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Robot ech Sentinels: The Devil's Hand
Book 13 of the Robotech series
Copyright 1988 by Jack MKi nney

ROBOTECH CHRONOLOGY

1999 Alien spacecraft known as SDF-1 crashlands on Earth through an opening i n hyperspace,
effectively ending al nost a decade of dobal G vil War
In anot her part of the Galaxy, Zor is killed during a Flower of Life seeding attenpt.

2002 Destruction of Mars Base Sara

2009 On the SDF-1's | aunch day, the Zentraedi (after a ten-year search for the fortress) appear
and lay waste to Macross Island. The SDF-1 makes an accidental junp to Pluto.

2009-11 The SDF-1 battles its way back to Earth.

2011-12 The SDF-1 spends al nost half a year on Earth, is ordered to | eave, and defeats Dol za's
armada, which has laid waste to nuch of the planet.

2012-14 A two-year period of reconstruction begins.

2012 The Robotech Masters |ose confidence in the ability of their giant warriors to recapture the
SDF-1, and begin a mass pilgrinmge through interstellar space to Earth.

2013 Dana Sterling is born
2014 Destruction of the SDFs 1 and 2 and Khyron's battl ecruiser
2014-20 The SDF-3 is built and launched. Rick Hunter turns 29 in 2020; Dana turns 7

Subsequent events covering the Tiresian canpaign are recounted in the Sentinels series. A conplete
Robochronol ogy will appear in the fifth and final volune.

CHAPTER ONE

| leave it up to the historians and the noralists to judge whether our decision (the Expeditionary
nmssion) is right or wong. | knowonly that it is prudent and necessary-necessary for our very
survival both as a planet and as a life form If the Protoculture has taught ne anything, it is
that one nust sinply act! Wen all is said and done the inevitabilities and reshapings will have
their way, but to remain either conplacent or inert in the face of those fatalities is to invite
catastrophe of a higher order than any of us dare inagine.

From the personal journal of Dr. Em | Lang

In the mddle of the night on an alien world, an arny of insentient warriors dropped fromthe sky.
Tirol, as this small nmobon was known, represented a prize of sorts-the end of a |ong canpaign that
had taken the invaders through a dozen | ocal star systens and across the varied faces of twice
that nunber of worlds-the renote real ns of the once great enpire of the Robotech Masters, forged
and secured by their giant soldier clones, the Zentraedi. But Tirol itself was all but deserted,
abandoned al nost a generation earlier by those same Masters. So in effect this conquest was
sonet hi ng of a di sappointnment for the horde who had raised savagery to new hei ghts, sonething of a
nonevent .

But just as a rock tossed into a pond will nmake its presence known to distant shores, the
Invid' s arrival on Tirol would send powerful waves through the continuum and nowhere woul d the
effects of their invasion be nore greatly felt than on the world already inundated by previous
tides fromthis same quarter-a blue-white gemof a planet that had seen better days, but was
struggling still to regain control of its own fragile destiny..

Earth had captured its second satellite in the year 2013, when a joint Terran and XT force
had wested it fromthe control of the Zentraedi comander, Reno, faithful to the Inperative even
after Dolza's fiery denmise. The factory satellite was an enornous nmonstrosity, well in keeping
with the grotesque design of the Zentraedi fleet, that had been fol ded i nstantaneously through
space-tinme by Protoculture-fuel ed Reflex drives. It was radi sh-shaped and rose-colored in
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starlight, with fissures and convol utions suggestive of cerebral natter. Attached along its nedian
section by rigid stalklike transport tubes were half a dozen secondary sacs and appendages,
smal ler by far, but equally vegetal in aspect, veined and inconprehensible.

There were some 15,000 Humans and Zentraedi |iving onboard, a sizable portion of Earth's
post - apocal ypti ¢ popul ation. The majority of these nen and wonen had | abored for six years inside
the factory's weightless belly to construct a starship, a dinensional fortress soon to be
Ti rol bound-there to confront the Robotech Masters, and with luck curtail any threat of continued
war f ar e.

Anong those onboard were Vice Adniral Rick Hunter and his close friend and trusted
commander, Max Sterling. Froma viewport in the admiral's quarters, the two nen were watching null-
gee construction crews put the finishing touches on the massive ship's deliberately m sl eading
super structure.

"I just don't know whether we're ready for this," R ck was saying. He had turned fromthe
viewport and was three strides toward the center of the room "There are so many variables, so
many things that could go wong now. "

Max followed him a grin beneath the synpathetic | ook he had adopted. "Come on, what could
go wrong?"

Rick whirled on him "Maybe |I'm just not ready, Max!"

Ri ck's voice cracked on the word and Max coul dn't suppress a short laugh. "Ready? It's
been six years, Rick. How rmuch nore ready can you expect to be?"

"Guess |'mnot as good up agai nst the unknowns anynore." Rick shrugged, |owering his gaze.
"I mean, we've got sonething good going already. So why jeopardize it, why tanper with it?"

Max took his friend by the shoul ders and gave him an affectionate shake. "Look, you and
Lisa |l ove each other, so quit worrying. Everything's going to turn out fine. Besides, everybody's
excited about the wedding. And what are you going to do, wal k out on ten thousand guests?"

Rick felt the wisdomof it sink in, and sniled, self-nockingly.

They had both aged well, the rigors of life on- and of f-world notw thstandi ng; both had
turned twenty-nine in March and had at |east a few good years left in them Rick stood taller and
strai ghter now than he had during the war, and that conbined with some added wei ght gave him a
stronger, nore capable | ook. This was enhanced by the cut of the Expeditionary Force's high-
collared uniformand torso harness, a crisscross, tailed, and flare-shoul dered affair of black
| eather worn over tight-fitting trousers. He still wore his black hair stylishly long, though-a
fashion the Veritech flyboys of the Robotech Defense Force had been | argely responsible for. Mx,
too, had left behind the innocent |ook that had been something of a trademark. Wile Rick, Dr.
Lang, and Lisa Hayes had devoted thenselves to the SDF-3 project, Max had been busy distingui shing

himsel f in the Southlands, especially during the Ml content Uprisings of 2015-18. He still favored
the blue hair tint he had affected during the war, |ikew se oversize aviator glasses to contacts
or corrective mcrosurgery. Less than perfect vision had never handicapped his flying skills, in
any case.

Ri ck was gl anci ng back at the SDF-3 now. "And everybody gets to ride in the linm." He
sm rked.

Fabricated fromthe hull and power drives of Breetai's dreadnought and the sal vaged
remains fromthe SDFs 1 and 2, the ship was itself a wedding of sorts. Pursuant to Lang and
Exedore's requests, it was nore Zentraedi than Terran in design: a nontransfornabl e deepspace
| eviathan, bristling with antennae and blistered across its crinmson surface with scanner ports and
| aser-array gun turrets.

"We' || nmake sure you two get the backseat," Max said. "For at |east a couple of hours,
anyway. "

Ri ck | aughed from across the room Mx joined himat the external viewport, Earth's
i nconparabl e beauty filling the view. Sunlight glinted off the alloyed hulls and fins of dozens of
in-transit shuttles. Rick was staring down at the planet wistfully.

"When' s Lisa due back?" Max asked him

"Tormorrow. But |'mthinking of shuttling down to neet her."

Max nmade an approving sound. "I'Il ride with you."

"When haven't you," Rick said, after a nonent.

Wth the destruction of the SDFs 1 and 2 on that fateful winter night in 2014, Macross's
sister city, Monument, had risen to the fore as Earth's unofficial capital. The irradi ated remains
of Macross had been bull dozed flat and pushed into what hadn't been boiled away from Lake d oval
Three enornous nmannmade buttes marked the resting place of the superdi nmensional fortresses, along
with that of the Zentraedi cruiser that had destroyed them But those nobunds had not been
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conpl eted before volunteer teans of valiant Robotechnicians had braved sl ow death to sal vage what
they could fromthe devastation

Thri ce-born Macross, however, was not resurrected, as nuch by choice as anything el se; but
the nane lived on in a kind of nythic way, and Monunment City, to the sout hwest over a rugged
ridge, was doing its best to carry the tradition forward. This would change after the SDF-3
departed, but in 2020 things were nuch as they were in the Macross of 2014. That is not to say
that there weren't sinister currents in the air for one and all to perceive; but the Expeditionary
m ssion to Tirol was forenmpbst on the minds of those who could have prevented the subsequent slide.

Monunment was the seat of the United Earth Governnent, but the nost inportant building in
that burgeoning city was the headquarters of the new y-forned Arny of the Southern Cross, a
politico-mlitary party that had its origins in the Southlands during the Ml content Upri sings,
and had all but superseded the authority fornmerly enjoyed by RDF, nost of which was slated for the
Expedi ti onary nission. The headquarters was a soaring megaconpl ex whose central tower cluster had
been built to suggest the white gonfal ons, or ensigns, of a holy crusade hangi ng from hi gh
crosspi eces. The high-tech needl es were crowned with crenels and nerlons, |ike sone nedi eva
battl ement, announcing to all the world the ideals and esprit of the Arny of the Southern Cross.

Just now the building was host to a final press conference held jointly by nenbers of the
Expedi tionary M ssion Plenipotentiary Council, the RDF, and the Southern Cross. Dr. Emi| Lang and
the Zentraedi Anbassador, Exedore, spoke on behal f of the twelve-person council, while the
mlitary factions were represented respectively by Brigadier General Gunther Reinhardt and Field
Marshal Anatol e Leonard. The press was there in force, crowding the hall, jostling one another for
position, snapping off shot after stroboscopic shot, and grilling the four-nenber panel with an
overwhel mi ng array of questions from special-interest groups and insul ated power bases as distant
as Cavern City and Brasilia in the Southl ands.

Lang was doing his best to respond to one of these; for the third tinme, soneone in the
press corps had returned to the issue of Earth's potential vulnerability in the wake of the SDF-
3's departure. As the high priest of Robotechnology, Lang had little interest in such nmundane
concerns, but he was doing his best to restate the inportance of the nission and repeat |aunch
details that had al ready been covered in the press rel eases.

"Final selections for the crew are proceedi ng and we shoul d have no troubl e neeting our
| aunch schedule. If we are to avoid a second Robotech War, we nust make peaceful contact with the
Robot ech Masters and establish a relationship of nutual cooperation. That is the m ssion of the
SDF- 3. "

Murmurs of discontent spread through the crowd, and several reporters hurled insults of
one sort or another. But then, could anyone expect anything in the way of a concrete response from
soneone |ike Lang? Wien the nman chose to be profound, there were perhaps only a handful of
scientists on Earth who could follow him The rest of the time he cane across as alien as any
Zentraedi . Runors and specul ati ons about Lang went as far back as the early days on Macross
I sl and, when he and G oval, Fokker, Edwards, and a few others had first reconned the SDF-1, known
then as "the Visitor." He had taken a Zentraedi m nd-boost, sone cl ai med, a negadose of
Protoculture that had sonehow integrated his internal circuitry with that of the ship itself.
Certainly his marblelike eyes Ient credence to the tale. Al though he had been nore visible, nore
accessi bl e these past few years, he was still the sane ethereal man who had been the driving force
behi nd Robot echnol ogy since the turn of the century.

"I want to take this opportunity to reenphasize that the Robotech Expeditionary Force is
intended as a diplomatic m ssion,"” Exedore added wi thout being asked. "The SDF-3 will be traveling
to the honeworl d of the Robotech Masters, the third noon of the planet Fantoma, known as Tirol."
The Zentraedi notioned to the huge projection screen behind the speakers' platform which showed a
color schematic of the ringed giant's extensive system

"The Masters thensel ves have not engaged in actual conbat for nearly six generations.
However, it is inpossible to predict with certainty howthey will react to our mission. For that
reason the SDF-3 has been outfitted with a considerabl e arsenal of Robotech weaponry. In the event
that we are net with force, we shall be ready and able to defend ourselves. But | nust press the
point that the departure of the fortress will not |eave the Earth undefended. Commander Leonard
and his staff have all the capabilities for defense necessary to repel any invasion force. And as
the planet is not presently threatened by any eneny, we feel confident that the Earth is in no
j eopard-"

"If I may interrupt for a nonment," Leonard said angrily, getting to his feet. He had been
biting back his words for half the press conference, but had reached his breaki ng point when
Exedore-the alien!-began to inply that the SDF-3 would be facing greater potential danger than
abandoned Earth. Reporters throughout the hall-certainly those who had been planted there by the
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Sout hern Cross command to steer the conference toward this very confrontation-took advant age of
the nonent to get shots of the bearish, shaved-skulled field marshal confronting and towering over
the XT anbassador. Leonard's hatred of the Zentraedi was no secret anong the general staff. He had
never net Exedore full-size, as it were, but perhaps detested himeven nore in his Mcronized
state, especially since Terran cosnol ogi sts had gone to work on him styling his hair with a

wi dow s peak, and concealing the clone's dwarfish anatony beneath specially-tailored unifornmns.
Leonard often wi shed that Exedore had been anbng the Zentraedi Ml contents he had hunted down in

t he Sout hl ands. .

"I"'mnot as optimstic as the anbassador about the |ack of an eneny threat," Leonard
continued, his face red with rage. "Mark nmy words, the departure of the SDF-3 and its weapons
systens will |eave the Earth hopel essly vulnerable to attack! Even that factory satellite's going
to be nothing but a useless shell when the Expeditionary Force | eaves. They've stripped it clean-
and you' ve stripped us clean!"

"Centl enen, please," Lang tried to interject, stretching his arnms out between the two of
them Reinhardt, with his bald pate, beard, and fringe of premature gray hair, |eaned back in his
chair, overshadowed by Leonard's bul k.

"It's all very easy for himto say we'll be safe," the field marshal ranted. "Wen the
attack conmes, he'll be on the other side of the gal axy!"
"Frankly, | think you're a bit paranoid, Commander," Exedore announced evenly, al nost

clinically. "Wat attack do you nean-by whom from where?"

Leonard's great jow s quivered; his eyes flashed a hatred even Exedore coul dn't hel p but
feel. "For all we know, there could be a fleet of your fellow Zentraedi out there just waiting for
us to drop our guard!"

"That will be enough, Commander Leonard," Reinhardt said at last. "Alarnmist talk is of no
use to anyone at this point."

Leonard swal | oned the rebuke as flashes strobed w thout pause. He was aware that his

position with the general staff was still somewhat tenuous; and besides, he had made his point.
"Gentl enen, you're cutting our defenses to al nbst nothing,” he concluded, as shouts filled

the hall. "Once the SDF | eaves orbit | won't be able to defend the Earth against a fl ock of

pi geons. "

The press conference was being carried Iive around the world, and to Luna Base, Space
Station Liberty, and the factory satellite. But where many were finding cause for concern in
Leonard' s contentions, there was one viewer aboard the satellite who nerely laughed it off. He had
a drink in hand, his feet crossed on the top of the nonitor in his spacious quarters.

Leonard was overplaying the role, Major CGeneral T. R Edwards told hinself as he set the
drink aside. But his performance woul d have the desired effect nonethel ess.

Edwar ds knew even then that the Southern Cross would eventually gain the upper hand. If
necessary, Professor Lazlo Zand would see to that. And Senator Mran, whomthey had spent years
groom ng for high office, would ascend to the seat reserved for him

Edwards fingered the ugly raised scars that coursed across the right side of his forehead
and face-diagonally, fromhis hairline to the bridge of his nose, and fromthere in a reverse
angle to the heel of his jawbone. The eye at the apex of this triangular disfiguration was dead,
sewn shut to a dark slash. He would not be around to reap the immedi ate rewards of these conpl ex
conspi raci es and mani pul ations, but all that could wait until his return fromTirol. First, there
were scores to settle with ol der adversaries, scores that went back nore than twenty years.

Not far fromthe Southern Cross headquarters in one of Mnunment City's nore upscale
shopping districts, Admiral Lisa Hayes was being fitted for her weddi ng gown. She had chosen one
her late father would have approved of; it had a traditional, alnost antebelluml ook, |ots of
satin, lace, and tulle, with a full, two-petticoat tiered skirt, |Iong sleeves, and a sinple round
neck. The veil was rather short in contrast, with baby's breath and two silk roses affixed to the
headband. Lisa gave an appreciative nod as the two fitters fell back smiling, allow ng her center
place in the shop's mirrored wall. She ran her fingers under the flip of her shoul der-1ength
auburn hair-still unaccustonmed to the cut-and said, "Perfect."

In the front room Dr. Jean Grant and Captain Mriya Sterling wondered al oud what was
taking Lisa so long, not out of concern but anticipation. The day was sonet hing of a shopping
spree for Jean and Mriya as well; in less than a week they would be on their way to Tirol, and on
this trip out the SDF wouldn't be traveling with a full city inits belly. And who knows what to
expect in the way of shops on Tirol, Max had qui pped when the two wonen left the factory
satellite. They had brought the kids al ong, Dana and Bow e, both nearing eight years old,
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presently bored and antagoni stic.

Bowi e had Jean's petiteness and dark honey conpl exi on; his health had never been robust,
but that didn't prevent blond and | anky Dana fromteasi ng hi m whenever she could. He was standing
sullen-faced in the shop's doorway when she snuck up behind himto yank his SDF cap down over his
face.

"Hey, cut it out!" Bowi e yelled. "Wiy'd you do that, Dana?"

She returned a wi de-eyed | ook of innocence, elaborate concern in her voice. "I didn't do
anything. | think your brain nust be getting smaller."

"Ahhh, whose brain's getting smaller?" Bowi e said, working the visored cap up to where it
bel onged.

"Ckay, | admt it, I'mguilty," Dana answered him sincere all of a sudden. "I guess

can't pull the wool over your eyes."

Jean and Mriya had both turned at the sound of Bowie's initial how, but they had | ong
ago decided on a policy of nonintervention when it came to the kids. Though children were included
in the Expeditionary m ssion, Bowi e and Dana woul d not be anbng them |In Bowie's case it was a
matter of health-a fact that had since steered Jean into research nedicine. But Dana was exenpt
for reasons less clear-cut; as the only child of a Hunman-Zentraedi union, she had been studied,
tested, and evaluated since birth, and was judged too precious a conmpdity to risk on such an
enterprise. This, in any case, was the thinking of Professor Zand, who had headed up the nedica
teans, and Max and Mriya had reluctantly accepted the logic of it. The deci sion was unalterable
now, no matter what, and it was guaranteed that Bow e and Dana woul d grow up as near siblings
under the care of the Sterlings' close friends, Rolf and Laura Enmerson

Mriya was thinking these things through while she watched the children's bickering
escal ate, then dissolve into playful banter. "Look at them Jean," she said the way only a not her
can. "Do you think we're doing the right thing?"

Jean gave one of the clothes racks a casual spin. "OF course we are, sweetie. You know
that."

The two wonmen showed strained snmiles to one another. How often they had tal ked about the
irony of their friendship; how often they had renenbered Jean's sister-in-law, Caudia Gant, who
died in Khyron's suicide run against the SDF-1. And perhaps the conversation would have taken a
turn in this direction even then, had not Lisa chosen just that nonment to present herself as bride-
t o- be.

"Well, what do you think?" she asked them turning around for their inspection

Mriya, who had worn her hair enerald green for years, was too surprised by the gown's
conservative cut to say nuch; but Jean said, "I think you picked a beauty, Admiral. That gown is
shi pshape fromstemto stern."

"Yeah, but howwill it travel in hyperspace?" Mriya thought to ask

"You two..." Lisa laughed, while her friends began to finger the gown here and there. None

of them were aware that a newconmer had entered the ship until a female voice said, "Excuse nme."

Lisa | ooked up and uttered a surprised gasp. Lynn-M nnei was standing in the doorway. Lisa
had been thinking of her not five mnutes before, standing in front of the mrror seeing new age
lines in her thirty-five-year-old face and conparing herself to the seem ngly agel ess star of song
and screen.

“I-1 hope I'mnot interrupting, Lisa, but |I heard you were in town, and well, | just
wanted to congratul ate you before the wedding. | nmean, it's going to be such a madhouse up there."
They had hardly been strangers these past six years, but hadn't seen each other since the wedding
date had been officially announced sone five nonths ago. "lI'd love to help out any way | can-that
is, if youd allowne to, Lisa."

"Mnnei," Lisa said with a note of disbelief. "This is so unexpected. But don't be silly,
of course you can help," she added, |aughing. "Come here."

They enbraced, and held hands as they stepped back to regard one another. Lisa couldn't
hel p but marvel at Mnnei's youth and radi ance. She really was the one constant in everyone's
lives.

"Ch, Lisa, | want so nuch to | et bygones be bygones. That dress is |lovely-1 always knew
you'd nake a beautiful bride."
"Ms. Mnnei's right, Admiral," enthused the shop owner, who had appeared out of nowhere.

It was obvious that the man was thrilled to have a celebrity of Mnnei's stature in his boutique;
he risked a glance at the street, hoping sone passersby had noticed her enter

"I still think she should get married in her EVA suit," Bowi e said fromacross the room
only to have Dana pull the cap down on his forehead again.

"Children!" Jean scol ded as the bickering recomenced.
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M nnei asked to see the engagenent ring, and Lisa held out her hand.
"I can't tell you what it nmeans to see you again, Mnnei," Lisa said softly.

