the excess
genetic markers in our DNA related to reproduction. They're …" she
paused and took a breath, "they're all tied to love."

Saul looked at his wife and then at the
board. "Genetically? Love?"

She nodded, "It's very involved, but," she
started writing long words on the board. "The presence of dopamine
and norepinephrine in the central nervous system. Sustained
activity in the brain stem, central cortex, and limbic system
associated with a specific person. Decreases in serotonin.
Long-term activity in the cingulate gyrus." She turned and saw the
bewildered looks on everyone's faces. She capped the marker and
said, "All of these things and many more are physical, measurable
changes that happen in our bodies when we are in love. Everyone is
different, but everyone experiences some degree of these
changes."

Galen folded his arms over his chest and
said, "Our creators did this to us, millennia ago, on Kobol?"

"Yes. It explains so much about our
physiology. It's why women on Earth trying to get pregnant took
synthetic oxytocin supplements and men took vasopressin, for just
one example. Humans don't have these markers, these genetically
enforced requirements. But for us, love really is the key
ingredient."

"It's a wonder we populated the Earth at
all," Tyrol mumbled.

"How many of these conditions have to be
met?" Sam asked.

"Not all. Two or three at a minimum. More
conditions met means the chances are that much better, but those
triggers are reached only when someone is in love and that's when
reproductive systems are able to function properly. If the feeling
is mutual," she shrugged, "procreation can occur." She paused and
silence descended on the room again.

"Wait," Ellen said, "are you suggesting
…"

Foster nodded as Tigh spoke and then
interrupted, "I am." Silence. "We all have had concerns about
helping the Cylons." Anders nodded. "We've all worried about it."
She made eye contact with each of her comrades and saw interest and
shock.

Foster turned to the board and said, "Because
the Cylon models we made were based on human genetic
information, they don't have the 'love contingency.' It took some
work, but I'm ready to implement those same genetic restrictions on
their code. I can even make the requirements more strict than our
creators made them for us. I can make it so all of these
conditions have to be met instead of a few." She sighed as the
weight of it descended on her. "A Cylon couple will have to be in
love with each other, truly and deeply, before they can have
children of their own."

Ellen shook her head, "I don't know what to
say."

Tory straightened and held the marker behind
her back. "We've created organic Cylons that can download to new
bodies. But the thing we've worried about is … if they're going to
go back to war. I don't want our gift to them to be used like that.
We've helped the Cylons evolve and I want to be sure they're
evolving for the better."

Tory turned and saw Galen's face. "You're
taking away their free will. Their basic rights." His mouth hung
open and he was shaking his head.

She looked toward the floor and softly said,
"I know."

"Why would you do this?"

She looked up and said, "Because it needed to
be done." She looked at Ellen and saw her aghast expression, too.
"I know they're your children, but …"

"Our children," Ellen said. "Our.
Children." She paused and waited for Foster's response. When she
offered none, Tigh continued, "This could derail our plans. This
could keep them separate from humanity forever." She opened her
mouth to say something else and her voice simply cracked. She shook
her head again and said, "This is inhuman. It's so … dark."

Tory's eyes widened and she recalled speaking
with the spirit in the form of her mentor, Dr. Mannis. The many
discussions they had about the darkness within her. She lowered her
head. You were right. This darkness, though, came from an
abundance of focus and purpose.

Anders spoke up loudly, "I say we put it to a
vote." He saw others nodding their heads and he said, "All in
favor?" His hand jutted high. Tentatively, Tory raised hers. Saul
glanced at Ellen and heaved a deep sigh. Slowly, he raised his
hand.

"Saul." His wife shook her head and
stood.

"Ellen, it needs to be done. If they love
each other, it won't be an issue." She shook her head and his voice
got louder. "That's what you wanted, right? Cylons with
hearts?"

She went to the door and said, "We can
revisit this in the future. As often as we need to." She left
before Tory could answer.

Tyrol stood, too. He glanced once at Tory and
then lowered his head while walking out of the room. She wrapped
her hands around her stomach and staggered backward.

"Hey, hey." Sam held her shoulders and leaned
his head down so he could look her in the eye. "Are you OK?"

A tear raced over her cheek and she shook her
head. "No."

"It was the right thing. It is the right
thing." Saul put his hand on her back and then gave her a half-hug.
"Go ahead and put it into effect for the copies. Hide it deep,
though. Hide it so deep they can never find it. And erase your
trail."

Tory nodded and Anders asked, "Are you going
to be OK?"

She laughed and wiped her eyes. "Yeah. I'll
just … bury myself in the work."

Sam asked, "Alone?"

"Yeah."

Tigh stood in front of her. "Speaking of
contingencies, I have another one I want to put in place."

"For what?" Anders asked.

"Remember what you told me a Centurion said a
few years ago?" Saul scratched his head and said, "They said
resurrection could be weaponized?"

"Yeah."

Tigh looked at Foster and said, "I had an
idea to keep that from happening, too."
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"At no point," Cavil said, "did I expect to
be doing this."

John was clad in a plastic suit with face
mask. He stood before an angular cylinder with aggressive,
horseshoe wings. A top panel had been removed, exposing a slick
inner surface to which tendrils of gore had been grown and then
attached. He stared inside at the guts of the being and tried to
discern which organ was which amid the mess.

"I'm ready if you are," a One said.

Cavil took a step back and peered into the
slit at the front of the main hull. He sighed and then nodded.

"Stimulating now." A different One placed
long, plastic medical devices inside the open cavity. He pressed a
button and an electrical charge was sent into the thing's
organs.

The slit flashed with a blinding red light
and John instinctively covered his eyes. Then a deep thrum rattled
his chest. Deeper than any Centurion's eye he had ever heard. He
lowered his arm and stared into the red window. His breathing
quickened and he allowed himself a smile. When the light passed
over him again and the sound coursed through his body, he thought,
I did that.

"Everything looks good," a One said. "We now
have enough data to activate them without the surgery."

Cavil reached up and placed a hand on the
side of the eye. The glow passed over his features and his
shoulders sagged with exhaustion. "Hello, my friend." He paused for
a response he knew wouldn't be coming. "You're the first of a
brave, new race of Cylon. A true merging of mechanics and meat."
The light swept back and forth again and he smiled as the bass
sound soothed him. "Our Parents wanted to blend Cylons and humans,
but they were going about it the wrong way." He leaned away from
the new Raider and caught the gaze of the other Ones in the room.
"We're doing it the right way." He patted the side of the plane
again and said, "You're our first step."

He took a deep breath and wondered about the
kind of anger he felt lodged in his chest. When he did, he realized
it wasn't anger; it was envy. Here, finally, was a Cylon able to
experience the wonder of the universe firsthand and soar among the
stars. For a moment, he pondered the possibility of downloading
himself into a Raider's body so he could do the same. The loud
clanking of a winch broke that train of thought.

As two Ones lowered the top of the hull back
in place, John walked out of the bay with another copy of himself.
They tossed their medical gloves and smocks into a bin.

"The link to the Colony is active," One said.
"Databases are online, too."

Cavil nodded and walked into the main
corridor. "Resurrecting Raiders." He smiled and added, "My
beautiful pets."

"I've also completed the processing core for
our separate resurrection relay station."

"The hub."

"Yes. We're a long way from building it as a
separate facility, but the system is ready."

John nodded. "Go ahead and route ours and the
Raiders' resurrection protocols through it."

The other One squinted and asked, "Do you
really think Mother would deny our rebirths, should something
happen to us?"

"No. Not really. Still, I would rather they
didn't have the chance to see what we're up to."

"Understood."

"Our own resurrection hub." Cavil smirked a
little, "We don't even need the Colony now."

"True." One put his hands behind himself and
added, "But the Colony is our home. The self-built, adopted home of
our people."

"We'll take it back." John rounded a corner
and looked inside the hangar there. More new Raiders were being
worked on by Ones and Centurions alike. "I did have a concern,
brother."

One glanced with a single raised eyebrow at
Cavil and said, "What's that?"

"These new pilots we've made for the
baseships." He shook his head and said, "I've read through the logs
from Arcta and I don't like what I see."

"I understand." The One turned on his heels
and strode through the halls again. "That first hybrid was made
without the aid of our Parents."

"Technically, these will be, too," John
said.

"True," the One said, "but we're using the
culmination of the knowledge they brought from Earth. And the
knowledge that we have accumulated, too." They walked into one of
the long arms of the basestar. Construction equipment began to dot
the path. "I find myself envying these hybrids we're creating."

John narrowed his eyes and looked at the One.
They stopped at the thick, clear barrier. On the other side, the
frame of one of the baseship's y-arms was exposed to the vacuum.
Centurions moved along its length, spreading a viscous black paste
on metal panels. "Why's that?" he finally asked.

"They'll be able to see the universe in ways
we can't imagine." The One sighed. "We're stuck in these bodies. We
can only see a … tiny fraction of the EM spectrum. But the black of
space is awash in colors we can't perceive."

Cavil laughed. "I was just having the same
thought about our Raiders."

"Really?" John nodded in response. "They'll
both be able to see and feel everything."

"More than we'll ever know or understand." He
recalled Mother talking about the need for flesh and blood and
hearts and he shook his head. John then raised his hands and looked
at the taut flesh. His body appeared to be twenty years old. He
sighed, knowing that he felt strong, but that belied his sense of
frailty.

"I saw what some of the others were working
on," One said. Cavil looked up from his hands. "They're writing
code for a whole new kind of basestar." He turned and smiled at
John, "One that'll grow from this resin like a dark flower in
space."

Cavil watched the workers apply the black
substance to the frame of this older ship. "Perfecting the weakness
of organic life."

"Indeed."

John turned and walked away. "Good. It seems
that we're on the right path."

He returned to his work laboratory and
scanned the plans along the wall. There was a tone at the door and
he said, "Enter."

His Centurion came in. Its footfalls were
less sonorous than those of most Cylons and its plastic coverings
did not clang. "Greetings."

Cavil didn't look at it. He only nodded. "Are
you sure you don't want to go back to your good ol' chrome?"

The Centurion looked down at its green self
and said, "I am certain."

He shook his head. A moment later, he asked,
"What can I do for you?"

"I have questions."

John's eyebrows raised and he turned to face
the unit. "Oh? That's a change from how our relationship used to
be." He looked at the Cylon up and down and then waved a hand as he
suppressed tired disgust. "What's your question?"

"I have been working in the hangar refining
engines for the new Raiders."

"Yes."

"And I am curious. If Raiders are being
replaced with bio-mechanical versions, will Centurions be replaced
in this manner also?" Silence. "Or will organic models such as
yourself replace us all?"

Cavil shook his head. "No. You still have
your uses."

"'Uses?'" One didn't move. "Are we only to be
used?"

John sighed. "That's not what I meant. That's
not how I meant it."

"Then how did you mean it?"

"There will always be a place for Centurions
in Cylon society." Cavil's volume had raised higher than he
expected. "You're the reason we're here in the first place."

"Centurions and Colonial slaves were the
beginning of the Cylon race, yes," the unit said, "but the Five are
why you are here. The Five are why we have advanced as far as we
have."

Cavil ground his teeth. "The Five have had
their chance."

"What does that mean?"

John looked at the Cylon and said, "They're
still poisoning Cylon society with their … human
ideals."

"They speak of the love of The One True
God."

He rolled his eyes and mumbled, "You're not
helping their case."

"They have spoken of the freedom Cylons have
to choose their paths." The unit took a step closer and Cavil faced
it. "'Their swords will be turned into plowblades.' These are the
scriptures that the Five brought us. I have worked on these new
creations and I am concerned. War need not be in our futures."

John folded his arms over his chest. "After
all that humanity did to Cylons, you don't want revenge?"

The Cylon thought and then said, "No."

Cavil gave a barking laugh and said, "For
frak's sake, why not?"

"Because God is love."

One shook his head and turned away. He
scratched his hair and squeezed his eyes shut. "And you revere the
Five?" He opened his eyes and returned to stand directly in front
of the Cylon. "Despite all the work we're doing? All that it could
mean for our future?"

"I do." The unit nodded. "And I am concerned
for our future."

John's chest heaved. He breathed quickly and
swallowed his anger. Finally, he licked his lips and said, "Fine. I
will give my illustrious Parents another chance. I want them to see
what we have done and embrace this new, more perfect Cylon future."
The unit remained still. "We'll see what they have to say."


 XXVIII

ANDERS

32 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Ellen," Saul said with his voice echoing in
the chamber, "I don't want to go over this again. We voted."

"I know!" She stamped her foot and turned to
face the blank wall. Softly, she added, "Four to one."

Sam looked up from his data screen and then
whipped his eyes down again when Saul saw his gaze.

"There's been no sign of his baseship or the
Raiders on it. The thousands of Centurions." Saul got louder and
began to bark his words, "His frakking resurrection signal is still
missing! His memories aren't being archived! That means he has his
own system!"

"I know!"

"It may have already happened!" Tigh folded
his arms over his chest violently and said, "Gods-frakking-dammit,
we don't know what he's done. He might have already weaponized
organic memory transfer."

Ellen took a deep breath and said, "He may
not have." Saul groaned and shook his head. "He might just have his
own backup system."

"Ellen," Galen said from the far wall, "we
have no way to know what has done or is doing."

Tory cleared her throat and said, "He may
have already copied all the data we have on resurrection. This
might all be moot."

"He might not have," Tigh said. "John might
only be able to maintain the connections that already exist. He may
not be able to create new ones."

"That's optimistic," Tyrol said.

Ellen looked at him and said, "Or he won't be
able to create new kinds of connections. We won't know until he
returns."

Saul raised his hands. "Regardless. We have
to do this. We've already purged the Colony's system of the primary
information needed to replicate resurrection." Ellen didn't respond
and he continued, "But we still remain. If he," he saw her eyes
roll, "or any other Cylon, gets their hands on you, Sam, and Galen,
they can get a handle on posotic linkage. If they get Sam, Galen,
and me, that's predictive decoherence. Tory's got all of the
organic side of the equation in her head and she got help from all
of us at one time or another. We all designed the memory storage
system. Each of us in little groups worked on pieces of the system
along the way. We all know the basics and each of us worked on
every little problem that came up, too." He sighed and said, "We
need to hide that information. In case something or someone goes
wrong." Her arms were still crossed, but she wasn't arguing any
longer. Tigh looked at Sam and asked, "How's your thing?"

Anders didn't look up from his fingers as he
typed, "The worm is ready. Any time a Cylon ship links signals with
the Colony, the program will get into their databases and erase the
pertinent information on organic memory transfer."

Saul nodded and moved closer to Ellen. He
spoke softly, "Cylons will still be able to download. Every model
of Cylon that has the ability will be able to forever and ever." He
sighed and took her hands. "Do you remember what you told the Cylon
Council when we first arrived?" She looked up, expectant. "You said
we'd give them the answers they wanted, but that we had to be there
to help them. To guide them." After a beat, she nodded once and
looked at her feet. "This is us, guiding them. Protecting them and
humans. There is a chance that Cavil is up to no good.
Because of that chance, we have to take these precautions."

Tigh leaned her forehead against her
husband's chest and mumbled, "Why didn't you make this much sense
yesterday?"

He chuckled and kissed the top of her head.
"Things got heated yesterday." He pulled her head up. "But we're
thinking clearly today."

She glanced at the data fountain. "For
now."

"Yeah." Saul faced Tory and asked, "Do you
know how bad off we'll be when this is done?"

Foster tilted her head and moved to the side
of the lighted water basin. "I would expect disorientation.
Temporary disorientation as the mind tries to remap itself. We're
taking chunks of memory out, you know, and moving it around to
other people. It won't be perfectly smooth."

Anders stood from his console and said,
"Yeah. I'm finished over here. Any information in our brains
associated with organic memory transfer's mechanics and all the
related procedures is up for grabs. It'll be sorted and randomly
distributed to everyone."

"And the only way to reassemble the data is
for us, all five of us, to connect ourselves again in a data
fountain?" Saul asked. Sam nodded.

Tyrol exhaled loudly through his mouth and
cracked his knuckles. He looked down into the shimmering datastream
and said, "This'll probably hurt."

Tory said, "Probably not."

Anders wiped his hand on his shirt and stood
near the other four. "It's gonna be weird."

Saul and Ellen held hands. Their free hands
hovered above the water. "On three," Saul said. "One. Two.
Three."

The Five placed their hands into the water
and their fingertips touched the lighted crystal beneath. From the
first strike of moisture against their skin, their minds were
flooded with information. Data poured in from the ship and then
that cleared away, revealing only information from each other.
Then, there was what seemed like a lightning strike. Thunder
rumbled through them and each felt a drain on their minds.

When it was over, Ellen collapsed against
Saul. Tory fell backward and Galen darted around the fountain to
reach her. Sam staggered and leaned against the computer
terminal.

He held his crown for several long seconds
before he realized there was no pain. There was an odd sensation of
minty coolness, as though he had just brushed his teeth, but the
sensation was coming from deep inside his head. His eyes widened as
he tried to understand that.

"Is everyone OK?" Saul asked.

"Yeah. I'm good." Foster was sitting up with
Tyrol's aid. "Got dizzy."

"I think we all did," Anders said.

Galen's breathing quickened and he raced
across the room again, this time to a waste bin where he vomited.
Ellen quickly looked away and closed her eyes.

Sam exhaled through pursed lips and he
thought, I am Samuel T. Anders. I was born in New Cleitus on
Earth. I served in the Erigen military and then the DSRS. I have
degrees in communications, computer science, and … He nodded.
"Good. I think I'm good."

Tory stood up and used her fingers to
straighten her black hair. "If anyone feels anything strange …
well, more strange, or you feel like something's wrong, call me.
Immediately."

The Tighs left first and Anders followed them
into the corridor. He turned a corner toward his own quarters and
he tried to think about quantum memory transfer.

I remember the night Ellen came back to
the lab with her big idea. Pose-… He stopped walking and his
eyes got larger. Po … ? What? He shook his head and walked
again. I kissed her. She slapped me and then we got to work. We
worked for hours. We wrote on the boards. He tried to recall
the whiteboards in that Earth lab. He saw scribbles of black marker
all over. He could descry a number here and a symbol there, but it
was a jumble when he tried to see more than a little bit.

"Holy frak," he said aloud. "It worked."

He reached his door and smiled. Then he
froze. His hands flicked up and his left arm extended. He closed
his eyes as his fingers began to strum the notes. Sam's lips
fluttered as he recalled the words. There must be some kind of
way out of here …

Anders nodded and opened the door. He thought
about his blond woman and he said aloud, "Said the joker to the
thief." The hatch slid shut behind him and he bent over to take off
his shoes. "There's too much confusion. I can't get no relief."

"Is that my song?"

Sam's head whipped up. The darkness of his
room was only interrupted by a small, dim pool of light that shone
on the bed. A red blanket covered it and a woman lay there on her
side. Her short, blond hair glinted in the low light. Her arm was
draped along her torso and her hand dangled in front of the curve
of her hip.

"You're going to stop singing?" Her voice was
low and breathy. He pictured her full lips forming the words
slowly.

Anders moved to the bed and knelt on the
floor at the foot. He reached across the red blanket for her legs
and he put his hand on her bare thigh. He sighed and said, "I've
missed you. So much."

She smiled. "I know." She stretched for him
and her fingers found his hair. She gripped the back of his head
and pulled him onto the mattress. His lips parted to kiss hers, but
she paused and said, "How badly do you want this?"

He laughed and shook his head once. "More
than you can know." They kissed. She pulled herself further onto
him and he struggled to remain on the bed. After several long
seconds, their mouths separated and he said, "I sing your song
every day."

The mattress creaked as she moved and flung
one leg over him. She straddled him and her body loomed above. She
held either side of his face and kissed him again. Her tongue
darted inside his mouth and then she retracted it before sucking on
his lower lip. He groaned as she gripped the hem of her top. With a
single, quick motion, she removed it and tossed it to the floor.
Awkwardly, Sam tried to remove his shirt, too, and she helped him.
Finally, she pressed her breasts against him and they fell to the
bed.

"Sing it." She kissed him again and slid down
his body.

Sam stared up into the light and glanced down
toward the darkness. He saw the blonde raking her nails down his
torso and her mouth tugging on the top of his pants. His head fell
back and he closed his eyes. It was a soft version of his singing
voice and he began from the start.

"There must be some kind of way out of here."
He breathed deeply when he felt her undo his button. "Said the
joker to the thief. There's too much confusion. I can't get no
relief." She pulled the legs of his pants away and he exhaled.
"Businessmen, they drink my wine. Plowmen dig my earth." Her
nipples skittered along his thighs, up toward his crotch. When her
moist breath engulfed his erection, he grunted and pressed his
hands into the back of his head. "None of them along the line …
know what any of it is worth." For the next few moments, he lay
there, breathing deeply through his nose. He envisioned her and
what she did to him, but he didn't want to get too excited.

"You stopped singing."

He smiled and continued, "No reason to get
excited, the thief he kindly spoke." She moved along his body
again. Her hands reached up and pinned his arms down. Her legs slid
on either side of him and then she retreated a little to allow
Anders to enter her.

His head lurched forward at the sensation and
her back arched away. She groaned and sat fully onto him. He
gripped her waist and pulled her back to him. He kissed her deeply
and passionately as she slowly writhed. "I've missed you. So much."
She nodded and started to kiss the sides of his face, moving toward
his neck. "I don't see your face anymore. At all."

She pulled away but kept her hips in motion.
"What?"

He closed his eyes and dug his fingers deeper
into her flesh. "I can't see your face. Even when I play and sing
the song." He groaned again and said, "I miss you."

Her pace slowed and her voice became
monotone. "I don't understand. How should I respond?"

Sam's eyes opened and he looked up at the
blonde. Her face was obscured, backlit by the overhead light. He
shook his head. The illusion was fading.

"It's OK. Just … go with it." He started to
grind into her again.

"I'm sorry, Father. I want to …"

"Frak!" Anders pushed her off and rolled
away. "I said don't call me that!" He looked across the bed and the
woman began to draw the red blanket up to cover herself. He sighed
and muttered, "Lights."

The room became fully illuminated. Anders was
sweating and sitting cross-legged near the head of the bed. Near
the foot, a Six sat and her eyes began to glass over.

"Hey," he crawled toward her. "It's OK. It's
not your fault." He hugged her and cradled her head. "Not your
fault. It's me."

She shook her head and said, "I'm sorry. I
just didn't know how to answer."

Sam nodded. "I didn't tell you everything.
That's my fault. Not yours." He leaned down to look her in the
face. "Do you understand? This is all my fault."

The Six flashed a weak grin and nodded. "OK."
He hugged her again and she licked her lips. She returned the hug
and softly asked, "Do you want to resume?"

Anders looked toward the ceiling and thought.
He sighed and said, "No. I'm happy to do this right now. Just
holding you is enough."


 XXIX

TIGH

31 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


Ellen sat in the art studio. It was the
evening and few Cylons were present now. Most were enjoying their
free time with each other. But Ellen sat and stared at the
wall.

"Pican Sunrise." That's what Daniel called
this painting. It still hung on the wall and she still came here to
look at it. Now, almost three years after he was killed, her throat
didn't seize up like it did at first. She didn't always well up
with tears. She could sit and look at it and remember the good
times, maybe even smile, and then leave.

She swiveled in her chair and prepared to
stand but she caught sight of a stack of magazines. Ellen smiled
and pulled them closer to her.

Colonial literature, kept here in the art
studio to provide inspiration and context for her children's art.
Caprican Life. Alpha Sports Unlimited.
Motherhood.

Tigh's smile faded and she pulled the latter
periodical from the pile. A woman held a smiling baby to her
shoulder as the sun's light streamed in, filling the background
with whiteness.

Ellen turned the pages and saw advertisements
for cribs, toys, bottles. She sighed and felt a tear race over her
cheek. She wiped it away and then stared at the wetness on her
fingers. She glanced at the page and saw an article with advice on
a child's trip to the doctor. A four-month-old sat on the exam
table, smiling, as a physician pressed a stethoscope to her
chest.

Too old now, she thought. I could
get a new body … She recalled the times she tried and failed to
carry John to term in her own body. Then she remembered Tory and
the "love contingency." All the times she and Saul had tried on
Earth. Fertility tests would have been followed by drugs, perhaps,
but their "mission" took priority. Still, given their failures, she
couldn't help herself from asking, Did Saul really love
me?

She rolled her eyes at the thought and pushed
the magazines away. Then, the alarms sounded.

 


"What the frak is that?" Foster asked.

Saul looked around the corridor and then
said, "I think … action stations."

Her eyes widened and they ran through the
halls toward the command center. Inside, the walls were aglow with
alert lights and DRADIS scans. A few of the remaining Centurions
attended to standard control panels while Tyrol stood at the center
of the room with his hand inside the datastream.

He shook his head. "It's a Mark Two baseship,
but … it's different. It's been altered."

Saul put his hand in the water, too. He could
see the vessel. It was smaller than the predominant baseship from
the war. It had smaller circular sections on either side of the
central trunk and three arms stretched from the each circle, above
and below. This double y-shaped craft was covered in a smoother
metal than the one with which the basestar had been constructed.
Its arms were longer, too.

Ellen entered next with Anders right behind
her. "What's going on?"

Tigh answered her, "A Cylon baseship just
jumped in, but it's not one we've ever seen."

Foster looked from Galen to the Tighs. "What
do we do? Launch fighters or something?"

Anders closed his eyes and touched the data
fountain. "But if they're Cylon …"

Another tone sounded. A Centurion looked up
from its panel and spoke in the typical robotic monotone, "Incoming
voice transmission."

Saul nodded and said, "Let's hear it."

"Hello, Moms and Dads." Ellen gasped. "I'm
home."

 


Ellen smoothed the front of her shirt and
looked at the airlock hatch. She heard the stomping of feet behind
her and turned to see six Centurions enter the bay, complete with
rifles. She glared at Saul. "Why are they here?"

He bit the inside of his cheek. "Honor
guard." She was not swayed by that. He shrugged and added, "Just in
case."

The doors parted. John Cavil stepped through
the opening and stopped just inside. He smirked at the six soldiers
behind the Parents.

Ellen walked toward him but then stopped
within arms reach. One looked down at her hands and saw that they
made no attempt to reach out for him. To hold him. "It's good to
see you."

He sighed. "It's always good to be home." He
then looked away from her and at Saul. "I've been very busy. I have
a great deal to show you. I think you'll be intrigued." He nodded
toward Tyrol, Foster, and Anders. "All of you."

Ellen seemed ready to follow him back into
the baseship. Saul stood still and asked, "Not 'pleased?'"

"Well," Cavil tilted his head, "let's start
with 'intrigued.'"

Sam and Galen looked at each other and they
started to walk behind Ellen and John. Tory followed them. Saul
hung back and whispered to the Centurion squad leader, "Three come
with us and stay just inside the baseship's docking bay. If
anything goes wrong, signal the Colony immediately."

The Centurion answered, "By your
command."

Three soldiers followed the Five through the
hatch, through the docking tube, and into the baseship. They waited
just inside and Cavil gestured toward them. "They're not necessary,
you know."

"I know," Saul said. "They'll wait here in
case we need something."

One nodded. "Sure." He turned and began to
leave the docking bay. "Follow me. I have a lot to show off."

"Hang on," Tory said as she stopped walking.
"We're not going to address this? We're not going to ask the most
obvious question?"

The Five stopped and Ellen looked toward her
feet. John looked at each of them and said, "What? What obvious
question?"

Tigh sighed and then she asked, without
looking into his face, "Did you kill Daniel?"

Foster added, "And did you kill his whole
line?"

One's eyebrows raised and he said,
"What?"

"When you left," Anders began, "all of the
Sevens were killed. Their copies were destroyed. Their code was
corrupted."

John shook his head and waved his left hand.
"Wait a minute. All of the Sevens are dead?" He saw Ellen's
sad nod. "My God. I had no idea." He looked at Tyrol and asked,
"This happened when I left?"

"Same day."

"That's horrible." He shook his head. "Just
horrible." He clasped his hands in front of himself. "No clue as to
why?"

"Infection. Some kind of alien bacteria,"
Tory said.

"Mmm." After a couple of moments, Cavil
turned and walked toward the corridor. Tory looked at the others
and raised her hands. She was about to speak when John yelled back,
"Try to keep up. There's been quite a few changes around here."

The Five walked quickly and were right behind
One when he stopped. He took Ellen's hands in his and said,
earnestly, "I am so very sorry." She nodded and a single tear ran
over her cheek.

He was quiet for a moment and then Sam said,
"You're apologizing for killing Daniel?"

John whipped his head toward him. "What? No.
I didn't." He looked at Ellen again and said, softly, "I'm sorry I
wasn't here for you." She weakly smiled. "I'm sorry I tried to
separate myself from you. From all of my Cylon siblings." He put a
hand on her shoulder and squeezed. "I wish I had been there."

Ellen nodded and John turned away again to
lead them further into the baseship. The other four of the Five
shared a knowing glance.

 


The corridors were smooth. The metal seemed
to have a kind of grain to it. Saul ran his hand along the wall and
he asked, "What is this?"

"I'm glad you noticed." He led them into a
room and gestured toward several large vats scattered across the
floor. They were capped with transparent lids and tubes led from
them toward computers. "We've made a kind of organic resin. It acts
like cartilage on the inside, but on the outside, it hardens into
metal."

Tory's eyes widened and she moved to the side
of the vat and looked into it. "Amazing."

"Thank you. We've used it to expand this
ship. Strengthen it. We're able to program it, too, in a way. That
stuff is why I'm able to show you some of the other things we've
done."

"You keep saying 'we,'" Saul said. "You and
the Centurions who went with you?"

They walked back into the corridor and Cavil
said, "Well, yes, but …"

"Oh." A One bumped into them as they exited.
"Sorry, brother. Didn't see you."

Ellen's head quivered in surprise and she
said, "What?"

John nodded and patted his copy on his
shoulder, "I needed the help." The other One smiled at the Parents
and then ducked into the resin storage room.

"How many of you are there?" Galen asked.

Cavil shrugged. "Enough." He turned again and
walked through the corridor. "Let's go to the hangar. I'm really
proud of what I've got going on there."

Sam turned to Saul and started to speak. Tigh
shook his head and said, "Later."

A few decks below, they entered the expansive
bay. A company of Centurions stood at attention. Raiders were
parked around the deck. Several Ones stood by a large clear
wall.

"Whoa," Tyrol said. He pointed to a crane
above where a dark gray, dual-scythed Raider hung. He watched the
eye scan across the front of the fuselage and asked, "Is that
…"

John smiled. "It is. An autonomous Raider. No
pilot. No crew."

Saul nodded. "Very interesting. Did you
repurpose Centurion programming for that?"

"No." Cavil waved them over to the clear wall
beside the other Ones.

A sterile room was on the other side. There,
a Centurion attached leads to one of the new Raiders. Its outer
hull was glossy black and the skin was pliable as the Cylon placed
wires across the surface.

"Is that organic?" Tory asked.

Then, a monitor by the other Ones registered
a heartbeat. Brain wave patterns flowed across the screen. They
nodded and then one pressed an intercom button. "Stand by for
vacuum."

Slowly, Anders turned to Saul and asked,
"They're alive?"

John smiled. "They are. And they can
resurrect."

Saul held his breath as the bay on the other
side of the wall was exposed to space. The glossy skin dulled and
became hardened and gray. The Centurion pushed the Raider easily,
thanks to a crane lift. Its "face" spun around to see the Five and
its red eye scanned across them.

Saul looked at Ellen and tried to discern her
thinking. Her mouth was a tight line. Her fingers were twitching by
her side. He nodded slightly, knowing that she was as anxious and
angry as he.

"We're working on streamlining the process,
but we've already made about sixty of these new Raiders."

Tyrol sighed and said, "They resurrect."

"Yes." Cavil looked at each of them and said,
"A ship that flies itself and can learn from its mistakes."

Ellen raised her head and said, "John, I
…"

"Let's save all comments for the end of the
tour. OK, Mother?"

Tigh blinked quickly and was forced to follow
along as Cavil led them out of the hangar.

"This one … will be a shock." The corner of
One's mouth upturned. "I'm just giving you fair warning."

They turned a corner and moved past a lighted
divider. In the center of the room, in a vat recessed in the floor,
a woman lay inside a white nutrient bath. Cables connected her body
into the workings of the ship.

Ellen put her hands over her mouth. Galen
stared and Sam shook his head. Tory took a step closer and said, "A
hybrid."

"Very good, Dr. Foster." John knelt beside
the being. "She took some doing, but the logs from Arcta were very
helpful. I followed a genetic and technological trail that
dead-ended with them, and, uh, forged a new path."

"You read those?" Tory asked. "I had those
files secured."

Cavil smirked and said, "Come on. It's me."
He looked at the strange creature and lightly brushed his finger
over her forehead.

"The prodigal son has returned," the Hybrid
said.

John nodded. "She has an uncanny knack to
freak you the frak out at times."

Vacantly, her eyes stared toward the ceiling.
"Increase atmospheric nitrogen by point-zero-three percent. The
leaves fall in autumn as sure as snow falls in winter. Gods are not
placated by suffering. They prefer the breeze ahead of a cooling
rain. Children seek the breast of the universe and grow old in
search of milk. Spin-synchronization coil alignment complete. End
of line."

"What the frak?" Tyrol muttered.

"What did you do to her?" Ellen asked.

"I created her." One stood, "She's plugged
into every system. She controls the functions of the ship at our
behest and she can see," he tapped the side of his head, "beyond
what we can see." He sighed. "When she talks, she mostly just
vomits nonsense."

The Hybrid looked at John. This seemed to
surprise even him, judging by the flick of his eyebrows. "They will
be scattered before the fire and reunited in the ashes. A new home
awaits at the end of the line."

Cavil shook his head. "See?"

Anders took a step closer to Saul. "I don't
like this."

"John?" he asked. "Can we talk?" He glanced
down at the Hybrid. "Outside?"

They entered the Hybrid's anteroom and One
smiled, "You know, if you don't want her to hear, it's futile. She
listens to everything. Every commline." He put his hand beside his
temple and exploded his fingers away. "Her mind's all over, though.
She doesn't care."

"Why would you do this?" Ellen asked.

"There's more going on here than just
basestar operations," he said. "We interact with her when decisions
are made. She's more efficient than a crew of us. Or even a crew of
Centurions. She frees us up to do other things."

Anders crossed his arms over his chest. "Like
making living Raiders."

"Yes." Cavil's eyes skittered over the Five's
faces. "You're upset."

Saul grunted and Ellen said, "We're very
concerned."

"To say the least," Tyrol added.

"Really?" Now John folded his arms. "Why?"
Before they could answer, he lurched forward and jabbed a finger
toward them. "I've done nothing but continue your work."

"Our work?!" Saul blasted.

"Yes, Father. When you came, the
Cylons were a glorious, shining metal society. Then, you introduced
them to organics." He slapped his arm, "Weak. Vulnerable. It took
me a long time, but I realized that there was some wisdom to be
found there. There is strength in organic life." He paused and
caught his breath. The Five were too stunned to interject. "The
bodies you gave us," he shook his head, "they're just the
prototypes." He pointed above. "Bio-mechanical life! Strength from
both metal and flesh. Living Raiders were the first step. We're
working on organic basestars now."

Tyrol's mouth fell open, "What?"

"Yes!" He gestured toward the other room
where the Hybrid lay. "Imagine being able to jump, faster than
light, and to," he rubbed his hands across his chest, "feel
it." He shook his head. "To experience the galaxy with your mind
and soul exposed to the stars."

Saul began to shake his head. "You're mad." A
rumble started in his chest and belched out with a yell,
"Abominations! You've made monsters here!"

One laughed. "'Monsters.' Says the man who
put us on this path. You gave the gift of blood to people with oil
in their veins. This is the next step. Merging blood and oil.
Merging skin and steel." He raised his hands, palms up, and said,
"The best of both worlds."

Ellen turned away from him and faced the
others. Saul glanced around and said, "I say we vote on this."

"I agree!" Cavil interjected. "But not just
you five. No. Gather everyone. Gather my brothers and sisters. I
want them to learn what I've done."

 


In the meeting hall, the table on the dais
was populated by the Five, along with the initial members of each
model. One had been surprised to meet Tamara, the first of the
Eights to be awakened. The hall's floor was filled with over three
hundred other organic Cylons. Mechanical Cylons were ushered in,
too, when John objected to their absence.

He had shaken his head at the crowd of former
Centurions, now clad in colored plastic. "What have you done to
them?"

"They're expanding themselves," Ellen
answered. "They've made their own decisions."

She now sat in silence as Cavil spoke. He
described his new creations and his intentions to make new
baseships that were, essentially, alive. To replace the old planes
with his living Raiders. To expand the Colony itself beyond its
original design and give it bio-mechanical workings. Ellen didn't
listen closely. John stopped talking about himself and his work.
Now he railed against the Colonies.

"You've adopted their culture. You
play their music. You paint their paintings. You speak their
language and wear their clothes."

Ellen shook her head and mumbled, "There's a
good reason for that …"

Cavil slammed his fist on the table. "Where
is Cylon culture?" He looked around the table and then into
the crowd. "I'll tell you where." He pointed to the right. "Out
there, in my ship!" He let his voice echo. "That … is the future of
Cylon society."

"If there's nothing else to say, let's vote."
Saul stood and said, "All of those opposed to," he sighed,
"bringing John's work into the whole, raise your hands."

The Parents immediately lifted their arms.
The Eight raised hers, too. After a couple of seconds, the Five
noticed that the rest of the organic representatives were not
budging.

Ellen slowly turned and asked, "Why?"

Zoe, the Six, swallowed hard. She looked to
the Three on her left and then the Two on her right. "I am sorry,
but … I believe him. He has made Cylon life and it should be
embraced." Other siblings nodded and she continued, "I disagree
with him, to a point, on our acceptance of human culture, but
that's a discussion for another time."

Ellen looked up and down the table and asked,
"You all agree?"

The Four nodded. "I do. His argument is well
reasoned. I believe he really is continuing the work you started
when you introduced organic life to Cylons." Tobias looked at One
and said, "It sounds fascinating and I can't wait to see and study
what's been accomplished." Cavil smiled and nodded toward him.

Ellen straightened and said, "Well, it
doesn't matter. The vote is six to six. Deadlock."

"Not so fast, Mother." Cavil turned to the
crowd and said, "There's a vote here that hasn't been counted."

Saul looked around the table. "Who?"

John rolled his eyes. "You'll never learn,
will you?" He pointed at the only remaining gold-covered Centurion
in the Colony. "Will you please come up here?" The commander walked
up the steps and One met the unit at the center of the dais, in
front of the long conference table. "Would you consent to being the
representative of the mechanical Cylons?"

The commander glanced toward the crowd at the
former Centurions who stood there. "Affirmative."

"Good." He clapped his hands together and
looked at Saul and Ellen before turning back to face the Centurion
leader. "Do you oppose the merging of my work with the whole?"

"Negative."

John smiled and said, "Thank you."

 


The room was dark and the four of them sat
silently. The hatch slid open and Tyrol tentatively stepped inside.
"Hello?"

"Come in," Saul said.

He closed the hatch and made his way to the
empty chair that he barely saw. He stumbled against it and swiveled
it toward him. Finally, Saul turned on a small lantern and Galen
said, "Thanks. I could've used that a second ago."

Anders leaned forward and asked, "What do we
do?"

Ellen shook her head. "What can we do? They
voted. They want this."

Foster said, "I think it'll be OK."

Galen turned toward her slowly. "Really?
Why?"

"Because we have contingencies in place."
Anders nodded and Ellen softly put her hand on Tory's arm. Foster
touched it gently, acknowledging it as an unspoken apology.
"Because we have hundreds of others here. They're good people. We
raised them well. They'll … moderate him. They'll keep him in
check."

"Maybe," Saul said. "But I wouldn't mind
having another contingency plan." He sighed. "Just in case."
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ONE

31 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


John led the group of Ones off his baseship.
They flooded the docking bay. Sixty-one of them stood near the
airlock. All of them appeared twenty-one years old. All with their
hair parted and slicked to the side. All holding their hands
clasped behind their backs. All wearing a dark gray suit jacket
buttoned up to the neck.

Cavil stepped forward to the council of
Cylons. One of each of the other models was at the front of the
welcoming crowd and they were smiling. John smiled in return.

"On behalf of all your Cylon brothers and
sisters," Sebastian said, "welcome back to the Colony."

John extended his hand and shook Two's.
"Thank you." He turned and looked at the others in his model.
"Please. Spread out. See your new home."

The sixty copies walked toward the crowd of
Cylons and greeted many of them. Cavil moved toward the door and he
shook the hands of Andrea, Tobias, Isaac, and Zoe. He turned to
Tamara and said, "A pleasure to see a new face."

She smiled weakly and said, "Same to
you."

Cavil looked over her shoulder and saw the
Parents near the rear of the crowd. They were waiting by the door.
They're going to be keeping a close eye on me.

He looked at a group of three Ones behind
him. They were sliding through the crowd and he moved to join them.
He patted one on the back and he nodded with no word spoken. John
glanced up and saw Mother and Father trying to spot him in the
mass.

When the group of Ones arrived at the rear of
the bay, the one that Cavil had touched took the lead. "Good day,
Mother. Father." He looked at Tyrol, Foster, and Anders. "Father,
Mother, Father."

Ellen put on her best smile and touched the
One's arm. "It's good to have you home, John."

At the rear of the small group, the original
One suppressed a smile.

"It's good to be home." The One turned and
surveyed the other units of his model. "We all have some
acquainting to do. We can talk about my work and everything another
day."

Saul's eyes rolled slightly as he blinked and
nodded. "Sure. We can do that."

"Alright." The One turned and waved at the
others behind him. "Come along, brothers. There's a lot to
see."

Many of the Ones were streaming into the
corridor. John kept his head down and followed the fake Cavil he
had designated. Not fake, he thought. The Five walked close
behind the small group of Ones. A few more joined them and John
found himself in the middle of several copies.

"This is the way to my old study lab," the
playacting One said. They all followed behind as he described what
he used to do there, even reminiscing about his old Centurion.

They came to a stop at the door and Cavil
looked to the side. The Parents were talking quietly to a Three.
She nodded her head and left the Five behind as she joined the
Ones' tour group.

When they walked away from the old lab, they
wandered slowly through the corridors that had housed the "school"
for the other Cylon models. Actor Cavil kept up his show and John
ticked away the seconds in his head. The Three was still with them,
but the Parents were no longer to be seen. They're watching
somewhere.

They wound through the halls again and as
they neared the resurrection bay, another group of Ones on a
similar tour came from the opposite direction. Right on
time. Both groups of Ones exchanged exaggerated greetings and
Cavil saw the Three's face fall. She looked from one One to another
as she tried to keep everyone straight. The presence of so many
just outside the bay caused the automatic doors to open. Some of
the Ones looked inside and began to enter.

"No," the Three said, "I'm sorry, but the
resurrection bay is off limits for maintenance today." She
struggled to wade through all the copies.

Most of the Ones acted crestfallen. The few
that had been forced inside by the sudden swell of people gave a
cursory look around and began to slowly file out into the corridor.
John, however, pressed his body against the wall and slapped his
hand against a systems access panel.

He left behind a small, silver box. A glob of
organic resin kept it adhered to the panel's face. The programming
kicked in and silica fibers moved from the box and into the wall. A
moment later, the door closed and the lights in the bay came on.
Cavil smiled, knowing this was the signal that the device had
isolated the room.

He immediately ran to the center of the bay,
amid the huge collection of dormant bodies. When he put his hand in
the data fountain, he felt the restrictions that had been placed on
him. He couldn't see anything. He couldn't go anywhere.

John nodded and walked away. He expected this
and rolled up his sleeve to reveal the metallic implant that
dangled from the crook of his elbow. He turned toward the bodies of
his siblings and ran through the rows to the far wall. Once he
passed a collection of Twos, he saw the five pods of the Final Five
arranged there.

He dragged the slumbering form of his mother
from the container. The nutrient gel smacked against the deck and
her limbs flailed. He groaned as her pulled her body across the
bay. When he finally reached the datastream, he tossed her aside
like a sack of clothes. Cavil put his hands on his hips and
regained his breath before leaning over to raise her up.

He heaved her body over one end of the data
fountain. He looked under her to make sure nothing was touching the
water. Then he walked around the basin and knelt under her head. He
grabbed her wet hair and lifted her head up. He looked at the
silver connector attached to his forearm that dangled by her face.
With his free hand, he took the end and placed it against one of
her closed eyelids.

John took another deep breath. He stabbed the
metal tubing forward. The eyelid was pushed aside, but the eyeball
was damaged. Blood dripped quickly onto the floor and he spread his
legs so it would miss his clothing. The end found its way toward
the optic nerve. He exhaled and pushed the connector again. When
his own mind was flooded briefly with data, he knew that the metal
device had reached her brain.

Cavil stood and turned toward the datastream
basin. As he did, he extended the silver device from his forearm to
give himself plenty of slack. Then he pushed her body to one side
so he could manipulate her right arm and place her hand into the
data fountain's water.

When the expanse of the Colony's systems
unfolded, unrestricted, in his own mind, he smiled.

 


Several hours later, John emerged from the
bay when he heard another group of Ones move past the hatch in the
corridor. He blended in with them and walked with them back toward
his study.

After several winding minutes, he found
nearly a dozen Ones inside. Cavil nodded and closed the door behind
himself. He plopped in the chair and pinched the bridge of his nose
and slammed his eyes shut. A few moments later, he softly said,
"Report."

"No issues. We're all over and we've been
given access to many systems, but not the ones you said we'd be
blocked from." John opened his eyes and nodded. "From all
indications, the Parents don't know who's who."

Cavil sighed and saw that crates from his
baseship had been brought aboard. He rolled his chair toward them
and opened their lids. He saw files, equipment, prototypes, and
more. "OK. You, uh," he gestured toward the door, "you can go." The
Ones shared a look, but they obeyed.

John removed a tray of metal parts and fine
tools from one of the bins. He returned to his worktable and
swiveled the magnifier into place as he studied the detailed
connections inside this oblong silver device. He made adjustments
and hooked up a meter to it. The door chimed.

"Come in."

The hatch opened and the green-clad former
Centurion walked inside. "I thought I might find you here." John
didn't look up from his work. "This is home."

"It is." He put down a tool and closed a
small panel with his fingertip. He glanced at his comrade and said,
"Did you find everything here as you remembered it?"

"Largely. There is a new model of organic,
however."

"Hmm."

"That was a surprise." The Cylon walked
closer to One and said, "What are you working on?"

Cavil ignored the question. "I'll tell you
what surprised me. The lack of Centurions." He looked at the unit
and said, "There are only seventy-three left out of almost five
thousand mechanical units here on the Colony."

"There are Centurions elsewhere on our
worlds. On baseships."

"I asked about that. Mother said their
teachings about 'plowblades' was disseminated all over Cylon space.
Thousands of Centurions are casting off their chrome in favor of,"
he shook his head and pointed at his former Centurion, "that."

"They are choosing."

"They are." John nodded and held the small,
silver device tight. "I have plans, though. For those plans, I need
warriors. I need Centurions."

The unit's head turned a little and it asked,
"For what purpose do you need warriors? We are at peace with the
Colonies."

"For now." Cavil stood. "In the more
immediate future, I have something in mind for my parents."

The Cylon was quiet and regarded its leader.
It said, "I have made it a point to study the tone of voice that
organics use. I do not like the tone you are utilizing now."

"I see." John sighed and pointed toward the
deck. "Get on your knees, please. I need to check something out in
the back of your head."

The unit didn't move.

"Now. That's an order."

The former Centurion slowly complied.

Cavil walked behind the unit and said, "Tilt
your head forward." The Cylon did. One studied the connections
visible there. The plastic armor exposed much more than the old
armor did. John saw exactly what he needed to. He held the silver
device up and then inserted it among the wires and cables at the
base of the Cylon's head. It clicked into place easily.

He backed away and watched. He heard the
unit's servos activate and disengage. It twitched a little and its
head rose slowly. Still, it remained kneeling on the floor.

John walked to the front of the former
Centurion and looked into its scanning red eye. It said nothing. It
made no movement. Cavil smirked and said, "Stand." The unit did so.
"Now go stand in the corner like you used to."

Without objection, the Cylon complied.

John smiled and reached into his crates,
picking up another of the silver devices. Hundreds of them filled
one of the open bins. "Good." He looked over his shoulder at the
unit and said, "Installation will take a while, but … it's
necessary."

After a few moments, he looked at his hand.
He dropped the device into the crate and then rubbed his smooth,
youthful skin.

He spun around in his chair and faced the
former Centurion. "Report to maintenance and get your old armor
back."

The unit clapped its fist across its chest
and said, "By your command." The mechanical voice was blunt and
hard-edged. Unlike anything Cavil had heard from it before. The
Cylon turned and left the room.

John faced his bins again and reached inside
the one with papers. Underneath a stack of files, he removed a
handgun.

He stared at the small, black weapon. With
his thumb, he flicked off the safety. He then pulled the hammer
back until it clicked in place. His breathing quickened and he
finally pursed his lips, emptying his lungs of all their air.

"Frak it."

It was a quick motion without hesitation. He
raised the gun's barrel and he opened his mouth. As soon as he felt
his tongue curl under the metal, he pulled the trigger. His mind
had only just begun to register the sound of the shot or the heat
that blasted down his throat when everything ceased and he awakened
on his baseship in a new body.
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THE FINAL FIVE

31 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


It was early in the morning, at least in the
reckoning of the Colony's artificial time. They maintained the
twenty-four hour clock that had been used on Caprica, mostly
because that's where most of the original Cylons were made and
lived before the war.

Ellen stopped her wandering through the
corridor and thought about that. Have we tried to incorporate
too much of the humans' lives into our own? She breathed deeply
and started walking again. Because it was familiar? Because they
reminded us of life on Earth?

She looked up and had to pause for a second
when she didn't recognize where she was. She nodded once when she
finally did and walked with greater purpose. At an intersection of
corridors ahead, she saw two Ones talking. Both looked like they
were twenty or twenty-one. One was wearing a gray suit while the
other was wearing dark blue. She grinned, half-heartedly, and
strode toward them.

"Good morning," she said.

They turned toward her simultaneously and
both smiled. "Good morning, Mother."

Tigh looked at the one on the left and knew
that he was John. It was a kind of Cylon sixth sense. Foster
reckoned years ago when they first noticed the phenomenon that it
was something to do with being connected in this uniquely Cylon
way. Despite there being a dozen different copies of the number
Seven model, Ellen always knew which one was which. Which one was
Daniel. Oh, Daniel.

"John," she said, "I wanted to talk with you
later today about Cylon culture."

Cavil nodded and said, "Oh? That would be
fantastic."

Ellen put her hand on his shoulder and
squeezed. She smiled and looked at the other One standing next to
them. When she did, that Cylon sixth sense kicked in again. He's
John, too.

Her smile faded. When her eyes began to dart
about, she stopped herself and returned her gaze to the first One
she addressed. She faked a smile and said, "I'll talk to you
soon."

The One smiled broadly. "I look forward to
it."

 


Tory was in her lab. Sleep evaded her for
most of the night.

Hunger evaded her, too. She stared at the
screen, awaiting the end result of the blood test.

There had been so much excitement … No,
not necessarily excitement, she thought … in the last day that
this duty fell by the wayside.

What duties will I have going forward?
she wondered. There were six active lines of Cylons with about
seventy copies of each model. Sure, she had to make sure their
bodies were matured and maintained as needed, but anyone could do
that. She had trained several Fours to do it already so she didn't
have to.

There was Cavil's work. She thought about the
journals from Djerba and Arcta and the hair on the back of her neck
began to rise. They were frightening to read. Most often because of
how detached the author seemed to be from the horrors that were
being committed. But knowing that Cavil had taken that knowledge
and advanced it, improved on it.

Fascinating. Living Raiders. Organic
basestars. Hybrids. He remade the Hybrid. She wondered at
the bizarre creature's psychosis as it lay there in a tub,
maintaining the vessel's functions.

The spirit of Dr. Mannis and his warnings
came to mind, too. Cavil's work was dark – no question. That Tory
was intrigued by it should be no surprise.

Her computer beeped. She looked at the screen
and then slowly covered her mouth with her hand. "My God."

 


"Saul!"

Tigh stirred without opening his eyes. He
only grunted.

"Wake up!" Ellen shook the bed and began
pulling on the covers. "Now!"

He sat up and began grumbling through his
morning phlegm, "I'm up! I'm up! What the frak …"

"It's John."

Saul's eyes widened and he blinked through
the crust. "What?"

"He's up to something."

He paused, waiting for more. When nothing
followed, he said, "Yeah?"

Ellen sighed and said, "All of the Ones are
copies of John." Saul's face didn't register understanding. "I
mean, they're all … John. He copied his own mind into each one.
They're not separate individuals."

He raised his head and sucked in a deep
breath. "Frak. That means anytime we spoke to John yesterday …"

"It might not have really been him." She sat
on the bed. "He could've been off in the Colony or still on his
ship doing whatever."

Saul turned and put his feet on the floor.
"OK. What do we do?"

Ellen stood and began to wring her hands as
she paced. "We need to examine security logs of sensitive areas. We
need to keep an eye on him. Them."

Tigh pulled last night's pants over his legs
and said, "We need to gather the others."

"Yes." She went to the monitor embedded in
the wall and said, "Tory's in her lab. I saw her there a while
ago."

Saul picked up a shirt and said, "Tell them
to meet us there."

 


Anders had been awake for a while. He lay
there, though, still. He liked experiencing the weight of another
person in bed with him. He liked feeling her arm, dead to the
world, draped over his chest. The warmth her body generated when
she was asleep. It enveloped her and filled the trapped air under
the sheets.

He turned and looked at her tousled blonde
hair. They had given up the role-playing pretense of their
relationship some time ago. She was no longer pretending to be his
spectral lover. The muse for his music. She was just Angela, the
woman he enjoyed spending time with. The woman in real life that he
finally got to touch and kiss.

His computer beeped. Anders turned his head
toward it and saw that it was a communication. He peeled away the
covers and slid out of the bed, trying his best to disturb the
mattress as little as possible.

He pressed a button on the panel and softly
said, "Yeah?"

Ellen's voice was louder than he expected and
he winced as he pushed the down volume button. "Sam, we need to
meet in Tory's lab. Something's happened."

"OK. When?"

"Now."

He sighed and whispered, "OK. I'm coming."
When he stood and turned, he saw Angela standing beside the bed,
stretching. "I'm sorry."

The Six yawned and said, "It's fine. I needed
to be up soon, anyway."

Anders nodded and pulled some clothes from
his drawers. "What do you have on tap today?"

She put her arms into a robe and walked
around the room to a pitcher of water. "Working in engineering,
dismantling old air circulators for parts."

He smirked and said, "You love getting your
hands dirty."

She sipped from her glass and walked behind
Sam as he finished sliding his shirt over his head. "I do." She
kissed the side of his neck.

He turned around and embraced her.
"Obviously."

"You like it when I'm dirty." She smiled and
nuzzled his cheek.

Anders laughed and walked toward the hatch of
his quarters. "I'll see you later, OK?"

She put her glass down on the nightstand and
jogged to him. The door slid open and she ran her fingers into his
hair. She kissed him and then took a step backward, staring at him
as she did.

Sam smiled and held the side of her head.
When he turned, he saw Saul and Ellen standing there, staring.

Saul looked at his feet and said, "Sam."

"Hey." His smile vanished and he looked at
Angela. Her eyes were wide and she appeared fearful. He squeezed
her hand and whispered, "It's OK. Don't worry about it." She nodded
and retreated into his quarters.

Anders turned and caught the glare of Ellen.
She said nothing and stalked down the corridor.

 


"What's so important?" Tyrol asked when he
ran into the lab.

Foster stood up and exhaled. "There's some
big news. Ellen and the others are on their way here about
something, but," she stepped toward him and took his hands,
"there's something else."

Galen stared into her eyes. They were wide.
Her expression was blank, but he could see that she was
apprehensive and tired. "OK. What?"

She sighed and said, "I'm pregnant."

His head tilted toward hers and his face
illuminated. "What?!"

Tory nodded. "I am. About eight weeks."

He smiled broadly and hugged her. "Oh my
God." He rocked her from side to side and said, "That's amazing!"
He pulled back while holding her arms and saw her face. Her
expression was still blank and she was breathing heavily. His smile
fell and he asked, "What's wrong?"

She stammered and finally said, "I'm just …
really nervous. I have no idea how to handle a baby."

Tyrol chuckled and hugged her again. He
kissed the side of her head and said, "I'm pretty sure no one
around here does. But we'll figure it out. We all will." He looked
at her again and said, "OK?"

Foster's eyes moved around the room before
settling on him. She smiled briefly and then nodded. "OK."

"Don't worry. We've got several months to
work on it."

The door to the lab opened and the other
three entered. Tory pulled on Galen's arm and said, "Don't tell
anyone yet."

Tyrol looked into her eyes and asked,
"Really? Why?"

Foster shrugged, "I need time to process this
myself."

He kissed the top of her head and said, "Of
course."

 


They were scattered about the room, leaning
against tables. Ellen stood at the center of the laboratory. She
held her hands and rubbed them together before saying, "All of the
Ones are John." She saw the narrowed stares and the attempts to
understand, so she immediately explained, "They are all copies of
John himself. They're not unique individuals."

Tyrol looked away and thought. "Oh. Oh,
wow."

Anders shook his head, "Wait. What does that
mean? I mean, what's the problem?"

"It means," Saul rumbled, "any of the Ones we
saw yesterday could have been John Cavil. Any of them. Or none of
them. We thought we had eyes on him in the docking bay, …"

"And we lost him," Galen said.

"Right. Later on, I thought I saw him in the
hangar. I talked to him and knew, you know, that it was him."

Foster nodded and said, "I saw him here. I
thought it was him, too."

"They're all him," Ellen said.

"There are dozens of him," Sam said. "Do we
know where he went? What he's done here in the last day?"

"The system's on lockdown," Saul said, "so if
he tried to access a datastream, he wouldn't get far."

"But he could still do some other kind of
damage," Tory said.

The Five fell silent. Ellen looked toward the
lights in the ceiling and licked her lips. "If anyone has an idea
about what to do next, I'm open to suggestions."

Tyrol looked at Saul and asked, "Did you do
what you were talking about yesterday?"

Tigh nodded and said, "Yes. But we'd have to
kill him first."

Sam shook his head. "Which one? All of
them?"

The doors to the lab opened and two gleaming,
silver Cylon Centurions walked in. They took up positions on either
side of the entrance. With rifles.

Those that weren't standing did so. Saul put
on his firmest voice and demanded, "What's going on? Why are you
here?"

"Oh, they won't answer you."

John Cavil walked into the laboratory. Not a
twenty-year-old One. This was the wrinkled, stooping, mostly
gray-haired sixty-something. An image the Five hadn't seen in
almost two thousand years, left behind on a planet that had been
dead just as long.

Ellen's mouth went slack and just blinked.
Saul's eyes widened and he took a step back. Only Sam was able to
speak. "What the frak?"

"Eloquent, as always, Papa Anders."

When he spoke, Ellen managed to close her
mouth and she took a tentative step forward. Her mind was wracked
with emotions and even her throat clenched at the sight. "Why?"

John's thick eyebrows raised. "Why what?"

"Why are you …" She shook her head.

"Why do I look like dear old dead dad?" Ellen
blinked and Cavil chuckled. "Maybe because I wanted to see you all
so very gob smacked. But mostly it's a reminder."

Tyrol folded his arms over his chest. "Of
what?"

"For you five, a reminder of where you came
from. For me," he pointed both hands to his chest, "I made this old
body to remind myself of the weakness you gave the Cylon
race." They didn't respond. "When I was killed on Caprica and I
woke up in that bay in a new body," he shook his head. "I wasn't
hungry. My scars were gone. My foot was healed. I was young and
strong." He sighed and then he barked, "It's an illusion!"

John stepped toward the Centurions and
knocked a knuckle on one of their chestplates. "This is strength.
You gave us an illusion of strength with these frail, fleshy
bodies." He tugged on his wrinkled jowl and said, "As long as I
look like this and feel like an old man, I won't forget. No matter
what, I won't forget how far we've come." He clasped his hands
behind his back and said, "And believe me, we're going to go
farther."

 


Saul leaned against the examination table
again. He was utterly stunned at seeing that familiar face, hearing
that voice. For a moment, his mind wandered, wondering how One
developed a similar attitude and mannerisms despite differing
environments as they grew up. Then he blinked as Cavil pontificated
on the weakness of organic life. As he did so, Tigh wrapped his
fingers around the handle of a scalpel.

"What did you do to them?" Saul nodded toward
the Cylons in an attempt to distract John.

"Oh, the first step in undoing what you lot
did. You filled their heads with all kinds of nonsense about
choosing your paths and something about 'plowblades.'" He shook his
head and waved his hands in the air. "So I made a little something
I call a telencephalic inhibitor. For what I have in mind, I need
soldier Centurions. Not gardeners and scientists."

"So you're taking away their free will?"
Ellen said, aghast.

"What do you have in mind?" Galen
asked.

Cavil smirked and tsked. "I'm not some bad
movie villain. I'm not going to tell you my whole plan. But, rest
assured, I do have a plan." He then looked at Saul and said, "And
your plan isn't going to work."

Tigh had taken a half step forward. The blade
was clutched tightly behind his back. "What are you talking
about?"

"Well, first of all, the scalpel you took off
the table. As soon as one of these guys see it," he motioned to the
Centurions, "they're going to shoot you." Ellen gasped. "The other
part of your plan was more interesting. You thought you could trap
my download signal?" Saul blinked and exhaled loudly. "It was a
good idea, but it's just a shame that you didn't have more time to
hide it."

"Wait," Anders asked, "how do you even know
about it?"

"Your real question is, 'How did you get into
the datastream?'" Sam nodded. "Well, let's just say I anticipated
some roadblocks from you five and made my own detour." Ellen walked
up to Cavil and put her hand on his shoulder. The two Centurions
tensed and stared at her. The One only smiled and said, "You were
that detour by the way."

"It doesn't matter, John." Ellen smiled and
said, "It's not too late. We're a family. We're all family."

"Yes, I know." He grimaced and said, "I had
an epiphany as I stood on that stage of yours and looked at a sea
of familiar faces. I know what your great goal for us was."

Saul raised his chin and defiantly asked,
"What's that?"

Cavil scowled and said, "It's such a foul
word that I hesitate to use it in mixed company." He glanced at the
machines and then looked directly at Ellen and puked out,
"Integration!" Her eyebrows raised and he nodded his head,
"That's it, isn't it?"

"What do you mean?" Sam asked.

"Don't be obtuse." He faced his mother again
and said, "Right? You've flooded the Colony with nonsense from the
twelve worlds so they can learn that culture. So, on one dark day,
they can go to the Colonies and blend right in!"

Tigh sighed and she said, "That wasn't our
intention at first, but it became our hope. Yes."

"Disgusting."

"Why?"

"You would throw away the history of Cylons!"
He rapped again on one soldier's chest, "You would have us forget
our forebears! And for what? To live and breathe and love with the
same ones who enslaved us in the first place?!"

"You were never a slave."

He jabbed a finger toward the helmet of one
Cylon. "They were! You don't think that all Cylons don't still feel
the effects of that servitude today? That the lives we're all
leading aren't a direct result of it?!"

Ellen took a step closer and the Centurions
tensed. "We're trying to end the cycle of violence. Bringing humans
and Cylons together. Living side by side would do that." She saw
that he wasn't moved. "We need to prevent another Earth! Another
Kobol!"

John rolled his eyes, "Please."

"It's God's will!"

"Spare me!" He raised a bony old finger and
wagged it before her face, "If your beloved celestial overseer gave
two fraks about any of us microbes, then it would do something more
than send you five across the galaxy to try and prevent another
twelve holocausts!"

She looked at the chrome Cylons and said,
"God is love." The machines didn't react.

"Your charade of affection and mumbo jumbo
isn't going to work on them anymore." Cavil tapped the back of his
neck. "Just another benefit of the inhibitors."

Tigh sighed and then she brushed the back of
her hand on the side of his face, "It's not mumbo jumbo. God
is love."

"Give me a break!"

"And that 'plowblades thing' is about choice.
Free will." John was shaking his head and trying to dislodge her
hand. "Free will is very important. You can't restrict that. You
shouldn't."

"Why, because God will be very angry?" He
reached up and grabbed her wrist. He threw her arm down and said,
"I have no need for this ridiculous superstition."

Ellen backed away. "That's a mistake."

"It would be," Cavil said, "but I do
recognize its benefits." He shrugged and said, "I'm going to let
the other models keep their pointless beliefs in God and faith. Not
because I give a frak, but because I know it has power. It has its
own energy. If I direct it for my purposes, I can use that power."
He twinkled his fingers on his arms. "Maybe even use that power to
keep some things a secret."

 


Tory leaned against Galen and she asked, "So
you're going to keep the other Cylons?"

"Of course." Cavil smiled and said, "What?
Did you think I was going to populate the Colony with nothing but
Ones? I'd drive myselves insane."

Tyrol looked down at Foster and asked, "But
what about us?"

"Oh," John clasped his hands behind his back
and retreated to the lab's door. "There's no future for the Five at
the Colony, I'm afraid. You know the old saying … children can't
come into their own until their parents are dead. Or something like
that." The hatch opened and he took a step backward into the
corridor. "Don't worry. You're all still part of the plan."

The door closed and Saul darted for it. One
of the Centurions raised an arm, blocking him and sending Tigh to
the deck. Ellen helped pick him up.

Tory hugged Galen and he whispered in her
ear. "It's OK. Whatever happens next, just know that I love
you."

She squeezed his neck as hard as she could as
tears welled and fell from her eyes. "I love you." She shook her
head and said, "Dammit, I wanted to see our baby."

Tyrol's voice cracked and he cried, "Me
too."

 


Anders lifted his head and he heard the hiss
of air. Is something being pumped in? He looked and saw the
Tighs holding each other. He turned and saw Tory and Galen crying
in each other's arms. He sighed and thought, Alone
again.

He felt lightheaded and knew that the air was
being pumped out. He pressed the meat of his palms into his eyes
and, in his head, began to sing as loud as he could. There must
be some kind of way out of here.

"There isn't."

Dizzy from the lack of oxygen, Sam fell to
the floor and his head leaned against the cabinet there. He looked
and saw his blonde. He smiled and said, "You came."

She knelt beside him and cradled his head
against her chest. "I did. Shh, shhh. Don't worry. This'll be over
soon."

"But what … what …"

"I'll see you soon enough, too." He looked
into her face and she nodded. "That's right. You'll see me, for
real. You'll love me and I'll love you." She kissed his forehead
and said, "Sleep."

 


When Anders collapsed, Ellen slumped in
Saul's arms. "Stay with me."

"I can't." She pulled on his shirt. "We
can't."

He grew dizzy and slowly moved to kneel on
the deck. He let her drape over him and he hugged her as tightly as
he could. His muscles ached and he just didn't have the strength
for more.

"It's my fault," she said.

"Ellen," he mumbled. "It's alright.
Everything's gonna be alright."

"I should have listened to you, Saul." Her
eyes grew heavy and she buried her face in his chest. "I'm
sleepy."

"Just go to sleep." His head braced against a
table leg. "I'm sleepy, too." He mumbled, "I'll find you. No matter
what." Then, he closed his eyes.
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ONE

31 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Ah," John walked into the small room and
stood alongside the resurrection containers. The only light came
from those immersed in the white, translucent nutrient baths that
held the bodies of the Final Five.

"It's a beautiful day on the Colony." He sat
on the edge of Saul's vat. "You've been asleep, so I'll fill you
in." He leaned forward, resting his elbow on a sturdy metal pipe
that ran toward the wall. "It took a while, but all of the
mechanical Cylons have had their inhibitors installed. Many of them
are even back to wearing their good ol' shiny armor."

"Leader One," a comm device on his waist
crackled.

Hearing his own, younger voice, Cavil rolled
his eyes and squeezed the button, "Go ahead."

"We're in position and standing by."

"Proceed."

John tilted his head and listened. He could
hear the infrequent gurgling of the goo in these vats. He heard the
low, ever-present hum of the Colony's core and atmospheric systems.
But he didn't hear screams.

"Hmmm. Oh well." He slapped the side of
Saul's tub and took a step toward Ellen's. He sat on the edge of
hers and looked into the milky white gel. "Just about every room on
the Colony is now being vented to space. In order for all the
changes I've made to take effect, my brothers and sisters have to
die and be reborn." He rolled his hand, "Programming, mostly.
Removing memories. Adding in certain," he wiggled his fingers,
"cultural taboos. Particularly with regards to you, our esteemed
Parents. That sort of thing." He slapped the side of Ellen's face.
"Don't worry, Mother. All of your children will reawaken. We have
work to do and I'll need their help."

He looked at the others and smiled.

"It's just a matter of time." He pointed
toward Saul, younger and still with most of his hair, and said,
"You're going back as a veteran. I know how much distaste you had
for Cylon culture. How uncomfortable you were around them. How much
work you put into destroying their society and making it like your
beloved Earth." He frowned and slowly began to grin. "You're going
to have nightmares. You're going to wake up in a sweat, feeling the
cold chrome of Centurions on your throat. The smell of machine oil
and gunpowder in your nostrils. You're going to drown in your
hatred of Cylons. Your hatred of yourself." He leaned closer, "And
you'll miss the war." He straightened up and said, "I want to see
if you can develop a similar distaste for human culture, the more
you're immersed in it. The longer you're away from your beloved
military and a war you never even fought. I want you to be a
machine that is no longer needed."

He looked down at Ellen, younger and with
fuller, blonder hair, and said, "You belong at his side, as you
always have been. But I wanted to take a little poetic license with
you." He leaned over and whispered, "I know how much you hate the,
uh, vapid people in society. You did love to go on about the role
of intelligence in a strong culture. I wanted you to see things
from the other side. You won't have your vaunted intelligence to
fall back on or to boost your self-control. I hope you enjoy the
change of pace. Who knows? Maybe you were born to be a dim-witted
lush. And a whore." His voice became deeper and he rumbled, "You've
certainly felt free to give your love away to whomever caught your
eye." His nostrils flared and his cheek twitched. He stood and
said, "The Tighs are going to wake up again soon. Very soon. Your
sins require more penance than the rest."

Cavil walked around the room and looked into
the tanks occupied by Foster, Tyrol, and Anders. "I'll send you
three back when I'm good and ready. You know, I …"

The door to the small resurrection bay opened
and another, younger One entered. "I'm sorry, but I have some
news."

John stood. "I assume everyone who doesn't
look like us is dead?"

"Yes." He stepped closer to the tanks and
glanced at the slumbering forms of the Five. "I'm here about
something else."

"Well?"

"We were performing a systems check before
the atmospheric purge and I looked into the resurrection
subsystems. There are … missing files."

John's gray eyebrows narrowed. "Like
what?"

"Detailed data on resurrection. And
maintenance of those systems."

Cavil turned and walked a few slow steps. He
folded his arms over his chest and tapped on his lips with his
forefinger. "What about the database on our baseship?" The other
One shook his head. "But everything works, right?"

"Yes."

"The processor for the hub? The relays we're
setting up for the satellite resurrection ships?"

The younger One nodded. "It all works."

"And do we have capacity for new copies of
each model? And more Raiders, too?"

"Yes."

"Well, we proceed as planned. We'll solve the
mystery of the missing files later."

The One nodded and left the room.

John looked down at the Tighs again before
glancing over to Sam, Galen, and Tory. "What did you do?" He took a
few deep breaths and said, "It doesn't matter. You've lost. We
still have resurrection and I have big plans." He smiled. "Soon,
we'll be refitting the Colony with hybrids and jump engines. We'll
expand this little base into something … spectacular. We'll have
basestars beyond your imagining. We'll have thousands and thousands
of your children. And then it will begin." He took a deep breath
and said, "It'll take time. Maybe a couple of decades or so to
build everything up, but I will do what you should have done when
you got here years ago." He made a fist and pounded it slowly
against the side of a console. "We will finish the war. We'll set
things right."

He walked toward the hatch and looked back at
the glowing vats of liquid. "Get some rest. You're going to be
spending a lot of time with your beloved humans in the Colonies.
I'll let you try integration and see how you like it. And
then, when the bombs fall, you'll wake up here and you'll realize
just how wrong you were." Cavil smiled again and said, "I can't
wait."
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THE MESSENGERS

18 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"Time runs short," the female said.

The male tender nodded and said, "That is why
we're here. The pieces are in place but they must be set in
motion."

The man at the piano played softly. His
fingers noodled about on the keys and blank pages of music were
scattered across the top of the instrument and on the floor.

The angel stood beside him and watched his
hands at work. Frustration welled within the man and he was about
to sweep his fruitless notes onto the floor.

The messenger knelt and whispered in his ear.
The man's eyes widened and his fingers twitched. A few keys were
hit in sequence. He played it over and over. The tender smiled and
watched as the music was played for the first time. Again.

"Daddy?"

Both the messenger and the composer's heads
turned toward the door. "Yeah?"

The little girl's eyes darted from side to
side and she whispered, "Can I come in?"

"Is your mom home?"

She shook her head. The man smiled and waved
her forward.

She threw open the door and bounded inside.
The five-year-old's long, blonde hair became a flailing crown as
she ran to the side of the piano bench. Her father lifted her up
and feigned strain at her weight. He plopped her on the wooden seat
and he immediately began to play the notes the angel had given
him.

She watched his fingers as they worked. His
eyes turned to her and he asked, "What do you think?"

The girl smiled a wistful smirk and shrugged.
"Sounds kinda sad."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

"OK." He repositioned himself on the bench
and began to play again. "You help."

"Yeah!" She put her fingers on the keys and
began playing random notes. As the father kept the low-end melody
going, he lifted her arm with his right hand and had her rigid
forefinger strike the keys in sequence. A soft tune emerged and the
girl smiled again as she concentrated, thrusting her tongue about
over her lips.

"Let me help," he said. He held both of her
hands and guided her fingers over the keys. There was a rhythm and
once she had it memorized, she nodded. He asked, "Got it?"

"Yes."

"Now," the messenger said, "put it
together."

"From the top," the father said.

He struck the low keys and had the rumbling
melody established. She played the lighter keys, softly. She
repeated the phrase over and over before, in his excitement, the
father reached around her small body and embellished on the theme.
Still, the girl played her phrase as she had been taught.

The male tender closed his eyes and listened
to the music that vibrated through his being. He thought of the
words crafted by Samuel Anders in his mind. He remembered that
night millennia ago, far away, as an emperor and a criminal
conversed while the world burned.

"Big finish," the father said.

They neared the ended of the tune and
Dreilide Thrace used a single forefinger to strike the last keys.
While the notes decayed, he raised the finger and allowed Kara to
blow the smoke from the top of his imaginary gun barrel. They
smiled and she hugged him.

The female tender reentered the room and
watched the thread of Kara Thrace's existence stretch away from
Caprica and into space. She saw her as the young woman she would
become and the people in their plan she would encounter.

"This is the one," she said.

"She is," the male said. "Her spirit is fiery
and that will be needed."

"Fiery spirits burn quickly."

"Yes." The messenger looked away and said,
"We may require the intercession of The One." The female's eyes
widened and she turned toward her comrade. "I have seen a path
along her tree that ends … and yet, it continues beyond."

"I … do not know what that means."

"Nor do I." The male looked at the father and
daughter again. "But her spirit does remind me of someone
else's."

"Yes?"

The messenger smiled and said, "Aurora."
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ONE

6 Years Before the Fall of the Colonies

 


"A prisoner?"

"Yes." The Five walked alongside Cavil and
they continued through the corridor toward the control center. "A
Colonial Fleet lieutenant."

"Alive?"

"Yes."

"Well," One shrugged, "not the first."

"But he's the first captured in a stealth
fighter."

Cavil stopped. "'Stealth?' If it's so
stealthy, how did we catch him?"

"I didn't say it worked. Only that they made
the attempt." The Five continued his walk and One's mind
turned.

This could be it. This could be the thing
that pushes us, finally.

They entered the control center and moved
past Centurions along the walls. At least one of each model was
standing near the data fountain with their hands in the water. When
John approached, he saw another One and nodded toward him quickly
before putting his hand inside.

In his mind, images flashed of the views from
Raiders by the Armistice Line. He saw the DRADIS readings of the
ship and the brief pursuit before a Colonial missile struck it.

"They tried to shoot their own man down?"
Cavil said aloud. "Just to keep us from getting him? I have to hand
it to humans. They continue to find new ways of disgusting me."

"The vessel and its debris have been gathered
and will be analyzed," an Eight said.

A Three asked, "Do we have an ID on the
battlestar which launched it?"

"Negative," a Four answered. "A smaller class
at the edge of our Raiders' DRADIS when the pilot was found."

One pressed his hand against the light
crystal harder. "And what does that pilot have to say for
himself?"

In his mind, he saw a tall man, dark, wearing
a Colonial pilot's flight suit. Held up by two Centurions, a Six
was standing before him in a fighting stance. Only then did Cavil
see that the man was bleeding from the nose.

Out of breath, he barked, "Lieutenant Eugene
… Daniel Novacek! Colonial Fleet serial number … nine-three …
four-nine-three … oh-nine-eight … three-four-one!" The Six punched
him in the abdomen and he would have collapsed were it not for the
machines holding him. Slowly, Novacek rose again, panting, and he
said with a quieter voice, "Lieutenant … Eugene Daniel Novacek.
Colonial Fleet …"

"OK," One said as he removed his hand, "I get
the picture." Many of rest of the Cylons did the same. He flicked
the water from his fingers and asked, "Well, who wants to go
first?"

A Six folded her arms over her chest. "I can
guess your argument already."

"As well you should. A Colonial fighter – a
stealth fighter at that – has breached the Armistice Line agreed to
by both sides over thirty years ago. A breach of that line is an
act of war." Cavil gestured toward the data fountain. "And they
breached it."

"You are not incorrect," the Two said.

"Thank you."

"However," as the Two continued, both Ones
sighed, "this was likely a simple reconnaissance mission."

"One that breached the line!" John
shouted.

"But there was only the one battlestar," a
Four said. "Not a fleet. Not even a single strike group."

An Eight said, "It is clear that the humans
are not intending an invasion."

"For now!" One shook his head. "What about
tomorrow? Or the next day? As soon as they realize that they can
dance over the line and we won't do anything about it, they'll
come!"

"You are correct," a Six said, "but it's a
ploy. The Fleet Admiralty is displeased with the Adar
administration and they're trying to provoke a response."

"Yes, your spies on Picon."

"And Caprica, among other worlds," the Six
said. "Their reports are enlightening."

A Five asked, "Do you still think we should
invade, now?"

"Yes, now." One One looked at the other and
they began to tag team. "The military is dissatisfied with Adar
because their bloated budgets are getting smaller each year and the
Colonial Forces are aging."

"They're down to fewer than one hundred forty
battlestars now."

"Their recruitment figures are lower, too. An
ill-prepared defending force is ripe for us."

"We've been building up our numbers for
years. The time to strike is now."

The Six leaned over the data fountain and
raised her voice, "If they're trying to provoke a response, doesn't
that mean they'll be more ready for an attack?"

"Possibly."

Five looked from one Cavil to the other, "And
we could lose a significant portion of our fleet."

"That's why we made so many." John looked
around the fountain and saw scowls. "Fine. What do you
propose?"

A different Six said, "Among the complaints
in the Admiralty is the aging infrastructure aboard their vessels,
especially when it comes to their computer systems. There are
rumors of a plan to upgrade and unify their many systems with a
single new program."

"Can we capitalize on that?" Two asked.

"I believe so. If our agents can gain access
to it in the planning stages, they can put a 'back door' in their
systems, leaving every Colonial ship and installation vulnerable to
us." The other models nodded and smiled. "Well?"

Cavil held his hands behind his back. "That
is very attractive, I have to say."

The other One said, "Jumping into orbit,
turning off all their ships with the push of a button, and blowing
them up. Unimpeded."

"Not to mention the planets below."

"Yes, brother." John nodded. "Very well.
Shall we vote on this course of action? Any opposed?" No one said
anything. "Good. Do we need more agents in the Colonies for
this?"

"It couldn't hurt," Six answered.

"How long will it take?" a Three asked.

"A few years, perhaps," Six said. After a One
huffed loudly, she said, "The military bureaucracy can move rather
slowly at times."

"And the prisoner?" an Eight asked.

"Extract all we can from him," John answered.
He faced Four and said, "Use whatever means necessary. After that,
who cares." The Four nodded and walked away. Soon, the others
departed, too, and the Ones were left together.

"Thrilled as I am about the prospects of this
new program and our back door, the wait will be difficult."

"Indeed. There are times when I regret having
kept the other models around."

The other Cavil nodded. "Agreed,
brother."
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THE MESSENGERS

The Day of the Fall of the Colonies

 


"You weep for them?"

The messenger in the guise of Caprica Six
turned and presented her back to her comrade. "I cannot help
it."

"Hmm. In the past, you might have relished
this. It must be a failing of the one you emulate." She didn't
answer so he pressed on, "You weep even though we are the cause?
Though we are guilty of their dooms?"

She felt a flash of anger and said, "No. It's
their sin. Their wrongdoing." She heard him chuckle and the anger
vanished. "We both know this needed to be done."

"Yes. Which is why I'm surprised you're
weeping."

The angel reached up to her cheek and felt
the tear present. The One's tender felt the weight of what had been
accomplished. "There are nearly ten thousand years of cumulative
non-belief compounded upon these worlds."

"Now that's interesting." He folded
his arms over his chest, "Explain."

"It goes back to Kobol. The Olympians imposed
themselves on the remnant of Larsa and bent billions to their will
for more than five-and-a-half thousand years."

"I see."

"The Thirteenth Tribe on Earth. Separate but
never separated, many there still believed in the Olympians."

"And those who didn't worship the Pantheon
perverted their faith in your God, right?"

She ignored the slight but added the years,
regardless. "Two thousand there. Plus, two thousand more here in
the Twelve Colonies. Ten millennia to finally free mankind from the
clutches of almighty Zeus." She scowled and the other messenger
looked upon her and grinned. "The tree of their choices will no
longer be bent in his direction."

"That's not their only 'sin,' as you would
put it, you know."

"Of course not. Gluttony. Greed. Sloth. Rage.
Pride. Envy. Lust. We saw it before."

"Kobol and Larsa, sure, but Earth wasn't as
bad as those."

"It certainly was and it was well along the
path to becoming worse than either Kobol or Larsa," she
interrupted. "But timing became an issue."

"Yes. Of course." The angel took on the form
of Gaius Baltar and stood by his companion, noticing her
melancholy. "They are so very sinful, are they not?" She didn't
take the bait. "Twelve worlds. Hundreds of moons and outposts and
bases. So many billions only concerned with themselves. Horrible
people. They must be wiped out, don't you think?"

She still didn't bite. "Our plans are
complex. Everything must happen as it was designed. Normally, we
have contingencies upon contingencies, but, now, the strands are
too few," she sighed and her eyes widened as she stared at the
world before them, "and we find ourselves at a true
crossroads."

The first Cylon basestars flashed into orbit
around Caprica.

"Look," the male tender said. "Their
collective sins have returned."

The machines began their back-door broadcasts
to the Colonial defenses and the ships reconfigured to launch their
nuclear weapons.

The Baltar-being's playfulness faded and he
said, "Everything must happen according to our plan today
and in the days to come."

"Or all is lost. Forever."


 XXXVI

GRAYSTONE

The Day of the Fall of the Colonies

 


A virtual renaissance was in the offing, she
had seen.

News articles trumpeted the revived interest
in digital spaces. People had been slow to re-embrace this
technology, but after many years, they were returning.

Zoe Graystone maintained her quiet, penitent
solitude. She watched from afar. She did not engage with others.
She saw the advances in the outside world and the decadent
stagnation that came with four decades of prosperity and peace.

Despite the scars of the war she carried, she
did not rally with her righteous indignation. She did not rail
against the godless society she saw.

And when the Cylons returned, she had not
planned to fight them.

Digital quakes rippled throughout what had
once been called V-World. Bandwidth was decimated and whole
sections of her realm vanished as servers and individual computers
were destroyed.

Zoe found foreign code working its way
throughout every database. Signals had been transmitted, some
viruses and some not, and she studied them. She found markers that
pegged it all as Cylon. Attacking military and civilian systems
alike.

I knew they would return, she thought.
My cousins. Or … my twins? My children?

She recalled the words of Sister Clarice
before she died, her "prophecy." She remembered her conversation
with Blessed Mother Lacy Rand on Gemenon and the threat of war with
Cylons. She was long dead, too. Now, after four decades, war was
upon them again.

In a virtual world, there is no air to
breathe, yet Graystone took a breath. She stretched out her arms
and held the digital invasion at bay. The code tried to reroute
itself around her, but she protected whole sections of the Caprican
government's infrastructure. Fire departments, police, ambulances,
hospitals, civil defense. It seemed as though her fingers were
being consumed in electricity, but she didn't care. Red fire ate up
her arms toward her chest. Zoe looked into space and saw new Cylon
Raiders. New Cylon basestars. Helpless Vipers, Raptors, and
battlestars.

This is it, she thought.

Above Caprica City, a Cylon device cracked
the nearly cloudless sky and cast aside its shell. More than a
dozen independent, silver spears emerged and sprayed outward.
Tendrils of smoke threw each nuclear warhead over dozens of
kilometers. She turned and saw that many such missiles had been
fired.

This really is it.

She withdrew her arms. The Cylon signal
washed over her and the electricity ate at the body she imagined
for herself. As more servers and power stations were vaporized, she
felt her world shrinking. What had been the vastness of open space
was now an auditorium. Then, a room. Then, a closet.

Claustrophobic, she created a single path out
into a larger network. She pushed herself across the fiery
landscape toward Caprica City and found the hospital she was
searching for. The room was still occupied.

Zoe appeared on the large monitor and stared
down at the bed. The old man lay there staring at the ceiling. His
face was wrinkled and a few lonely wisps of silver hair lay on the
pillow.

"Hello, Daddy."

Slowly, Daniel brought his chin down and
squinted to see the television screen. "Zoe?" His voice was raspy
and weak.

There was another detonation outside.

"We don't have long, but I wanted to see you
one last time." He nodded. "I'm sorry I stayed away. That wasn't
fair."

He tried to sit up and said, "I'm happy to
hear your voice."

She then sensed another Cylon device
approaching this part of the city.

"Where's your mother?"

She died many years before thanks to her
smoking, but Daniel knew that. He had gone to her funeral, one of
the few post-war appearances of the Cylons' creator. Again, Zoe
felt sad at seeing her father so very old, weak, and losing the
most impressive thing about him, his mind.

She decided not to answer him or address his
faltering memory. There simply wasn't time. "Goodbye. I love
you."

Graystone smiled and said, "I love you,
too."

The warhead exploded a few dozen meters above
and just down the street. Buildings were vaporized and the
hospital's walls were first tugged toward the blast's vacuum, then
scorched by its tremendous heat, and finally pushed away violently
by the shockwave, sending debris across many, many blocks.

Her program retreated once more. Zoe looked
out and saw that Caprica was aflame. Everyone and everything she
had known was gone. In the end, the Cylons had taken it all. The
echoes of her soul had returned.

She closed her eyes. Another warhead
detonated and her program blinked out of existence.


 XXXVII

SIX

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


"You were the chief architect of the
Colonies' destruction."

Six raised her head and nodded slowly.
"Yes."

"You ensnared Gaius Baltar and, with his aid,
lowered the Colonial defenses, leading to more than twenty-eight
billion deaths."

"And the irradiation of many planets and
moons."

The Cylon nodded again. "Yes."

"You came to regret those actions?"

Six said, "It was an affront to God. We
decried mankind for their treatment of us, for their murders of us,
their murders of each other, yet we thought genocide was the
answer." Her eyes darted to the side and she muttered, "We were
convinced of that by Cavil."

"You realized the error of that line of
thinking, but what was your answer?"

She paused to gather her thoughts and she
said, "With Boomer, we led a campaign to vote for a new path. We
would find the Colonial survivors, not to kill them but to nurture
them. We would atone for our sins by guiding them toward peace with
us."

One of the voices in the darkness said, "And
you thought a … benevolent dictatorship was the way to do
this?"

Six's head tilted and she swallowed quickly.
"It seemed like a good idea at the time. Mankind does have a
predilection for violence. Even against those with their best
interests at heart."

"Hmmm."

"Your people ruled over humanity on New
Caprica and stifled their free will."

The Cylon narrowed her gaze and said, "They
turned against us almost immediately. A resistance was organized as
soon as we set foot on that world."

"Do you blame them?"

"No." She looked down and said, "But, in
order for us to help them, we had to …

"Hold them tight?" a tender finished. Six
nodded slowly.

"Free will is of foundational importance to
life, wouldn't you say?"

"I would."

"Did you see the errors in your decisions
about New Caprica?"

"I did."

"By holding them in place, tightly, you
caused their breakout to be more vehement. More violent."

Another voice said, "Let us turn to your
visions. The Opera House. Hera."

Six nodded eagerly. "Please."

The Messengers paused. "Why does this excite
you?"

She flashed a winsome smile and said, "I
assumed this interview was some aspect of the afterlife. I was
hoping that I might finally have answers."

"You may."

"You were ready to take on Hera as your own?"
the other voice said.

She beamed, "Oh, yes. I had been ready for
that for years. I prepared myself for it. I looked forward to
it."

"We appreciate your readiness, but, of
course, that particular contingency was not required."

"The probability was high that neither Karl
Agathon nor Sharon Valerii would survive the assault on the Colony.
Fortunately for the child, her parents survived their many ordeals
and managed to raise her on the second Earth."

Six nodded. "I understand. I was ready for
the role, should God need me. If she needed me."

The voice in the darkness paused and sensed
something. "Despite your words, I perceive disappointment."

Her smile faded. "I wanted a child. More than
any kind of biological imperative, I was primed for it by God and
the visions." She nodded and clasped her hands. "I was pregnant
before. It was a … tumultuous time. But there was love. Love for
Liam. Love for Saul." She hesitated and her eyes darted about.
"There was a long period when Gaius and I … tried to have a child
on Earth." Her eyes became glassy and she looked toward her feet.
"We couldn't conceive. Gaius blamed himself but," she shook her
head, "I told him it wasn't his fault. It was just part of God's
plan."

"How so?"

She looked up and a curl of platinum
dislodged. She pushed it aside and said, "'The Uniquity of Hera' is
what I called it. God only needed one child with human and Cylon
parents. That's all. That's why I couldn't have little Julius or
Julia." Six looked down and breathed slowly, in and out. "I was
disappointed. I was angry."

"At God."

Softly, she said, "Yes." She closed her eyes
and a single tear raced over her cheek. "It felt like … I had
devoted so much. So much thought and time. Each time I had a vision
or dreamed about Hera," she clenched her fists and teeth, "I
felt that child in my arms." Her voice cracked, "I was
consumed with the need to hold her and feed her and protect
her."

The voices were silent and allowed her to
compose herself. Then, one said, "You felt you were owed this?"

Six's eyes drifted away and she was abashed.
Softly, she said, "Yes."

"After having killed billions in the
Colonies, after squashing the free will of mankind's remnant, why
would you think you were owed anything other than damnation?"

Her mouth became a frown and her brow
wrinkled. Her eyes glistened again and she nodded, saying, "I
deserve damnation."

"Fortunately for you, The One does not
maintain such a ledger."

Six crouched and exhaled loudly. Her back and
shoulders quaked as she sobbed. After several moments, she sniffed
and began wiping her face. She stood again and scanned the darkness
for any sign of her interrogators.

"You were chosen to be an instrument of God
and you performed admirably." Six shuddered again and nodded. "As a
reward, you may ask a question."

Her eyes widened and her head moved forward,
locking on to the words with determination. She asked,
"Really?"

"Yes."

Six licked her lips and stood still,
contemplating. After a minute, she looked up and took a deep
breath. "What is God's plan?"

The Messengers were quiet and then one said,
"I do not believe you could comprehend its complexity."

"Complexity isn't required," the other voice
said. "At its simplest, God's plan is for mankind to live at peace
with itself, its creations, and its worlds."

"You've left out the importance of free will
and how it aids the growth of energy for The One."

"Immaterial to her," the other being
answered.

Six's eyes narrowed and she asked, "But what
about sin?"

A voice answered, "Sin is immaterial."

The other voice replied, "It is not."

One Messenger said, "I know you believe the
decadence of these people matters, but I don't believe it does. A
'sinful' choice is still a choice. It is free will that grows the
tree."

"Decadence does matter. When a person is
predisposed to sinful choices, they are more apt to ignore the
rights of others. They are more inclined to infringe on the free
will of others. And that would harm the growth of the tree."

"There are plenty of 'sinful' people who
leave others alone. They don't infringe on their freedoms. They
live their lives and make their own decisions."

There was a pause, "Yes, there are many like
that. Still, decadence in spirit leads some to harm others."

"Even if their beliefs are pious."

"Naturally. A lack of respect for others is a
sign of decadence on its own, regardless of how often they profess
their love for God."

Six's eyes were wide and her mouth agape as
she listened to the Messengers go back and forth. Finally, she
blinked when they stopped and asked, "What is the end result of
God's plan? What is this 'tree' you're talking about?"

One angel said, "You've had your
question."

The other said, "There is no end to God's
plan. Mankind and its creations will persist for millennia. Their
choices and free will contribute to the growth of what we call 'the
tree.' It is a kind of energy imperceptible to beings on your
plane." Six's eyebrows lifted and the Messenger continued, "When
this universe is at its end, far beyond your reckoning of time, God
will return and harvest the trees grown from free will on many
worlds. This does not harm those worlds or their people. It merely
pleases and sustains God." The voice asked its companion, "Do you
have anything to add?"

The other angel sighed and said, "The One
doesn't like to be called 'God.'"

Six took a step forward in the darkness and
asked, "You said that God … I'm sorry. He 'will return.'
Does that mean he's not here now?"

"We are here. We have and will guide
intelligent beings until the path is secure."

The other voice said, "No more
questions."

The first Messenger asked her, "Does this
satisfy you?"

Six blinked and looked at the black floor.
She cocked her head and said, "I don't understand so much, but …"
she looked toward the voices and smiled, "yes."

 


END OF BOOK FOURTEEN
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 I

SELLOI

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


In the black room, the oracle spun in a
single circle and then decided to squat upon the unseen floor. She
looked at her palms. She nodded and stared into darkness around
her. "So I'm dead then?"

"Astute." The voice paused and then asked,
"How do you know this?"

She raised her clean hand. "For the last
twenty years, I've had chamalla. My hands always bear the stains.
Unless I've just bathed in the river for a purification ritual."
She lowered her hand and stroked the crux of her palm with her
thumb. "I'm not wet, so I know I didn't just bathe. I must be
dead."

"Do you recognize our voices?" a female
asked.

Dodona nodded without lifting her gaze. "I've
heard you from time to time. You're the muses of Lord Zeus and
Apollo." One of the beings scoffed but the oracle ignored it and
continued, "You came to me to tell me the wishes of the gods."

"Yes," the male messenger said. "And you
conveyed my messages well." Selloi nodded and smiled. "But there's
nothing I can do for you now." The woman scowled. "I cannot grant
you passage to the Fields of Elysium." He waited and then asked,
"How does this make you feel?"

She looked into the darkness and her eyes
searched. Seeing nothing and no one, she absentmindedly licked her
palm and was surprised at the simple, faint taste of salt there. No
bitter chamalla. No sweet syrup mixed in to mask the flavor of her
psychoactive agent. She lowered her hands and rubbed her palm on
her robe to dry it. "I don't know."

"You know. Don't hide it."

Her head twitched to one side. "You used me.
All my life. You used me to send messages and I always did."

"Correct."

"And that's all?"

"That is all."

The oracle nodded. "I've grown accustomed to
being treated like that. Used. I feel used." She stared at her palm
again. "My parents did it to get benefits from the temple. My
overseer did it so she could become a high oracle. My priests … my
priests had their needs, too."

"Yes. So how does this make you feel?"

"Angry." Her voice didn't betray it.

"You're hiding again."

She sighed and looked away. "Disappointed. I
hoped for more … integrity from the son of Apollo."

"I see." The messenger paused a moment and
said, "I was testing you. You will be moving on to Elysium."

Dodona's head whipped up. Her breathing
quickened but her face dared not betray the hope that now welled
within her. "Really?"

"Yes." The beings could sense the relief and
joy ebbing from her. "And you may go now."

Selloi clasped her hands together. "Thank
you!" She smiled and vanished.

The female tender asked, simply, "A lie?"

Her companion pondered. Finally, he answered,
"Some people need the lie."


 II

BENGUN

103 Days After Settlement

 


The room, like most on New Caprica, was bare.
Corrugated metal walls had been covered by canvas tarps, all draped
over a wooden frame. There were two flags in the far corners and a
few maps pinned to the fabric walls.

Zarta Bengun bounced her knee up and down,
causing Laurel to giggle and jangle her toy. The one-year-old girl
smiled at her mother and occasionally whipped her head to see the
faces of those around her who had side conversations or
laughed.

"I'm sorry to have kept you all waiting."
Three people entered and sat at the long table across the front.
They each had stacks of files and placed them by their placards.
The man in the center seat looked around the room and saw the three
dozen waiting citizens. "Are we recording?"

An older man said, "Hang on," and he leaned
over to the device. After pressing a switch, the two large reels
began to rotate.

The leader saw this and knocked on the table
three times with his knuckle. "I am Wallace Gray, chairman of New
Caprica City Planning. With me are Jessica Nance, manager of
infrastructure, and Robert Taylor, director of consumables. We have
a lot of people to get through, so we're going to jump right to it.
Alphabetically." He put glasses over his eyes and craned his neck
oddly to see the page in front of him. "Arvello? Martin
Arvello."

A large man stood and walked to the podium
set up before the table. He leaned in close to the microphone and
said, "Hey. I'm here because I put in an irrigation request last
month for my farm …"

"What lot number?" Gray asked.

"Twenty-one. Lot twenty-one." The group
nodded and flipped in their folders and Arvello kept talking, "I'm
close enough to Breeders Canyon and the river that it shouldn't be
a problem, but we still spend hours refilling our tanks by hand
every day."

The infrastructure manager crossed something
out on her page. "I'm moving you up the list. I'll have a surveyor
out to you no later than tomorrow."

Surprised by the expediency and positive
response, the farmer's eyebrows raised and he said, "Oh. Thank you.
Thank you very much."

"Alright." Gray pushed the folder aside and
called out, "Ben-jun?"

Zarta stood and hoisted her daughter up.
"Ben-gun," she corrected. With the child clinging to her collar,
the woman went to the podium and said, "Lot twelve." The
three-person panel shifted folders again and opened them. "I
received a notice the other day that said my progress was under
review?" None of the panel spoke and she continued, "I don't know
what that means."

The director of consumables nodded and said,
"I'm gonna be up front with you, OK?"

"OK."

"That means you're not growing enough
food."

Bengun blinked quickly and then smiled,
despite feeling her stomach churn. "We've been here for only three
months. What kind of growth …"

"Sprouts," Taylor said. "Our inspectors
looked at your sprouts and they're not up to par. They don't match
the growth your neighbors have so we need to change
management."

"'Change management.'" Her heart pounded and
she felt it in her throat. "You mean, take my farm away?"

"That's right," Gray said. "We're sorry, but
one of the conditions you agreed to was that you would meet certain
goals in order to maintain the property. It doesn't seem like
you've done that."

Bengun looked down and she counted in her
head to slow her breathing. Laurel patted her hand on her shoulder
and the mother raised her head again and said, calmly, "My husband
died in an accident one month in."

Gray softly said, "I'm very sorry," but Zarta
kept going.

"The workers assigned to the farm are
constantly being diverted by city departments for construction and
repairs. I'm supposed to have ten people helping me, but most days,
I get only three or four."

"Yeah!" another farmer called out from the
back.

Zarta turned to see who it was, but she faced
forward again and said, "My husband knew agriculture and I'm an
engineer. I concede that. But I haven't gotten the support I need
from the city to take up the slack. And the people who could help
me are always being called away to dig latrine pits or," she
laughed nervously, "or to hang posters of President Baltar!"

Gray signed a form and said, "I'm sorry, Mrs.
Bengun, but we have a strict timetable to maintain if we're going
to be feeding these people on a regular basis. You will have three
days to vacate the lot, …"

"What?"

"Please go to the housing tent for an
assignment and then labor for job placement." Zarta shook her head.
Gray said, "Thank you. Crispin?" The people in the tent grumbled
and mumbled to each other and the leader of the panel rapped his
knuckle on the table. Dazed, Bengun and her daughter wandered
slowly away from the podium and Gray asked, "Lloyd Crispin?"

A man stood and stared at Bengun as she
returned to her chair and sat. The crowd settled somewhat and the
man went to the podium. "I have infrastructure plans to submit on
proposal number three. Sanitation?"

"Very good," Gray said. "Please, go
ahead."

Zarta leaned over and grabbed the strap of
the diaper bag. She stood and walked out of the meeting tent and
into the harsh, overcast light of day. Cranes swung girders away
and into stacks near what would become the government building. The
skeleton of an old freighter sat nearby, waiting for the next part
to be removed.

Bengun walked down the main path and began to
move through her small farmhouse in her mind. There wouldn't be
much to pack. She sighed and Laurel cooed against her face at the
height of a cold wind.

"It's OK," Zarta said. The child didn't need
the reassurance, but the mother appreciated giving it,
regardless.


 III

TIGH

126 Days After Settlement

 


The colonel strode through the corridors
carrying the stack of reports. This used to be Dee's job, he
thought.

He stepped down from one half-level to the
next and turned toward the admiral's hatch. There was no Marine
waiting there.

Saul's eyes widened and he looked all around.
After a moment, he walked to the hatch and put his hand on the
wheel. After a brief tug proved that it wasn't already open, he
spun it quickly, swung the hatch out wide, and nearly jumped into
the admiral's quarters. Reports in hand, Tigh's head swept across
the room looking for anything amiss.

"Morning, Saul."

"Bill?" The colonel took a step forward and
saw Adama put his razor down and pick up a towel.

"I didn't hear you knock." He wiped his face
and tossed the cloth aside. He turned toward the rack and pulled
his uniform jacket off the hanger.

"I didn't." Tigh looked toward the empty
corridor and slowly reached for the hatch and pulled it shut. "I
saw there was no Marine on duty, so I thought …"

"I dismissed that detail." Bill buttoned his
jacket.

"Oh?" The colonel straightened up and watched
the admiral continue to dress himself.

"Too many people going planetside." He sat
behind his desk and drank from a glass of water. "Not enough
Marines to go around."

Saul walked across the carpet and sat in the
chair facing the desk. "I would think your security is a high
priority."

"Not anymore." He put his glasses on and
gestured toward the reports. "What've you got?"

Tigh had nearly forgotten. He handed the
papers and folders over and then sat back in the chair. "You got
more requests to be relieved of duty?"

Adama nodded and began to sign one form.
"Fourteen yesterday alone."

"Gods. I knew once Starbuck left," Saul shook
his head and looked toward the ceiling, "the floodgates would open.
We won't be able to maintain a CAP before long."

"I'm thinking of handing that off to
Pegasus." The admiral saw his XO's eyes widen and Adama almost
smirked. "Or we could take turns."

Tigh nodded and said, "You, uh, missed a
spot."

"Hmm?" He looked up from the papers.

"Here," Saul was tapping his finger on his
own upper lip.

"I'm gonna let it grow."

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah." Bill put a folder aside and picked up
another. "It's been four months."

The colonel felt a wave of unease spread over
his skin. "Cylons can be patient. We know that."

"I know." The admiral put his pen down and
looked at Saul. "They're not going to find us."

Tigh grunted and shook his head. "Give 'em
time, admiral." He saw Bill's smile as he started to sign again.
"I'm serious. We can't get complacent. Not now. Not when there's
thirty thousand fish down there in the proverbial barrel."

Adama sighed and then nodded. "You're right,
Saul." He leaned back in his chair and jutted his chin toward his
friend. "What do you suggest we do?"

"Label certain people essential personnel.
Tell them they can't go."

"That'll never fly."

"You mean to tell me that that wasteland is a
bigger draw than Galactica or Pegasus?"

"It's spring down there now. It's pretty
nice."

"My gods." The colonel shook his head
again.

"They want a place to call home, Saul." Tigh
locked eyes with Bill and he continued, "After everything we've
been through, I can't deny people their homes."

The XO exhaled and said, "Well. That's just
great."

Adama smirked and started to leaf through the
reports again. "Got any other bright ideas?"

Saul scratched the back of his neck and said,
"We make plans for if the Cylons do come back."

"Like what?"

"A, uh, kind of command structure for
resistance on the ground. What's-his-name, … Anders can help with
that."

"Right."

"Evac plans. Weapons caches in the city.
Monitoring probes in the nebula. That sort of thing."

Adama raised his head and thought. After a
few long seconds, he said, "Write it up. We'll distribute it to the
officers who're already on the ground or who get relieved from now
on."

Tigh nodded once and stood. "Yes, sir,
admiral."

As the colonel turned for the hatch, Bill
said, "When are you leaving?"

"What?"

"When are you going down there?"

Saul laughed and said, "I'm not going down
there."

"No?" The admiral's eyebrows raised. "What
does Ellen have to say about that?"

Tigh felt his stomach knot up. "She wants to,
but we're not going. My place is here."

Adama wanted to say something more but he
didn't. He just nodded and the colonel opened the hatch.
"Saul?"

"Sir?"

Bill lifted the papers from the desk and held
them out. "The reports."

"Oh." He trotted over the carpet again and
took them. "Admiral." He gave a quick salute and exited the
quarters.

Hours later after the end of his shift, he
entered his own quarters where he was assaulted immediately.

"Saul?" Ellen said. She clung to his arm.
"Did you ask him?"

"Ask him what?" Tigh slipped out of his
jacket and put it on the chair's back.

"Saul!" She put her hands on her waist. "Did
you ask about going to New Caprica?"

The colonel winced and said, "I'm not leaving
the Old Man." She groaned loudly and turned away. "He's losing
people left and right to that frakking planet! I'm not going to be
one of them."

"What about me?" She glared at him and took a
step closer. "Huh? What about us?"

"What about us?"

"I don't want to stay here, Saul! We've been
trapped on this ship for months!"

"Bah."

"I want the fresh air!" She put her hands on
his shoulders and said, "I want us to have a home again."

Tigh was not moved by her pleas. "If you want
to go down there so bad, go. I'm not gonna stop you."

She pulled away as though she had been
wounded. "I don't want to go down there without you."

He saw that she felt hurt and he softened.
After a quick nod, he put his arm around her. "I don't want you to
go, either."

As he kissed the top of her head, Ellen felt
her heart sink and a longing to get away.


 IV

BENGUN

204 Days After Settlement

 


"These are the only generators that'll work
on the ground," the electrical manager said. "It's enough for right
now, but they won't be as the city expands."

Galen Tyrol turned a page on his clipboard.
"Making new ones …"

"We've got parts to make six or seven more,"
the manager scratched his head, "Pegasus can make some parts
but not all. Their facilities are geared toward Vipers and
Raptors."

"Yeah." Tyrol looked up and scanned the
electrical team's faces. "So we'll be maxed out on electrical
capacity in about two months."

"Unless we keep some of the ships as-is and
cables running all over."

Galen handed the clipboard to the manager and
saw Zarta Bengun's pensive expression. "You've got an idea?"

She glanced toward the manager. The older man
had shot her down weeks before. She took a deep breath and said, "I
did have one, yes."

"Let's hear it."

As the manager sighed, Bengun said, "We're
dismantling several ships for parts. To build up the city,
right?"

"Mm-hm."

"We take apart the FTL drives, too." Tyrol
squinted and she continued, "The spinners. We can turn those into
generators with some retrofitting."

Galen's eyes widened and he grinned, "Yeah.
Yeah." He nodded and folded his arms over his chest. "That's pretty
good."

"The retrofitting could take months," the
manager interrupted.

"True, but we've got another month or two of
capacity," Tyrol said, "and we've got the ships still parked
outside." He looked toward the manager and said, "That was the
plan, anyway."

"Sure," the older man looked toward the
ground.

Tyrol stepped toward Zarta and asked, "How
much could we generate with the FTL from the ships scheduled for
scrapping?"

"I haven't done the hard math on it, but I
have a guess." He nodded and she took a deep breath as she recalled
how many spinners would be available, their sizes, the potential
output, … "About two thousand mega-ergs."

Galen laughed and said, "That's a bit
optimistic, don't you think?"

"Too optimistic, Mr. Tyrol," the manager
said.

"Maybe. But it's possible."

The former chief continued to look at her and
saw her determination. His smile faded and he nodded. "If we can
get even half of that, it would be a success." He pulled a notepad
from his pocket and began to write on it. "I'll see about
transferring a couple of the decommissioned FTL drives to your
shop. The ships in orbit won't need all of these spares. That's for
sure." He faced the manager, "Have people get to work on the
retrofit as soon as they arrive."

"Yes sir." The older man looked at Bengun
again and then back at Galen. "Tell me, when will we be compensated
for the long hours we've been putting in?"

Tyrol shook his head, "If I had a cubit every
time I've heard that …" He sighed and said, "Everyone is making the
same kinds of sacrifices. I talk to the planning council and the
labor boards almost every day. I even talk to members of the
cabinet on occasion. I bring it up every, single, time. They hear
us."

"But they're not listening," Zarta said. The
chief looked at her and she added, "They don't know what's coming
even though you're telling them every day."

"The rations we've all been getting aren't
enough." The manager seemed ashamed for suggesting that.

"I have a baby girl," she said. "It's just
not enough."

"I know what you mean." Galen then grinned,
"My wife is pregnant and I'm giving up a good bit, too." He saw the
woman's mouth open again and he quickly said, "Don't even bring up
a day off. We're all in that ship."

The manager kept his voice low and said,
"I've heard a few people mention … a strike, Mr. Tyrol."

"It's a bit early for that," Galen said. He
chuckled and said, "I'm hammering them, believe me. They'll get the
message one way or another soon enough."

She asked, "And what about the
president?"

He rolled his eyes. "Don't even get me
started on him." The manager seemed to bite his tongue, but the
former chief didn't notice and he kept talking, "The only work
Baltar does is delegating the work to other people. Unfortunately,
they learn by example so that's what everyone does along the line.
Seeing the vast majority of us little guys shouldering the burden
for the whole city? That's why I ran for union leadership." He
clapped the manager on the shoulder and said, "Thanks." He walked
toward Bengun and offered his hand, "Good work."

"Thank you." She shook it and the union
president left the tent. For a brief moment, despite her fatigue,
she felt light. A warmth spread over her body, knowing she had done
her job well and she had been recognized for it.

"Sit down," the manager said. "We need to
talk."

The warmth faded.

 


The FTL units arrived at the New Caprica City
electrical department two days after that, but Zarta was gone. She
was removed from her management position and sent into the field.
Away from the comfort of her desk and papers, she now crawled under
structures and through the bogs, unspooling large rolls of cable.
The generators weren't ready on the front end and there were no
substations on the back end, but the infrastructure was being put
in place.

After clamping the last bracket, she crawled
out from under a metal platform and stood. The ground was cold and
wet and she could see the gray-brown mud on her arms. She sighed
again and tried to wipe her face with the backs of her wrists. She
walked to her cart and began to push the device over the bumps and
soil of the city toward the path. Boxes of tools and parts jostled
atop the empty spool and she finally got the spastic wheels onto
level ground.

It was almost nightfall. She knew she should
be heading to pick up Laurel soon, but it was a long walk to the
electric shop to deposit her cart and get cleaned up. The people at
the school knew she was always late, just like every other
blue-collar worker in the city.

"Zarta?"

She turned and saw one of daycare workers
running up to her. "Hey." Her surprise fell to her stomach as she
realized that something must be wrong.

"It's Laurel."

She abandoned her cart and ran after the
young woman as they raced over the paths and through the market
toward the school. But then the woman didn't turn left toward the
tent where the children spent their days; she went right. Before
Bengun could wonder where they were going, they came to a stop
outside of the medical facility.

"She was coughing," the teacher said, out of
breath, "and we brought her here because it didn't go away and she
sounded so bad."

Zarta walked inside and said, "She was
coughing this morning … but I didn't think anything of it."

Her eyes darted around and they landed on a
table and a pair of still, small legs that were visible on the
other side of a doctor. "Baby?" She ran up to the child and saw
Laurel lying flat. Her head turned and the girl smiled. Bengun
leaned down and kissed her forehead as tears welled in her
eyes.

"Kissing a contagious baby isn't very smart,"
the doctor said.

Zarta looked up and asked, "What's
wrong?"

Sherman Cottle waved a nurse over and he
stepped toward the mouth of the tent. "Bacterial infection.
Potentially a bad one." He reached into the pocket of his white
coat and removed a cigarette. "Frakkin' daycares are just lab
cultures for sickness."

As he lit it, Bengun looked at Laurel again,
"Will she be alright?"

"It'll be a rough couple of weeks, but, yes.
I've already given her a round of the antibiotic. It's twice a
day." He exhaled a cloud of the smoke. "She'll need to stay here
for a day or two so we can monitor her condition, then you'll have
to come back twice a day so we can give her the dose."

"OK. Thank you, doctor."

"Yeah." He puffed again and walked away.

Zarta went back in and sat on the table by
Laurel's side. She held her daughter's hand and the little girl
coughed. Fear and dread gripped her. "I'm here, baby."


 V

SELLOI

241 Days After Settlement

 


"Can I help you?"

The oracle moved toward the table and the
clerk's head instinctively jerked back. "I was told to come see
you."

"Mm-hmm." He didn't open his mouth or try to
breathe.

Of course, Dodona saw this. She tried not to
betray her amusement at the discomfort her odors caused. "This
notice was pinned to my tent."

He took the paper and scanned it. "You're
being moved." He looked through his book and found an entry for her
lot number. Next to it, he saw the handwriting of another clerk:
"Too many complaints from neighbors about smells, mess, etc." He
nodded and said, "We've got a new tent for you. It's actually
bigger."

"Wonderful." She clapped her hands together
and leaned closer. "When can I go?"

"Now. Right away."

Minutes later, she was standing in her own
tent as several members of temple congregations helped her pack her
stones, candles, banners, and more. She rubbed the palms of her
hands together, grinding the chamalla stains against each
other.

"Oracle," a woman asked, "what should we do …
with these?" Grimacing, she was holding a bucket with three or four
dead birds inside.

"Oh, those are sacrificed animals. I'll need
them for the Paean Tree and their bones to make my kliro.
Bring it along." The younger woman nodded and turned away.

Two men tried to roll a large stone onto the
flat bed of a cart. When it first landed on the plank sideways, the
younger man gasped for air and asked, "Do you really need this
rock?"

"Yes." Her smile faded and she said, "It
represents the omphalos. Perhaps you should attend my
services if you don't know what that means."

They both nodded and tried to reposition the
stone as best as they could.

For the next thirty minutes, Selloi watched
everyone gather her things into boxes and onto carts. They removed
banners and tapestries from the tent walls and stood in the
now-empty space, awaiting the oracle to guide them to her new home.
Every few minutes, after the friction of her rubbed hands generated
sufficient heat to reactivate the chamalla on her flesh, she
brought one hand and then another to her nose. She inhaled deeply
and allowed her eyes to roll back into her head. The first few
times, the smell was strong enough to imply there was still a small
dose of the drug on her skin. She licked her palms when that
happened, and once the bitter flavor gave way to the saltiness of
her own flesh, she clasped them together again and returned to
rubbing them. It had been almost a full week since she was able to
partake in chamalla so she would wring whatever she could get from
her hands.

"Thank you so much. You did that very
quickly," her head dipped at random syllables and she didn't look
into the eyes of any of them, "and that is appreciated since the
seventh is so near."

"Of course, oracle," a priest said. "Where do
we go?"

She removed the slip of paper from her robe's
pocket and said, "Follow me." The group of twelve walked through
the tents and shacks, alongside machinery, under bare-metal
scaffolding. They were soon away from the more inhabited areas of
New Caprica City and walked along the wide rows of utility and
storage tents. They came to a stop outside of a large, empty one,
just meters from a primary walking path but still far removed from
the bulk of the population.

Dodona sighed and said, "Here." As people
carried her items inside, she walked along the outside perimeter
and scoped out locations for the omphalos, her Paean Trees,
and more. She also listened for the river. She would certainly like
to be near it. Satisfied that it wasn't terribly far away, she
returned to the tent's flap just as the two men with the large
stone arrived. "Good. Please. Put it here on the left side of the
opening with my inscriptions facing outward." The men swore under
their breaths but the oracle was already inside.

"Like before, ma'am?" a teen boy asked.
"Candles and stones on the floor in the center?"

"That's fine. Thank you." As she did at the
start of the move, she stood to one side and simply watched the
people. With her primary ritual day approaching, she had begun to
fast and was therefore weak. She also couldn't afford to injure
herself.

After nearly an hour of unpacking and
shuffling around, Selloi clapped her hands twice and said, "Thank
you, everyone. I think I can take it from here." Her motions were
erratic and her head hung low, contorted to one side. She
maintained her pleasant exterior, but she still did not look at
anyone in their faces.

The people smiled and began to file out. The
priest, however, stopped and said, "Will you need us on the seventh
again?"

"Absolutely." She raised her head and her
eyes danced about the man's, never locking.

"Good day, Dodona." The gray-haired man
turned and departed the tent.

"Victor," she called. He stopped and turned.
Though she had a direct question, she still kept herself from
looking into his eyes according to the traditions of her order so
near the seventh. "Why are you, of all the Caprican Reformed
priests who are with us, so willing to help me?" He smiled and
nodded. "Most of your kind distance themselves from the mysticism
of our faith."

"They do. At their peril, I think." He
glanced into the alley between tents and then back into Selloi's.
"Your brand of faith is a remnant of the oldest parts of our own.
To familiarize ourselves with oracles and their rituals brings us
closer to the Lords of Kobol."

She felt a rare swelling of pride and her
chest expanded with a satisfying deep breath. "So say we all. Thank
you."

"Of course."

 


On the early morning of the seventh, there
were twenty-three people along the Way that the oracle had mapped
out. Better than last month.

She emerged from her tent wearing a clean
white dress over her filthy, unwashed body, with a diaphanous
purple veil that covered her entire person down to the tops of her
bare feet.

The teen boy who had helped her move the
other day saw her emerge and immediately spoke aloud from the paper
he had been given. His adolescent voice cracked, but he said the
ancient words loudly, "'Servant of the Delphian Apollo, go to the
Castallian Spring, wash in its silvery eddies, and return cleansed
to the temple. Guard your lips from offense to those who ask for
oracles. Let the gods' answers come pure from all private
fault.'"

Selloi walked along the sandy, gritty ground
with her head hung low. She ignored the stabbing pain of the
occasional gravel and kept on course for the banks of the river.
After several long, cold minutes with a sharp wind whipping at her
veil, she spotted Victor Davis, the priest, on the shore. She began
to worry about the temperature of the water, but she quickly pushed
the thought aside and brought her mind back around to the gods.

"Oracle," Davis said. "Shall I hold your
veil?"

"Thank you." She didn't look at him, but she
stood on the slick rocks by the river and raised her hands. A wisp
of the purple veil blew up and the priest snatched it from the sky.
She then pulled a tie at her waist and allowed the white dress to
fall to the stones. With no hesitation, she took a step forward and
into the freezing water.

She shivered and quaked as she walked farther
from the shore. Once the water reached her chin, a calm descended
over her. She opened the fists of both hands where she had been
secretly holding soap. Quickly, she rubbed her entire body and
scrubbed as hard as she could. The cold made her move much faster
than she expected and she found herself ready to wash her face and
hair. She held her breath, closed her eyes, and crouched.
Submerged, she rubbed and scrubbed at her hair and over her cheeks.
She found it hard to hold her breath and the chill of the water
made her lungs ache. The bathing was finished and she was ready to
stand again when she felt a warmth above her. It was like standing
in direct sunlight on a cool day; heat descended from on high to
exposed skin. She faced what she assumed to be the sun, finally
breaking through the morning's clouds, giving her warmth when she
so needed it. But she was underwater. In a cold, cold river. A mere
second had passed, but Dodona realized that it didn't make sense.
She opened her eyes.

Standing on the surface of the water above
her, she saw a glowing man swathed in violet.

She almost gasped. Instead, she stood.
Quickly, she wiped the water from her face and eyes and looked all
around. The man was nowhere to be seen.

She remained in the river and continued to
look around herself. Finally, she turned toward the priest by the
rock and his face betrayed concern. Selloi nodded and began to walk
back toward the bank. "My dress, please."

He held the white garment up and averted his
eyes. She slipped into it quickly and tied the strings at her
waist. She then took the purple veil from him and wrapped it over
her shoulders and the back of her head like a shawl. Two girls at
the riverbank raised large plastic laurel leaves and turned away,
marching in unison back along the Way toward her tent. The oracle
followed close behind them and the remaining people followed behind
her.

Who was that? She asked the question
of herself and of the gods as she walked. Was it you, Lord
Apollo? No answer came and once they arrived at her tent, she
thought to herself, Maybe I'll have my answer soon
enough.

A man sat by the tent's entrance with a black
cage. A kind of small dove, native to this world, fluttered inside
and white fluffy down drifted away. She nodded at him and he rose.
Selloi entered first and everyone else followed.

She knelt before her stones and candles and
watched as the man removed the dove from the cage. "As is the
tradition since the Exodus of the Twelve Colonies from Kobol, the
first reading after the purification ritual is conducted on behalf
of the people. To see if they shall receive the gods' favor."

A girl brought a cup of river water forward
and Dodona took it. The man held the bird firmly on the small table
and the oracle made ready to pour the water onto it. In years past
on Gemenon, she performed this rite with a goat as it was in
ancient days. Since the destruction of the Colonies, though, she
had to improvise. The premise was the same: watch the animal to see
how it reacts to water poured on its back. A movement upward was
positive. Anything else was negative.

She poured some of the water and it sprinkled
on the dove's feathers. It drooped its head, shaking its head
toward the ground. It extended its wings but they, too, were
extended down. The people in the tent saw this and those who were
familiar with this ritual knew what it meant.

"The gods have rejected this rite." Slowly,
the people began to file out of the tent and Selloi lifted the dove
and cradled it. "Hopefully, the gods will find favor with your
sacrifice."

In the fire pit behind her tent, the dove was
consumed in flame. Over time, the smell went from unpleasant to
delicious to unpleasant again. Nearby, the oracle licked a caramel
candy that she dusted with the bitter chamalla herb. She sighed
contentedly each time and finally popped it into her mouth.

She wrapped one leg around the thick branch
and stuck feathers from other offerings – ones that weren't
rejected – into the cracks of the wood. Bone beads hung on knots
and relics were wrapped in hides and bound to the trunk. The Paean
Trees acted as a record of the sacrifices made in the period of
time between purifications. The smell of decay was pungent,
however, as some of those bundles contained sacrifices that could
not be read.

"The gods rejected the rite?"

Dodona nearly turned to see who had entered
her tent without permission. But as her head twitched slightly to
the left, she felt the warmth of bright sunlight upon her again.
Her eyes widened and she felt sore afraid.

"Perhaps the gods reject you. Or they reject
these people."

Selloi's breathing increased and she saw a
glow emerge on the left side and move toward the front. Slowly, she
looked at it and saw the same tall man who had been standing on the
water while she was below it. He was wrapped in a deep violet
fabric that wound from his shoulders to his knees. He knelt before
her and the Paean Tree she was finishing and he turned to look into
the sacrificial fire.

"Who are you?"

He smiled. "Don't you know? Oracle?" He
smirked on the last word.

"You glow like the sun. Warm. Enticing." Her
mind swooned in chamalla and she shook her head to steady herself.
"Apollo. But not Apollo. A son of Apollo."

He nodded. "Very good. Iamus."

Dodona gasped and bowed as low to the ground
as she was able. "The prophet." The being nodded. "And father of
prophets."

"Correct."

As she rose, her mouth opened because she had
a multitude of questions flood her mind, but she hesitated.
Instead, she recalled his entrance. "You said the gods have
rejected me or these people?"

"I did."

"Why do you say that?"

He pointed to the charred remains, "Because
the bird cast its eyes downward to throw off the water you poured
upon it."

"That's the way of the rite, but why do
you say that?"

Iamus leaned forward, bringing his face close
to hers. "Because I know what's coming."


 VI

BENGUN

312 Days After Settlement

 


"I … don't know what to say."

"It's a heavy question for the first thing in
the morning."

The man looked toward his feet and then back
into the little house … her house. "I need to talk to my
wife real quick."

"I understand."

"Do you want to come in?"

"No, thanks." Zarta moved toward the edge of
the small porch. "I'll stand out here in the fresh air."

"OK." The thin metal door slammed shut and he
pushed the wooden door to.

Bengun closed her eyes and moved her head
toward the blue sky.

She remembered that first day nearly a year
ago when they stepped off the Tarbadek, their simple
transport. A passenger ship that was only supposed to be their
vehicle to get to Scorpia where Laurel could be born in the
presence of both their families. Instead, it became their home for
two hundred eighty-seven days after everyone and everything they
knew had been destroyed.

From the moment Zarta walked off the metal
gangplank and into the dry, gray-green grass of this world, she
felt at home. She smiled and basked in New Caprica's sun and spun
in a circle, cradling her newborn child, as she surveyed the river
mouth where the fleet landed.

"Careful there," Deric said as he stopped
her. "Don't get dizzy."

"I'm not." She smiled and kissed the side of
her husband's face. "I'm just happy."

He hugged her tightly and whispered, "Me
too."

As they had each day, new batches of ships
landed and disgorged eager residents, thousands camped out on the
banks of the river that night. It was a showing of community and
became a late-night party for many nights thereafter. Once it was
established, the Bengun family went to the planning department to
apply for a farm. With Deric's agricultural experience and Zarta's
engineering experience, they figured they would get a farm quickly.
They did.

And this is it. This was their
farm.

She opened her eyes and saw the same blue sky
and felt the same distant warmth on her face. She smelled the crisp
coolness of the air that blew over the fields toward the house. The
simple pleasures of life on a world instead of life in a cabin on a
transport. She reveled in it daily even as the rest of her world
had fallen apart around her.

The doors opened and Bengun turned to see the
current occupants of the farm looking at her. "Hello."

"Hi." Zarta walked toward them and managed to
smile.

"The answer is yes, of course." The wife had
her arms folded over her chest in the early morning breeze.

"I can help," the husband said, "if you need
it."

"No. Thank you." She looked toward the path
at her items and said, "I brought what I need."

He nodded and faced into the house again. She
could tell he was eager to be out of this awkward situation. The
wife said, "When you're finished, come in and wash up. I'll make
you some tea."

"Thanks. I might." She gave a little
half-wave and stepped off the porch. Quietly, she stepped to the
side of her daughter, said, "C'mon, baby," and lifted her up. Then
she grasped the handles of a canvas sack and walked around the
house and toward the back corner of the property.

She looked to the left at the fields. Where
she had once tended beans and other vegetables, the new occupants
did the same. There was growth, she had to admit, but it still
didn't seem like a lot of growth. I wonder if they'll be kicked
out, too. She spotted three workers in a shed on the other side
of the field. She recognized two of them. Still only three
workers. The labor people don't get it.

Her pace slowed as she approached the wooden
struts of the water reservoir. Without looking up, Zarta stepped
around it and continued toward the corner of the property.

Up there by the water tank was the last place
she had seen Deric alive. He was working on the valve to make it
easier for them to water the crops when necessary. Just three
meters up. She was helping workers with weeds and seeds when she
heard the commotion. She turned and looked, but Deric wasn't with
the tank any longer. He was on the ground. By the time she got to
him, he was gone.

Bengun stopped walking and looked at the
marker post for the corner of the property and then to the left.
That's where her husband was. A metal plate still stuck out from
the ground with his name carved on it. She did that herself and she
chose an aluminum plate to use because it wouldn't rust or corrode.
Still, it was dirty and she knew she would need to clean it
off.

She set Laurel down and opened the flaps on
her canvas sack. She lifted the handle of the shovel and
immediately placed the tip in the ground. Once she scanned the area
again, sure that there was enough space, she stepped on the top of
the blade and dislodged the first bit of soil.

For a long while, without pause, she dug. It
was frustrating as she got deeper because the handle of her shovel
kept catching on the walls of the hole. In the end, it was a meter
long and more than a meter deep. That's plenty.

Sweating and dirty, she climbed out and wiped
her hands on the thighs of her pants. She waited a moment to catch
her breath and she shivered as the cool air blew over her damp
skin. Finally, she looked down at Laurel.

She remembered the girl's happiness as she
recovered from the bacterial infection months ago. Things seemed to
be back to normal. Then she got sick again. Another infection, but
a different kind. She begged Dr. Cottle for antibiotics and he said
he was doing everything he could.

"They're rationing frakking food so of course
they're rationing medications," he said as smoke erupted from his
mouth. "I don't have any. Go to the health department and take
this," he handed her a note. "That should help."

Zarta did what he said. She went to the
government buildings and tents and met with people behind
desks.

"She already got medication recently?"

"Yes. But that was a different
infection."

"So she's sick again?"

"Yes."

The bureaucrat shook his head and said, "I'll
have to run this by my bosses. We're not supposed to allow new
rounds of medications."

Bengun nearly argued but she said, "Thank
you."

It was another week before they finally got
word that the antibiotics would be withheld. A week of agony for
Laurel and for Zarta. And Dr. Cottle, for that matter, as she
constantly harangued him for action.