"That devious little Zentraedi's got the whol e Supreme Council eating out of his hand!"
Commander Leonard conpl ained to Rolf Enerson after the press conference.

Emer son, soon to inherit two eight-year-olds, was every bit the conmander's opposite, in
appearance as well as ideology; but the two of them had neverthel ess managed to mai ntain a working
rel ati onship. Major Enerson, handsone, clean-cut, and fine-featured, was, strictly speaking, RDF
but he had becone sonething of a |iaison officer between the general staffs of the mlitary
factions. Well aware of Leonard's xenophobi a-and of the infanous "thi gh wound" the field marsha
had sustained during the Ml content Uprisings-Enerson was willing to let the racial slur slide,
even though he numbered several Zentraedi anobng his closest and dearest friends.

"I't's unbelievable," Leonard was railing, the huge brass buckle of his uniformdazzling
even in the dimlight of Enmerson's headquarters office. "A diplomatic mssion...If it's a
di plomatic mission, then why are they armng that ship with every Robotech weapons system we' ve
ever devel oped?"

"It's called "gunboat diplonmacy,' Conmander," Enerson replied, willing to concede the
point. Lord Exedore and Breetai claimed that they had no real know edge of what the Robotech
Masters m ght possess in the way of a war machine now that their race of warrior giants had al
but been erased fromthe gal axy.

"Well, stupidity's what | call it. It jeopardizes the very survival of this planet."
Leonard paced in front of Enerson's desk. "Something stinks here, Major, and it's not in the
ventilation system"

CHAPTER TWD

In the midst of all the ironies and reversals, the struggles, treachery, conquests, and betrayals,
the mad scranble for nmutated Flowers and irradiated worlds, it was easy to |lose sight of the war's
central concern-which was not, as many have clained, the Flowers of Life, but their deified
stepchild, Protoculture. Even the Regis seened to forget for a tine; but it could hardly be said
that the Regent's Invid, the Masters, or the Expeditionary nission, had anything other than
Protoculture as their goal and grail. Protoculture was needed to fuel their nmecha, to drive their
war machines to greater and greater heights. And it was all but disappeared fromthe gal axy. What
atrick it played on all of us!

Sehg Kahl er, The Tirolian Canpaign

As it woul d happen, Commander Leonard's fears were justified, but eleven years woul d pass before
the spade fortresses of the Robotech Masters appeared in Earthspace. And perhaps history would
have vindicated Leonard if the man's m sdeeds had not stayed one step ahead of his contributions.
Fate offered himone consolation, though: he would be dead two years before the Invid arrival
Earth would fall, just as he had predicted; just as Tirol fell after the Masters had begun their
I ong journey through space and |l eft their homeworl d def ensel ess.

The I nvid, however, were less confident in those days. Optera-their native planet-and
Tirol had been at war for generations, and the Invid especially were at a disadvantage in terns of
firepower. They had, after all, been deprived of the one thing that had cenented the soci al
structure of their race-the Flower of Life; and nore inportantly, they were novices in this gane
called warfare. On the other hand, the Masters were adepts, addicted to Protoculture, obsessed
with control, and driven to transformthensel ves-not through any nmeasure of spiritual evol ution,
but through sheer conquest of the material realm Profligate, they lived for excess; cloned a race
of warrior giants to police their enmpire, then, still not content, cloned an entire society they
could rule at whim They took the best specinmens with them when they abandoned Tirol; all that
remai ned were the three Elders of their race, several hundred inperfect clones-lost without their
clonemasters-and Tirol's preclone popul ati on of hurmanoi ds, who were of no use to the ascended
Mast er s.

Tirol, the third of Fantoma's twelve nobons, was not the Masters' original honeworld; but
they had successfully transplanted thensel ves on that utterly barren planetoid fromone of the
outer satellites. Tiresia, the capital, a blend of Tirol's anal ogue of G eco-Ronman architecture
and ultratech design, was the only occupied city; and as such was aware of the Invid' s com ng
ahead of tine.

Awar e. .. but hardly prepared.

Early-warni ng sirens and how ers had the humanoi d popul ati on scurrying, for shelters
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beneath the city well in advance of the mdnight attack. The cl ones wandered the streets in a kind
of daze, while the Elders who were responsible for their reaction nmade certain to hide thensel ves
away in specially-designed chanmbers the Masters had seen fit to construct before their nass
exodus. But there were two who renmined at their work while the alert sounded through the city:
the scientist Cabell, and his young assistant, Rem

"Whoever they are," Cabell was saying, while his fingers rushed a series of conmands into
one of the lab's data networks, "they've put down near the outpost at Rylac."

"I's their identity any doubt, Cabell?" Rem asked from behind the old man's chair. Video
moni tors showed a dozen burnt-orange oysterlike troop carriers hovering over a jagged ridgeline of
nmount ai ns west of the city. The network spit out a data card, which Cabell imediately transferred
to an adj acent on-line device.

"l don't suppose there is, ny boy," the scientist said without turning around. Several of
the ships had put down now, and were disgorging mecha fromtheir forward ranps.

"WIl the city's defenses save us?"

Cabell left the question unanswered; instead, he turned his attention to activation
switches for the renpte caneras positioned at the outpost's perineter, his |ong snowwhite beard
grazing the control studs while he reached across the console. He was every bit a wizard of a man,
portly under his tasseled robes and | aurel-collared capes, with a hairless knobbed skull and thick
white eyebrows, nustache, and beard. He was indeed old enough to be the young nan's father
al t hough that wasn't precisely the case. Remwas tall and slender, with an agel ess, alnost elfin
face and a thick shock of slate-blue hair. He wore a tight-fitting uniformwth a |ong cape of
royal bl ue.

"We're defenseless,” Remsaid a nonment later, reacting to Cabell's silence. "Only the old
and the sick remain on Tirol ."

"Quiet!" the scientist told him The central viewscreen showed the transports lifting off.
Energy-flux schematics scrolled across hal f-a-dozen | esser screens. "Now what coul d they have in
m nd?"

Rem gestured to a secondary video nonitor. "Frankly, Cabell, I'm nore concerned about
these nonsters they' ve left behind." Waves of arnored, felinelike creatures could be seen
advanci ng up and out of the drop zone.

Cabel | | eaned back fromthe console to contenplate the inmages, right hand stroking his
beard. "They resenbl e drones, not nonsters." One of the creatures had stopped in its tracks and
seened to be staring at the camera. Cabell brought the lens to bear on the thing, focusing in on
the four-legged creature's razor-sharp claws, fangs, and shoul der horns.

"It spotted the renpte!" Remsaid, as the cat's eyes began to glow. An instant later a
met al - shod cl aw swi ped at the canera; the inage de-rezzed, and the screen crackled with static.

The Invid were a long way fromhonme-if Optera could still be thought of in those terns.
That their strikes against the Masters' enmpire were fuel ed by revenge was true enough; but the
conquest of worlds |ike Karbarra, Praxis, and Spheris had had a nore consequential purpose, for
all these planets had been seeded by Zor with the Flowers of Life-the renegade scientist's fina
attenpt at reconpense for the horrors his discoveries had i nadvertently unl eashed. But the
resultant Flowers had proved a sterile crop, nmutated at best; and so the search was under way for
the one key that could unlock the nysteries of Zor's science: the Protoculture matri x he hinsel f
had hi dden aboard the Superdi nensi onal Fortress.

The | egendary devi ce had never been uncovered by Lang's teans of Robotechnicians, and now
that ship lay buried under tons of earth, rock, and Macross debris far fromwhere the Invid were
directing their quest. But at the tinme they had no way of know ng these things.

The Flowers had been their primary concern-their nutrient grail-but that purpose had
undergone a slight perversion since Zor's death at the hands of Invid troopers. For not only had
he transgressed by seducing the Flowers' secret fromthe Invid Regis; he had al so spread a kind of
contagi on anong that race-a pathol ogy of emulation. And within a generation the Invid had
ref ashi oned thensel ves, and, with a formof self-generated Protoculture, created their own
gal actic war machine-a fleet of discshaped starships, a strike force of bipedal crablike mecha,
and an arny of mindless battle drones-the so-called Inorganics. But this was chiefly the work of
the Invid Regent, not their Queen, and a schismhad resulted-one that would ultinately affect
Earth's fragile hold on its future.

The Invid fleet was anchored in space above Tirol when word spread through the ranks that
the Regent hinself had decided to take charge of the invasion. Conpani es of |norganics had al ready
been depl oyed on the noon's surface to counter ground-force resistance. Now, aboard the fleet
flagship, one thousand Invid troops stood at attention in the docki ng bay, backed by nore than two
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hundred Pincer assault mecha.
The unarnored individual Invid was primate in shape. Bilaterally symetrical, they stood

anywhere fromsix to eight feet tall, and wal ked upright on two powerfully-mnuscled | egs. Equally
massi ve were the forearns, shoulders, and three-fingered hands, with their opposable thunbs. The
bul bous head and huge neck-often held parallel to the ground-approxi mated that of a snail, with an

eye on either side, and two sensory antennae at the snout. The skin was green, alnost reptilian
and there was at this stage no sexual differentiation. The Regent hinself was by and large a
grander, nearly twenty-foot-high version of the same design, save for his purple hue and the
organic cow that rested upon his back Iike some sort of manta ray. This hood, which could puff
like a cobra's at tines, was ridged front to back with tubercle-like sensors that resenbl ed

eyebal | s.

The comander of flagship troops genuflected as the hatchway to the Regent's ship hissed
up, spilling brilliant light against the soldier's crinson body arnor. Hel net snout |lowered to the
floor, the trooper brought its right hand to its breast in salute.

"My lord, the Inorganics have nmet only token resistance on Tirol," the conmander reported,
its voice distorted by the helnet filters. "So far there is no sign of the Robotech Masters."

The Regent remmined on the shuttle's ranpway, his bulk and flowi ng blue robe filling the
hat ch.

"Cowering beneath their beds, no doubt,'
emanate fromthe ship itself.

The commander raised its head some, with a whirring of nechanical adjusters. "Qur bel oved
Regi s has expressed sone displeasure with your strategy, nmy lord." It offered up a cassettelike
device in its left hand. "She wanted this to be given to you."

"A voice inprint?" the Regent said dubiously. "How thoughtful of ny wife." He snatched the
cassette in his hand. "I can hardly wait to hear it."

He activated the device as he noved fromthe docking bay into one of the flagship's
corridors. The commander and a ten-trooper squad marched in formation behind him their arnored
footfalls echoing in the massive space.

"Do you truly believe that you'll find what you seek on this wetched planet?" the
synt hesi zed feral e voi ce began. "If so you are even a greater fool than | ever suspected. This
idiotic invasion of yours is the nost-"

"I've heard about enough of that," the Regent said, deactivating the voice. "Tell ne,
where is our bel oved Regi s?" he asked the commander after a nonent.

"She has returned to her fleet flagship, ny lord.” Wen the Regent had reached his
quarters, the conmmander thought to ask, "Shall | tell her you wish to see her, ny lord?"

"Negative," the Regent said sternly. "The farther she is, the better | Ilike it. See to it
that my pets are brought aboard, and |l et the invasion proceed w thout her."

The I nvid squad snapped to as the door hissed closed.

the Regent said in a voice so deep it seened to

The humanoi d soldiers at the Rylar, outpost were easily overrun. Gven the few weapons at
their disposal, they made a valiant stand, but the Inorganics proved too nuch for them The
forward assault wave was conprised solely of Invid feline necha; but behind these Hellcats marched
conmpani es of Scrimand Crann and Odeon-Invid robot anal ogues, which in sone ways resenbl ed
skel etal versions of their own Shock Troopers and Pincer Ships, a denonic, bipedal infantry.

A schenatic representation of a Scrimcane to life on one of Cabell's nonitor screens,
rotating and shifting through a series of perspectives, as intact renotes fromthe Ryl ac sector
continued to bring the action hone to the |ab

"There is only one speci es capabl e of producing such a device," Cabell comented flatly.

"The Invid," said Rem "It was only a matter of time."

"The strategy is typical of them they won't descend until their fighting drones have
cleared away the resistance. And after they've devastated Tirol, they' |l |eave these things behind
to police us." Hellcat schematics were taking shape on the nonitors. "These nmachi nes are puzzling,
though. It's alnpst as if..."

Rem | ooked back and forth between the screens and the old man's face, trying to discern
Cabell's meaning. "It's hopeless, isn't it?"

"I"mnot saying that, my boy," the scientist replied, leaning in to study the data fl ows.
"This feline drone is like its two-legged counterparts: conputer-driven and incapabl e of
i ndependent action. Its functions, therefore, nust be controlled by an external centralized power
source of sone kind." He swiveled around in his chair to gaze at his assistant. "That is its
weakness, the one flaw in the system and we nust take advantage of it."

" Cabel | -"
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"I's it not easier to attack one target than a thousand? If we can | ocate that power source

and disable it, then all these dreaded nachines will be deactivated."
Alert lanps flashed in another part of the roomand Cabell swung around to them "The
Inorganics are closing on the city. Now we'll see how they fare against real firepower."

"The Bioroids!" Remsaid excitedly.
"They' re our only hope."

Ri ck and Max had shuttled down to the surface sinply to ride back up with Lisa, Mriya,
Lang, and other nenbers of the m ssion command team Both nen were aware that the short trip
constituted their last visit to Earth for an indetermi nate period of tine, but neither of them
made nuch of this. Max was still nursing sone concerns about |eaving Dana behind, but was
otherwise fully conmitted to the mission. Rick, on the other hand, was so preoccupied with the
weddi ng that he had begun to think of the nmission as a sinpler and nore certain voyage. So it was
during the return trip that he was paying alnost no attention to the discussion taking place in
t he conmand shuttl e conference chanbers.

"I only hope this plan works," Jonathan Wl ff was saying. "Conming in disguised as a
Zentraedi ship...It could backfire on us."

"Ch, you're forgetting your own Earth history, Colonel,’
him "The G eeks and their Trojan horse.”

"I think you're confusing history and nythol ogy, Lord Exedore. Wuldn't you agree,
Admiral ? Admiral ?" Wl ff repeated.

Ri ck surfaced fromhis own thoughts to find everyone at the table staring at him "Huh?
Sorry, | was, um thinking about sonething else."”

Wl ff recapped the exchange: justification for the disguise had been sonething of an issue
fromthe start. Exedore and Lang were of the opinion that Tirol's defenses would annihilate any
ship that registered an alien signature. According to the Zentraedis, the Robotech Masters had
been at war for generations with a race called the Invid, and any unannounced entry into the
Valivarre system woul d be tantanbunt to an act of aggression. WIff, however, along with severa
ot her nmenmbers of the general staff, advanced the view that the Zentraedi thenselves might no
| onger be considered wel come guests. After all, they had not only failed in their nmission to
reclaimthe SDF-1, but had allied thenselves with the very "M cronians" their arnmada had been
ordered to destroy.

Wl ff was a persuasive speaker, and while Rick listened he couldn't help but be inpressed
by the scope of the man's |earning. Handsone, articulate, an inspired commander and deadly hand-to-
hand conbatant, the full bird col onel was considered sonething of a glanmour boy; he favored
wr apar ound sungl asses, wore his dark hair slicked back, and his nustache well-trinmed. But the
| eader of the notorious "Wl ff Pack" was anything but glanorous in the field. Wl ff had nade a
nanme for hinself and his Hovertank ground unit during the Southland' s Mal content Uprisings, where
he had first conme to the attention of Max Sterling. Wen the Zentraedis who survived those days
spoke of Wolff, one couldn't help but hear the m xture of reverence and dread in their voices; and
anyone who had read the decl assified docunents covering the Control Zone nop-up ops had no trouble
under st andi ng why Wl ff and Breetai were often nmentioned in the same breath.

"I"'mjust saying that disguising the ship and loading it down with nmecha only serves to
underm ne the so-called diplomatic thrust of the mssion.” WIff snorted. "No wonder Leonard and
the Southern Cross brass tried to nake m nceneat out of you down there."

"What do they expect us to do?" Max wanted to know. "Go in there flying a white flag? At
| east we've got some bargai ning power this way."

"Let's just hope we won't need to. use any of it," Rick said at |ast, straining against
his seat harness. "Wthout the Zentraedi, the Masters could be defenseless for all we know. "

Exedore shook his head. "Ch, | wouldn't count on that, Admiral." Breetai had al ready
bri efed everyone on the necha the Masters had been devel opi ng before Zor's deat h- Hovershi ps and
Bi or oi ds.

"Centlenen, the tine is long past for arguments about strategy,” Lang cut in before Rick
coul d speak. "We've all supported this plan, and it seens rather late in the day to be changing
our mnd."

"I agree," Max said

"Look, | agree,” WIff wanted the table to know. "I'd just |ike us to agree on an
approach. Are we going in with fists raised or hands up? The Masters aren't going to be fool ed by
our outward appearance-not for long, at any rate.”

"Possibly not," Exedore answered him "But if we allow possibilities to influence us,
we'll never |eave orbit."

the Zentraedi anbassador told
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"l've got as many doubts as anybody," Rick said fromthe head of the table. "But the
time's cone to put them behind us. W' ve made our bed, as the saying goes..."

Brave Tal k, Hunter, he thought, listening to his own words. And I'Il keep telling nyself
that when |I'mwal ki ng down the aisle.

Two RDF of ficers were watching the approach of the command shuttle froma rectangul ar bay
in one of the factory satellite's peripheral pods. One was a slim and eager-eyed young najor who
had recently been appointed adjutant to General T. R Edwards; and the other was the genera
hinsel f, his disfiguration conceal ed beneath an irregul arly-shaped bl ack-all oy plate that covered
nmost of the right side of his face and nore than half his skull. On the uncovered |eft side of his
head, long blond hair fell in waves to the collar of his tight-fitting uniform He was high-
cheekboned and square jawed, and might have been consi dered handsonme even with the plate, were it
not for the cruelty in his eye and downward-turni ng nouth.

"So tell ne, Benson,"” Edwards said, while his one eye continued to track the shuttle's
course, "what do you know about the illustrious vice admral ?"

"I know that Hunter's one of our npbst decorated heroes, sir," Benson reported to the
general 's broad back. "Leader of the Skull during the Robotech War, commander of the RDF after the
destruction of the superdinensional for tresses, about to marry the admral...That's about it,
sir."

Edwar ds cl asped his hands behind his back. "That's right. The high command |ikes to award
medal s to people who end up in the right place at the right tine."

"Sir?" Benson asked.

"Anything in your acadeny history books about Roy Fokker?" Edwards said nastily over his
shoul der. "Now there was a real VT ace for you. | renmenber turning those blue skies red trying to
nail his ass...But you're too young to renenber the d obal War, aren't you, Benson? The rea
heroes."” Edwards | eaned forward and pressed his fingertips agai nst the bay's permapl as vi ewport.
"Fokker taught Hunter everything he knew, did you know that? You mi ght even say that Hunter is
what Fokker woul d've been, Major-that Hunter is Fokker."

Benson swal | owed hard, unsure how to respond, uncertain if he even shoul d.

Edwar ds touched his skullplate, renenbering, forcing hinself back over tornented terrain-
to what was left of Alaska Base after Zentraedi annihilation bolts had destroyed the G and Cannon
and nade a hell of that icebound site. And how one nman and one wonan had survived. The wonman was
unhar ned, protected where she cowered while her father had fried alive; but the man, how he had
suf fered! What agony he had endured, down on his knees shanelessly trying to push the ruins of an
eye back where it bel onged, fingers pinched in an effort to knit together flesh that had been
opened on his face and forehead. Then the rapture he had known when a solitary Veritech had
appeared out of those unnatural clouds. But it was the woman that VT pilot had cone for, and no
other. It was the woman who had been flown to safety, the woman who had risen through the ranks,
whil e the man had been left behind to die, to rot in that alien-nmade inferno..

"“Ah, what a wedding this will be, Benson," Edwards continued after a nonent of angry
silence. "Admrals R ck Hunter and Lisa Hayes. Star-crossed |lovers, if ever there were. Born and
reborn for each other."

"Till death do them part,"” Benson returned with a unconfortable |augh

Edwards spun on his heels, face contorted, then erupting in laughter. "Yes, Major, how
right you are!”

Most of the Zentraedi had been off scouring the galaxy for Zor's ship and its hidden
Protoculture matri x when the Robotech Masters first perfected the Bioroids. Sixty-foot-tal
nontransformabl e goliath knights piloted by | owlevel clones, they were neant to act as the
Masters' police force on the rembte worlds that conprised Tirol's enpire, freeing the Zentraed
for further acts of conquest and continued warfare against the Invid. The Masters had never
consi dered that Protoculture would one day be in linmted supply, nor that their army of giant
warriors would be defeated in a distant corner of the Fourth Quadrant by so sinple a weapon as
love. So it fell on the Bioroids by chance and Protoculture's own dark designs, to defend the
Masters' enpire against Optera's ravenous horde. But try as they mght, they were no match for the
I nvid Shock Troopers and Pincer Ships, with their plasm weapons and energy discs. And as
Protoculture grew nore and nore scarce, they could barely defend agai nst the m ndl ess | norganics.

"I't is sheer nunbers," Cabell explained to Remas they watched Tiresia's first |ine of
defense fall. The clonenmasters left behind to rule the Bioroid pilots were an inferior lot, so the
fight was not all it should have been. The Masters have thrown them our world, Cabell |eft unsaid.
Those nassive spade fortresses with their clone popul ati ons were the Masters' new hones; they had
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no plans to return to Tirol.

Conmand- det onat ed m nes took out wave after wave of Hellcats, but this did little nore
than delay the inevitable. The Bioroids dug in, finding cover behind hastily-erected barricades,
and fired until their cannons and assault riffles went red-hot and depl eted. And when the
I norgani cs began to overrun their lines, they went hand-to-claw with the marauders, enploying |ast-
stand tactics worthy of history's finest. Cabell could feel no synpathy for them as such; but
staring at the lab's central viewscreen he was overconme by a greater sense of pathos and | oss.
External m kes picked up the clones' anguished cries, their desperate utterances to one another in
that raspy, al nobst synthesized voice the Masters so | oved.

"There's too nany of theml" the pilot of a blue Bioroid told his teanmates al ong the
front, before two Hellcats | eaped and crashed through the nmecha's visorlike faceshield. A second
blue blasted the intruders with the last of his weapon's charge, only to fall an instant |ater
Inorganics ripping at the machine's armor in a nad effort to get to the pilot wthin.

Di sgusted, Cabell stood up and reached across the console to shut down the audio
transm ssions. "The Flower of Life, that's what they' ve cone for," he told his apprentice in a
tired voice.

"But that plant hasn't been present in this sector for generations," Remsaid, slipping
into the padded con chair.

"Then they'll want the matrix. O failing that, vengeance for what the Masters ordered
done to their world."

Remturned his attention to the screen. Scrimdevils and Hellcats were tearing through the
Bi oroi d base, eyes aglow like hot coals, fangs slick with the clone pilots' blood. "They'll rip
the planet apart |ooking for sonething they'll never find."

"No one ever accused the Invid of being |ogical, ny boy, only thorough."

"Then the city will fall next. Those drones are unstoppable."

"Nonsense," Cabell exclaimed, anger in his voice. "They may be intimdating, but they're
not unstoppable.”

Rem shot to his feet. "Then let's find their weak spot, Cabell."” He drew a handgun from
beneath his cape and arned it. "And for that, we're going to require a specinen.”

CHAPTER THREE

Try as he might to offset the suffering his discoveries had unl eashed, Zor's m stakes kept piling
up, compoundi ng thenselves. He'd sent his ship to Earth only to have the Zentraedi follow it

there; he'd hidden the matrix so well that the Masters had anple tine to wage their war; his
seeded worlds had drawn the Invid...Wat renmained but the final injustice?-that by trying to
replicate his very formand drives, the Regent and Regis shoul d becone prisoners of appetites they
had never before experienced. Is it any nystery why even the Masters bani shed his inmage throughout
their empire?

Bl oom Nesterfig, The Social Organization of the Invid

Bri gadi er General Reinhardt, having shuttled up to the factory earlier that day, was on hand to
nmeet the mission command team He infornmed Lang, Lord Exedore, Lisa, and Rick that things were
still running on schedule; the |ast shiploads of supplies and stores were on their way up from
Earth even now, and nmost of the 10,000 who woul d nmake up the crew were al ready aboard the
satellite, many aboard the SDF-3 itself. Max and Mriya joined the others by an enornous hexagona
vi ewport that overl ooked the null-gee central construction hold. They were joined after a nonent
by Col onel Wl ff and Jean Grant, who had Bowi e and Dana by the hand.

The view fromhere was fore to aft along the underside of the fortress. Lisa often w shed
that the bow wasn't quite so, well, phallic-the eupheni smshe enployed in m xed conpany. But the
twin booms of the mmin gun were just that: |ike two horned, tumescent appendages that took up
nearly a third of the crimson ship's length. If the weapon had none of the awesome firepower of
the SDF-1's main gun, at least it had the | ook of power to it. Autowel ders and supply shuttles
were novi ng through the hold's captured sunlight, and a crew of full-size Zentraedi were at work
on one of the sky-blue sensor blisters along the fortress's port side.

"How nmany kilonmeters out will we have to be before we can fold?" WIff wanted to know.
Everyone renenbered all too plainly what had happened when the SDF-1 attenpted to fold while stil
in the vicinity of Macross Island.

"Lunar orbit will suffice,"” Exedore told him "Doctor Lang and Breetai concur on this."

"Speak of the devil," Lisa said, |ooking around the hold, "I thought he was supposed to
nmeet us here.”

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Ja...20Robotech%2013%20-%20The%20Devils%20Hand.txt (11 of 72) [1/19/03 5:09:50 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2013%20-%20T he%20Devil s%20Hand. txt

M riya | aughed shortly. "He probably forgot."

"He's been pretty busy," Rick offered.

"Well, we can't wait,"” Reinhardt said, running a hand over his snooth pate. "W've got a
ot of last-minute details to attend to and-"

Everyone reacted to Dana's gasp at the sane nonent, turning first to the child's startled
face, then to the hatchway she had her eyes fixed on

There was a gi ant standi ng here.

Hal f the gathered group knew him as a sixty-footer, of course, but even nicronized Breeta
was an i npressive sight: alnost eight feet of power dressed in a uniformnore befitting a comc
book hero than a Zentraedi comander, and wearing a nasklike helnet that left only his nouth and
| antern jaw exposed.

Bef ore anyone coul d speak, he had noved in and onehand heaved Lisa and Mriya atop each of
his shoul ders. His voice boomed. "So |'m not inportant enough to wait for, huh? You M cronians are
an inpatient lot."

He l et the wonen protest a nonent before setting them back down on the fl oor.

"I never thought |I'd see you like this again," Lisa said, tugging her uniformback into
shape. The only other time Breetai had permitted hinself to undergo the reduction process was
during the search of the SDF-1 for the Protoculture matrix.

"It takes a man to give away a bride," Breetai said in all seriousness, "not a giant."

Dawn nmarked Tiresia's doom The troop carriers returned, yawni ng catastrophe; but this
time it wasn't Inorganics they set |oose, but the crablike Shock Troopers and Pincer Ships. They
attacked without mercy, skimmng discs of white annihilation into the streets, dwellings, and
abandoned tenpl es. The humanoi d popul ace huddl ed together in shelters, while those masterl ess
cl ones who had become the city's wal ki ng dead surrendered and burned. Left to fend for thensel ves,
the old and infirmtried to hide fromthe invaders, but it was hardly a day to play ganes with the
Reaper: his minions were everywhere, and within hours the city was laid to waste.

Cannon nuzzl es and mssile racks sprang from hi dden enpl acenents, spewing return fire into
the void, and once again the Bioroids faced the stormand net their end in heroic bursts of orange
flame and blinding Iight. Fromthe depths of the pyranidal Royal Hall rode an elite unit on saucer-
shaped Hovercraft outfitted with powerful disc guns and particl e-beam weapons systens. They j oi ned
the Invid in an airborne dance of devastation, coupling obscenely in the city skies, exchanging
t hunderi ng vol | eys of quantum deat hs.

Morning was filled with the corkscrewing trails of angry projectiles and crisscrossed with
hyphens and pul ses of colored Iight. Spherical explosions strobed overhead, rivaling the
brightness of Fantoma's own primary, low in the east behind clouds of debris. Mecha fell like a
storm of blazing hail, cutting fiery swaths across the cityscape.

Here a Pincer Ship put down to give chase to an old man its discs had thrown clear froma
Hoverchair. Frustrated, the Invid trained its weapons on Tiresia' s architectural wonders and
comrenced a deadly pirouette. Statues and ornaments slagged in the heat, and five of the antigrav
colums that marked the Royal Hall's sacred perinmeter were toppl ed.

Utimately the Invid s blue conmand ships noved in, formng an unbreachable |ine as they
mar ched t hrough the city, their top-mounted cannons abl aze. Inside the shelters the citizens of
Tiresia cowered and clung to one another as the footfalls of the giants' war strides shook Tirol's
ravaged surface, echoing in the superheated subterranean confinenent.

Cabell and Rem had chosen a deserted, now devastated sector for their Hellcat hunt. Wth
nmost of Tiresia's defenses in ruin, the fierce fighting that typified the early hours of the
i nvasi on had subsided to distant holl ow blasts fromthe few remai ni ng contested areas. A patrol of
bi pedal 1 norganics noved past the alley where the scientist and his assistant waited. Remraised
the muzzle of the assault rifle he had slung over one shoul der, but Cabell waved hi m back

"But it doesn't sense our presence," Reminsisted, peering over Cabell's shoulder. "Now s
our chance."

"No," Cabell said firmy. "I want one of the feline droids."

They began to nove into the street after the Inorganic had passed. Cabell kept themto the
shadows at first, then grew nore brazen. Rem understood that the old man was trying to |ure one of
the creatures out but he had sone m sgivings about Cabell's nethod.

"I tope we snare one of them and not the other way around," he said wearily, sw nging the
rifle in a gentle arc.

Cabel | stopped short in the center of the street as a kind of mechanical grow reached
them from sonewhere nearby. "I have the distinct inpression our progress is being observed."
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"I was about to say the same thing."

"Perhaps our behavior is puzzling to them" Cabell nused, back in notion now "They
probably expect us to run in terror."”

"And | forget, why aren't we?" Remstarted to say when another grow sounded. "Quess
they're not puzzled anynore... Show yourself, fiend," he growl ed back, armng the rifle.

"There!" Cabell said all at once.

The Hellcat was glaring down at themfroma |ow roof not twenty yards up the street,

m dday |ight caught in the beast's shoul der horns, fangs, and razor-sharp tail. Then it pounced.

"On stun!" Cabell cried, and Remfired.

The short burst glanced off the cat's torso, confusing it nmonentarily, but not |ong enough
to nake a difference. It |eaped straight for the two nen before Remcould | oose a second shot, but
he did manage to shove Cabell clear of the Inorganic's path. The cat turned sharply as it | anded,;
Rem hit it twice nore to no avail.

"Cet away fromit, boy!" Rem heard Cabell shout. He | ooked around, anazed that the old nan
had covered so nuch ground in so little time-although the Inorganic was certainly incentive
enough: it was hot on Cabell's trail.

Rem chased the two of them firing wildly, and rounded a corner in tinme to see his nentor
barrel -ass down a rubble slide and throw hinself into the cockpit of an overturned Bioroid
transport ship. Fixed on its prey, the Hellcat seened unaware of Rem and was busy trying to cl aw
through the ship's bubble shield. Remreached down to up the rifle's charge, only to find the
thing depleted. He was busy cursing hinself when he spied a fallen Invid command ship nearby, one
of its cannontips still aglow with primng charge.

Cautiously, he approached the ship, the usel ess weapon raised. The command pl astron was
partially ajar, a fourfingered hand | odged in the opening. Rem clanbered up and over one of the
mecha's arns and gave the hatch a violent tug, forcing the rifle down into the invader's face as
he did so. But the Invid was al ready dead, its bul bous head and stal klike neck split w de open
Rem i gnored the stench and took a quick | ook at the cockpit's bew | dering gadgetry. The alien's
ri ght hand was hooked around what Rem deci ded was the trigger mechanism and fromthe | ooks of
things the Hellcat was al nost perfectly centered in the cannon's reticle. Remgrunted a kind of
desperate curse, slid down into the cockpit-his | egs going knee-deep into a viscous green bath of
nutrient fluid-and hit the trigger

A pul sed beam of crinmson light threw the Hellcat clear fromthe transport and left it on
its side thirty feet fromthe transport, stunned and envel oped by a kind of St. Elno's fire.
Cabel | threw open the canopy and gl anced back at the crippled command ship with a bew | dered
expressi on.

"Way did you save ne?" the old man yelled in Zentraedi, lingua franca of the Masters
enpire.

Rem heard the call and was tenpted to stay put for a noment, but thought better of it. He
showed hinself and said, "Hello, Cabell. Al safe and sound? You didn't really think |I'd abandon
you, did you?"

The scientist scowl ed. "You could have killed ne, you young-
| aughed, resignedly. "My boy, you anaze ne."

Rem junped to the ground and approached the transport. "Frankly, | amaze nyself." He
| ooked away fromthe alien ship he had fired, and gestured to the Hellcat. "Now all we've got to
do is figure out howto get this thing back to the lab."

He bit off his own words and

"My lord, we've found no trace of the Flower of Life anywhere," the voice of an Invid
lieutenant reported to the Regent.

"But that's inpossible, you idiot!" the Regent shouted at his nonitor. "This is their
homewor| d. They must be here! Scan the entire planet.”

The flagship throne room Ilike the Invid castle and hives on Optera, was an organic
chanmber, so given over to the urgings of Protoculture that its very bul kheads and sensor devices
resenbled living systens of neural-tissue circuitry. Visceral greens and purples, they pulsed to
rhythms dictated deep within the ship's animate drives. So, too, the contoured control couch
itself, with its graceful curves, the slender arcing neck of its overhead sensor lamp, its
probosci sli ke forward conmuni cator tube. The Regent did not so much sit as reshape his being to
the seat's demands.

On either side of himsat a Hellcat |arger and nore polished than any of the standard
versions, with collars encrusted with gens handpi cked fromthe spoils of a score of conquered
wor | ds. El sewhere, in cages, were living sanples fromthose sane worl ds: sentient prisoners from
Karbarra, Spheris, and the rest.
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"W have searched, ny lord," the trooper continued. "The Sensor Nebul a registers no
presence of the Flowers. None what soever."

"Fool s!'" nuttered the Regent, canceling the transnission. He could hear his wife's
| aught er behind him

"Congratul ati ons, husband," the Regis nocked himfromacross the room "Once again you
have inpressed us all with your suprenme stupidity."”

"l don't like your tone," the Regent said, turning to her

One might have al nost mnistaken her for a humanoid life-form certainly she was nore that
than the ursoid and vul pi ne bei ngs that popul ated the Regent's personal zoo. But at the sane tinme
there was sonething ethereal and insubstantial about her, an inhumanness that |urked in the depths
of her cobalt eyes. Twenty feet tall and slender, she clothed her conpletely hairless formin a
red full-length robe and curious, five-fingered tasseled gloves. Four eneral d-green sensor scarabs
that mi ght have been faceli ke adornments decorated the robe's bracelike collar and neck closure.

"I told you the Robotech Masters were too clever to hide the matrix in their own back
yard. "

"Silence, woman!" the Regent demanded, rising fromthe throne.

But the Regis stood her ground. "If you hadn't been so desperate to prove yourself a great
warrior, we night have sent spies to |l earn where they've taken it."

The Regent |ooked at his wife in disbelief. "Are you forgetting who got us into this
predi canent in the first place? I'mnot the one who fell under the spell of Zor and allowed himto
steal our Flower of Life."

"Must you keep harping on that!" the Regis screamed, shutting her eyes and wavi ng her
fists in the air. "It happened a long time ago. And since then | have evolved, while you' ve
remai ned the spoiled child you al ways were. You took his |life; now you won't rest content unti
you' ve conquered his enpire." She gestured of fhandedly to the Regent's "pets" and caged life-
fornms. "You and your dreans of enpire...Mark ny words, husband, sone day these beings will rise up
to strike you down."

The Regent | aughed. "Yes, you' ve evolved-into a pathetic imtation of the femal es of Zor's
race.”

"Perhaps so," she countered, arms akinbo. "But that's preferable to inmtating the Masters
toys and bl oodl ust." She turned on her heel and headed for the door. "I'mreturning to Optera."

"Stop! | forbid you to go!" the Regent told her, furious.

"Don't provoke ne," she shouted fromthe doorway, "you spinel ess anachronism™

"Wait!" the Regent denanded, cursing her. He whirled around as the door hissed closed,
Tirol huge in the roonms starboard viewports. "I'll show, you," he nuttered under his breath.
"Tirol will feel my potency...and |I'll w n back your |ove."

"Toys," Dr. Harry Penn told Lang, an undi sgui sed note of disapproval in his voice. "Wr
toys, when we coul d be fashioning wonders." He was a large man with a gruff-1ooking exterior that
masked the gentlest of spirits. The thick nustache and beard he had grown to nask the pocknarked,
hooked- nose craggi ness of his face had only ended up adding to the effect he had hoped to
mninmze. It was a scholarly, acadenic inmge he was after, and as the ol dest nenmber of the
Pl eni potentiary Council and one of Lang's top nmen he felt he deserved no |ess.

"There'll be tine for that when this mssion returns,” Lang said evenly. "Until then we
have to be sure of our strengths.™

Penn nmade a di sgruntled sound. "A peaceful mission, a diplomatic mission...Am| the only
one who renenbers the neaning of those words?"

The two men were standing by one of the factory's observation bays; in the blackness of
space beyond, two Veritechs were being put through the paces.

These were not the first generation VIs the Skull and other teans had fl own agai nst the
Zentraedi, but Al pha fighters, the |atest prototypes fromlLang's research departnent | aboratories.
The SDF-3's arsenal wasn't limted to these reconfigurable one-pilot craft-the last six years had
seen the devel opnment of Hovertanks, Logans, and an array of new and inproved Destroids-but the
Veritech remai ned sonet hi ng of Robot echnol ogy's favored child, weapon extraordinaire and near-
synbol of the war. The Al pha VT had nore arnor than its older sibling; it packed al nost twi ce the
firepower and was equi pped with abl ative shields and detachabl e augnentati on pods for deepspace
flight. Mreover, it had the capability to link up with the so-called Beta VT-a bul kier, thin-
wi nged variant that appeared to | ack an appropriate radone-and thereby nore than double its range
and occupancy capabilities.

Lang indicated the blue fighter as it twi sted through space, reconfiguring to Guardian
then Battloid node. "l just wanted you to see for yourself the progress we've nade, Harry."
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"Sterling, here," said a voice over the ob deck's speakers. "The Al pha handl ed the | ast
sequence beautifully. No sign of stress.”

"Fine, Max," said Lang, directing his words to a m crophone. "The prototype | ooks good so
far. Now cones the real test," he added for Penn's benefit. "Max, Karen, nove yourselves into
position for trans-docki ng naneuver."

Max rogered the transm ssion; Karen Penn, Harry's only daughter, said, "W're on our way."

Lang risked a quarter turn and found Penn regarding himwith a mxture of surprise and
rage. "You're awfully quiet, Harry, is sonething wong?"

"Have you gone nad, Lang! You know I didn't want Karen participating in this test."

"What was | supposed to do, Harry, refuse her perm ssion? Don't forget, she vol unteered,
and she's one of our nobst able young pilots."

"But | don't want her to get mixed up in this, Eml. Can't you understand that? Science is
her future, not warfare."

"Control," Max's voice squawked over the speakers, "we are in position at T-niner-delta.
Standing by to reconfigure and align for docking sequence."”

The maneuver called for each of the Veritechs to jettison and exchange their unmanned Beta
nmodul es, blue to red, red to blue. Max carried out his part without a hitch, inmaging over to
fighter node and engaging the VI's retros for a solid linkup with its sister nodule. But Karen
slipped up. Max couldn't tell at first whether she had been too heavymi nded, or had sinply mni sread
the VI's telenetry displays. In either case she was in trouble, the blue Beta off on a ride to
eternity, and Karen in what |ooked |ike a planet-bound freefall

Max tried to reach her on the net, through a cacophony of questions and excl amati ons from
command- nost of themfrom Dr. Penn hinself. Karen wasn't responding, but there wasn't real cause
for concern-yet. Assumi ng she wasn't unconsci ous or worse-sonet hi ng unseen, an enbolism perhaps-
Karen had anple tine to get herself into the Veritech's EVA suit; and failing that, the factory
could bring its tractor beamto bear. But Max wanted to see Karen-pull out of this one w thout an
assist; she was bright and full of potential, and he wanted her for the Skull.

"Stabilizers are gone,"” Karen said suddenly. "...Power surge nust have fried the

circuitry."
Then Dr. Penn's pani cked voice bellowed in Max's ears. "Sterling, do sonething! You' ve got
to help her!"

"Karen," Max said calmy. "Go to Guardian and bring your thrusters into play. I'mright
behind you if they fail."

"Roger, Skull |eader," Karen returned.

On the factory ob deck, Penn nuscled his way through a crowd of techs to get close to the
nmoni tor screen. He sucked in his breath seeing his daughter's red Alpha in a sl ownotion end-over-
end fall; but the next instant found the VT reconfigured, its bird-of-prey foot thrusters burning
bright in the night. And in another nonent she was out of
danger and there were hoots and hollers ringing in his ears, tears of release in his eyes.

Lang and Penn were waiting in the docking bay when the VIs canme in. Max m ssed the days of
flattop touchdowns, the cat officers and their inpronptu |aunch dances; but the Daedal us and
Promet heus supercarriers were part of the SDF-1 burial mound now, and unnecessary in any case.

"Karen, thank God you're all right!" Max heard Dr. Penn call out as the blue's canopy slid
open. "That little escapade nearly gave nme a heart attack."

Quilt's his game, Max thought as he clinbed out of Skull One.

"Well, if you were scared, imagine how | felt,"” Karen was telling her father. "I'mstil
shaki ng. "

Penn waved a forefinger at her. "This proves once and for all you've no business being a
test pilot."