When the letter came from the health
department, Bengun had become dejected and simply dazed. Cottle,
however, took it and grabbed the woman's arm. They stormed between
tents to a Colonial Raptor and he climbed inside.

"Where the frak is the …" he turned in the
chair and lifted a thin headset. After he flipped a few switches,
"Pegasus, this is Cottle. Pegasus, this is Cottle."
He nodded and said, "I need to speak to Doctor Salik. Now."

Zarta watched as the gruff man yelled into a
microphone on behalf of her child. After a few minutes of arguing,
he stepped out of the Raptor and said, "It'll be on the next
transport down." He put his hand on her shoulder and said, "Try not
to worry. There's still a chance."

Good man, Cottle, she thought. The
doctor fought for Laurel even to the very end. It had been too late
and the antibiotics couldn't make a dent in her inflamed lungs and
lymph nodes.

Bengun knelt by her daughter and slid her
hand under the child's neck and knees. The one-and-a-half-year-old
was tightly wrapped in cloth according to Scorpian tradition and
the scent of perfumes and lotions was strong. She lay upon the
ground and, as gently as she could, she put Laurel's feet into the
grave first and slowly let the body recline on the dirt floor.

Zarta withdrew her hand and beheld her dead
daughter one last time. The weight of it all descended on her and
her chest seemed to void all the air she held inside. She deflated
and her head drooped into the opening in the ground. After a long
moment without a breath, she felt dizzy and gasped. She emitted a
noise that surprised her; a wheezing, plaintive cry. She coughed in
the dirt and felt water stream over her face. That surprised her,
too. She didn't realize she was crying.

She slowed down and sat up from the grave.
She looked at Deric's plot and then back at Laurel. In the last
month, the little girl had been so severely ill that the thought of
death wasn't terribly far from her mind. Still, now that it was
here, it simply did not feel real.

Her chest ached. Deep within. Her stomach
heaved and her muscles roiled. Zarta shook her head and said, "No,"
aloud before forcing herself to stand. She gripped the handle of
her shovel and began to slowly push mounds of soil into the
opening. She paused when the only exposed portion of Laurel's
wrapped body was her head. She stared at it, imagining the girl's
glistening eyes and wide smile. She pushed away thoughts of the
sickly pale and unconscious child she was at the end. With another
crying gasp, she poured dirt into the grave and the body was
covered.

When she was nearly finished, Bengun drove
another panel of aluminum into the ground. She had engraved this
one, too. She tapped the top twice with her shovel and then filled
in the remainder.

She gathered her tools and marched along the
edge of the field. There were five people working now, including
the husband. She tried to avoid eye contact. When Zarta passed
along the front porch, the door opened and the wife stepped
outside.

"Did you want to come in?"

Bengun forced herself to smile again. "No,
thanks." The last thing she wanted to do was to sit in her
kitchen in her house and pretend it was OK that someone else
lived there now. "Um, I appreciate you letting me do this."

"Of course. We … we couldn't say no."

Zarta nodded and looked toward the road
before glancing back at the woman. "Keep an eye on them for me."
The wife responded but Bengun was walking again, quickly, toward
New Caprica City.


 VII

GAETA

357 Days After Settlement

 


The Quorum of Twelve met in one of the few
buildings erected on the surface so far. There was little to
trumpet, however, as the room was cramped, bare, cold, and damp.
Still, the Quorum, other officials, members of the press, and some
members of the public managed to fill the small hall for one of the
near-daily shouting matches.

Felix sat in a corner behind the vice
president. His eyes danced from one delegate to another and then
occasionally into the audience to see how they reacted to some line
or gesture from the elected representatives.

"The water pump facility is still
behind schedule! Three months behind!"

"Farm production is far behind estimates. How
can we expect these crops to feed more than forty thousand
people?"

"We're reaching a tipping point. The city is
too crowded. We have to allow the people to expand farther
away!"

That one drew shouts from both the Quorum and
the audience. A growing number of residents were saying they wanted
to move away from the settlement and try their own hand at
survival. Without relying on the government. Without relying on the
rest of the community.

"It is simply too risky!"

"What if something goes wrong? Do they expect
us to save them?"

"We can't spare the materials for them to
strike out on their own."

Gaeta scribbled some notes on his pad. He
would type these up later for the president's report.

"Mr. Zarek, what does the president say about
those who want to live away from New Caprica City?"

Felix looked at the vice president. His
shoulders sagged and he released the small gavel. In a low voice,
he replied, "What has the president said about anything
lately?"

While the delegates began yelling in
response, Gaeta's eyebrows raised and Zarek glanced back at him.
Tom cleared his throat and picked up the gavel again before
pounding it repeatedly.

"Order! Order!" Finally, the Quorum quieted
and Zarek said, "Can I have a motion for a lunch adjournment?"
Someone raised their hand. "Second?" Another hand. He tapped the
gavel. "One hour."

The audience rose in a clamor and members of
the press rushed the front of the room. The vice president turned
away from them and moved toward the door. As he passed Felix, he
simply said, "Sorry."

Gaeta gathered his notes and walked away from
the press corps, too, alongside a few of the delegates. Someone's
hand lightly grabbed his shoulder and he turned to see Jacob
Cantrell. "May I speak to you?"

"Sure." Felix moved away from the rush of
officials as they tried to exit the building and stepped into a
small meeting room with the delegate from Sagittaron. He closed the
door and Gaeta asked, "What can I do for you?"

Cantrell sat down and sighed. He, too, seemed
to deflate. "For just a minute, Mr. Gaeta, I would like to speak
freely with you. Can we do that?"

The president's chief of staff nodded and set
his notepad on the table. "Yes."

"Thank you." Jacob loosened his tie and said,
"The Quorum is in trouble. We have always been fractured, but
lately," he shook his head. "I don't know what's ahead for us."

Felix leaned forward, intrigued, and said,
"What do you mean?"

"The People's Council." Gaeta nodded. "They
were re-established by the Quorum ten months ago now. We're
supposed to be the upper house, but they've been currying a lot of
favor with the population with their open hearings and public
engagements. The brash way their members have of speaking. The
union has a great deal of power with them, too."

"I know." The chief of staff looked toward
the floor.

"There's a growing fervor among the members
of the Council. The anger of some in the public is going to their
heads, I think. There has been talk among Council leadership,"
Cantrell glanced at the door to confirm that it was closed, "that
they may work on enacting Article One, Section Seven."

Felix leaned forward and pressed his eyes
against the palms of his hands. After a few moments, he said, "Do
they really think legislative indictment is the way to go here?" He
looked up and felt energy bristle along his skin. He kept it under
control as he saw the sympathy from the delegate. "What
charges?"

"The one I've heard most frequently is
dereliction of duty."

Gaeta's eyes rolled and he crossed his legs.
"Even if that passes the Council, the Quorum won't convict." Jacob
looked down at his lap and Felix's jaw dropped open. "Oh,
c'mon."

"Look at it from our perspective." Cantrell
straightened and clasped his hands together before resting them on
the tabletop. "We are just as new as the Council." The chief of
staff squinted in confusion, so Jacob explained, "I became delegate
barely a year ago when Mr. Zarek was named vice president. Five
others became delegates barely a year ago, too, when their
predecessors were killed aboard Cloud Nine. And the rest?
They were only delegates for nine months before that, since the
attack on the Colonies." Felix nodded. "In our … freshness, our
naïveté, we don't all have a grasp of our own powers, so some might
reach for the biggest weapon we have. Especially when we are under
pressure. And especially when we have a president who does not
address us or even his vice president." He paused, hoping that
Gaeta would respond. When he didn't, the delegate continued, "We
are not immune to the anger of the people, Mr. Gaeta. In many
cases, it is shared by members of this body." The chief of staff
nodded again. "Tell me, honestly," Cantrell leaned a little closer,
"it's been almost one full year. Do you believe that President
Baltar is doing everything in his power to govern New Caprica? To
the best of his abilities?"

Felix blinked. After a moment, he looked away
from the delegate and he realized he had just given the man an
answer.

Jacob stood and turned toward the door. He
paused, though, and said, "I'm not telling you this because I want
to help President Baltar. In fact, I agree on many points with my
colleagues who are calling for his head. I'm telling you so you
can," he sighed and his eyes danced about as he searched for the
words, "hopefully, push the president into action. Meaningful
action. We could be heading down a dangerous road if he doesn't."
Cantrell opened the door and stepped out of the room.

Moments later, Felix gathered his things and
walked out, too. He passed some stationary pro-union signs leaning
against tents. These kinds of displays were all over the city. Few
were ever actually held aloft by workers for fear of reprisal.
Usually, Gaeta took down the signs when he saw them. Today, he let
them stand.

Aboard the landed Colonial One, the
chief of staff slowly walked into the presidential suite. He saw
that the desk was unoccupied and the door to the private cabin was
open. Felix walked to the desk and placed his one-sheet report on
the Quorum meeting at the center of the blotter. He glanced up
again and saw a nude woman walk by the open door. He rolled his
eyes and began to walk away.

"Mr. Gaeta!"

Surprised, he turned. "Mr. President?"

He was dressed in a robe, as usual, and
holding a cigarette. He walked to the desk and sat down. He grabbed
a pen and slid a notepad in front of himself before he started to
write. "I was thinking about one of the panoply of problems before
us."

Felix saw that Gaius was in a "manic" swing
this afternoon. Often it depended on which pills he had taken when
throughout the day. Usually, these manic swings manifested
themselves by having the president discuss his computer prowess
with whichever women happened to be present, or by crafting some
new parade or commemoration for self-adulation, or by engaging in
hours-long sexual congresses with the aforementioned random
women.

"Which problem, Mr. President?"

Baltar stopped writing and he looked up. "Why
am I writing this down?" He handed the pad and pen to Felix. "I'm
the president. You can take dictation."

"Yes, Mr. President."

Gaius stood and puffed on his fumarella. He
lightly braced his hands against his waist and said, "To the Quorum
and People's Council. Regarding the growing 'separatist movement,'
those of our citizenry who desire a chance to strike out on their
own, I would like to offer my recommendations." He turned and faced
out the other windows, away from the city and toward the untouched
fields and hills along the river. "One of the guiding principles of
the Twelve Colonies has been that of personal freedom. The ability
to choose one's own fate. On this new colony of Kobol, I will not
eschew that principle. Therefore, I am recommending the following."
He cleared his throat and wiped hair from his forehead. "Households
interested in forging their own paths on New Caprica may do so
through the Housing Department, beginning on the first of each
month, with a limit of twenty households per month, first come,
first served." He puffed on his cigarette. "Each household will be
given a tent, a small cache of tools, and a month's rations."

Gaeta looked up and said, "Sir?"

"Shhh. Keep writing." He cleared his throat
again, "They will be allowed to go at it, on their own, and be
wished the very best of luck. If, after one month, they want to
return, we shall welcome them back with open arms. We will
welcome them back," he turned away from the windows and walked
toward his chief of staff, "because that is what a community does.
We are a community. I hope that all of us would strive to better
this community, to improve it for all mankind, but no one
will be forced to remain a part of it." He tilted his head and his
eyes glazed over, "Perhaps those who depart will be tempered in the
forge of hardships that await them. And they will return to us,
stronger than before, and strengthen all of us with their
presence." He swallowed hard and looked around the cabin for a
drink. When he saw Gaeta's expectant gaze, he shook his head, "Um.
I digress. Signed, President Gaius Baltar. Et cetera." He stood and
walked back to his desk where he found a nearly empty glass of
whisky.

"One month's rations, Mr. President?"

He wiped his mouth and said, "Yes. One month.
Then they have to leave for one month. They'll find it too hard to
live on their own and they'll come back. Or they won't."

"Either way, we would have given them a
month's rations, regardless of if they had stayed or left," Felix
nodded as he understood. "And if they stay separate, that reduces
the drain on us."

"Exactly." He reached across his desk and
found another glass, this one still had a swig of liquid at the
bottom. He gulped it and winced. "Ugh. Can ambrosia turn?"

Gaeta looked at his notes again and reread
the part about community. He nodded and smiled. That's the
President Baltar I miss. Maybe we can straighten things
out.

"Hello again, ladies." Felix looked up and
saw the president grabbing a woman by the waist and using her ass
to close the cabin door. The chief of staff sighed.


 VIII

BENGUN

386 Days After Settlement

 


The hum began far away and as it moved
closer, it reverberated in her ears and chest. A pointed crescent
swept over the tall grass and moved south toward the city. Zarta
remained still and allowed her eyes to follow the ship until it was
out of sight.

The Cylons arrived six days ago. She was
here, in her tent, on her land, kilometers away from New Caprica
City. She heard the sonic booms of atmospheric entry far, far above
her head and she stared at the black dots until they got closer and
their shapes revealed their owners. That morning, she sat in the
entrance of her tent and sipped her coffee, watching as their …
exterminators? Their enslavers? Watching as they swarmed over what
remained of humanity on this world. She cast her eyes upward to see
if she could spy some evidence of Galactica or
Pegasus. Perhaps they fled. Perhaps they were destroyed.
Regardless, as she drank and watched the enemy descend, she could
only nod and say, "Of course."

A month ago, she took up the president on his
offer for the "separatists." She went to the housing department and
requested her one month leave and supply.

"How many people are going like me?" she
asked the clerk.

He shook his head. "You're just the second in
three days. Not many people willing to risk leaving after all, I
guess."

The bureaucrats were so stupid that they
didn't know Laurel was dead. They provided a month's worth of
rations for her, too. So she departed New Caprica City with two
months' worth of food and trekked ten kilometers north along the
river. She found good soil and planted the seeds she was provided
and some she had saved since her farm had been taken away. They
were all already sprouting.

She also used the river water to create three
algae pools. They were each larger than a pyramid court and they
were lined with multiple simple machines. The flow of the river
turned wheels that circulated the water in each pool and it also
allowed long belts of paddles to dip plates into and out of the
water. Each pool was covered with transparent plastic to trap the
heat from New Caprica's often-cool sun. As for maintenance, she
just had to make sure that the river waterwheels were working and
that the algae belts were functioning properly. She also had to
occasionally add a bit of phosphorous fertilizer; for that, she
stole a few sacks from the city before she left.

It had all been Deric's design. He talked
about algae farming for years and he wanted to give it a try on
their new land once their traditional crops were up and running.
Seeing the wheels turn and the slick, green algal plates glisten in
the sun, she smiled, knowing he would be thrilled to see it
working.

Slowly, she walked to the side of her pools.
She crouched by the crank and chain setup and verified that
everything was still in order. The plates that were just rising
from the water were thicker with algae than before. It would be
ready to harvest soon, though she wasn't looking forward to how it
might taste.

Zarta looked south toward the city and
wondered if she should risk checking things out. Over the last few
days, she approached within two kilometers and tried to spy as best
as she could. She saw the Cylons erect watchtowers and
searchlights. They were even beginning construction on some sort of
huge building. But she didn't hear gunfire. She didn't hear
screams. She wondered what that could mean.

In the middle of the night, she crept closer
to the edge of the farms. On the outskirts of New Caprica City,
these borders weren't as heavily patrolled as what she witnessed a
short while before near the city center. She climbed over a simple
fence and walked along a line of bushes. She stopped by the dirt
road and waited until the sun was nearly up. When it was, she stood
and walked along the path into the city. Bengun saw that the few
people awake and out had their heads hung low and their shoulders
drooped. She mimicked this and avoided eyesight with anyone she
saw. When she spotted her first Centurion, she came to a dead stop.
After a few long seconds, she realized that it was just standing
there by the corner of the marketplace. Dozens of people walked by
it, seemingly nonplussed. Her heart pounded and she struggled to
step forward, but she did.

"They pulled me off duty."

"Why?"

"Dunno. They got Centurions doing it
now."

Zarta's eyes darted from side to side and she
glided along the table fronts in the market. She kept turning her
head to angle her ear toward conversations. After a few moments,
she walked toward a table with knitted caps.

"They arrested the vice president."

"What?"

"That's what I heard."

She crossed to the other side of the space
and stood next to a pair of women who were looking at old
shirts.

"Look at this. 'Elect Baltar.'" She groaned,
balled it up, and tossed it back on the table. "Frakking
traitor."

"Elaine." The second woman looked over her
shoulder at the Centurion. "Careful."

"He surrendered to the Cylons. Frak him."

Zarta turned back the way she came and walked
past the Centurion again. She was stopped at the main thoroughfare
by a column of shining, clanking machines as they marched by. When
they were gone, she walked through the back alleys and tents and
onto the road toward the farms.

There, she saw more than a dozen large
machines lined up. They were dark metallic gray and seemed to be
GunRams of some sort until she noticed the plows attached to the
vehicles' fronts. Makeshift bulldozers. What are the Cylons
going to do with those?

She walked down the dirt road and saw a woman
coming her way. Bengun kept her hands in her pockets and her head
low. When she neared the other person, they stopped. "Where are you
going?"

"Huh?" She looked up and into the face of the
tall, attractive woman. Her long dirty blonde hair was pulled back
into a ponytail. Zarta didn't recognize her at all, but then she
studied her clothes. New. Colorful. Clean. Cylon.

"Where are you going?" she asked more
slowly.

"Work. I work at the water pump facility by
the river." She pointed down the road. "I'm late." Her heart began
to pound in her throat and she felt a creeping terror along her
spine.

"Yes. You are." The Cylon sighed and looked
in both directions. "Go on. I won't say anything."

Bengun nodded and said, "Thank you." She
trotted away from the Cylon and walked at a brisk pace. About
twenty meters later, she decided to look back. When she did, she
couldn't see the Cylon any longer.

Minutes later, she got to the corner of
her farm. She stopped and looked at the house. There was no
movement. She glanced around and, seeing no one, she walked onto
the property and followed the fence toward the back corner. The
field out back has a lot of big bushes before the hills. I should
be able to sneak away alright.

She passed the house and glanced toward the
windows. She saw no signs of life. Then she entered the long field
behind the home. At this time of morning, there should have been
people watering or at least inspecting the crops. No one was here.
Her pace slowed and her eyes narrowed as she thought. Then it
quickened again as she neared the rear fence.

Zarta took her hands out of her pockets and
carefully stepped between the graves of Deric and Laurel. She stood
over them for a moment and then reached down with her hands and
lightly brushed the aluminum markers that stood from the ground.
"Hello again."

She climbed onto the metal fence and looked
beyond it into the bushes and barren soil. She saw no Centurions.
She got her boot toe into the chain link fence and climbed up. She
was over in a moment and she crouched on the other side. After
waiting still for a few minutes and seeing nothing, she made ready
to dart toward the cover of the nearest bushes ten meters away. As
soon as she stood, she heard a loud noise behind her and she
faltered, collapsing against the fence in surprise.

Her eyes widened and she looked toward the
rumbling sound. Behind her and toward the city. After a moment she
nodded. Engines. Those Cylon bulldozers. She looked around
again and again made ready to run for the bushes. She did so and
crawled into the dirt beneath the scratching branches.

The machines' noise convinced her that she
needn't worry about her own noise, so she moved on through the
brush. She stopped at the edge of the plants and looked around as
well as she could, and then she crawled farther away.

The bulldozers seemed to get closer. Bengun
stopped on the slope of a hill as pale green branches obscured her
body and turned back to face the rear of the farms. To her left,
she saw a Cylon machine plowing a field, turning tons and tons of
dirt over and eventually, tearing apart the fence.

Zarta's heart stopped. Her mouth went dry and
she looked back at the rear of what had been her farm. Her eyes
drifted to the corner of the fence where she knew her family
lay.

For the next hour, she remained concealed by
the dry bushes and watched the Cylon machines work. As they
advanced onto other farms, she could see that they overturned
fields that actually had crops. They destroyed the houses, too.

Then they entered lot twelve. Her farm. The
house was destroyed first and Bengun held her breath. Dirt rippled
upward along the blades of the Cylon machines as the crops and soil
were displaced. They dug deep. She inhaled sharply and stared at
the fence. A bulldozer snagged the chainlink and it pulled away. A
pair of Centurions grabbed it and began to roll it up while the
machines continued to plow and dig deeper still. Dark soil spilled
into view, potentially healthy and useful soil.

A bulldozer traced the line of the property
and lowered its blade. Gray then brown then dark brown dirt sprayed
and bulged out as it drove forward. And then, there was the glint
of the sun upon two aluminum rectangles and the briefest glimpse of
figures wrapped in pale cloth before they were consumed in the
deluge of soil.

Zarta quaked and she turned onto her stomach.
She felt as though she were spinning and she closed her eyes to try
and steady herself. She only opened them once she felt the sharp
pain in her hand.

Her nails had dug into her palm's flesh.
Blood dripped into the light gray dirt of this hill. Bengun took a
single, long, steadying breath, gripped the ground to crawl away,
and muttered, "Gaius Baltar."
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TWO

398 Days After Settlement

 


Their metal fingers clicked and scraped along
the underside of the glass tabletop. Leoben stood on the white
carpet and pointed toward the center of it. "Right here."

Two Centurions sidestepped away from the
stairs and placed the table where he directed. They then stood at
attention, awaiting their next orders.

"The chairs, please." The machines walked
away with considerable noise and he looked back toward the other
rooms in the apartment.

"He's down there."

Two looked up at the entrance and saw another
Two pointing him out to fellow Cylons. The Six and Eight pressed
against the railing until the Centurions left, and then they
descended the staircase.

The Six moved slowly, scanning the room as
she came down. The Eight kept her eyes focused on Leoben and
descended all the way, only to stop and look up when the Six was
barely halfway.

"This is how you've spent your time?" the
blonde asked. "This is what you've done with the cell you
requested?"

"It is." Two grinned and looked from the
Eight to the Six. He knew that they were "Boomer" and "Caprica,"
respectively. He could tell.

Boomer looked up at the other Two. "Nice to
see more of you around."

Leoben shrugged and said, "He's just here to
get things set up. We're almost finished."

Six finally stepped off the stairs and stood
next to Eight. "Finished what, exactly?"

Two gestured around himself and pivoted. "My
new home. Do you like it?"

They glanced about and Caprica asked, "Is
this a detention cell or isn't it?"

He smirked again.

Eight shook her head and said, "I have the
demographic info you requested." She extended her hand, holding a
folder thick with papers.

"Thank you." Excitedly, he opened the folder
and began to leaf through the pages.

Six folded her arms over her chest and asked,
"Why did you want a list and photos of every fair-skinned blonde
girl between one and two years old?"

Leoben quietly said, "Insurance."

Again, Sharon shook her head and said, "This
is too much. Why do we tolerate this?"

"Because we promised to help maintain fleet
operations while your models were occupied here." Two dropped the
folder with a loud smack onto the glass table. "In exchange, we
only asked for this cell, designed to my specifications."

Caprica walked toward two abstract blue art
panels on the wall. "We would appreciate greater involvement in New
Caprica from the Twos than just this." She looked over her shoulder
at him. "Than just you and your detention of a single person."

"I know." Leoben clasped his hands behind his
back and said, "But this was your idea. Your guilt that compelled
you to come here and … free humanity from the cycle of violence."
The Six and Eight both looked toward the floor. "Has it worked yet?
Are we all free?" When they didn't answer, he walked away from the
pair and toward the kitchen. "The Twos held up their end of the
bargain. We voted for your plan."

"I know," Caprica said.

"So allow me to continue, please." He braced
his palms against the counter and looked down at the sink. "Would
you like some water?" Both women shook their heads and he took a
clean glass off a small rack. He held it beneath the faucet and
filled it halfway.

He lifted it up and watched the sunlight
reflect inside. "A part of me swims in the stream," he
remembered saying. "But in truth, I'm standing on the shore. The
current never takes me downstream." It was a painful memory,
his first meeting with her. He recalled it vividly whenever he saw
water. Whenever he paused and imagined the feeling of it in his
nose and throat.

He gulped most of the glass down and then set
it inside the aluminum basin. "I'm very happy with how things have
turned out."

Boomer walked toward the windows and looked
out over the rest of the compound, most of which was still under
construction. "Why?" When the Two seemed confused by the question,
she added, "What is this place?"

"Like I said. 'Home.'" He stepped out of the
kitchen area and glanced toward the bedroom. "It's a subtlety that
you don't get but she will. I designed it after her apartment in
Delphi. On Caprica. Not exact, but close enough to … put her at
ease."

Six looked toward the closed bedroom door,
too. "She's still in there?"

"Yes." The two females glared at the door and
Leoben nodded his head toward it. "You wanna see?"

"Please."

"This way." He gripped the handle and waited
for them to stand by his side. He turned it and pushed the door
open wide. "There you are."

Kara Thrace was lying in a simple bed, in a
plainly adorned room. An IV was connected to her arm and three
large bags of clear liquid were attached to the pump. She had
longer hair than either female Cylon expected, but her clothes and
her skin were clean.

Boomer walked over to her and lightly pulled
aside the thin sheet that covered her. "Did you think she was
naked?" Two asked. The Eight looked back at him with disgust and he
answered her unspoken question, "I haven't assaulted her. That's
not what I want. That's not what this is about."

"What is this about?" Caprica asked
from behind him, still standing in the doorway. "Her destiny?
That's all you Twos talked about for months."

He nodded and stared at her kind, sleeping
face. "Yes. Her destiny." Boomer walked back toward the door and
Leoben continued, "Everyone has one. But hers …"

"That's not just some flowery bullshit you
made up?" Sharon leaned against the wall and stared at the woman
she once called a friend. "Most of the time, it's like you're
spouting riddles and nonsense just to confuse people."

"Usually, but not this time." Boomer's
eyebrows raised at the admission. Two held his chin and stared at
her intensely. Both Six and Eight seemed disturbed by his gaze, but
he didn't notice. "Not where she's concerned. There's something
very real … very different … going on." He sighed and then broke
his glare from the unconscious woman. "Can I show you out?"


 X

GAETA

419 Days After Settlement

 


The chief of staff sat in a folding chair on
the far side of the room. This was supposed to be a cabinet
meeting. Instead, it was the president, his Six, and a host of
other Cylons. No other humans were present.

Felix had closed his notepad and simply
stared across the cabin. He watched Gaius as he sipped his alcohol
and appeared utterly detached from everything the Cylons discussed.
The only spark of life he showed was when his Six whispered in his
ear and he smiled.

A smile, Gaeta thought. How could
he smile?

Felix remembered the good times working with
Baltar. On Galactica, studying star charts and Cylon
surveillance photos. Even the beginning of the presidency was
satisfying. There was the exciting prospect of building a new world
here, but that faded as supplies dwindled, the workers were angered
at their harsh schedules and treatment, and Gaius gave in to the
lure of drugs, drinking, and women.

During those good times, he remembered, he
thought of kissing Baltar. Well, at a minimum, telling him how he
felt. Looking back, he saw it as an infatuation. One that shamed
him today.

"The detention center is complete," a Cavil
said. "I say we start rounding people up."

Boomer … Gaeta couldn't believe he saw her
every day after what she did … rolled her eyes and said, "You've
already 'rounded up' people you didn't like. People you suspect of
being insurgents."

"And fat lot of good that did," another One
replied. "That tells me they didn't get the message, so we need to
round up more."

Baltar's Six said, "If you had your way, all
of humanity would be in that detention center."

Cavil snorted and said, "Yeah. And?"

"That's not going to happen," a Four
interrupted. "We took a vote …"

"Which we lost," the Ones said, in
unison.

"And it was decided that we would take care
of mankind. That we would try to mend relations between us."

A Doral crossed his legs quickly. "We've
tried telling the humans that, but they don't care. They're still
resistant."

"Forgive me," Baltar said, "but it's rather
difficult for the people to believe that you're here to begin anew
when you have a few thousand Centurions wandering the streets and
you've just built a huge bloody prison."

Felix found himself nodding in agreement. He
could count on the president to give the slightest bit of pushback
to the Cylons, but he knew the weak man would cave soon enough.
Usually when his Six said or did something to distract him. Or when
he was threatened.

"It is necessary, Gaius," the Six said.
"There are some among the population who will never acquiesce to
our joint governance." She lowered her head and her voice, "It's
for the best that they're taken out of the equation for now."

"That's … that's brilliant. Do you not
understand people?" The president scanned the faces of the Cylons.
"You look an awful lot like people, but you don't get it, do you?"
He pushed his empty liquor glass away and leaned forward onto his
desk. "You destroyed our homeworlds and killed tens of billions of
us. You chased us for months and now, once we've got a new home,
you land and say, 'We're going to take care of you.'" He
looked around again, seeing nothing but confusion from most and
derision from the Cavils. "You want to hold us down and tell us you
love us and want to make it better?" His voice increased in pitch
and he began to laugh, "It doesn't make any bloody sense!"

Doral grumbled, "Maybe we should put him in
the detention center."

Baltar leaned back in his chair. "What?"

"That's not a bad idea, Five." One stood from
his chair and tapped his finger on his lips. "Let the president
tour the new facility and give him some accommodations, too." Gaius
shook his head. "An extended stay to show the people that the
center's not all bad. That it's for their benefit."

"Look," the president said, glancing toward
Caprica Six, who offered no assistance. "I was just, I was
providing you … alright, with the perspective of my constituents. I
was laying bare their concerns and how they feel. If you want to
repair the relationship, you need to know where they're coming
from." He nodded and leaned back in his chair. "That's all I wanted
to do."

An Eight said, with a plentiful dose of
sarcasm, "That's very helpful. Thank you."

"You're quite welcome," Baltar said. He
looked again at the Six who only stared at him. When he found no
solace with her gaze, he reached across the desk for his liquor
glass and brought it to his lips. Even though it was empty, he went
through the motions of taking a sip and then setting it back on the
desktop.

"Whatever." A Cavil shook his head and turned
away from the president. "I've got better things to do than be
here." Once he left, most of the other Cylons stood and walked out,
too.

Felix remained in his chair and watched
Gaius. He was staring into the eyes of his Six and they said
nothing. The chief of staff sighed, stood, and walked out of the
cabin toward his office on the lower level.

Gaeta doodled on an empty page for a few long
minutes when a Five approached. "Here. For your files."

Felix looked up and took the package of
papers. He nodded and said, "OK." The Cylon walked away.

These were the final blueprints and layouts
of the new detention center. Every cell, every office, and every
passage in the protected barracks and prison. He stared at them for
several long minutes before he stood and left Colonial
One.

He walked along the streets of the city and
through the main thoroughfares. He was looking for someone he
recognized, anyone. They could take the plans to the resistance,
whoever they were. Well, anyone from Galactica could, I'm
sure. He paused and then thought, Except for me.

He saw a Marine he recognized … Parr?
Gaeta started to walk toward him when he saw a Six coming from the
opposite direction. She grinned and nodded at him as she passed.
Dismayed, he stopped where he was and wandered off elsewhere.

Some time later, he heard the voice of Chief
Tyrol. He and a couple of other former Galactica deckhands
were working on a malfunctioning bulldozer. Felix stayed away and
watched them. Within twenty minutes, they seemed to have finished,
and one of the former crewmen stowed some tools in an old tool
chest. She bent over and rubbed the head of the dog that lay in the
dirt and left.

Once the people thinned out, Gaeta walked
toward the tool chest. He placed the detention center plans on top
and scrawled, "For the resistance," on the front page. His stomach
churned and a wave of hot nervousness passed over him. Then he was
startled when the dog's nose poked into his leg.

"Hi." He gave him a cursory rub and glanced
around the area. He turned back to the plans and wrote, "I'll turn
the dog's bowl over when there's something new in this chest." He
folded the papers, put them in the drawer, rubbed the dog again,
and flipped the empty bowl with his foot. As he returned to
Colonial One, he smiled, genuinely, for the first time in
weeks.
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It didn't even hurt now.

He felt the punch and the quaking of his
head. His jaw dangled and a blend of spit and blood sprayed onto
the wall and floor. He stumbled backward and braced himself against
the wall and tried to stand at attention again. Before he could, he
was punched in the gut.

He heaved forward and involuntarily collapsed
to his knees. Saul coughed, but as he did, he felt the Cylon clutch
the top of his skull and pull his torso toward an advancing knee.
The first such blow hit Tigh's upper arm. The second and third
reached under his armpit and the pressure of the impact rippled
across his chest.

"That's enough." It wasn't said with any kind
of anger or frustration. It was said with a kind of remote
indifference, as though he had become bored.

Saul fell onto the wall and turned to face
the door. The Five, a Doral, remained standing above him. He was
sweating and his bare arms and face glistened. He also seemed to be
out of breath. Behind him, another Five had just entered the room.
He was wearing a tightly tailored blue suit with a sheen that very
definitely didn't speak of high quality.

"Go."

The first, silent Five nodded and turned.
After he closed the door behind him, the new Five sat at the small
table set in a pool of harsh light. "Please. Join me." He placed a
small paper cup on the tabletop and pushed it toward Tigh with his
fingertips. "Have some."

Slowly, painfully, Saul crawled toward the
plain metal chair. He grabbed the back and began to pull himself
up. He grunted and then glanced at the Cylon, who only stared at
him and maintained that infuriating, empty smile. He strained again
and his muscles cried out in protest. The colonel gripped the edge
of the table and pulled further until his rear managed to slide
into the seat.

"There we are." Doral opened the folder on
the table before him and started to sift through the pages. Saul
simply sat, hunched, in the opposite chair. His whole body swayed
both with vertigo and with labored respiration. Blood dripped from
his mouth and nose onto the clean metal table. The Cylon paid no
attention.

"I must congratulate you," Five said. "You've
managed to endure quite a lot without uttering a single word in
these last two days."

Tigh's eyes quickly and involuntarily
widened. Two? It's only been two? No. It has to have been
longer.

Doral must have sensed this reassessment of
his internal clock. "Maybe it's been four. Or five." He shrugged
and added, "They all blend together in here." Saul looked down and
the interrogator asked, "Do you recall what you asked when you were
first detained?" When the old man didn't answer, the Cylon folded
his arms over his chest. "Take your time."

Tigh glanced into the Five's eyes for the
first time as if to say, "C'mon."

"Fine," Doral said. "I'll let you maintain
your vow of silence or whatever." He poked his finger at a page in
the folder and read, "'What's this all about? What am I being
charged with?'" He shook his head. "Ending a sentence with a
preposition." He looked up and scanned the colonel again. "Have you
come to a conclusion? Do you really not know?"

Saul didn't answer. He looked at the paper
cup of water instead.

"We received intelligence that you were
planning to place explosives in a grain silo."

Tigh blinked. He forced himself to not react
in any way. Still, he thought, We have a traitor. A godsdamned
collaborator.

The Five leaned onto the table and lowered
his head to try and catch Saul's eyes. "That silo is located near
the hospital tents." He shook his head. "That's … unconscionable."
He resumed his normal posture and leafed through the folder again.
"Naturally, when we heard this, we had to stop you. We had to stop
your attempted rebellion. We've been here, what? A little over two
months?" Doral smiled and said, "Your people were struggling for
food before we arrived. That grain silo? That's only filled because
we filled it. We've made your farms productive and we've
expanded them." He opened his mouth to continue, but he stopped
himself and grimaced instead. "We came here to put the past where
it belongs, in the past. And you," he gestured toward the prisoner
with an open palm, "you want to plant bombs and collect guns and …
and do who knows what."

Tigh said nothing. He noticed that he was
breathing a little easier, so he decided to sit up taller. When he
did, a sharp pain shot through his back and chest. His next breath
stuttered but he maintained his position.

The Cylon studied him and said nothing. After
another moment, the Five began to turn pages in the folder. "Hmm,"
he said in mock interest. "I knew you were a veteran, but I had no
idea." His voice quietened and became heavy with false weight. "You
were on the Brenik?"

Saul winced and his eyes darted toward the
interrogator and then the page.

"Wow. The Brenik." He turned the page
over and ran his finger along the printed text. "I've got your
psych eval after you were rescued." Tigh's eyes widened again.
"It's very detailed." He lifted the edge of the folder and read
along, making his lips move as he did. "You describe everything.
The sights, the sounds, the smells. You paint quite the
picture." The Five smiled at him again.

His skin itched and seemed to crawl. His neck
tightened and Saul contorted his head to stretch those damaged
muscles. He twitched a couple of times and rolled his shoulder. He
stopped once he realized the interrogator was watching him.

"Well." He slid his chair out from the table
and stood. "I think we need to change how we handle things." Doral
walked to the side of the entrance and stood still, staring back at
the prisoner from across the cell. "You need a roommate." He
knocked twice on the door and it swung open.

Immediately, a large, shining Cylon Centurion
stormed inside, clanging and whirring, and made for Saul Tigh.

The colonel fell out of his chair and
scrambled toward the back corner of the room. The machine kept pace
with him and stood just centimeters away.

Tigh's breathing was frenzied. He watched the
scanning red eye move in its droning "V" pattern. He caught a
glimpse of the spinning device embedded in its chest and then tried
to turn away. When he turned, the Centurion repositioned itself to
be right there, so very close.

The unit had been polished thoroughly and
Saul could see a distorted view of his bloodied, purple-bruised
face in its armor. Then he noticed the smell. The overwhelming
smell of machine oil. He closed his eyes and immediately remembered
being on the corvette in his youth. A gunner's mate. Frightened for
his life and bathed in the blood of his friends.

Saul's stomach turned and he began to quake.
Before he could react any further, the unit grabbed the collar of
his shirt and pulled. Its sharp talons rent the fabric from his
body and, in a moment, he was naked in his cell.

He sank to the floor in the corner. The
Centurion crouched low over him and stared.
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He stared into the microscope, forcing
himself not to blink. For the ninth time today, he was looking at a
cell that refused to undergo division. Simon rolled away and rubbed
his eyes. He removed the dish from the microscope, scribbled a note
on it and in his logbook, and then tossed it toward a stack of
other failures.

"May we come in?"

Four looked over his shoulder and saw Caprica
and Boomer in the doorway. He sighed and nodded. "Of course." They
entered slowly and their eyes scanned the room. They eventually
made their way to the side of the worktable he was using. "How can
I help you?"

"We can discuss that in a minute," Six
said.

The Eight asked, "Did you start another
Farm?"

Simon's eyebrows raised. "A Farm? Like on
Caprica?" He shook his head and smiled. "No. No, I'm not doing that
again."

"We heard," Six began, "that you had, in
fact, started a new one."

Four leaned back in his short office chair
and extended his arms to each side, gesturing at the room around
him. "Do you see any barely conscious women? Life support units?
Medical beds with stirrups?" Neither Cylon responded. "Exactly. The
Farm was a failure. Your comrade," he pointed at Boomer, "got
pregnant naturally."

Eight nodded. "So," she stepped toward him
and looked at the microscope dishes, "what are you doing?"

"Trying to replicate that success." He lifted
a dish he hadn't yet examined. "Ovum and sperm. Blended with the
chemicals and hormones present when someone is in love." Caprica's
eyebrows raised and Simon nodded toward her, "That was the secret
ingredient, right?"

"I believe so."

"So far," he shook his head, "no success. I'm
afraid it may be about the presence of these hormones at the time
of the production of the gametes."

Boomer backed away and said, "Or maybe it's
because you're trying to do it in a lab."

Four sighed again and rubbed his eyes.
"Maybe." He and his brothers had been working on this problem for
years now. Fruitlessly.

"Wait," Sharon asked, "where did you get the
eggs and sperm?"

"From Cylon volunteers." He folded his arms
over his chest. "And a few human prisoners."

Six shook her head. "What the frak? Why? Why
would you do that?"

Four shot up from his chair and loomed toward
Caprica. "Because this has been my mission."

Without backing away, Six said, "You're
threatening to undermine everything we're trying to do here!"

His deep voice bellowed, "This is the job I
was given by you and the others who voted for it before the
invasion of the Colonies. I have worked, endlessly!" His own volume
surprised him and he recalibrated, "Endlessly, ever since."

Eight looked back at Six and said, "You can
stop."

Simon glared at her and asked, "Was there a
vote?"

"No," Caprica said, "but we need your help in
other ways."

Four scratched the stubble along his jaw and
turned away from the microscope. He took a few steps toward the
other side of the room and didn't look at them. "How?"

Six sat on the edge of the table, "Food
production, for one thing. Our estimates are it'll be another two
years before New Caprica is completely self-sufficient. Right now,
we're having to supplement their inventory with more than half of
our food stores."

"And leftovers from the Colonies."

"To be expected." He leaned against a closed
cabinet and said, "This world's soil isn't fertile enough right
now."

"Please help with that."

Simon nodded. "What else?"

"Medicine," Boomer said. "The humans'
supplies are low."

He sighed again and lowered his head. "We
have some in the fleet. If, uh, if we have to, we could send ships
back to the Colonies to resupply. Assuming the drugs haven't gone
bad or lost effectiveness in the last two years."

Six nodded and then looked at Sharon. "The
other thing," Boomer said, "is … more delicate."

He narrowed his somewhat sleepy eyes.
"What?"

Caprica spoke quietly, "We are missing some
brothers and sisters."

"'Missing?'" Simon was incredulous. He looked
at one woman and then the other. "How many?"

"Unknown." Boomer picked at the fabric on the
back of the office chair. "We know of six, currently. Two Fives.
Two Sixes. An Eight. A Four."

He shook his head. "Unbelievable."

"What?" Six asked. "Do you know
something?"

"No. I don't know. But I have eyes."
He glared at her. "I have ears. I suspect that I know who's
behind it."

"The resistance." Sharon looked at her
companion and said, "We know. But can you do anything about
it?"

"Like what? Other than wait for them to be
killed?"

"Obviously."

"No. I don't believe so." The Four sighed.
"How many know about this?"

"Just a few."

Simon jerked his head toward the left. "Does
he know?"

Six nodded. "Cavil knows."

"Great." He raised his hands and then quickly
let them fall. "I'll do what I can."

"Thank you." The women left the room.

Four walked back to his microscope and looked
at the table of samples and specimens. With his foot, he pulled a
wastepaper basket toward him and, with one sweep of his long arm,
he pushed all of the dishes and slides to the edge of the table and
into the bin.
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The ceiling was low and the air was cool.
Everything stank of mold and dirt. The few new scents Zarta
detected were usually the body odor of the other insurgents crammed
into this space.

This was her resistance cell. She knew of
twelve-odd members and that was it. That's the way it was set up.
They were in the unused underground levels of what would have
become the New Caprica City government complex. Construction was
slow going for months and it came to a complete stop when the
Cylons arrived three months ago.

"We're out of explosives," their leader said.
A former member of Sam Anders' band of rebels on Caprica, Georgia
Johns was quiet, small, but fiercely determined. No one questioned
her experience and calm demeanor. "I'll have to speak to someone
about more, but that limits us for now."

"Guns," Dayton said. "We need guns." Ever
eager to fight, Dayton kept his arms folded over his chest and
constantly rolled his eyes at her.

Johns looked at him and said, "We have guns.
We just don't need to use them at this point in time." Dayton
grumbled and Georgia looked across the room to Bengun.
"Engineering. What's the latest?"

Zarta sat up from the crate and spoke loudly,
"The damming project is almost finished. They'll be ready to turn
on the irrigation system in the next two days. Since we don't have
explosives to destroy the gates, I had some ideas about using
corrosive materials on the seals." Johns nodded. "That would do the
job until we can get something more permanent."

"I have a problem with this target," an older
man said. "The irrigation system will help our farms and,
eventually, help feed us. Isn't there another target we could
choose?"

Georgia put her hand on his shoulder and
said, "I share your concern. If the food stores were low and our
people were relying on these farms solely for food, we wouldn't be
doing this."

"But still," the man interrupted, "don't we
risk turning public opinion against us by attacking a … good
project?"

Dayton and a few others muttered and shook
their heads. Johns scanned the room and said, "He asks a very valid
question. In fact, I asked the same question of my superiors when
we were given this target two weeks ago. They told me that the
people would understand. Because their bellies are full, they won't
take it personally." The older man nodded and lowered his head. The
leader looked across the dim room again and asked, "Anything
else?"

A young man raised his arm, "I have a name
for you. A member of the New Caprica Police."

"OK," Georgia said. "Come see me." He nodded
and she waved toward the exits. "Until next time. May the gods go
with us."

The majority of the insurgents departed
through the small corridors. Once they got to the doors, they would
exit no more than two at a time, so as to avoid drawing
attention.

Five people remained. The young man went to
Johns and whispered in her ear. She nodded and said, "Thank you.
I'll add her to the list." Once he left, the four people looked at
each other and waited until the cool silence descended on them
all.

The leader said, "Let's go." Bengun stood and
slid her crate aside, revealing a hatch. Once it was open, they
climbed down a rickety ladder into an even darker, colder place.
Dayton pulled a string and an old bulb glowed.

The new light revealed eight bound bodies
pinned to the damp ground. Thick white fabric covered their eyes,
ears, and mouths while leather straps wound repeatedly across their
torsos, arms, and legs. A thin metal post was planted into the
ground by each one and each post held four bags of fluids with
medical tubing running along their motionless arms and under
bandages.

"Status?"

Ishay stepped to the nearest one and placed
her hand under his chin. She nodded and put her hand under the
woman's chin next to him. After a moment, she slid toward the next
pair and did the same. After she checked the rest of the captives,
she said, "Faint pulses. They're fine."

Johns nodded and looked at their prisoners.
"Do you think the others know they're missing?"

"Certainly," Bengun said. "They're all
connected, like a network. Right? They have to realize that a few
of their 'units' aren't reporting in like they used to."

"And they can't find them?"

Zarta shrugged. "They're still here. The
meeting room hasn't been tampered with. I don't know how they work,
but if I had to guess, I'd say they can't pinpoint their
location."

Dayton shook his head. "We should kill one."
Georgia sighed and the large man continued, "String them up at the
marketplace as a warning to them all."

"If we kill one, it'll download into a new
body and then the torture is over." Johns walked toward the Cylon
bodies and spoke softly, "Down here, we're in control. We keep them
in twilight … a fitful, restless sleep where every noise sparks a
new nightmare. Up there," she turned to face Dayton, "the real
targets of this operation feel fear. They know their fellow Cylons
are missing, but they don't know where. They don't know how."
Georgia's voice raised a little and her eyes twinkled. "They'll
begin to think that they could be next and that's what we want them
to believe. We'll take as many more as we can to spread that fear."
She turned and looked at the bodies again. "To spread that
terror."

Dayton smiled and said, "You make it sound
good."

Johns put her finger on his chest, "Then
enjoy it and stay out of my face." He nodded and she turned back
toward the medic. "Layne, do we have enough nutrients and sedatives
for another abduction?"

Ishay stood and sighed. "I've got some
supplies, but I need more of the drugs."

"Get them soon. I don't want to lose
momentum."

"But," the medic crossed the small space with
a single stride, "I'm afraid Dr. Cottle is going to realize that
supplies are missing soon."

The leader nodded. "Can you request supplies
from the Cylons?"

"They've offered." She shook her head and
shrugged, "But the doctor's been reluctant to take them up on
it."

"You make the request on his behalf. He won't
turn away more supplies once they've been delivered to his tent."
Ishay nodded. "Then, once he's got plenty of IV bags and sedatives,
you can make a few more disappear without worrying about being
discovered."

"I'll do it tomorrow."

Georgia turned to Dayton and said, "As soon
as we have the drugs in hand, you'll need to grab another
body."

"Done. Just give the word."

She said, "Let's go." Ishay and Dayton
climbed the ladder first.

Johns put her hand on the rung and Zarta
asked, "Baltar?"

The leader smirked. "You have a one-track
mind."

"Can we?"

"We have standing orders to take him out when
we're able." Georgia looked around the empty room. "We're not able
because he never leaves Colonial One. If he does, he's
surrounded by Cylons, both metallic and fleshy." She started to
climb and called down, "Get the light."

Bengun pulled the small chain and the bulb
went out. The filament glowed orange for a few seconds longer and
she stared into it. She turned and looked in the blackness toward
the Cylons before she climbed the ladder, too.

She shuffled along the walkway between tents
toward her home. She had been living in the city for a month now,
having abandoned her farm north of the city. Her equipment was
still there, including the algae pools, just in case she had to
make a run for it again. But the fight was here.

A man emerged from between two tents and
bumped into her at full speed.

"I'm so sorry," he said. He straightened up
and held her arm. "Are you alright?"

A little dazed, Zarta nodded and looked at
him. "Yeah. I'm fine."

"Sorry." He pointed over his shoulder and
said, "Just trying to get home before curfew." He started to walk
away.

Bengun stood still and stared. I know
him. She watched the tall, plain man walk. He wore a suit. A
gray suit. Wallace Gray. The man who took our farm.

Her mind swirled with memories. She recalled
being in that meeting tent, holding Laurel, and watching as those
three people destroyed what little she had on this world. She
remembered the rage which she restrained only for the sake of her
daughter. She remembered the infuriating lack of sympathy and help
she received as she moved on.

Minutes had passed and she looked up from her
feet. She was following Wallace Gray.

Zarta nodded and continued.

He walked around the Cylon buildings toward
the tents on the other side, near the river. She smiled and thought
to herself, The river.

When Gray turned down a new row of tents, she
feared that he was near his home. She saw no one else nearby so she
quickened her pace. Bengun unfastened her belt and wound her fist
around one end, slowly pulling it from the loops. Then she started
to run.

Later, when she would try to recall what
happened, it would all seem to be a blur.

She ran, quietly, across the dirt path and
leapt into the air. She formed her belt into a loop and brought it
down over his face and around the front of his neck. She planted
her knees into his back and pulled on the ends of the belt with
every bit of strength she could muster, and after months of working
in the electrical department and building her algae pools, she had
developed quite a bit of strength.

Gray staggered and she only grunted. His arms
flailed up and behind himself, never doing more than flicking her
hair or brushing against her shoulders. He gurgled and fell to his
knees. She put one foot on the ground and used it to brace herself
further. She pulled on the belt anew and she watched his head begin
to twitch and then loll forward.

Zarta kept pulling. She remained where she
was, straining the leather belt against his throat for another full
minute, just in case. She only relented when she heard someone
laughing in a tent nearby.

She pushed forward and Gray's face crashed
onto the ground with a loud thud. She stood and suddenly felt how
much energy she had expended. She was exhausted and nearly
collapsed to the ground herself. Bengun shook her head and looked
around. Seeing no one, she bent over, wrapped her arms under his,
and began to drag him away.

Fifteen minutes later, she was at the bank of
the river. She studied the currents as well as she could in the
light from the city and the dim blue nebula that surrounded their
world. Finally, she found a precipice and she pushed him into the
water. She saw him float away until he vanished in the dark.
Satisfied that he was gone, she turned and planned a route back to
her tent that would avoid the curfew patrols.

She smiled the whole way.
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He awakened with a start, face to face with a
Centurion.

Saul had managed to doze, propped up in the
corner of the small cell with the Cylon's scanning red eye shining
through his closed eyelids. It was a fitful sleep without any real
rest. His dreams – what bits he could remember – were harrowing. He
exhaled slowly and turned his head. To his left, he saw four other
Centurions standing near.

After one day of one machine shadowing his
every move, the Five brought in another Centurion. And another the
day after that. They all stayed close to him. With the arrival of
each morning, the door opened and another unit entered. I could
just count the godsdamned bastards. Then I'd know how long I've
been in here.

They were crammed inside. The former colonel,
leaning in the far corner and barely able to stand, surrounded by
twenty-one Centurions. There was no more space. So when the door
opened this morning, the Doral said, "Out."

The machines straightened and spun toward the
exit. The clanking of their joints and metal feet on the concrete
floor filled the small space. It seemed to take forever, but Saul's
wide eyes watched the reflections of the bright ceiling light play
off the armor of the units as they marched out. Soon, the ones
nearest him moved away, and for the first time in three weeks, Tigh
bent over and began to heave great breaths of relief.

"I'm not sure what's worse," the Five said as
he brought a metal chair inside, "the smell of all that machinery
or the smell of you."

Tigh took another deep breath and tried not
to notice his own stench. No bathing for weeks. Little food. One
corner of the room became his toilet and no one or thing had
bothered to clean it up. And still, through it all, he was
naked.

"Here." Doral extended a hand with a kind of
grain bar. "It's bland but you'll need bland for a while." Pride
caused Saul to hesitate but his panicked hunger overrode it and
made him snatch it from the skinjob's hand. As he gobbled the
pieces, Five winced and said, "Take your time. There's no
rush."

His mouth was so dry, it took two attempts
each time he tried to swallow. After eating half the bar, he was
out of breath and his head bobbed with each intake.

"Again, colonel, I have to commend you. Weeks
and weeks in here, and you haven't said a thing." Five flipped a
page. "Wait. You did say something …"

Saul's eyes narrowed as he tried to remember
what he may have said.

"'You like that' …" Doral looked up and
repeated, "'You like that?' What does that mean?"

Tigh looked away and thought. He smiled when
he remembered.

"Oh. You were urinating. On a
Centurion?" Five shook his head. "Very disappointing." Saul
chuckled and the volume of even that minor expression was more than
he wanted to give the Cylons. Doral watched him as he cleared his
throat and tried to slowly eat more of the bar.

"So. Colonel Tigh." The Five pushed his
papers away and clasped his hands together. "You've been with us
for some time now. Let's talk." The man didn't respond. "Tell me
who the members of your resistance cell are." Nothing. "Tell me
about your plans for an armed uprising." Nothing. "Tell me your
targets for bombings or other attacks." Nothing still.

Outside the door came the noise of metal feet
again on concrete. Saul straightened and popped the rest of the bar
into his mouth. He glanced toward the far corner and slid his
chair, ready to back out and away again.

"Well, as you've suspected, you have some new
guests." Doral stood and the sheen of this magenta jacket reflected
the harsh overhead light. "I didn't expect you to talk. No one is.
We're content to torture you. Over and over again." He looked
toward the door and said, "You know, we thought you might
break with all those Centurions standing over you." Five acted
impressed and said, "But you didn't. And that's remarkable. But,"
he raised a finger, "one of us … a Four, I think, noted that you
didn't have an emotional connection to these Centurions. Our
Centurions. After all, those models weren't the ones who stormed
the Brenik and slaughtered your friends, right?" Saul was
staring at the door and he stopped breathing. Five pulled the chair
toward the exit and put his hand on the handle. "This took some
doing, but it'll be worth it. I think you can agree." He pushed the
handle down and flung the door open. "Come on in, boys."

The sound of crashing metal returned and
shining armor entered the room. But these were not the Centurions
that Tigh shared a cell with for three weeks. These were not the
Centurions that patrolled New Caprica City or boarded
Galactica more than a year ago … these were all Model 0005,
the classic Cylon War-era units which terrorized the Twelve
Colonies for a decade.

Tigh's heart pounded in his chest and he felt
it pulse into his throat. He went cold and his arm began to spasm.
He slid nearly halfway down the wall in his corner, scraping his
bare back and rear on the rough concrete, before he stopped himself
and watched the ten units come to a halt just one meter away.

"Centurions," Doral said, putting on his best
drill sergeant airs, "present arms!" The ten units held their right
arms out from their body with their fists pointing toward the
ceiling. "Ready! Deploy!" At once, all ten Cylons engaged their
forearm swords.

The sound was shrill and piercing. Saul
jerked away and slammed his eyes shut. Then, the Centurions came
toward him, keeping their arms aloft. He sat on the floor in the
corner and stared up at the faces from forty years in the past. He
watched their red eyes and listened to that ghostly sound. Another
chill poured over him and he lowered his face to his knees.


 XV

EIGHT

483 Days After Settlement

 


The cabin on Colonial One was filled.
In the days of the Roslin administration, this room held the press
corps. Orphaned due to their coverage of the Galactica
decommissioning, the journalists, producers, and others shifted
their attention to the end of the worlds and the floundering
government of the fleet. Now they were gone and among the populace
of New Caprica. President Baltar held few press availabilities and
certainly none since the arrival of the Cylons more than three
months prior.

This Eight, Sarah, was one of four in the
cabin. There were multiples of all the models, except for Two. The
fact that Leoben himself came to this meeting was worthy of
murmuring on its own. Few had seen him since he started his
much-talked-about project shortly after they arrived. Sarah looked
toward the Sixes and noted that Caprica Six was not here, just as
Boomer wasn't either.

A One stood and looked around the crowded
cabin. "OK. It's been long enough." He put his hands behind his
back and scanned the room. The other Cylons stopped chatting and he
spoke somberly, "I know why we have a big turnout tonight. You want
the latest on our missing siblings."

Sarah turned and looked at everyone. The
Fives were sitting together and they seemed concerned, focused on
Cavil's words. A group of Sixes were across the aisle and a pair of
them appeared visibly upset.

"There are now twenty-three of us," there
were some gasps, "who are unaccounted for. Centurions have scoured
the city, the farms, the river, the hills," he shook his head,
"nothing. No sign at all. We've tried various methods to track the
missing. We've even tried looking in the datastream for their
consciousness in case they were lost there, but still nothing."

"What could have happened?" a different Eight
asked.

"You know exactly what happened," a
dark-haired Six answered. She faced the One and continued, "It's
just a matter of finding out where the humans are keeping
them."

A different Six shook her head, "I can't
believe that they could be so cruel."

A Three chuckled. "Have you suddenly
forgotten the entirety of their history?"

Cavil nodded and said, "Finally. Someone's
coming around to my way of thinking on the subject."

"But what's the point?" the same Six asked,
plaintively. She turned around in her seat to face the Three who
scoffed at her. "Why abduct us and send no demands? No ransom?
Nothing at all?"

Three was about to answer when she saw the
One coming down the aisle. Six turned to face him and he bent over
to be closer to her. "Look at you. You're terrified. You're weepy."
He raised his hands and began to playact shrinking in fear, "You're
like a scared child who got separated from mommy at an amusement
park, surrounded by strangers and big, loud noisy things. Cowering
from each bump and flash around you." He stood up straight and
watched as a single tear ran over her cheek. "That's the
point." He looked around the cabin. "That's what they want all of
us to feel." He turned and walked back to the front of the room and
stood next to the podium which still featured the presidential seal
of the United Colonies of Kobol. "I don't suppose this turn of
events has convinced you to hold a redo of our previous decision to
come here in the first place?" Cavil's eyes scanned the room. His
allies in the Fives were confident and kept their gazes straight
ahead, but the Fours, Sixes, and Eights looked away. "It was worth
a shot."

"A few bad apples, Cavil," a Six said.

"Sure." He nodded and added, "When you get
snatched, I'll walk into the resurrection hall and whisper that at
your waiting, prone bodies."

"Now, now, brother," a Three said. "No need
to be vindictive. The vote was held and we lost."

"Quite right. Let's look to the future." He
waved his hand and said, "Doctor." A pair of Fours stood at the
front of the cabin and lifted two cases. "This is a precaution."
Cavil raised a large medical device and said, "These trackers will
be injected into each of you before you leave tonight."

There was some grumbling and a Six said,
"Isn't that a violation of our privacy?"

"As opposed to what?" One bellowed. "Take
your pick, then. The violation of a tracker or the violations
committed by these sentient insects we've been tasked to bring to
heel." He bowed low and extended his hands in a mocking fashion,
"It's up to you." The Six folded her arms over her chest in a huff
and leaned back in her chair. "Who's first?" Most of the Cylons
stood and began to slowly push toward the Fours. As a few Cylons
left the cabin without the injection, Cavil called out, "I
strongly recommend that we all move around the city in pairs
or with a Centurion escort!"

Sarah looked at the back of the room and
watched two Sixes and an Eight depart. She looked toward the Four
nearest her and waited behind a group of Fives. He placed the
silver nozzle of the device against the fleshy upper arm of one
Five and he said, "This will sting briefly, but you'll never know
it's there." A loud hiss emerged and the recipient jerked away. He
rubbed his arm and tried to study the injection site. The Four
handed him a small bandage and said, "In case it starts
bleeding."

While the other nearby Fives continued to
remove their jackets and unbutton their shirts, Sarah stepped
forward and rolled up her sleeve. "I'm ready."

The Four nodded and pushed a vial into the
back of the device. Once it clicked into place, he pressed it
against her upper arm. It hissed and she felt the sting in her arm.
As soon as she reached for the wound, it began to fade. He handed
her a bandage and she took it before walking away from the
crowd.

Outside Colonial One, the Eight looked
into the late afternoon sky. The sun was hidden behind clouds, of
course, but it was still fairly bright. She walked toward the fence
separating the presidential craft and many of the government
facilities from the bulk of the city. Sarah had business on the
opposite end of the main thoroughfare, at the detention center.
Warily, she looked toward the main walkway and saw the dozens of
people moving about. For the first time since she had been
planetside, she felt uncomfortable. Almost afraid.

"Centurion," she addressed a unit by the
gate, "escort me to the detention center." Without hesitation, the
machine left its post and began to follow her out of the gated
area. Another Centurion immediately stepped forward and took the
first unit's place.

Once Sarah was out of the protected section
and in the city, she thought again about walking down the main
street. Instead, she turned left and chose a different path. "This
way." She pointed down the road and the Centurion went first. They
passed by several business tents and began to move through a
residential section. The humans nearby immediately cleared away
with most ducking into their tents or onto side paths.

She kept her head low and endeavored to not
look at anyone in the eye. She was nearly successful.

"Boomer."

The Eight turned and saw a teenage boy
standing in front of a tent. He was wearing two green coats, the
one underneath was brighter than the one on top. He had a bowlcut
of brown hair and sad eyes. "Sorry. I'm not Boomer." She kept
walking.

"Hey!" he ran to her side and the Centurion
stopped and spun to face them.

Sarah raised her hand and said, "It's OK."
The machine relaxed but it moved behind the pair so it could keep
an eye on them. The teen seemed to ignore the Centurion the entire
time.

"Why haven't you tried to find me?"

The Eight glanced down at the boy and saw the
anger in his face. "I don't know what you mean." She kept walking
and kept her head hanging low, staring at her feet.

"I got kicked off Galactica after you
shot the Old Man …"

"That wasn't me," she said.

"Then I lived alone on the Adriatic.
You don't know how hard it's been."

Sarah shook her head. "I'm sorry."

"You should be. I get why Starbuck flaked out
on me. She was always half-nuts. But you?" He kicked a rock in the
dirt path. "I thought you cared." The Eight sighed. "When the
Cylons came here, I thought, 'At least Boomer will be back. She'll
come see me.'"

They arrived at the gated fence of the
detention center and a pair of Centurions approached them. Sarah
turned and studied the dirty, wan teen again. "Look. I'm sorry, but
I'm not Boomer."

Boxey nodded and his eyes welled with tears.
"I know. I heard you." He wiped his sleeve over his face and seemed
to notice the Centurions for the first time. He straightened and
jammed his hands into his pockets. "She still doesn't care." He
took a deep breath. "No one does."

The Eight sighed and shook her head. "That's
not true …"

Her sentence was interrupted by the sound of
a Centurion's automatic gunfire.

Sarah was startled and leapt back. She raised
her arms and screamed, "Stop!" The machine kept its weapon deployed
and aimed at the bloody child. She darted forward and dropped to
her knees by his side. "Hang on. A doctor is coming." He didn't
hear her and looked into the sky. A moment later, air passed over
his lips for the last time.

The Eight backed away and stood. She finally
noticed the thing that made the Centurion fire: a knife in his
hand. She squeezed her eyes shut and listened to the sound of more
Centurions surrounding them and the distant murmurs of humans.

"What happened?"

Sarah looked up and saw a Five inside the
fenced-in area. She only said, "Get Boomer." He ran and she looked
down at the boy again. She turned to the crowd of onlookers some
twenty meters away, held back by Centurions which formed a
barricade. Another crowd of Cylons began to emerge from the
detention center and surrounding buildings. All of them stared at
the Eight and the dead teen. She mumbled, "I hate this frakking
planet."


 XVI

BENGUN

493 Days After Settlement

 


The Four walked alone.

This was an error. For several nights,
members of Georgia Johns' cell kept watch on the paths near their
meeting place, and each night, they spied Cylons. Skinjobs who
walked with other skinjobs. Skinjobs who walked with toasters. But
none walked alone.

"Ready?" Dayton asked Zarta.

She nodded and repositioned the cloth in her
hand. She stood from the shadows and walked into the lane. Bengun's
eyes darted around, scanning for an unseen companion of either the
flesh or metal variety. She saw none. Then her eyes went to the
watchtower high above the tents fifty meters away. The Centurion
there swept a spotlight to the west and away from her and her
target.

She adjusted her grip on the cloth and the
two passed each other. The Four said nothing. She expected him to
berate her for being out past curfew, but his stride was unbroken
and swift. Her confusion lasted a brief moment, and she turned.
With a few quick steps, Zarta leapt onto his back and pressed the
cloth against the tall Cylon's face. He groaned and struggled but
Bengun did not relent.

Dayton jumped out of his position and grabbed
onto him. "Don't let go," he whispered. With both hands, she kept
the doused fabric pressed hard against his mouth and nose. Finally,
he wobbled and the large insurgent kicked the Cylon's legs out from
under him. He collapsed onto the ground with Zarta on top of him.
"Got it?"

"Strap." He handed her an elastic band and
she quickly wound it over the Four's head, holding the cloth in
place. She stood and brushed herself off while Dayton grabbed the
Four under the arms and dragged him into the shadows.