"Don't overdo it, Dad." Karen renoved her thinking cap, spilling honey-blond hair to her
shoul ders. She had small delicate features, eyes the color of pre-Colunbian jade. "I'ma

prof essional. This stuff cones with the territory."
"I"lIl say she is," Max chinmed in before Penn could get in another word. "That |inkup

wasn't her fault. Dollars to donuts you'll find sone glitch in the guidance conputers."

Penn glared at him "I'msure you nean well, Commander, but all this is-"

"Meaning well has nothing to do with it. | just don't want to see Ensign Penn's talents go
to waste. She inpressed nme, Dr. Penn-and |I'mnot easily inpressed.”

Penn bl anched sone; he wasn't about to debate Sterling s words. But Karen was still his
daughter. "Well, I'mnot inpressed,"” he told Karen after Max had wal ked off. "I have others plans
for you."

She flashed hima | ook he remenbered fromway back and started to nove off, but Dr. Lang
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put out his hand to stop her.

"Karen, a nonent please."

"You gonna chew nme out now?"

"Cal mdown," said Lang. "lI'mgoing to recommend you for assignnent to a Veritech team"

"Just a mnute, Enml," Penn said, one hand cl asped around Karen's upper arm "Don't you
think you're overstepping your authority?" He had already lost his wife, and Karen's joining the
RDF had threatened to destroy what had once been a close relationship. Now Lang seened bent on
trying to scuttle what small joy he had left.

Lang pried his friend' s fingers open and noti oned Karen along. "lI'msorry, Harry, but
she's ol d enough to make up her own mnd. You can't hold on to her forever. Besides, if this
m ssi on shoul d encounter resistance, we're going to need experienced pilots."

"Resi stance," Penn snorted, and began to stormoff. But half-a-dozen steps away he swung
around. "All the nore reason to hold on to her for as long as | can."

CHAPTER FOUR

Evi dence points to the existence of a plethora of nystery cults in the years i nmedi ately preceding
Tirol's so-called Geat Transition (i.e., that period in which nost of the noon's hunanoid

popul ation were put to death and the Robotech Masters began their extensive cloning experinents).
In fact, sone of these cults survived well into the First Period...The |abyrinth, apparently, was
constructed for ritual use, and the Pyranidal Royal Hall added later as that subterranean cult
gave way to one of stellar orientation. Several commentators have felt conpelled to bring M noans,
Egypti ans, and the Maya into the di scussions but aside fromcertain structural simlarities, there
was little in comon between Tirol and Earth's religions.

Hi story of the Second Robotech War Vol une CCXVlI, "Tirol"

Wth the wedding only a day off now, Rick sat in his soon-to-be-vacated quarters aboard the
factory satellite contenplating the future. Earth hung in the bl ackness of the viewport behind the
desk. Around hi mwere stacked boxes of personal itens he had accunul ated over the course of the
| ast four years: photographs, citations-nenorabilia dating back to his late father's air circus,
the SDF-1 and New Macross before the storm He cane across a snapshot taken by a robocam unit of
M nnei standing by the Macross park's fountain; poking out fromthe top of a shopping bag were two
posters of the singing star fromthose early days: one an RDF enlistnent ad, and the second a Mss
Macross pinup. On the recent side, Lisa was equally, well represented. But the nore Rick pored
t hrough these things the nore depressed he becane. He had no doubts bout his love for Lisa, but
what would it nean to abandon all this space and free tine he had grown accustomed to? Not that
there had been much of either, given nission priorities and such, but the idea of personal tineg,
the options. Rick's hand was actually trenbling while he packed. He had begun to wonder whether a
drink mght help, and was reaching for the bottle he kept around for special occasions, when Vince
G ant announced hinmsel f at the door and stepped in.

At just a shade under seven feet, Gant was the only nan aboard who could cone close to
filling Breetai's shoes. He had brown skin and cl ose-cropped tight curls, and a long face lent a
certain nobility by his broad forehead and chiseled features. H s dark eyes were bright and ful
of expression, and he was a nman known to speak his mind, consequence be damed. Technically, he
was Rick's adjutant, a commander, but he was al so attached to rapid deploynent's new all-terrain
nmobi | e base, the Ground Mlitary Unit, or GVMJ. G ant had headed up a crackerjack Excaliber unit in
New Macross, but Rick hadn't really gotten to know himuntil after the death of his sister
Cl audi a.

"Just wanted to see if you needed help with anything, sir,
sal ute.

Vince said, offering a casual

Rick turned a sullen face to the assortment of bags and boxes pil ed about. "Not unless
you' re good at juggling."

"What, these?" Vince said uncertainly.

"No, Vince, the past and future."

"Sir."

Ri ck waved disnissively. "Forget it. What's on your mnd, Vince?"

Vince took a breath. "Edwards, sir."

"Ceneral Edwards?" Suspicion rose in Rick's eyes, "Wat about hinf

"Wul d the general have any reason for acting against our best interests, sir? | nean, is
there something I"'mnot privy to that might explain certain...proclivities?"

"““Proclivities'?" said Rick. "Say what's on your nmind."
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In a rush, Vince said, "It just seens to me that the nan has some designs of his own. |I'm
not saying that it's anything |I can put ny finger on, but for starters there's his friendship with
Leonard and that character Zand. You've been busy, sir, and preoccupied. You're insulated fromthe
scuttl ebutt-"

"I'f you have allegations," Rick broke in, "you' d better be prepared to back themup with
sone hard facts. Now, do you have any-yes or no?"

Tight-lipped all at once, Vince shook his head. "Only hearsay, sir."

Rick nulled it over after he dism ssed Vince. The idea of going hal fway across the gal axy
with a divided crew was hardly a conforting thought. And in fact there was an underlying feeling
of disunity that continued to plague the m ssion. Lang and Exedore on one side, Edwards and the
political machine on the other, with the Southern Cross sonmewhere in between...Rick tried to put
t oget her what he knew of Edwards. Roy Fokker had often spoken of Edwards's self-serving
al | egi ances during the Aobal Cvil War, his later alignment with Admral Hayes, Lisa's father
and the Grand Cannon project; but then, that was years ago, and a | ot of good nen had been |ured
over to the UEDC s side. In the decade since, Edwards had becone a force to be reckoned with in
Monunent City, and a respected officer in the RDF Presently, as | eader of the infanobus Chost
Squadron, he had what anopunted to an unassail abl e power base.

It was with all this on his mnd that Rick went in search of Max and sone objective input.

But it was Lisa he found in the Sterlings' quarters.

She was standi ng behind the dunmi ed gown he wasn't neant to see until tonorrow

"Isn't this supposed to be bad | uck or sonmething?" Rick asked, |ooking back and forth
between Mriya and Lisa.

"Don't go getting superstitious on ne, mister." Lisa |laughed. "Besides, |'mnot in the
dress." She stepped out from behind the dressnaker's dunmy and saluted stiffly. "Now show some
respect.”

Ri ck pl ayed al ong, snapping to and apol ogi zi ng.

"I npending marriage is no excuse for relaxing discipline.”

"Il have to renmenber that, Rick thought as he approached Lisa and took her by the waist.
"H," he said softly.

"I beg your pardon, Admiral, but aren't you exceedi ng your authority?"

Rick pulled her close. "I can't help nyself, ma'am So take away ny star, throw ne in the
brig. But please, not until the honeynoon's over..."

Mriya made a sour face and turned to Max, who had entered unobserved. "Sounds nore like a
court-martial than a nmarriage.”

Max al |l owed the | overs a brief kiss before announcing hinself, and five mnutes |ater he
and Rick were on their way to the factory's conbat-sinulation staging area, where Max had a young
ensign he wanted Rick to neet. En route they discussed Edwards, but Max didn't have much to offer
in the way of facts or advice. Lang was the one R ck needed to speak with, Sterling suggested, and
until then the less said the better.

Cadets underwent actual mecha and weapons training in the factory's null-gee core, and out
on Moon Base, but it was during simtinme that a cadet faced conbat scenarios, and psychol ogi ca
profiles were established and eval uated. Robot echnicians took a good deal of pride in what they
had created in the staging area, with projecbeam and hol ographic effects of such intensity that
even veterans were sonetinmes overwhel ned. The object was not, however, to score bull's-eyes or
dazzl e the audi ence with space conbat maneuvers, but to denonstrate that one could keep cool under
fire and make prudent, often split-second deci sions.

Jack Baker was the ensign Max had in mnd. Rick watched himbeing run through one of the
advanced scenarios, designed to place the trainee in a position where he or she would have to
deci de between adherence to command dictates or altruistic heroics. Rick had Iittle fondness for
the scenari o, because it happened to feature hima holo-Iikeness of Rick, at any rate-as the
downed pilot, awash in a 3-D sea. For want of an actual eneny, cadets found thensel ves up agai nst
stylized ersatz Zentraedi Battl epods.

Baker's scores were well above average throughout the first portion of the scenario, but
ultimately they dropped to standard after the ensign opted to go after his downed wi ngnman, instead
of follow ng orders to reengage.

"Not the snoothest perfornmance,” Mix commented, "but you have to admit he's got
sonet hi ng. "

"Yeah," Rick nodded. "But |I'mnot sure it's sonmething | like."

Baker was ordered up to the control booth, and joined Rick and Max there a few m nutes
|later. He was a slight but energetic youth, with thick, unruly carrot-col ored hair and bushy
eyebrows. Bl ue-eyed, pale, and freckled, he inpressed Rick as sonmething of a discipline problem
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At the sane tine, though, Baker was forceful and determni ned; a seat-of-the-pants pilot, a natural

"Sir, I know ny performance wasn't perfect," Baker started right in. "But that test wasn't
a fair denonstration of ny abilities.”
Ri ck wagged a gloved finger in the ensign's face. "In the first place, you went off auto-

pilot, contrary to orders. Second, by doing so you endangered the rest of the team And third, you
didn't even nanage to rescue ne."

"Yes, but-"

"Di sm ssed, Ensign."

"But, sir, I-"

"You heard the admiral," Max chinmed in

Baker closed his nmouth and saluted. "l appreciate the adniral's input, sir," he nanaged

before he |eft.

"Funny, but he reninds me of soneone," Max said, watching Baker wal k away. "Flyboy by the
nane of Hunter, if nenory serves."

"l guess he does have a certain reckl ess sense of style about him™"

"And | suppose that's why you were so hard on him huh?"

"Just trying to inprove himas a team player, Max. Besides," R ck added with a laugh, "the
| ook on his face was priceless."”

Max acconpani ed Rick back to his quarters after they had watched a few nore cadets and
officers run through the sinmulator. Rick was in a rem ni scent nood, so they tal ked about the first
time they had set foot in the factory after liberating it from Commander Reno, and about baby
Dana's part in that op. Max wanted to tal k about |eaving Dana behind now, but Rick didn't seemto
want to surrender his train of thought.

The factory was buzzing with activity; shuttles were arriving every few hours with
suppl i es and personnel, and boardi ng of the SDF-3 was under way, with techs lined up for [ ast
m nute briefings, assignnents, and ned-scans from Jean Grant's extensive nmed staff. |In another
area of the satellite, mmintenance crews, carpenters, and caterers were setting up for the
weddi ng.

"And it's not just the wedding," Rick was saying when they entered his quarters. "I keep
t hi nki ng about the enornmity and inportance of this mssion. Maybe...maybe we' ve taken on too much
this time."

"I hope you're not going to start in about how you're the youngest admral in the force,
and how undeserving you are."

"The best and the brightest,” Rick said to his reflection in the viewport. "That's ne."

Just then the door tone sounded and T. R Edwards strode in on Rick's wel cone.

"Hope |'m not disturbing you, Admiral."

"What's on your mind, General ?"

"Way, | just wanted to wish you good |uck, Hunter."

Ri ck noted that Edwards's faceplate nade it difficult to tell whether he was sincere. And
it was just as difficult for Rick to put Vince Grant's suspicions fromhis nind

"What d'you mean by that, Edwards?" Rick said defensively.

Edwar ds showed a surprised | ook and turned an uncertain glance to Max. "Well, the weddi ng,
of course. What else would I nean?”

"Ch, oh of course," Rick said, getting to his feet. He extended his hand. "Thanks,

Edwar ds. "

"Adm ral Hayes's daughter," Edwards nused while they shook hands. "Inagine that...The
irony of it, I mean. No |ove | ost between you and hi m back then, was there?"

Rick stared into Edwards's eye

"Ch, I"'msorry, Admiral. | guess you don't like to renenber those days." Edwards rel axed
his grip and wal ked to the door. "Just wanted to say good |luck. To you, too, Sterling."
Ri ck and Max exchanged baffl ed | ooks as the door hissed shut.

Cabel |l and Rem had managed to get the Hellcat back to the |lab undetected; it was no easy
task, but a little muscle power and an abandoned Hovercar did the trick. Cabell had the Inorganic
on one of the scanner tables now He had rendered it harm ess by renmoving a transponder fromthe
machi ne's flank. Having witnessed Bioroids blowing Hellcats to bits-literally-it canme as no
surprise to find that the thing was hollow, its entire circuitry contained in its thick skin. But
i f Cabell had discovered how it worked, the source of its power remained a nystery-one he hoped to
sol ve by anal yzing the transponder

On the other side of the room Remwas up to his ears in Pollinators. Explosions had
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| oosed themfromtheir cage and they were all over him now, screeching up a storm attaching
thensel ves to his arns, |egs, and neck, and trying desperately to bury thenselves in-the folds of
his long cloak. They m ght have passed for small white, nop-head dogs, except for their nmuffinlike
paws and knob-ended horns. For a long while Zor had kept their secret fromthe Tirolian elite, but
eventual ly the Masters had di scovered the crucial part they played in spreading the Flower of

Life. So Zor went a step further and hid nost of the creatures, nam ng Cabell as their guardi an

"What's happening to these things!" Remshouted in a nuffled voice, pulling one fromhis
face. "They're going crazy!"

"They have a biogenetic link to the Flower," the old nman answered calnmy, hefting the
Hel I cat's transponder. "The presence of the Invid is disturbing to them™

"And to me," Remstarted to say, when sonething truly nonstrous appeared on one of the
vi ewscreens. It was an enornous ship, he decided at once-because nothing so ghastly green and
hi deous could live in the real world. Its central head and torso resenbled a kind of arnored,
hunpbacked slug with two mandi bul arl y-horned |izard heads on segnented necks arising Sianese-Iike
fromwhere arns m ght have been. There were three tails, two of which were tapered with stinger
ends, and eight legs protruding froma suckered belly nore appropriate for a sea creature than a
terrestrial behenoth.

Cabell narrowed his eyes at the screen and grunted. "Their Enforcer transport. It's neant
to frighten us into submission. It's captives they want now, ny boy."

Hi s thoughts fumed briefly to the three El ders, who had secreted thensel ves sonmewhere in
Tiresia's | abyrinthine underground. What the Invid Regent would give for their fey hides, Cabel
t hought. He began to consider using themas a bargaining chip for the release of Tirol's surviving
populace if it canme to that, but judged it best to let that decision rest until the nonent cane.
Safety for hinself and the boy was all that concerned himjust now.

"Cabell, we've got to abandon the lab," Rem said, as renewed fighting shook the city. "W
can't allow your research to fall into their hands."

"I've got what | need,"” Cabell told him indicating the transponder. He began to gather up
data cards and chips; then, as he activated a bank of switches above the nain console, two floor
panels slid open, revealing a stairway that lead to the |labyrinth beneath the Royal Hall. In tines
prior to the Geat Transition, the |abyrinth had been used for religious rituals.

"What about the Pollinators?”

"Take them W'll need themif we're ever to duplicate Zor's experinments."

Rem suppressed a curse as the Pollinators he had pried fromhis uniformreattached
thensel ves, screeching their mad songs all the while. He hesitated at the top of the dark
staircase

"Do we stay down here until the Invid | eave?"

Cabel I | aughed fromthe bl ackness deeper in. "Till they leave? You're an optimst, mny
boy. "

From his quarters on the Invid flagship, the Regent watched the descent of the Menace with
obvious delight. In a nonent the hydra-ship was bellowing its arrival, three sets of jaws opening
to belch forth squadrons of Enforcer troops, the invasion group's nop-up crew and police force.
They rode one-pilot strike ships, golden-col ored tubul arshaped crafts wi th hooded, open-air
cockpits and gl obul ar propul sion systens. They picked up where the command ships |eft off,

di spatching what renmined of Tiresia's pitiful defenses. As scenes of death and destruction played
across the viewscreen, the Regent urged his troops on, nouth approxinating a smle, sensor

ant ennae suffused with color. But followup transnissions fromthe nmoon's surface were enough to
erase that nonentary bl ush

"Scanners continue to register negative on all fronts, my lord."

The ground troops had conpleted their sweep of Tiresia, but the Regent still wasn't
convinced. "You're certain there's nowhere el se the Robotech Masters m ght have conceal ed the
FI ower s?"

“Yes, ny lord. W would have detected even the slightest trace."

The Regent | eaned back in the control couch. "Very well," he said after a brief silence.

"I wash my hands of this wetched world. Do what you will, ny |legions.”

He had expected an imredi ate response, an affirmation of his command, but instead the
lieutenant risked a suggestion. "Pardon nme, my lord, but shouldn't we delay the exterm nation
until they've told us everything they know?"

"Good point," the Regent replied after he had gotten over the soldier's audacity. "Have
your units round up any survivors at once, and prepare themfor questioning. W shall see if we
can't persuade themto tell us where their Masters have taken the Flowers of Life. | shall conduct
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the inquisition nmyself. Informnme when you have secured the city."

"It is done, ny lord." The soldier signed off.

The city's tenpl es becane prisons. Those Tiresians who survived the enforcers' roundup
who survived the plasma hell they poured into the breached shelters, were packed shoul der to
shoul der in inprovised holding zones. They were a sorry |lot, these bruised and battered sackcl ot h-
cl ad humanoi ds; but even greater indignities awaited them Some knew this and envied the clones,
all dead now. For the first time in generations no clones wal ked Fantona's noon. Save one, that
is...

"Are they bringing nore in?" a nan asked his fellow prisoners as the tenple's massive door
was opened, admitting light into their mdst. "These nonsters nean to snother us alive."

"Quiet, they'll hear you," soneone nearby said.

But the nan saw no reason to remain still. "lInvader, what do you want from us?" he shouted
when the Regent's huge form appeared in the doorway.

The Invid | ooked down at them his antennae throbbing and hood puffed up. "You know very
well what | want-the Flower of Life." He reached out and plucked the man fromthe crowd, his four-
fingered hand fully enconpassing the man's head. "Tell me where it is."

"Never-"

“"You fool," the Regent rasped as he lifted the man to shoul der hei ght, applying pressure
as he dangl ed himover the screanming prisoners. The man's hands flailed wldly against the
Regent's grip. "Where are the Fl owers?"

The Tiresian's responses were nuffl ed, panicked. "W don't know"

"Tell me, you insignificant little worm " the Regent said, and crushed the nman's skull

"We know not hing;" soneone in the crowd shouted. "The Masters never told us of such
t hi ngs!"

"My friend, | believe you," the Regent said after a moment. He rel eased the now |lifeless
body. "Enforcer," he added, turning aside, "reward these creatures for their honesty."

The lieutenant stiffened. "At once, ny lord." Wile the Regent exited the hall, the
enforcer arned a spherical device and tossed it over his shoul der before the doors shut, sealing
the prisoners inside.

An ol d man caught the device and sadly regarded its flashing |ights. "Wat does it nean?"
soneone asked in a horror-stricken voice.

The old man forced hinmself to swallow "It nmeans our doom" he said softly.

The expl osi on took nost of the tenple with it.

Returned to his flagship, the Regent nmet with his scientists. They were barefoot beings
nmuch |ike hinself, although no taller than the soldiers, dressed in unadorned white trousers and
sashed jackets suggestive of oriental robes. In the presence of their king, they kept their arns
fol ded across their chests, hands tucked inside jacket cuffs.

"Tell nme what you know," the Regent asked them despondent after this brief visit to
Tirol's surface. "Is this moon as worthless as it seens?"

"W have yet to find any trace of the Flower," their spokesman said in a nodul ated voice
"And nost of the population is too old and sickly to serve as slave labor. |I'mafraid there is
very little of use to us here."

"Perhaps it will sinply take nore digging to find what we seek. Cone," the Regent
instructed their overseer, Cbsim "there is sonething | wish to discuss with you."

As they wal ked-through an enornous hold lined top to bottomwi th Shock Troopers, Pincer
and Command ships, and inward toward the very heart of the flagship-the Regent explained his
posi tion.

"Just because the Regis is sonewhat nore evolved than | am she treats ne like | just
crawled fromthe swanp. | fear she'll try to undermine ny authority; that's why this nission nust
succeed. "

"l understand," Obsim said.

“I'"'m placing you in charge of the search on Tirol. The Inorganics will be your eyes and
ears. Use themto uncover the secrets of this place."”

osiminclined his head in a bow "If this world holds any clue to the matrix's
wher eabouts, | will find it."

"See that you do," the Regent added om nously.

A transparent transport tube conveyed them weightlessly to the upper levels of the ship
where the Invid brain was tenporarily housed. The brain was just that, a towering fissured and
convol uted organ of Protoculture instrumentality enclosed in a hundred-foot-high bubble chanmber
filled with clear |iquid.
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The Regent's attenpt to emulate the Masters' Protoculture Caps: his living conputer.
King and scientist stood at the chanber's pul sating, bubbl ed base.

"The invasion is conplete,” the Regent directed up to the brain. "I have brought Tirol to
its knees."

A synaptic dazzl e spread across the underside of the instrunent brain, tickling what night
have been the pituitary body, the pons varolii, and corpora al bicantia. The brain spoke. "And yet

your search for the matrix continues."

"For a while longer, yes," the Regent confirmed in defense of his actions, the chanber
ef fervescence reflected in his glossy black eyes.

"Find Zor's ship and you will have what you seek. Not until then." The brain seened to
aspirate its words, sucking themin so that its speech resenbled a tape played in reverse.

"You' ve been talking to the Regis again!" the Regent grow ed. "You expect ne to search for
a ship that could be hal fway across the gal axy?"

"Cal cul ations suggest that such a journey would constitute a minor drain on existing
Protoculture reserves when conpared to these continued assaults against the Masters' realns."

"That may very well be," the Regent was willing to concede, "but conquest is grow h.
Conquest is evolvenent!" He turned to Gbsim "M orders stand: section the brain. Transport the
cutting to the surface to guide the Inorganics. Bring ne what | seek and | will nmake you master of
your own world. Fail, and | will leave you to rot on this ball of dust for an eternity."

CHAPTER FI VE

VWhat with all the major players fromthe RDF and the Southern Cross in attendance (at the Hunters
weddi ng), one woul d have expected at | east one newsworthy incident; but in fact the only negative
scene was one touched off by Lynn-M nnei's song, which provoked excl amati ons of di sapproval froma
few menbers of the Sisterhood Society. "We'Ill be together," the chorus went, "as narried nman and
wife." Here was Lisa Hayes, first officer of the SDFs 1 and 2, admiral of the fleet, and commuander
of the entire SDF-3, suddenly reduced by Mnnei's lyric to Rick Hunter's wife!

Footnote in Fulcrum Comrentaries on the Second Robotech War by Mjor Alice Harper Argus (ret.)

Ri ck watched the Earth as it swung into view feeling a little like he imgined the starchild did
in that old science fiction classic. He knew it was stretching things a bit to feel that way, but
in a very real sense the future of the planet was in the hands of a council of ordinary nen and
wonen. Human bei ngs, not superheroes or protectors, or starchildren who had already crossed over.

Earth | ooked unchanged fromup here, its recent scars and still-open wounds conceal ed by a
mantl e of white swirls and dense fronts. But R ck had wal ked Earth's scorched surface for six
years and knew the truth: his world would never be the sane. And it took a new kind of strength to
accept this fact, to overconme the inertia of age and surrender a host of chil dhood dreans.

"Penny for your thoughts,"” Lisa said from behind him

He hadn't heard her enter, and swung around fromthe viewport with a guilty look on his
face.

"Am | interrupting sonething?"

He smiled at her and shook his head. "A penny, huh...ls that all they're worth?"

“A nickel, then."

She cane over to kiss him and inmedi ately sensed his renoteness. He turned back to the
view as she rel eased him Sunlight touched the wi ngtips of dozens of shuttles ferrying guests up
to the satellite for the weddi ng

"“The stars ny destination
choice. It's like a crazy dream™

Li sa pursed her |ips and nodded; Max had prepared her for Rick's nmobod, and she wanted him

"" he nused. "I can't help wondering if we've nade the right

to understand that her shoul der was the softest around. Still, she didn't like his waffling and
sudden i ndeci siveness. "It's not a crazy dream" she told him "If we succeed, we'll be insuring a
future for ourselves."

"I know, | know," he said dismssively. "I"'mnot as mxed up as | sound. It's just com ng

down so fast all of a sudden. The mission, our wedding..."
"W've had six years to think about this, Rick."
Ri ck took her in his arms; she |linked her hands behind his neck. "I"man idiot."
"Only if you're having doubts about us, Rick."
"Not now," he said, collecting on the kiss Max had interrupted earlier

In his small cabi nspace aboard the SDF-3, Jack Baker was softly thunping his head agai nst
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a conmputer console. There was just too nuch to learn. Not only did you have to prove yourself in
air combat maneuvers, you had to know all this extra stuff! Odnance specifications, dril
procedures, TO&E nonsense, Zentraedi! for crying out loud...If he'd known that necha piloting was
going to involve all this, he would have just gone to college or sonething!

The conputer sounded a tone, urging himto enter his response to the question it had
flashed on the screen
"Plot a course fromA to B," Jack read, "taking into consideration vector variants |listed
" Jack scanned the tables hopelessly and bell owed a curse at the ceiling.

At the same nonent, the cabin door hissed open and a VT |ieutenant wal ked in. He took a
| ong anal ytical |ook at Jack, then glanced at the nonitor screen

"Troubl es, Baker?" he said, barely suppressing a grin.

Jack reached over and switched off the nonitor. "No, no troubles."

The pilot sniggered. "Here, this oughta cheer you up."

Jack took the envel ope and opened it: inside was a handwitten note from Adm ral Hunter
inviting himto the wedding reception. "“|I hope you can make it,'" Jack read aloud three tines,
trying to convince hinself that the note was on the |evel

"From Richard A. Hunter," Jack said to the pilot, gloating. "My buddy, the adnmiral."

above. .

The hol d chosen for the wedding was on the factory's upper |evel, where a nmassive overhead
viewport had recently been installed expressly for the event. The space coul d acconmpbdat e sever al
t housand, but by three o' clock on the afternoon of the big day every seat was filled. Rick and
Li sa had denanded a sinple cerenpony nonetheless, and in keeping with their w shes the hold was
mnimally outfitted. Two tiered banks of chairs had been set up to face a raised platform behind
whi ch rose a screen adorned with a large stylized cross. The stage was carpeted and matched by a
five-hundred-foot-1ong red runner that covered the center aisle. Large floral arrangenents had
been placed along the aisle and perinmeter of the stage, and in the hold beyond sat two rows of
gl eami ng Al pha Veritechs, red on the right, blue on the |eft.

The front rows had been reserved for close friends and VIPs, who sat there nowin their
finest gowns, pleated unifornms, service ribbons, and gol den-epaul etted dress blues. The hold was
hummi ng wi th hundreds of individual conversations, and organ nusic was wafting froma dozen
t heat er speakers. Bowi e and Dana, who were supposed to be waiting with the weddi ng party, were
pl ayi ng a ganme of tag anobng the rows, and Jean Grant was chasing both of them asking her son if
was too much to request that he behave hinmsel f just this once.

"Can't you act like a grown-up!" she screaned, at the end of her rope.

"But | can't, Mom" the youngster returned to the anusenment of everyone wthin earshot,
"I've got the mind of a seven-year-old!"

Seating hadn't been prearranged along any “"familial" lines, but a curious breakdown had
begun fromthe start. On one side sat Field Marshal Anatole Leonard and npost of the Southern Cross
apparat-T. R Edwards, Dr. Lazlo Zand, Senator Watt Mbran, and dozens of |esser officers and
dignitaries-and on the other, the RDF contingent: Vince and Jean Grant, Mriya Sterling, Drs. Lang
and Penn and the rest of the Plenipotentiary Council, Jonathan WIff, the Emersons, and others. In
a tight-knit group behind the council menbers sat Exedore, and Dana Sterling' s three deathly-il
Zentraedi godfathers, Rico, Konda, and Bron. Breetai's micronized troops were farther back, al ong
with some of the Wl ff Pack, the Skull and Ghost Squadrons.

Up front, on the sunny side, were Lynn-M nnei and her singing partner, Janice Em Lisa's
response to Mnnei's offer that day in the gown shop had been strai ghtforward: she had asked her
to sing at the wedding.

Jani ce Em was sonet hing of an enigma to the nmedia. Wrd had it that she was Dr. Lang's
ni ece, but runor linked her to the wi zard of Robotechnology in nore intimate ternms. In any case,
she seened to have appeared on the scene out of nowhere two years earlier, only to becone Lynn-

M nnei 's much needed tenor and constant conpanion. She was a few inches taller than Mnnei, wth
| arge blue eyes set in a sonewhat pale but attractive face. Her hair color changed every few

mont hs, but today it was a delicate | avender, pulled back in a rose clasp behind one ear. She had
chosen a yel |l ow spaghetti-strapped gown to conplement Mnnei's blue halter and offset it with a
neckl ace of ancient Egyptian turquoise.

"Did | ever tell you about the tine Rick and | got narried?" Mnmei was saying just now.

Jani ce heard the sadness in Mnnei's voice, but chose to react to the statenment. "Mybe
you should be telling Lisa," she suggested. "Or are you saving it for when the chaplain asks if
anyone can show "just cause'?"

M nnmei reacted as though she had been sl apped; then she let out her breath and | aughed. It
was so typically Janice to say something like that. Wen the press grilled her for the scoop on
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Janice and Dr. Lang, Mnnei would often reply," Well, if she's not related to him she's certainly
got his sense of hunor."

"It was a fantasy weddi ng, Janice,” Mnnei explained. "Wen we were trapped together in a
hold in the SDF-1."

“And here you are trapped with himin another hold."

M nmei ignored it. "l just can't stop nyself fromthinking about what ni ght have been."

"*The saddest are: it m ght have been,"' Janice quoted. "But forget it, Lynn. The past is
only an arrangenent of photons receding at |ightspeed.™

"That's very romantic, Janice."

"Romance is for storytellers.”

"And what about our songs-you don't call themromantic?"

Janice turned to her straight-faced. "Qur songs are weapons."

Above t he woul d-be chapel, on an observation bal cony Max had christened the "ready-
reaction room" Rick stood in front of a mirror trying to tie a knot. His tux was white with sky-
bl ue | apel s.

"The ball oon's about to go up," Max enthused, bursting in on him

"I can't do it, Max. You're going to have to do it for ne."

It took Max a nonment to understand that Rick was referring to the tie; he breathed a sigh
of relief and went over to his friend. "Here, I'man expert with these things."

Rick inclined his head to the view bel ow while Max went to work on the tie. He felt as
t hough his stonmach had reconfigured itself to some entirely new node

"There," Max said. "It's a matter of finesse."

Ri ck thanked him "A man couldn't have a finer best man or best friend. | nean that."

Max bl ushed. "Hey, | was saving that for the toast."

"Ckay," Rick said in a determ ned voice. "Let's nove."

He reached up to give a final adjustnent to the tie only to have it slip and | oosen up

Max | ooked at it and shrugged. "Well, naybe you'll start a trend."

In the end you go it alone, Rick was saying to hinmself ten mnutes later as he turned to
wat ch Li sa cone down the aisle. Breetai, in his helnmet-mask and Ironnman getup wal ked besi de her
and Rick couldn't help seeing themas sone kind of whacko father-and-daughter tag-team couple.
Max' s daughter was one step behind them But as Lisa drew nearer the inmage left him and so did
t he nervousness. She had roses and baby's breath in her hair, a choker of real pearls, and she
| ooked radi ant. Behind Lisa's back, Dana nade a face at ringbearer Bowie and curled her fingers at
her nom

Max and Breetai |eft the platformsoon after, and the chapl ain began to read the short
service Lisa had witten. Afew nmnutes later Rick and Lisa were joining hands, exchanging rings
and vows, and suddenly it was over.

O just beginning.

They ki ssed and a thousand strobe |lights flashed. Cheers and appl ause rose fromthe crowd
above a flourish of strings and horns; and outside the viewport, teams of Veritechs conpleted a
series of slowno formation flybys. A fanfare sounded as | ocal space came to life with starbursts,
roostertails, and fountains of brilliant color

Ri ck and Lisa shook a thousand hands and ki ssed a thousand cheeks; then they danced
together to M nnei and Janice's song. Spotlights found themin the hold as they noved through
gentle arcs and twirls across the floor. Rick held her lovingly and caught the glint of teardrops
in the corner of her eyes. He squeezed her hand and felt a wave of sadness wash through him It
was the song perhaps, a |love song to be sure, but one sung with a sense of inplied | oss, an
awar eness of the epheneral nature of all things.

A world turns to the edge of night,
the noon and stars so very bright;
your face glows in the candlelight,
it's all because tonight's the night..
Now hol d ny hand and take this ring
as we unite in harnony.

We can begin to live the dream

the dreamthat's neant for you and ne.

To be together,
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For the first time in our lives,

it's us together.

As married man and wife, we'll be together
fromnow on, until death do us part;

and even then, | hope our love |asts forever.

"Ch, Rick," Lisa whispered in his ear, noved to tears by the Voice that had conquered an
arnmy. "How | wish Caudia and Roy could be here."

Rick | ed her through a turn that kept her back to the guests. And Ben, he thought. And
A oval and Sanmi e and Vanessa and Kim and the countless millions sacrificed to war's insatiable
thirst...

| promise to be always true

until the very end's in view

In good tinmes and the bad tines, too,
I know that we can nake it through
As one united we'll be strong;
because toget her we bel ong.

If I could sing to you a song,

I'"d sing of love that won't go wrong.

If we're together,
we'll nake a brand new life for us together,
as nmarried man and wife, we'll stay together..

Coupl es began to join themon the dance floor, and when the song finished, the party began
in earnest. Happily, R ck found hinself with some free nonents while Lisa was off circulating
table to table. Qddly enough, menbers of the Southern Cross and RDF were ningling wthout
i nci dent, and everywhere Rick | ooked he saw peopl e having a good tinme. Except perhaps for Jean
G ant, who was looking a little frazzled after having spent nost of the cerenony chasing Bowi e and
Dana ar ound.

A phot ographer brought Rick and Lisa back together for the cake cutting, but Rick drew the
line at that, and refused to take part in any of the archaic dances the band insisted on playing.

I nstead, he wandered around with a snile frozen in place that misrepresented his true inner state.
He had realized, as though waking froma dream that there was only the m ssion now No wedding to
absorb his concerns, no higher priority than the SDF-3 and his conmand.

It was a frightening realization

El sewhere, Jonathan Wl ff was zeroing in on M nnei.

"This has got to be the biggest reception |'ve ever played," Mnnei was exclaimng to
Jani ce as Wl ff came over.

"You sang beautifully,” he began on a confident note.

M nrmei recogni zed a certain ook in his eye and began to gl ance around for an escape
route. "Unh, thank you," she said in a distracted way.

"The nane's WIff. And do you know how long |I've wanted to neet you?"

Wl ff! Oh, terrific, Mnnmei was saying to herself, when Janice suddenly blurted out, "Try
humming a few bars."

Wl ff's snmle collapsed and he began to | ook back and forth between the two wonen
uncertainly. "I, uh-"

"Ch, right, you were talking to M nnei, not ne,
can give it a second try."

M nmei and Wl ff watched her wal k of f.

"Don't mnd Janice, she's got a very peculiar sense of hunor."

Wl ff cleared his throat neaningfully and was about to say sonething, but Mnnei excused
hersel f and wandered away.

"There's soneone over there | want to talk to," she said over her shoul der

Undaunt ed, Wl ff straightened his torso harness-in case anyone was watching. He saw M nnei
tal king to Exedore and three other Zentraedi nen. But then Wl ff noticed sonething else: a man
about his own age standi ng nearby was al so watching M nnei. Watching her with an al nost pal pabl e
intensity. Wl ff repositioned hinself for a better view of the stranger, a maintenance tech by the
| ook of his uniform But there was sonething disturbingly famliar about him WIff was sure he
had never net the man, but was equally certain he had seen himsonewhere. As he studied the man's

Janice said. "Look, I'Il relocate and you
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tall, lean figure and bearded face, an inmage began to form The beard would have to go, Wl ff
deci ded, and the hair would have to be a |lot |onger and darker...But where had he seen himin the
Control Zone, maybe-and why did nartial arts and old novies cone to m nd?

Karen Penn, her father, and Dr. Lang were eating slices of wedding cake when a sl ovenly-
dressed civilian joined themat the table. Lang introduced Karen to Dr. Lazlo Zand, a col d-handed
man with eyes as pupilless as Lang's own.

"CGood to nmeet you," Karen said, forcing a smle and wondering if Zand ran on ice water.

"Charned," he returned. "That blond hair. You remind me of little Dana."

Karen felt a chill run through her, and sonething seenmed to nake her fork leap fromthe
pl ate. She bent to retrieve it, but soneone had beat her to it.

"Allow ne," a red-haired ensign told her. "I'"mpretty handy with hardware."

"Karen, Ensign...Baker, if |I'mnot nistaken," offered Lang.

She and Baker were both still holding on to the fork and | ocked in on each other's eyes.

"The pleasure's at least fifty percent mne." Baker snmiled. He et go of the fork
"Consi der nme at your service, ma'am”

Karen's eyebrows went up. "I'Il keep it in mnd."

"And |I'lIl keep you in mnd," Baker said, excusing hinmself and noving off.

"Bit of a hotshot," comrented Lang.

"That's the sort of person you'll be wasting your time with fromnow on," Harry Penn added
gruffly.

Karen smiled. "lI'mnot so sure about that, Dad."

"But your father's right," Zand interjected, narrowing his eyes. "Scientists are nore
fun."

Karen couldn't hold the man's gaze. Absently, she tried to raise a forkful of cake to her
mout h. The utensil was twi sted beyond recognition

The party was still cooking eight hours later, but Rick and Lisa were ready to call it a
day. They said their farewells fromthe bal cony overlooking the hold; and Lisa got ready to give
the bridal bouquet a healthy send-off.

At the last minute, Janice had thrust Mnmei into the midst of the crowd of eligible
wonen, but had herself taken off for parts unknown. Now M nmei was pressed tight in the center of
that mass of supercharged youth, surrounded by officers, enlisted-rating techs, and cadets, nobst
of whom were younger than she was. One honey-bl ond-haired ensign to her left couldn't have been
nore than seventeen.

On the bal cony, Lisa was warning that anyone who hoped to remain single should stay out of
the line of fire. Then she gave the thing a wi ndup under handed toss, and M nnei saw it coning

She barely had to stretch out her hands, and what was stranger still, the wormen around her
seenmed to give it to her

"See you all after the honeynoon," Lisa shouted, perhaps unaware of the bouquet's | anding
zone.

“Yeah, in about eight hours fromnow" Ri ck added, tugging his bride away.

M nnei | owered her face into the flowers, then gave her head a qui ck shake when she | ooked
up. It's over, she thought, recalling a sad song she used to sing. Now |I've got to get on with ny
life.

"Good-bye, Rick," she said softly. It is youl still see..

On Optera, the Invid Regis | earned of her husband's inmmnent return and made i medi ate
plans to | eave the planet. She didn't delude herself with thoughts that this night be sone tria
separation. O course, it neant abandoning all the Genesis Pit experinments in evolution she had
begun here, her progress in the Geat Wrrk of transnutation and freedomfromthe base condition
but what strides could she hope to nake in his presence, what chance did she have to fulfill
hersel f? No, he had held her back |ong enough. Further, it meant that she would have to decide
what constituted a just division of their resources. He already had the |living computer; but there
were other Protoculture instrunmentalities that would serve her as well as the brain once had. And
she woul d take al ong half her active children, but |eave himthat sleeping brood she had not yet
seen fit to awaken.

Their home on Optera, their castle, was an enornous hem spherical hive, once the sacred
inverted chalice of the Geat Wirk, but now a profane dwelling filled with his things-his servants
and ridicul ous possessions. He had clainmed to be doing all this for her sake, and for a tine she
could alnost believe him pitiful as his attenpts were. But she soon realized that he was nerely
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nurturing hinself with these conquests and acquisitive drives.

The Regent's ignorance and stubbornness had been enough to drive her mad. He was in every
way her intellectual and spiritual inferior; and yet his will was powerful, and in his presence
she could feel his sick mnd reaching out for her, trying to snother her. She was certain that
unl ess she left Optera, he would one day succeed in dragging her down to his barbaric |evel

But she was free of himnow, her mind clear on the path she had to take. No | onger
subservient to his dark demands, she would strike out on her own. If the matrix was to be found,
it was she who would find it. Not by sanitizing the Masters' insignificant worlds, but by sending
out her sensor nebulae to the far reaches of the galaxy to | ocate Zor's dinensional fortress. Then
she woul d take the Flowers back fromthe thieves who had stolen them she would |iberate themfrom
their matrix prison and find a new Optera for her experinents! In the nmeantine the planet Praxis
woul d suffice. And woe to any who would stand in her way!

CHAPTER SI X

Actual ly, 1've been thinking about it for nonths now, but | just didn't know how to ask, and
wasn't sure if you woul d understand ny decision. Could you see ne wal king up to Lang or one of
those council stiffs and saying, "Uh, do you think I mght be able to go along on the ride?" And
then have to tell you that | was going to be doing a tour by nyself this tine. Taking ny act to
Tirol -you woul d have brained nme. | hope you'll forgive ne, and | want you to know that we'll pick
up right where we |left off when the Expeditionary mnission returns. | nmean, who knows, maybe |']
have added a bunch of new stuff to our repetoire. Anyway |'mcertain the experience will be good
for ne.

Lynn-M nnei ' s good-bye note to her manager, Sanson "Sharky" O Tool e

The alarmwent off at 5:15 a.m "Rise and shine," said a synthesized, possibly fenal e voice from
the room s control deck

Rick pulled the sheet over his head and buried his face in the pillow. He could sense Lisa
stirring beside him sitting up and stretching. In a nonent he felt her warm hand on his bare
back.