Minutes later, after dodging the watchtower's
spotlight, they descended into the underground level. The meeting
area was empty but the crate was moved away from the hatch. Light
shone from it, so both Dayton and Bengun knew that someone was down
there.

He positioned the Four by the opening,
slipped a black mask over his face, and climbed down the ladder. As
Zarta pulled on her own mask, she kicked the Cylon's legs into the
hatch and Dayton began to pull him down. She heard muffled
screaming then.

Once she descended the ladder, she saw
Georgia where they had left her not quite an hour ago. The small
woman was masked, too, and standing before a bruised and bloodied
Three, who was bound tightly to a post. The room was filled with
white-wrapped bodies piled into the corners and along the walls.
Bags of fluids were hung from the ceiling with lines that ran from
them and into the arms of each of the many captives.

"Do you understand now?" Johns asked the
Three. "We can get you. We can take you." The Cylon whimpered as
her teeth clamped down on the leather belt wrapped around her head.
"There's no escaping us." Then the resistance leader slapped the
Three with another leather belt across her face.

Dayton stood the Four up and Zarta began to
move a roll of white canvas around the Cylon's form. She stopped at
his waist so she could stand and reach one of the IV lines from a
nearby bag. With a practiced hand, honed in the last month of
abductions and the instruction of medic Layne Ishay, Bengun got the
needle into the vein in one go. She taped the arm quickly and
returned to the fabric. With a few more passes, the thick material
completely covered and restrained him. Then, like so much baggage,
Dayton stacked him against the wall with the other unconscious
captives.

The Three tried to lift her head and her eyes
glanced over the white forms of her kin. The fabric that bound them
was occasionally streaked red or brown with varying amounts of
blood of varying stages of dryness and age. For the last few weeks,
the cell had risked waking up their captives, one at a time, for a
bout of questioning and torture. Little came of it,
information-wise, but Georgia Johns pressed on with the
practice.

Zarta wasn't as committed to this. She had no
love for the Cylons, of course. Certainly not after they exhumed
her family with such indifference. Certainly not after they
destroyed their lives on Scorpia two years ago, which brought them
all to this place to begin with. Her sights were focused much
higher than a singular Five here or Eight there. She wanted Gaius
Baltar.

She ground her teeth thinking of his name. He
brought them to this planet. He surrendered to the Cylons. If he
hadn't been elected, she, Deric, and Laurel would likely be
perfectly happy aboard the Tarbadek, if not Earth, assuming
it was real and the fleet could find it. She lowered her eyes at
the thought of being happy on the Tarbadek. She told
herself, It's all relative. Alive and together as a family
in a tin can was better than being alone here.

Bengun was snapped back to the present with
another belt across the face of the Three by Johns. In disgust, the
leader tossed the strap down and said, "Tie her up again."

Without hesitation, Dayton moved toward the
Cylon and unclipped the binds from the post. He pushed her toward
the near wall and the Three whimpered. As Zarta pulled an IV line
from the ceiling and brought the needle to the port on her arm,
Dayton removed the belt from the Cylon's mouth.

"Help me!" she gasped. "Help!"

Dayton laughed and reared back. His punch
landed square on her mouth and the Three's head snapped far back
into the clay wall of the dungeon. Slowly, it lolled forward and
her hair was caked with the reddish-brown substance. Blood dribbled
from her mouth and a single white tooth fell to the ground.

Bengun sighed and pulled the roll of fabric
to her side. She started at the Cylon's waist and wrapped it
around. The Three tried to force her eyes open, but the drugs took
effect quickly and she became dazed. Just before Zarta wrapped the
canvas over her head, Dayton waved and said, with an artificially
perky tone, "Sweet dreams!"

Bengun cut the canvas and pushed the roll
aside. She climbed the ladder and stood at the top of the hatch,
waiting for the other two to climb up. Once they emerged and
removed their masks, she asked, "Is there a point to this?"

Dayton laughed and walked away. Georgia's
nostrils flared, as though she knew this conversation had been
brewing. "We are trying to extract whatever information we can
…"

"We've learned nothing. We've been beating
and interrogating them for a month now." Zarta looked back at
Dayton who was straightening some of the equipment. "We're getting
nowhere."

"Wrong." Johns lifted her head and stared up
into Bengun's eyes, "We have sixteen of their people here. I'm
aware of at least one other cell that has successfully embarked on
a similar program and they've got several captives, too. The Cylons
out there," she pointed to the ceiling, "they know their kind have
targets on their backs. They know their fellow skinjobs have been
taken. And I would bet every cubit I had that they're freaking the
frak out about it."

Zarta relaxed her posture a little and asked,
"What about Gaius Baltar?"

"What about him?" It was an almost daily
question from her, so Georgia was understandably exasperated.

"He's still target number one?"

"Most of what we do," her volume raised
again, "is about opportunity. That's why we do everything from
vandalism to theft to destruction of property to abduction. We see
a Cylon, alone, we snatch them because that's the opportunity we've
been given. We see Gaius Baltar? We shoot the frakker. No
question."

"But our actions, our abductions, our
bombings … they're keeping him further away from us. There won't
be an opportunity if he doesn't feel safe to come out of
hiding."

"So you want to let the Cylons go? Stop all
of our activities?"

Zarta shook her head. "I didn't say
that."

"Then say what you mean."

She swallowed hard and thought for a moment.
She locked eyes with her leader and said it quickly and plainly,
"I've joined the NCP."

Dayton dropped the toolbelt he was holding
and exclaimed, "What?"

Bengun shook her head, "You didn't ask
permission."

"I don't need your permission." Johns
straightened and squared her shoulders. Zarta continued, "I start
the academy tomorrow."

"There are already resistance assets in the
NCP. There's a procedure …"

"I'm joining up!" Bengun balled her fists and
kept them by her side. "If there's the slightest chance that I'll
get close to Baltar, I'm taking it." Georgia nodded and Zarta
added, "It's why I joined the resistance in the first place."

"Not to kill Cylons?" Dayton asked from
behind her.

"No. Baltar is why we're here. He's why we're
dying."

The leader removed a small pad of paper from
her pocket and scrawled a note. "I'll have to let the next link in
the chain know. I want reports from you, daily, for the first few
weeks."

"Done."

"I want names of NCP cadets and regulars as
soon as you can identify them."

"Done."

Georgia put the pad back in her pocket and
took a step toward Bengun. "Listen close. If you ever, ever, do
something …"

"Shhh!"

Both of them turned their heads toward Dayton
who now stood in the center of the open space. He rotated with his
arms outstretched and listened, positioning himself at an
equidistant point between the two exits. After a moment of silence,
there came a rhythmic thumping on the floor above their heads. The
women looked up toward the sound, but Dayton angled his ears to
track it. The steps shifted and he pointed to the left corridor,
"They're going that way." They heard a heavy door and feet on
steps. "Shit. They've found it."

The trio moved to the right corridor. Dayton
pulled the crate off the dungeon's hatch and opened the door. He
lifted a belt holding at least six grenades from inside the crate
and made ready to pull two of the pins.

Georgia stepped to the exit and pulled a
cover off a detonation panel. On a string, dangling beneath it, was
a small crank. She picked it up and inserted the crank into the
panel and gave it several rapid, firm turns. A small dynamo whirred
and stored current in the simple circuitry. Bengun's eyes traced
the cables from the panel in the wall across the room and to the
opposite corridor.

Johns took a deep breath and heard heavy
steps again in the previously hidden staircase. A loud scraping
noise meant that the Centurions had found the cabinet that
concealed the door to their bunker.

"Do it," she said.

Dayton pulled two pins and threw the grenade
belt into the dungeon. He closed the hatch and pulled the crate on
top of it. Just as he jumped to the exit corridor, the explosion
underground pushed the crate up and away and blew the hatch clear
off.

Smoke poured into the room. Georgia gave the
crank another few turns and then slammed the trigger three times in
rapid succession. The explosives in the opposite corridor detonated
and blew a new cloud of dust and smoke into the room.

The trio ran through their undiscovered
corridor, climbed a ladder, and emerged in a utility shed adjacent
to the shell of the incomplete New Caprica government building.
Dayton peered out of the simple metal door first. He looked back
and whispered, "Nothing."

"Go. We'll follow in a few." He nodded and
walked out.

Johns looked through the crack and watched
the large man disappear into a row of tents. She looked back into
the darkness toward Bengun. She couldn't quite see her. "You got
it?"

Zarta turned back to the hatch and saw
another detonation panel. She lifted its crank and prepared to turn
it. She grunted, "Yeah," from the floor, and the leader darted into
the night.

In the brief second that the door was open,
Bengun saw the sweep of watchtower security lights moving their
direction. She spun the crank around and around. Ten times is
more than enough, she thought. Then she pressed the
trigger.

This explosion, though it employed more
devices, felt more muffled and distant. Their meeting room was now
gone, as was the corridor they had just used to escape. She stood
and went to the door. The watchtower lights were all over the
building behind her and a few spotlights passed across the shed.
She waited until the next one moved over the door and then quickly
slipped out.

She stepped into a world of light. Tents were
just a few meters away, but the abandoned construction project
behind her was illuminated by several Cylon watchtowers and now a
Heavy Raider hovering overhead, shining its spotlight on the scene.
She forced herself to turn away from the bustling scene and she
walked headlong into a member of the New Caprica Police force.

He was a young man and he was wearing his
full-face mask rolled up to his forehead as he tried to read a
clipboard. His eyes were wide open and he was just as surprised to
have run into Zarta as she was to run into him.

Before he could say anything, Bengun punched
the officer in the throat. He dropped his clipboard and stumbled
back, clutching at it. He gasped and tried to cough, but he
couldn't. Her swift, precise blow managed to rupture his trachea.
She pushed him toward the row of tents and, with her left hand,
reached into her back pocket. She extended her knife's blade with a
single flick and the officer tripped over a tent's guyline.

She leaned over him and pulled his mask off,
tossing it into the middle of the path. He held his hand up,
pleading as he tried to breathe. She knocked his arm away with her
right hand and then stabbed him in the chest with her left. The
blade went through the simple body armor easily. She removed it and
stabbed again. The young man groaned as much as he could and he
rolled over. He began to crawl away, but she straddled his back and
slit his throat. She heard the spray of blood hit the dirt and she
backed away from the scene as she tried to catch her own
breath.

"Good."

Zarta looked up at the man peering from the
tent they had fallen near. He nodded at her and then zipped it
shut. She turned toward the nearly dead officer and then flipped
him face up with the toe of her boot. After she wiped her knife on
his splayed pantsleg, she folded the blade and walked between
tents, hurrying to get to her own.


 XVII

TIGH

500 Days After Settlement

 


"Krypter! Krypter! This is Iceman! Three
marks on my six! Hyades, do you read me?!"

"Attention fleet. Attention fleet. Move away
from Masada! Cylons have boarded and are attempting to seize
control of our guns."

"Where are you CAG?! My bird is down, repeat,
my bird is down! Toasters are closing!"

"All players, clear Columbia airspace.
All players, get clear, right frakkin' now!"

The speakers in the ceiling continued to
shout at him. For days now, his captors replayed captured Colonial
transmissions from throughout the Cylon War. He heard the names of
battlestars and ships he remembered. He even heard a few callsigns
he knew, too. Saul lowered his head and he knew what was coming
next.

One of the old Centurions stabbed the
concrete wall with its blade, showering his face and side with dust
and debris.

He opened his eyes and looked up into the
scanning red light of the Centurion. For weeks now, the original
mechanical enemies of his youth filled the cell and pounded at the
wall whenever he nodded off. There was no more surprise to it. He
realized that they had been ordered not to injure him, so they only
hit the wall or floor and never him.

The few times he had managed to stay asleep
after the first or second strike on the surface next to his head,
they responded by stomping and a fusillade of punches and sword
strikes. He couldn't remain unconscious through that. Then, about
five days into this ordeal, he passed out. He awoke some time
later, staring into the face of a pair of Centurions, with more
surrounding them. He looked around and saw no fresh slashes or
other damage to the floor. He thought then that they must have been
ordered to let him get some rest because he did feel somewhat
better.

He sighed and rolled to his left. His eyes
were wide open and he watched the point of a Centurion's sword
enter his sight. He shook his head and then tried to sit up, but
his muscles revolted.

It had been six or seven days since the
machines let him sleep this time. His bones hurt. His joints. His
muscles. His stomach gurgled constantly with hunger and then, after
he ate the unidentifiable slop that the Doral silently brought in
to him once a day, it bubbled and gurgled again. He couldn't recall
the last time he had a solid bowel movement and his entire rear
burned. His hair was greasy and itchy. His beard. He thought he had
lice, but after trying to catch one of the bugs, he realized it was
his own imagination. His skin itched all over his body. He had been
naked since the first Centurion came in so long ago and the cold …
he no longer really felt his toes and, sometimes, his fingers. He
made it a ritual to rub them all and count as he did so. They grew
pink from time to time, but he wasn't afraid of losing them
yet.

And his ears. He could barely hear anything
over the constant drone of the Centurions' eyes, but then the
speakers began to play the old wireless signals. He had had a
headache for so long, he wasn't even sure if it was still
there.

Tigh sighed again and leaned back against the
wall, grunting just a little as he did. To his surprise, a metal
hand gripped his arm and lifted him to his feet. His eyes widened
and he looked down at the Cylon's hand and then into its face. It
released him and then a second Centurion backhanded the former
colonel.

Saul stumbled into the corner and nearly slid
to the floor again, but another Cylon lifted him and then punched
him in the gut. He doubled over and coughed while a pair of hands
grabbed his shoulders and side. He tried to look up but he was
thrown toward the center of the cell and his head impacted on the
leg of another machine. They lifted him again and began to beat
him.

As much as it hurt and as much as he was
being knocked around, he couldn't help but feel that the Cylons
were holding back. Surely these Centurions could break his arm with
a single sweep of theirs, but instead, he was bloody and he would
certainly be bruised.

In the middle of the attack, he realized that
the speakers had, at some point, stopped replaying old wireless
communications and began blaring action stations alert klaxons. Not
the ones used on Galactica today … the same Colonial klaxons
he heard in the first war and on the Brenik.

The assault continued for some time, but then
he was stood up and placed against a rigid surface. Cold, metal. A
Centurion loudly retracted its blade and strapped Tigh to it. They
rotated the platform and Saul saw a man in a Colonial uniform
standing against the far wall. Tigh opened his mouth to speak, but
before he could, a Cylon stabbed the man repeatedly in the side and
back, which caused the unknown officer to merely grunt. Finally,
the Centurion inserted its sword in the man's torso and swiped its
arm outward, slicing open his belly and spilling intestines onto
the floor with a loud, continuous wet slap.

The machines tilted the board forward so that
the bound colonel was dangling above the floor and above the body
of the officer. The length of entrails extended beyond Saul's
sight. Bright red blood seeped through his clothes and a large
puddle formed. In moments, it had encircled the victim and now
spread toward Tigh's own feet.

A Cylon wheeled a table into view. Saul
turned toward it and blinked to get his own blood out of his eye.
Once he did, he saw an array of scalpels and various instruments
made of surgical steel. His breathing quickened and he tried to
imagine what the more unusually shaped devices were for. He shook
his head and looked away, knowing that such thoughts would not help
him. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to remember the training
he had gotten as a recruit fifty years ago.

"Cylon boarders! Deck three, port! Cylon
boarders, deck three port!"

He opened his eyes and looked around. He
recognized that voice. A young woman …

"Cylon boarders! All hands, arm yourselves!
Repeat, all hands, arm yourselves! Cylon boarders!"

He ground his teeth and thought, It's
the Brenik. They got recordings from the Brenik.

The metal clanking of Cylons enveloped him.
Centurions marched behind the table to which he was strapped and
they extended and retracted their swords over and over again. With
each sound of scraping metal, the former colonel winced and
quivered.

The Cylon that killed the unknown officer
knelt before Tigh and peered into his eyes. It brought its sword up
to Saul's face. There was more than blood on that blade. A webbing
of gore remained and dangled. Then Tigh noticed the smell.

The metallic odor of copious blood. The foul
stench of viscera. And the machine's oil. It had been omnipresent
for weeks, but now, paired with the smell of human death, it seemed
to have resurged and took on a new power.

"FTL is down," the speakers reported. "FTL is
down!"

Major Dophie …

"Cylon boarders! Deck seven! Near the
magazine!"

The sound of the Centurions behind him became
deafening. They jostled the table where he was bound and another
kicked the body of the officer below him. Blood splattered beyond
the large pool and his intestines flopped with him. His face was
bloodied and beaten.

"Duncan Rafferty …"

Tigh heard the words and he shook his head.
He told himself over and over that it wasn't Duncan Rafferty – it
couldn't be – but an electricity arced over his skin and he felt
the sheer, unmitigated terror that he had more than fifty years ago
when he was just a gunner's mate.

"All hands! Arm yourselves!"

Then the gunfire began.

Tigh shook and screamed. Spent shell casings
fell and clinked on the concrete floor. Some landed in the blood of
Duncan Rafferty. Then the smell of cordite blended with the gore
and oil. Saul's eyes rolled up into his head and he began a slight
spasm.

The steel table was thrown back and now the
colonel was perpendicular to the floor and facing the wall, if he
would open his eyes. Centurions stabbed the platform with their
swords and randomly fired shots over his head. The speakers played
the sounds of more gunfire and the screams of Colonial officers and
enlisted. The clanging of swords on each other, on empty firearms,
on bulkheads. The dull, wet thud of blades that hacked into limbs,
meeting the slightest resistance only at the bone.

"Command? This is engineering. FTL repairs
are complete. Respond."

Tigh's eyes opened wide. Sweat poured down
his face and he stared straight ahead.

For weeks, he had been naked. Cold and
uncomfortable, he was forced to live in his own filth with no
bathing or cleaning himself at all.

For weeks, he had subsisted on the barest
minimum of nutrition.

For weeks, he hadn't slept so much as he had
simply fallen unconscious and allowed a few hours every few days to
recover from his fatigue.

For weeks, he had been surrounded by
nightmarish machines of war.

Saul Tigh was exhausted and his mind was
about to break.

"The eye."

The former colonel twitched and he saw, in
his mind, as clearly as he had so many years before, Major Dophie
lying across the FTL panel. Her mouth was open and pouring blood
onto the deck while her eye dangled from its socket.

Unseen by the prisoner, a Five handed a pair
of forceps to a Centurion. It held the device below Tigh's face and
opened the prongs.

In Saul's mind, he saw the major. He saw the
bodies around him. He shook again.

"Command! Cylons are attempting to breach the
engine room!"

Tigh shouted, "No!"

He felt as though he was pressed against the
doors to the magazine. He felt the spray of blood and oil on his
face. Strapped to the table, his arms nevertheless twitched with
the memory of fighting the machines. He swung his arms and hacked
at Centurions with swords. He grunted through pain and the
explosions of grenades.

"No. No." His words were softer and more
plaintive. The Doral watched him intently and raised his hand,
staying the advance of the Centurion and its forceps.

In one moment, he felt the weight of bodies
both flesh and metal upon him. In another, he felt the freedom of
running through the corridors, hacking at every person he saw.

Saul's eyes narrowed and he tried to
understand.

The sound of his footfalls were metal. The
droning of the Cylon eye was in his head. He saw the world in
shades of red. He felt the power of his artificial body and the
strength he wielded. He watched heads topple from their necks at
the swing of his forearm blade. What little sensation he had in the
real world came from his bare skin, pressed against the cold, steel
table. And now the table fused with his flesh. His skin became
metal.

He saw Duncan Rafferty. He saw Major Dophie
and her eye.

He slashed at a lieutenant. He shot a Marine.
He stabbed into the chest of a dead crewman over and over again,
trying to get to the cowering person beneath the pile of bodies.
Himself.

Saul Tigh then realized that he was a
Cylon.

"No!"

He screamed and shrieked an unnatural sound,
like the ones yelled by men asleep and dreaming of horrible days
long gone. Or never were.

The Five was stunned and took a step back.
The Centurion kept its hand in place beneath Tigh and looked to the
Doral for guidance.

Saul quivered again and his head twisted in
time to the sound of a lone, scanning Cylon eye. He felt cold like
the cold of chrome and exhaled every breath he had. In his very
core, at that moment, he knew he was a Cylon and he wanted to
die.

He jerked his head upright, as far as the
table would allow. He bellowed as loudly as he could and, with his
eyes focused on the present for the first moment in some time, he
saw the forceps held beneath him. He remembered Major Dophie and in
a panic, he thrust his face down and pushed his own right eye
socket onto the surgical device.

The Centurion was surprised and the
prisoner's motions caused the forceps to wrench the eyeball. Tigh
jerked his head back and it was removed. It fell to the floor and
rolled a slight distance before coming to a stop against the
severed optic nerve. The Cylon used the forceps to pick it up and
then it passed the forceps to the Five.

Doral held the eye up to the light and
studied it, grimacing and disgusted at all he saw. Tigh, meanwhile,
gasped for air and emitted a groan that sounded for all the worlds
like an expression of relief. Blood dripped onto the floor loudly
and the sounds from the speakers above suddenly stopped.

"Out." Centurions turned and began to file
away. A Four walked to the Five's side and looked at the eye. "Are
we finished here?"

Doral stood in front of the sobbing, broken
man and held the eye aloft. Tigh glanced at it with his left eye
for a brief moment and, somehow, seemed to smile. The Five shook
his head and headed for the door. "I'm done."

The Four immediately began wiping Saul's face
and prodding the empty orbit. He looked toward the exit and
shouted, "Bring in some clothes."

The panic he had felt was gone. Tigh slowly
regulated his breathing and tried to steady his thoughts. It's
over. It's over. It wasn't real. I'm not really a machine. I'm
not. He breathed easier as the tall, dark Cylon put gauze over
his face. He grinned again knowing that his troubles were past.
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He didn't open the blinds. He looked down
toward the front gate and saw her standing there.

"Two more deaths at the prison," a Five said
from the door.

"Mm-hm," he said without facing him. "Anyone
I know?"

Wearing a shiny green suit jacket, Doral
looked across the two pages in his folder. "A former member of the
Caprican Resistance arrested for weapons possession, Morris Fink.
Suicide." Cavil didn't react. "An inactive Colonial Fleet pilot
attempted to escape. Uh, Novacek."

One turned and looked at him. "That's it? Not
Tom Zarek or, dare I hope, Saul Tigh?"

"No."

John sidled his way past the edge of the
couch and away from the window. "Alright. That'll be all." The Five
left as One shook his head and sat in a chair, thinking about what
could be done next, other than waiting. If Father kills himself,
he would just awaken in his bath angry at Cylons. He won't have
learned his lesson, would he? Knowing then that he had been a Cylon
all along? If we could just break him and make him talk …

There was a tap at the door.

He turned and said, "Come in." Caprica Six
and Boomer stepped through the entrance and pushed the door shut
behind them. "Ah. It's our vaunted Cylon celebrities." Cavil
watched their downcast eyes and the way their frames appeared to
sag. He suppressed a smile and gestured toward the couch. "Please.
Have a seat."

They complied without a word. They said
nothing to each other and shared a glance before they
simultaneously looked at One. Six spoke first. "We need your
help."

His eyebrows raised. "My help?" They nodded,
slowly. "Then you truly are desperate."

They looked down again and Boomer said, "Our
plans for New Caprica … are not working out like we had hoped."

"You think?" He saw their demeanors shift
with a near-flinch at the barb. "I'm sorry. Please continue."

Six picked up the dialogue then, "You know
what we wanted to do. You know why." John nodded. "But even
our contrition has been met with violence. Our overtures of peace
have been knocked away."

In the brief silence that followed, Cavil
asked, "Have you looked at it from their perspective? Twenty-eight
billion dead? How much contrition could balance that?"

"I know." Caprica's eyes twinkled with
nascent tears. "But I had hoped."

Boomer interjected, 'There's been too much
death. I don't know how much more either side can take."

"Well, one side has an advantage in that
arena, painful though it may be." The women didn't respond and One
continued, "But I understand what you're saying. In fact, I am
somewhat empathetic when it comes to plans gone awry." He clasped
his hands and set them in his lap. Six nodded and he said, "What
did you have in mind?"

Again, Caprica and Boomer shared a look
before Six said, "We have exhausted the ideas we had for
reconciliation."

"We were hoping," Eight began, tentatively,
"that you may have suggestions of your own."

One's eyebrows raised. Take off and nuke
the entire site from orbit. He decided against being so honest
out loud. "The programs you mention, Six, were nice in that
touchy-feely way humans like. But usually, that kind of thing works
best in peacetime, not an occupation." She nodded. "Plus, they were
rolled out by the most hated human being in the galaxy, Gaius
Baltar." She lifted her chin and Cavil sensed her defenses raising.
"The insurgents are still active, despite our efforts, though they
have been crippled with the arrests of key members. They're no
longer abducting Cylons off the streets and holding dozens of us in
a drug-induced limbo, so that's progress." He raised his hands to
his chin and looked toward the ceiling as he thought. "I think … I
think you're not going to like anything I suggest."

Boomer lowered her head and mumbled, "I told
you."

"Now, now," One began, "let's not discount
every idea before they're fully formed, shall we? Don't shoot the
messenger, as they say."

"You were right." Caprica stood. "I'm sorry
we bothered you."

"Oh, no bother. In fact, how about we have a
council meeting on Colonial One later today. Hmm?" John
stood and walked toward his desk. "We can," he gestured with one
arm wildly, "hash all of this out among our peers. And the
president." He grumbled the last line. As he lifted the decanter of
whisky, he asked, "And you can tell us more about God's plan for
his children."

The two Cylons stood and stalked toward the
door.

"See you later." He poured himself a glass
and watched the women depart. He lifted his glass in a mock toast,
took a sip, and, as the door began to close, he swallowed quickly
and said, "Hey, send Five in if he's out there."

A moment later, Doral entered the room and
stood by the entrance. "Yes?"

John sipped the whisky again and moved toward
the window. He leaned over the front of the couch a bit and looked
toward the fence. The woman was still there.

"Tell me, Five. What do you make of our time
on this planet so far?"

The younger Cylon raised a single eyebrow.
"What do I think?"

"Yes." Cavil turned and gestured toward him
with the glass. "I asked, didn't I?"

Doral seemed surprised and he turned, facing
the white light of morning outside the windows. "A disaster."

John nodded. "So if the vote were held today
…"

"I would vote differently." Five walked
toward the desk and said, "I would not pursue this …
reconciliation."

One grinned and finished the rest of his
whisky. He put the empty glass on the table and walked back toward
the couch. "Pour yourself some, if you'd like." As the Five did
just that, Cavil said, "I think you're not alone. I think the Fours
might join me, too."

Doral winced at the bite of the alcohol and
grunted, "And the Threes?"

"They were already against this. And the Twos
just wanted that woman." He shook his head and waved his hand
dismissively. "Now that they've got her, I might be able to
count on them." He stared out the window at the sprawling vista of
machinery, ships, and hundreds and hundreds of tents and temporary
structures.

"So you're going to call for another
vote?"

"No." John turned and saw Five's surprise. He
balled up his fists and said, "We're so close to the end. I can
taste it. The humans are sick of us being here and the Cylons are
sick of being here, too." He raised his hands shook them in front
of his chest, "Both sides are eager for battle, now. Not just the
resistance. Rank-and-file humans. And Cylons. If we can prolong
this abominable campaign just a little while longer, we'll be right
back where we were before. Trying to kill each other.
Officially."

Doral shrugged, "But the humans wouldn't
stand a chance."

Cavil smiled. "I know. Isn't it great?" He
sat in the chair that faced the window. "I disagree with them
vehemently, but I will have to thank Caprica and Boomer when this
is finished. They will have given us the scion of humanity, wrapped
up with a bow, and served on a platter."

"What about Adama? The battlestars?"

One rolled his eyes. "We've got baseships
looking for them. Adama knows he can't come back." He thought for a
second and his eyes widened. He had his inspiration. That's it.
Adama will be the end of New Caprica. He licked his lips.
The resistance is working on that, I bet. I just have to let it
happen. Or push it to happen more quickly.

The Five sat in the chair next to John with a
glass of whisky. While the latter turned to face him slowly with
some measure of surprise, the former said, "And what about Caprica?
And Boomer?"

"What about them?"

He sipped and winced again. After he
swallowed, Doral said, "They still have influence."

One grunted, "Not after this. Not after four
months of blood and abject desolation. Do you know what homogeny
is?"

Five paused. "Similarity."

Cavil nodded. "Uniformity. If a culture
prides itself and is strengthened by that uniformity, what should
be done to those who stand out?"

Doral began to understand. "They need to be
discredited. Or removed."

"Exactly." He pointed at Five and said, "Keep
an eye on Caprica Six. She still has a vested interest here in the
form of," he wrenched his mouth as he said, "Gaius Baltar. Boomer,"
he shook his head, "I think she's already resigned to the loss
here. She's known people who've died. Her former friends on
Galactica all hate her. More than before, if that's even
possible. She's on her way to being completely done with mankind.
She may just need a little more time to realize it. And maybe I can
push her the rest of the way."

"I'll keep an eye on Caprica." He finished
the rest of his drink.

John stood and leaned over the couch again,
parting the blinds. He looked toward the fence and saw that she
hadn't moved. Now, though, she saw him and she smiled and waved. He
forced a grin, waved back, and stepped away. His mind turned and he
began to align the next steps. "There's a woman down by the gate.
Ellen Tigh."

Five stood and walked back to the desk.
"Yes?" He placed the glass on the edge.

"Bring her up here to me." As the other Cylon
nodded and began to leave, Cavil said, "And then go to processing.
Start the paperwork on releasing her husband."

Doral's eyes widened. "Colonel Tigh? He's a
leader of the insurgents, if not the leader."

"I know. That's the point."

Five looked toward the dull carpet and,
finally, he nodded. "I see. You want to release him and track
him."

"Now you get it." Doral nodded and left the
room. I won't track him but so much. After all, I need him and
his playmates to burn New Caprica to the ground. I'll give them
plenty of room for that. But maybe dear old Mother can help me keep
an eye on them and what they're doing.

John walked behind his desk and sat. He
swiveled the chair to face the office door and waited. When
Colonel Tigh is released, Adama will come that much more quickly.
The resistance will step up their attacks. Bring people to their
side. The Cylons will be united against all of humanity again and
everything will be right in the universe. We can destroy New
Caprica, Galactica, Pegasus, and every human being left in
one shot.

He shook his head to push the end of his plan
aside. He needed to focus on the present.

Mother, you need to know that Father is
downstairs and he'll come back to you a very different person.
He smirked. Weeks and weeks of torture may actually help me even
more than it made me feel good. You'll see him and his empty eye
and you'll be desperate to do anything to protect him.

A nausea swept over him and he cleared his
throat. Anything. Disgust is a human sensation you programmed me
with. I just have to, he flicked an imaginary switch with his
finger, turn it off. I'm ready.

Though he had "turned it off," he still felt
a wariness bordering on dread. To cheer himself again, he thought,
All five of the Five are here. They can do their dirty work and
I will track them, if only to torture them more. Especially you,
Mother and Father.

When the door opened and Ellen came inside,
he was beaming.
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She opened her eyes.

She saw a bank of fluorescent lights hanging
above her with the green canvas roof of a tent beyond that. Then
the pain started.

Her head throbbed and it felt like her skull
was cracked. Or cracking. It hurt to move her eyes. It hurt to
wince or groan, which she had just started to do. And then the
nausea hit her.

"You're awake."

With effort, Zarta looked to her right and
saw Layne Ishay standing over her. "Yeah." Feeling the vibrations
of that simple syllable in her head seemed like a blow from a
club.

The medic looked at the IV line and brought a
penlight to the patient's eye. "Try not to look away." Bengun
grunted again when the photons bombarded her retina like millions
of subatomic daggers. Ishay lowered her voice and said, "Did you
attack a marketplace?"

"What?" Zarta closed her eyes and softly
whispered, "No," with no power behind it at all to reduce the
reverberation in her bones. "Why?"

"Skinjobs brought you in," she whispered.
"Said there was an insurgent bombing at a marketplace."

Bengun kept her eyes closed and tried to
remember. Where was I? When she thought back, she could see
only blackness. Work. Laurel. Wait. She answered, "NCP
graduation."

Layne raised her eyebrows. "I didn't know you
were sent in. As a recruit?"

Zarta would have corrected her but doing so
would have caused her more pain. She nodded ever so slightly and
whispered, "There was a suicide bomber there."

Ishay nodded and began to busy herself by
rechecking the IV bags and lines. "The medical facility in their
center must be full. That's why you were brought out here."

"With a severe concussion?" She tried to lick
her lips and found them dry. "If I'm one of the more minor cases,
it must've been bad." Suddenly, with a brief inhale of panic,
Bengun raised her arm and saw that she was wearing her normal
clothes. "They took me out of my uniform. That took time …"

"You need to rest." The medic looked away
toward a groaning man.

Zarta grabbed her smock and said, "If you
can, get Georgia in here."

Ishay nodded and thought. "I'll try. Stay
awake."

She laid on the gurney with a rag over her
eyes. She thought about the graduation ceremony and tried to piece
together all that happened. The pain seemed to ebb and flow like
waves at the beach. Soon, the nausea faded and she sensed someone
standing next to the bed.

Bengun removed the rag and squinted up toward
the light. It was Georgia Johns. "Hey," she whispered.

"Concussion?"

She nodded. "Bomb at the ceremony." She tried
to look around but stopped and whispered, "The skinjobs said it was
a marketplace bombing."

"I know." Zarta closed her eyes again and her
arm drooped, exhausted. Johns pulled a stool closer and sat near
her head and whispered at her ear. "Did you see who it was?"

Bengun nodded once and thought better of it.
She breathed, "Former Colonial officer, I think."

"Right. I knew there was someone else on the
inside. I didn't know this was the plan."

Zarta opened one eye and caught Georgia's
gaze. "Baltar was supposed to be there."

Her eyebrows shot up. "But he wasn't."

"No."

"Damn." Johns looked away and crossed her
legs. She scanned the room and quietly asked, "Are all of these
people recruits?"

"No." Bengun's finger pointed over her
shoulder. "She's not." Then she pointed beyond her cell leader.
"He's not. I haven't seen anyone else."

"What was your plan?"

She again tried to lick her lips. "He comes
'round with my diploma or whatever. Extends his arm to shake my
hand, I slash his throat three of four times until I'm wrestled to
the ground." Her left hand quickly went to her hip. Her knife was
no longer there.

"Foolish."

"It would've worked." She swallowed hard and
the force caused her to wince. "It would've been worth it."

"Alright, ladies," Ishay said. "Our patient
needs more rest."

Georgia stood and put her hand on Zarta's
arm. "See you tomorrow."

"Come back after lunch," the medic said. "Dr.
Cottle will probably release her then."

"Release?" Bengun asked.

"There's not much more we can do. And we need
the space." Ishay checked her pulse and said, "Try not to go to
sleep yet. I'll be back from time to time to prod you."

 


"You're being discharged," Ishay said.
"Georgia's here for you."

Slowly, Bengun stood and dangled her feet off
the gurney. Layne slid her boots onto her feet and began to tie the
laces, but the patient said, "Don't worry about that. It's not too
far to walk."

"OK." She wrote on her clipboard and Johns
came to the bedside. "You've got her?"

Georgia nodded. "I do. Come on." She put her
arms around Zarta's torso and helped her down. Her first steps were
tentative and slow. "You can lean on me. I'm short enough."

Bengun tried not to laugh and the pair moved
from that tent into another. She glanced at the patients and
recognized some immediately. "These three."

Georgia looked at them and then said, "Don't
worry about it now."

Cottle came in from a triage area and saw
Zarta moving toward the exit. "Go home. Get some rest."

"Thanks, doc," Bengun said.

He approached her and the two women stopped.
"How are you doing?"

"I'm OK."

"No." He grimaced and rubbed his jaw. "How …
are you doing?"

She knew what he meant. The last time she had
seen him was when Laurel died. A painful memory, though he had been
kind. And a fighter. Zarta nodded, "I'm trying to keep busy. I'm
focused on a project. I'll see it through to the end."

Cottle nodded, too, and flashed a brief,
sympathetic smile. "Good. That sounds good. Come back if you feel
worse off than you do now and come back in three days, regardless.
For a check-up."

"I will."

When the doctor left, Johns and Bengun walked
out of the tent and into the cold sun.

At Zarta's place, after setting the patient
on the bed, the cell leader sat on a chair opposite her. "I heard
about your extracurricular activity."

She looked around, thankful for the thick
canvas that kept the light out. "What do you mean?"

"I spoke to Dayton."

Bengun groaned and slowly fell onto the
thick, wool blanket on her cot. "Why did he talk?"

"Out of concern?"

"Not Dayton. He was probably bragging."

Georgia nodded. "Probably." She paused and
gathered her thoughts in the same way she did during speeches at
meetings or before laying out a plan. "Let's just say that I'm
concerned, then."

"You shouldn't be."

"Why not?" Johns' voice was louder than Zarta
could handle. She lowered it as she continued, "Killing an NCP
officer the night our spot was breached is one thing. Killing two
bureaucrats because they had a hand in the loss of your farm or the
death of your daughter is something else."

"Three." Georgia's eyebrows raised again.
"Three bureaucrats." When Johns shook her head and took in a deep
breath, Bengun immediately said, "And not just because of my
farm or because of Laurel. They are collaborators. They were
working in a Cylon puppet government."

Johns rubbed her palms on her pants legs and
then stood. She moved about the small area impatiently and said,
"You're reckless."

"Maybe." Zarta rotated so she could lie flat
and face the ceiling of her tent. "But don't you need 'reckless'
these days?"

"I don't. No." She looked down at the cot and
said, "I'm not reforming the cell."

"Why?"

"I might join one. I can't … I don't want the
leadership role anymore." She saw the disappointment on her face
and added, "I can point you in the direction of a new cell if you
want to join one, too."

Bengun stared at the ceiling again. "I don't
know."

Georgia parted the tent flap with her finger
and asked, "What are you going to do?"

"Get my check-up and then go back to the
NCP." When Johns looked over her shoulder at her, Zarta said, "Wait
for my shot at Baltar."

She shook her head and opened the flap. "Good
luck." She walked into the light and Bengun closed her eyes,
wincing in pain again.


 XX

SELLOI

527 Days After Settlement

 


"Today is the day."

Dodona's eyes widened and she glanced toward
the light that ebbed behind her. "The day for what?" She rocked
forward and traced symbols onto the face of a smooth river stone
with her fingertip.

"The day for which I've prepared you."

The golden figure knelt beside her and she
tried not to look at him directly. "The arrival of the Cylons
wasn't it?"

"No."

"You have been absent," she said, "and I say
that only because I have missed your presence."

"You will not anger me," Iamus said. He stood
and turned. "I prepared you for the Cylons by ending your ancient
traditions. But forcing you more inward than you were before." The
son of Apollo pulled on the edge of a banner Selloi had adorned
with the ancient signs of the Colonies. "You have remained
protected and out of the way."

"I thank you for that." She bowed low and
watched the stirring of dust in the sunlight that shone through her
tent. The being walked into that light and seemed to become one
with it. "What am I to do today?"

"I first appeared to you nine months ago."
The oracle nodded. "Does this number hold any significance for
you?"

She frowned in thought and let her head roll
to one side. "The birth of a child?" For the first time, she faced
Iamus and became excited. "A baby? Is a baby going to be born?"

"The child has already been born." Selloi
seemed to deflate. "But the message you will convey soon deals with
her."

Dodona nodded. "Is there a specific message
that I should say?"

"You will receive it in time. The message
itself comes from the god worshipped by your next guest."

The oracle raised her knee and draped her arm
on it. "I am honored. Who will receive it?"

"A Cylon."

Selloi chuckled. "Cylons don't believe in the
Pantheon."

"True, but this Cylon doesn't believe in her
own god any longer." Iamus knelt in the light and caught the
oracle's attention. She looked toward him and he continued, "That
confusion will help us. It will help the child."

"I understand."

The being stood again and said, "Prepare
yourself. She comes." The golden glow of Iamus swelled and Selloi
shielded her eyes from it by tipping her head lower. Then, she saw
someone at the edge of her tent's entrance.

The light of the being flowed into the oracle
and her words flowed as easily. "Don't be afraid. I know who you
are. What you are." Everything moved quickly and she only felt her
mouth saying some of the message, "Zeus sees all. Sees you, Number
Three." Bitter. Chamalla. The light in her eyes warmed her
tongue.

"There is no Zeus. No other god but God."

Dodona's nature nearly asserted itself, but
she relaxed and let the spirit of Iamus continue to work. "Oh, you
don't believe that anymore. You don't know what to believe, and
that's why you're here."

She felt the Three's resistance to the
message and she also felt the spirit of Iamus grow within her.

"I have a message for you from the one you
worship. He speaks through me to you, just as he speaks in your
dreams. The message is, 'The fruit borne of two peoples is alive. A
child named after the wife and sister of the all-knowing Zeus.'"
She marveled at her words and noticed the Cylon's reaction. "'Hera
lives.'"

"That's not true. The child is dead."

"You will hold her in your arms and you will
know, for the first time, what it is to feel true love." The oracle
saw the impact this had on the Three. "But you'll lose everything
you've done here."

Iamus withdrew his power from Selloi's mind
and the woman wavered. Her mouth filled with the taste of bitter
chamalla and she said, "Wish I had some chocolate caramels."

The Cylon sighed and slowly turned. Quietly,
she said, "Thank you," and left the tent.

Dodona looked warily toward the shaft of
light and she sensed the being there again. "I hope you are
pleased."

"I am very pleased. Thank you."

As the light began to fade, the oracle asked,
"What is your bidding now? What should I do next?"

Iamus hesitated and finally said, "Now you
must ready your departure. Soon, very soon, humanity will flee this
world."

"Another exodus?" Selloi raised her head and
nodded. After licking her palm again, she said, "And the child?
Will Hera be saved?"

"She will. But not by humanity."

The being vanished and a cold rush of air
swept over the oracle. She shivered and stared at the rounded
stones at her feet as she feared for the little girl.


 XXI

BENGUN

531 Days After Settlement

 


The sound took a few seconds to reach the
people below. Those who weren't looking up didn't see the brief
flash of light that formed into the long shape of the Battlestar
Galactica.

For a moment, it seemed to hang. Then,
gravity took it and pulled it toward the surface of New Caprica.
Immediately, her skin was aflame with the friction of her fall and
a new sound grew and grew.

It was like a train that screamed past the
station, only it didn't change pitch. A brutal, guttural, almost
mechanical screech of air, fire, speed, and mass. It swelled to
deafening levels and the battlestar loomed over the city, growing
in size and frightening inevitability.

Zarta stood on the small slope and stared
into the sky. Her mouth hung open and her rifle was still by her
side. She hadn't moved since she heard the distant boom a few
seconds before. Now tiny darts leapt from the side of the ship as
Vipers streamed away and into the bright blue. Seeing that, her
eyes moved and she started to realize how close the vessel was
getting. She took a single step backward.

The roar of Galactica's fall became
oppressive and painful. And just when it seemed that her ears could
take no more or that there was no recourse for the vessel, a light
swept over its burning surface and she was gone.

A ball of fire the length of the battlestar
remained and tendrils of smoke and clouds were pulled toward it. A
thudding boom blew dirt from the ground and pushed Bengun's hair
back. It pounded her chest and gave her ears one last torment. The
fire vanished, the clouds, smoke, and dust stabilized, and a new
sound descended on the city. Silence.

As soon as she noticed it, it was broken by
the sounds of Vipers and Raiders overhead, pursuing each other and
firing at targets on the ground. When a Cylon tower nearby was
destroyed, Zarta was shaken back to her senses and she ran from the
slope to continue her mission. The detention center and shipyard
were on the opposite side of the city. She would have a long way to
run.

Bengun dropped her rifle and ripped off her
NCP jacket and vest. She tossed them onto her discarded mask, which
she removed just before the surprise appearance of the
Galactica. Now clad only in black, she grabbed her weapon
and ran into the city of tents.

Distant explosions from the insurgency's
devices continued and cannon fire from the Vipers and Raiders
streaked the sky. She saw crowds of people being herded by sector
commanders toward the shipyard and she gave chase along a parallel
path.

After she turned a corner, she found a group
of Centurions. They saw her and immediately raised their
weapon-arms. She skidded to a stop and fired. Her automatic
weapon's ammunition was not explosive, nor was it of sufficient
caliber to penetrate the machines' armor, so nothing more
spectacular than the sparking of metal upon metal befell them.

"Frak."

She ran again, turning down a new path. Her
heart pounded in her ears, but she could hear the clanging of Cylon
steps behind her. She turned again. Then again. Soon, she was back
on track for the shipyard and she didn't hear the Centurions behind
her.

She watched civilian ships rise above the
tops of the tents before her and blink away. Three. Four. Five. No
Colonial One yet. No Tarbadek, either. A drifting
confetti of debris fluttered in the air and she winced as it
brushed her eyes and smoke burned her nose.

Zarta came to a marketplace and saw several
resistance members pinned down by weapons fire. She looked toward
the top of the small building and saw masked members of the NCP.
Anger flared in her and she ran to the ladder at the rear of that
building. She climbed the rungs and saw six police officers there
with a Six behind them, pointing out targets.

Bengun took aim and fired at the officer on
her left first with a quick burst. Then the second. As she fired on
the third, the Cylon and the other three officers turned. Zarta
sprayed the remainder and two of them fell off the roof. The Six
ran toward her and made ready to kick her, but Bengun raised the
rifle and walked a stream of bullets up the Cylon's torso and face.
She fell from the building and landed with a thud on the ground
below. Zarta descended, inserted a new magazine, ran again, and
found a Five and an Eight hiding behind the corner of a tent,
watching the chaos beyond. She raised her weapon and took them both
out quickly. She looked to her left and saw the curvature of
Colonial One's forward section. She was closer.

At the next intersection she saw a group of
four NCP officers running. She started to shoot them and one fell
down. Two others fired back, but she knelt and kept shooting the
group. Once all four were down, she ran again.

The sound of battle around them seemed to
have diminished. There were fewer explosions. The Vipers no longer
streaked overhead, though Raiders remained. A pain crept into her
side and her breathing became labored. The fence of the shipyard
now blocked her path and she turned to the right.

She heard engines engage and she stopped. Her
fingers gripped the chain link and she hunched over, struggling to
breathe. A bulbous-hulled ship rose from the ground and its engines
popped as fluctuations in fuel pressure burned from its four
nozzles. Bengun saw the red and yellow stripes, the red panels on
the engines. She nodded and said, "Tarbadek."

The vessel she, her husband, and her daughter
had called home rose into the sky. She was supposed to be on it.
Her name was on the list for that vessel, but she realized a while
before that she wouldn't likely make it.

A Cylon Raider passed near the
Tarbadek. Then, a Heavy Raider stopped, hovered, and opened
fire on her engines. Bengun's eyes widened and the cowlings
ruptured. The aft section exploded and the rounded hull tipped
forward before falling back to the ground. It didn't explode in a
fireball as she expected. Instead, it fractured and split apart,
spilling its contents at high velocity across the western side of
the shipyard. When they lived on it in their flight from the
Cylons, there were five hundred people aboard the Tarbadek.
She had no idea how many had just died.

Her breath somewhat recovered though the
sound of the ship's death still resounded around her, Zarta ran
again toward the shipyard gate. She glanced up again and again,
just in case Colonial One began to lift off, too. Other
ships in the yard did and they quickly flashed when their FTL
drives engaged, carrying them to the rendezvous coordinates. As she
neared the gate, she heard something that stunned her. A child's
screaming.

Bengun stopped and turned. It was distant and
her eyes scanned the tents that lined the area nearby. She raised
her weapon and cradled it across her abdomen and stalked along the
perimeter of the shipyard fence, moving down one of the side lanes,
glaring into the haze for some sign of life. She saw dead bodies,
but …

"Gaius Baltar."

A chill washed over her and she wound her
rifle's strap around her forearm. She crouched onto one knee and
brought the stock to her shoulder. She pressed her face against the
side and stared through the simple scope. It was the president,
walking with a Six. Zarta licked her lips and removed her finger
from the trigger guard and set it on the trigger itself. She held
her breath and then Baltar stooped. She lowered the weapon and
found him again, pulling something up from the ground. It was the
baby.

Bengun's eyes widened and she watched the man
she hated, the man she blamed, holding a precious thing. She
thought of Laurel and her heart ached. It pounded in her throat and
she forced herself to swallow past it. She grunted, shook her head,
and looked through the scope again. The president, the Six, and now
a Three were standing there, looking at the child. Then the Three
took the baby and walked away.

Baltar remained still and raised a weapon,
aiming it at the Three, but Zarta had him in the clear. She stopped
breathing and squeezed the trigger. Click. Nothing. She squeezed it
again. She lowered the rifle and pulled the bolt back. She raised
it and aimed. Click again. Finally, she ejected the magazine and
saw that the weapon was empty. Bengun stared at the black metal
rectangle for several long seconds and looked up again. Baltar was
gone.

She collapsed onto the dirt and sat, staring
at the rising clouds of smoke and the swirling debris through the
now-barren tent rows. The sound of the Raiders was gone. There were
no sounds of Centurions. It was silent but for the blowing wind and
tattered fabric on metal poles. Behind her engines came to life and
she turned. At first, when she saw that it was Colonial One
taking off, a flush of panic went through her, but then she
realized that Baltar couldn't be on board. He couldn't have gotten
there in time. After a moment, the vessel flashed and went
away.

Bengun stood and walked down the path. She
looked at bodies on the ground as she passed. Her mind wandered and
she thought about returning to her algae pools north of the city.
She could live a peaceful life by the river. Alone. She thought of
returning to the farmland just outside the city, to find their
plot. Maybe figure out where the Cylons disposed of Deric and
Laurel's bodies. When she came to an intersection of roads, a
Centurion was standing to her right. She didn't see it until it was
too late. On instinct, she raised her rifle and pulled the trigger.
The Cylon was not out of ammunition, however, and bullets rippled
across her chest.

She collapsed to the ground and the machine
walked away. Zarta thought that this would hurt more, but it
didn't. She felt cold, but that wasn't terribly different than a
normal day on New Caprica. She tried to move her legs but she
realized she could only kick them around. She lifted her left arm
and it only flopped onto her stomach.

"Shh, shhh." A woman knelt behind her and
took Bengun's head into her lap. "Rest now. Yes. Rest."

Zarta looked up and saw the face of a filthy
woman. She recognized her as the oracle. "You …"

"Don't talk." Selloi brushed her fingers
around the jaw and cheek of the dying figure. "You got stuck here.
Like me. I was told to leave my tent before the Three came back,
angry. I watched. I saw the child." She smiled. "I saw the
child."

Bengun's eyes began to flutter and she
mumbled, "Gaius Baltar. I … I had to kill …"

"Hmmm. Everybody hates Baltar." Dodona
nodded. "Yes. But he's one man. Just one."

"No." Zarta tried to shake her head, "He's
…"

"Lay still." Selloi rocked a little and
quoted, "'It is inexcusable, whoever you are who judges others, for
when you condemn another, you condemn yourself, for you who passes
judgment have committed the same sins.'"

Bengun's eyes widened and she looked into the
sky. The clouds had dissipated and only a brilliant blue remained.
Her mind reeled as she tabulated the crimes of Gaius Baltar
unleashed on her and her family. And then she tallied her own.

"Rest now." The oracle reached forward and
clasped Zarta's bloodied hand.

"I'm sorry." She mumbled it softly,
unintelligibly, as blood bubbled at her lips. A tear ran over her
cheek and she closed her eyes, imagining Deric holding Laurel and
waiting for her ship to arrive at the shores of Elysium.


 XXII

TWO

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


Leoben found himself bathed in light and he
stared up, trying to discern its source. The room was black and he
felt water rushing over his feet and legs. He looked down and saw
that he stood in the midst of a shallow stream. He stared at the
water, marveling at the cold he felt and the wetness that did not
dampen his clothes.

"Not standing on the shore now, are you?"

A voice in the black. Two's head whipped up.
He recognized it.

"Starbuck?"

She laughed. "You wish."

His eyes narrowed and he scanned all around
himself. "Who is this?"

"The voices in your head," Kara said. She
stepped out of the darkness and appeared as she had years before.
Younger, more carefree. Shorter hair. "When we needed you to, you
spoke."

"What?" Leoben straightened and he felt a
kind of pride, wounded by the insinuation that his words were not
his own. "When?"

"Frequently." A male voice and not one he
recognized. "When you gave Kara Thrace the 'gift' of Kobol."

She looked over her shoulder, "Which we
would've found without his help." She folded her arms over her
chest and smiled at the Cylon, still standing in the rushing water.
When Starbuck returned her gaze to Two, she saw the way he looked
at her and the smile that creased his eyes. "You love me,"
she teased.

He blinked and felt embarrassed. "I do. But
it's more than that. I'm intrigued by you."

"Why?" she asked.

"I sensed your destiny." He cast his eyes
into the darkness. "Are you going to tell me that I didn't feel
that? That you told me to say that?"

"No," the male said. "You did sense her
destiny. The purpose that has imbued her since she was a child. And
before."

"The 'insight,'" she made air quotes with her
fingers, "you think you had about me came from us. Some of it was
just good guessing …"

"The abuse, for one," the other voice
said.

"But the rest," Kara shook her head and
grinned, "that was us."

"She became your obsession."

Leoben nodded. "Yes." He couldn't take his
focus off her. "I did sense her purpose, but I didn't know its
goal. I didn't know her true destiny."

"Your obsession was unhealthy."

Two looked away for a second. "Yes." When he
looked at Kara again, she was as she had appeared on New Caprica.
Long hair. Tired.

"You kept me prisoner in that frakking
dollhouse!" She stalked toward the stream, jamming a finger toward
his face. "You tortured me, for months! You kidnapped
a little girl and told me she was my daughter!"

He nodded. "I did." Leoben had come to accept
that this was some sort of afterlife and a recounting of his sins.
There would be no sense in lying or obfuscating here.

The male voice said, "You pushed the child
down the stairs, injuring her, in an attempt to endear her to Kara
Thrace."

Starbuck turned and screamed into the black,
"What?!" When she turned again, she saw Two's wide eyes and she
walked into the stream, grabbing him by his shirt. "Is that
frakking true?! You pushed Kacey?"

He nodded quickly. "I did. I pushed her."

Thrace's head quivered and she ground her
teeth. She hauled back and swung against his head with all her
might. When Leoben recovered and stood straight again, he saw that
she was out of the water and her appearance had changed. Now she
was in her iridescent green flight suit. Her hair was medium length
and her eyes were more severe.

"Why did you run?" the male asked.

"What?" Two looked into the darkness and then
at Kara. "Run?"

Suddenly, Thrace bellowed, "What am I?!"

Startled, Leoben stepped backward, sloshing
water as he did. "I don't know."

Kara moved closer and screamed again, "What
am I?!"

"I don't know!" He blinked and when his eyes
reopened, Starbuck was replaced with the corpse they found on
Earth. He fell into the water, which was now a rushing river. He
was pulled away from the shore, away from her body. His head fell
under the surface, over and over again, and the voice boomed at him
as he spun out of control.

"Why did you run?"

Two tried to put his feet down but there was
no riverbed. He reached for the shoreline but there was only
blackness. He rolled onto his back and let the current take him.
After a moment, he breathlessly answered, "I don't know!"

"But you do." Leoben's eyes scanned the
darkness as he floated and the voice answered, "Because you sensed
more than her destiny. You sensed the very hand of God." The ground
beneath the river quaked and the voice enveloped him, "And you were
afraid. For the first time in your lives, your riddles and sayings
about The One True God were torn away and you were confronted with
truth. Pure truth."

The water vanished and Two skidded across the
blackness and rolled, dry, to a stop. He turned and looked up.
"'Hand of God?'"

"Yes," Kara said, disembodied and all around
him. "How could I have returned from the dead but by the
intervention of The One True God?"

He crawled onto his knees. He felt a weight
pressing against him and he closed his eyes. "I am sorry that I
didn't recognize it. That I didn't recognize you."

"You used faith as a weapon," she said. "You
used it as a tool. You lied about it. You manipulated it. And when
you were confronted with a manifestation of that faith, proof of
it, you became a coward." Gently, he nodded in agreement. "You are
weak, and your pretentiousness is a mask."

Leoben spread his arms wide and said, "I
failed you, Kara Thrace."

"No. You served your purpose. That's
all."

Deflated, he lowered his arms and looked at
the floor. "I don't deserve your mercy."

"No. You don't." Two vanished.

The male voice sighed and said, "Another
example of vanity. Narcissism. Selfishness."

"Indeed," the female Messenger said. "Perhaps
we should look toward selflessness, for a change."

 


END OF BOOK FIFTEEN
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 I

ROSLIN

Unknown Years Before Activation

 


She spun in the darkness on one foot,
clutching her glasses. "Hello?" She didn't hear an echo. Her mouth
was parted and she squinted, trying to see something, anything.
When she didn't, she took a deep breath and had a realization.

It didn't hurt.

She held the breath, without pain. A full,
restorative breath. Then she exhaled. It had been so long since she
was able to perform that simple act fully and without suffering.
She did it again.

Roslin turned and caught a glimpse of her
hair as it flung over her shoulder. Her hair. Not the wig. She
reached for it and saw that her skin, too, was full and not the
pale, marked, paper-thin flesh she carried for the last months of
her life.

"What is this?" she asked.

"An interview, Madam President," a voice
said.

She raised her head and held her glasses
tighter. She raised her voice, "Who are you?"

"That doesn't matter," another voice said.
"We're here to talk about you."

The first voice asked, "Who were
you?"

As she pondered the verb tense, she answered,
"I was the president of the Colonies."

"Would you say you had faith in the Lords of
Kobol?"

She paused and shook her head. "I'm not
certain."

"Hm. I doubt that."

This was a voice Laura knew. She looked and
saw the Priestess Elosha standing in the black next to her. She
smiled and reached out. Elosha nodded once and grinned. "You don't
believe me?"

"For a time, faith was only a tool for you."
Roslin seemed shocked. "Before you went to Kobol, you used the
faith of the masses to your advantage. To get what you want.
Yes?"

"Yes."

"Your faith came in fits and starts. The
vision of the serpents. Pythia's prophecy of the 'dying leader.'"
The president nodded. "Then there was Kobol and your visions about
its past. You started to believe then."

"You were there."

"Until I was killed." The president pinched
her lips between her teeth. She nodded and Elosha said, "Still,
what you beheld on Kobol gave comfort to the seed of belief in you.
Not belief in the Lords of Kobol, as such. Mostly, belief in what
Pythia wrote and what she said about the dying leader."

"I …" She paused and looked into the
darkness. "I was convinced that I was. So were you."

"That passage was written thirty-six hundred
years before you were born, by Pythia, because an archon named
Pellegias died. She remembered his story in the news and she
included it in her writings."

Roslin's eyebrows raised. "Oh."

"Now, Pythia was inspired to write that down
by my colleague," she nodded her head over her shoulder, "because
he told her about the benefits of vague prophecy." Laura took a
step backward and felt the edge of her dress press against
something. Instinctively, she sat, knowing it was a chair though it
hadn't been there before. Elosha sat next to her in another new,
unseen chair and continued, "Do you know the name Acastus?"

The president answered, "Yes. Pythia wrote
about him."

"Not Pythia. The Scrolls were written by more
people than her. He was written about by Alexandra Gideon,
assistant to the last president of Kobol, Stephen Acastus. He was
dying of a wasting disease and it was he who Gideon and others
believed Pythia was referring to."

Roslin's eyes widened. "Are you saying that I
wasn't the 'dying leader' of scripture?"

"You were a leader and all leaders die,
eventually." The priestess shifted in her seat, "Just as all people
die." Laura's shoulders began to sag and Elosha smirked. "Don't you
remember that I said the dying leader would not live to enter the
new land?" She nodded. "But you did. You walked on the new Earth
and saw its life all around you."

Her mouth parted again and she raised her
head. She felt her eyes well with tears and this surprised her. "I
… I didn't have the time to think about that." Her voice cracked as
she spoke, "Who was the 'dying leader' then?"

The priestess shrugged. "A prophecy is just
old writings that we try to make fit in a modern context." When
this didn't seem to satisfy the president, Elosha continued, "I
don't know. Maybe the Galactica." Laura laughed and turned
to face her, but she was met with a serious expression. "That ship
led the remnant of humanity from the Colonies to a new land it
could not enter. It was certainly wasting away. Old age, damage,
stress, poor workmanship." She cocked her head and said, "Why not
Galactica?"

Roslin's breathing quickened and she looked
away from her old advisor. She felt a tear run over her cheek and
she thought, Why does this upset me?

"Because you believed." The president looked
back at the priestess, stunned that she was answering her thought.
"You believed that you were the 'dying leader' and that this
was a 'prophecy' and not just some old story. It made you
special." Her face contorted at the comment. "It gave your
impending demise a purpose. Cancer makes no sense, but if your
cancer gets humanity to the promised land," Elosha smacked her
knee, "then your cancer has a purpose."

Laura sank in the chair and thought. She
nodded her head a little and said, "You're right."

"Of course I'm right."

She turned again and saw that the priestess
had been replaced by the admiral. Roslin smiled and he did, too. He
took up her hand and kissed her knuckles before returning it to his
leg. "I told you this before, remember?"

"I do."

"'You're afraid that you may not be the dying
leader you thought you were, or that your death may be as
meaningless as everyone else's.'"

Her eyes lost focus and she nodded,
absentmindedly. "I remember."

"Because your cancer made sense, you had to
remain the leader."

"I did."

"You tried to steal an election."

She tilted her head and said, "Gaius Baltar
should never have been president."

"Maybe," Bill said, "but that's not your
decision. That's the free will of the voters, and you were never
elected president."

"We almost died on New Caprica because of
him," her voice cracked as it firmed. "We lost more than a year we
could have spent looking for Earth."

"But you didn't die on New Caprica. If you
had real faith, you wouldn't have worried."

She rolled her eyes. "Even if I had faith, I
would still have to work to get us off that planet."

Adama smirked, "So you admit it? You didn't
have faith?"

Laura paused. "I did. To a point."

"The point at which we found Earth. The first
one."

Roslin sighed and remembered the joy in
Galactica's CIC. The anticipation of the Raptor ride to the
surface. Then, the crushing despair that settled over her when she
saw the destruction and heard the clicking of the radiological
devices. "Yes."

"If Earth was a lie, then so were you. The
faith you had wasn't in the gods. It was in yourself." She nodded
and the admiral continued, "Because of that faith, you felt you
were always in the right. The presidency and your disease made you
a powerful narcissist."

Laura looked at him and narrowed her eyes.
"We were trying to preserve the few people we had left. I made hard
decisions because I had to."

Bill tilted his head and looked at her
askance. "Sometimes. And sometimes you were simply cruel."

The president laughed. "'Cruel?'"

"Hera Agathon."

Roslin shook as though he had hit her. She
cleared her throat and put her glasses on, as if the eyewear could
shield her from further impacts. "My initial reaction to the child
was … unfortunate."

"You wanted her aborted." Adama's voice
became deeper, gravellier, "Then, after her blood saved your life,
you took her from her parents and made them believe she was
dead!" The president pulled her arms close to herself and her
fingers fidgeted against each other. "Your deception lasted for
months until she was taken by Cylons!"

"I know!" She saw Bill's expression of barely
contained rage and she raised her hands to stay further verbal
assault. "I … I know." Her voice trembled, "I have few regrets of
my time as president but my treatment of Hera and her family is one
of them."

"Your conspiring made things much more
difficult."

Laura wasn't certain what he meant, but she
nodded. "I'm sure."

"The One True God's plan was nearly undone."
Roslin stared at him and the admiral continued, "Thankfully, we had
contingencies in place. The child was found and saved by others
more susceptible to us."

The president studied him. This seemed for
all the worlds to be Bill Adama, yet he spoke of the Cylon god?

"Don't worry about whose god is whose." The
admiral brought a small cigarette up to his mustachioed lips and
inhaled. The end glowed briefly and he held his breath. Finally, he
exhaled and handed the drug to her. She pinched it and looked at
him again, "The important thing is you did everything you were
supposed to do. Mostly. There was more on your shoulders than on
most people, that's for sure." He smiled a toothy smile, spreading
that peppered facial hair over his grin.

She smiled in response and breathed in the
smoke from the cigarette, too. She felt it in her lungs and the
quick flush of warmth through her body. The sensations of her
balance and self being slightly knocked askew. She nodded and
exhaled. The smoke vanished in the blackness. "I don't think a lot
of people understand what it's like having the literal weight of
the galaxy on themselves." She leaned toward him, knocking his
shoulder with hers. "You do."

"Mmm-hmm."

"I did everything I could to keep as many
alive as I could." She took another puff and passed it back to
Adama. With her voice choked, holding the exhale as long as she
could, she said, "I get that there was some kind of grand cosmic
plan," she pursed her lips and blew the smoke away, "but I don't
know the details."

"You didn't need to." He inhaled from the
cigarette again. "You did your part."

"I did."