"Mor ni ng. "

"What good is it being an admiral if you can't sleep late?" he asked without lifting his
head.

She | aughed and ki ssed the nape of his neck. "Not today, Rick."

"Then tell me why five-fifteen never seened this early before.”

"Maybe because bed never felt this good before," she purred, snuggling against his back

Rick rolled over and put his arnms around her. "That's a fact, ma'am"”

The door tone sounded, ending their enbrace. Rick nuttered something and clinbed out of
bed, stepping into trousers before answering the door

"Good norning, M. and Ms. Hunter," a robo-butler announced. The thing was squat and
silly-looking, with a rubber skirt that concealed its wheels; it was holding a full breakfast tray
inits plasticized grips. "Dr. Lang wanted you to have breakfast in bed," the butler continued in
the sane nonotone. "Please enter the appropriate commands."

Ri ck allowed the piece of Robowi zardy to enter, but shut it down soon afterward, taking
over the butler's programand conveying the tray to bed hinsel f.

He bowed theatrically as Lisa sat up. "Service with a genuine smle."

They ate hurriedly and said little, fam shed all of a sudden. Then they showered together
and began to dress. Rick watched Lisa in front of the mirror, snoothing her uniformand adjusting
the collar of her jacket.

"OFf to work," he said, |ooking hinself over. "Do you realize that the next tine we're in
this roomtogether, 1'll be asking you what you did today, and you'll tell ne that you conmanded a
starship across the gal axy. Does that sound a little odd to you?"

"Odd how?" she said, with a crooked smle.

"Qdd |i ke not sonething we do every day."

Li sa came over to tug his black torso harness into place. "Just think of it as a
honeynoon. "

Rick nade a face. "I'll be sure and tell that to the Masters."

Jean Grant had cried at the weddi ng; those, however, had been tears of joy and
renenbrance, while the ones stream ng down her cheeks today were anything but. Bowi e was on the
verge of tears hinmself, but was trying hard to be a man about it. Not that nom and son stood out
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any, though; the shuttle hold was filled with Iike scenes: tears, enbraces, heartfelt exchanges.
Weddi ng guests and famly nmenbers would be shuttled home over the course of the next few days, but
with the SDF-3 | aunch wi ndow | ess than four hours off, this was the crew s |last chance for good-
byes. Wthin a nonth, Human factory personnel would be transferred to new assi gnnments on-pl anet,

or at Moon Base or Liberty Space Station. No decision had been nade concerning the satellite
itself, but speculation was that the Zentraedi crew would renove the installation fromEarth orbit-
to where, no one knew.

Vince Grant bent down and put a hand on his son's head, giving it an affectionate rub
"It's going to be all right, Bowie. W'Ill be back before you knowit."

"But why can't | come with you?" he wanted to know. "Qther kids are going-kids not too
much ol der than us," he added, including Dana. Bowi e was thinking of one kid in particular he had
met at the wedding, Dr. Lang's godson, Scott Bernard

"That's true, sweetie," Jean said, smling through her tears. "But you know you can't go."
She touched Bowi e's chest with her fingertips. "Your heart won't let you go."

Dana, who was bored and practicing spin kicks against a bul khead, frowned and said, "Cone
on, Bowie. W don't want to go with them anyway. Space is no fun, anybody knows that."

Max and Mriya regarded each other and shook their heads as if to say, where did that one
cone fron®?

"Dana's right, Bowie," Jean smled, tugging in a sob. "It isn't going to be any fun."

"Yeah, Dana, but you were in space already," Bowi e pointed out. "I've never been there."

Rol f Emerson took advantage of a nonentary silence to step forward and put his arm around
the boy. "W're going to have a good tinme, Bowie. You wait and see."

Vince and Jean enbraced Rolf. "Take good care of himfor us, Rolf," Vince said with a
serious | ook.

“You know I will."

Just then Lazl o Zand wal ked by headed for the shuttle ranp. Instinctively, Enerson hugged
Dana and Bowie to his legs, a look in his dark eyes |like he wanted to put a stake through Zand's
heart .

El sewhere in the shuttle boarding area, Janice and Mnnei had received their seat
assignments and were wal king off in the direction of the VIP | ounge. They were ordinary folk this
nmorni ng, dressed in slacks and sinple blouses. There was plenty of tinme to kill until the prep
call, and M nnei wanted to get a drink

"What's with you today?" Jani ce asked while they noved through the crowd. "The clouds are
bel ow us, so | don't see how you can have your head in them" Wen Mnnei didn't respond, Janice
took her by the arm "Earth calling Lynn-Mnnei. Please relay your hyperspace coordi nates."

"Huh?" M nnei said, turning to her

Jani ce nmade an exasperated sound. "Wat is it-Ri ck?"

M nnei | ooked away. "He al ways | ooked out for nme. | just don't knowif | can |eave him
like this."

"Look, Lynn," Janice began in a worried voice, "I don't think Lisa is going to appreciate
your cutting into their-"

“I'f I could just see himonce nore. Both of them Only to wish them good | uck."

"You already did that-about two dozen tinmes!"

Jani ce could see that she wasn't listening; Mnnei's eyes were searching the bay for
sonet hing. "There!" she said after a nonment, pointing to a small EVA vehicle near a secondary
| aunch port reserved for naintenance craft.

"I"'mafraid to ask," Janice said warily. But Mnmei was al ready on her way.

"Admiral on the bridge!" a young enlisted-rating tech announced, snapping to as Lisa
stepped through the hatch She couldn't help remenbering Captain d oval constantly smacking his
head on a hatch very sinilar to this one. And indeed he would have felt right at home on the SDF-3
bridge, which for all intents and purposes was identical to that on the SDF-1. Lisa had insisted
it be so, even though Lang had tried to convince her of the giant strides his teanms had nade since
reconstructing that dooned fortress There were redundanci es and severe limtations to the design
he had argued; but in the end Lisa had her way. It was her command, and this bridge was as nuch a
tribute as anything else. To Goval, to Caudia and the others... O course, there were sone
changes that had to be allowed...

The crew, for exanple: they were all nen.

"At ease, gentlenen,"” Lisa told them

She | ed herself through a tour of the now conpleted room running her hands across the
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consol es and acceleration seats. Along the rear bul khead were two four-by-four nonitor screens
linked to internal systenry and astrogation. Starboard was a conpl ex | aser conmunication and
scanner console, crowned by a tall nultiscreened threat board. And forward, below a w aparound
forward view port, were twin duty stations |ike the ones she and Cl audi a had manned for al nost
three years

Li sa shook hands with her exec and crew Forsythe, Blake, Colton and the rest. It was a
formality, given the fact they all knew one another, but a necessary one. She w shed each man good
I uck, then nmoved toward the rai sed command chair that was hers alone. She took a long tine
settling into its padded seat, but why not: the nonent was six years in the making.

A terrible nenory of her last short-lived comand fl ashed through her nind, but she wlled
it away. She took a lingering glance around the room and declared in a determ ned voice, "Mster
Bl ake, | want systens status."

If Lisa's new space was conpact, tidy, and famliar, R ck's was |arge and i npersonal
Constructed concurrently with its Earthside counterpart, the conmand, control, and commruni cati ons
center was an enornous room nore than two hundred feet square and al nost half as high. A fifty-by-
fifty-foot screen doninated the bul khead opposite Rick's comrand bal cony with its hal f-dozen
consol es and nonitors. Below, a horizontal position board was surrounded by nore than twenty
i ndi vidual duty stations, and adjacent to this forward, a bank of as many stations tied to the
central display screen. Along the port bul khead were peripheral screens, tech stations, and banks
of sophisticated instrunentality, with a great Medusa's head of cables, feeders, and power rel ays
running floor to ceiling.

"Quite a sight, isn't it, Adnmiral?" said soneone off to Rick's right.

Ri ck turned, aware that he had been staring opennouthed at the room and found T. R
Edwar ds regarding himanalytically fromthe comand bal cony railing. "Un, inpressive," Rick

returned, underplaying his amazenent. He had of course been here often enough, but still struggled
i n unguarded nonents with the enormty of his responsibility.

"“Inpressive.'" Edwards | aughed, approaching Rick now. "Interesting choice. | think I
woul d have said “~awesone,' or 'incredible,' or even “magnificent.' But then, | didn't spend three

years in space on the SDF-1, did I1? Did you think the Gand Cannon i npressive, Admiral? You did
get to see it, didn't you?"

"Actually, | didn't, General,"” Rick said, wondering what Edwards was getting at. "I only
saw it in ruins...where it belonged in the first place."
Edwards grinned. "Ch, of course. | forgot. You were the one who rescued the Hayes woman,

uh, the adniral."

Ri ck caught a reflection of hinself in Edwards's faceplate, then | ooked directly into
Edwar ds' s good eye. "Somethi ng bothering you, Edwards?"

Edwards took a step back, notioning to hinmself with elaborate i nnocence. "M? Wiy, no, not

at all. | suppose I"'mjust a bit overcone by this roomof ours." Edwards folded his arnms and stood
at the rail, a prince on a battlenent. He turned to Rick and grinned. "Has anyone ever had a finer
War Room Adniral ?"

Rick's lips were a thin line. "I prefer Situation Room | thought | made that clear at the
briefings.”

"Forgive ne," Edwards said, throwi ng his hands out apol ogetically. "Situation Room" He
swung round to the view again. "Wat an inpressive Situation Room"

Bel owmdecks, Jack Baker cursed-the RDF, his commanders, his luck, hinmself ultimtely. It
was because of that oversight in the simulator, he decided. That was what had done it, that was
what had turned off Hunter and Sterling. And that handwitten invitation to the reception-hal
Ri chard A. Hunter indeed. Richard Anti-Baker Hunter was nore like it. O why else wouldn't he have
pul | ed the assignnent he wanted? Skull Squadron...that was where the fun was. Even Ghost woul d' ve
done the trick, although he did have sone reservations about that General Edwards. But, hell! to
be stuck with Conmander Grant! Grant was all right, of course, but his unit was ground-based, for
cry' nout |oud. And what kind of action could a guy expect to see on land on a mssion |like this!
And what was an ensign doing there? Tenporary duty or not, it just didn't nmake any sense, no sense
at all.

"I shoul da gone to college," Baker nuttered as he shoul dered his way through a group of
enlisted ratings to report in.

Most of his Expeditionary Force mates in the mecha hangar were nmarveling at the two
transports that were central to the battalion's strength-the GW, and the dropship that conveyed
it planetside-but to Jack the devices were just nodul ar ni ght mares: overwor ked, under powered, and
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uni nportant. Veritechs were what nmade it happen. One pilot, one nmecha. Plenty of speed, range, and
firepower, and nothing to drag you down. Nothing extraneous in mnd or body, as Jack was fond of
quoting, often fantasizing about what those early Macross days nust have been |ike, pushing the
envel ope and azendi ng! Yeah!

These...nonstrosities, on the other hand, were about as sleek as an ol d-fashioned tank
Course there were plenty of good things inside-Hovertanks, Logans, and such-but he would have to
get hinself transferred to the Wl ff Pack if he ever hoped to ride one of those.

Jack decided to circle the GWJ and see if he couldn't find something, something he could
get excited about. The thing was huge, nmaybe five hundred feet long, with eight one-hundred-foot-
hi gh gl obul ar wheel s affixed to massive transaxles, banks of superspot running |ights, hidden
particle-projection cannon turrets, and multiple-mssile |aunch racks. Up front were two
retractabl e of f-1oading ranps, and up top, behind blast deflectors, two external comrand stations

positioned on either side of the unit's real prize: an enormous pul se-cannon, which, like a fire
engi ne's tower | adder, could be raised and rotat ed.
Jack was still appraising the unit five mnutes |ater when Karen Penn suddenly appeared on

one of the ranp wal kways. The body-huggi ng RDF junpsuit did things for her figure that the dress
hadn't, and Jack's scow gave way to a w de-eyed | ook of enchant nent.

Karen saw him smled, and waved. Wien she was within earshot she called brightly, "Hey,
Baker, what are you doi ng here?"

Jack smiled back and cupped his hands to his nouth. "Luck of the draw"

"I am beside nyself," Dr. Lang confided to Exedore as the two nen conpleted their
prel aunch inspection of the fortress's spacefold generators and Reflex drives. They were the sane
ones that had once powered Breetai's flagship, but Lang's Robotechnicians had spiffed themup a
bit. It had | ong been the professor's wi sh to cannibalize one of the spacefold generators just to
take a peek at its Protoculture core, but he knew this would have to wait till a time when fold
systenry could be spared. Presently, however, Protoculture renained the nost precious substance in
the universe, and Lang's teans had yet to di scover the phil osophers' stone that would enable them
to create it. So chips and seal ed generators were transferred intact fromship to ship or nmecha to
mecha. But even with all the energy cells the RDF had managed to sal vage fromthe Zentraed
war shi ps that had crashed on Earth, the supply was hardly inexhaustible.

How had Zor created the stuff? Lang was forever asking hinself. He understood that it had
sonething to do with the Flowers Exedore spoke of-the Flowers of Life. But Lang had never seen
one, and how in any case had Zor gone from Flower to Protoculture? It was one of the nmany
questi ons he hoped the Masters woul d answer once peace negotiati ons were out of the way. And then
there were all the unresolved puzzles centering around Zor hinself. But for the time being Lang
was content with his own minor triunphs.

"It's nore than | ever hoped for."

Exedore nmi ght have recogni zed the | ook on Lang's face as one often observed on the faces
of children on Christnmas nornings. The Zentraedi anbassador picked up on Lang's tone of
anticipation as well.

"Well, can you inmagine how | nust feel, Doctor, to be going honme after so many years?"
Lang | ooked at Exedore as though noticing sonething for the first tine. "Yes, yes, | see
what you nmean, ny friend. And in a strange way |, too, feel as if I'mreturning hone."

Exedore t hought he grasped Lang's neaning, and shook his head. "No, Doctor. You will see
that Tirol is not for you. Earth is your honme, and ever shall be."

"Perhaps," Lang said with a glint in his eye. "But we have seen nore radi cal reshapings in
the past few years, have we not?"

Exedore was about to reply when a tech interrupted the conversation to inform Lang that
all systens were go and the bridge was awaiting confirmtion

"Well, give the admral what she wants, M. Price," Lang declared. "The nonment has
arrived."

A murrmur of excitement swept through the crowds waiting in the shuttle boarding area.
Suddenly people were noving in haste toward the viewports and breaking i nto spontaneous appl ause

"Now s our chance!" M nnei said over her shoulder to Janice.

Fromthe forward seat of the EVA craft where she and Jani ce had been hiding for the past
few hours, Mnnei could just discern the rounded, nain-gun boonms of the SDF-3 nosing into view
fromthe satellite's null-gee construction hol d.

"Now, Janice, now" M nmei urged

Janice bit her lower Iip and began to activate a series of switches across the craft's
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i nstrument panel. Displays cane to |life one by one, suffusing the small cockpit with whirring
sounds and conforting anber light. Abruptly, the small ship lurched forward as a conveyor carried
it toward the | aunch bay.

M nnmei searched for sone indication that they had been spotted, but it appeared that even
the techs' attention had been diverted by the unannounced energence of the fortress. And before
she coul d conplete the silent prayer she had begun, the craft was | auched.

M nnei had not hing but confidence in her partner's ability to pilot the craft and position
it inclose proximty to the SDF-3; she had seen Janice do far nore amazing things during their
two-year friendship.

She frequently recalled the first time Dr. Lang had introduced her to Janice. He talked
about Janice as though she were God's gift to the world; and later on M nnei understood that
Lang's hyperboles were not so far off the mark. Mnnei felt that Janice was sonewhat cool and
renmote-the only man in her life was that Senator Mran, and it seemed a strange sort of
rel ati onshi p-but Janice could fly, fight, absorb, and retain incredible anounts of information
speak a dozen | anguages, including Zentraedi. Her considerable talents notwthstandi ng, however,
it was Janice's voice that Lang had raved about; about how she and M nnei coul d conpl enent each
other in the nost perfect way imagi nable. And not solely for purposes of entertai nnent. Wat
M nnei's voice had achieved with the Zentraedi, M nnei and Janice's conbined voice could replicate
tenfold. And should the Robotech Masters decide to send a new wave of bio-engineered warriors to
Earth in the SDF-3's absence, that defensive harnmony might very well prove the planet's saving
grace.

Qur songs are weapons, M nnei heard Jani ce saying.

M nmei was no stranger to grandi ose dreans or grandi ose purpose, and she had readily
agreed to keep Lang's secret. Janice, too, agreed, and the two wonmen had becone close friends as
well as partners. But after two years of that, dreans were suddenly a new priority, and Lang's
concerns seened paranoid now. So as the EVA craft began to approach the slow noving fortress,

M nnei told Janice to hold to a parallel course

"But we can't remain here, Lynn. The ship is going to fold in a matter of mnutes."”

"Just do it for ne, please, Janice."

Jani ce was quiet for a noment; then she said, "You have no plans of returning to the
satellite, do you?"

M nnmei swung around in her seat and reached for her friend' s hand. "Are you with nme?"

Jani ce saw the commingling of fear and desperation in Mnnei's blue eyes, and sniled. "Do
| have a choice?"

M nnei | ooked down on Earth's oceans and cl ouds, and conpl eted her prayer

"Engi neering confirms attainment lunar orbit," Bl ake updated. "We are go for |aunch
Admiral . "

Lisa turned in her chair to study a peripheral nonitor screen. There was a steady bass
rumbling through the entire ship that nade it difficult to hear statenents voiced on the bridge.
But at the sane tine Lisa was aware of the background blare of klaxons and alert sirens ordering
all hands to their launch stations.

"M. Colton, start your count," Lisa ordered, hands tight on the comand chair's arnrests.

"T-m nus-ten and counting,"” Colton shouted above the roar and shudder

"N ne..."

"Admiral!" Bl ake said suddenly. "I'm showi ng an unidentified radar blip well inside the
fold zone!"

"Five, four..."

Li sa craned her neck around. "VWat is it?!"

"Ship, sir-EVA craft!”

"Two, one..."
"Too | ate!"
"Zero."

"Execute!" Lisa shouted.
And the mle-1long ship junped.

CHAPTER SEVEN

VWhile the |ife expectancy of a standard Zentraedi necha pilot had been deternined by the Robotech
Masters at three years, the Iife expectancy of a conparable Invid pilot was never even addressed.
In effect, all Invid troops (save the sexually-differentiated scientists) could be activated and
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deactivated at a nmonent's notice-initially by the Regis only, and later by the living conmputers
the Queen Mot her hel ped create to satisfy her husband' s wounded pride (after the "affair" wth
Zor)...A self-generated variety of Protoculture was essential to necha operation, in the formof a
viscous green fluid that filled the cockpit space. It was through this nutrient bath (liquefied
fruits fromthe mature Optera plants) that the living conputers, or "brains," comunicated with

t he ranks.

Selig Kahler, The Tirolian Canpaign

"Yes, ny boy, |'ve been nmeaning to show you this place for quite a long tine," Cabell confessed,
gesturing to the wonders of the subterranean chanber. The scientist and his apprentice were deep
in the labyrinth beneath Tiresia's pyranidal Royal Hall. "A pity it has to be under these

ci rcumst ances. "

It was a laboratory and nonitoring facility the |ikes of which Rem had never seen. There
were wal |l -to-wall consol es and screens, networktops piled high with data cards and anci ent print
docunents, and dozens of unidentifiable tools and devices. In the glow of the rooms archaic
illum nation panels, the place had a dusty, unused | ook

"And this was really his study?" Remsaid in disbelief.

Cabel I nodded absently, his thoughts on the Pollinators and what could be done with them
now. The shaggy creatures had beconme quiet and docile all of a sudden, huddling together in a
tight group in one corner of the room It was as if they had instinctively |ocated sone sort of
power spot. Cabell heard Rem gasp; the youth was staring transfixed at a hol o-i mage of Zor he had
managed to conjure up fromone of the networks, the only such inmage left on Tirol

"But...but this is inmpossible," Remexclainmed. "W're identical!"

Cabel |l swall owed and found his voice. "Well, there's sone resenbl ance, perhaps," he said,
downpl ayi ng the |ikeness. "Sonething about the eyes and mouth...But switch that thing off, boy,
we've got work to do."

Mystified, Remdid so, and began to clear a workspace on one of the countertops, while
Cabel | went around the roomactivating ternminals and bringing sone of the screens to |life. The old
man knew that he could communicate directly with the Elders fromhere, but there was no need for
that yet. Instead, he set about busying hinmself with the transponder, and within an hour he had
the data he needed to pinpoint the source of its power.

"As | thought,"” Cabell nused, as schenmatics scrolled across a screen. "They are al nost

directly above us in the Royal Hall. Apparently they've brought sone sort of command center down
fromthe fleet ships. Strange, though...the emanations are closer to organic than conputer-
generated. "

"What does it nmean?" Rem asked over Cabell's shoul der

"That we now know where we nust direct our strike." He had nore to add, but autoactivation
sounds had suddenly begun to fill the lab, drawing his attention to a screen off to his left,
I inked, Cabell realized, to one of Tirol's few remaining orbital scanners. And shortly, as a
deepspace inmage fornmed on the screen, it was Cabell's turn to gasp

"Ch, ny boy, tell ne I'mnot seeing things!"