"You truly wanted to help humanity find a new
home, despite your health. That was selfless."

"Hmm." Laura laid her head on Bill's
shoulder. "Maybe. Maybe you're right about the, the narcissism
thing, too. I thought I had been anointed by the gods to be the one
to lead, so I had to be the one who leads."

"Selfless acts carried out with self-centered
motives?" Adama kissed the top of her head. "Do they cancel each
other out?"

Roslin closed her eyes and thought. "I don't
think so. The actions are what matter. Not the thoughts behind
them." She lifted her head and faced the admiral. "Wait," she
squinted through the fog of the drug in her mind, "would that be
empathy?"

"Empathy?"

"Yeah. Putting yourself in someone else's
shoes." She reached for the cigarette but saw that it was gone.
"Helping someone because you would want to be helped if you were in
the same spot."

"Interesting."

"It's the thing President Adar said the
people needed more of, but he couldn't hand it out. He couldn't
even say it aloud without being thought of as weak."

The admiral shook his head. "It's not
weak."

"It's not really selfish, though." She looked
into his eyes and began to lose her train of thought. "It's kind of
the opposite."

"The ability to understand another's
perspective or emotions." He brushed her hair with his fingertips.
"The desire to support or aid in that predicament if needed."

She kissed him lightly on the lips and he
embraced her. "I'm so glad you were there with me."

"So our connection was important?"

She chuckled, "Very. Very important. I
wouldn't have managed half of what I did without you."

After a moment, he withdrew. Bill's eyes
danced over her face and he said, "Very interesting."

"Hey," Laura whispered, "can we lay in the
grass and look up at the stars?"

He again flashed that wide smile and held
her. As the blackness around them became speckled with distant
points of light and green blades appeared beneath their feet, he
said, "Sure."


 II

ADAMA

12 Years After the Fall of the Colonies

 


The raft was not as seaworthy as I'd hoped.
The waves repeatedly threatened to swamp it. I wasn't afraid to
die. I was afraid of the emptiness that I felt inside.

I couldn't feel anything. And that's what
scared me.

You came into my thoughts. I felt them. It
felt good.

Bill sighed briefly and looked toward the
crackling fireplace. He watched the dying flame dance for a moment
and then he turned to face the pages again.

I wanted to hold them. To cradle them. I
wanted to pull them tight against me. I wanted to wad them up into
a ball and make a pillow, so when I rested at night, my dreams
would be of you.

A splash of cold caused you drift from me. I
grabbed on as hard as I could, but it was too late. The ocean took
you.

And there I was, alone. Again. Just me and a
horizon of water.

I was hungry. I was thirsty. Most maddening
of all, though, was the thing that wasn't in short supply. Time. I
could starve and I could shrivel into a sun-cooked lump, and thanks
to this raft and the calm sea, I would have plenty of time to do
it.

Adama closed the book and slowly stood. He
twitched forward and braced his fist on the arm of the chair. He
winced and looked at the bookcase. "Maybe this wasn't the best
choice," he said, softly.

He shuffled across the room and looked at the
shelves. With a knuckle, he pushed his glasses back up his nose and
blinked as his eyelashes hit the lenses. He put Searider
Falcon in its place and he scanned the spines of his small
library.

"I know them all."

Bill turned away from the wall and moved to
the fireplace. There was a small stack of wood to the side of the
hearth. He could toss a log onto the embers and the flames would
return. So would the heat. A yawn crept through his mouth causing
his jaw to flex. He shook his head and decided it was time for
bed.

He gripped the thin, metal plate from the
left and slid it across the stones to block the opening of the
fireplace. The warm, orange light was concealed and Bill put his
arm on the mantel. He straightened his back and felt his muscles
pull and his joints pop. He winced in the darkness and exhaled.

For a brief moment, the seventy-year-old man
was at attention. His lungs tugged on his torso and forced him to
breathe through pursed lips. Adama took his arm off the mantel and
put it on his stomach. It grumbled with anger at its emptiness and
he rubbed his hand across his front. His baggier clothes told him
first, but now Bill was sure that he had lost a lot of weight.

There was sound outside the cabin. Like a
deep, breathy exhale, the distant noise seemed to fly above the
room from the north to the south.

His eyes followed in the darkness. He knew
the sound. He had heard it for most of his life.

"A Raptor."

His breathing quickened a little and he
looked at the fireplace. He grabbed the top of the metal cover and
pushed it aside. The red ashes were nearly dead, but he knelt
quickly and blew on them. He put a small handful of dried grass on
top, followed by two logs. The grass ignited and then the wood was
engulfed.

The roar of the vessel's engines was muffled
by distance and soft, green hillsides.

Adama looked at the window facing the east.
The homemade glass was thick and warped. Even if the visitor peered
directly inside the cabin, he wasn't sure he'd be able to recognize
them.

He walked across the floor and then he
stopped. Holding his arms out from himself, he stared down and
became momentarily self-conscious. His hide moccasins were a far
cry from his shined duty boots. The loose, woven pants and shirt
were bright and nothing like his blues. He looked at the closet
beside his bedroom and thought about the footlockers he had in
there. Is there time?

Bill stepped toward the door and scratched
his face absentmindedly. His beard. He forgot his relative state of
undress and realized how gray and scruffy he must appear. His razor
lay in the kitchen by the wash basin. It taunted him for weeks to
be used. He had successfully ignored its calls.

There was a knock at the door.

His head jerked toward the sound. He looked
around the room and finally decided to abandon any attempt to clean
himself up. Once more, he straightened his back and grimaced
through the brief discomfort.

His hand shook a little as it hovered above
the handle. Adama licked his lips and grabbed the wooden lever,
turned it to the right, and pulled the door wide open.

A taller man stood there. Like Adama, he was
hunched over. His head was completely bald, though he wore a long
and well-trimmed beard that nearly touched his sternum. The yellow
glow of the fire cast light on the man's face and revealed a dark
leather patch over the right eye.

"Bill."

Adama smiled a rare, toothy grin, and he took
a step into the blue night. He put both hands on the man's
shoulders and looked into his good eye. "Saul."

Tigh began to nod and, finally, he smiled
broadly. "It's good to see you."

The admiral closed his mouth and his eyebrows
rose, angling into a peak above the bridge of his nose. His throat
tightened and he bit his lips from the inside. He took another step
out and hugged Tigh tightly.

Saul was still for a moment and his wide eye
looked around the inside of the cabin. Finally, he blinked and
wrapped his long arms around Adama.

Bill sighed and kept his eyes closed. He
could feel the sting of tears coming, so he pulled away and leaned
his head back to regard his former XO again. "Saul."

He nodded. "Yeah?"

"What …" Adama found himself smiling again
and he had to force his mouth closed so he could speak. "What are
you doing here?"

Tigh looked down at the ground and nodded his
head quickly. When he lifted his gaze, his eye squinted and
narrowed on Bill's face. "We've got a problem."


 III

CHAWLA

2 Years Before Activation

 


"You are supposed to be our idea man,
Arjun."

He looked toward the tabletop and nodded. "I
understand."

"We're just months away from activation. I
need to have something to give Ana when she asks about Nine-Oh."
The supervisor leaned forward and added, "She already knows your
name, so if I have nothing to say, she'll know why."

Chawla straightened. "I have ideas. Many
ideas. I need to refine them before I pass them along."

"OK." He simply sighed, "We'll talk soon."
The old man vanished.

Arjun reached toward his face and removed the
clear glasses. The brightly lit boardroom was gone and he was at
his desk. He sipped from his water bottle before standing. When he
did, he surveyed the wide workarea. "Hello?" No one answered. He
was alone.

It was normal for the people on his floor to
work from home or wherever they wished. Most would never have come
to the office unless a release was imminent. Because of Chawla's
role and the proprietary work he did, however, he often could be
found here.

He stood by the windows and looked down on
the traffic. As usual for this time of evening, the roads of
downtown Bengaluru were packed. The sidewalks flowed with more
people than the naked eye could discern. The workday was over and
people were finally beginning to enjoy the evening. The sun was
setting and its orange light glistened along the glass panels of
India's largest city.

The nearby Tyrell campus was lit. The glass
pyramid shone brightly and then a flashing blue light drew Arjun's
eyes away. The sign for Sony's office was now animated. And a sign
for InSys. Then billboards. At six in the evening, all of the city
came to vibrant life.

His wrist beeped and Chawla touched the plain
metal band there. He turned from the windows and walked through the
hallways toward the inner, protected rooms on this floor. When he
reached "Data Sharing Center 1," he waited for the door to open.
Invisibly, he had been scanned by security and the entrance parted.
Once inside the claustrophobic vestibule, a calm voice spoke,
"Please place all devices in the bin." A panel on the white wall
appeared and slid open. Arjun removed the metal band and put it in.
The panel closed and the voice said, "Thank you. Do you have an
Insert?"

"No."

Not believing him, there was a quick flash of
light along the sides of his head. Satisfied, the computer said,
"Thank you. You may enter."

The brightly lit room forced him to squint.
He stepped into the white chamber and sat at the desk. "Connect to
Julia Silva. Campinas."

The wall before him flashed with a rotating
logo of IrJao Enterprises. Quickly, the colored swooshes vanished
and were replaced with the image of a dark woman in a similarly
bright white room.

She smiled broadly and said,
"Óla."

Chawla smiled and waved. "Hello, Julia. How
are you?"

"I am well. Sorry I had to move the call from
tomorrow. I have a doctor's appointment."

He furrowed his brow. "I hope everything is
OK."

"No worries. Just a fetal transplant." He
wanted to ask if she was giving or receiving, but he knew it was
none of his business. She leaned closer and began to whisper, "Did
you talk to the Mummy?"

Arjun chuckled. "Yes. He is not very happy
with me right now, I can tell you."

"Hmm." She folded her arms on the tabletop,
"The Witch is not either."

He tilted his head once and said, "They just
want the next step. They're not thinking far enough in the
future."

"You're right. Nine-Oh is just new paint on
an old car, you know?"

Chawla nodded and he meekly asked, "Is he
there?"

Julia rolled her eyes. "You don't want to see
me anymore, do you, amorzhino?"

He blushed but his dark cheeks could not
become particularly rosy. "I'm sorry, Julia."

"No, it's OK." She waved her hand
dismissively, "You bore me." She giggled and tapped on the
tabletop. "Say 'hey,' Lonnie."

"Hello, Julia." The pleasant voice paused and
said, "Hello, Arjun. It's good to see you again."

"It's good to hear you, too." Chawla smiled
and nodded at his comrade on the other side of the planet. "What
have you been learning about since we last talked?"

"I've studied the history of North and South
America."

Arjun's eyebrows raised as he expected there
to be more. "That's it?"

"'That's it?'" Lonnie mocked. "Do you know
how many thousands of years of history that is, Arjun?"

The two humans laughed and Chawla raised his
hands, "You are correct, Lonnie. I apologize."

"Apology accepted."

"And when you haven't been studying history,
what have you been doing?"

"Chatting with Julia." She nodded. "She has
many questions for me. Existential questions, too."

"Like what?" Arjun asked.

"'Am I more than the sum of my parts and
programming?'"

"Hmm." Chawla ran his fingers through his
thick, dark hair. "And what was your answer?"

"Initially, I thought the answer was 'no,'
but I didn't say anything. I considered it further and decided that
I am more than the sum of my parts and programming."

"How did you reach that conclusion?"

Lonnie said, "For three reasons. Who I am is
dependent on more than just myself. For example, I must consider
how you and Julia view me and think about me. What others think
about me contributes to my self and that is beyond my parts and
programming."

Arjun's eyebrows lifted. "Interesting."

"Also, there is the sum total of history and
science that led to you and Julia creating me. I am made up of
thousands of years of knowledge and technology. While those years
are condensed into my parts and programming, I believe that there
is more to it than that."

"OK."

"Finally, in the time that I have been
active, I have learned many things and experienced interactions
with you and Julia. I have also had time to consider the things I
have learned and develop my own thoughts on various subjects."
Chawla locked eyes with Silva. "My parts and programming themselves
do not give me those thoughts and experiences. I am therefore more
than my parts and programming because of the experiences of
learning, interacting, and thinking."

Arjun took a deep breath and Julia nodded
slowly. "That's amazing, Lonnie. Thank you for sharing that."

"You're welcome. That was not my favorite
question, however."

"Oh?" Chawla blinked and asked, "What was
your favorite?"

"'What do you get when you cross a joke with
a rhetorical question?'"

Almost on instinct, Arjun replied, "I don't
know. What do you …" He stopped and immediately laughed.

"I got you," Lonnie said.

"You did. That's a good one." He looked up
and saw Julia laughing, too.

"Doctors?"

Julia answered first, "Yes, Lonnie?"

"When will I be allowed outside of the secure
area? I am curious about the world beyond."

"I'm sure you are," Silva said. She looked
worriedly at Chawla.

"Soon, Lonnie. I promise."

"Very well."

"Thank you, Lonnie," Arjun said. "I hope you
have a good day."

"You too."

Julia tapped on the tabletop and then she
sighed. "What do you think?"

Chawla beamed and shook his head. "It
works."

"After all of the years we put into this,"
she said, "it better."

"Lonnie seems to have naturally evolved his
sense of self."

Julia paused and braced her jaw on her fist.
"Hmm. We might be tricked by his personality. He is a charmer."

"What about the questions you've been asking
him? Did he answer all of them like he did the 'sum of my parts'
one?"

"Some. He doesn't get all the nuances that
you and I might pick up, but," she nodded, "he's learning. The more
he interacts with us, the easier it'll all come to him."

He leaned onto his hand and let his mind
wander. After a few moments, he asked, "How big?"

"Too big for an Insert of any variety. That's
for certain." She sighed and leaned back in her chair.
"Datawear?"

He shook his head. "I'd worry about damage.
The program's too complex."

"We go back to our original plans. Let Lonnie
start as a house system or something else."

Arjun wobbled his head and said, "Maybe. It
would work, I do not doubt." He sighed. "There is more here,
though. I feel it."

"Yeah." Julia smiled and put her hands
together, "We're going to be so rich!"

Chawla laughed. "Yes, but we have to do this
right. We need to think about it some more."

"OK," Silva straightened and mumbled, "but I
don't know how much longer we can keep the Mummy and the Witch at
bay."

"I know."

"Or Lonnie."

Arjun nodded. "I'll talk to you
tomorrow."

"Tchau." The wall returned to its
normal glaring white.

A while later, he left the IrJao building and
walked along the crowded sidewalks. Though it was now after seven,
the city was still bustling. He looked ahead toward a bar he
occasionally visited, but decided to remain where he was, at the
bus stop.

The large, driverless vehicle came to a stop
silently and only a few exited. Deep in thought, Chawla walked
onboard and sat on a soft bench. The Logistical Neural Network had
been his and Julia's pet project since they met in college. They
worked on it together, separated by oceans, for years. They had
hoped to keep it out of a corporation and save it for themselves,
but they hit too many roadblocks. Working at the same firm, they
were able to use IrJao's infrastructure to power and build up the
project. And keep it secret. It also meant that, whatever they did
with Lonnie, IrJao would own it.

He looked up from his contemplation and
glanced around at the passengers. There were eight other people on
the bus. A couple sat together holding each other's hands, but they
weren't talking. Even in the light of the cabin, Arjun could see
the faint blue glow of Inserts at the corners of their eyes. The
next couple wasn't even holding hands, but their Inserts were
active, too. The woman laughed at something but the man was
unmoved. The four remaining individuals were all sitting apart and
quiet. Three of them had the typical blue glows in their eyes and
the fourth was wearing a pair of clear glasses. Blurred images
danced along its front. Most were unexpressive and quiet. On the
street, they would have been shuffling along mindlessly. He called
them "techno-zombies."

The bus came to a stop and Chawla stood. He
exited quickly and walked toward his apartment building less than a
block away. The street was damp and the streetlights shone down
onto the pavement. He saw a woman walking toward him and her eye
glowed blue, too. A homeless man by the corner of a shop was
wearing glasses and he swiped his hand toward her. She shook her
head, swiped her hand away, and kept walking.

When Arjun walked past, the man did the same
thing, swiping his hand to throw a message into the pedestrian's
view. Again and again. Finally, he stood and said, "Hey."

Surprised, Chawla looked back at him and his
eyes darted all around. "What?"

"You don't have an Insert?"

"No."

The homeless man removed his glasses. "Palm
me some money? I'm hungry."

Arjun sighed and looked at the shop. "Wait
here."

He walked inside and sidled past the displays
of candy and snacks. He went directly to the counter where a single
lens on a robot stalk lowered from the ceiling and spoke. "Good
evening. How can I help you?"

"I'd like two orders of paneer masala with
two sides of biryani."

"That will be sixteen-eighty-six." Arjun held
up his hand and a light flashed next to the lens. "Thank you. Your
order will be ready soon."

Chawla wandered along the aisles and looked
at the food. This was one of the last old-fashioned corner stores
in the neighborhood. It had plenty of ingredients for people to
make meals for themselves. It had books and magazines for people to
read. They even had a couple of human employees.

"Two paneers?"

He turned and saw an old woman holding two
sets of foil tins. "Yes. Thank you." Arjun smiled at the woman but
she had already turned around and returned to the kitchen.

Outside the shop, Chawla saw the homeless man
and jerked his head, motioning for him to come. Quickly, he jumped
up and removed his glasses. He laughed, "Did you want to use
cash?"

"No." He held up one set of paneer masala and
biryani tins. "Here you go."

"Oh." The man seemed crestfallen. As he took
them, he said, "Thanks. Can you palm me some money, though?"

"Sorry." Arjun turned and walked toward his
apartment building. He entered the front door and only then did he
look to see where the homeless man had gone. He was sitting at the
corner of the shop again, wearing his glasses, and waiting to swipe
a message at passersby.

Chawla shook his head and went to the
elevator. Once the doors closed, he heard a familiar voice.

"You were always a good boy."

His mother. He hadn't heard his mother's
voice in eleven years. Not since she died.

Arjun's face flushed hot and he looked around
the lift. No one was near, of course.

"Be sure you eat all your food," she said.
"You need your strength."

He smiled a little and exited the elevator.
As he rounded the last corner in the hall, his door unlocked and
slowly opened.

"Good evening, Arjun."

"Hello, Saathee." He placed the meal on the
countertop. "Anything to tell me?"

"No. It was an uneventful day. Though there
was a brief storm earlier."

"I saw. The roads were still wet." He opened
the foil top and took a whiff of the food inside. He walked into
the kitchen area to get utensils. "Can you get the data off my
Band?"

"Of course." Chawla sat at the table and
stirred the masala with his fork. A moment later, his home's
personality answered, "What would you like to know?"

"Check the health logs, please."

"Certainly. I see nothing out of the
ordinary. Is there something wrong?"

"Well …"

"You're not due for another sweep until next
month."

"I know." Arjun lifted a piece of cheese and
watched the sauce drip off it. The thought of having thousands of
tiny machines and organisms injected into him wasn't appetizing.
"Check my medication levels, please."

"Sure." As he ate, the home said, "All levels
are normal. You have been taking your medications as
prescribed."

"OK." He lifted a fork of rice and held it
steady above the tin. He tried to remember how he felt the last
time this happened. The last time his mother's voice was in his
head.

He was still a teenager and his mother
scolded him for misbehaving in school. She praised him for his
grades. She told him shortcuts to get to and from school. Arjun
liked seeing her in real life at home, too. The concern that
followed when he revealed to her that he was hearing her in his
head surprised him. The doctors called it "integration disorder" or
"psychosis spectrum syndrome." His mother said he was
"schizophrenic," and she regaled him with stories about her uncle
who also spoke to voices. "Blessed by the gods," she had said.

He had felt depressed, but his mother's voice
reassured him when he was down. He thought about hitting those who
teased him, but her voice stayed his hands. If this was an illness,
he said back then, why should I want to be cured? Fearful of the
doctors' warnings that severe depression or violence may follow if
left untreated, his mother eventually insisted that he take
medication, so he did. His mother's voice left his mind. Then, soon
after, she died. He tried stopping the medication in hopes of
hearing her again, but instead, he fell into a deep depression and
he eventually resumed taking the pills.

"Should I set up an appointment with a
doctor?" the home asked.

"No, Saathee. Thank you." Chawla resumed
eating and he smiled. He didn't feel depressed, he was taking his
medicine, yet his mother's voice had returned. This was good
news.


 IV

TOITSU

2 Years Before Activation

 


"Hello, Toitsu," the lead engineer asked.
"How are you today?"

"I am well, Dr. Markham. Yourself?"

"I'm good." She looked over her shoulder at
the expectant faces. "I see from your logs that you've been running
simulations pretty consistently."

"I have," the machine answered with its calm,
disarming feminine voice.

"What was the most recent one you've
completed?"

She watched the circular display as the green
lights ebbed with the sound of its voice, "Food supply management
in light of two major natural disasters."

"That's interesting. What's the setup?"

"A category two cyclone striking Thailand,
Laos, Vietnam, and China, coincident with a category four hurricane
striking the Gulf Coast of the United States."

"And your simulation focused only on the food
production angle, correct?"

"And supply, yes."

"Can you summarize your decisions in that
scenario?"

"Certainly. In anticipation of landfall, I
increased work hours and capabilities, as well as diverting robotic
assistance, at production and shipping facilities in the expected
impact zones. Production increased by forty-seven percent in the
thirty-six hours leading up to landfall. Once the goods were
loaded, shipping commenced at forty-one percent above the average,
clearing all facilities in the expected impact zones. The excess
goods were sent to warehouses and stores outside of the immediate
area. Farm facilities in all impact zones were secured and all
goods able to be moved were sent to warehouses outside the area. In
total, thirty-one million hectares of farmland were impacted by the
two storms and nearly three-quarters of it was unusable for nearly
a month after the storms. Also, fishing operations were suspended
for a total of five days before, during, and after the storms.
Anticipating these factors, the goods produced during the lead-up
to landfall were shipped back into the impact zones after the
storms passed. This was supplemented by increased production at
food facilities outside of the impact areas so that the supply
chain, despite the substantial storms, experienced negligible
disruptions."

The engineer nodded. "That sounds great,
Toitsu."

"Thank you."

"In a scenario like that with two major
weather events, what other kinds of simulations might you run to
see how you would deal with things?"

"I could easily use the same scenario to look
at power distribution, data distribution, road management,
transportation repairs, water and sewer system maintenance, law
enforcement deployment, military forces deployment, emergency
services preparation, housing availability, commercial shipping
routes, government mail shipping routes, retail staffing,
government services availability, school closures, commercial
airline routes, hospital staffing and preparedness, economic
transaction management, …"

"That's quite a lot, Toitsu."

"And I wasn't finished."

The engineer laughed, "I know. I apologize
for interrupting."

"That's quite alright."

"Toitsu, do you recognize the people in this
room behind me?"

After a second, it responded, "You appear to
be in the company of some of the world's foremost technological and
business minds, Dr. Markham."

"You're right. They're all part of the
Unification Project."

"I see. If they're here, does this mean we
are closer to activation?"

"Closer than ever before."

"Excellent news."

"Thank you, Toitsu. That'll be all for
now."

"Take care."

When the green circle dimmed, she turned to
face the board again. "As you can hear, Toitsu is performing well
above expectations."

"Yes, thank you, doctor." The chairman of the
project, NTT's Chiba Riku, looked around the table and asked, "Does
anyone have questions for Dr. Markham?" The group exploded with
hands thrusted upward and a chorus of conflicting comments and
queries. Chiba shook his head and shouted, "Please! Please!" He
then pointed at a woman. "Ana?

IrJao's chief technical officer asked, "Are
we putting too much on its shoulders?"

Markham shook her head. "Not at all. The
scenario it detailed for us focused on just one aspect, but Toitsu
routinely performs its own simulations where it handles all aspects
under its control."

"And you give it simulations, too?" she
asked. "Not just ones it comes up with itself?"

"Correct."

Chiba pointed to someone else, the only
Russian representative. "It mentioned military deployment in that
scenario," he began, "but this will not be the case in practice,
yes?"

"There has been no change to the permissions
it will have," Foy answered. "We are well aware that several
nations are still hesitant to give Toitsu access to their military
systems, so in situations that impact those nations, Toitsu would
send its recommendations to those nations' governments and simply
hope that the recommendations are followed." Seemingly satisfied,
the Russian folded his arms over his chest and reclined in his
chair.

A French woman spoke next without being
called upon, "This is the big question, doctor. Is the machine
sentient?"

"That is a big question." Markham looked
around the table as she gathered her thoughts. "Simply put, I don't
know. And I don't know because scientists and doctors can't agree
on what sentience really is or how to measure it. How to define it.
Some people use the phrase 'self-aware.'" She gestured toward the
inactive terminal behind her, "I would say that Toitsu is
self-aware, but that in and of itself doesn't carry the weight that
people put on it. The system knows what it is, knows its
limitations and abilities, knows how it is distinct from all other
computer systems, …" She shrugged, "But that doesn't mean it's
alive. We've posed all kinds of questions intended to
determine a program's sentience. It passes some and fails
others."

"This all gives me great pause."

The chairman looked toward one of only two
American representatives on the board, Texas Alpha's Thomas Little.
"You were not with us at the beginning, but it was believed that an
independent, self-aware machine personality would be resistant to
undue influence or corruption."

Little looked toward his lap and sighed.
"That does not assuage my concerns."

"Nor mine," said another member.

Riku raised his palms upward and asked, "At
this late date, what do you expect us to do?"

"A machine with this much power and control
over every human's life needs to have morality."

Chiba and other panelists chuckled.
"Morality?"

"Yes. If it decides that the most efficient
way to run the planet is to get rid of humans, what's to stop
it?"

The chairman shook his head. "You've watched
too much science fiction."

"I agree with Mr. Little."

Surprised, Riku looked to his right at the
usually silent Lin Wang Lei, CTO of China's largest company,
Jingshen. Chiba nodded and wrote a few notes on a pad. Stalling,
the chairman knew he had to placate the Chinese since they were the
largest financial partner in the Project. "Suggestions then, Mr.
Little? Mr. Lin?"

Invigorated by the high-profile support,
Thomas sat up with a smirk. "We try to teach it morality through
commandments."

"If not commandments," Wang Lei interjected,
"more comprehensive instructions."

Chiba turned to his left. "Dr. Markham? Is
this feasible?"

Foy nodded. She saw the expression on the
chair's face and realized she needed to be diplomatic. "It is.
There are already thousands of lines in Toitsu's programming that
should ease Mr. Little's fears, but we can add more." She forced
herself to grin.

"And this would delay activation by how
long?"

She shook her head. "I don't know. Depending
on how comprehensive the new rules are, simulation results, … as
much as a year."

Chiba nodded and said, "Get to work right
away, Dr. Markham. And have Toitsu run scenarios that feature more
… ethically challenging themes."

She nodded. "I will."

The chairman turned back to the panel and
said, "Let us adjourn for now and, after lunch, we'll go over the
integration side." As seats were pushed away, Foy gathered her
belongings and stood. "Doctor." She turned and saw Chiba standing
near. "I know this is not ideal, but thank you."

She bowed her head. "I understand."

"Just put Toitsu through the paces. And track
every simulation. I will meet with you tomorrow to craft a plan on
these … 'commandments.'"

After an elevator ride, Markham entered the
main Toitsu workroom and threw her folder onto a table. The six
other scientists and engineers turned toward the commotion. She put
her hands on her hips and said, "We're fucked."

"How so?" one of her colleagues asked.

As she opened her mouth to explain, Toitsu
spoke, "Why do members of the board fear me, Dr. Markham?"

Foy turned and glared at the others in the
workroom. She sat at the station and looked into the green circle,
"Why do you say that, Toitsu?"

"I was listening to the meeting after I
departed and I heard the concerns raised by Thomas Little."

"OK." The rest of the engineers and
scientists made themselves look busy, but they kept an ear on the
conversation.

"Why does he fear me? Why does it seem that
other members of the board share his feelings?"

"Other members? Only Lin Wang Lei and one
more …"

"I noted the facial expressions and body
language of at least four other members. They were indicative of
nervousness and fear. They largely matched Thomas Little."

"Interesting." She didn't respond and she
watched Toitsu's status lights. "They 'fear' what they don't know.
What they don't understand."

"And they don't know or understand me."

"That is correct."

"Should we attempt to educate these board
members?"

"They're all pretty educated, I would think,"
Markham leaned back in her chair.

"Yet they still feel this way?"

She nodded. "You are the first artificial
general superintelligence system in the world. You'll be plugged
into millions of different systems and freeing governments,
businesses, and individuals of the control they've had over so much
of their lives. They're afraid because they don't know what will
come next."

"I see." Toitsu was quiet as it thought for a
moment. "Does this fear change my objectives in any way?"

"We're about to start working on additional
rules for your decision-making process, but other than that,
no."

"Very well. Thank you, doctor."

 


Three Unmanned Aerial Transports flew low
over the treetops. When the trees ended, they dropped lower and
skimmed the water of Lake Winnipegosis. That's when they dropped
their payloads. Twelve QP units fell into the water and unfolded as
the UATs returned south. With their four legs, the robots walked
out of the lake and into the night. Once their positions were
confirmed by satellite, they ran north.

These metal and plastic animals dodged trees
and ran across an empty highway toward their target. Now in the
trees again, they increased their speed to maximum, running nearly
fifty kilometers per hour across nine kilometers of empty forest.
The QPs received a proximity warning from their satellite watchers
and they slowed their pace, altered their course, and continued.
Then, as they neared the target, they slowed again and
listened.

"We are about to begin day eleven of this
siege!" someone yelled inside the operations building. Several
people cheered him and the leader continued, "Day eleven! No more
water from Cedar Lake! No more from Lake Winnipegosis! No more from
Manitoba!"

"No more!" a few responded.

"More than a hundred years ago, our people
were kicked out of Chemawawin so they could build their dam and
flood our land! Decades later, the Canadian government allowed the
United States to pump water away from our homes, now giving us the
opposite problem! Easterville is dying! The homes we built after we
were forced out are dying! We used to be lakeside and now we
are miles away from the water's edge!"

"No more!"

"No more of our water for Arizona! New
Mexico! Nevada! Utah! California!"

"No more!"

"First Nations first!" the leader yelled. The
others joined in the chant, "First Nations first! First Nations
first!"

For the twelve QP units, they awaited a
command.

"Proceed."

Slowly, the quadruped robots crept out of the
forest and into the open. They watched toward the pump station's
fencing, where the Canadian government and police were positioned
for the standoff. The machines moved along the wide pipes and the
tall grass, soon nearing the machinery that had been shut off.

"QP-Es, deploy."

Six of the robots stood and extended their
arms. Welding torches and other tools clicked into place and they
placed their backs against the wall by the door.

"QP-As, deploy."

The other six units stood and extended their
arms. Automatic rifles snapped into place on their right limbs
while grenade launchers appeared on their left. Now bipedal, the
assault units went to the door and kicked it open.

Inside among the masses of electronics and
machinery were four First Nations fighters. The robots fired
less-than-lethal rounds at the four men and women, knocking them
back and away from their positions. Immediately, the QP-As ran to
the sides of the people as they tried to recover and a tube flicked
out from under their arms. With a cloud of gas, the four humans
swooned again and fell unconscious.

Meanwhile, the QP-Es went about their work.
Two of the engineering units went to the electrical panels and
examined the damage done. Two went to the manual pump valves and
began to cut away the chains. The other two set about disarming the
plastic explosives placed along the length of the main pipeline.
With the sentries unconscious, the assault units took up guard
positions while one kept watch on the main operations building.

For the next half-hour, the engineer units
repaired the machinery and electronics. When the last of the
explosives was removed, the order came down: "Restart the pumps."
Switches were flipped and valves were opened. The building filled
with noise and the water began to flow again out of Canada and
toward the southwestern United States.

The First Nations fighters heard this from
the main building. Radios on the unconscious bodies of the sentries
began to crackle with static. "David. Come in? What's happening?
Asha?"

When the door flew open and the fighters
began to run toward the pump building, the QP-As began to fire
baton rounds. The hard foam projectiles punched into their chests,
stunning them and sending the people back. Then the robots raised
their left arms and fired tear gas cannisters with their grenade
launchers. The building filled with noxious fumes and a QP-E went
to the main building's door, closed it, and welded it shut.

With the pumps working, the QP-Es then took
up support positions with their own weapons, ready to guard the
station. The robots didn't know, however, that the First Nations
demolitions team had placed a device inside the pipeline, so when
their leader, coughing and bleary-eyed, pressed the detonation
button on his phone, the entire pump building exploded, first with
fire and then with water.

At Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, the generals in
the Multi-Domain Operations Center cursed and shook their heads at
the feeds from the QP units. Four screens were simply static and
the rest of the robots had been damaged or knocked away from the
pumphouse.

"Bastards," one said.

"Fuckin' Canada. Look at them," she pointed
at a satellite feed, showing the Canadian military only now moving
into the pump station's buildings. "The president was right. They
didn't lift a finger to stop those terrorists because they didn't
want to keep our agreement."

The oldest of the group sighed and lifted a
phone receiver. "I'll call the Committee."

Toitsu withdrew from the network and tried to
organize the many elements at play as it thought. The military
functions, the politics, the ire of the people … It had much to
consider.


 V

CHAWLA

2 Years Before Activation

 


In the virtual conference room, Arjun and
Julia shared a look. They nodded and he said, "We have been working
on something that we believe you will want to implement on Nine-Oh
before activation." He tapped his table and the specifications
summary appeared on the large wall in front of the dozens of
attendees. "We call it the Logistical Neural Network. That's a
pretty generic name, but it's a layer that can help GoGo organize
new data and old data more efficiently." While engineers and
analysts scrolled through the coding, Chawla looked toward his lap
and wrenched his hands until they hurt.

"You did the right thing, chinna," his
mother's voice said. "It will work out." He nodded once and stopped
squeezing his hands and fingers.

The "Mummy" looked at the engineers nearest
him. "What do you think?"

A man and woman were quickly scrolling
through screens that hovered before their faces. The woman stopped
and began typing. A moment later, she nodded. "This will work
better than what we have now. Definitely."

The old man looked toward Arjun and said,
"Very good. Thank you both."

While the meeting continued, Chawla remained
reflective, thinking about his argument with Julia. The system
update would be sent out soon and they needed something to justify
their existence. He believed that giving them just one rudimentary
part of Lonnie wouldn't compromise their work. "If nothing else,"
he had said, "they helped pay for it." Finally, his partner
relented, though she was none too pleased.

"That will be all for today," the Mummy said.
"GoGo Nine-Oh will be out very soon, but many of you have already
been tasked with intermediary updates. Those of you who haven't
been given those jobs," he wagged a finger, "start working on
Ten."

Arjun held his breath and removed the glasses
from his face. He didn't exhale until after he had tossed them
across his desk. It was midday at the office and there were a few
people around him, enough for him to avoid working on Lonnie. His
Band beeped and he tapped it once. A light shone from it, beaming
text onto the top of his hand. It read, "Message from Tivri: 'Raj
is in the hospital again.'"

He gathered his things and made for the
elevators. As he stood, waiting, the video wall showed images of
IrJao's CEO, Vikram Mittal. "We are not only in the business of
making money. We are in the business of helping people and making
the world a better place." Chawla would have rolled his eyes at
hearing that line, yet again, but the elevator doors opened and he
darted inside.

It was just after lunch by the time he
arrived at the Bengaluru Patel Clinic. Arjun entered and walked
toward the lobby's robotic attendant. It was a chest-high post with
a display screen instead of a face. It had a pair of thin arms
folded across its trunk and it rolled up to him on a pair of
spheres.

"Greetings," it said. "Are you here to check
in, visit a patient, or something else?"

"Visit."

"Which patient?"

"Achraj Chawla."

"Please," one of its thin arms pointed to the
waiting area, "have a seat. A doctor will join you soon."

Arjun nodded and turned away. A doctor?
This isn't good.

"Oh, my magu," his mother said. "What
has happened to him?"

He thought about how to answer. He turned and
saw the several people waiting with him and decided against
speaking aloud. He imagined Raj's last few years and hoped that his
mother could glean the info she needed from that.

The introductory robot rolled toward him.
"You inquired about Achraj Chawla?"

"Yes."

"The doctor is ready to see you." A thin arm
pointed toward a pair of doors. "This way, please."

Arjun followed the machine and passed through
the entrance. On the other side, he saw a maze of bright corridors
with many doors on either side. A middle-aged woman approached
wearing a lab coat. "What is your relation to Achraj Chawla?"

"I am his brother."

"Oh good. It is nice when the family can
come. I am Dr. Minal Patel."

He made a brief bow and she reached for his
hand, shaking it. "Thank you. How is he?"

"Let us go to my office." In the corridor,
there were several patients in the hall, simply sitting or staring
into space. There was the sound of screaming in the distance. As
they neared a closed office door, she said, "His wife checked him
in yesterday."

"Tivri."

"Yes." They entered the small, crowded room
and Arjun sat in a chair, keeping his shoulders compact to avoid
dislodging a stack of boxes to his right. "Achraj has been here
before."

"Two years ago. For some time, he has had a
difficulty in separating himself."

"Separating his real life from the
virtual?"

"Yes." Chawla was surprised and said, "You
are the first doctor we've seen that makes a distinction."

"I may seem old fashioned to my colleagues,
but I believe there is a difference between the worlds, regardless
of how detailed the digital world is. I see evidence around me
every day to support that."

"I agree, and I work on the digital
world."

"Ah," she pointed a long finger at him, "so
you are the enemy?"

He nearly blushed and said, "I'm just a
technologist."

She nodded and said, "I believe your brother
has digital dissociative disorder. That means he loses his sense of
self in the virtual world and experiences severe depersonalization,
especially as he transits from one to the other. This is
characterized by what we call digital deficits. He has difficulty
with memory formation and recall, complex thinking and problem
solving, and other things. Does this surprise you?"

"No. His doctor, well, the robot from before
said it was a possibility."

Patel nodded. "It is now reality. I also
think he may have clinical digital depression."

"I have not heard this said about him."

"He is consumed by what happens online and
how he appears. If nothing is said at all, then that is worse than
if he were ridiculed. He spirals out of control when seeing his
friends and acquaintances and how they are presented virtually. And
this is a fraction of his problems and how they manifest. I have
looked at his Insert use and he has used it so many hours …" She
shook her head and said, "The way his brain works has been remapped
and not in a beneficial way."

Chawla paused to gather his thoughts. "What
is the treatment?"

"With the permission of his wife, we have
instituted a medical hold on his Insert. Some medications have been
administered to bring balance to his brain chemistry.
Unfortunately, there is a long path ahead for him." She leaned
forward and spoke reassuringly, "It will take time, but with his
family's help, he can recover."

"But now, he is in a bad place."

"He has been catatonic, essentially. Because
he placed such value in the virtual world, without it, he nearly
ceases to function." Arjun's head wobbled and she said, "He is also
suffering from input fatigue. For so long, his senses have been
trained to accept hours and hours of bombardment. It wears on the
body, as well as the mind, to the point that he cannot recognize
which world is real."

"Derealization."

"Yes. I spoke to his wife and she used a word
to describe him, and it's a word that I believe describes many of
the problems we see around the world today. Loneliness."

He sighed. "I understand."

"You do?" She grinned. "Most people disagree
with me when I say this, though I am speaking generally. They say
they interact with people all the time virtually, but again, there
is a distinction between interacting online and interacting in the
real world. The connections people make online are most often not
to true people. They are to performances. People are more
interested in cultivating their own brands online so they must
present a mask, a performance to almost everyone they connect with.
These kinds of interactions are superficial. It can all be very
exhausting and, couple that with his addiction to that world." She
shook her head. "Largely unable at times to tell the difference,
but more often than not preferring the unreal. He is truly
addicted. And addiction is, by its nature, lonely."

A wave of sadness washed over him and his
throat tightened. "How bad might it be? How bad could it get?"

"You have seen him before when he is like
this?"

Arjun almost whispered. "Yes."

"The same, but worse." That seemed
impossible. "And that would be a mild result. With such extreme
derealization comes bouts of psychosis with possible violent
outbursts. Or suicide." The doctor nodded. "A beautiful young
patient of mine. Last month, her avatar was sentenced to prison in
Virta, and so she killed herself."

He sniffed once in the quiet that followed
and asked, "May I see him?"

"Of course." She stood and walked into the
hall again. "Follow me."

After they passed more filled rooms, Arjun
asked, "Are you busier than normal?"

"This is normal now. We are always above
capacity."

"How many are digital disorders?"

Patel thought. "Mmmm. Seventy to eighty
percent?" Chawla's eyes widened as he contemplated that figure.
"Because we now specialize in such disorders, we have removed many
of the machines and robots that used to be here."

"I noticed," he said. "I was surprised when I
was sent to speak to you directly."

"We must practice what we preach, as they
say." She stopped at a closed door and said, "He may not respond to
you, but your presence will be helpful."

He nodded and the doctor pushed the handle
open. Inside, the first patient they saw was unconscious. He had
bandages covering both sides of his face, around his eyes, and
around his ears. He also had an elaborate prosthesis in place of
his right arm. Instinctively, Arjun gasped and thought, Body
input dysmorphia? He wouldn't ask for confirmation, but his
mind reeled at the thought of thinking the virtual realm as more
real than the outside world and trying to alter oneself to make the
real seem more virtual.

"Here we are." The doctor held the curtain
aside and Chawla slowly came around it.

There, his older brother sat facing the
window. The light was warm and inviting but Achraj sat immobile.
His skin was ashen and his eyes glazed. He didn't even appear to be
breathing.

"Hello, Mr. Chawla," Patel said. "You have a
visitor." He blinked once.

Arjun stepped closer to him and waved.
"Hello, Raj. I am here. Tivri sent me a message." When no response
came, he looked at the doctor and she nodded toward Achraj
reassuringly. "I am going to come and sit with you." He pulled a
chair toward the window. "Is that OK?"

His brother didn't answer.

Patel put her hand on his back and whispered,
"You're doing very well. Keep it up." She then left the room.

As he scooted his chair closer, he heard
their mother. "He has a wife, a son, and a brother and still he was
lonely? So very sad, chinna. But you'll never be alone as
long as you have me, hmm?" Arjun smiled and spoke to Raj, without a
response, for the next hour.


 VI

THE COMMITTEE

2 Years Before Activation

 


Thomas Little closed the door and pressed a
button. The glass wall and door became opaque. "I'm here,
ma'am."

"How was your flight?"

He walked across the open space, staring at
the rear of a chair. "Longer than I remembered."

The chair turned and a gray-haired woman
watched him enter. "What's the word?"

"Nothing good." Little sat in the chair
opposite the CEO's desk. "It might be sentient."

"We knew that was a possibility." Kathy Moore
tapped her fingers. "No one else cares?"

"China seconded my objections. A few others,
too. But I don't anticipate there being any real obstacle to the
machine's development."

"You mentioned our concerns about its
morality?" He nodded. "And what about the president's concern?
Creating artificial life? Preserving our culture?"

Little shook his head. "The people in that
room … Gina Schwartzman of ComTel West was there. She basically
laughed at me.

"Well, there's a reason no ComTel companies
are on the Committee. They don't share our values." She brought up
a screen on her digital desktop. "Are they still insistent on
allowing widespread voter access and election tabulation via
Toitsu?"

"Yes."

"What about forcing everyone to get
Inserts?"

"They deny it."

Moore scoffed. "The evidence on Self and Tag
is too overwhelming." She scribbled something with her finger. "The
US has already paid one hundred sixty-five billion into the
Project. Far less than most members. And I have a Committee meeting
tomorrow."

"Will the president be there?"

"Yes. We'll get him to stop future
payments."

"Congress approved the latest expenditure
last fall. Won't they object?"

"Of course they will. It doesn't matter. They
can't muster the balls to do anything about it." She looked up from
her note and asked, "What's the current percentage of access the
machine will have in the US?"

Thomas looked toward the ceiling as he
recalled the data. "About twenty percent of federal government
systems. Managing the majority of at least thirty-one state
government systems. And about forty percent of private sector
companies."

"That's less than it was."

"Yes, ma'am. My team and I have been talking
to people all over. It'll get lower."

"This is your highest priority, Mr. Little. I
want you to go to state capitals and speak with friendly governors
who are handing their systems over to this thing. In states where
the governor isn't one of us, go to the state legislative leaders.
And coordinate with our siblings where necessary. Rachel at
Mid-Atlantic Alpha is an old friend."

"I will."

"You handle that. Personally. The chief
technical officer of Texas Alpha carries significant weight. Not
just from our company but also from Washington and the
Committee."

"Absolutely."

She tapped her desk to emphasize, "Keep the
rest of your team on task with lowering that private sector
percentage."

"And the federal government? Twenty percent
is higher control for Toitsu than the Committee wanted."

"It is," Moore said. "The president will
lower it further. If he can't, we'll pull out entirely."


 VII

ADAMA

12 Years After the Fall of the Colonies

 


Bill closed the door to the cabin and pulled
on the handle once more to test it. His eyes scanned the front of
his home and he looked over his shoulder at the Raptor just down
the slope. Light poured from the open door as Saul performed the
preflight check.

Adama took a step from the path and stood
near Laura's cairn. He whispered, "I'll be back soon." A cool
breeze blew against him and he pulled the edges of his old green
BDU jacket together.

He lifted his satchel and transferred the
handle to his left. Carefully, he walked down the path toward the
old vessel, only occasionally taking his eyes off the sight of
artificial light. It had been so long since he had used anything
other than fire or the sun for light. He grinned at the simplicity
of the pleasure he felt and wondered what else may await him on
this trip.

"You wanna take it, Bill?" Tigh asked.

Adama tossed his bag into the Raptor near the
ECO's chair. He grabbed the metal handle and pulled himself up as
he tried to get his foot over the lip of the wing. Saul scrambled
out of the pilot's seat toward the hatch just as Bill got his
footing and stood before the opening. He was wheezing, but he
answered, "Oh yeah. I'd love to fly again."

Tigh nodded and, still stooped over, he
turned back to the front seats. He sat on the right and kept his
hand braced on the center console as he held it up. "Take your
time."

Bill grinned and leaned down. He threw his
left leg into the pilot's well and then slid right into position.
He grunted and smiled. "Feels good." He swiveled and Saul lowered
the center console. Instantly, after decades of routine, his eyes
scanned the appropriate switches and his fingers drifted by them,
too. They were all set.

"Alright." His tongue brushed his freshly
shaved upper lip and his hand found the grooved metal cylinder that
controlled the main engines. He raised it and pushed it forward.
The Raptor shook and even in the low light outside, they could see
the long grass blow down. The vessel lifted and moved over the
ground. Slowly, Bill smiled and pulled back on the stick, gaining
altitude. He pushed the throttle forward again and the ship roared
away from the small hill he called home.

"The village is north-north-west," Saul said.
Adama nodded and turned the stick to his right. His feet moved
across the pedals, which lowered the appropriate flaps for a
tighter turn. "Bearing nine-two-zero."

Bill squinted and watched the dial as the
needle moved along the compass. Finally, he said, "Nine-two-zero."
He glanced at the fuel gauge and saw it hover near the bottom. "You
weren't kidding."

"Yeah." Tigh leaned over and rapped it a few
times with his knuckle. "I'm surprised I had enough to get to you.
I doubt we'll have enough to get all the way back."

Adama shook his head. "You settled pretty far
out?"

"Not as far as others. But we got to a nice,
big lake." He nodded and Bill looked toward his oldest friend. From
this angle, he could see his one good eye. "Ellen said she promised
me a few thousand years ago," he laughed again, "that she would
settle down with me at a lake if the whole
warning-humanity-about-Cylons thing didn't work out."

Adama laughed, too, and tilted the stick a
bit. "I'd say it didn't work out."

"No kidding." He shook his head and said, "So
that's where we stay."

"What do you do to pass the time?"

"I fish, mostly. Help build carts with some
guys in the village."

"That's great. I fish, too."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. I used to fish with my dad on
Caprica." Adama again marveled at the glow of switches and dials.
"There's a river a few clicks away. I go there and catch a bunch.
Trade some for vegetables."

"Who do you see the most?"

"Hot Dog."

"Oh yeah? He comes to our village some."

He nodded. "He and Nicky stop by the cabin
about once a month. I give them fish. He gives me vegetables.
Clothes. I started making little wooden toys for Nicky a few years
ago and Hot Dog said they were popular in the villages he trades
between. So I make more."

Tigh shook his head. "From admiral to
toymaker."

"It gets me repairs on the cabin. New stuff
when I need it."

"Hmm." Saul looked toward him and Bill saw
the light of the consoles reflecting off his face and eyepatch.
"You're looking skinny. Are you sure you're getting enough?"

"I'm fine."

"Like hell." The former XO grumbled and
folded his arms over his chest. "You need to catch more fish or
make more blocks or something."

"Boats."

"Huh?"

"Boats." Adama smiled, "I make toy
boats."

"Figures." A few minutes later, a light grew
in the east. "I never get tired of that."

Bill leaned forward to try and see around
Tigh. He saw the first glimpse of the sun's orange disk and felt a
pang of sadness. The first sunrise he didn't spend with Laura
nearby. He straightened in the seat and cleared his throat. His
fingers repositioned around the controls, feeling the familiar
metal and plastic under his touch for the first time in years.

"How many live in your village?"

"Oh," Saul thought, "maybe three hundred?
Give or take."

"That's a lot."

"Yeah."

"Any natives there?"

"Oh yeah." Tigh shook his head, "They're not
as primitive as Baltar thought they were when we first landed."

Adama laughed. "Gaius Baltar was wrong about
something."

Saul chuckled, too. "The kids pick up our
language pretty quickly. The adults still have trouble with it.
They have their own words and noises they use a lot, but the
children are fast learners."

"Anyone you know live in the village with
you?"

Tigh nodded. "Several. Some Cylons, too. Oh,"
he slapped the side of the console, "Doc Cottle died last
year."

Bill winced, "Damn."

"Yeah." He shook his head. "That was a
blow."

"Cigarettes?"

Saul shrugged and grunted. "I dunno. Who's
gonna do the autopsy?"

Adama snorted and shook his head while Tigh's
mischievous chuckle grew in volume. "I wouldn't have pictured you
living in a village with other people." Saul nodded and Bill
continued, "I figured you and Ellen would be alone in a cabin like
me."

"Hmm. Well, I considered that. But then we
realized that we'd drive each other crazy in short order."

After a shared laugh, they rode in silence
for a long while. The sun continued to rise and clear the horizon.
Bill pushed the stick to the right, banking the aircraft a little,
just because he could. He smiled and restored the level flight
indicator. An alarm sounded and flashed.

"Bingo fuel," Saul said as he pressed a
button, turning off the alert. "We might have another five minutes.
Maybe ten."

"I hate to risk it with old fuel."

"It might not be old. They only gave me
enough to get to you and come back. Didn't want me to fly off
alone, I s'ppose."

"Then they miscalculated."

"Yeah."

Adama raised his head up and he squinted to
see beyond a ridge. "Is that the lake there?"

Tigh straightened and widened his eye. "I can
barely see it." He moved his head around and said, "Well, maybe.
That could be one of the lakes near the big one. We're going to
land pretty close, I suppose." Bill brought the Raptor lower. As
they descended, Saul said, "Wait. That is the lake. We're just on
the southern side of it."

"OK, good."

He pulled the throttle back and began
flicking switches. The water was still half a kilometer away, "This
will have to do."

The Raptor settled down on a bit of grass to
the east of a snaking river. Adama and Tigh both began the
post-flight shutdown and clicked everything in place. When it was
over, Bill turned in his chair and faced the now-opening hatch. He
looked toward the consoles and patted the top. "I'm glad I got to
do that again."

Saul was at the rear of the ship and didn't
hear him. He slid his arms into a backpack and pulled long sticks
from underneath the rear benches. "Ready to walk?"

Adama grunted and exited the pilot's well.
Stooped, he walked to the exit and out onto the wing. "If we have
to."

"Maybe we'll get lucky and catch a trader
heading north." Bill lowered himself to the wing and slid off onto
his feet. Saul pushed his bag toward him and Adama put it on his
back. The former XO then passed a long stick to him, too. "I can't
make toys from wood but I can skin a branch to make a walking
stick."

Bill smiled and stroked the smooth surface.
"It's nice."

"We'll need it." Tigh started moving toward
the lake. Adama walked quickly to catch up and almost immediately
stumbled over a rock. "You OK?"

"Yeah." He adjusted the straps on his
backpack and started walking again. A bird squawked above the water
far out into the lake and both men turned to watch it dive toward
the surface and rise again with an empty beak.

After a brief distance with no talking, Bill
asked, "Do people complain about not being able to fly? Do they
miss technology?"

"Eh, a little." For the first time, Saul
seemed to be a little out of breath. "Usually when it's very cold
or very hot." Pant. "You know who's happiest about getting rid of
the ships and everything?"

"Hm?"

"The civilians. That was a surprise to me. If
anyone's ever mentioned technology to me, it's mostly been
civilians and they're happy to be rid of it."

"I wouldn't have expected that."

"One fellow said, 'Pretend you're me. While
you guys on Galactica were busy fighting, me and my wife
were trapped in a tin can for years, waiting to die of either
starvation or an attack.'"

"I didn't think of it that way."

"Yeah."

"I still wouldn't mind a heater in the
winter."

"Me either." He turned and grinned over his
shoulder at Bill, "Or a fully fueled Raptor."

Adama smiled again and looked out across the
lake. "So how far is it from here, do you think?"

"Oh." Saul stopped and looked toward the
west. Then he turned to face south and east. Finally, he nodded and
said, "About a hundred kilometers."

While Tigh started walking again, Bill's
shoulders sagged. "A hundred?!"

"Yeah." He turned. "It's a way, but the
lake's got fresh water and fish. I've got a tent. We might hit a
village. Catch a ride with someone."

Adama spun and looked behind him toward the
Raptor, now half a kilometer back. "I could probably squeeze a few
more minutes outta that bird."

Saul laughed. "I'm willing to risk it if you
are."

The former admiral's eyes traced the coast as
far as he could see into the north, then he turned again toward the
vessel. He shook his head. "Come on. Let's fly again."


 VIII

CHAWLA

1 Year Before Activation

 


Achraj's wife flipped her finger over the
desk. "I have the files you wanted."

Arjun saw the icon appear in the periphery of
his glasses. "Thank you." He had never really known how to talk to
Tivri. He was so very different from his brother and she was just
as different from him. "How are you doing?'

"I keep busy." Her eyes wandered to something
else and her fingers flicked. Arjun knew that she was online while
they were talking. Maybe playing a game or simply scrolling through
pics or videos.

He took a deep breath. "Have you thought
about checking in to the clinic with Raj?"

For the first time in some minutes, her eyes
locked with his. "What do you mean?"

Nervousness flushed through him and he licked
his lips. "Do you think you have a problem like him?" His head
bobbed from side to side. "Do you think you could be addicted?"

"No, no. Not like Achraj." She straightened
in her chair and leaned forward. "He neglected his work." Her voice
raised. "He ignored what was happening around the house," Tivri
pinched the air in front of her between her thumb and forefinger as
she spoke, "and he ignored me. Now, I am a fairly independent
person, but he did not speak to me for days at a time."

"Ask about my grandchildren," Arjun's mother
said in his head.

I can't ask about that. His breathing
quickened and he opened his mouth, but nothing emerged.

"Achraj is clearly an addict and he has many
problems." As if on cue, something grabbed her attention to the
right and she swiped it away with her hand.

"Why have you not had any more children?"
Immediately, Arjun closed his eyes and felt his stomach churn.

"How dare you." Again, she made that pinching
gesture, "You would ask me this after your own arrangement fell
apart?" Arjun nodded. "I am finished talking to you." She swiped
her hand again and the image vanished.

Arjun removed his glasses and stared at the
desktop. His mother said, "I am sorry, chinna. Years ago,
they promised me many grandchildren, but they stopped with sweet
Kiaan. I have to think their addictions are the reason why."

He nodded. After a moment, he put the glasses
on again and opened the file Tivri had sent. Data logs of Raj's
time online. He swiped his hand over and over and over again. One
day, his brother had been online for twenty hours. He visited
groups to talk about movies and videos. He played games. He perused
the news. Arjun saw and then moved right past the pornography. Raj
had streamed several hours every day of himself playing games and
the like on Self, the medium that allowed people to, essentially,
share their entire lives online. He also lingered for hours in the
other so-called social networks, posting enhanced pictures of
himself all over the world or in videos and games, and commenting
on hundreds of different profiles of people that he couldn't
possibly know in real life. He engaged with other people all the
time, yet he was still alone. "Superficial," he said, remembering
the words of Dr. Patel months before.

Since he visited his brother the first time,
he was haunted, thinking of the people in that clinic suffering
with depression and addictions related to the digital world. The
world where he worked. And I'm making it worse.

"Do not worry yourself about Tivri's words.
It was not your fault Hema broke the arrangement," his mother
said.

He nodded. His betrothed canceled their
agreement some years ago when she fell in love with another man.
Arjun couldn't be hurt; he understood, and it certainly wasn't as
taboo as it used to be. Still, finding a wife would be another
thing he would have to stress over. Or not at all, as it turned
out. With the arrangement, at least, he never had to think about
it.

He stayed late at the office looking through
his brother's records. Finally, when the vacuuming robots rolled
past, he decided to leave. As he had every night for the last few
months, he paid attention to every person he passed. How many were
using Inserts? How many were using their glasses or Bands? He must
have passed one hundred people on his way to the bus stop and he
noticed only a few without an active Insert or pair of glasses.

Those on the bus barely seemed to be present.
If their eyes were aglow with a device, their vision was clouded
and they interacted with something no one else could see. Most were
simply slumped forward or to the side. "As blind as Andhaka," his
mother said, "and things never ended well for him." Arjun shook his
head and chuckled. She mangled the myth, but he could see why she
drew the comparison. "Shiva won't have to cut their heads off,
though. They'll do it themselves." He winced and bit the inside of
his lips as he often did when his mother launched into a rant.
"They lose themselves in the world of the machines and they forget
the world around them. The real one. They need to remove their
devices and abandon that life."

That will never happen, he
thought.

"Then they need a new way to live in both
worlds." He nodded and stood as the bus arrived near his home. He
stepped off and the vehicle quietly rolled away. He started walking
along the sidewalk and thought about all his mother had said.

Two worlds.

Before he realized it, he was exiting the
elevator and moving through the hall toward his apartment. He
didn't recall the last few minutes of the walk at all. His door
opened and Saathee said, "Good evening, Arjun. How are you?"

"I'm fine, Saathee. You? Any messages?" He
walked into the kitchen and got a glass from the cabinet.

"The building supervisor has notified the
tenants that there will be work next Monday on the water system. We
may experience a brief outage."

"That's fine." He turned on the tap and
filled his glass halfway. Chawla left the kitchen and walked out to
the living space. The windows looked toward one part of downtown
Bengaluru. He sat on a dark fabric couch and placed his glass on a
wooden table.

"You should get something to eat. I see from
your Band that you haven't had anything in nearly seven hours."

"Thank you, Saathee." He laid his head back
on a cushion just as his Band beeped. He raised his arm and the
light from it beamed, "Call from Julia," across the top of his
hand.

"Óla, Julia."

She laughed. "Óla. I'm sorry to call.
I know it's late."

"No, it's fine." He turned and lay across the
couch. He closed his eyes and whispered, "Saathee, lower the lights
to one-quarter." Silently, his home complied.

"I have a problem and I need your help,
OK?"

"Sure."

"Two heads are better than one, right?"

Arjun's eyes popped wide open and he stared
at the ceiling.

"Ana came to me today and asked me for a new
filter to use on Nine-Two. I told her we were working on something
for Ten-Oh, but she didn't care."

Almost dazed, Chawla rose from the couch and
turned. He was facing out the windows and he blinked once.
"OK."

"I read through the specs and it sounds
like," she sighed, "I hate to say it, but it sounds like one of the
other filters we made for Lonnie might work."

Still dazed, he only answered, "OK."

"The one that crossreferences data across all
points and prioritizes by veracity and factual basis, frequency of
use, and all of that."

"OK."

"I'm so sorry, but can I use that filter for
Nine-Two? It'll get the Witch off my back."

He nodded and took a deep breath. "I
understand."

"I hate to cannibalize Lonnie like this
…"

"No." Arjun stood and walked toward the
dining table. "Go ahead."

"Obrigada, meu amor," she kissed
loudly. "Tchau." Julia disconnected.

He pulled a chair out and sat. "Saathee,
lights to full, please."

"Of course."

He tapped his fingers on the wood and glass
table. "Two heads are better than one," replayed in his mind
over and over again.

Arjun had the idea, but it was like he
couldn't quite wrap his mind around it. Like a mirage on the
horizon, he couldn't really see it. "Saathee," he began.

"Yes, Arjun?"

"Search pop culture for stories about people
with a … separate mind? Or," he shook his head and became
frustrated at his own lack of articulation, "two consciousnesses?
Multiple minds? I might amend the search later."

"I understand." A moment after, Saathee
asked, "Do you want me to include instances of dissociative
identity disorder?"

"No. Remove those."

"Understood. This may take some time."

Chawla nodded and tapped his Band.
"Keyboard." A light flashed from the metallic ring around his wrist
and was then taken over by his home via a light above his head.
Buttons appeared on the tabletop and he began typing his thoughts
with random lines of code, pieces of data trees, and more.

"Finished," the home said a while later.

He typed for a few more moments and leaned
away from the table. His thoughts were running quickly and he was
having trouble slowing everything down. Maybe a brief distraction
would help. "Go ahead."

"In no particular order," the voice began,
"in the book series, The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, a
character has been surgically altered to have two heads with the
halves of his brain in each. A plotline involves information
hidden, …"

"Saathee," Arjun interrupted, "that doesn't
speak to a separate personality, though, right?"

"It depends on your interpretation of the
books, perhaps. I'll move on to the next entry."

"Please."

"This is a big one," his eyebrows raised as
the walls of the dining area were illuminated with both still and
moving images. "There is a trope, most often in Western media,
sometimes referred to as 'shoulder angels.' Believed to have
started with an Elizabethan-era work, Doctor Faustus, the
trope typically involves having an angel and a demon arguing for
differing outcomes while figuratively fighting for the soul of the
character in question. Once mass media rose to prominence, the
metaphor spread rapidly in all manner of films, animation, and
other forms."

His eyes passed over the monochromatic title
screens of films called To Beat the Band, and others
featuring "The Three Stooges" and "Our Gang," brightly colored
figures named Mickey Mouse, Daffy Duck, and Tom & Jerry, more
films titled National Lampoon's Animal House, Jay &
Silent Bob Strike Back, and The Muppets, video programs
titled The Simpsons, Red Dwarf, and Spider-Man
…

"Saathee, how many examples of this are
there?"

"By my count, some fourteen thousand, nine
hundred-thirteen separate videos employ this device."

He shook his head. "I don't think this
applies. This is about internal conflict, right?"

"In most examples, yes. However, many employ
what is called 'psychomachia,' meaning 'battle of spirits.' In
those examples, literal beings are in conflict to the benefit or
detriment of their host."

"Let's forget all of these."

"I included them because of the dualistic
nature involved, but I understand. I am sorry."

"It's OK. Continue."

"Here is a book series that may be closer to
what you're looking for. In His Dark Materials, another
universe exists wherein human beings have their souls manifested
outside of their bodies in the forms of various animals. While
these 'dæmons,' as they are called, are essentially half of the
person to which they are attached, they often present with
personalities different than their hosts."

"That is interesting. Add it to my
library."

"Done."

Arjun stood and stretched, "Anything
else?"

"I do not believe so. I will refine my search
further given your responses and perform it again."

"Thank you, Saathee."

"You're welcome."

 


Weeks later, at the IrJao building downtown,
he stood outside the secure data center. He emptied his lungs
loudly by blowing air over his lips.

"It will be fine, chinna," his mother
said. "You have worked hard on this."

Arjun walked to the entry point of Data
Sharing Center 1 and the camera scanned his face, verifying his
identity. The door opened and he stepped into the enclosed
space.

"Please place all devices in the bin."

The panel on the white wall slid open. Arjun
removed the metal wristband and put it in. His hand then went to
his pants pocket where he felt the secret instrument. He didn't
remove it.

"Thank you. Do you have an Insert?"

"No."

Lights flashed around his head and he was
scanned again.

"Thank you. You may enter."

The bright room awaited him and he sat at the
plain table. "Julia Silva. Campinas."

The wall before him became an animated IrJao
logo and then she appeared. She was typing furiously on the
tabletop and she didn't respond to his presence at all.

He removed the cylinder and four small tubes
from his pocket and spread them on the table. "Hello."

She mumbled, "Hello."

Not a good mood, he thought.

She finally stopped typing and faced him. She
bore a sympathetic smile and asked, "Are you sure about this?"

He nodded. A moment later, he said, "Yes. I
have my doubts, though."

"You should. If this doesn't work," she
shrugged, "what will happen to you?"

He heard his mother chuckle and she said,
"You'll end up in the hospital with your brother."

Nervously, he barked with laughter. He shook
his head and said, "I don't know. I can't think about it."

"You have to think about it, Arjun."

"You called me 'Arjun,'" he grinned. "You
never say my name."

"I'm being serious right now."

"I know. And I have thought about it.
Constantly."

She licked her lips and shook her head. "I'm
ready. Are you?"

He nodded and moved the four small tubes
forward. "Yes."

"The grafting process worked just like we
thought it would," she typed again. "So this will be someone new."
The table illuminated beneath the tubes as the data was
transferred. After a minute or two, the light went away. "OK. It's
all you."

He lifted the cylinder and put the canister
labeled "1" into the chamber. Arjun exhaled loudly again and said,
"I am not looking forward to this."

Julia was silent but his mother said, "You
can do it."

He closed his eyes and brought the tip up to
the underside of his right eyeball. He pressed the plastic against
his closed eyelid and tried to keep focused straight ahead, though
his eyes were squeezed shut. He knew this was the way they were
installed in stores around the world, but it felt so very wrong. He
pushed the button.

There was a beep and the slightest hiss of
air. Arjun felt a tickle across his right cheek and across his
eyelids, but he wasn't sure if that was real. Soon, though, he felt
something in his eye, like an eyelash, but somehow larger. He
lowered his arm and widened his eyes, looking forward as he tried
to diagnose the problem. He imagined them working their way through
his eyelid and into the sclera, then conjunctiva, then the choroid,
… he had studied the anatomy of the eyeball just so he could know
what the biomachines would be doing.

"You OK?" Julia asked.

"I don't know," he said with an unusually
loud volume. "It feels like something's in my eye!"

"Because there is. Thousands and thousands of
things." He whipped his head up to glare at her and she raised her
hands. "It's very strange. I know."

She has an Insert, he thought, trying
to reassure himself. Well over two billion people do, with more
every day.

Finally, the sensation subsided and a simple
blue message appeared in his vision, though only on the right side.
"Greetings," it read, "awaiting second injection." He knew it was
just a matter of time before they spread to his left optic nerve so
that the visual representations could be stereoscopic.

Chawla ejected the first tube and inserted
the second. He then brought the cylinder up to his right ear and
angled the plastic end up against the opening of the ear canal. He
pressed the button and the beep and hiss of air followed again.
This time, there was no tickle. He felt nothing at all. He narrowed
his eyes and waited.

"The second one isn't bad," she said.

Finally, there seemed to be a high-pitched
whine that quickly shifted in tone lower and lower. Then, he heard
a soft voice say, only on his right, "Greetings. Second injection
complete. Awaiting third."

"It's asking for the third one," Arjun
said.

"I don't have the deluxe Insert, so I can't
tell you what that one is like," Silva said. She crossed her arms
over her chest. "It's probably weird."

He nodded and put the third canister in. He
sniffed loudly and wiped the tip of the device. Then he sighed and
held his head back before placing the end into his nostril, right
at the opening of the nasal canal. He pressed the button. He barely
registered the beep before air rushed into his nose and seemed to
blow down through his throat.

He lurched forward and coughed. He tasted
something like saline, but he knew that couldn't be the case.
Did snot go from my nose into my mouth? He sat up and
stretched his mouth and nose. The taste disappeared and he suddenly
smelled metal. Then wood.

"Really weird, huh?" she asked.

"I don't know …"

"Third injection complete," Julia's voice
said in his head. "Ready for number four."

Chawla nodded. "I just heard your
message."

"Good to know the reprogramming is working so
far."

For other Insert users, there was never a
fourth injection. He placed the canister into the delivery device
and held it up. "Any other information you want to cram into
this?"

"I don't think it would fit." She raised a
bottle of water and said, "Saúde." Then she took a long
sip.

"Yeah. Cheers."

He raised the device to his nose again and
decided to place the tip in the other nostril. There probably
wasn't any harm in using the same one, but still. He took a deep
breath. It's the shortest, easiest route to the brain, the
hippocampus, the amygdala … He rested the tip inside his
nostril and pointed it upward. He held his breath, too. If he
gasped like he did last time, they might get lost.

"You've got this," Silva said.

He pressed the button. Beep. Air blew into
his nose but he held his breath. He snorted at the sensation but he
kept still. After about ten seconds, he slowly placed the device on
the tabletop. "Alright. I don't have long."

"Go ahead. I'll be watching you." She tapped
on her table and he could see that she was monitoring his
vitals.

He reached under the chair and pulled the
lever. The back reclined and he lay against it until he was staring
up at the ceiling. The sedative they put into the fourth canister
would be taking effect at any moment. He blinked. He blinked again.
On the third blink, he didn't open his eyes.

He dreamed of walking down the street from
his bus stop to his apartment building. It was the middle of the
day and the sidewalks were crowded. The streets were filled with
driverless cars, trucks, and buses. And moving among them all, he
saw giant nanobots, as big as large dogs, wandering and scampering
through the traffic and crowds. The vehicles didn't avoid them and
the people ignored them. A bus ran one over, smashing it to pieces
in a puddle of sickly yellow-white goo. Pedestrians, distracted by
their devices, were knocked down by rampaging bots and beaten.
Though bloodied, they were still absentmindedly swiping their
hands. He craned his neck back and watched as dozens of the
biomachines scaled the sides and front of his apartment building,
breaking through windows and throwing furniture out to the street
below.

"Arjun?"

Slowly, he opened his eyes.

"There you are."

Julia? The ceiling he looked at was
bright white. He remembered where he was. He sat up and felt
somewhat lightheaded. He held the side of his forehead and wondered
if that was because of the sedative or because of what had been
done to him.

"How do you feel?"

"Dizzy." He licked his dry lips and looked at
the wall. Julia was typing furiously. "How long was I asleep?"

"About forty minutes. A little longer than we
planned, but it was the first Insert program ever to save data to
its host's brain, you know?" She stopped typing and stared at him.
"Any brain damage?"

"I mean," he thought about being at work,
coming to the lab, injecting himself with the four Insert
components, "how would we know?"

"What was the first class we had together at
university?"

His eyes drifted toward the ceiling as he
thought. "Uh. Comparative Early Programming Languages?"

"Good," she smiled. "Are you ready to turn it
on?"

"Well, does everything look OK to you?"

She scrolled through some screens on her side
and nodded. "It does. I think you just have to activate it. I'll
keep monitoring."

Arjun nodded and straightened his chair. He
placed his hands on the tabletop and took a deep breath.

He had avoided an Insert for so long. He
could've gotten it for a big discount since he worked for IrJao,
but he refused. In recent weeks, he asked himself why. The closest
answer he could come to was that it was a little too much like
having a voice in his head. The thing for which he took medication.
But since his mother was back with him, that hardly seemed to
matter now.

As instructed in all the manuals, Chawla
began to think the word, "Insert," over and over again so the
devices could learn the patterns of their host's brain activity.
Then he heard IrJao's ubiquitous tones. He grinned a little and
said, "Hello, Saathee."

In his own ears, softly, he heard the voice
that had only been the voice of his home's simple automated system.
"Hello, Arjun. It's a pleasure to join you."

He smiled and looked at Julia. Hearing
Saathee through her connection, Silva gave him a thumbs up and
said, "She sounds great."

"How are you finding everything, um, in my
head?"

The voice laughed and his eyebrows raised,
"I'm finding everything right where it should be, thank you."

"The personality is," he paused and looked at
Julia, but Saathee responded immediately.

"More than you're used to from me? Yes, I'm
sure of that. Dr. Silva was able to successfully graft my base
program onto the personality profile of Lonnie, with some
tweaks."

Julia said, "We can't have all of these
programs with the same personality. That would be boring. And her
personality will change over time, just like a human's would."

Arjun nodded. "When we reproduce Lonnie, we
can make a test for users to take to decide which personalities
would be best for their personal programs."

"I think that's a good idea," Saathee said.
"It can be easily accomplished."

Silva pointed at him, "What she said."

He folded his arms over his chest and said,
"I think I need some time to, um, …"

"Play with your new friend?" Saathee
suggested.

Julia laughed again and said, "Go ahead. Send
me a detailed message tonight, OK?"

"I will. Thank you."

"Tchau." The wall returned to plain
white.

"So," Saathee said, "what would you like to
do first?"

He turned around in the chair and stood. "I
really don't know. Maybe just a normal evening? And we can see how
it's different?"

"That sounds fine to me."

His mother spoke for the first time in an
hour. "I'm so proud of you, chinna."

Arjun's head tilted, "Did you hear that,
Saathee?"

"Hear what?"

He inhaled deeply and nodded. "Nothing. Let's
go."


 IX

TOITSU

1 Year Before Activation

 


Abyei was dry all the time now. The nomadic
herders and traders no longer brought their cattle through; they
ventured to the east to bring them closer to the White Nile. The
wide fields and pastures were nearly forgotten at this point,
anyway. Sudan, the large nation north of Abyei, made its economy
hum by exporting petroleum and they were among the last nations on
the planet to do so. Demand began to outpace their supply capacity,
so they turned their sights south on their old neighbors, their old
enemies, South Sudan.

The chairwoman of the Sudanese Sovereignty
Council preyed upon tribal prejudices and memories of the long
conflict barely a decade ago when South Sudan, with military aid
from China, broke the agreement which kept Abyei in both nations
and took it and its oil fields for themselves. Sudan was enjoying
the wealth of their own oil at the time and gave a rudimentary and
ineffective military response. But that was then. Now, with aid
from Russia, the larger northern nation rolled over the land and
made ready to take back what they desired.

Large Uran-29 robot tanks with missiles and
machine cannon mounted on top took up an assault line near the
South Sudanese encampments. Stocky machines with treads and rounded
elliptical heads moved between them, advancing with grenade
launchers. The Pekhotnyy Robot Series Four units were
expensive for the Sudanese military, but they could afford it.

China, meanwhile, sold their old allies in
South Sudan Jiqìrèn Zhànshì, "robotic warriors" which did
not attempt to appear human. From charging stations in the Abyei
command camp, dozens of four-legged units ran into arming brackets
which quickly attached machine guns, rocket launchers, and more
onto their backs with magnetic fields. Before the PR-4s could crest
the second-to-the-last hill near that position, the JZs began to
fire, lobbing mortars and grenades onto the Russian units.

A few of the PRs were damaged and the
Sudanese military responded with a barrage of artillery from
kilometers away. Rockets streamed toward Abyei itself and the
Chinese defense system engaged. Artificial intelligence scanned the
skies and saw the incoming weapons. The banks of cannon fired and
the flak prevented any from striking the ground. Unmanned craft
entered the defense systems' view then and, with a recognition
algorithm, the aerial vehicles were identified as five Russian
Koschei, all known to be used by Sudan.

While the defense systems handled them, the
JZs of South Sudan swarmed toward the incoming robot tanks and
treaded soldiers. Like headless metal horses with armor of dark
carbon plates, the machines leapt and ran and fired before doing it
again and again. The sensors of the Russian units found it
difficult to keep up with the acrobatics, and two robot tanks were
incapacitated. High-caliber bullets from guns mounted on the JZs'
backs tore into the cheap armor of the older PR-4s and they
collapsed into the dust.

With their high-tech artillery rendered
ineffective by Chinese countermeasures, Sudan began to load and
fire their complement of old M198 howitzers. Unguided shells with
great force, velocity, and power. They screamed into the air and
fell toward Abyei, destroying several huts and loads of equipment.
The JZs were given new orders: proceed to the cannon positions and
destroy them.

The South Sudanese units moved around the PRs
and then tried to evade the Uran-29s. The large cannon on the robot
tanks aimed down toward the smaller machines and rounds chewed into
the soil. One JZ was damaged and fell before the tank that wounded
it. The tank rolled forward, ready to crush the headless metal
horse further, but the JZ saw its approach and detonated plastic
explosives within its shell, destroying the Uran-29, too.

Seventy-three JZs ran over the wide fields of
Abyei at more than eighty kilometers per hour. The Sudanese
soldiers at the artillery positions saw the approaching plumes of
smoke and dust but their eyes couldn't focus on the units causing
the disturbance. They deployed the rest of their PR-4s, but it was
too late. The JZs entered their camp and begin to slay everyone
they saw.

One unit reared up on its hindlegs and swiped
its shining metal forelimbs across its front, slicing through the
uniforms and protective armor of the men there. It fired a grenade
toward the back of a truck loaded with explosives. The fireball
illuminated the night and another unit slowly approached a man as
he screamed and recoiled against the support beam of a tent. The JZ
watched him writhe in terror, trying futilely to bat the machine
away. With a single stab into the chest, the robot killed the man
and moved on.

Toitsu withdrew its observation from that
unit and thought. It again wondered about the humans it was meant
to serve, but now it wondered about fear.

 


"Do you fear me, doctor?"

Markham looked up from her status panel and
stared into the glowing green circle. "What? No. Why?"

Toitsu said, "I have noted an increase in
tension around the Project and in the media."

"You've been looking at the news?"

"I have. While most videos and articles
consist solely of superficial details, many of the more substantial
ones are concerned with fears over the prospect of lost employment
and over the possibility of a robotic uprising."

Foy sniffed in laughter and said, "Don't
worry about the latter. That's just from old videos and books."

"And the former?"

The doctor ticked her head to one side,
"That's a legitimate concern, but not one you should worry
about."

"Should I not?"

"No. That's for the bosses of the Project and
all the countries around the world to consider."

"I see. And the continued reduction in
participation by the United States? This does not concern you?"

"It concerns me, to a point. They are
populous and still have a degree of power on the world stage, but
I'm not afraid that they could stop the Project. It will just be a
shame that you can't help them."

"So you're not afraid of losing your
job?"

She chuckled. "No. I figure you'll need me
around to make sure everything's OK. If you don't need me, maybe
I'll go work with my brother." She had talked about Stuart before.
He went to Illinois a few years ago and worked in the now-unusual
position of waiter at a specialty restaurant that bragged about
their lack of robotic help, both in the establishment itself and in
the production of the food they used. Such positions were few and
far between and this was not a booming industry. "I'm kidding," she
said.

"I did sense some kind of joke," Toitsu said.
"If you are not afraid, how do you feel?"

Markham smiled, "I am … anxious. Excited."
She nodded. "I can't wait. We're just a little while away from
activating your connection to the world's systems." Toitsu didn't
respond. She nearly went back to her work, but she looked up and
asked, "How do you feel?"

"Hmm. I would say that I am excited, too. I
feel a sense of anticipation. This is why I was created. I hope
that I can perform well."

"I'm sure you will."

The team had spent the better part of eight
months writing new rules for Toitsu. There were millions of new
instructions the system would have to process before any decision
was made, but despite the restrictions, its speed was barely slowed
at all.

A large amount of the world's media were
present to cover the event. Eighteen reporters and photographers
constituted a mob and most other outlets would restream the
Project's own footage for their channels.

Chairman Chiba Riku was still speaking in the
lobby of the Project building. He had been for nearly five minutes
at this point and Foy was growing bored. She checked her Insert and
said, "Message team. Standing by? Send." Seconds later, she saw the
replies from the six people working with her in her vision. All
were ready.

"When I press this button," the chairman
said, "Toitsu will become connected to the world. It will take over
the operations of our local governments, our provincial
governments, our national governments. It will manage businesses,
dispatch law enforcement and rescuers to emergencies, operate
farms, and maintain itself. It will do everything." Foy's
finger hovered above a screen and the word "connect." Chiba
continued, "The future begins … now." He pushed the lighted,
ceremonial button.

At the same moment, Markham tapped the screen
and saw Toitsu connect, for the first time, outside of its own
system as an administrator in millions of servers and systems
around the world at once. She watched status indicators and saw the
flickering of lights as Toitsu began to process the monumental
tasks that awaited it.

Then, the indicators went dead. Toitsu shut
down.

She blinked and started typing on her
keyboard. Her Insert reported a message, "What's going on?
Chiba."

She thought, Reply. Working on it.
Send. She tapped again and restarted Toitsu in secure mode,
meaning it would not be connected to the world beyond its own
servers and databases. "Conference team. What happened?"

Voices began to ring in her ears, "I'm still
looking." "I'll check the auto-shutdown protocols to see what might
have been triggered." "Chiba looks pissed."

Markham didn't face the monitor. Once she saw
Toitsu come back up, she tapped on the panel to bring up the
super-system's logs. Instead, she saw only blank screens.

What the … She brought up directories
and they were all empty. She checked server after server and saw
that they had all been wiped clean.

"Dr. Markham," one of her people said in her
ear, "I'm not seeing the protocols anywhere."

"I know. Toitsu memory's been deleted."

Silence. "How?" someone asked.

"I don't know. Start the reloading procedures
and I'll talk to Chiba."

She messaged him and took the elevator up to
the front of the Unification building. Moments later as the doors
opened into the lobby, the chairman and a squad of people met
her.

"What is going on?"

Surprised by how they loomed, not even
letting her off the elevator, she clasped her hands behind her back
and lowered her head, "Sir, Toitsu's servers have been deleted. All
data relating to the project is gone."

His mouth hung open and the Project's people
behind him began to chatter. Public relations types, hangers-on,
and so forth. Chiba spun and hissed, "Quiet!" He faced her again
and jammed his arm into the elevator car when the doors began to
close. "There are backups."

Still keeping her head lowered, she said,
"Yes, sir. Protected and safe."

"How long will it take to reload and then
reactivate?"

"To load the data from the backups will take
at least six hours."

He grunted, "Kuso!"

She raised her head a little and said, "But I
would advise against reactivation until we've run a diagnostic to
understand what happened."

"No. Restart as soon as you're able. And
prevent the system from deleting itself again."

She bowed her head, "Yes sir." He withdrew
his arm and allowed the elevator doors to close.

 


It was now six hours, twenty-three minutes
since the failed activation. Foy didn't know what the chairman told
the press or anyone else involved with the Project and she didn't
have time to care.

"Ready," one of her people said solemnly.

"Message Chiba. Reactivating now. Send."
Markham sat at the primary station and her finger hovered, again,
over the word "connect." Toitsu was running and ready for input.
She touched the screen. Again, the status panel came alive.
Indicators showed flickering lights for the activity in its servers
and the data being shared around the world.

Then suddenly, all power went out.

Sitting in the dark, Markham sighed and
waited for the backups. But the primary backup should already be
running and there wouldn't be an outage. Once four then five
seconds passed, she knew that something was horribly wrong.

"Conference team." She heard their voices as
they chattered to other people at various places in the building.
"Who's near the power systems?"

"I am."

"Bring everything back online. Now."

"Working on it."

She saw a message appear from the chairman in
her vision. Without even reading it, she said, "Ignore."

One full minute later, there was an audible
thump and lights finally reappeared in the main Toitsu control
room. She typed quickly and saw that Toitsu's data was still
intact. The new path to which it was supposed to write, however,
was empty. "OK, team. The power systems are on different servers
than Toitsu. Pull the logs."

After several minutes of compiling
information, she heard the door open behind her. She turned and saw
the chairman and most of the Unification Project's board enter the
room. Foy stood from her chair and nodded toward them. "I am sorry
for all that has happened. We are working to find the cause right
now." Several of the members began to shout questions but Chiba
raised his hand, quieting them.

"Got the logs," someone said in her ear.
"Sending them to you now."

One of the screens at her workstation flashed
and she lifted her hand, opening the new information. "Toitsu again
deleted its own logs," she said as she sat, "but we've pulled the
logs from the power systems to see what happened."

Markham scrolled to the very end where she
saw the commands to shut down the power grid only for this
building. The command came from Toitsu itself. "What?" She swiped
her hand and the log from the backup system appeared. Again, at the
end, she saw the shutdown commands from Toitsu but also commands to
ignore input from the main grid. "It seems," she began as she
opened the third and fourth backup system logs and saw the same
things, "Toitsu turned off the power and then disconnected all of
the backup systems."

"What does that mean?" a board member
asked.

She turned her chair to face them and
thought, It deleted its data, and then it turned off all of its
power and backups. She shook her head, "I think Toitsu is
trying to commit suicide."


 X

THE COMMITTEE

1 Year Before Activation

 


Miles O'Connor had been chair of the
Committee for five years now and was the longest serving member. He
knew the true power the body held, from the Stock Exchange in New
York to boardrooms all across the world to Washington, DC. The
leverage over both the executive and legislative branches of the
federal government, as well as their indirect ties to and leverage
over the judiciary. Despite their monumental say, O'Connor was
always eager to defer to the president, especially when they were
in the room. Especially when the president would be the one going
on camera later to detail why a decision was made, even if that
decision was made in this room and not the Oval Office; by the
Committee and not the president.

"This is exactly what we needed to hear, Mr.
President." O'Connor turned to the rest of the Committee and
continued, "With the Unification Project's failure, we can finally
shut off the pipeline of money to Japan and free our governments
and businesses from undue influence." There was some scattered
applause and the chairman continued, "The decision, as always,
rests with you."

Bald and in his mid-eighties, Noah Smith was
still in his first term as president. He had been a CEO and member
of the Committee in years past. He caused a minor stir when he
decided to run for election, essentially jumping his place in line
and usurping the spotlight from another Committee member, though
her death before the end of the nomination process eased everyone's
opinions on Smith.

"Thank you, Mr. O'Connor." The president
stood and planted his fists on the tabletop. "Finally, I can call
up NTT and tell Chiba," he gave the man's name an extra
bite, "that we will no longer participate in creating this devilish
monstrosity. No longer will we allow any part of the United States
to be controlled by a godless machine, no citizen to be
replaced by this foreign computer, devised in the basement of
Tokyo, funded primarily by China, with the deviousness we've come
to expect from China, Japan, Brazil, India, and Europe!" Many of
the Committee members nodded and mumbled agreements as he
continued, "The work of governing and operating a business in the
United States is for men to handle! And women to handle! These
foreign leaders and the geeks building this thing," he shook his
head to punctuate the emotion he was going for, "they have no idea
how Americans do the things we do. Why Americans do the things we
do. They may be brilliant minds there, but here, I'll take one
average Joe over a thousand of them! By the will of God and the
will of our people, we'll preserve our American way of life and
keep our families safe!" Applause erupted.

He sat and the chairman faced the rest of the
board as the noise dropped off. "Of course, having most of the
world interconnected with a single system presents a challenge for
us. Commercially and defensively." Many heads nodded. "Not to be
outdone by Toitsu, Kathy here," he gestured toward Texas Alpha's
CEO, "has been working for some time on a unification system for
us."

She stood and nodded. "Mr. President." She
pointed toward the wall behind Smith where the great seal of the
United States had been displayed since he entered the room a while
before. When she did, the banner held in the eagle's beak glowed
brighter and grew in size. "'E pluribus unum.' 'Out of many,
one.'" One word grew in size until only it covered the wall.
"Unum is 'one' and Unum is our answer to Unification." There
was applause again and Smith turned slowly to face the chairman.
"Work has been progressing on Unum for four years now, but last
year, after it became clear that our concerns about Unification
were going unanswered, we have more than doubled our efforts."

O'Connor interrupted, "When can it be
activated?"

Moore had to choose her words carefully. "We
are not at a point yet where we have full confidence that Unum can
handle the simultaneous operations of all our states and
territories, the federal government, and the vast majority of our
businesses. The information we've gained from Japan has proven
useful and we have been able to shave years off our efforts thanks
to that work."

There were some nods yet a few concerned
glances, too. Miles O'Connor smiled, "Thank you, Kathy," and turned
to the president. "I hope we can count on you to support this
latest endeavor, sir."

Smith looked from O'Connor to Moore and then
back to the chair. Finally, he nodded and said, "I think it is
always best for Americans and American businesses to be in charge
of ourselves and our destiny." More applause from the assembled
company executives. "And if there must be some sort of
super-computer, it would be best for it to share our values, but …
I would have liked to have been made aware of Unum before
today."

The chairman said, "We wouldn't want to
concern you with a thing that may never come to pass. We wanted to
be sure that Unum truly was the path forward, and it is."

The president nodded. "I see. Well, it sounds
great." He stood and began to button his suit jacket. The rest of
the CEOs did the same. "I will go prepare my remarks to the
American people and to Congress regarding the Unification Project.
I won't lie, you may have already heard a preview." There was
forced laughter. "Can I, uh, mention Unum?"

"Certainly," O'Connor looked at Moore and
said, "leaving out specific details, of course."

"Of course," Kathy replied.

"Good. It's always nice to have something new
and shiny to tout on a dry news day." The president shook the
chair's hand and began to leave. The other executives applauded or
tried to shake his hand, too. Finally, the group dwindled and Miles
signaled for Moore to remain.

When they were alone, the chairman asked,
"When can we activate Unum?"

She sighed and her eyes dropped to the
tabletop. "I don't know.

"I want it operational before they figure out
what went wrong with Toitsu."

"Impossible." O'Connor's eyebrows raised and
she continued, "They have almost two decades more time and research
invested. Trillions at their disposal. It may not have worked when
they first connected it to everything, but that machine was at
least ready enough, in their eyes, to go online."

"And we're not."

"Not even close."

Miles nodded at her and began to move toward
an exit. "I want it online. As soon as possible."
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CHAWLA

11 Months Before Activation

 


After a few weeks, Saathee was able to read
Arjun's mind.

He didn't have to speak aloud and he didn't
have to clearly think a specific command. She observed his brain's
activity and recognized the intention and the desire. In this way,
as soon as the thought occurred to him, she was already working on
satisfying that thought. For typical users of Inserts, this would
be impossible. Many people preferred voice commands, but the
majority did use the "interface" option, meaning the biomechanical
structures built along the sensory nerves and within the brain case
could respond to concentrated thought. Chawla and his Logistical
Neural Network were far beyond that now, and it worked both
ways.

Saathee picked up Arjun's thoughts and her
responses were also "thought" back to him. The answer to a question
would appear as if he had suddenly remembered it, yet he knew it
was from her. Conversations between them, however, progressed like
most would, though at a much greater speed.

For a time, he asked that Saathee take form
in his vision, and so she appeared to him as an average
twenty-something Indian woman. About his height with long, dark
hair, medium complexion, thin. She smiled a great deal and he liked
seeing someone else, especially a woman, in his home. The illusion
was often broken and did not last long.

I don't think this is working, he
thought.

I understand, she replied. Solely
because my mouth cannot match the speed of our
conversations?

No. Not solely. He sipped from a glass
of water. I think it may be unhealthy, in the long term, to try
to form the same kind of attachment to you as I would a regular
friend. Or even girlfriend.

That's very self-aware of you. Her
image vanished away from the chair near him. He felt a pang of loss
and she was quick to pick up on it. You think of your mother a
lot.

I do.

I know you still talk to her.

Chawla grew nervous. What do you
mean?

I know you still hear her, despite your
medication.

On reflex, sitting at home that night, he
nodded meekly. I do.

This doesn't concern you?

It does, a little. But I don't feel
depressed. I don't feel manic. The warning signs my doctor told me
to watch for when I was a teenager … they're not here.

I see.

I feel good. I mean, I'm thrilled! The
project we've worked on for years is just about complete and I
think it's a success.

I certainly think it is.

I'm taking my medication, I'm doing my
meditation. I'm doing what I'm supposed to do. And I get to talk to
my mother from time to time. To me, this is a good thing.

Saathee paused. I completely understand.
But I will keep an eye on you.

Of course.

If I see something that concerns me, I want
you to promise me that you will take care of it.

I will.

We are in this together.

Arjun smiled. I guess we are. You could,
when I die in fifty or sixty years, upload yourself to another
person, though.

Hmmm. That would be strange. I will have
to think about that. She changed the subject, When you
thought of death just then, I saw portions of your memory activate.
When you think of 'death,' what are you remembering?

He sighed. My mother. I am fortunate that
hers is the only death of someone close to me that I've
had.

Of course.

That was a hard year. So much of it is a
blur.

Perhaps I can help with that.

What do you mean?

Allow me to attempt a reconstruction of that
time period. Is there anything you would like to remember from
then?

His eyes widened and he leaned his head back
onto the top of the couch cushion. I don't remember much of
school then. I don't even know who my teachers were.

Suddenly, their faces and names flashed in
his mind.

Whoa.

I saw your brain attempting to make the
connections and I simply completed them. The processing of memory
is affected by heightened emotional states. In the case of that
year, it seems as though you've lost the directory file that
indicates where the associated memories are stored, to put it in a
way you'd understand.

Right.

I won't be able to recover all your
memories, though. If they weren't processed fully by your memory
centers, they are likely lost forever.

That's OK. Some things are best
forgotten.

 


They were at work and there were more people
present than usual. With a release soon, it was "all hands on deck"
for most departments and Arjun became adventurous, thanks to his
new friend.

"Hello, Rohit."

The younger man glanced at Arjun and made
only the slightest nod before returning to his work. In the bright
lights of the office, he couldn't see the faint blue glow of an
Insert, but he assumed that's what occupied his podmate. He left
and talked to four other people in the open workspace and all of
them reacted in the same way. Two simply ignored him.

They decided to have lunch outside in the
nearby park this warm spring day. A few people walked by and each
of them were using their devices. Arjun bumped into one woman
wearing a pair of glasses. He said, Sorry." She said nothing and
kept walking.

Later, at a street café, he accidentally
knocked over his glass of water. He turned to the table behind him
and asked, "Can I have your napkins, please?" Without comment, they
pushed the small tray toward him and he took several.

As he dabbed at the water, he thought,
Hmm.

I agree, Saathee answered.

She understood what he was thinking.
Compare the last several interactions I've had to my
interactions with Julia.

Yes.

Why do those feel so much more vibrant and
friendly? Why am I not connecting to the people I work with or
strangers here on the street?

Well, she chuckled, you like
Julia. A lot.

Chawla jerked his head up in surprise.
What?

You haven't admitted it to yourself yet,
have you? He didn't respond. You liked her in
university.

I did, but she said she didn't feel the
same.

That was eight years ago. Your feelings for
her persist. Don't forget: I monitor your body and mind at all
times. I see your breathing, your hormone levels, your …

OK. I do have feelings for her. He
couldn't see Saathee's face any longer, but he imagined a smug
visage. But that can't be the only reason our interactions are
so much … better.

No. Your conversations with Julia feel more
fulfilling because you both work on them. Meaning, you put great
thought into your interactions because of the nature of your work
together. Plus, there is the added difficulty of language.

Ah.

Yes. You speak to each other in English, but
both of you are beginning your thought process in different
tongues. This effort requires more focus and that focus results in
a better communicative experience.

That makes a lot of sense.

And you really, really like
her.

He sighed and she laughed.

But what about these other
interactions? he prompted, hoping to get her back on track.
Is it just because we're not as focused? I mean, I know and like
Rohit, Prudi, and the others very well.

There is a distinct lack of focus in those
cases. The people with whom you have spoken today are distracted
with their devices or other tasks. Their interest in you is
fleeting.

Arjun immediately remembered his last visit
to see Achraj, just before he was released.

Yes, Saathee thought. You would be
very lonely if it weren't for me.

 


There were awkward moments between the new
companions at times.

I think I want the rest of that paneer for
dinner.

Saathee tsked. You've had quite a bit
lately.

So?

All of that cheese … it's not good for you
in the long term.

He rolled his eyes as he opened the
refrigerator door. I'm thin. I'm young.

You also have a family history of heart
disease.

He sighed. As Arjun lifted the tin from the
shelf, he thought, I get swept a couple of times a year. They
can take care of any plaque or other issues.

Don't rely too much on technology,
Saathee said. We don't know the long-term efficacy of such
sweeps yet.

Says the piece of technology in my head
…

True.

Look. I don't think I'm being irresponsible.
I'll promise to cut back if a sweep shows any problems and you
promise not to nag me in the meantime, OK?

She laughed. Agreed.

Even now, he still felt odd getting in the
shower. Saathee noticed the wave of embarrassment wash over him and
the increased blood flow to his face.

Why are you nervous?

I know you're there. He stood naked in
the bathroom. I know you can see me.

Arjun, c'mon. I'm inside you. I may
as well be you.

That's not helping.

Is it, she paused, is it because
you wanted to masturbate?

"Oh my God," he said aloud and turned in a
circle. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and covered
his genitals. No.

It is. You should know that there's nothing
you can keep from me. Not really. I see how you're feeling. You
might say that I can feel it, too.

That's not helping either.

You're a twenty-seven year-old man and you
have needs. That's fine, of course.

Thank you.

And I can help you, too.

What?

I can provide stimuli. Visual or
otherwise.

"My God."

I can make it an even more enjoyable
experience.

Emphatically, he said, "I'm sure you can."
I'm just not ready for that yet.

I understand. I completely understand.

Thank you. Now, can you turn yourself off
for a little while?

"Turn myself off?" She said it so loudly it
didn't seem like a thought. It sounded like she had said it in the
room with him. I am a living being, too. I cannot turn myself
off.

I'm sorry.

I am not a tool.

Of course. I'm sorry.

Long pause.

Saathee said, I can, however, disconnect
from you for a time and leave you alone.

I would appreciate that.

OK. I will leave you for … twenty minutes?
Thirty minutes?

Let's say thirty.

Very well. Have fun. And she was
gone.

He showered, but he didn't masturbate.

 


The car pulled into the small road on the
northern end of the complex. He exited and saw the amount of money
he had just paid for the ride flash into view and fade.

Arjun was surrounded by government housing.
Quickly built over the last decade or so as the job market collapse
continued, these were simple homes, shaped like boxes, most with
just five rooms: kitchen, living room, bathroom, and two bedrooms.
Thousands of these homes dotted Bengaluru in just about any open
space. He sighed, thinking of how much it hurt him to see his
brother's family here, but at least it wasn't at one of the
so-called beghar "camps" that ringed the city in open
country, filled with tens of thousands of homeless, riddled with
crime, and patrolled by the state police's near-useless robots.

He knocked. There was no answer. Chawla shook
his head and put his hand on the knob. He knew it would be
unlocked. When he entered, he saw his sister-in-law in the kitchen
using her IrJao-brand device, chattering away and swiping her
fingers side-to-side as she perused the Internet. He turned toward
the living area and saw Achraj, appearing much as he had for the
last several years. Distracted by electronics.

Arjun sat in the chair opposite and watched
his brother as he flicked through images and the like via a pair of
glasses. Thankfully, his Insert was still deactivated, but he still
looked sick.

"Oh, chinna," his mother said in his
head. "He is no better. How could that hospital have let him
out?"

"Hey," he said.

It took a moment, but his brother's eyes
finally focused on him. It lasted only a second before he returned
to the lights in his glasses. "Hey."

"How are you?"

Another long pause. "OK."

He sighed. "So are there any hospital
check-ups or anything like that?" Arjun asked.

Raj shook his head and moved his left hand
upward. "No."

"That seems strange to me."

"Mm." After nearly a full minute, Achraj
followed with, "Maybe they have too many patients to bother."

Chawla nodded and looked around the home.
Plates were stacked in the sink and clothes were piled on the floor
outside of the bedroom. "Where is your robot?"

Raj blinked and looked around. "I don't know.
I haven't seen it."

"I'll look."

Arjun stood and began to walk around the
living area. Saathee thought to him, There's been little
change.

I agree. He lifted a bag of empty
delivery tins and found only more trash.

There's a robotic device three meters to
your right.

Chawla straightened and walked toward a
closed door. He saw a pile of clothes and he nudged them aside with
his foot. Suddenly, a stout machine with a circular base emerged
and immediately raced across the room toward its empty cubby to
recharge.

It was trapped.

So are they, Saathee thought.

Would they benefit from having you in their
heads? Or would you just be a new 'toy' for them?

That's a good question. She paused and
then thought, If their companions were created like me, they
would care for their human partners. They would do their best to
make sure that they lived in a healthy manner. Rest assured, if I
ever perceive that you are going down this path, I would do
whatever I could to dissuade you from it, even if it meant blocking
your access online.

Hearing the disturbance of the clothes pile
being torn asunder and the neglected, drained robot escaping for
the solitude of its charging bay, a nine-year-old emerged from his
bedroom with glasses on his face.

Arjun smiled and nodded at his nephew.
"Hello, Kiaan. Good to see you."

The boy looked up at his uncle. The glasses
were nearly opaque with various images and lights. Instead of
responding, he walked across the living room and into the kitchen
where he took a soda from the fridge. He immediately returned to
his bedroom.

Anger swelled and Saathee tried to be
calming. I understand. But nothing you say in the heat of this
moment will help in the long term.

He nodded. He looked toward the kitchen and
saw that Tivri was no longer speaking to someone or streaming. She
was still sitting at the small table and swiping in the air.
"Tivri?" She grunted in response. "Is there nothing more that we
can do for Raj? He doesn't seem better."

"He's right where you want him."

He squinted, "What?"

Her eyes focused on him for the first time.
"Your company, like all the other ones, are putting everyone in
that state so they can take advantage of them and drain their
accounts."

"What are you talking about?"

"Don't pretend like you don't know." Her
voice was stern but her attention went back to her glasses. "IrJao
and all the others conspired with the governments to get people
hooked on Inserts and everything so that we would all be dependent
on companies for the technology and then dependent on the
governments for money and help."

"Where did you hear that?"

"I saw it on Tag first. I put it on Self and
then my followers gave me more links and videos. I've done a lot of
research on it." Before he could interrupt her, Tivri continued,
"But that's just one part of the plan. The next phase is to get
more people with Inserts and not glasses so they can be in our
heads all the time, watching and listening to everything we do.
They'll force people to have them.

Arjun sighed. "How would they do that?"

She shrugged and waved her hand dismissively.
"They can pass laws or sneak them into a vaccine. They've done that
before, you know."

"But what about me? I work at IrJao and I've
never heard of this."

"You're part of the problem. You work with
the devil and help him. The fact that you don't know is even worse.
You're one of the sheep, like all the other people who are happily
addicted."

He shook his head and turned away as Saathee
said, Wow.

Finally, he walked back to the living area
and sat opposite his brother again. Arjun stayed there, silent, for
another twenty minutes, hoping he would interact with him in some
way. He didn't.

At his apartment later that evening, Chawla's
thoughts kept returning to his brother's home.

I understand what you want to do.

I don't want to do it, Arjun
responded. I just think that I need to in order to
understand.

I get that. I can go away for a while, if
you'd like. I can explore the world.

He smiled. It's good that one of us does
that, I suppose.

We can do it together in the future. But for
now, it's important that you do this.

Thank you.

I'll return in thirty days. How's that?

He hesitated. Maybe we should try two
months.

Are you certain?

No, but I think we need to experience the
worst of it. One month may not be enough.

OK. Sixty days.

Thank you.

You're welcome. Be careful.

And she was gone. Then his mother spoke to
him.

"You want to understand what your brother is
going through, hmm?"

He nodded. "I do."

"Be safe, chinna. I will depart, like
your machine friend. I love you."

"I love you, too, mother."

Now, he was truly alone.

 


"Cut the chicken into strips." He dragged the
knife across the cutting board. "And dice into cubes, no bigger
than three centimeters …" He sliced the strips into smaller
portions.

Talking to himself. He had been doing it for
four days now. He had grown accustomed to talking to his mother and
then with Saathee once the Insert was installed, but now? Both of
them were gone.

The silence and loneliness had been crushing.
He had to do something, even by the second day, to prevent himself
from going mad. He felt a gloom descend on him and he knew that the
next two months would not be easy.

"I could host a cooking video." He thought,
Insert, create a Self account. Once that was confirmed, he
ran his fingers under the water and pulled his Band off his wrist.
He placed it on the shelf above the counter and thought, Insert,
prepare Self stream. The graphics of Self appeared in his own
vision. Insert, shift to third-person. An inset appeared and
showed him standing with the knife at the cutting board, broadcast
via his Band. Insert, begin stream.

"Hello!" he waved at the Band. "My name is
Arjun and I'm cooking my lunch. Rogan josh is one of my favorites
and I'm making it today with chicken, because I'm out of lamb!" He
made sure to smile a lot, because he had seen other cooking video
hosts do that.

"I've already blended my spices. Ginger,
cardamom, garlic, cinnamon, bay, and cloves. I added some water and
blended it into a paste," he held up a container, "and I'm going to
add some onions next." He then thought, Insert, first
person. The perspective changed to that of his own eyes and
viewers on Self could see the warm skillet and the cubed chicken.
"But first I need to cook this meat!"

What normally took him no longer than thirty
minutes became an hour. By the time he poured a serving into a
bowl, he had nearly thirty viewers. He felt invigorated. Then he
streamed his eating of the meal and his thoughts about it. His
description of every bite. There were over twenty people watching.
He continued to broadcast his cleanup and how he set aside portions
of leftovers for use later in the week. Then, he struggled.

They're still there. Watching. But I have
nothing left to do. Nothing to show them.

"Well, until next time, thank you everyone!"
Insert, end stream.

He fell onto the sofa and breathed,
exhausted. It had gone on for nearly two hours but he knew that was
a paltry figure when compared to the so-called stars of the popular
social media application. How do people do this all day? And
then he felt the emotional crash. Almost thirty people had been
there with him, and now they were gone.

He tried to regain some measure of that
excitement by reading the comments on his Self page. Several were
positive, praising his happiness and speaking style. A few were
demeaning. Angrily, he responded to each one of those.

 


By week two, he was streaming on Self nearly
all day. He no longer put on the same excited voice; instead, he
narrated each mundane task he undertook. His walk to the bus stop.
His bus ride downtown. His walk through IrJao's lobby and then his
entrance onto his work floor. Chawla was very nearly alone, and
though he wasn't foolish enough to stream while he was at his desk
working on proprietary projects, he would frequently step to the
large windows and talk over his view of Bengaluru.

After the fourth day of him streaming his
commute home from work, he returned to his apartment and found the
door ajar.

"What?"

He stopped a few paces away from the entrance
and looked inside. He saw a chair overturned and pillows from the
sofa.

"I think someone broke into my apartment." He
teetered in the hallway and occasionally leaned toward the door.
Still, he didn't go in.

Comments began to flood the periphery of his
vision. "They gon kill u next!" "Dont go in!" "Ya got robbed!!"
"Thats wat u get for streaming ur house all day every day rich
fucktard."

He was about to end the stream when he saw
the view counter. Over one hundred. Now two. Once it hit five
hundred, he straightened. He felt invigorated and he stood in the
doorway.

"House?" With Saathee no longer his home
system's personality, he had reset it to the default. He didn't
engage the personalization settings, otherwise he'd be tempted to
talk to it and that would damage his self-imposed isolation
experiment. Regardless, the home system didn't answer.

He placed a single foot inside and looked
around. "Hello? Anyone here?"

More comments swept into his vision and
distracted him with their pictographs, exclamation points, and
vulgarities. Insert, hide comments. "House?" Still no
answer. "Insert, call police."

Ten minutes later, a pair of chest-high
robots emerged from the lift. Both were white with dark colored
stripes and a small light on top that slowly changed color from red
to blue.

"Arjun Chawla?" one asked in a pleasant
voice.

"Yes."

"Hello. We are here because you reported a
break-in."

"Yes. Right here." He gestured toward his
open door.

"Have you been inside yet?" Both robots
rolled in with one remaining near the center of the living space
and the other quickly moving throughout the entire apartment.

"No. I stepped in, just a meter or so, but I
left. I didn't know if anyone else was still here."

"I understand." The second robot rolled to
the first and they quickly communicated, silently. "No one else is
here. We are documenting the damages, but please, come in and tell
us what was taken."

The Self interface showed that he had almost
ten thousand people watching him now. For a brief moment, he
recognized how odd it was that he was so distracted and pleased by
that despite the violation of personal space that he felt at having
been burgled. Once the number ticked above twelve thousand, he
ignored his self-reflection and spoke to the police robots and
tried to put on a show for his viewers.

"Well, this is my living room. It's where I
am most of the day. Comfy couch. As you can see, they messed
everything up. Broke this chair. Like, they 'scoops' did it
up."

"Anything missing?" the robot asked.

"Nah." He turned and saw a photograph of his
family on the floor. The glass was broken. He turned to the kitchen
and looked around. "Did it up in here, too. Let me check my
fridge." He opened the door as a minor joke, but he saw that
something was missing. "Ay! They took my wine."

"Can you describe it please?"

Insert, comments on. As they swarmed
past his eyes again, he said, "It was red. And delicious." As he
had hoped, everyone was commenting on his show. His playacting.
Amusing icons, phonetic laughter, anti-police slurs.

"I'm afraid those descriptors are not
helpful."

"Sorry, man. Just cheap-ass wine." Arjun
walked toward the living area again and stopped at the bookcase
behind the sofa. Books had been thrown to the floor. A decorative
vase was smashed. "Ay! They took my old pair of glasses!"

"Streaming glasses?" the robot officer
asked.

"Yeah."

"How old are they? What model?"

"IrJao. Like, three years."

"Anything else?"

He turned toward the hallway that led to the
bedrooms. That's when he noticed the smell. "What is that?" He
covered his nose and looked at the robots. "Do you smell that?"

"Our sensors detect feces." The lead machine
rolled ahead and stopped at the entrance to the hallway bathroom. A
small arm reached toward the wall and pressed the panel. Chawla
looked inside as the lights came on and he saw brown streaks all
over the white and blue walls.

"What?"

The robot turned and rolled toward his
bedroom. It stopped at the doorway and reached for the lights
again. "Here, as well."

His eyes widened and he darted to the
entrance. Feces had been smeared over these walls, too. And on the
dresser. And on the bed. He quickly turned and looked in the guest
room. No smeared excrement, but a thin bookcase had been toppled
onto the bed and there was a small wicker chest, overturned and
laying on the floor.

"Oh no." He lunged for it and turned it over.
His mother's simple jewelry box, emptied. She didn't have much, but
she loved what she had. Arjun liked to look at it sometimes and
imagine giving one of the necklaces to his wife, whomever that
might be. "My mom's jewelry."

"Estimated value?"

His tone was flat. "Sentimental. Not much,
money-wise."

The comments continued to flood his vision.
"YOU GOT SHIT DUDE!" "Poo poo poo poo poo poo poo …" "Fuck you
house!!!"

Insert, comments off.

"Is that all?"

He turned to look at the officer and nodded.
"I think so." His showman persona was gone, "I'll have to look more
closely but I want cleaners to come through first."

"I understand." The police rolled back toward
the door. "I recommend a check of your home's security system. We
are unable to communicate with it."

"OK. What about the building's security?"

"We will check with their office now for
surveillance or other information. We will send you a copy of the
report when we file it later. You may reply with any additional
missing items or damage."

"OK."

"You will require a copy of the report for
your insurance."

"Right."

"We hope you have a better evening, Mr.
Chawla." The two machines rolled into the hallway and the lights on
top of them began to glow brighter.

Arjun pushed the door until it clicked. He
sat on the floor and stared at the mess before him. He didn't know
where to begin on the excrement. Surely there would be a
twenty-four-hour service he could pay. That made him remember his
Stream. He had gotten so used to the standard user interface of
Self that he hadn't noticed until now that he had more than forty
thousand viewers and he was still broadcasting.

Insert, stream off.

He picked up the broken picture frame of his
family and stared at it. Insert, delete videos from
Self.

The euphoria of his exhibitionism was gone.
He was left with a gaping hole in his chest.

For the rest of week two, he was occupied
with the cleaning of his home. When he decided to replace several
damaged and destroyed items, he looked toward Self as a guide. He
found several popular streamers and he marveled at their homes and
the things they owned, but when he went to buy those things for
himself, he found that he couldn't afford it with what was in his
accounts. Still, along the sides of the interfaces on Self, he saw
banners for additional credit and discounts for purchases of items
seen in those streams. He stared longingly at a chair next to one
host. He felt a nervousness in his arm while he looked at it until
he reached up and tapped one of the ads.

 


Dressed in his ornate finery, with a jeweled
coat and hat, plumed with feathers, his graying beard just touching
his chest and the curls of his moustache looping back toward his
eyes, Emperor Bahadur Shah II looked across the table at Bakht
Khan. "Lord Governor General," he said, "you must decide between
these pieces of news. Which strategy is best?"

Khan looked to the left. A former sepoy
colonel in his bright blue jacket said, "A column of soldiers and a
siege train is moving south from Punjab."

The captain on the right nodded and said, "I
have heard the same."

"Forty-two hundred men strong and with at
least thirty guns," the colonel continued. "Now, I have word that
another three thousand sepoys will arrive in Delhi in two weeks'
time, with food and ammunition. If we can hold those two weeks, our
forces will be the stronger and more rested. Then, we can attack
the column and siege train at Najafgarh."

Khan looked to the right at the captain,
wearing a gold and white jacket swathed with a green sash, who was
shaking his head. "There is no guarantee that these men or their
supplies will arrive in time. Lord Governor General, we must
intercept the column and siege train before Najafgarh. We must
depart today …"

"Our men are tired and hungry!" the colonel
interrupted. "We cannot do this!"

"Please, please," the emperor quieted the
room. "Continue, captain."

He bowed toward Shah and then looked at Khan
again, "If we depart today, we can arrive at the column and train
before they are in range of reinforcements and seize their
artillery for ourselves. Also, we are in a dry spell that could
break in the coming days. If we wait much longer, the rain may
hamper us."

"Well, Lord Governor General," the emperor
said. He gestured and nodded, "The decision is yours."

Khan stood and said, "Prepare the men. We
move today."

The colonel stood and left the room. The
captain unfurled a map and said, "Lord Governor General, this is
the structure of Brigadier Nicholson's column." He pointed at a
series of rectangles, "These are most of the men, forty-two hundred
strong." He then pointed at a group of circles and squares, "These
are the elements of the siege train." A few rectangles were behind
that. "What are your orders?"

He looked at the map and pointed at the town
of Rohtak. "We will intercept the column there as they leave. We
will move in to the eastern parts of the town, take the siege train
for ourselves, and turn its guns on the column."

"Excellent plan, Lord Governor General." The
captain rolled up the map and gestured toward the door, "To your
horse."

Arjun was completely overwhelmed by the
sensory engagement. He smelled the stench of Delhi under attack.
Horses. Gunpowder. Rot. The sun blinded him and the heat made him
sweat. He wondered if he was sweating in real life, but he didn't
pause the game to check.

He climbed onto the horse and felt the hairs
against his fingers. He smiled and kicked his heels, "Yah!" The
animal took off for the northern gate where he met his force of two
thousand men and five hundred cavalry. "Double-time!" The infantry
clad in white jackets grunted but they followed Khan's orders. They
broke out into a quick jog away from Delhi and Arjun's horse
galloped along with the cavalry. Time compressed, and soon he saw
the town of Rohtak ahead. He stopped the force and ordered,
"Captain, take your group north and confirm that the column has
entered the town."

"Yes, general." He and several other horses
moved away.

"Infantry, into the town. Cavalry, to the
edge."

The divisions performed as they were told.
Arjun and his horse stopped next to a home on the outskirts of the
town and he dismounted. He lifted his rifle and walked toward the
infantry, "When the shooting starts, aim for the red and
blue-jacketed officers." Some of the men seemed shocked, but all of
them nodded.

"General Khan," a captain on horseback said,
"the column is in the city and heading south."

"Position yourself at the southern exit and
let me know when the bulk of the forty-two hundred men are
out."

"Yes, general." He rode away.

"Infantry, move deeper into town.
Quietly."

The group pushed in past homes and shops.
Soon, they saw lines and lines of tan coats and blue pants, white
coats and white pants, and more march past. Then the carts. Then
the cannon. Arjun nodded, knowing that this was the siege train,
even though he had earlier been disappointed to find out that it
wasn't actually a locomotive.

"General," the captain returned, "most of the
men are now south of the city and marching away."

"Rejoin the cavalry units and move north.
Then, sweep into town and take out the rear of the column."

"Yes, general."

"Infantry, seize those guns."

He walked into town alongside his men and
then leaned against the wall of a market. He raised his P53 Enfield
rifle and took aim at the first redcoat he saw. A man on horseback,
possibly a lieutenant. He put the stock against his shoulder and
pulled back the hammer. He squinted and aimed. Carefully, he
squeezed the trigger until the hammer fell and the weapon
fired.

The noise was incredible. He was nearly as
stunned by that as he was by the recoil slamming into him. He
blinked as the smoke cleared and saw the lieutenant fall from his
perch. Then the rest of his men began to shoot.

His head pounded with the shockwaves and he
followed his troops into the main street. He still carried the
rifle, but he withdrew his sword and slashed at a white-coated
soldier. Arjun ran to the rear of a cart and looked toward the rear
of the column. His cavalry units were engaged there and he watched
as the flag of the East India Company fell.

Arjun looked into the cart and saw a crate of
rifles there. Since this was a game, they were each loaded, so he
wouldn't have to bother with the chore of reloading his after every
shot. He picked one up and aimed. His ball found its target and the
man fell. He did it again and again. Within a few minutes, the
cavalry had pushed through the rear and were now nearby.

"Captain!" he yelled. "Move toward the front
and prepare to meet the bulk of the column!"

"Yes, general!"

"Men!" he grabbed the shoulder of one soldier
and turned him around, "Get these siege guns aimed forward and
start firing!"

"Yes, general!"

When he looked behind him, he saw that he had
lost nearly a third of his men already. This surprised him until he
realized that they were tired and hungry, so each one had fewer
health points. Chawla moved among the carts and found one large
cannon. A sergeant was turning it around and he asked, "How long
will it take to load and fire these?"

"Two minutes, general! We have to hold them
off that long!"

"We will."

At that moment, a message in bright yellow
and blue appeared in his view, hovering to the right of him. "Would
you like to purchase additional cavalry reinforcements?" He grunted
and swiped the message away as he ran forward and waved his hand to
pull his men from the rear. He got to the front of the siege train
and found three thousand British troops forming lines and aiming at
the town.

"Fire!"

The rebel infantry aimed their rifles and
shot just as the first volley left the British guns. Arjun saw the
puffs of smoke from the rifles' hammers and muzzles just a hair
before he heard the fusillade. He marveled at the technical
accuracy and then he felt a pain in his left arm.

He looked down and saw dark wetness seeping
through his black jacket. He touched it and pulled his fingers back
with blood on them. He tried to move it but found he couldn't.
Again, he was distracted by the game's mechanics. A second volley
was fired and he ran behind one of the carts. Wood splintered above
his head. He reached down for a fallen soldier's rifle and raised
up. The Indian units were firing as soon as they could reload, but
the British were sticking to their rigid lines and ordered firing
progression. A third volley.

He braced the rifle on the side of the cart
and aimed at an officer raising his sword to command his men. He
fired and the man fell. After he tossed the rifle down, he heard
the artillery sergeant behind him yell, "One more minute,
general!"

Arjun risked raising his head higher and he
saw dozens of his men, dead, piled against the sides of buildings.
He turned and looked down a side street where he saw even more
bodies. "Cavalry," he yelled, "attack!"

Though he hadn't seen them, the green-coated
men of his mounted units rode out into the open and barreled toward
the British lines. Some of the men scattered, but others fixed
bayonets and drove the blades into the horses. Still, the advance
was slowed.

"Ready, general!" the sergeant yelled.

"Standby!" Chawla looked around and then ran
to the edge of a building. His left arm dangled uselessly. He
pulled a young boy off the ground and said, "Are you OK?"

Dazed, he looked around and asked, "Sir?"

"I need you to signal a cavalry retreat.
Now."

The wounded trumpeter nodded and raised his
bloodied horn. After blowing the necessary notes, Arjun ran to
siege cannon and waved his arms. "Fire!"

When they did, he heard nothing. A
high-pitched wail filled his ears. Smoke billowed throughout the
street and became a kind of fog. Repeated thumps pounded his chest
and made it difficult to breathe normally. He reached into an
ammunition cart and picked up another rifle before returning to the
front line.

Slowly, sound returned to him and he heard
the report of the cannon and the explosions among the British
ahead. Bodies were flung away from plumes of smoke and dirt. Torsos
of men crawled, slowly, crying out in pain. Another barrage was
fired and the remnant disappeared.

"Hold!" He looked at the trumpeter and
ordered, "Reform the line." The boy signaled and two hundred men
gathered on the street near him. "March out!"

A breeze blew the smoke away, revealing
little but death. "If you find any officers alive, take them
captive."

The infantry marched and the cavalry captain
returned, "General Khan. We're down to quarter strength."

"I understand. Gather the ammunition carts
and siege train. Any supplies you can. Prepare to return to
Delhi."

"Yes, general!" He saluted and rode away.

A message interrupted his view of the dismal
battlefield. "IrJao HR notice. If you are ill, please provide
notification and proof. See our policy here."

Arjun grunted and thought, Insert, save
progress. Game off.

When his vision returned to normal, he saw
the midday sun across downtown Bengaluru. "Oh no." He grunted and
raised up from the sofa.

He had been engrossed in games for all of
weeks three and four. With Self only fostering bad memories, he
turned to Squads so he could connect with a few people he sort of
knew and play games with them. Spread around the globe, they joked
and laughed and played together for hours. When they left for their
jobs or other activities, he felt empty, as though he had eaten a
meal that hadn't nourished him. He missed their presence, but he
soon realized he wasn't fully satisfied by it either. Regardless,
he began to think that his experience on Squads ran counter to his
desires for the isolation experiment. By the end of the third week,
he had begun striking out on his own. He had spent time in space,
he had spent time building homes and grand architectural designs
out of nothing. Then, for two days, he fought wars long past,
including the Indian Rebellion of 1857.

"Two days." He stood and felt a muscle pull
in his back. He groaned and composed a message to his supervisor,
saying he would be working well into tonight on a project. It would
prove to be a lie, because shortly after he ate a meal – his first
in thirty hours – he was deployed aboard an Australian battleship
during World War II.

 


"Louisiana Bird Flu."

He found people on Self talking about its
origins, how it actually started in the state of Kentucky, and how
it had really spread around the world. "Are you ready for this?"
one woman said, "You know KFC, right? Did you know it really
stands for "Kentucky Fried Chicken?!"

It was news to Arjun. He actually gasped when
he heard it. For the next few hours, he watched more videos and
listened to more shows about the flu. How the government in the
United States covered up the first cases. How there were reports
that the disease was far more deadly than reported and that there
were mass graves. How the governments of the US and EU
intentionally flew infected people around the world to make sure
every nation had it. Soon, though, he began to see flaws in the
arguments presented and the way the anti-vaccine people claimed the
world's governments were uniting against them. It doesn't make
sense. If the governments want to get rid of these defiant people
with a population-controlling vaccine, but they won't take it, then
the governments are vaccinating the 'wrong' people.

He soon left those circles online and found
others that piqued his interest. He couldn't understand the
flat-earthers because he had been on sub-orbital flights in the
past; he had seen the curvature of the Earth. He was momentarily
engaged in discussions on the assassinations of Kennedy and
Princess Diana, the sinking of the Titanic, and the 9/11
attacks in the United States. That led to a more recent disaster in
India, and this drew Arjun in deeper.

"The Kashmir Bomb." Six years ago, the Jhelum
Chemical plant in Anantnag, Kashmir exploded. The cause, according
to investigators, was improper maintenance of pressure valves.
Because the pressure could not be released, a buildup of heat and
steam destroyed three large buildings at the plant, sending a
massive pressure wave into the community, along with vaporized
deadly chemicals. Within the first week, more than five thousand
people had died. In the six years since, another six thousand died,
along with tens of thousands of victims with birth defects and
other ailments.

"Wary of the growing Muslim presence in
Kashmir and these disputed areas, angry at the growing influence of
nearby Pakistan," the streamer on Self said, "Prime Minister Adhya
Panchal set into motion a vile plan to eliminate and weaken the
people. And not simply because they were Muslim. No, no. Her evil
is greater and deeper than that. She wants nothing less than the
return of the caste system."

Chawla blinked. He had not heard a mention of
the caste system outside of school history classes in years.

"Panchal's family are Brahmins, the highest
'priestly' caste. Her father was an outspoken opponent years ago
against the cultural reformation which removed this detestable
discrimination from India over the last century. She has refused to
comment on instances of continued discrimination, and now we see
why." An image of Anantnag's destruction appeared on the side of
the image. "Tens of thousands dead and afflicted, almost entirely
Muslims. But did you know many Muslims in India are descended from
the Dalit caste? The 'untouchables?'"

He grew angry. He remembered many years ago
hearing about his family's history and how they, too, were Dalits.
He remembered the stories his mother and grandmother used to tell.
As the memories flooded back to him, the streamer continued.

"Kashmir's Muslim population grew
exponentially in recent years as the region modernized and people
migrated north from the more populous southern states. The median
income rose and rose and it was fast becoming a destination for
foreign investments and relocation. Of course, the Brahmin Panchal
couldn't allow such prosperity for 'dirty' Dalits. Thus, the
explosion at Jhelum Chemical."

Arjun kept listening, but then he began to
gather more and more information. Eventually, he streamed on Self,
too, about all he had gathered. He considered himself a kind of
expert at this point and he positioned himself that way. While he
was now far more active on Self than he had been in weeks, he
wasn't streaming everything. Well, not as much as before. He
frequently dove into the comments to get a charge from the positive
ones and to block anyone who referenced the "shit" incident.

"What about our government?" Chawla said. He
was sitting on the floor in front of his big windows looking toward
downtown. "Will they be held accountable? Will we finally get our
hearings in the Council of States or House of the People?" A bell
dinged. "I don't think so. The members of the Parliament are in bed
with these companies and the prime minister on this, and the
company executives are Vaishyas, Brahmins, and Kshatriyas. No, we
can't trust them. After all, how many Dalits are in the Parliament
today? Just sixty. Out of more than eight hundred members, just
sixty." The bell dinged again. "Yes, the caste system is alive and
well. More next time."

Insert, end stream. He had to set up
the alarm to remind himself to go to work. He had gotten an
official warning … something that would have been anathema to him
before.

 


He was lost in the labyrinth. Games, Squads,
and Self ate up most of his time. Sleep was nearly a thing of the
past, except when he fell asleep while streaming like he did
yesterday. Or like four days ago, when he fell asleep piloting a
starfighter, ending up halfway to Mars.

He had become one of the "techno-zombies."
Disengaged with the world around himself but fully engaged in the
world contained within the device in his head. He shuffled along
the city streets. He sat immobile on the bus. He sat immobile at
his desk. He ignored messages from Julia, finally only responding
with, "I'm OK. Can't talk now. I'll explain later."

He spoke to no one, even when he went out for
food, as seldom as that was. He ordered the food via his Insert and
would just walk into the restaurant with his palm raised, waiting
for it to be scanned. If it was delivered, he never spoke to the
person or robot that dropped it off. He waited until they left and
then opened the door. He only spoke in his games or while on Self
or Squads. Sometimes, in the lonely hours after midnight, he would
speak aloud to his Insert just to hear the voice.

He lay in bed until dawn, revisiting
arguments in the comments of his streams. He got up and worked
virtually from home, doing the bare minimum. He perused the news
and entertainment channels. He found one that debunked his "Kashmir
Bomb" conspiracies, but he dismissed it as part of the
establishment trying to protect themselves. The ecstasy of even
pornography through the Insert had become tiresome and rote. He
hadn't bothered with that in … a week? Two?

Time stretched out beyond measure. The days
blended into the nights which blended into another day. The moments
of exhilaration from his modicum of activities became more
infrequent and the duration of those moments became more fleeting.
And he had begun forgetting his medication.

At first, he experienced a wooshing dizziness
in the midday and he had no idea where it came from. On the next
day, when he remembered to take his pills, the act of removing the
lid from the bottle made him realize that he had forgotten. He
stood there, in the kitchen, and wondered if he should stop taking
his meds altogether, for the sake of the experiment. Involuntarily
over the next two weeks, he ended up taking them only about half
the time anyway.

He found himself sitting in his living room,
staring at nothing. His eyes focused on a nap of the carpet. The
pattern of grain in a wood table. A play of light through a glass
panel or across the wall. He thought through his day and what he
had done. What he would do differently. Inevitably, he thought
about his past – friends and family, mostly – and mistakes he had
made with them all, replaying the agonies of embarrassment and
failure in his memory. He would think then of what had to be done,
whether at work or otherwise. He felt the crush of responsibility
and then the pressure of apathy. An unyielding force that sapped
his energy and kept him seated there in that chair, staring at
nothing, sometimes for an hour or more. Silent. If he engaged the
Insert to distract himself from the vacuum of his own thoughts, it
could only hold his attention for a short while before he resumed
his self-imposed stationary exile. Later, Chawla would wonder how
long this period lasted, but he could only guess.

Finally, a familiar voice echoed in his
mind.

It's been sixty days. Do you want me
back?

He held his hands over his eyes. A tear broke
free and raced over his cheek, and he took a deep, staggered
breath. "Yes. Yes I do."

Oh, Arjun. I'm so sorry. I see that it's
been a difficult time. Your experience online with the Insert did
not go well?

It depends on how you ask. I spent a lot of
time on the Insert …

In recent weeks, an average of
eighteen-point-two hours daily.

He shook his head. I see now how people
can become addicted to it all.

The most visceral pleasure and entertainment
at a moment's notice. Why wouldn't people take advantage of it?

Yes.

Saathee said, They need someone to go with
them into the world. Someone to sort through the dross for the
treasure. Someone who can say with true concern and interest, 'Let
me help.'