"It's a starship,” Remsaid, peering at the screen. "But it's not Invid, is it?"

Cabell had his palns pressed to his face in amazenent. "Far fromit, Rem far from
it...Don"t you see?-it's his ship, Zor's!"

"But how, Cabell?"

Cabell shot to his feet. "The Zentraedi! They've recaptured it and returned." He put his
hands on Rem s shoul ders. "We're saved, nmy boy. Tirol is saved!"

But the noon's orbital watchdogs weren't the only scanners to have picked up on the ship
I nside the Royal Hall-converted by Enforcer units to an Invid headquarters-the slice of brain
bsim had transported to Tirol's surface began to speak

“Intruder alert," the synthesized voi ce announced matter-of-factly. "An unidentified ship
has just entered the Valivarre systemon a course heading for Tirol. Estimated arrival time: one
period."

The cerebral scion approxi mated the appearance of the Regent's |living conputer, and
floated in a tall, clear fluid bubble chamber that was set into an hourgl ass-shaped base.

"ldentify and advise," Qbsim ordered.

"Searching..."

The Invid scientist turned his attention to a spherical, geodesiclike comunicator
wai ting for an image to form

"Insufficient data for unequivocal identification.”
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"Conpare and approximte."

"Quiltra Quelamitzs," the conputer responded a nmonent |ater. A deepspace view of the
approachi ng ship appeared in the sphere, and alongside it the various nmenory profiles the brain
had enployed in its search.

“Identify."

"Zentraedi battlecruiser."”

hsimM s snout sensors twitched and bl anched. The Zentraedi, he thought, after all these
generations, returned to their home system He could only hope they were an advance group for the
Masters thenmsel ves, for that would nmean a return of the Flower, the return of hope...

He instructed the conputer to alert all troopship commanders i mediately. "Stand by to
assault."

Miuch as spacefold was a warping of the continuum it was a m nd-bendi ng experience as
well. The world was filled with a thousand voi ces speaking at once, and dreantinme images of
externalized selves loosed to live out an array of parallel nonents, each as real and tangible as
the next, each receding as swiftly as it was given birth. The stars would shi mer, fade, and
energe reassenbl ed. Light and shadow reversed. Space was an argent sea or sky shot through with an
i nfinite nunber of black holes, smeared with snoky nebul ae.

This marked Lisa's sixth junmp, but famliarity did nothing to | essen the inpact of
hyperspace travel, the SDF-3's tunnel in the sky. It felt as though she had awakened not on the
other side of the galaxy but on the other side of a dream sonehow exchanged places with her
nighttine self, so that it was her doppel ganger who sat in the command chair now. Voices fromthe
bridge crew surfaced slowy, nuffled and unreal, as if froma great depth.

...reports entry to Valivarre system"

"Systens status,"” she said weakly and by rote. "Secure fromlaunch stations.”

Some of the techs canme to even nore slowy than she did, bending to their tasks as though
exhaust ed.

"Al'l systens check out, Admiral. Dr. Lang is onscreen."

Li sa glanced up at the nonitor just as the doctor was offering his congratulations. "I've
taken the liberty of ordering course and velocity corrections. Hope you don't mind, Lisa."

Lang seened unfazed by their transit through hyperspace; it was one of the strange things
about a junp: like altitude sickness, there was no way to predict who would and woul d not suffer
side effects. She was certain that a nunmber of the crew were already being renoved to sick bay.
Surprised at her own state of well-being, Lisa shook her head and smiled. "W've made it, then
we' ve actually made it?"

"See for yourself," Lang said.

Li sa swng to study a screen, and there it was: a magnified crescent of the ringed and
marbl ed jadelike giant, with its distant primary peeking into viewa magnesiumwhite jewel set on
the planet's rim A schenmatic of the system began to take shape, graphics highlighting one of
Fantoma' s dozen noons and enlarging it, as analytical readouts scrolled across an ancillary
screen.

"Tirol," said Lisa. The noon was closing on Fantoma's darkside. Then, with a sinking
feeling, she recalled the EVA blip.
"Still with us,"” a tech reported in an anxious tone. "But we're leaving it farther behind

every second. "

"Dr. Lang," Lisa started to say. But all at once alert signals were flashing all over the
bri dge.

"Picking up multiple radar signals, sir. Approach vectors comng in..."

Lisa's eyes went wi de. "Sound general quarters. Go to high alert and open up the com net.
And get ne Admiral Hunter-immediately.'

"We've got them" Rick was saying a nonent |ater froma screen

"Do we have a signature?" Lisa asked the threat-board tech. Her throat was dry, her voice
a rasp.

"Negative, sir. An unknown quantity."

Li sa stood up and noved to the visor viewport. "I want visuals as soon as possible, and
get Exedore and Breetai up here on the double!"

"Well?" Lisa said fromthe conmand chair, tapping her foot inpatiently. Kl axons squawked
as the ship went on alert. She had not forgotten about the EVA craft, but there were new
priorities now.

Exedore turned to |l ook at her. "These are not Tirolian ships, Adnmral, | can assure you."
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Breetai and Rick were with him all three nmen grouped behind the tech seated at the threat
board. "Enhancenments coming in now, Lisa," Rick said wthout turning around.

The conputer drew several clanlike shapes on the screen, pinpointing hot areas.

Breetai straightened up and grunted; all eyes on the bridge swng to fix on him "Invid
troop carriers," he announced angrily.

“I'nvid? But what-"

"Coul d they have forned some sort of alliance with the Masters?" Lisa thought to ask.

"That is very unlikely, Admiral," Exedore answered her.

Ri ck spoke to Lang, who was still on-screen. "W've got conpany, Doctor."

"The ship nust be protected.”

"Sir!" a tech shouted. "I'mshowi ng nultiple paint throughout the field!"

Ri ck and the others saw that the clam shi ps had opened, yawned, spilling forth an enornous
number of small strike mecha. Pincer Ships, Breetai called them

"I want the Skull scranbled."”

"Ghost Squadron is already out, sir,

"What ! "

The threat board showed two clusters of blips noving toward each other. Rick slapped his
hand down on the Situation Room com stud, demanding to know who ordered the Veritechs out.

"Ceneral Edwards," cane the reply.

"Edwar ds!" Ri ck seet hed.

Bl ake tapped in a rapid sequence of requests. "Sir. Ghost Sguadron reports they're noving
in to engage."”

Bl ake reported fromhis duty station

Cabel | was puzzled. It was not Zor's ship after all, but some sort of facsimle. Wrse,
the Invid had sent its small fleet of troop carriers against it, and their Pincer Ships were
al ready engagi ng necha fromthe Zentraedi ship out near Fantoma's rings. Initially, Cabell wanted
to convince hinself that the Zentraedi had for sone reason, returned in Mcronized form but he
now di sm ssed this as wishful thinking. It was nore likely that the starship had been taken by
force, and he was willing to guess just who these new i nvaders were. Presently, data from one of
the network conputers confirmed his guess.

He had pulled up trans-signals received by the Masters shortly after the destruction of
Reno's fleet and the capture of the factory satellite. Anong the debris that littered a vast area
of space sone eighty light-years out fromTirol were necha al nost identical to those the woul d-be
Zentraedi had sent against the Invid. These invaders, then, would have to be the "M croni ans"
whose world the Masters had gone off to conquer, the same humanoi ds who had been the recipients of
Zor's fortress, and with it the Protoculture matri x.

And while Invid and Terrans forned up to anni hilate each other, a small ship was | eaving
Ti rol space unobserved. Watching the ship's trail disappear on his nonitor screen, Cabell smled to
hinself. It was the Elders, fooled |ike hinself perhaps, into believing that the Zentraedi had
returned. For their skins! Cabell |aughed to hinself.

So Tirol was suddenly Masterless. Cabell considered the battle raging out by the giant's
ri ng-plane, and wondered aloud if Tirol was about to change hands yet again.

In the Royal Hall Invid headquarters, Cbsimwas thinking along sinmlar lines. These
starship troopers were not Zentraedi, but some life-formsimlar in nakeup and physiol ogy to the
popul ation of Tirol or Praxis. And yet they were not Tirolians either. By nonitoring the
transm ssions the invaders were radioing to their necha pilots, the brain had di scovered that the
| anguage was not that of the Masters.

"Sanpl e and anal yze," Cbsi m comanded.

It was a primtive, strictly vocal tongue; and the conputer easily nastered it in a matter
of minutes, along with the sinple conbat code the invaders were using.

obsi m studi ed the comuni cations sphere with interest. The battle was not going well for
his Pincer units; whatever the invaders |lacked in the way of intellect and sophistication, they
possessed powerful weapons and nmecha nore maneuverabl e than any Cbsi m had ever seen. A world of
such bei ngs woul d not have been conquered as readily as Spheris, Praxis, and Karbarra had. But
firepower wasn't war's only prerequisite; there had to be a guiding intelligence. And of this the
i nvaders were in short supply.

"Conputer," said Gbsim "Send the mecha commanders new dictates in their own code. Oder
themto pursue our troops no matter what."

The starship itself was hiding inside Fantoma's ringplane; but if it could be |ured out
for only a nonment, the troop carriers might have a clear shot at it.
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OGbsimturned to face the brain. "Conmputer. Locate the starship's drives and relay rel evant
data to troopship commanders." He contenplated this strategy for a moment, hands deep within the
sl eeves of his robe. "And prepare to advise the Regent of our situation.”

The tac net was a synphony of voices, shrill and pani cked, punctuated by bursts of
sibilant static and the shortlived sound of muffled roars.

"Talk to ne, Ghost Leader,"” a pilot said.

"Contact, fifty right, mediumrange...'

"Roger, got 'im"

"Chost Three, Ghost Three, bogie inbound, heading zero-seven-niner..."

"Chost Six, you've got half-a-dozen on your tail. Go to Battloid, Moonlighter!"

"Can't get-"

Ri ck cursed and went on the comnet. "Ghost Leader, do you require backup? Repeat, do you
requi re backup? Over."

"Sir," the pilot replied an instant later. "W're holding our own out here, but it's a
worl d of shi-er, pain, sir!"

"“Can you ascertain enemnmy's weapons systens? Over."

Static erased the pilot's first few words. "...and sonme sort of plasma cannons, sir. It's
like they're throwi ng...energy Frisbees or sonething! But the necha are slowugly as sin, but
sl ow. "

Rick raised his eyes to the ceiling of the bridge. | should be out there with them
Breetai and Exedore had returned to their stations el sewhere in the ship; and by all rights Rick
shoul d have been back in the Tactical Information Center already, but everything was happeni ng so
dammed fast he didn't dare risk pulling himself away froma screen even for a mnute. Lisa had
ordered the SDF-3 to Fantonma's brightside, where it was hol di ng now.

"Has anyone | ocated Ceneral Edwards yet?" Rick shouted into a m ke

"He's on his way up to the Sit Room sir," soneone replied.

Ri ck shook his head, feeling a rage mount within him Lisa turned to watch him "Adm ral
you better get going. W can nmanage up here."

Ri ck | ooked over at her, his lips tight, and nodded.

"Sirs, eneny are in retreat."

Ri ck watched the board. "Thank God-"

"Chost is in pursuit.”

Ri ck bl anched.

"Contact them Who ordered pursuit-Edwards?!"

Bl ake busied hinmself at the console. "Negative, sir. W, we don't know who gave the order

"Direct the Skull to go-now" Rick raced fromthe bridge

Li sa regarded Fantona's ring-plane and renenbered a simlar situation in Saturn's rings.
"Activate ECM" she ordered a nonent later. "We're bringing the ship up. And, dammt, send soneone
out to rescue that EVA craft""

Jonat han Wl ff left the SDF-3 launch bay right behind the last of Max Sterling' s Skul
Squadron fighters. He was in a Logan Veritech, a reconfigurable necha that would one day becone
the mainstay of the Southern Cross's Tactical Arnored Space Corps. The Logan was often jokingly
referred to as a "rowboat with w ngs" because of the bowshaped design of its radome and the
mecha's overall squatness. But if it was sonewhat |ess orthodox-1ooking than the Al pha, the Logan
was certainly as nmean and naneuverabl e-and much nore versatile-than the VI. In addition, the
mecha' s upscal ed cockpit could seat two, three in a pinch

Scanners had indicated there were two peopl e aboard the hapless EVA craft that had been
caught up in the SDF-3's fold. And they were alive, though nore than |ikely unconscious or worse.
There had been no response to the fortress's attenpts to conmunicate with the craft.

Enmpowering the fortress's shields had nade use of the tractor somewhat iffy, so Wl ff had
vol unteered for the assignnment, itching to get out there anyway, even if it meant on a rescue op
Now suddenly in the mdst of it, he wasn't so sure. Local space was |it up with spherical orange
bursts and crisscrossed with blue laserfire and plasma discs of blinding |ight. Zentraed
Battl| epods were one thing, but the ships the VIs found themsel ves up agai nst | ooked |ike they had
wal ked out of sonme ancient horror novie, and it was easy to believe that the crablike necha
actually were the XTs thensel ves. But Breetai and Exedore had said otherwise in their prelaunch
briefings; inside each ship was a being that could prove swift and deadly in conbat.

And that was indeed the case, as evidenced by the slown dogfights in progress all around
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Wl ff. Skull's VTs were battling their way through the remmants of the Invid' s original strike
force in an effort to catch up with the Ghost Squadron, who'd been ordered off in pursuit of the
mai n group. WOl ff watched anmazed as Battl oi ds and Pincer Ships swapped voll eys, bl ew one anot her
to fiery bits, and sonetines westled hand-to-pincers, battering each other with depl eted cannons.
Wl ff watched Captain Mriya Sterling' s red Veritech engage and destroy three Invid ships with
perfectly placed Hammerhead missiles. Max, too, seened to be having a field day; but the nunbers
were tipped in the eneny's favor, and Wl ff wondered how | ong Skull would be able to hold out.

He was closing fast on the EVA craft now, and thought he could discern novenent in the
rear seat of the cockpit. But as the Logan drew nearer, he could see that both pilots were either
unconsci ous or dead. Reconfiguring now, he inmaged the Battloid to take hold of the small ship and
propel it back toward Fantona's brightside and the SDF3. But just then he received a conmand over
the net to steer clear, and a nmonment later the fortress enmerged fromthe ring-plane and | ooned
into view. Inexplicably, the Skull Sguadron was falling away toward Fantonma's opaline surface,
| eaving the ship open to frontal assaults by the Pincer units, but in a nmonent those ships were a
mere nenory, disintegrated in a cone of fire spewed fromthe SDF-3's nain gun

Harsh static crackled through Wl ff's hel net pickups as he turned his face fromthe
brilliance of the blast. But when he | ooked again, two clam shaped transports had nmaterialized out
of nowhere in the fortress's wake.

Refl exi vely, Wl ff went on the comnet to shout a warning to the bridge. Secondary
batteries commenced firing while the fortress struggled to bring itself around, but by then it was
too late. WIff saw the SDF-3 sustain half-a-dozen solid hits, before return fire sanitized the
field.

A score of lifeless nen and wonen lay sprawl ed across the floor of the fortress's
engi neeri ng hol d. Damage-control crews were rushing about, slipping in puddles of blood and
cooling fluids, trying to bring dozens of electrical fires under control. A portion of the
ruptured hull had al ready self-seal ed, but other areas ruined beyond repair had to be evacuated
and cl osed of f by pocket bul kheads.

Lang and Exedore ran through snoke and chaos toward the fol d-generator chanber, arriving
intime to see one of the ruptured mechani snms vanish into thin air.

Lang tried to shout sonething to his team nmenbers above the roar of exhaust fans, but
everyone had been nearly deafened by the initial blasts.

Just then a second explosion threw Lang and Exedore to the floor, as sonme sort of black
waithlike inmages formed fromsnoke and fire and took shape in the hold, only to di sappear from
view an instant |ater.

Lang's nostrils stung fromthe snoke of insulation fires and nolten nmetals. He got to his
feet and raced back into the chamber, throwi ng switches and crossovers at each station. By the
time Exedore got to him Lang was a quivering, burned, and bl oodi ed ness.

"They knew j-just where to h-hit us," he stammered, pupilless irises aflane. "W're
stranded, we're stranded here!"

CHAPTER EI GHT

I"'mof the opinion that in this instance Lang (with regard to Janice) was enul ating the Msters-or
nmore accurately perhaps, serving Protoculture's darker side. Zand, and anyone el se who conspired
to control, was serving this purpose as well. Protoculture's bright side had yet to reveal itself,
for what had it wought so far but conquest, war, and death? Indeed, it could be argued that
Protoculture's only bright nonment cane at the end, when the Regis wed herself to it and was

t ransf or med.

M ngtao, Protocul ture: Journey Beyond Mecha

Obsi mwas pensive as he regarded the comuni cator sphere; four troop carriers and countless Pincer
Shi ps had been |l ost, but he had achieved a good portion of his purpose: the invaders' starship was
crippled if not destroyed. It had come into full view now from Fantoma's brightside, and was
holding in orbit near the giant's outer rings. ECM had foiled Qbsinms attenpt to reach the Regent,
but a messenger ship had since been di spatched and rei nforcenents were assured.

But what now? the Invid scientist asked hinself. Surely the outsiders recognized that
Tirol would soon be entering Fantoma's shadow. Wuld they then nove the ship into orbit, risk sone
sort of |anding perhaps? Well, no matter, Obsimdecided. The comand ships woul d be there to greet
t hem

On the fortress, neanwhile, a nood of apprehension prevailed while the RDF licked its
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wounds and counted the dead. Unprovoked attack was one of many scenarios the crew had prepared
for, but the Invid hadn't been seriously considered. Lang, for one, had thought that the Zentraed
had all but elimnated the race; and while he remenbered the image of an Invid ship included in
Zor's SDF-1 "greetings nessage," neither Exedore nor Breetai had been forthcom ng in supplying him
with any additional information. Moreover, the arrival of the "Visitor," and the subsequent

Robot ech War, had left the Earth Forces with the m staken notion that humanki nd dom nated the

gal axy. Although the Zentraedi were giant, biogenetic clones, they were still in sone way
under st andabl e and acceptable. But not so this new eneny wave. There had of course been prel aunch
briefings that addressed the alien issue, but the Zentraedi's descriptions of the Invid, the

Kar barrans, the Spherisians, might as well have been canpfire ghost stories or horror novie
tribute-War Wth the Newts! So as runors began to spread through the ship, everyone was |eft
asking thensel ves why the m ssion had once seened a sensible idea. And Lang had yet to tel
everyone the really bad news.

In an effort to curtail sone of the loose talk, Rick called for a inmedi ate debriefing
following the return of Ghost and Skull squadrons. Everything would have to be kept secret unti
all the facts were known.

He was paci ng back and forth in one of the ship's conference roons now, while the genera
staff and squadron conmanders seated thensel ves at the U shaped arrangenent of tables. Livid, he
turned to Edwards first, calling for an explanation of the man's notives in supersedi ng conmand' s
orders regardi ng engagenent. Edwards |istened attentively while Rick laid it out, allowing a
pregnant silence to fill the room before responding.

"The SDF-3 was under attack, Admiral. It was sinply a nmatter of protecting the ship."

Ri ck narrowed his eyes. "And suppose those ships had cone in peace, Ceneral-what then?"

Edwards snorted, in no nood to be censured. "They didn't cone in peace.”

"You risked the lives of your nmen. W had no idea what we were going to face out there."

Edwar ds | ooked across the table to the Ghost Squadron conmanders. "My nmen did their job.
The eneny was destroyed."

Ri ck made a gesture of annoyance, and turned to the VT pilots. "I want to know why your
teans gave pursuit. Who gave those orders?”

Max stood up. "Admiral, we received orders to pursue.”

"Wth the proper authentication codes?"

"Affirmative, sir," half-a-dozen voices nurnured at once.

Ri ck knew that he could do little nore than demand a report, because Edwards could only be
censured by the Council itself. Wiere Rick and Lisa would ordinarily have had conplete run of the
ship, the dictates of the Plenipotentiary Council had forced themto share their commuand with
Edwards and ot her representatives of the Arny of the Southern Cross apparat. This was the
arrangenent that had been nade to satisfy the denands of Field Marshal Anatole Leonard's
bur geoni ng power base in Mnunent Cty. Edwards's presence, in fact, was an accomvpdation of
sorts, an appeasenent undertaken to keep the RDF and Southern Cross fromfurther rivalries-the
Expeditionary M ssion's peace treaty with itself. The |ast thing anyone wanted was to have the SDF-
3 return to a factioned and feudal Earth. Mreover, Edwards was the xenophobic voice of those
Counci | memnbers (Senators Longchanps and Stinson, chiefly, the old guard of the UEDC) who stil
felt that Captain Goval and the SDF-1 command had been too soft with the Zentraedi during the
Robot ech war-granting asylumfor the eneny's Mcronized spies and suing for peace with Comrander
Breetai. And as |ong as Edwards continued to enjoy support with the Council, Rick's hands were
tied. It had been like this between generals and governnents throughout history, he reninded
hinself, and it remai ned one of the key factors that contributed to his grow ng di scontent.