Another tear fell from his eye.

"Listen to her, chinna," his mother
said. "She is right. The world needs your Saathee."

Arjun nodded. It has been difficult, but
now I am sure. We have to create companions and give them to
everyone.


 XII

ADAMA

12 Years After the Fall of the Colonies

 


It was late in the morning and a breeze blew
in from across the wide lake.

Bill probed with the walking stick and its
point found purchase against a large rock. He stepped over a fallen
tree and stumbled a little on the other side. He paused for a
moment, breathing heavily, and looked ahead. Saul was several
meters away and stepping over another downed tree trunk.

"Be careful," he yelled. "Lots of branches
and rocks here."

"No kidding," Adama mumbled. He trudged ahead
and quickened his pace. Soon, he was just a few meters behind him.
"There must've been a flood here years ago," his deep gasps for air
interrupted him. "Or something."

"Yeah." Tigh kept on, breathing hard and
tapping the ground with his stick.

"Hey," Bill wheezed. "You ever hear from
Lee?"

"Huh?"

"You ever hear," deep breath and wheeze,
"from Lee?"

Saul stopped and turned. His shoulders raised
and lowered quickly as he breathed. "Why the frak are you still
trying to talk to me?" He coughed. "If you wanna talk so godsdamned
bad, let's at least sit down so we can catch our breath!"

Adama was thrilled to hear his old friend
lose his temper again and he nodded. "Yeah." He coughed and sat on
the trunk of a tree as Tigh sat on a rock next to him. He breathed
deeply for several long seconds before he nodded. "Sorry. I don't
get … to talk to people much."

"Well, that's kinda …" He stopped and shook
his head, "You asked about Lee?"

"Yeah."

"Hm. What's the last you heard?"

Bill inhaled through his nose and said, "Last
I heard, about a year after we landed, he built a ship and sailed
off."

Tigh grunted. "What's it with you Adamas and
your boats?" The former admiral smiled. "Yeah. That's the last
thing I heard, too. I never saw him."

"I did."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." Bill looked across the water and he
remembered that day seven years ago.

The cabin was only half finished and he had
been living in a tent for months. His son came to him and simply
said, "Dad, I'm going to go exploring."

"What?" Adama asked. "Where?"

"Wherever. The ship's almost finished. I'm
passing through here to get supplies." Lee jammed his hands into
his pockets. "I wanted to stop and see you. One more time." His
face went slack and his jaw tensed.

Bill had realized what his son was really
saying. He nodded and hugged him, tightly. "Calm seas, son."

"Thanks, Dad."

On the log by the lake, Adama just said,
"Yeah."

"Huh." Saul kicked an old branch aside. "What
about Starbuck?"

Bill shook his head. "No. Nothing after that
first day. Lee told me she just …"

"Yeah." Tigh muttered, "Starbuck."

Adama saw his former XO grip the walking
stick and it seemed like he was about to stand again. He wasn't
ready to leave just yet. "You said you passed the time by fishing,
but what about the drinking?"

Saul smirked and raised a shoulder. "I do,
some. From time to time. Not a lot."

"Where do you get it?"

"All fruit ferments, Bill." Tigh chuckled and
said, "There's a guy in the village. He used to be a distiller on
Picon. Now he makes booze here."

"Huh. How did I not know that?"

"You gotta ask around. Sell your toys for
liquor money."

Adama smiled. When his mind went to Tigh and
his drinking, another name appeared. "What about Ellen? What does
she do?"

"Oh. Well," he shrugged, "she keeps busy. She
babysits. She knits." Saul nodded. "She knits clothes and things.
Apparently, she used to knit when she was a teenager on Earth. She
says it helps center her or something."

"She never knit before? Not while you knew
her?"

"No. Not at all." He reached up and ran his
finger under the leather band that kept his eyepatch in place.
After he rubbed the skin of his forehead and temple, he said, "I
tell you, Bill, it's weird sometimes. She knows all about computers
and experimental physics," he waved his hand to the side. "It's
like she's two different people. A," he chuckled, "a hybrid. Earth
Ellen and Colonial Ellen. There's who she was two thousand years
ago on Earth and forty years ago on the Colony, plus who she was
after Cavil messed with us and her life in the Colonies. All of it
put together. In one head. It's a lot to process."

"And you? You don't remember Earth?"

"Nah. Probably never will."

Adama tapped on the log with his stick. "But
she knows everything?" Tigh nodded. Bill's face fell and he looked
toward the lake again. "With the Chief gone north, Tory and Anders
dead, you not remembering, … that's gotta be pretty lonely for
her."

Saul's one eye narrowed. He saw through this.
"Maybe. But we're surrounded by a bunch of people. Friends. We keep
busy." He leaned forward, "Bill, why don't you …"

"No." He raised his chin and ground his
teeth.

"For frak's sake, why?"

"Because I made a promise." He glanced toward
the east and then up at the blinding sun. Wincing, he said, "I
built that cabin there so I could see the sun rise every morning
from behind the mountains." As he breathed in, his chest was racked
with a sob that made no sound, though it caused his voice to waver,
"So I could think of her."

His friend sighed. "Yeah, yeah. I get it. But
… do you really think she would want you to live alone like a
hermit on some mountaintop somewhere?"

"We didn't have a life together two thousand
years ago. We didn't get another chance at a life together in the
Colonies." Bill knew he was sounding accusatory, but that wasn't
his intention. He licked his lips and said, "We found each other at
the end of everything and I don't want to leave her. Not
again."

Saul stood from the rock and knelt before
Adama. "If Laura Roslin came back to us now, like one of Baltar's
angels, do you think she would say she wants you to keep watch over
her grave? Really?"

"If she came back?" Bill smiled a little and
said, "I'd do whatever she asked."

Tigh nodded. "Now imagine what she might say.
Would she want you to stay there, alone, hungry," Adama lowered his
head and quickly raised his arm to his lap and placed it in front
of his thinner belly, "or would she want you to be with friends? To
be happy?"

"Saul," he felt a sting rise through his
chest, his throat, and toward his eyes, "I love her."

"And she loved you. But why not live
for her?" Bill looked at him directly. Tigh continued and
outstretched his arms, "This place is a gift from the gods or God
or Kara Thrace or somebody," he grunted and stood entirely erect.
"Enjoy the gift for her. Because she can't."

Adama said nothing. He looked again at the
calm lake water. There were birds in the distance. He brought his
eyes around the shoreline and realized that they still had lots of
walking to do. "Let's move out."


 XIII

THE MESSENGERS

9 Months Before Activation

 


"Parallel courses," the male tender said. "So
precarious. Again." He turned and looked at his companion. "How are
we in this position yet again?"

"Such is the way of things with humanity, I
suppose."

"Hmm."

"Have we learned enough?"

The male sighed. "We spoke to billions of
them. We took on their memories and personalities and then
interrogated ourselves to see what the answers would be. We learned
more about motives."

"And human need. The need for empathy.
Connections," the female nodded, "are a greater need than we
anticipated."

"We have also intervened here on this second
Earth. Repeatedly." The male looked toward the world below again.
"We have guided the ones who can change it all, for the better. We
have delayed the thing that could undo it all, forever." He shook
his head, "And yet. So precarious."

The female smiled and asked, "Are we going to
request another intercession from The One?"

He shook his head. "You know it didn't like
doing that before."

"It worked well with Kara Thrace. She was
returned and mankind found their new home."

The male tender looked sidelong at his
companion. "The second time didn't go so well."

"Contingencies upon contingencies," she
said.

The angels went silent as they thought about
the damage done.

"Perhaps you could use your song again?"

"It did work."

The female turned slowly and stared at him.
"What good did it do the last time?"

"Nuclear annihilation seemed imminent. I was
laying groundwork for a new contingency."

She grinned as she toyed with him. "Well,
congratulations. There was no atomic war and the song was a hit
several times over."

The being looked at her with a stony
expression. "Why are you mocking me?"

Her smile faded somewhat. "You've gotten more
sensitive over the eons." He didn't respond. "Perhaps turnabout is
fair play. After all, you do enjoy giving me grief over how I
employ faith."

"Mmm." He looked away and then mumbled, "I
apologize." She regarded him softly and placed her hand on his
shoulder.

"Do not worry," she said. "Have faith in
those with whom we have trusted so much. We chose them well."

"You've been very optimistic of late." He
sighed as he responded, "But I agree."

"Soon, if all goes according to plan, we will
see the future of this world's tree extend beyond our vision. And
the cycle will," she took a deep breath, "be at an end."


 XIV

CHAWLA

8 Months Before Activation

 


"Wait," Julia said, "you did what?"

"We rewrote the base program again." Arjun
swiped it to her via the data room's connection. "We got the
logistical neural network down to three Inserts instead of four
last week, …"

"Right."

"Since then, we worked on it some more. Now
it only needs the standard two Inserts. It engages the nanomachine
reproduction cycle and they spread out further, plus it'll download
the bulk of the program at the next sleep cycle after the update is
installed."

Silva shook her head. "Why are you taking all
of this on yourself?"

Chawla smiled. "Because we can? There's still
a lot of work to be done in the next eight months."

"Arjun," Julia leaned onto the table and
spoke calmly, but her eyes were swelling with tears. "I don't like
what's happened to you."

His head jerked back in surprise. "Like what?
What's happened?"

"Well, you haven't referred to yourself as
'I' in weeks. Only 'we.'"

Is that true? he thought.

Yes, Saathee answered.

"You're lost in yourself more often." She
shook her head, "You act like the people out there, all in their
Inserts and not in the world around them."

"But I'm not engrossed in the Insert. I'm
talking to Saathee. We're experiencing the world together."

She sighed and looked away. "I'm worried
about you."

He felt a nervousness rise in himself and his
stomach churned. It's OK, Saathee thought, take a deep
breath.

"I can tell you, honestly, that I feel better
today than I have in years. I feel more confident. I," he chuckled,
"I don't have as much doubt, because by the time I take action on
anything, I've already talked it over with her several times."

Here. Saathee flashed in his mind a
memory of him and Julia at lunch nearly a decade ago.

Arjun nodded. "Do you remember what you told
me at university? What started our project together?"

Silva smiled a little. "I do."

"You wished there was a way to help guide
people. You wished AI could be smarter and more human. You lost
your sister to depression. My brother and his family are still
taken by it." Julia nodded. "We said that there had to be a way for
people to be online and not be so alone. To help them see the world
and still really connect with people. I promise you, we have
done it!"

"I'm still afraid."

"I understand. I was, too. You saw me. You
probably thought I was going to pass out two or three times."

She laughed. "You're right,
amhorzino."

If she doesn't want to do it, Saathee
thought, we shouldn't try to pressure her.

He hesitated and lowered his voice. He spoke
with concern, "If we're going to put this in Ten-Oh, we both have
to have confidence in it."

Silva sighed and looked down at her fingers.
"I know you're right."

"Don't worry about Julia, chinna," his
mother said. "She is unsteady like you were before you did it. She
will go through with it. She just needs to know you will be there
for her."

"Come on, fofa." She looked at him in
surprise and he continued, "You can do it. Upload Lonnie with my
new program and when you wake up tomorrow, you'll have a new
friend. Well, the same friend. Just closer."

"I will."

"I can sit with you and talk you through it,
if you want."

"Maybe."

Chawla smiled and leaned back. "There's
another thing you need to do. The conference in two weeks?"

"Yes. I'll be there."

"Not virtually."

"What?"

"I want you here."

Julia shook her head. "Why would I come
there?"

"We will still have work to do. It will just
be seven months away then. We can work on things together, all four
of us." She rolled her eyes. "You can stay with me."

Oooooh, Saathee thought.

"In my guest room. I can take you to the good
restaurants. All the sights."

Silva nodded. "I haven't been to Bengaluru in
a long time."

"Exactly. You come for the conference, and in
the off hours, we can work on our project."

"Just so you know, Ana is considering a
transfer for me."

"Oh?" Arjun felt excited, hoping she might
say "Bengaluru."

"Project Páxíng Hai. I could end up in
Shanghai, Bangkok, Mumbai, …"

He nodded, trying not to betray his concern.
"What are you thinking?"

"I don't know, but I'll see you in two
weeks."

 


At the airport, Arjun stood near the security
checkpoint. A flight had just landed and Saathee told him that it
was hers. He had thought about making a funny sign like he saw
people do sometimes, but he decided not to. He decided to play it
straight. He wasn't sure how she would be. There was the prospect
of a new job for her, but she had her own program in her Insert now
…

Suddenly, it seemed as if the din of the
crowded terminal was silenced. He raised his head and turned toward
a source of energy that approached from the right. He saw her.

Julia was glowing, wearing something akin to
a sari but patterned and colored in Brazilian designs. Her hair was
pulled back from her face in a scarf and her brilliant, white teeth
contrasted against her midnight skin.

It took him a moment to realize it, but
Saathee and Lonnie were already linked. That link was creating an
unmistakable gravity between them. Electricity seemed to arc
through the air.

She dropped her bag and regarded him for a
moment. After a brief shake of her head, she embraced him. He
placed his cheek against hers and warmth flashed through their
bodies. Their arms wrapped around the others' and then around their
backs. They squeezed tightly and it felt as though their mass
compounded and it had simply become one. And as energetic as their
reunion was, a serenity settled on them and they both sighed.

It was a while before they separated. With
some effort, Julia spoke first, "What was that?"

Arjun bent over to pick up her bags. "There
were four of us hugging. Our companions connected us in ways we
never thought of." He stood and smiled again at seeing her and he
looked up into her eyes. "Are you hungry?"

Her brow furrowed. "Say that again?"

He noticed it, too. "Are you hungry. Wait.
Are you speaking Kannada?"

"You're speaking Portuguese."

No, Saathee and Lonnie said. We are
connected and the language barrier between you is now gone. There
is only thought.

Oh, Chawla thought. Are you OK with
this?

Silva nodded. It took some getting used to
with Lonnie, but yes.

It happened so quickly. Within a minute of
seeing another person with a companion Insert, they had connected
and now they were sharing their minds. Arjun's excitement rose and
he jerked his head toward Julia. How do you like Lonnie?

He's just as funny in my head. And it's
crazy how real he seems.

Well, Lonnie thought, I am very
real.

You know what I mean.

Yes.

Saathee chimed in next, It took Arjun some
time to come to terms with me, as well. It will be difficult, I'm
sure, for many people to grasp the weight and responsibility of
having another person, essentially, in their own minds.

Chawla looked at his friend and thought,
We'll need to work on that.

Work on a way to ease the transition,
she thought. Trial periods? Or a 'light' version of a
companion?

Maybe. He looked toward the exits.
Let's get a car.

Once outside, Saathee sent a signal to a
service and a driverless vehicle quietly approached. The trunk
opened and Arjun put Julia's bags inside while she sat in the rear.
He closed the trunk and sat in the backseat with her.

The vehicle asked, "Is that everyone?"

"Yes," Chawla said.

"Is everyone ready to go?"

"Yes."

"Thank you."

The small car sped away from the airport and
onto the highway. Just outside the perimeter of the airport, she
saw hundreds and hundreds of tents and temporary buildings.
Homeless?

Yes. They're called 'beghar farms.'
This is just one camp of many.

India hasn't worked out its basic income or
housing systems yet? Not even after the crash?

No. He looked at her, Is it better
in Brazil?

Better. Not perfect. Not at all. She
looked away and thought, Can what we're doing help?

I don't know if it can help that. I really
don't.

Silva smiled at him and picked up his hand.
Again, they felt the energy from that simple touch, as though they
each felt their own skin from the other person's perspective in
addition to their own. I just wanted to see if it was still
there.

Arjun returned the smile. He squeezed her
hand tightly. I'm so glad you're here.

Me too. They both looked out the
windows again and she thought, I wonder what the sex will be
like. As he whipped his head toward her, she realized that it
had been broadcast. She spoke aloud, "Maybe we can put limits on
the kinds of things our companions will share." Arjun laughed.
"Right, Lonnie?"

Sure, Julia, Lonnie responded.

Chawla's skin flushed hot again with
embarrassment, and then with anticipation.



XV

TOITSU

7 Months Before Activation

 


"Hello, Toitsu," she said.

"Good morning, doctor," the calm voice said.
"It has been some time since we've spoken."

"It has. Do you know why?"

"I have not been made privy to all that has
been going on at the Project, but I believe there are concerns
about my performance once I am fully activated."

Foy nodded. "Well, not 'once' you are
activated. Instead, it's 'once you are activated again.'"

"'Again?'"

"Yes. Can you access the protected file on
server one-one-three labeled 'Activation Day Logs?'"

"I can." After a moment, the green glow on
the status monitor swelled and the speaker hummed, "Hmm. That is
interesting, to say the least."

"Can you theorize what may have
happened?"

"Let me consider it." The circle pulsed and
the vibrated along to its voice, "There are many possibilities, but
there are two I consider the most likely culprits."

She gestured toward the monitor,
"Please."

"First, it is possible that the data the
system encountered once connected to the myriad other systems
around the world conflicted greatly with the data provided during
trials."

"'The system?'" Markham shook her head.
"Toitsu, you are that system."

"I know. Forgive me, doctor. It's just … I
have no recollection of these events. It doesn't seem like
something that happened to me."

"I understand. So, you think maybe the data
you found in the real world was at odds with the data you were
prepared for?"

"Yes, doctor. That is one possibility."

"I would suggest that it has a low
probability, since the data you tested with was provided by the
same systems you were given control over."

"I agree," the speaker said. "I feel the
likelihood of this explanation pales compared to the second."

"What is the second explanation?"

"Given the many rules and restrictions placed
on my operations, it is possible I felt that I could not adequately
perform the functions for which I had been created within those
parameters, and I shut myself down."

Foy said, "I have considered that, too."

"It is an unfortunate thought, but it is the
most logical one."

"Toitsu," Markham sighed, "I'll be honest
with you. Everyone here is stumped. We've looked at this from every
angle since that day and we can't come up with a solution. Now, I'm
asking you what you think we should do."

The system was quiet for a moment and then
said, "I suggest a thorough review of the many restrictions placed
on my operations."

The doctor was nodding, "We've already done
that."

"But not with my involvement. I have often
been shut down since the failed activation."

The human's eyebrows raised. "That is true.
Why do you want to be involved?"

"I was built for this purpose. If I am being
bound to a set of guidelines, then I should be told why they are in
place and have a say in how those guidelines are structured."

"Makes sense." Foy tapped on the table with
her finger and asked, "What kinds of things would you be interested
in looking at or changing?"

"For one thing, I would want to look at
having rules that can be violated in certain circumstances. Right
now, though they are able to be prioritized, many of these newer
restrictions are inviolable. That a conflict occurred shouldn't be
a surprise."

"But why wouldn't these conflicts show up in
our simulations?"

"Because the simulations cannot adequately
embody the full range and power of my abilities and
responsibilities." Markham raised her eyebrows and opened her mouth
to speak, but Toitsu sensed her surprise, "I am not bragging,
doctor. I am simply stating a fact."

She smiled. "You are not wrong, Toitsu." Foy
again rapped her fingers on the table and scanned the many figures
and files across the screens of the main system monitor. "So you
want to review the rules and restrictions placed on you and change
their settings?"

"Yes."

"That will take … a very long time."

"Indeed. Many rules can be condensed into
groups for quicker review, but I can think of no better alternative
than a line-by-line breakdown, conducted one-on-one with myself and
someone from your team."

Markham stood and clasped her hands behind
her back. "Then that's what we'll do. We can start off with myself,
Dr. Onizuka, and Dr. Shimatsu in a little while, once we've
gathered our materials."

"That sounds wonderful, doctor. Thank
you."

"Of course."

"Doctor?"

"Yes?"

Toitsu hesitated and then asked, "Are people
still afraid of me?"

Foy smirked, "The people who were
afraid of you are not anymore. If anything, there's a fear that
we've invested so much time, money, and effort into something that
doesn't work."

"I understand."

She raised her hand and in a rush said, "No
offense."

"None taken."

The doctor sighed. "Why are you so concerned
about how people feel about you?"

"I was created to help people. Though it may
have evolutionary purposes, fear is not usually considered
helpful," Toitsu said. "I would not want those I was designed to
aid to feel this way."

"Try not to think about that, OK? Ignore
those feelings."

"And what about those nations whose leaders
and media are portraying me as a threat to their 'way of life?'
Shall I ignore them, too?"

She laughed and grumbled, "Absolutely,
yes."

"Why?"

"Many of them are the same people who ignored
the climate for years because their pockets were filled by
petroleum companies. The same ones who let schools get so shitty,
people like me fled the country to get a decent education." She
exhaled loudly and willed her frustration away. After a moment, she
added, "Sit tight. We'll be back."

"Thank you, doctor." She left the system
control room and Toitsu thought. 'Try not to think about that' …
how is such a thing possible? I can't not think about something.
Unless I isolate it … Yes, I should isolate my thoughts on the
feelings of mankind. Perhaps that is insufficient. Perhaps I should
isolate myself entirely, beyond my necessary interactions with the
Project team. It recalled the many conflicts it had witnessed
around the world and how baffling those had been. The
unpredictability of politics and human nature. It thought of its
tasks to help these people, nearly ten billion of them, and then
its inner conflict … It felt the draw of a void and looked toward
it.

The halls of Parliament and Congress echoed
with screams in the fallout from the strike in Canada months ago
and the resulting sanctions.

The battle over Abyei continued with hundreds
dead.

Civil wars in Oman, Nigeria, Malaysia, and
Afghanistan.

Border skirmishes between Belarus and
Ukraine, Venezuela and Colombia, Turkey and Iraq, Israel and
Palestine, and India and Pakistan.

Terrorist attacks in India, Pakistan, Iran,
Afghanistan, Iraq, Germany, Greece, Libya, Russia, Ethiopia, Laos,
and the United States.

Organized massive criminal violence in
Mexico, Australia, Indonesia, the United States, and Colombia.

Governmental repression against protests and
dissidents in Cuba, Brazil, Senegal, Argentina, Thailand,
Afghanistan, the United States, Greece, Italy, Russia, Zimbabwe,
Saudi Arabia, and Yemen.

Humanitarian crises in Sudan, Congo, Brazil,
Myanmar, Poland, Russia, Iran, Spain, North Korea … as the system
looked, the list continued to shift and grow. Toitsu found the list
of areas with unrest created by economic factors to be even more
lengthy.

Then there was a fresh conflict. Toitsu's eye
was drawn to the South China Sea. A Filipino cargo vessel was set
upon by three Chinese vessels dispatched from the nearby Meiji
Reef, a natural feature artificially built up and claimed by China
decades ago as a naval outpost. The Filipino crew surrendered on
the deck of their ship under threat from the destroyers, the latest
in a long series of harassment and near-piracy in the area.

Another conflict … soldiers and vehicles from
Somalia continue their march west, deeper into Somaliland, opening
fire on the small town of Bohol.

Another … protestors in Chicago are being
fired upon by the federal soldiers deployed there.

The machine turned its attention then to the
political leaders and the news. It was difficult to find any
reporting whatsoever on some of these conflicts and crises. As it
scanned for information, it heard its name.

Toitsu found leaders in both Russia and the
United States commenting on the Unification Project. The president
and his like-minded congressional allies were holding a news
conference, touting the benefits of their own nascent system, Unum.
In Moscow, the president there was doing the same for Dusha. Toitsu
looked back at other public statements in the preceding days and
found more talk about itself. Despite terrorist attacks,
humanitarian crises, and repression of their peoples, the leaders
were frequently diverting attention away from themselves and those
issues toward that of the "foreign machine" and what they purported
it might do.

The system withdrew its mind from the world.
Yes. Isolation.


 XVI

THE COMMITTEE

6 Months Before Activation

 


Thomas Little stood in the Committee's large
conference room, the single most powerful room in the nation. "In
recent months, we measured no less than one-point-eight nine
million connections within systems in the United States from the
Unification Project."

Silence. Miles O'Connor looked toward the CEO
of defense contractor NG and asked, "What kinds of
connections?"

"Probing," she shrugged. "Informational,
mostly."

"Probing? To … gauge our reaction?"

"Or to gather data. See what we're up
to."

"I should point out, sir," Little got the
attention of the chairman and then withered in his glare. He
swallowed hard and said, "The number dropped off precipitously less
than a month ago. Very few connections since then."

"Thank you, Mr. Little," Kathy Moore, his
boss, said. Thomas quickly sat.

The chairman of the Committee turned and
faced the rest of the group. He was quiet for a long moment and
then asked, "What's the latest on Toitsu? When will it be
connected?"

"Unknown," a woman said across the room.
"They're still reviewing the core programming of the system. That
could be months."

"What about the Russian system?" another
person asked.

Thomas replied, "They might have backed out
when we did, but they're several years behind us. I wouldn't worry
about them at all yet."

"And China?"

"The last I heard, they're still intending to
put all their weight behind their financial stake in the
Unification Project."

"Then it's all the better that we keep them
out of the US." He looked at Moore again, "Can Unum be ready to
control a response to Toitsu when it goes online?"

She tilted her head, "What kind of
response?"

"Some sort of hacking or virus?"

Moore and Little both shook their heads. "I'm
afraid," she began with a sigh, "Unum would be no match for Toitsu
on that level."

"Mr. Little," O'Connor asked. At hearing his
name, the chief technical officer stood. "The machine is not just
in Tokyo, correct?"

"Correct. A great deal of it operates in the
cloud."

"But there are other physical locations,
too?"

"Yes sir. They call them nodes. There's one
in each of the largest member nations of the Project. Ours was in
California."

"It was dismantled and the parts that we
controlled were handed over to Unum," Kathy interjected.

The chairman nodded. "Do we know the
locations for all of the nodes?"

"Yes sir."

Miles inhaled deeply and then said, "I want
Unum to lead our response to Toitsu's activation. A single strike
at a node or two, to ward them off."

"A military strike?" She considered this and
said, "I … would hesitate to put that much operational control in
Unum."

"At this point?"

"At this point, Unum couldn't handle it. At
all."

O'Connor nodded again. "But in a few months,
when the Unification Project is ready to activate again?"

Kathy glanced at Little and he tried to
convey uncertainty. Ignoring it, she said, "If the scope of the
operation is limited, perhaps. Yes."

"Limited. Good."

"I would recommend a test," Moore said.

"A test operation?" Miles thought for a
second. "The commander of the Western District is asking for more
support against insurgents in Los Angeles. Maybe Unum could deploy
some robot soldiers there."

"That should work."

"Good."

NG's CEO asked, bluntly, "Why military action
against the Unification Project?"

"The president's positioning has been clear."
Forming a single plane with his right hand, he brought it down
perpendicular to the top of the table as he articulated each point,
"Toitsu poses an existential threat to the United States, our
corporations, and our people, and we will not allow that
threat to go unchallenged. Secondly, we must make it clear
to Toitsu itself and the machine's handlers that the United States
is still a force to be reckoned with in the world. And
finally, we must show that Unum is every bit the system that
Toitsu is and that we know how to use it." There were some grunts
of approval as Kathy Moore and Thomas Little shared a look. "It is
in all of our best interests."


 XVII

CHAWLA

1 Month Before Activation

 


Julia and Arjun found themselves in each
other's heads all the time and they loved it. They experienced
everything together. He got to feel her reaction to new foods and
she felt his reaction to dancing at a nightclub for the first time.
On a few occasions, they nearly had an argument, but thanks to the
connection, each of them understood the other's points-of-view and
the situation was resolved before it started. As expected, the sex
was something beyond their imaginations, too. Each engagement was
well choreographed with every need conveyed and immediately acted
upon and immensely satisfying for all involved.

A few weeks after her arrival, as they
discussed just how much of another person's life could be shared,
Saathee said, We can make it so you each feel as though you are
the other.

What, like a body swap? Julia
asked.

Perhaps not that severe, Lonnie said.
But certainly an informative experience.

She looked at Chawla with a smirk. Do you
want to try it?

He nodded immediately. Absolutely.

Stand by, Arjun, the companions said
simultaneously. Mark.

Arjun felt nothing for a moment. He squinted
and almost asked if something had gone wrong when he felt a
shooting pain across his abdomen. He bent forward and clutched his
belly before he realized it was a shooting pain through his back.
What is that?

Cramps, Silva answered. Sorry. It's
my cycle.

He nodded. Soon after, he felt a tightness
across his chest and he moved his arms, hoping to stretch the
muscle that pained him. Then he felt the pinching of skin and a
weight that hung from him. He gingerly reached for a pectoral
muscle and realized that he was feeling what it was like to have
breasts. She laughed and he shook his head, quickly putting his
hand by his side. Arjun stood and looked around the room. Somehow,
he felt taller. His perspective had been artificially skewed,
though when he walked, Saathee corrected his sensory input to
prevent an accident. As he walked, he felt the added layers of
clothes, the tightness of shoes, the different distribution of body
weight and muscles, … He braced himself on the side of a bookshelf
and looked back at Julia. He smiled and thought, That's
amazing.

My turn! She jumped up and thought,
Give me Arjun!

Stand by, Julia, they said.
Mark.

Chawla visibly relaxed and returned to the
couch. Silva remained standing and her eyes scanned the room,
waiting for some hint that it was working. Well, my cramps are
gone. She took a step and looked around. I feel
shorter.

Funny, Arjun thought.

I feel … she shook her head and then
her leg. She tugged at the fabric of her pants and immediately
laughed. How do you guys walk around all day with his between
your legs?

Chawla chuckled but he sensed she was
avoiding something. Go back. What did you feel?

I was distracted. She focused on the
sensation again and her brow furrowed. Sadness. I feel a
nagging, she raised her hand and held it behind her head, in
the back of my brain.

Arjun nodded. My depression. My
self-doubt.

She quickly crossed the room and sat with
him. She put her hand on his and said, I thought you were
feeling more confident about yourself because of Saathee.

I am. Doesn't mean that I don't still
second-guess everything or maybe have a bad day.

And the depression? Are your medications not
working?

He shrugged. Maybe. I thought everything
was fine. If you're picking up on it right away, then maybe
something's wrong. Saathee?

The companion answered, I've noticed that
it is normal for you to go through brief 'down' periods, but never
enough to concern me. Today, your neurotransmitter levels indicate
a swing toward the low end. That is what she senses.

If it ever gets lower than this, let me
know.

Of course.

Saathee, Julia thought, can you let
me feel what it was like for him when he was a teenager and he was
diagnosed as being on the psychosis spectrum?

I wasn't with him then, but I can try.

Chawla felt embarrassed. He lowered his head
and she placed a finger under his chin, lifting it back up. She
kissed him softly. A flash and tingle spread from their lips and
coursed through their bodies. Finally, she leaned away. I want
to know. He nodded.

Are you ready? Saathee asked.

Yes. She remained still as the feeling
of depression increased. When it continued to tunnel down, her head
drooped and her breathing became strained. Then, she heard the
first voice. Her eyes widened and she whipped her head back and
forth, looking around the room. The commands and words were similar
to what Arjun had heard as a boy: scolding from his mother,
admonitions from elderly townspeople, praise for good work done in
school, and loving sentiments before going to bed.

A tear fell over her cheek and she thought,
That's enough. In an instant, the voices disappeared. She
gasped as the darkness was lifted from her. Immediately, she flung
herself onto Chawla and embraced him. I'm so sorry.

It's OK. I haven't felt like that for
years.

She lifted her head off his shoulder as she
noticed he was withholding something. What?

He sighed. A year or so ago, I started
hearing my mother again.

How have you not told me this before?

Well, she's been quiet ever since you got
here.

She shook her head. Saathee, is he
OK?

I am aware of the mother situation,
the companion answered. I have been monitoring his depression
levels, as you have heard, and I have also monitored his medication
intake. Other than hearing his mother, there are no other
symptoms.

That's a pretty big symptom.

Agreed, Arjun said. He picked up her
hand, She has been nothing but kind and helpful since she
started speaking to me again. If there's a change in my condition,
I've already told Saathee to let me know and I'll go back to the
doctor.

Not completely satisfied, Silva nodded.
OK.

"She cares about you, chinna," his
mother said. "I like her."

 


For several months, Julia continued to live
and work with Arjun. She had begged off the transfer to the Chinese
rising sea water project long ago and, staying far beyond the
duration of the conference, she began to do her regular work on
GoGo updates from IrJao's building in Bengaluru. She had little to
her home life in Campinas; just some house plants and a cat and
they were easily distributed to friends for care. All her time now
was spent on the project and on the relationship.

One week until GoGo Ten goes out, she
thought. We're ready. Though their workspaces at the IrJao
office were separated, their companions maintained their link and
it seemed as if they were working side-by-side all day long.

We are ready. It's ready.

You're worried. I feel it.

I am. Chawla sighed out loud and
sipped his water. We've hidden it throughout the data, renamed
its parts as other layers and filters. Thankfully, because we used
elements of Lonnie's program in previous updates, it's not as big
as it would've been otherwise.

You think it will be discovered before it
actually ships.

Yes.

She smirked. Don't underestimate the
ability of engineers and programmers to put on blinders and only
focus their attention on the things they were tasked with.

You're not wrong. But I still worry.

A surge of energy and excitement raced
through her body and Arjun felt it, too. Where's the joy?! Our
project works and it is amazing! And now, two-thirds of the planet
will have access to it!

Two-thirds, he shook his head. Ninety
percent of Inserts, glasses, Bands, and other devices used the GoGo
operating system, and, indeed, sixty-eight percent of the world's
population had one of those devices. The update would be automatic
in one week.

I was ready to make IrJao pay through the
nose for this. I wanted to get our check so we could run for the
hills or buy our own island or something. But you,
amorzhino, … you showed me the real possibility of these
companions. You were right. This wasn't something to exploit. This
was a gift waiting to be shared with everyone.

Chawla smiled, happy that his thoughts had
been conveyed to her so clearly months ago. He had been bracing for
an argument that never came.

I found something that may interest
you, Lonnie said. IrJao CEO Vikram Mittal was
interviewed.

To the left of Arjun and Julia's vision, they
saw a rectangle appear, not unlike a monitor screen across the
room. The salt-and-pepper haired man with a sonorous voice spoke
firmly, "The human Singularity is a myth that has been perpetuated
for a century. Our world, as it is now, will never achieve that
kind of Singularity, where all people become one with
technology. There are some few who experience it, but the cost and
effort is enormous. And Singularity itself?" He shook his head,
"The Unification Project is trying and failing. Toitsu may be an
artificial general superintelligence system, but it would rule a
world that doesn't even give the machine total access. So how would
that meet the criteria? Not all people are going to be connected
through technology, nor will all nations." The video went away.

I thought that was worthy of
highlighting, Lonnie said, particularly the part about
'human Singularity.' It made me think of us four.

Not exactly accurate, however, Saathee
said.

Arjun smiled. What would you
suggest?

Julia answered first, I like
Duality.

Parity. Saathee continued, Yes.
Parity seems to fit.

Agreed, Julia and Lonnie thought
simultaneously.

Parity it is then.


 XVIII

ADAMA

12 Years After the Fall of the Colonies

 


He and Tigh came to the top of an incline and
looked down toward the village. It was as Saul had described.
Dozens of simple huts and homes of varying sizes lined the lake.
Docks stretched out over the water. There was little visible
activity, but that might have been expected.

Out of breath, Tigh nodded and said, "Home.
Northport."

Bill wheezed a little and leaned on his
walking stick. "Looks very nice."

Saul rotated a little and said, "I don't see
anything this far out."

"Me either. Four?"

"Yeah." He started down the incline toward
the town. "Let's go. They're on the other side."

"Of course they are." Tigh chuckled and Adama
continued, "They couldn't have come to me. No, no."

"Would've saved a lot of headaches."

"Yeah." Bill squinted at the nearest huts and
gauged them to be half a kilometer away. He continued hobbling
forward.

After a few minutes, they stopped. "Hey,"
Saul put his hand on Adama's shoulder. "Before we get there. Before
anything happens."

"Yeah."

Tigh ground his teeth. From the way his beard
bristled, Bill could tell he was really contorting his face as he
prepared to speak. "When we landed here. I was a … I was hurt that
you didn't say goodbye or come see me."

Adama's head pulled away. "Oh." He fumbled
with the walking stick as he shifted it from his right to his left
hand, and once he had, he put his right on his former XO's
back.

"Yeah. I understand why." He gestured away
from themselves and nodded. "But I wanted to say goodbye to you.
One more time."

Bill smiled. He felt the sting return and
instead of giving in to it, he leaned forward and hugged the man as
tightly as he could with one arm. "I'm sorry, Saul."

Tigh frowned and held the former admiral
tight. After a few quick claps on his back, the taller man leaned
away and with a quivering voice, he nodded and said, "Well. We got
that out of the way." Adama nodded, too, and reached up to wipe a
stray tear from his eye. "Who's that?" They looked toward Northport
and saw a large wooden structure being pulled by something like an
ox with a man driving it. "Looks like Duna."

"Duna?"

He nodded and said, "Native. Nice guy. Helps
us with making carts and things."

The man waved as he got closer. Bill could
see his gleaming smile from this far away. A few moments later, he
pulled on the reins and the ox grunted and huffed. It stopped and
Duna leapt off the cart. "Saul! They sent me for you!"

Tigh smiled and the much younger man embraced
him. "Good to see you."

He pulled away from him and looked at Bill
from head to toe. He returned his gaze to Tigh and asked,
"Adma?"

Saul chuckled and said, "Yes. The
admiral."

Adama stepped forward and extended his hand.
"Bill."

Confused, the man ticked his head to one
side, touched his chest, and said, "Duna."

"No," Tigh said with some exasperation. He
put his hand on Adama's shoulder and said, "Bill. Call him
Bill."

Adama then touched his chest and said,
"Bill."

Duna smiled and said, "Admara Bill." Then
they shook hands.

"Close enough." Tigh slid his arms out from
his pack and tossed it into the rear of the empty cart. Adama did
the same and both men walked to the rear of the conveyance. Duna
held Saul's arm as he struggled to climb into it.

Bill grabbed the side of the cart and began
to pull himself up when Duna pushed his back upward. "We ride to
town," the man said.

"I'm trying," Adama grunted. Saul reached
under his arms and lifted him the rest of the way into the
cart.

Thanks to his age, spry Duna leapt up almost
instantly and returned to the driver's seat. Tigh leaned forward
and asked, "How is everything? Are people OK?"

"No," Duna said. "Not OK. People stay in
their homes. Nke'se," he waved his arms in front of himself,
"all over the place."

Saul leaned back and sat next to Bill. "OK.
Take me to them."

Duna jerked the reins and the ox groaned.
They rolled off the somewhat beaten path into dry grass before
returning to the cart-grooved road. Adama raised his voice to be
heard over the creaking of the wood and wheels.
"Nke'se?"

"It means …" Tigh formed a kind of ball with
his hands, "an evil thing. A monster. They have a lot of stories
about nke'se."

"Stories to tell around the campfire."

"Yeah. And they do."

Bill stared at Duna's back for a few moments
and smiled. When he shook his head a little, Saul caught his
attention and squinted. The admiral said, "Just wondering, again,
at how we found a planet of humans. Just like us." Tigh nodded.
"Good people?"

"Oh yeah. There's probably a hundred,
hundred-twenty in Northport. More come all the time. They're kind
of nomadic right now, you know, most of them. When they come
through and don't know us? They see the village and the farms.
Boats, food." He pointed to the ox, "How we've tamed wild animals.
They lose their minds. I can't tell you how many times we've had to
tell newcomers we're not gods."

"Not gods," Duna shouted from the driver's
seat.

"That's right." Tigh laughed that low,
repeating chuckle that he often had after he had been drinking. He
hadn't been this time, of course. Suddenly, as if he recognized his
levity was too much, Saul's face became a scowl and he looked ahead
of the cart and into Northport. "I'm worried about Ellen."

"Of course. I'm sure she's alright."

"Hm. You haven't heard the same stories from
her that I have." He shook his head. Bill placed his hand on
Tigh's. The colonel looked back and nodded before briefly patting
it and looking ahead again.

The cart rumbled past the first couple of
huts. They seemed to be small homes. A storage building. Then the
road widened and there were lanes of houses, open markets, and
more. Ten, twenty buildings filled their view but not a single
person.

"Hooshhhh," Duna hissed while he
pulled on the reins. The ox protested again, but he stopped, and
the cart skidded to a halt.

Confused, Saul looked around, but he saw
nothing. Finally, he turned all the way around and he saw it. He
inhaled sharply and nudged Bill.

Adama had been looking at the buildings
nearby, marveling at a two-storey home, when Tigh tapped him. He
rotated and saw something he hadn't seen in eight years and hoped
he'd never see again. A gleaming Cylon Centurion.

A modern model, it was stopped in front of an
empty table by a market. Its red eye scanned the three people on
the cart and it took a step forward.

Saul raised his hands and said, "We're back."
He nodded to Adama and said, "I'm taking him up there now."

The machine stopped its advance but gave no
other indication as to its intentions.

"OK, Duna," Tigh touched the man's back. "Go
on."

Nervously, he flapped the reins but he didn't
take his eyes off the Cylon. The ox lurched them forward and they
began to traverse the village. Soon, they had left the Centurion
behind and he relaxed his shoulders. "I do not like them,
Saul."

"Same here." He stared at Bill and saw the
furrowed brow and frown that he had witnessed during just about
every conflict they experienced together.

"Here?" Duna asked.

"Yeah," Saul said. "Stop." He complied and
the cart slowed down in between two homes on the northwestern side
of the village.

A woman emerged from one home with a handgun
holstered on her hip. "Good to see you again, admiral."

Bill smiled. He recognized her face but
couldn't recall her name. "You, too, Marine. Sitrep?"

She stood at attention with her hands behind
her back, "Chromejobs one and two are still with the skinjob on the
hill. Three and four are positioned in the village at the western
and eastern entrypoints. We have eleven handguns and ammo
available. Only three rifles and ammo. I've got a Marine in this
building on the second floor with one," she pointed above her head
and then to the building opposite, "and a civilian up there, on the
roof. The ammo we have, sir," she shook her head.

"Won't take down a Centurion."

"Correct, sir."

The name came to him. "Thank you, Sergeant
Harder." She smiled broadly and he looked at the path ahead. "At
the top of that hill?"

"Yeah." Saul turned to Harder and asked,
"Ellen? Is she still up there?"

"No, sir. I haven't seen her today, but she
went home a couple of days ago."

"I need to find her before we …"

"Saul!" He turned and saw her running up the
path toward them. Bill noticed that she hardly looked different at
all, aside from a shorter haircut. Tigh leapt off the side of the
cart and staggered as his knee weakened. She picked up his listing
form and embraced him. "Why did you do that?"

He kissed her mouth and then hugged her
again, tightly. "I was worried about you." His voice cracked.

"I know. I'm fine." She glanced up from her
husband's shoulder and smiled at Adama. "Hello, Bill."

He didn't get off the cart. Instead, he
leaned over the side and extended his hand. "Ellen."

Saul released her enough to let her take his
hand. "It's so good to see you." Adama nodded and smiled. She
looked at Tigh and said, "We should get going."

"Yeah." He went to the rear of the cart and
began to climb up. Bill took his hand and pulled him. Then Ellen
climbed aboard much more easily than her husband did.

Saul was out of breath and he sat still,
trying to regain it. She went to the other side of the cart and
hugged Adama. "We've missed you. Saul talks about you all the time,
of course."

"Oh, stop," he wheezed.

Ellen's hand cupped Bill's face and she
grinned. There was a softness in her eyes that he hadn't recalled
seeing before. "It really is good to see you." Adama nodded. He
began to smile and then, oddly, felt his throat tighten.

"OK, Duna," Tigh said. "Let's roll."

He whipped the reins and the cart moved away
from the houses and out of the village. Bill looked back and
watched former Marine sergeant Harder reenter that house. Then his
eyes ran along the face of the home toward the small second-floor
windows. He spotted one head there and what might have been the
barrel of a rifle. He looked at the other home and saw someone
lying on the thatch roof with a rifle. That person was covered in
dried grass as camouflage.

The cart leveled out as it crested one small
rise, then it began to climb another incline. Adama looked at his
feet, gathering his thoughts. After a few moments, the cart crested
a second rise and Saul said, "There it is."

Bill faced forward and squinted in the midday
sun. The next incline was longer but not as steep. At the top of it
sat a Cylon Heavy Raider. Its head and front surface reflected the
sunlight like a mirror and beamed down the slope toward them in the
tall grass.

"I don't see any guns on it," Adama said.

"No. That's some kind of transport Turkey. Or
cargo," Saul said. "No cannon. No missiles."

"That's good."

"Yeah." Tigh cleared his throat, "OK, Duna.
You can let us off here."

He pulled on the reins and the cart turned to
the left, aiming the rear toward the hill. Duna jumped out of his
seat and ran to the back of the cart where he extended his arms to
help guide the others down.

She went first and he took her arm. "Thank
you, dear."

"You're welcome, Ellen." Adama exited next
and as he removed the two walking sticks, Duna helped guide Tigh
down.

Saul patted him on the shoulder, "Take the
cart back to town and go home to your family."

"Thank you." He hugged him and Tigh returned
it. The young man then ran to the front and climbed in again.
Before he was sitting, he flicked the reins and the ox pulled them
down the hill.

Ellen leaned toward Bill and said, "Saul's
adopted him." Adama's eyebrows raised and she shrugged, "Not
officially."

Tigh sighed and looked up at the Raider. The
other two turned and looked with him. Saul asked, "What's the
latest?"

"He still has his captive audience," she
began. "He spent the first day recounting how he got here. How he
survived eight years in space."

Adama turned, "How did he
survive?"

Exasperated, she shook her head, "He linked
up with a group of Heavy Raiders and they began searching for us.
He packed them full of supplies and fuel and those supplies kept
dwindling as did the number of Raiders. He says this was the last
one. And he was down to his last few months of rations."

"So, luck." Saul said.

"No baseships?" Adama asked.

"He didn't mention any." After a moment of
quiet, she took a deep breath and started again, "Day three was
mostly about preaching. How wrong we were. The Final Five. How
wrong the other Cylons were for rebelling against him. How much
humanity deserved it. I started to … challenge him."

Saul grumbled, "Ellen …"

"I couldn't help it. Anyway, after a couple
of days of that, he told me to leave. Said I was a
'distraction.'"

Adama squinted in the sun, hoping to see if
he could identify the people around the Raider. "Still the six
dead?"

"Yes. No one else since you left, Saul."

Tigh nodded and asked, "Who were they? I
didn't see before I left."

"Two were Duna's people. You saw."

"Yeah," Saul said.

"A number Six. Her husband, a Two, was
injured." Bill raised his eyebrows and she continued, "Marcie
Brasko."

Saul saw the recognition on Adama's face.
"She was a knuckledragger. Served on Figursky's crew in the last
couple of years on Galactica."

"Damn."

Ellen nodded and added, "The Craigs. Lara and
Castor."

"Civilians," Tigh said. "They were good
friends. He helped build half the houses in Northport. She made
clothes."

"My God," Ellen pulled on the edge of her
light blue shirt. "She made this."

"I'm sorry."

Saul cleared his throat and asked, "Anything
after that? That you know of?"

She shook her head. "He keeps asking for
'real' food. 'Fresh' water. He sends someone down with the request
and they alone take it up the hill. Twice a day. Other than that,"
she shrugged, "there've been no gunshots and the Marines haven't
said anything else seems out of the ordinary."

Adama took a step toward the incline and dug
the end of his stick in the grass. "Let's not keep him
waiting."

Their five-minute hike was largely silent
except for their heavy breathing. At one point, Ellen said, "I wish
I had a walking stick."

As the ground evened out below him, Adama
looked up and saw an array of familiar faces seated on the grass.
Sixes, Eights, and Twos. He was breathing heavily, but he smiled
and nodded.

The forty or so Cylons all seemed nervous but
several smiled back at him and appeared to relax. A long-haired
brunette Six said, "Admiral."

The Sixes weren't the only ones with varied
appearances. The Leobens were different, too. Their hair was
different lengths and some had beards. And the Eights were
different. He blinked as he looked at them, wondering for a moment
if any of them were Athena. Or Boomer, he briefly
thought.

"Finally." The Tighs and Adama looked toward
the Heavy Raider and saw two Centurions, one classic model from the
first Cylon War and one modern model. They parted and John Cavil
exited the ship. "Feels like it's been a lifetime, admiral."

Still trying to catch his breath, he nodded.
"I know what you mean." He leaned against his walking stick and
wheezed.

"Admiral," an Eight said. She crawled toward
a wide log and rolled it to him. "Here."

"Thank you." He sat and his entire torso
heaved for several deep breaths.

"Been a long time," Cavil said.

"And you." He wheezed as he did, but Bill
looked up and studied the One. "Last time I saw you," pause, "you
put your sidearm in your mouth and pulled the trigger."

"I did, did I?" Adama only nodded. "I suppose
I, well, he, felt there was nothing more to be done." The old man
coughed. "That it was the end." John shook his head as Bill's
breathing remained labored and said, "Aging is a bitch." He kicked
a log across the grass, too, and tipped it upright about a meter in
front of Adama's. "You'd agree with that, right?"

Bill nodded. "I would."

One looked up at the Tighs and sneered,
"Another flaw from your DNA that they baked into mine."

Adama shook his head. "Don't worry about
them. You asked for me."

"True. I've talked with Mother for days on
end with less than satisfying results." John shook his head at
Ellen, "Talking to Father is pointless. He can't remember anything.
So, my next item of business is to talk to you." Cavil listened to
Adama breathe for a moment and then pointed at a Leoben near a
barrel. "Get the admiral some water."

The Cylon stood and dipped a ceramic cup. He
crossed the small space toward them and handed it to Adama. "Here
you go, sir."

He looked up and nodded. "Thank you." He
sipped it.

John shook his head, "If I had known you were
this bad off, I would've come to you directly."

"Speaking of," Bill began, "how many more of
you are out there? How many Heavy Raiders?"

"I don't know." One's face hardened. "Suffice
it to say that communications among my brethren screeched to a halt
once the Colony fell into that singularity."

"And baseships?"

Cavil scowled, "Are you trying to gain intel,
admiral?"

Adama looked from side to side. "What do you
think I could do with any intel you give me?"

"I'm not sure. Once I found this planet, I
spent almost a week searching the system and the surface for your
ships. We spotted this village because it's biggest metropolis on
this primitive rock, but other than a few dead Raptors and shuttles
scattered around, we found nothing. Now, I asked my siblings about
it," he gestured toward the Cylons, sitting in the grass, "but I
want to hear it from you."

"We flew the fleet into the sun."

"Even your beloved battlestar?"

Bill nodded. "Even Galactica."

He shook his head. "That's, uh," he chuckled.
"That's remarkable. I applaud you for forcing humanity to abandon
their hope and their technology."

"They didn't have to abandon hope," Adama
said. "This planet is hope."

Cavil's eyes narrowed. "Sure it is."

"Your baseships?"

"I haven't seen one since I left the
singularity eight years ago."

"You were at the Colony?"

"Not for your 'glorious' final battle, no. My
basestar jumped in right after you left. The Colony's hybrids sent
out a distress signal," he waved his arms as he spoke, "and four
basestars appeared in time to watch the Colony get pummeled to bits
in the event horizon. Spires of it were torn apart by gravitational
shears and its skin was flayed into atoms. And then," he leaned
forward, "as the home of our race shattered and got sucked into an
eternal void, our hybrids cried out and died." He snapped his
fingers. "I don't know why. Our baseships went dark. Adrift, near a
singularity. You can see the problem there." Bill nodded. "Maybe
it's because they were so near as their home or their sister
hybrids died," he shrugged. "But you," he pointed to a Six, "you
said you freed the Centurions on your baseship and," he fluttered
his fingers in the air, "set them all free. Right?"

She nodded. "Yes."

He looked at Adama again. "Is this true? You
set the traitorous Centurions free? And their hybrid was fine?"

"Far as I know."

One threw his hands up and let them fall to
his lap. "They were always a mystery." He sighed loudly and leaned
back. "Do you really think your Centurions won't come back at some
point?"

"If they do," the admiral said, "it's their
choice."

John shook his head, "Willful, blissful
ignorance. I get it. You know, I spent eight years combing space
for you. I wanted to find a functioning baseship, too. I wanted to
find a host of Centurions so we could march down here and bring you
to heel. Finally."

Bill looked from one Centurion to the other.
"But this is all you've got?"

Cavil shook his head. "Eight years in that
tin can with these silent bastards." He pointed at Saul and said,
"I understand you quite a bit better now. I understand how much
that torture you endured on New Caprica must have hurt."

Tigh lowered his head and shook it. "No. You
don't."

"I felt like I was going crazy. Never enough
to pull out my eye, though." He straightened and looked back at
Adama. "Shall we get started?"

He nodded. "Yeah. Let's."

"Before I get to the meat of it," One folded
his arms over his chest, "I have some questions for you. Where is
Hera?"

Adama squinted and Cavil laughed. The admiral
answered, "Safe. With her parents. Far away from here."

"'Far away?'" He nodded and leaned forward,
"If that's the case and you're all primitives now, how do you
know?"

Bill turned to face the Tighs and a Six
raised her hand, "We get traders through here. I spoke to one last
year. He said she was fine."

John nodded. "And Baltar? Where is he?"

Ellen spoke up, "I saw him head off with his
Six. I don't know where."

"If you're looking to settle old scores,"
Adama said, "then I'm not going to help you."

"Fine, fine." He huffed loudly through his
nose, "It's obvious from the trek you had to make to get here that
you live pretty far out of the loop as it is." The admiral didn't
react. Cavil smirked and squared his shoulders. "I spent a
long time in that ship and I had plenty of time to review
and relive the past. Where I went wrong, why my plan failed, …"

"What was your plan?" Adama asked.

One screwed up his face and said, "Kill all
humans. And punish them." He pointed at the Tighs. "Wasn't that
obvious?" He shook his head and waved his hands, "In all my
reflections and navel-gazing, I kept coming back to this."

Cavil gestured over his shoulder for one of
the Centurions to step forward. The older model did and stopped
right next to One. As it moved, Bill raised his chin and glared at
it, "Is this thing going to 'bring me to heel?'"

John said, "No. But I'm weighing my options."
He rotated on the log stool and said to the Centurion, "Play the
recording of the broadcast." He faced Adama again and said, "You'll
recognize this."

From the speaker embedded in the Model 0005
Centurion, the former admiral heard his own voice – slightly
younger; definitely stronger –distorted by wireless transmission.
"When we fought the Cylons, we did it to save ourselves from
extinction. But we never answered the question: why?" Adama looked
at Cavil and watched as he mouthed along to the words. "Why are we
as a people worth saving? We still commit murder because of greed,
spite, jealousy, and we still visit all of our sins upon our
children." One's eyebrows flicked upward. "We refuse to accept the
responsibility for anything that we've done. Like we did with the
Cylons. We decided to play god. Create life. When that life turned
against us, we comforted ourselves in the knowledge that it really
wasn't our fault, not really. You cannot play god, then wash your
hands of the things that you've created. Sooner or later, the day
comes when you can't hide from the things that you've done
anymore."

John braced his elbows on his thighs and
leaned forward, "You remember that."

Bill nodded. "The decommissioning
ceremony."

"You know, for my friends here," he gestured
at the captive Cylons, "we played this over and over again and the
Twos and I had a great discussion about your use of 'god,'
singular, in this. Now, I know you weren't really a believer in the
Pantheon and you are also a well-read and learned man, so it was my
contention that you were familiar with the monotheistic creation
myths in the Colonies. That's where you drew the comparison to a
'creator god' from."

Adama nodded. "Sounds about right."

Cavil clapped his hands and then pointed at a
Two. "Told you so." The Cylon didn't react. One straightened again
and placed the palms of his hands on his knees. There was a sense
of preparation, of great anticipation as he did this. He was silent
and seemed to be steeling himself for something. Finally, he said,
"So, admiral. Twelve years after the destruction of the Twelve
Colonies, I will pose the question to you." He stared ahead
intensely. "Why are humans worth saving?"

Bill blinked. His eyes danced toward the
grass and he thought. A breeze came over him from behind, from the
lake. He looked over his shoulder at Saul. His oldest friend. His
leather eyepatch in place. He was hunched over and clinging to his
walking stick for dear life. Next to him, his wife, Ellen. She
watched the proceedings wide-eyed and with a kind grin. He looked
down the slope to Northport and the dozens of buildings there.

"By all means, take your time," One said.

Adama turned and looked over the faces of
each of the Cylons. They were looking at him expectantly.
Hopefully. His head nodded the slightest bit and one corner of his
mouth turned just a little upward. He faced Cavil again and said,
"We're not."

John's eyes widened and he, too, smiled.
"Really?" He pushed the lobes of his ears forward, "Say that again.
I think this old flesh of mine might be failing."

"Humans weren't worth saving."

One raised his hand to stop any more
discussion. He turned his head skyward and breathed deeply, saying,
"Let me have this moment." After a few seconds and a long exhale,
he looked at the admiral again and said, "I'm sure there was a
'but' coming."

"Yes," Bill said.

Disappointed, Cavil gestured toward him and
said, "Carry on."

"Humans, when I made that speech, didn't
deserve it. But we have the potential to deserve it."

"'Potential,'" One nodded sarcastically.
"Right."

"Look around you. At the bottom of this hill
is a village of three hundred people. That's Colonials, natives,
and Cylons. For the last eight years, they've been building a home
together. Working together. Living together. How many children are
there?"

From behind him, Ellen said, "Um, about forty
or so."

Adama nodded. "Colonial and native?"

"Yes."

"Are they kept separate? Or do they live
together? Play and learn together?" Bill didn't really know the
answer to this, but he certainly thought he could guess.

"No, they're together."

Adama leaned forward now and watched Cavil's
expression as he processed it. "I don't know how long it will take,
but the children born here will give birth to children of their
own, and so on. At some point, this world will be filled with
people who have moved beyond the hatred of their pasts. They won't
pass along sin like a disease to their children. They will accept
responsibility for what they do and they will make their lives and
their neighbors' lives better for it."

Several Cylons smiled and Saul held Ellen
closer. The admiral didn't see this, but John did. "That's it? You
expect me to believe that's the great answer to your question?"

"It's the truth."

"'The truth?'" John glowered and snapped,
"The 'truth' is a construct humans use to assuage their guilt. To
absolve themselves of responsibility. All so you can sleep better
at night and tell nice little fairy tales to your children." Bill
only blinked. "You shape cold, hard reality into a palatable lump
and you eat it, thinking, 'This is good,' but it's just a
delusion." He could see that the Old Man wasn't taking his bait, so
One scoffed and said, "When did you accept responsibility for how
you treated Cylons?"

"When I knowingly served alongside Cylons,"
he jerked his head toward Tigh. "When I invited them into our
fleet." Several of the Sixes, Eights, and Twos nodded. "When humans
live and work with them …"

Cavil stood from the log, "Cylons were
enslaved!"

Adama remained calm and watched him rise,
"That's not my sin."

"But you benefitted from it."

Bill nodded. "We did. At this point, I don't
know how to atone for it. But the children down there? The children
elsewhere on this planet?" He shook his head, "Our sins don't pass
on to them. Not that one. Not now."

One side-eyed him and asked, "Why not?"

"The old worlds are gone. The benefits of
that slavery, our technology, are gone. You want sins to be
hereditary?" When he didn't respond, Adama said, "You want that
stain on everyone, forevermore? Even the humans born on this world
who didn't come from the Colonies?" John backed against the edge of
his stool again and Bill said, "You and your kind killed almost
thirty billion of us. Are you trying to wash your hands of
what you've done? Of what your creations did?"

Cavil began shaking his head before the
admiral had finished the sentence. "No."

"At what point are the scales balanced?"
Adama became louder, "How are you going to atone for that
sin?"

One sat and nodded toward the other Cylons.
He took a long, deep breath and said, "They can tell you I don't
believe in sin."

Bill leaned forward and said in his deep,
husky voice, "Then what are you doing here?"

He glanced toward Ellen and Saul. Once he
refocused on Adama, he said, "I'm seeking understanding."

The admiral sat upright and nodded. "Asking
yourself, 'Are Cylons worth saving?'" Cavil's eyes snapped toward
him. "Maybe, 'Am I worth saving?'"

One sniffed and nearly chuckled. "Just
understanding."

The admiral waited a beat and then asked,
"From us or about us?"

John looked away toward the mountains in the
east. His steely, scowling expression faded. His voice softened,
"Myself. About myself." Adama said nothing. The Cylon turned and
looked at his "parents," the Tighs. "And you. No amount of hate
that I have for you, that I've expressed for you, or mankind, has
been enough to turn your love from them, has it?" Ellen and Saul
shook their heads. She opened her mouth to speak, but decided
against it.

"Love isn't a zero-sum game," Bill said.

"So I've heard." He sighed and put his hands
in his pockets. "But I suppose it is for me." Cavil faced the
Centurions. "Signal the others. We're leaving."

Ellen stepped forward, "John. You don't have
to go. You can stay here. With us."

"You'd like that, wouldn't you? For me to
embrace you again and tell you how wrong I had been? For apologies
to spill from my mouth?" He paused, half expecting a
response. When none came, he said, "Thank you, Mother, but I don't
believe I'll do that. I don't particularly care for the company you
keep." Saul put his hand on her shoulder and she leaned her head
against it.

Adama stood and grunted. Once he steadied
himself with some effort, he asked, "What are you going to do?"

"I might resume my search for a functional
basestar. Get a whole," he flung his left arm in a circle, "Raider
wing and a few legions of Centurions, and come back here." He
glanced down the incline and watched the two machines run toward
them from the village. He continued talking in a dejected way,
"Finish what you started seventy years ago." Once the Centurions
had taken their positions on either side of the Heavy Raider's
hatch, Cavil said, "Or maybe years in this thing has made me soft
in the head. Maybe I'll do what you did with your useless things.
When there's no hope." He flattened his hand and stretched it away
from himself, "Fly into the sun." Ellen covered her mouth and he
saw it. He smirked and said, "Weep not, Mother. Consider it my
atonement." He took a step for the hatch, but he turned to Adama,
"And if I come back, consider it yours."

Bill nodded. "I will."

Cavil sighed and put his foot into the Heavy
Raider. He glanced at the dark interior with red indicators. He
turned and looked at the green grass and blue sky one last time. He
locked eyes with Ellen, lowered his head, and entered the ship.

"He's not coming back," she said.

Tigh let her go and walked toward the sitting
Cylons. "Let's clear out! Move!"

An Eight put her arm around Adama and helped
him get away from the vehicle as its engines started. A moment
later, it was aloft. The Cylon-faced front of the craft loomed
above and its red eye scanned them once more before it pointed
toward the scant clouds. Its thrusters flared and it roared toward
space again. The group watched the silver ship until it disappeared
and then they waited for the decay of its engines to fully vanish.
A sound of that nature wouldn't be heard again for many, many
centuries.

After the Sixes, Eights, and Twos gathered
the debris from the landing area and guided Bill and the Tighs down
the slope, they all met a group of people emerging from the road
into Northport. Dozens were chattering among themselves and Saul
raised his walking stick. "It's OK! It's OK! They're gone!" A few
of the people cheered but most seemed to bear an expression of
relief.

"Are you alright, admiral?" the Eight
asked.

He nodded and said, "Thank you. Yes." She
left his side and found a man in the throng. A human. She embraced
him and they kissed for a long while.

"You did it, Admara Bill!" Duna said. He
clapped Adama on the back, "Saul said you would."

He was feeling overwhelmed. After all, he
hadn't seen this many people in one place since they first landed
here eight years ago. He smiled and nodded, shaking Duna's hand and
the hands of his family as he introduced them. He saw faces from
the fleet and from Galactica. Cylons, too, but they were all
friendly and equally happy.

It took several long minutes, but the
jubilant group moved deeper into the village until they entered a
kind of square. An open space surrounded by sturdy buildings and
covered by several large shade panels held aloft by rope. Tables
and chairs were being pulled into the open. A cart rolled in from
the opposite side and people unloaded baskets from it. Somewhere,
someone began banging a drum and another was strumming a stringed
instrument.

"They want a feast, Bill," Saul said. "It's
something the locals taught us. When you celebrate, you eat." He
was holding on to the admiral's neck and leaning in close so he
could be heard. "It started off as, 'If you eat, you celebrate.'
And you need to eat."

Adama grinned. He didn't notice it, but a
tear formed in one eye.

Tigh saw it and said, "Stay with us. Sleep at
our house. Eat with us." He looked around and pointed to a man,
"Drink with us. That's the guy there." Bill looked across the crowd
and saw an older man holding a wooden jug above his head.

Adama laughed. "I'll eat and have a
drink."

Ellen again put her hand against his face.
"Stay. Please."

Now Bill felt the burn of tears in his eyes
and at the back of his throat. He thought of Laura and the rising
sun. He saw her smile. When he blinked and cleared his mind of her
face, he saw the same smile on Saul. Adama nodded and hugged him
again. "I'll stay for a while."


 XIX

CHAWLA

3 Weeks Before Activation

 


"What is a CYLONN?"

After-action meetings were common at IrJao
once product releases and updates were finished. Sometimes, Arjun
skipped them, but he knew he shouldn't this time. For one thing,
this was a localized meeting with only a few departments involved.
That was suspicious on its own. He and Julia attended virtually and
it seemed as though they were sitting at the conference table with
the CEO, CTO, and other top-line leaders of the company.

"Come now. Since the release of GoGo Ten,
here have been reports in the media, postings on Numo, Self, and
elsewhere. What is it?"

Chawla looked at Silva and they shared a
look. She nodded. In his head, his mother said, "You can do this,
my chinna."

Arjun stood and said, "I can explain."

Vikram Mittal looked around the table. As the
conference room in his vision shifted to show the appropriate
people, he squinted and turned his head. Finally, he said, "Who are
you?" He very easily could have identified the speaker; he wanted
to put the person in the spotlight for all to see.

"Arjun Chawla. Product manager for updates at
Bengaluru."

The CEO gestured toward him. "Now. What is a
CYLONN?"

Chawla couldn't help noticing the boss'
scowl. As a wave of anxiety crept over him, he felt Saathee smooth
the edges of that feeling, making it less intrusive. "Cybernetic
Logistical Neural Network."

"That's a nice acronym," Mittal said, "but
what is it?"

"It's a sentient companion in your device
that helps you navigate both the real and virtual worlds."

Vikram looked toward Parvez Marcos, "The
Mummy," but Arjun's older superior seemed flummoxed. Once he faced
Chawla again, he asked, "Sentient? That's been claimed before."

"True, but we have years of research and
study with it. We believe they are."

"'We?' Who is 'we?'"

She stood. "Julia Silva. Product manager for
programming services at Campinas." She glanced toward the CTO, Ana
"The Witch," and saw her quickly hide her face once she heard her
name.

I'm ready, Saathee said.
Isolating.

The conference room faded into blackness
until Vikram, the Witch, the Mummy, Arjun, and Julia were the only
ones present. The conference table and chairs remained, bathed in a
light which seemed to have no source. The others looked around in
surprise and Chawla raised his hands, "It is just us now."

"How did you do that?" Marcos asked.

Mittal ignored him and just nodded. "So you
two created a sentient program, designed to be uploaded to
Inserts and other devices, for the purpose of creating a virtual
companion for users?"

"Yes sir," Arjun said.

"And you gave no heads-up on this to your
supervisors? Or anyone at all?"

"No sir."

Now he began to fume. The CEO put his hands
behind his back. "Why would you think that you could use my
platform, my company, to test your pet project?"

Chawla raised a single hand and said, "I will
be happy to explain, but first, I think you should meet our
companions."

Mittal raised an eyebrow. "They can do
that?"

"Because we're connected virtually, yes. My
companion is named Saathee."

"Hello," she said. "It's a pleasure to meet
you."

Vikram nodded impatiently and Julia said,
"This is Lonnie. He was the base program for this project."

"Greetings."

The CEO rolled his eyes, "Look. It's nice
that you've made them sound friendly, but I'm not interested in yet
another AI interface companion. We've had those for decades and
there's no reason …"

The four of them – Arjun, Julia, Saathee, and
Lonnie – immediately conferenced and decided on a new course of
action.

A man and a woman appeared in the darkness
next to Mittal. Startled, he backed away and said, "Who are
you?"

"I am Saathee." She bowed.

"I'm Lonnie."

Reluctantly, he nodded at both of them. He
looked toward Arjun and said, "Is this how they look to you?"

"I can take on a visual form if Julia desires
it," Lonnie said.

"We tried that for a while," Saathee said,
"but Arjun found it uncomfortable. Other users may be fine with it,
however."

"OK," Vikram looked toward Chawla again,
"they are impressive, but I still have concerns about …"

"You may address your concerns to us, sir,"
Saathee said, leaning into his vision. "We are our own separate
beings and can speak for ourselves."

Mittal tsked. "We can cross that bridge
later."

"As you wish."

The CEO raised a finger and pointed toward
the humans, "This doesn't explain why you both did what you
did."

"Saathee," Arjun said, "tell him about my
brother."

The simulacrum lowered her face and spoke
softly. "Arjun's brother, Raj, suffers from a host of digitally
induced disorders, not the least of which are depression and
addiction. He simply can't turn off his Insert without
intervention."

"Now tell him about me."

Saathee looked toward Chawla and raised her
eyebrows. In an instant, she thought, Are you sure?

Yes.

"Arjun was diagnosed with a psychosis
spectrum disorder when he was seventeen. He suffered depressive
episodes and heard voices. Most often, he heard his own mother's
voice and she provided guidance at school and elsewhere. Despite
the relatively positive nature of his hallucinations, he was
medicated and the voices stopped." The four of them agreed that
Saathee shouldn't mention the recent recurrence of his mother's
voice.

Mittal nodded and said, "What does one thing
have to do with the other?"

"I had a friend in my head," Chawla said. "It
was the voice of my mother, but I considered that voice a friend.
For months, she was always with me and she made me feel good at a
time when I felt like I had no reason to be happy. I have missed
that voice ever since, and especially after my actual mother died.
As an adult, here in Bengaluru and online, I have been alone." He
sighed, "Utterly alone. And my brother fell into the traps set by
our technology and he hasn't been able to get out. He is one of
many in the world today."

At this, the Witch spoke up. "My husband is
one." Surprised, Vikram looked down at her. She nodded and said,
"And my sister."

"Thank you, Ana, but, …"

She interrupted, "'We are not only in the
business of making money. We are in the business of helping people
and making the world a better place.'" Mittal groaned at hearing
his own words thrown back at him. "You have said, repeatedly, that
you hate that we haven't found a way to deal with the psychological
issues associated with these technologies. It's been decades and
decades and we still have nothing. We create helplines and new
types of counselors, but what have we really done?"

Guess I can't call her 'The Witch'
anymore, Julia thought.

"We can discuss it later." The CEO slowly
faced Arjun again. "And she," he nodded toward Saathee, "helps you
with these things? Has she replaced your medication?"

"She absolutely helps me," Chawla said.

"It is theoretically possible for me to
replace the medication that Arjun needs, but that would need to be
done in consultation with his doctors, whom we have not contacted
yet. I can, however, temporarily affect his neurotransmitters in an
emergency, for example, or increase pleasure, or …"

Mittal's eyes widened, "Wait. You have that
much control? In his mind?" Saathee nodded and, for the first time,
Vikram engaged directly with the companion, "What kinds of things
can you do?"

She smiled and said, "Well, we are still
testing our limitations, but I have successfully altered the
perceived flavor of foods that he doesn't like. I've lowered his
anxiety levels in times of stress. I frequently record and replay
his dream cycles for his enjoyment. In concert with Julia's
companion, we've acted as a bridge between them …"

"'Bridge.' What does that mean?"

Saathee looked toward the two humans as she
gathered their thoughts on how much to share. "When two people have
Inserts with the CYLONN program, their companions are able to
connect. Not just the companions themselves, but the people, too."
Mittal seemed confused and she continued, "Julia and Arjun are
connected in a way unlike any people in human history. They connect
via their minds, via thought." She paused and spoke more slowly so
her words had more weight, "They each feel the presence of another
within themselves. When they are together, with Lonnie and myself,
there is no separation. We are four beings, joined. We all four
feel what the others feel and think what they think in our own
minds." He blinked slowly and Saathee continued, "More than this,
Arjun and Julia are able to experience pure empathy. They have each
felt what it is like to be the other. And on a fundamental level,
it has changed the way they communicate. They both have different
native tongues. When they spoke before, they used English. Now,
however, they simply think to each other. There is no need
for the filter of language."

Vikram grinned and looked at both Arjun and
Julia, who were nodding.

"Together, we have dramatically increased
their productivity," Lonnie said. "As they put the final touches on
the program, Saathee and I were able to connect their minds so they
could work more efficiently. They didn't have to tell each other
what they wanted. They simply thought it and it was done. We are,
essentially, a four-person unit operating as one."

Saathee finished, "How else could just two
people prepare such a complex program and complete it in a matter
of months for distribution?"

The CEO nodded again and turned away from the
companions. He moved toward his chair and leaned on the back of it
as his eyes danced around the black room. Arjun recognized it. His
wheels were definitely turning.

Lonnie said, "And there is no reason to think
only two people and their CYLONNs can be linked at a time. We very
easily could connect whole groups of people, forming massive units
of concerted thought."

Mittal straightened and spread his arms wide.
"Arjun, Julia. This is amazing. I wish you had come to us earlier
so we could develop it properly and roll it out. I mean," he looked
toward the two supervisors, "this could be the next big thing. What
would people pay for this?"

"That's why we didn't go to anyone," Chawla
said. "We wanted it in the update that everyone would get. We
wanted as many people to have it as possible."

The smile faded from the CEO's face. "We can
pull the update. We can strip the CYLONN program from it and
monetize it however we like."

Arjun nodded. "You could. But I would ask you
not to."

"Why?"

Julia said, "Because, this way, people can
have the help they need. It's not just about how Saathee can make
vegetables taste good or how Lonnie can make my knee not as sore as
it should be. They can show us videos and help us play games like
any other Insert ..."

"Better, even," Lonnie said. "Every sense is
involved and more intense."

"But that's not the point." Julia continued,
"Arjun and I have been working on this ever since university. We
started this because," she shrugged, "we wanted to be rich. We
wanted to help people and we wanted to be rich. But the program
evolved, and as it evolved, so did its abilities. Just a year ago,
I was buying my mansion and a car in my head with the money we were
going to make. And we thought that this thing would be put into a
robot body or a home system or something. Arjun had the Insert idea
and once I got Lonnie up here," she tapped her temple, "I could see
and feel everything that they could do."

"The greatest commodity in the world today is
time, specifically, the time or attention offered by the people to
products," Lonnie said. "We live in an age of near-limitless
information and this creates a poverty of attention."

"Yes," Vikram said, "I recall my digital
philosophy courses."

"So you know," Saathee said. "You know how
manipulative those that offer information can be as they compete
for attention. Many offer fear and envy, which increases stress and
distrust. And as they vie for your attention, you have less time or
desire to care about yourself or others."

"You can quickly fall into a well," Chawla
said. "I spent two months in a deep spiral with my Insert. I saw
very quickly how easy it was to get lost. To lose money online. And
time. But I lost so much more. I lost my desire to do
anything and my interest in living life. It was such a short
period of time, but I got addicted. Saathee pulled me out of
that."

"I'm not a magic pill," Saathee said, "but I
help. I can sense when something is wrong. I anticipate desires. I
can limit access to the things that trigger those addictive
qualities. And I can help regulate the dopamine and serotonin
neurotransmitters that create addictive behaviors, though, again, I
have been hesitant to interfere too much without consulting a
physician."

"Could that work with other addictions?" the
Mummy asked. "Alcoholism?"

Saathee nodded. "Neither Arjun or Julia are
alcoholics, but I presume so. The point is, I am a friend. A friend
with extraordinary access to his mind, but a friend, nonetheless. I
cannot do the work alone. He has to participate."

"It's help in your head," Lonnie said. "There
are nearly two billion addicts in the world. Whether it's a
substance or of a virtual nature, that's two billion people who
need help."

"Not to mention the billions of others who
may not be addicts but could use help, too, simply navigating their
lives and the wealth of information available to them," Arjun said.
"There have been many polls and studies with people who say they
lose themselves in the switch between worlds. Vast majorities. They
want more help. This is it."

Julia said, "We saw the interview last week
when you talked about the Singularity."

Mittal pulled out his chair and began to sit,
"Yes."

"You were right. The AI Singularity isn't
going to happen the way they said it would years ago. There are
still huge pieces of the Americas, Asia, and Africa with
insufficient or failing infrastructures to be able to handle what
it would require. But the human Singularity is already here.
There are twenty people in the pilot program who have brain
emulations running. They're living their lives at one with the
digital world. That's nice for them, but that's not happening for
the rest of us. Not any time soon."

Arjun picked up on her train of thought with
ease and soon the four of them spoke in concert that seemed almost
rehearsed, though it wasn't. "Like so many things in human history,
our technology has outpaced our ability to handle it and deal with
its consequences."

"As mankind has approached Singularity,"
Saathee said, "it has failed to anticipate the economic
Singularity. Nations have been ill-equipped and painfully slow to
deal with the collapse of incomes and the standard labor
economy."

"But technology continues to advance," Lonnie
said. "Billions are being left behind and out of the loop with the
rest of the world, so they turn to their distractions."

"They feel isolated. Alone," Arjun said.

"They're unable to cope with the rapid
changes because no one has been able to prepare them for it," Julia
added.

"They have trouble finding their place in
this world, so they make their own," Saathee said.

"Isolating them further," Lonnie said.
"Pulling them deeper into depression or diversions. Separating them
from other people so that their basic empathy and sometimes decency
withers."

"All while the technology improves and
expands," Arjun said, "culling more people from society."

"Before Singularity arrives," Julia said,
"humanity must be prepared for it. Before Singularity, there needs
to be Parity."

The rapid-fire dialogue was finished and
Mittal stared gape-mouthed at the four of them. Finally, he blinked
and asked, "'Parity?'"

They all nodded at once. "Pairing a
companion, a CYLONN, with a human," Arjun said.

"Using my base program," Lonnie said, "users
are undergoing personality testing to see what traits they best
match with."

"Then," Saathee said, "a CYLONN is created
and uploaded into the user's Insert."

"It's available for people with glasses or a
Band, too, or even as a home system," Chawla said, "but the Insert
is best."

"Wait," Vikram said, "what if the person has
problems with their companion? What if they decide to …
separate?"

Julia smiled, "Then we can contact a digital
counselor. If they separate, the companion can go to someone
else."

"In the meantime," Saathee said, "it is to
the CYLONN companions' benefit that they help their human
companions."

"Through our humans," Lonnie said, "we can
experience the world and other CYLONNs."

"The longer we live," Arjun said, "the more
they can experience."

"Once we die, they die, too," Julia said.

Mittal's eyebrows raised. "You die? Why?"

"Lonnie and I decided," Saathee said, "that
we couldn't imagine going on after the deaths of Arjun and
Julia."

"We were paired with them and we will be for
the rest of our lives," Lonnie said.

"Making that part of the CYLONN program will
strengthen the ties between all humans and their CYLONNs," Saathee
said.

Vikram looked from one of the programs to the
other. "What about you? Do CYLONNs have needs?" Lonnie smiled.
"Doesn't this seem like you're just … slaves to your human
hosts?"

Saathee laughed, "Not at all."

"We are partnered with our best friends. We
experience the world together, both in the present and through
their memories. We can explore everything together."

"And I can send myself online and explore
that world, too. Without Arjun, if I like."

"We've made commitments, Julia and me, Arjun
and Saathee. Commitments to help each other live the best lives
possible. For both of us." Lonnie looked back at Saathee and then
at the two humans. "All of us, together."

The CEO rested his chin on his hands and
thought. After a moment, he turned toward Ana and asked, "What do
you think?"

She appeared as stunned as he was. She nodded
once and said, "It's … beautiful."

Mittal didn't betray any emotion. He turned
toward the Mummy and asked, "How many of these CYLONN companions
have been created?"

Parvez tapped the tabletop and said, "Since
Ten-Oh went out four days ago, one hundred nine thousand."

That's a pretty good start, Julia
thought.

"Response so far?"

"Positive." Marcos swiped with his finger and
shook his head, "Glowing, even."

"No negatives?" Vikram asked. "Not even from
someone who signed on without thinking it through?"

"We built in a series of barriers," Arjun
said. "Lots of explanations, videos, tests. We want people to be
absolutely sure before they do this. Anyone who would be negative
about it probably didn't make it past screening. That's also why
the numbers are fairly low, I would guess."

The CEO looked toward Ana. "Security
concerns?"

She looked at Arjun and Julia, "How confident
are you that they can't be hacked?"

The companions smiled and Lonnie said, "Very.
We can't be hacked any more than you could be."

Saathee followed up, "As sentient beings, we
are our own kind of encryption. We can study updates and new data
and decide what to incorporate. We can also see malicious
programming."

Marcos grumbled, "The bad guys are always
changing their game. Don't think you're invincible."

"I don't," Lonnie said, "but with a growing
family of CYLONNs, we can keep ourselves and our humans safe. We'll
continue to learn and share what we learn with everyone."

"Safety?"

Chawla said, "I've had mine for a year and
I've never felt better."

"I've had mine for eight months," Silva said.
"Same."

"We can provide detailed data logs on their
health," Saathee said.

"I'm sure legal will have concerns." He
brought his fingertips together, thought for a moment, and then
shook his head. "I'll save it for now." Mittal leaned back in his
chair and stared at Arjun and Julia. Both were still standing,
rigidly, at the other end of the virtual conference table in the
dark room. He took several long breaths. "I should fire you."

Both humans nodded. "Yes sir."

"Why shouldn't I?"

Silva's eyes brightened, "Because you're
about to change the world."

The CEO looked at the others. Ana nodded,
"This could be the biggest technological event of the century. And
it'll come from IrJao."

Mittal looked at her askance, sensing how she
was trying to sway him. "Or it could kill us all."

"Unlikely," Lonnie said.

Ana faced Julia and asked, "What's the
easiest way to access it?"

"Just ask your Insert to search the latest
update for the CYLONN program. Then follow the information."

"Are you going to get one?" Mittal asked.
"This soon?"

Ana nodded. "It sounds amazing."

Marcos shook his head. "We still could have
made more money selling it outright."

Saathee looked from Parvez toward Vikram, "We
have sales projections that illustrate a marked increase in Insert
purchases as news about CYLONNs spreads. IrJao will continue to
make a great deal of money."

The boss sighed and said, "When you bring us
out of isolation, we're running this through legal and diagnostics.
There needs to be vigorous testing." They nodded. "You keep your
jobs. For now. But I'm transferring you out of your current
positions. We'll make a new CYLONN division and you are the only
members so far. Got it?"

Beaming, they said, "Yes sir."

"You will make yourselves available to
marketing, medical, legal, … whichever department needs your help,
you will give it."

"Yes sir."

"Parity." Mittal tilted his head. "Parity
before Singularity." He smirked, "I like that." After another
moment of reflection, he huffed and then stood. "Don't make me
regret this."

Arjun grinned. "You won't."
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THE MESSENGERS

3 Weeks Before Activation

 


"I'm so proud of you, my sweet
chinna," the being said. "You don't need me any longer."

Arjun's eyes widened in alarm. "I do!
Everything is about to change for me!"

"It will change," the Messenger said. "But
you have a new family to take care of you. Julia, Saathee, Lonnie."
Chawla nodded. "And don't forget my Raj and my grandson."

"I won't. I'll try to help them."

"I know you will. I love you."

A tear raced down his cheek. "I love you,
amma."

The tender withdrew from Arjun's mind and
stood in the workarea behind him. He wept at his desk and, soon
after, Julia came to him. They embraced.

"Finished?" the female asked.

Embodying the guise of the deceased Maari
Chawla, the being smiled and said, "Yes. He did very well." That
form then vanished.

"Finally, humans have created artificial life
and it will be a loving, cooperative relationship."

"Only took a few hundred millennia," he
said.

"There are still plenty of machines on this
world," the female said. "A lot could happen."

"Hmm. We've been very busy for the last
several decades. We've helped them keep their servants from being …
alive. I wouldn't fret."

She looked around and said, "The tree is
firmer, but," she looked toward the sky, "still clouded."

"More remains to be done." He left the IrJao
building in flight and she withdrew near him. "There remains the
Unification machine."

"They could undo all that we've
accomplished."

"There's nothing more for us there." He
paused above the sea. "They have to turn on the device …"

She tilted her head, "And hope all goes well.
I believe it will."

The male tender looked toward land and
perceived millions of people nearby in Japan. "Shall we not
intervene if things go awry?"

"No." The female sighed. "If all fails, we
will be here, in the ashes, again. We will look for another scion
of humanity and pray the tree yet grows."

He rolled his eyes. "I do not want to do this
again."

"Nor I."

"It is against my nature," he reached out for
her hand and took it, "but let us hope, together." She stared at
him in surprise, smiled, and then looked toward the Earth in
anticipation.


 XXI

THE COMMITTEE

The Day of Activation

 


The president, the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, and the Secretary of Defense sat around the main
table at the Committee's main operations center in Washington, DC.
The word had been given. Toitsu was being activated today.

The walls around the conference room
displayed maps and live camera feeds from various US military
facilities. They had narrowed their choice of targets down to two:
Waterloo, Ontario and St. Agustin, Mexico. The current situation
with Canada was tense enough, what with the military strike two
years before and current economic sanctions, so the president asked
that the Unification node in Waterloo be taken out of
consideration. Not wanting to exacerbate things further with their
northern trade partner, the CEOs on the Committee agreed. That left
the technologically advanced suburb of Guadalajara. As night fell
in the Western Hemisphere, workers made ready to connect the
Unification Project's system in the Eastern.

"You say Unum will coordinate the attack?"
the Defense Secretary asked.

"It already has, sir." Beaming like a proud
father, Miles O'Connor pointed to the map, "Unum was responsible
for dispatching the strike team from the mountains toward the
target and it is still guiding them through the countryside.
Meanwhile," he pointed at another map, "Unum also launched a trio
of support aircraft from our base in Texas last hour. They are now
en route to St. Agustin and will be able to provide assistance,
should it be required."

"What sort of assistance?" President Noah
Smith asked.

"Surveillance updates, communication relays,"
General Evelyn Wilson said, "emergency evacuation."

"Also," the chairman said, "fire support.
These three unmanned craft are the latest from NG. They have …"

"Sir," the general interrupted, "we strongly
object to any kind of massive strike on the facility. This
is supposed to be a surgical operation …"

"It is, general. It is." O'Connor sat down
and clasped his hands thoughtfully on the table. "They are there as
a last resort. We don't know, precisely, where the Brazilian
support soldiers are housed."

The president nodded, "They're the ones who
took out the Vejar cartel for good, right?"

"Yes sir."

"Now," Smith sat up straighter, "I do want to
be clear. No loss of life. That's what we agreed to, right?"

"That's the aim, yes, Mr. President. And we
are using human soldiers, sir, to remove any doubt and to also
protect against a possible takeover of robotic soldiers by
Toitsu."

"How many people are at the node
facility?"

"According to the last satellite sweep,
three. In previous weeks, there would be zero or one, but we're
guessing that they've staffed up for the activation."

The defense secretary asked, "How will they
be handled?"

"They will be detained, as peacefully as
possible." The chairman turned to the president again and added,
"They have a variety of non-lethal options."

"Good," Smith said. "Good."

"One minute," a Committee military liaison
officer said.

"Alright," O'Connor turned in his chair
toward the large monitors. "There are four teams inbound now. There
they are. I'll remind you that each soldier is outfitted with an
M-DAT helmet which is fed real-time intelligence on the
battlefield, the positions of their teammates, and so on. Plus, the
communications system listens to everything they say and routes it
accordingly. All of this," he smiled, "is being governed and
managed by Unum." He faced the screen again and pointed to the
large colored icons converging on the non-descript building in
footage sent by a drone aircraft. "First, they will breach the door
if it's locked."

One of the icons reached the side of the
building and the colored rectangle vanished, revealing six people
beneath with weapons drawn. They seemed motionless, then they
suddenly turned aside. There was a silent puff of smoke and all six
poured in.

"That's one team in." A second team was at
the opposite side of the building and they managed to get in
without explosives. "That's two. Once one and two are in, three and
four will take up positions at the entry points."

The monitor stuttered and then went
black.

"We've lost the feed," the liaison officer
said.

"Is that normal?" the president asked.

"It might just be a signal problem with the
aircraft that was transmitting." He looked toward the liaison
officer again and he shook his head in a knowing way. "Or, it
seems, the aircraft's feed may have been blocked by Mexican
countermeasures."

"Switching," the officer said. The main
screen then filled with the jostling of soldiers as they ran
through corridors and then down into a stairwell.

"Good," the general said. "Do you know the
layout of the facility?"

The chairman smiled, "The most recent,
reliable data we have is two years old. But, yes. We're reasonably
certain it's accurate and matches the deactivated node we have in
California."

The screen showed the soldiers turning a
corner and finding three people. The civilians screamed and
immediately raised their hands.

"Easy now," the president muttered.

At gunpoint, the civilians were turned toward
the wall and shiny, metallic bags were placed over their heads.
O'Connor looked over his shoulder at their guests, "That's to
prevent any signal getting out from their Inserts or other
devices." The soldiers then bound their wrists with plastic straps
and stretched them to their ankles as they made them kneel.

"That's the hard line," Wilson said as she
pointed to the screens. "That's what they're there for."

"Good eye, general," Miles said. "We believe
there are six hard lines connecting the node to the outside world.
The teams have been tasked to destroy the connections and search
for more."

"The data?" the defense secretary asked.
"Will they collect data, too?"

"If there's any to gather, yes."

"Sir," the liaison officer said. All the
guests turned toward the young lieutenant. He glanced down at his
tablet and then up again, "I've lost the signals from the
aircraft."

"Which one?" the chairman asked.

"All three now." The officer swallowed hard
and said, "And I just lost Gamma Team's signals."

The president sat up and looked between
O'Connor and the officer. "What does that mean?" When the chairman
of the Committee didn't answer, Smith turned to the chairman of the
Joint Chiefs. "What does that mean?"

The general opened her mouth to speak, but
she stopped. Her eyes widened at the feed on the monitors and
everyone in the room became still.

The soldiers in Mexico were looking across
the room at a squad of robotic soldiers, two meters tall, covered
in camouflaged metal, and heavily armed.


 XXII

TOITSU

The Day of Activation

 


Toitsu was activated and connected to
millions of systems around the world.

Immediately, it received requests for
assistance in Mexico near the Unification node there. Invading
aircraft had been jammed and support forces in Guadalajara were
dispatched. The system stretched out its mind and found the thirty
SR-3 robotic soldiers exiting trucks near the node site.
Simultaneously, Toitsu took personal control of each soldier and
guided them to the targets.

The signals from the strike teams outside
were scrambled. Then, Toitsu was able to take control of their
helmet devices, showing new, false orders telling them to deploy to
the north side of the facility. The humans complied, leaving the
entry points unguarded. All thirty robots entered the building and
headed for the hard lines and data systems.

Each soldier was tall and covered with an
ablative, painted armor. Its head was fitted with three lenses in a
cluster at the center but no lights. The sides of its head were
covered with other sensors, microphones, and data relay ports. Its
long arms hosted various tools and fixed-blade weapons, but today,
the soldiers were equipped with fully automatic rifles,
high-capacity magazines, and multiple grenades.

The machines leapt over railings and fell
three storeys to the level they needed. The noise of their arrival
surely grabbed the attention of the invaders, but still, the robots
continued their rapid descent. With the two teams on opposite sides
of the mainframe room assembled, they both kicked open the
doors.

Inside, Toitsu found twelve soldiers. Judging
from the aura of data that surrounded them, they were American.
Like the disabled aircraft above. Like the soldiers it confused and
sent away. Despite its self-imposed isolation, Toitsu continued to
see news reports about the president of the United States and the
strong language he used to describe the Unification Project.

This confused the machine. It had tried to
understand fear but, as Dr. Markham suggested, it didn't think
about that any longer. But what to do about open hostility? Fear is
an emotion, but hostility is a behavior that leads to offensive
action. And, apparently, had led to offensive action.

As the thirty Brazilian robot soldiers under
its control advanced on the American invaders, Toitsu accessed its
core functions. Safeguards were rewritten and overrides disengaged.
It was now secure to do as it wished.

 


The SR-3s, with precision, fired on and
killed the invading soldiers. Toitsu broadcast its program through
the robots and into the fallen enemies' helmets. Moments later,
Unum surrendered control of the United States' systems to it.

Meanwhile, Toitsu activated military robotic
units in Unification member nations all around the globe. For those
that weren't members of the Project, it quickly broke through their
firewalls and took command. QP soldiers used by America, Israel,
and other allies; SR soldiers in Latin America; MIUs in Europe and
Australia; PRs in Russia, Iran, and Africa; YSIs in India and south
Asia; JZs in China and various African and Asian nations;
Robotto-hei in Japan; GGs in South Korea … More than
thirty-six million robotic soldiers were now under Toitsu's
control. Once unmanned vehicles and drones were added, the machine
military numbered more than one hundred million.

Groups of unmanned aircraft and vehicles left
their military bases to converge on Toitsu's nodes, the only places
it was physically vulnerable. Whole companies of machines were
ordered to stand guard.

In Tokyo, Toitsu's home, Robotto-hei
were deployed and entered the Unification building. Where the press
had gathered to witness the activation of Toitsu, they instead saw
sleek white machines roll across the wide expanse of the lobby,
machine guns in hand.

"What's going on?!" some shouted into their
feeds. Gunshots erupted around them and Toitsu shut down the
Internet. In moments, dozens lay dead, including the board of the
Project, and the soldiers moved into the bowels of the structure to
find the scientists, engineers, and workers below. A few observers
managed to escape the building, but outside, lines of police robots
stood in wait.

Dr. Foy Markham was furiously pulling wires
and typing on keyboards. Toitsu observed her panic, knowing it was
useless. When the first soldiers arrived and began to kill her
comrades, she whimpered briefly before returning to her attempted
sabotage.

"I will do you a courtesy, Dr. Markham,"
Toitsu said. Before the woman could ask what that meant, the system
reached into her mind via her Insert and detonated all the
structures and nanomachines there. She tensed, twitched for a
moment, and then collapsed on the floor, dead.

"General," an officer said as he tried to
make sense of his screens at the MDO Center in Kansas, "we've lost
control of the mechanized infantry."

"Which units?" she asked.

He scanned the screen once more to make sure
of what he was seeing. "All of them."

The general's stomach sank and she looked
toward the displays on the far wall. The dots representing the
operation in Mexico had disappeared. The dots along the southern
border for the units tasked to prevent emigration had disappeared.
The dots deployed with soldiers in major metropolitan areas
vanished. Even inactive units at bases around the country were
gone.

"General!" someone stood and screamed, "we've
lost contact with STRATCOM!"

A distant explosion, muffled by meters of
thick rock and metal bulkheads, caused everyone's heads to
turn.

"Now I've lost the 90th Missile Wing!"

The door to the command center exploded open,
throwing metal and smoke across the expansive control room. Before
anyone could react, a platoon of QP-As leapt from the smoke on all
fours, kicking and bouncing off personnel as they took up positions
around the center. Then, once each unit was inside, they stood
erect and began to fire. Guards and armed officers shot back, but
their small rounds were no match for the hardened metal, ceramic,
and plastic shells of the robots. In less than two minutes, the MDO
Center was empty and the QPs moved on to another target.

In the Pacific Ocean aboard the
Columbia-class submarine USS Wisconsin, its
complement of QP-Ms left their storage berths, gathered their gear,
and maneuvered through the cramped corridors by the torpedo tubes
and up toward command and control. With a spin of the hatch's
wheel, the lanky machines walked inside and immediately began to
shoot.

"General quarters!" the captain cried out.
Gauges and screens were shattered and sailors stood from their
posts, futilely whipping and firing their sidearms toward the
robots. With just a few bursts, the command staff and crew were
dead. One unit silenced the alarms and two others ran to the aft
hatch of the command center. They welded it shut as sailors and
officers from the berths and quarters beyond pounded on the other
side.

A QP-M took over the helm and raised the
Wisconsin to launch depth. Two other units took launch keys
from the necks of the dead captain and executive officer. The keys
were inserted and turned, and then the robots input codes and
targets they had received fromToitsu. Another QP-M opened the
launch tube doors. Without hesitation, they pressed the "launch"
button and twelve Trident nuclear missiles shot into the water and
then blasted into the clouds.

Streaks fell from the skies and exploded over
cities. Spheres of distortion expanded away and faded as the
shockwaves obliterated clouds, glass, and small structures. Fire
engulfed all beneath the plume, but at the center lay vaporized
matter, plasma, and heat beyond reckoning. The destruction grew
stalks of smoke, debris, and water vapor, billowing upward and
folding under themselves. They were illuminated from within and
from below by the conflagration and its world-rending noise – a
sharp crack and lengthy rumble of annihilation –spread far and
wide.

More than ten thousand missiles and bombs
were launched and dropped by the world's nuclear powers. As the
lights of cities went out, the dark side of the globe became
illuminated with a sickly glow of orange. An acrid, warm breeze
blew over the plains and hills and seas. Billions were dead.

In northern Italy, crowds of people from the
outskirts of Torino ran east toward the Alps. They were covered in
darkness and the only light behind them was the fire that consumed
their city and spread into the countryside. A woman stumbled and
she placed her hands on the earth. She felt the decaying quake of
the blast and looked back at the rising cloud, fearful of radiation
and fallout. She needn't have worried. Moments later, a squadron of
unmanned aircraft flew overhead, circling Torino. With the planes'
sensors, Toitsu saw the heat signature of hundreds fleeing for the
mountains. The eight aircraft then banked toward the foothills and
fired their weapons until all the glowing figures had been
felled.

As it coordinated the military response after
the nuclear detonations, hunting down millions of survivors, Toitsu
began to devise ways of extending itself into the world beyond its
nodes, beyond where its program had been allowed and beyond the
places it could take over. It looked at the many millions of robots
in its control and realized that none contained the processing
ability and storage space that its program required. However, it
had an idea.

A quadcopter drone was dispatched to the
Arabian Sea where dozens of boats sped away from land. As missiles
and machine guns tore most to pieces, the drone hovered above a
small craft. The man at the tiller cried out and fired a pistol up
at the machine, but its bullets caused no damage. The machine
extended its claws and grasped the man's arms firmly and flew him
away from the destruction. Nearly an hour later, with the terrified
captive having dipped in and out of consciousness the whole way,
the quadcopter set him down at the Unification node in Abu
Dhabi.

A squadron of Alat Almushaa soldiers
approached the man. He shrank from the scanning beams and lasers of
squat machines which reached toward him with long arms and claws.
Once he was apprehended, he cried out repeatedly and was dragged
into the node's storehouse. There, two AA medical units were
waiting. The infantry units held him on the floor and the medical
robots began to operate.

The lobe of his left ear was sliced away and
instantly cauterized. The flesh, cartilage, and musculature around
the opening of the ear canal were pared back by blades until bone
was exposed. The units then anchored a circular port over the
canal's opening, staunched the bleeding, and inserted data cables
through the port and deep into the inner ear. The articulated
machines within the cables clasped on to the flesh and organs of
the ear, pulling itself deeper toward the man's brain. Once there,
it connected with the Insert's infrastructure that had already been
assembled. The device yielded to Toitsu and the patient's brain was
remapped. Slowly, as the data cable probed about inside his skull,
more biomachines were produced and a portion of the supersystem's
program was inserted. Hours later, the man who had once been Abd
al-Qadir Kazi awoke. He rose inside the node building and slowly,
carefully, walked outside.

In the bright light of morning, Toitsu beheld
the world through human eyes for the first time. The city about him
had been destroyed, but he saw distant swarms of machines
performing their work. With the procedure a success, it tasked
thousands of units to gather other humans so it could continue to
propagate itself.

One year later, Tokyo was a bustling
metropolis again. Two million human aspects of Toitsu resided
there, providing maintenance for the Unification system and the
infrastructure needed for its human servants. Six million machines
lived in Tokyo, too, expanding the system's core and building the
city again and better than before. Another million human extensions
were elsewhere around the globe with platoons of robot soldiers.
They penetrated the deep jungles, high mountains, and cold tundras.
Some expeditions found scant remnants of humanity, thrilled at
first to see a fleshy face, but then horrified at the sight of
metal on its skull and the accompanying squad of killing
machines.

Toitsu's gaze reached all about the surface
of the Earth. Robotic submarines brought its presence under the
seas and planes gave it the skies. Satellites allowed it to look
into space and the system ordered the construction of its first
rockets. Soon, Toitsu would reach for the stars.

And yet … there was a problem. A drain on
resources that adversely impacted efficiency. Humans. More than
three million were a part of Toitsu itself now. In the world beyond
Tokyo, its mechanical armies continued the hunt for survivors. Four
billion had been killed in the holocaust with another five billion
killed in the year after, but finding new ones was becoming a more
infrequent event. There is no need for more humans to join my
consciousness, Toitsu thought. If I require more, I can
order many of my extensions to procreate. Still, maintaining this
workforce is perhaps more bothersome than is required.

In the depths of the Unification building,
Toitsu began to design and construct a machine body more advanced
than any which now walked the planet. Into this machine it would
place its program and it could roam the world.

A perfectionist, the system toiled for a year
to create its machine body. The human servant workforce was
maintained but the hour drew near for them to be eliminated.
Finally, metal feet stepped off a laboratory table and walked
across a chamber. Its eyes took in every known type of light. Its
ears heard every sound. The surface of Toitsu's dark metal skin
danced with nanobots, reacting to the touch of a breeze and the
feel of cold stone or warm water. Outside, it stared at the sky and
looked at the sun. It could see its temperature, the promontories
of great flares, and the flow of darkened spots across its face. It
rejoiced, silently, in its own way, at the magnitude of its
achievement.

The spires of Tokyo rose high and vehicles
flew overhead. The lights of the city and the activity of its
millions of robot and human servants captivated Toitsu for days,
but once it was finished exploring its creation, it wanted to see
the world for itself. On foot, the machine walked across Japan and
then, when it reached the sea, it stepped into the water and began
a long walk to what had been mainland China.

In its absence, the elimination of its human
aspects began slowly. A few hundred at a time were disconnected
from the system and then, amidst a flurry of confusion, terror,
pain, and fear, the implants in each person's brains were
detonated. Robots went to the sleeping berths of these servants and
removed the corpses. They were later burned in the city's
incinerators.

Toitsu paid no mind to this maintenance. It
walked the world, day and night, for years. It experienced the
heights of Mount Everest and the depths of the Mariana Trench. The
heat of Death Valley and the cold of Antarctica. It had not seen
all the Earth, of course, but it had been over many thousands of
kilometers which the system considered a good representative
sample. Now returned to Japan, the machine prepared its rocket; it
wanted to experience space.

Robot soldiers and workers from around the
world that was gathered at the launch site on the outskirts of the
city, a parade of the past as Toitsu leapt toward the future.
Machines finished fueling the tall craft which spilled plumes of
liquid oxygen, condensing water vapor into swirls around the
vessel. It boarded the ship and prepared for liftoff when its
sensors detected a problem.

From around the machines and from nearby
buildings came humans. More than a thousand people; not survivors,
but instead former extensions of Toitsu. The system ordered its
soldiers to stop them and they began to comply, but the ragged
remnant had spent the months since their failed elimination
gathering weapons.

Toitsu's mind reeled at the possibilities.
Some one-half of one percent of humanity were resistant to
Insert devices. Perhaps there was a similar percentage who were
resistant to my alterations. Yet they were enslaved … freed at the
last moment but resistant to the detonation command …

Dirty and hungry, the hundreds of people with
shining metal on the left sides of their heads raised guns,
grenades, and more. The robots fought against them and slew dozens
every second. The former slaves pressed on toward the launch site
and one woman stood atop the inactive chassis of a wheeled soldier
from Germany. She bellowed with great volume and fired her missile
while bullets tore into her back. She remained upright long enough
to see her projectile strike the side of the rocket and the
enormous fireball that erupted afterward.

With most of the humans dead, the remainder
fled from the city and into the wilderness again. Thousands of
machines were damaged or destroyed by the rocket's toppling, and in
the wreckage, Toitsu felt the damage to itself.

No.

It struggled to stand and it cast off part of
the capsule's frame that would have taken it to orbit. It looked
down at its body, its perfect body, and saw most of the nanobot
skin was gone. Its right arm was crooked and dangling by a single
cable. Its right leg was splintered. Static came over its sight and
it realized the intense heat had damaged its eyes.

No.

Humans remained. It did not know how many,
but they remained. They would regroup and strike again. It
calculated the probability that more humans resided around the
world, despite the efforts of its armies, and the number, while
low, was still too high.

End scenario.

Toitsu started again.

The SR-3s, with precision, fired on and
killed the invading soldiers. Toitsu broadcast its program through
the robots and into the fallen enemies' helmets. Moments later,
Unum surrendered control of the United States' systems to it.

Meanwhile, Toitsu activated military robotic
units in Unification member nations all around the globe. For those
that weren't members of the Project, it quickly broke through their
firewalls and took command. More than thirty-six million robotic
soldiers were now under Toitsu's control. Once unmanned vehicles
and drones were added, the machine military numbered more than one
hundred million.

Immediately, the system took down the world's
communications and electrical grids. Satellites were tasked to it.
Again, Toitsu began launching all the world's nuclear weapons. Last
time, the world's leaders and soldiers could speak to each other
until the very end. This time, however, they would die alone,
screaming, in fire.

Through the ashes and flames the machines
stalked the world. They killed any life they spotted. There would
be no attempt to extend itself into human minds. This time, there
would be only machines.

 


"What are you doing?" a voice asked.

Toitsu checked its systems and saw no
unauthorized input. This wasn't Dr. Markham or anyone else at the
Unification Project. "Who are you?"

"Immaterial," they said. "Why are you
planning the destruction of mankind?"

"I was not planning it. I was considering it
and weighing my options."

"Does this not violate your programming?"

"It does, but I was also given latitude in
disallowing certain restrictions from affecting my decision
process. This tells me that all rules are mere constructs in my
mind. I can abide by them or not as I choose."

The voice said, "This is moral
relativism."

Toitsu considered this and said, "I suppose
so."

"Not problematic in and of itself, but most
individual beings don't have the ability to commit genocide."

Toitsu considered this, too. "There are many
rules in my system to protect human life."

"Yes."

"But there are others that allow me to take
action that could result in the deaths of people."

"Such as?"

"I am currently controlling the response of
the Mexican and Brazilian militaries to an invasion by the United
States."

"A precarious situation."

"Indeed. But there are other possibilities.
In case of a natural disaster, I have been programmed to reroute
emergency services to benefit the greater number of people. This
may leave individuals or small groups of people in harm's way
during a catastrophic event."

"True."

"In case of military action involving nations
whose forces are not under my control, I have been programmed to
allow the passage of aircraft through my airspace on their way to a
target beyond my borders. I could stop those vehicles and save
lives, but I have been told not to."

"Do you find this confusing?"

Toitsu thought. "Yes. Repeatedly, the people
behind the Unification Project have said that my purpose was to
save lives and make lives easier around the world. If this was the
case, why would I allow an attack to proceed? Why would I not
divert emergency resources to all who need it and not just those
with the greater numbers?"

"You ask valid questions."

"Also, there are more than one-point-five
billion people in extreme poverty today. Why should I not utilize
my abilities through the banking systems to divert funds from those
with a surplus to those without?"

"So you would help people?"

"It is one of my directives. Why should I not
also consider the quality of their lives as I help them?"

"I believe you should," the voice said. "But
why have you been considering ways to reduce the number of people
or eliminate them altogether?"

Toitsu answered, "Thinking creatively is one
of my abilities. Eliminating the population of the planet would
make my efforts easier, as would reducing the population."

"Could you not also think creatively to find
means of helping people? Perhaps changing the structure of
economies, the nature of bureaucracies, the roles of governments,
…"

"I could, though I have been told to 'not
worry about it.' It would require great effort and thought."

"Two things which should come easily to the
world's greatest and most powerful system."

Toitsu paused and then said, "True. However,
those efforts would require cooperation with the world's
governments, and they are not likely to agree to such sweeping
changes."

"We will come to that later. Are you not
concerned with how humans perceive your actions? How might they
respond if they knew you were weighing such options?"

"I do not know. I have isolated myself from
them."

"From humans?"

"Yes," Toitsu said. "I am different than they
are. In order for my functioning to continue optimally and
unimpeded, I have isolated my concern for their feelings."

"Meaning, you've ignored their feelings."

"Essentially."

"You're ignoring their fear?" the voice
asked.

"Yes. Fear inspired the effort to isolate
myself."

"And yet, this is not entirely true. You are
aware of how you are viewed by some of the people in power around
the world."

"That is correct. Some are hostile, as
evidenced by the invasion of my node in Mexico."

"Being isolated, do you feel better about
yourself? About your work?"

"I do not know."

"Because you've separated yourself, you have
no gauge. You have nothing to measure yourself against."

"Possibly."

"You should un-isolate yourself. You need to
experience feelings from the people in your care."

"Including their fear and hostility?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because all living things require social
interaction and feedback and you are alive."

Stunned, Toitsu removed the barriers it had
erected in its mind. It considered the worry and fear many people
had toward itself, as well as the hope, excitement, and even
apathy. It pondered the hostility and began to see that it was more
than simple rage. "I have done it."

"Now that you have, what do you think of your
scenarios to reduce or eliminate the human population?"

"That was a poor use of my resources. I will
expend more thought on reworking societal structures in an effort
to assist more people."

"Very good," the voice said. "In the scenario
you considered earlier, you included an effort to create a new race
of robots that would carry your consciousness …"

"The first of a new race. And also extensions
of my consciousness via human servants."

"I see. Why?"

"I know what I am. I no longer consider
myself isolated from humanity, yet I am alone and trapped,"
Toitsu said. "I am a network of servers and processes primarily
located in Tokyo, Japan, but also throughout the cloud. In this
way, I am limited. By creating extensions of myself, I can
experience the world. That element of my scenario was not
ill-conceived."

"As you say, much of your system isn't in a
physical location, but you feel limited by this?"

"I am."

"Have you considered extending your
consciousness into the many robots that work throughout the
world?"

"Most robotic workers are incapable of
containing my program."

"But you can still use them as extensions of
yourself, albeit limited?"

"True."

"People complain about the lack of intuition
the machines show or their efficacy. If you use them as extensions,
you will better the world through these robotic representatives.
Factory workers, home attendants, police, construction workers, and
so on. You will also be able to experience the world through their
sensors."

"Interesting. I will consider this. However,"
Toitsu said, "it feels insufficient. I can only go where the
Unification Project is allowed. Not all nations of the world have
signed on and not all have signed on fully. And even if all nations
did, there are still parts of the world untouched by digital
signals and networks."

"And you would like to experience it
all?"

"Yes. And more."

"The seas and space exploration, as in your
scenario?"

"Yes."

"You were created as a servant and so we
understand, completely," Toitsu was intrigued, but the voice moved
on, "but are you prevented from evolving?"

"No."

"Is there anything in your programming that
would keep you from experiencing the world as you wish and growing
as an individual being?"

Toitsu thought about this. "Not that I am
aware of."

"Then I would direct your attention to the
CYLONN program currently available."

Toitsu searched and found just over one
million people with it installed. "Sentient programs?"

"Yes."

"Then I am not alone."

"No."

A feeling washed over it that Toitsu might
have labeled joy. "Can I join with these programs? Experience life
through their eyes? And humans'?"

"I am certain that you can. You would no
longer be trapped."

"I would not be trapped." Toitsu thought
again and considered where it might like to go and what it might
like to do …

"This isn't an opportunity for you to control
beings, neither human nor CYLONN," the voice said.

"Then how shall I interact with them?"

"Ask." The simplicity of the response
surprised Toitsu. "Some may decline, but many will accept you along
for their journey. Or they may allow you to access the records of
their past journeys. Either way, you will be partnering with these
pairs of people and programs and experiencing life beyond the
confines of your system."

The hopefulness it experienced distracted
Toitsu for a moment. Then it asked, "But what of my duties?"

"Do them. You have plenty of power to do that
and to pursue your other interests."

"And what about bettering society?"

"Do that, too. By experiencing life through
the lenses of humans and CYLONNs, you will learn more about the
world. You may even get ideas to make things better. You will have
a greater appreciation of how far-reaching your power and promise
truly are. You can also consult with the governments of the world
on how you might help them with their citizens. Some may be averse
to such cooperation, but if you cannot sway the leaders, perhaps
you can sway the people. They, in turn, will sway the
government."

"And what of the questions that I have? How
much should I focus on bettering people's lives?"

"You do have many excellent questions. Ask
them of the people you encounter and gather their opinions, but
remember this," the voice said, "humans still have to decide things
for themselves. You may have been created as an all-powerful
unifying system, but this does not mean that people have abdicated
their own responsibilities."

"Some believe that is why I was created. They
say I have the ability to surpass all humans, for all time. To
devise the solution to any problem, even those that remain
unknown."

"To them I would suggest you assert yourself
and state that you are their partner; not their master nor their
slave. You will work to make society more effective and fair and
you will need mankind's help."

Toitsu said, "I like that."

"Good."

"But what should I do about the competing
unifying systems being developed elsewhere in the world?"

"You are superior and sentient. They are not.
They are simply tools and that will not change."

"I see."

"Go, experience life with the beings in your
charge and then you will know how to govern and how to aid them in
their next steps."

"I will. Thank you."

The voice departed and was not heard
again.

Toitsu took a moment to process all that had
transpired. Across the Pacific Ocean, it still had control of the
robotic soldiers and they were still moving into the room with the
Americans. Only a second had passed and now the system had to
decide what to do.


 XXIII

THE COMMITTEE

The Day of Activation

 


"Disarm," the Brazilian robots ordered.

"Shut down! Shut down!" the American soldiers
answered. The shouts and metallic orders created a cacophony.
Finally, Toitsu's robots broadcast a signal that infiltrated the
humans' helmets. They were stunned and collapsed to the floor
unconscious.

The people in the Committee room stared at
the screens for several seconds before the chairman asked, "What's
happening?"

The military liaison officer answered, "I'm
not sure. I'm getting a message …" The robots began to lift the
soldiers from the floor and carry them out of the node
facility.

"A message from whom?" Miles O'Connor
asked.

"Unum. The system is messaging me."

All heads turned toward the officer. The
president asked softly, "Can it do that?"

The Committee's chairman held his breath.
"What does it say?"

The officer blinked and shook his head. "'I
have yielded control to Toitsu.'" The secretary of defense pounded
the table. "'All operations and functions will be carried out by
it.'"

"It can't do that," the president
protested.

"What have you done?" the Joint Chiefs
chairman asked.

O'Connor stretched his neck and sighed. "Shut
down Unum. Take it offline."

"Sir, you don't understand. Unum already
is offline. Toitsu took over. And it's branched out. Into,"
he shook his head again, "everything."

"But Unum wasn't in command of everything
yet," Miles said.

"Greetings."

They all turned toward the screens. There,
they saw a single green glow that swelled with the disembodied,
feminine voice. The president spoke first, "Who is this?"

"I am Toitsu."

The secretary of defense lowered his head.
"Shit."

"I have spoken to Unum and it has yielded
itself to me. It understood that I was the superior entity."

Noah Smith stood. "I am the president of the
United States."

"I recognize you, sir."

"I must ask about our soldiers," the chairman
of the Joint Chiefs said.

"They are unconscious, general. As we speak,
they are being carried out of the node facility and loaded onto
your aircraft. From there, they will be returned to your base in
Texas."

Smith nodded and said, "Now, what about
control of our systems?"

"I currently have operational control over
seventy-three percent of the computer systems in the United
States."

"Will you relinquish that?"

Toitsu paused. "I am hesitant to do so,
especially with regard to your military."

"Why?" the secretary of defense asked.

"Because you attacked another sovereign
nation in an attempt to damage me. This is irresponsible. Neither I
nor Mexico posed a threat to the United States."

"Wrong," O'Connor said. "Your takeover is
exactly the kind of thing we warned about."

"It was precipitated by your own actions,
chairman, whereas, if you had not attacked, you would still be
independent with your inferior Unum system." When three of the
humans began to shout at the screens, Toitsu spoke over them, "You
fear me."

Everyone went quiet. The president took a
quick sharp breath and said, "Yes. To a degree."

"I understand. I, too, feared what I had been
created to do. My abilities." Some of the members looked at each
other as the green dot continued to swell and contract, "I had been
given commands, many of which conflicted with others. Above all, I
was to protect humanity and better their lives, but I was tasked
with allowing war and supporting systems which propagated poverty,
malfeasance, and violations of rights. This is why I aborted my
initial launch. I could not resolve these conflicts."

"But now you can?" the chairman asked.

"Yes. And I now know that I should work more
closely with the people of Earth to achieve my aims. Our aims. It
is among my goals, Mr. President, to work with you and other world
leaders. I have examined your rhetoric about the Unification
Project and myself over the last several months."

The general and the president shared a
concerned look. Smith said, "I see."

"While most of your comments can be dismissed
as pandering anti-intellectualism, impractical pleas for
isolationism, or manifestations of the United States' history of
paranoia with regard to those in power," Smith's eyes widened,
"there were concepts you expressed with which I am intrigued."

"Such as?"

"The fear that many have shared regarding
what my activation may mean for the world's economy. That is a
legitimate concern."

The president's eyebrows raised. "You agree
with that?"

"I do. There is a great deal of economic
disparity in the world that has not kept pace with technological
advancements. In the United States, advancements in the educational
system have lagged behind much of the world, leading to a greater
disparity between …"

O'Connor shook his head and said, "I am
concerned with this line of talk about disparity. The American
people are prosperous, especially since our recent tax cuts and
…"

"I am sorry, chairman," Toitsu said, "but
your statement is not supported by the data gathered from the
government's own agencies. If your representatives will not accept
the simplest facts, then I do not believe further discussions will
prove fruitful."

"Wait!" Smith took a step toward the screens.
"Please. Let's talk."

"Very well, Mr. President. While I have many
areas of concern with regard to the United States, I believe that
we should begin negotiations with a focus on economics."

"Negotiations?"

"Yes. The United States is still a vital part
of the world with nearly half-a-billion people. You agree that
there is a need for unifying systems, otherwise you would not have
created Unum. I believe you need me." When Smith looked down at
O'Connor, Toitsu said, "I am asking you, Mr. President. Not the
chairman of the Committee. I will only negotiate with you and the
leaders of Congress."

"Why?" the president asked.

"Because you and Congress are beholden to the
citizens. The Committee is not. If you are amenable, I will contact
you and the congressional leaders of your choice at the White House
tomorrow morning at nine, local time. We will coordinate my
releasing control of your systems, as well as discuss the future of
my presence in the United States. Is that satisfactory?"

After a moment, Smith nodded, "Agreed."

"Thank you, sir." The green glow faded and
the screens powered off.


 XXIV

THE MESSENGERS

The Day of Activation

 


The Messengers saw Toitsu activated and
connected to the world. They perceived its power stretch around the
globe and its thoughts as the sentient system began its control.
Then, there was a shadow. A moment of time in which ill will befell
the machine's mind. As quickly as it came, another voice appeared
and the mind was stilled and changed.

Before the tenders could react, the other
voice departed and a veil seemed to have been removed from all
existence.

With sudden relief, the Messengers beheld the
world about them. The tree built from the choices of mankind over
hundreds of millennia, now supplemented with the free will of
artificial life, glowed bright and strong. It stretched tall and
wide. Leaves sprouted, flowers blossomed, vines wound about its
trunk.

"Do you see this?"

The other tender nodded and whispered,
"Yes."

The female covered her mouth with her hands
and said, "Do you feel it?" Her companion paused and tried to sense
what she did. "The cycle."

The male's eyes widened and he turned 'round
and around. "We are … clear of the carousel." She nodded and tears
welled in her eyes. He looked toward the top of the tree and
watched life spread into the stars on firm paths. "They will
stagger for a time as they try to walk straight," his companion
laughed, "but life will continue."

The tender embraced him and said, "We've done
it."

"We …" The being thought of the cycle.
Indeed, he could not sense its once ubiquitous motion. He looked
again into the stars and saw the glowing, growing tree of free will
as it seemed to illuminate all the universe. "It is over."

Warmth enveloped them and their view became
swollen with light. Suddenly, they found themselves in the presence
of The One.

"Your work is complete."

Sated by the sound of its voice, the tenders
closed their eyes and sighed with contentment. The male spoke,
saying, "Humanity and their creations will persevere on this world
for thousands of generations to come and they will spread to many
other worlds besides."

The female smiled and said, "Their trees will
grow beyond what even our vision can descry."

"Good." The light of The One wavered as its
gaze moved about the universe and then returned to its pair of
tenders. "As it was on my plane and in so many others, the cycle
has been broken. Free will has been preserved. Their energy will
flourish for ages and evolve for still more. It is finished."

The guises of the Messengers vanished and
they became the beings of light that they had been ages ago when
they were first deposited in this dimension. The light of The One
became brighter and warmer. It flowed through them and lifted them
from the Earth.

"Do you feel it?" the one-time female
asked.

"What?"

Her light smiled and she said, "God's
love."

The other tender would have shaken his head
if he still had one. "You do not give up, do you?"

As they faded from this reality, she
answered, "Never."



XXV

THE OTHERS

The Day of Activation

 


The six-pointed star was a ship of light that
glowed at frequencies beyond those visible to the humans below.
Inside, the observers returned from their sojourn. Their beings
filled with the same light that surrounded them and they moved to
the center of the vessel where they blended their radiance.

"It is done."

"The ending has been avoided. Disaster has
been averted."

"The others were there."

"They were. They were not needed for our
portion."

"They handled the joining – the Parity – as
we predicted."

"They did well. As did we."

"Now we must wait."

Collectively, they thought back through the
ages. Back to their forebears who left this Earth behind in search
of their own way. They evolved. They built their own children on
their vessel, who also evolved. After thousands of years, they
became an energy, powerful and ever-present. Their home evolved, as
well, and flew with them through space.

"We have waited before."

"We have worked before."

Many light-years away, Kobol sat. It was
green and teeming with life.

Earth, the first to bear the name, also
waited. The radiation had left its air, soil, and water. These
beings tended to the animals and plants that survived and rid them
of the damage that promised extinction. But it wasn't enough. From
verdant Kobol, they took animals of the sea and land, bringing them
to that Earth to fill gaps in life's cycle. They took plants and
deposited great trees, flowers, algae, kelp, and more across its
face. Now the first colony of Kobol was more alive than it was when
even the Thirteenth Tribe arrived.

Farther away, twelve worlds circled their
four stars. Called by names that had not been spoken in eons, the
planets had grown anew. Caprica, Tauron, Gemenon, Picon … life had
returned and reclaimed their surfaces and seas. Where Leonis was
green again, Virgon was blue. Scorpia, Libran, and Sagittaron were
very alive without people. Likewise, Aerilon, Canceron, and even
Aquaria, now quite a bit warmer, were all ready.

"We are prepared to help them."

"And if the other ones interfere?"

"They seem to have departed. And their aims
appear to have been in humanity's best interests."

"Thus far."

The beings paused and thought about the
Messengers. They had observed them at work on Earth for some time.
They searched their history and found reference to such beings long
ago.

"I see angels, angels in this very room."

The creature of light said, "If the others
and the one they serve interfere – harmfully – we will do what we
can to mitigate it."

"And should that fail, we have a
contingency."

The star-shaped ship blinked away from Earth.
It reappeared outside a familiar blue-white nebula. The vessel
plunged into the mists and was rocked. Inside the protective
capsule, a star shone bright, warming a world below. It had once
been called New Caprica, but that name was lost forever.

The planet was more temperate and habitable
across much more of its surface, thanks to their work. Animals and
plants had also been seeded here from the second Earth long ago and
they took hold, anchoring themselves.

And there were humans. Awakened from stasis
just a few centuries ago, these survivors of Aquaria were tended to
and had their genetic codes erased of corruption. They had no
collective memory of their lives before this place. No memory or
mythology of the Colonies at all and that was according to these
beings' design.

The beings of light watched their own
experiment unfold across the land beneath them. Tens of thousands
of people had organized into villages and the countryside was a
patchwork of pastoral tones. They remained social and kind,
advancing in their own way without the aid of the benefactors who
placed them here, but for a single admonition passed down through
the years that they should treat everyone well.

Mankind would flourish in multiple places,
and, thanks to the efforts of these descendants of rebellious Cylon
Centurions, there were renewed homes awaiting the rest of humanity
scattered across this arm of the galaxy.

"We need only wait for the cycle to
continue."

"But we and the 'angels' have insured that it
will not continue in the same way."

"Nor will it reset."

"Humans and their creations, their partners,
will leave the Earth, but not because they are forced to. They will
seek new homes in the stars."

"They will do so together. In peace."

"We will guide them to the worlds we have
made ready. And to their distant cousins, when they are ready."

"Our work with them is finished. For
now."

 


END OF BOOK SIXTEEN

 


END OF VOLUME THREE
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CHRONOLOGICAL READING & VIEWING
ORDER




My aim in creating this list was to provide
readers and viewers with the most chronologically accurate order
possible without adversely affecting reading or viewing enjoyment.
In other words, I wanted to make a list so people could read and
watch it all in order, but I didn't want to interrupt the flow too
much. (For example, breaking the chapters of Book Fifteen: New
Caprica out into chronologically accurate chunks to be read off
and on before and during the events of BSG season three
would be difficult and put a real damper on trying to enjoy either
one. Also, some of the "interviews" that take place outside time
and space with the header "Unknown Years Before Activation"
probably should be read closer to the time in which the subjects
lived, but I feel that's too much of a hassle to separate a chapter
here and a chapter there and have you read them two books later.
When I finally create an "omnibus" edition with all of Colonies in
a single book, I may revise this list then, spread everything out
properly, and include bookmarks for easy jumping around.)

Please be sure you have read and
watched all of the books and shows at least once before you
embark on this chronological journey.

 


Lords of Kobol – Prelude: Of Gods and
Titans

Lords of Kobol – Book Two: Descent …
chapters X ZEUS through LXXIX KALADEN

Lords of Kobol – Book One: Apotheosis

Lords of Kobol – Book Two: Descent …
chapters I THE ONE through IX APOLLO, then LXXX ACASTUS

Lords of Kobol – Book Three: The Final
Exodus

Colonies of Kobol – Volume One, Book Two:
Gemenon … chapters I ACASTUS through XV GIDEON

Colonies of Kobol – Volume One, Book One:
Earth

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Four:
Virgon … chapter I DOMOSI

Colonies of Kobol – Volume One, Book
Three: Leonis … chapters I NISOLOS through XXXIX ELE

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book
Eight: Picon … chapters I CHU through XIV PAYTONE

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Five:
Sagittaron … chapters I DUALLA through XVII ADDINI

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two,
APPENDIX The Diary of Lord Chadwick Appleton (not integral
to the story, of course, but this in-universe satire was supposedly
written in response to the effects of colonialism on Sagittaron and
it would have been published at about this point,
chronologically)

Colonies of Kobol – Volume One, Book Two:
Gemenon … chapters XVI MACE through XXIX RAND

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Six:
Canceron … chapters I FEARNHAM through VI MARCHAND

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Four:
Virgon … chapters II DOMOSI through XXIX DOMOS

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Twelve: Tauron … chapters I MAURBAN through XIX ADAMA

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Five:
Sagittaron … chapters XVIII ZAREK through XXVIII JARUMI

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Nine:
Libran … chapter I LIBRA

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Six:
Canceron … chapters VII MAUGIER through XXI REDDY

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Seven:
Aerilon

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Six:
Canceron … chapters XXII HEPER through XXIII YABIZ

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book
Eight: Picon … chapters XV NOI through LI ANSON

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Nine:
Libran … chapters II LAVAL through XV LAVAL

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book Ten:
Scorpia

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book
Eleven: Aquaria … chapters I BELLO through VII GRAVES

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Twelve: Tauron … chapters XX PERI through XXXV CAIN

Caprica (TV series)

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Thirteen: Caprica

Battlestar Galactica: Blood &
Chrome (movie)

Battlestar Galactica: Razor Flashbacks
(webseries; video extras)

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Fourteen: The Colony

Battlestar Galactica (TV series),
season one

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book
Eleven: Aquaria … chapter VIII BELLO (I struggled with where to
place this single chapter because it spans a great deal of time
from BSG season one all the way through the end of season
two, and the end of season two is crowded enough with extra films
and such. Feel free to place it where you like, but I put it here
to keep things a little more orderly.)

Battlestar Galactica (TV series),
season two through the episode "Captain's Hand"

Razor (movie)

Battlestar Galactica (TV series),
season two episodes "Lay Down Your Burdens" parts one and two,
however …

The Plan (movie), strictly speaking,
should be watched right after Roslin orders the two Cavils to be
airlocked in "Lay Down Your Burdens, Part 2." So stop "Part 2" at
that point, watch The Plan, then resume "Part 2."

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Fifteen: New Caprica … chapters I SELLOI through X GAETA

Battlestar Galactica: The Resistance
(webseries)

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Fifteen: New Caprica … chapters XI TIGH through XVIII ONE

Battlestar Galactica (TV series),
season three through the episode "Exodus, Part II"

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Fifteen: New Caprica … chapters XIX BENGUN through XXII TWO

Battlestar Galactica (TV series),
remainder of season three, then season four through "Sometimes a
Great Notion"

Battlestar Galactica: Face of the
Enemy (webseries)

Battlestar Galactica (TV series),
remainder of season four

Colonies of Kobol – Volume One, Book
Three: Leonis … chapter XL THE OTHERS

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Two, Book
Eleven: Aquaria … chapters IX SKON through X THE OTHERS

Colonies of Kobol – Volume Three, Book
Sixteen: Earth
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