Ri ck glanced at Edwards. "I want full reports on ny desk by fourteen-hundred hours. Is
t hat under st ood?"

Again, Rick received eager nods, and talk switched to the issue of secrecy. R ck was
listening to descriptions of the necha the VTs had confronted, when a lieutenant jg entered with a
personal message. It was fromLang: the EVA craft had been taken aboard and its passengers noved
to sick bay.

Ri ck went pale as he read the nanes.

It was a terrible dream there she was on stage all set to perform and the lyrics just
woul dn't conme. And it seened the hall was in space with nobons and planets visible in the darkness
wher e an audi ence shoul d have been sitting. Then R ck was, what?-God! he was coming down the aisle
with Lisa on his arm..

M nnei's eyes focused on Rick's face as she cane around. She was in bed and he was | eaning
over her with a concerned | ook. She gave hima weak smile and hooked her arms around his neck
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"Ch, Rick, what a dream | had-"
"Mnnei, are you all right?" He had unfastened her enbrace and was hol di ng her hands.

"Well, yeah," she began. "Except for that..."” Then it hit her like a brilliant flash
Ri ck saw the shock of recognition in her eyes and tried to calmher. "You're aboard the
SDF-3. You're safe, now, and the doctors say you'll be fine."

"Where's Janice, Rick!"

"She's right next door." Rick notioned. "And she's okay. Dr. Lang is with her."

M nmei buried her face in her hands and cried, Rick's hand caressing her back. "Wy did
you do it, Mnnei?" he asked after a nonent.

She | ooked up and wiped the tears away. "Rick, | just couldn't | et everyone |eave. You're
all so inportant to ne. Do you understand?"

“You coul d have been killed, do you understand that?"

She nodded. "Thank you for saving ne."

Rick cleared his throat. "Well, actually you'll have to thank Col onel WIff for that. But
listen, you better get sone rest now There's a lot | have to tell you, but it'll keep."

"Thank you, Rick."

"G to sleep now," he said, standing up and tucking her in.

She was out even before Rick left the room so she didn't see the orderly who entered, or
t he astoni shed | ook Rick gave the bearded man. It was a | ook of recognition, but one tinged with
enough disbelief to render the first inpression false. But as the orderly studied Mnnei's
sl eeping form he recalled how he had once protected her fromgiants and worse.

In the room adjacent to Mnnei's, Dr. Lang was staring into Janice's blue eyes. Her skills
had certainly saved Mnnei's life, but why had Janice listened to Mnnei in the first place? Their
little stunt had destroyed all the plans he had taken such pains to set in notion; and comnmi ng as
it did on the heels of the damage done to the fold generators and what that nmeant for the
Expeditionary nission, it was al nost nore than he coul d bear.

"Janice," he said evenly. "Retinal scan."

Jani ce's eyes took on an inner glow as she returned Lang's all but forehead-to-forehead
stare. But in a nonment the gl ow was gone; her eyes and face were lifeless, and her skin seenmed to
| ose col or and tautness.

"Yes, Dr. Lang. Your request."

"I want you to replay the events prior to SDF3's departure, Janice. | want to understand
the I ogic of your decisions. Is that clear?"

"Yes, Dr. Lang," Janice repeated in the sane dull nonotone

Lang | aughed to hinself as he listened. He had foreseen the possibility of such an
occurrence, but to be faced with the reality of that now. .. That part of the android that was its
artificial intelligence had actually devel oped an attachnment, a fondness for Lynn-M nnei! The
specter of this had been raised and di scussed repeatedly by the Tokyo Center's team but in the
end Lang had rejected the safeguards they had urged himto install, and suddenly he was face-to-
face with the results of that uninformed decision

The android had taken nore than a decade of intensive work; but when Janice took her first
steps, all those hours and all that secrecy seenmed justified. It was shortly after the destruction
of New Macross that Lang had begun to think about team ng the android with Lynn-M nnei, and the
singer had easily been convinced of just how inportant such a partnership mght prove to Earth's
safety. But defensive harnoni es aside, Lang had chosen M nnei because of her undenied access to
political sanctuaries Lang hinself could not enter, the Southern Cross apparat especially. So Lang
was understandably thrilled to |l earn that Senator Mran had taken an interest in Janice, the young
sensation sone people were calling his niece, sone his mistress. But what good was his spy to him
now, stranded as she was along with the rest of themlight-years from Earth.

Lang uttered a resigned sigh as he reached behind Janice's neck to renove the dernal plug
conceal ed by her fall of thick hair. The plug covered an access port Lang could tap for high-speed
infornmati on transference. He had the portable transfer tube prepared, and was ready to jack in
But just then Rick Hunter came through the door.

Undet ect ed, Lang dropped the tube behind the bed and voiced a hushed comand to Janice.
Hunter was staring at himwhen he turned fromhis patient.

"Unh, sorry, Doc, guess | should ve knocked first,"

"Nonsense," Lang told him getting to his feet.

Ri ck | ooked back and forth between Lang and Janice; he didn't know M nnei's partner al
that well, but he was aware of the scuttlebutt that |inked her to Lang. Janice was offering hima
pal e smile now

Ri ck said uneasily.
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"How are you feeling?" he asked.

"Homesi ck," Janice said. "And | ess than shi pshape.”

"Well | don't know what we're going to do about your honesickness, but |I'm sure sonme rest
will help the way you're feeling."

"That's good advice," Lang seconded. He switched off the |ights as he and Rick | eft the
room

"She's...sweet,"” Rick said, unconfortable with the silence the two nmen fell into.

At, the elevator, Jonathan Wl ff stepped out fromthe car, managing a salute despite the
two bouquets of flowers he carried. "Thought 1'd try and cheer up our new passengers,” he said by
way of expl anation.

Ri ck and Lang traded know ng | ooks.

"Guess every SDF's nmeant to carry civilians, huh, Adnmiral."

"Does seem that way, Colonel," Rick said. "Mnnei's in roomeleven," he added, noti oning
wi th his chin.
Wl ff noved off down the hall, and R ck and Lang entered the elevator. "I think our dapper

young col onel has nore than good cheer on his mind," Lang opi ned.
Rick felt his jaw. "Doesn't he have a wife and coupla kids back hone?"
"Ask him"
Ri ch shrugged. "It's none of ny business."

A second debriefing was held later that afternoon. In addition to those who had attended
the earlier session were Conmander Vince Grant, Brigadier General Reinhardt, Wl ff, Lang, Breetai
and Exedore, along with various squadron and conpany conmanders. Photo inmages and schenatics
filled the room s nunerous screens this tine; the crew was still on standby alert, and the ship
woul d shortly reposition itself for an orbital shift.

Lang at | ast revealed that two of the spacefold generators had been destroyed during the
assault. He explained that a fold mght still be possible, but there was no guarantee the fortress
woul d enmerge in Earthspace, and anything short of that was unacceptable. The twel ve- nenber
Pl eni potentiary Council had voted to withhold this information fromthe crew. But it was therefore
i nperative that the Masters be contacted as soon as possible.

"The Invid presence might prove a blessing in disguise for us,"” Lang continued. "Because
if the Masters are indeed being held captive on Tirol, the Expeditionary m ssion could well be
their salvation."”

Lang called up an image of the Fantoma systemon the main screen. Like Uanus, the planet
had been tipped on its side eons ago. It had an extensive ring systemheld in check by shepherd
satellites, and numerous noons of varied size and surface and atnosphere. Tirol was the third
moon, sonewhat smaller than Earth, and the only one with an hospitabl e atnosphere. It was,
however, a sonewhat desolate world, barren, with nuch of its topography muted by vol canic fl ows.
Just why the Masters had chosen to remain there with half the galaxy at their disposal was a
question Lang had recently added to his long list. In a matter of days the noon would enter
Fantoma' s shadow, which could conplicate things considerably.

"Surface scans and intensity traces have given us the picture of an al nost deserted
worl d," Lang added as a closeup of Tirol came up on the screen, "except for this one city |ocated
close to Tirol's equator. | have proposed to the general staff that we begin here.”

Rick stood up to address the table. "There's evidence the city's seen a | ot of nasty
action lately, so we've got to assune the Invid have a strong presence down there. | think our
best nmove is to drop the GWJ to recon this entire sector and ascertain the Invid' s strengths. The
SDF will be holding at a Lagrange point, so you'll have all the backup you need in case we've
underestimated their defensive capabilities. Any questions so far?"

The nmen shook their heads and grunbl ed nos.

"Has everyone received the new authentication codes?" Rick directed to Grant and Wl ff.

"We have, sir."

"I'"ve asked Lord Exedore-" Lang started to say when. Breetai interrupted him

"Exedore and | have decided that my troops shoul d acconpany Comrander Grant's ground
forces.™

Ri ck regarded the Zentraedi with an appraising |ook. "You re not required to becone
involved with this, Comrander Breetai. You're not under our comand..."

"That has nothing to do with it, Admiral. You seemto forget that | have wal ked this
world. "

Rick smiled. "I haven't forgotten...Gant, WIff, do you have any problens with this?"

Vi nce shook his head and extended his hand to Breetai. "Wl cone aboard, Commander."
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"Well, that's settled," Lang said, getting to his feet again. "I have one thing to add. It
concerns the Invid ships." Perspective schematics of a Pincer Ship took shape while he spoke.
"Their central weakness seens to be this scanner that |ooks |ike sonme sort of nmouth. So direct
your shots there if it cones to that."

"And | hope it won't," Rick interjected. "It's possible that our initial confrontation was
a m sunderstanding, and | don't want us going down there like liberators. This is still a
di pl omatic mission, and you are only to engage if provoked." Rick shot Edwards a |ook. "Is that

under st ood?"

"Affirmative," WIff and Grant answered him

"Al'l right, then," Rick said after a nonent. "Good luck." And | wish | could be down there
with you, he said to hinself.

The dropshi p hangar bay was the scene of nounting tension, tenpers, and liveliness when
the word came down to scranble. Men and wonen ran for gear and ordnance while the nmassive GW
runbl ed aboard the ship that would take it planetside. Jack Baker was anong the crowd, Wl verine
assault rifle in hand as he lined up with his teammates for a last-mnute briefing. Like the rest
of them he had m ssed yesterday's EV action, but stories had spread anpong the ranks of an
engagerment with sone new breed of XTs, who flew ships that resenbl ed gi ant one-eyed | and crabs.
And now the GWJ had been chosen to spearhead a ground assault on the Robotech Masters' honeworl d.
Jack would still have preferred piloting an Al pha Fighter with the Skull, but under the
circunstances this op was probably the next best thing to that.

He | ooked down the long line of mecha pilots waiting to board the dropship and spied Karen
Penn just as she was donning her helnet, blond hair like fire in the red illum nation of the
hangar .

"Karen!" he yelled, waving and hoping to get her attention above the sound of alert
kl axons and hi gh-vol une commands. He was tenpted to give it one last try, but her hel net was on
now and he knew he woul dn't be heard. He did, however, |ean out of line to watch her rush up the
ranp.

At the sane tine, he peripherally caught sight of a captain taking angry strides toward
him Hurriedly, Jack tucked his chin in, steeled hinmself, and nmuttered a prayer that the line
woul d get movi ng.

"Just what the hell was that all about, Ensign!" the captain was yelling into his face an
instant later. "You think this is sonme kind of goddammed picnic, bright boy! You've got tine to
wave to your friends like you're off on sone cruise! Wll, let me tell you sonething, you del uded
pi ece of space trash: it's no picnic and it's no cruise! You got that, you worthless little
sublife protein! Because if | see, you stepping out of line again, you re going to be sucking
vacuum before we even hit!"

Jack could feel the woman's spittle raining against his face, but told hinself it was just
a cooling sea spray washing over the bow. The captain continued ranting for a while |onger, then
gave hima powerful shove as the line suddenly jerked into notion.

Oh well, he reninded hinself, the worst she could do was chew hi mout, which didn't anmount
to much considering there were things down there waiting to kill him

In anot her part of the hangar, M nnei was saying thank you to Jonathan Wl ff. A persona
note from Admiral Hunter had gotten her past security, and now she and Wl ff were standing by the
broad and fl attened arnmored bow of the dropship. Several M cronized Zentraedi were gaping at the
singer froma respectabl e di stance, but Breetai soon appeared on the scene and hurried themto the
ship with sone harsh grunts and curses.

"I just had to thank you before you left,” Mnnmei was saying. "Janice wanted ne to tel
you the sane. You saved our l|ives, Colonel." She vaguely renmenbered himfromthe weddi ng; but then
she had net so nmany nen during those few hours...Still, there was sonethi ng about Wl ff that
caught her attention now. Mybe it was the nustache, Mnnei told herself, the man's swashbuckler's
good | ooks and tall, broad-shoul dered figure. She wi shed she had chosen some other outfit to wear.
The RDF uniformjust wasn't cut right for her shape.

Wl ff didn't seemto mnd it, however. "Actually the honor could have gone to anyone," he
sai d, showing a roguish grin. "But I was |lucky enough to volunteer."

M nmei liked that. "Janice and | were just trying to get a better |ook at the fortress,
and all of a sudden...well, you know. "

Wl ff's eyebrows arched. "Really? That's strange, because | had your flight recorder
checked, and it seems you two actually flew directly into the vortex of the ship's spacefold flash
poi nt. "
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M nnei's face reddened. "Well, whatever happened, |I'mglad about it now. "

"Me, too," WoIff said, holding her gaze

Suddenly M nmei went up on tiptoes and kissed himlightly on the corner of the nouth. "Be
careful down there, Col onel."

Wl ff reached for her hand and kissed it. "Can | see you when | get back?"

“I"d I'ike that, Colonel-"

"Jonat han. "

"Jonat han." She sniled. "Take care, Jonathan."

Wl ff turned and was gone.

"That little fool," Lisa said after Rick told her about Mnnei. They were alone in a smal
| ounge not far fromthe bridge. "Wat was she trying to do, get herself killed?"

"You have to see it fromher side," R ck argued. "She felt |ike everyone she cared about
was | eaving her."

Li sa regarded hi msuspiciously. "No, | don't have to see things fromher side. But |I'm
sure you were understanding with her, weren't you? Did she cry, on your shoul der, Rick?"

"Well, what was | supposed to do? You know I'd send her back if we could."

"I wonder," Lisa said, folding her arms.

Ri ck nmade a conciliatory gesture. "Woa...Look, | don't like where this one's going. She's

here and there's nothing we can do about it, okay?"

Lisa | ooked at himfor a nonent, then stepped in to | ean her head on his shoul der. They
hadn't had a chance to say two words to each other for nore than twenty-four hours, and their
confortabl e bed was beginning to feel mles away. They were both exhausted and still a little
stunned by the events that had transpired since they'd gone off to work!

"I's it the honeynmoon you hoped for?" Rick asked, hol ding her

She let out her breath in a rush. "It's the nightnare | wi shed we'd never have to live
through." She pulled back to gaze at him "W cane here to sue for peace. And now..."

"Maybe that doesn't exist anynore," Rick said, turning to the viewport as Tirol | ooned
into view

In the nave of Tiresia's transfornmed Royal Hall, Cbsimlistened patiently to the
conputer's announcenent. A flash of synaptic sparks danced across the brain section's fissured
surface, strobing orange light down at the scientist and a group of soldiers who were gathered
near by. For the past several periods the starship had been trying to communicate with Tirol, but
(bsim had elected to remain silent. |If indeed they had cone in "peace," why were they equi pped
with such a mghty arsenal of weapons? More confusing still, their ship and necha were
Protocul turedriven, a fact that |inked them beyond a shadow of a doubt to the Masters' enpire.

And now they were sending one of their transport dropships to the noon's surface, just as
he had guessed they woul d.

"Tell the Conmand ships to prepare,"” Cbsiminstructed his lieutenant. "And have your units
stand by for a strikeship assault."”

"And the Inorganics, Cbsin?" the |ieutenant asked. "WII| the brain reactivate them now?"

Qbsimcanme as close to smling as his physiognony allowed. "In due time, Enforcer, in due

tine.

CHAPTER NI NE

| suppose | should have been surprised that it didn't happen a | ot sooner. Rick never believed
that he was cut out to command, and | can remenber himalready trying to talk hinself into

resi gning his conm ssion when work first began on the SDF-3. | wanted to get to the bottomof it,
but he didn't want ny help. Basically he didn't want to hear his fears contradicted. So | was |eft
to puzzle it out like a nystery, and I was convinced that both Roy Fokker's death and Rick's
continuing "little brother" attitude had a lot to do with his behavior

Li sa Hayes, Recollections

It was an historic nonment: the dropship's arrival on Tirol marked the first occasi on humanki nd had
set foot on a world outside the Solar system But it was business as usual, and that busi ness was
war .

The GW runbl ed down out of the dropship's portside ranp onto the noon's barren surface,
and within mnutes WIff was shouting "Go! Go! Go!" into the Hovertank cockpit m ke as his Pack
|l eft the nobile base. Their landing zone was at the foot of a towering black ridge of inpossibly
steep crags; but soon the Pack was noving across a barren stretch of seemingly irradiated terrain
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The massive GWUJ dwi ndl ed behind the twenty-unit squadron as they fornmed up on Wl ff's | ead and
sped toward Tirol's principal city-Tiresia, according to Breetai. It was |ate afternoon on Tirol

The Hovertanks were ground-effect vehicles; reconfigurable assenbl ages of heavy- gauge
arnmor in angul ar flattened shapes and acute edges, with rounded downsl opi ng defl ection prows. In
standard node, they rode on a cushion of self-generated lift, but mechanorphosed, they were either
Battl oid or guardi an-squat, two-|egged waddling necha the size of a house, with a single, top-
nmount ed particle-projection cannon

Wl ff called up the GW on the comink for a situation report, and Vince Grant's handsone
brown face surfaced on the nmecha's cockpit commp screen. A defensive perineter had been
est abl i shed around the base, and so far there was no sign of activity, enemy or otherw se. "You' ve
got an open channel home," Vince told him "W want to know everything you' re seeing out there."

Wl ff rogered and signed off. There were no maps of Tiresia, but bird s-eye scans fromthe
SDF- 3 scopes had furnished the Pack with a fairly conplete overview The city was laid out like a
spoked wheel, the hub of which appeared to be an enornmous Cheops-like pyram d. Eight streets |ined
with secondary buildings radiated out fromthe center at regular intervals, frommagnetic north
right around the conpass. Nothing came close to rivaling the pyramid in size; in fact, nost of the
structures were the rough equivalent of three stories or less, a nere fraction of the centra
tenpl e.

Exedore had described Tiresia's architecture as approxi nating Earth's G eco-Ronman styl es,
with some ultratech innovations that were Tirol's alone. This is precisely what Wl ff found as his
Pack entered the city; although hardly a | earned man, Wl ff had seen enough pictures and
renderings of Earth's ancient world to corroborate the Zentraedi anbassador's cl ai ns.

"Um fluted columms, entabl atures, peaked pedi nents," he radioed back to the GW. "Arches,
vaults...buildings that | ook |ike the Parthenon, or that thing in Rone-the Col osseum But |I'm not
tal ki ng about marble or anything like that. Everything seens to be faced with sone nonporous all oy
or ceranic-even the streets and courtyards."

But this was only half the story, the facade, as it were. Because el sewhere were
rectilinear and curved structures of nodernistic design, often surrounded by curious antennalike
towers and assenbl ages of huge clear conduits.

And nuch of it had been reduced to snol dering rubble.

"I"'msplitting the squadron,” Wl ff updated a few minutes |later. Strai ght ahead was the
central pyramd, still a good distance off but as massive as a snmall mountain in Tirol's fading
light. He switched over to the mecha's tactical net. "Ateamw || follow ne up the niddle.

W nston, Barisky, take your teamover to the next avenue and parallel us. But stay on-line with
me. One block at a tine, and easy does it."

"Roger, Wl ff Leader,” Wnston returned.

"Switching over to IR scanners and noving out."

There was still no sign of the Invid, or anything else for that matter, but Wl ff was
experiencing an itchy feeling he had come to rely on, a conbat sense he had devel oped during the
Mal cont ent Upri sings, hunting down renegade Zentraedi in the jungled Southlands. He checked his
cockpit displays and boosted the intensity of the forward scanners. At the end of the broad street
where it met the hub were a pair of stacked free-floating colums with sonme sort of polished
sphere separating them He was close enough to the pyranid base now to nmake out a stairway that
ascended one face; the pillared shrine at the sutmmit was no | onger visible.

Just then Wnston's voice cracked over the net, loud in WIlff's ears.

"We've got novenment, Wbl ff Leader! Multiple signals all over the place!"

"What's your position, Boonmer?" Wnston gave the readings in a rush. "Can you identify
si gnat ures? Booner, do you copy?"

"Not hi ng we' ve seen," the B-team | eader said over a burst of angry static. "Bigger than
either ship those flyboys registered. Miuch bigger."

“On our way," Wl ff was saying when sonething thirty feet tall suddenly broke through a
doned building off to his left. It was an inky black bipedal ship, with cloven feet and arns |ike
arnmored pincers. The head, equally arnored, was hel net-shaped but elongated in the rear, and
sandwi ched between two nasty-I| ooki ng shoul der cannons. Wl ff watched spell bound as orange prin ng
charges forned at the tips of the cigar-shaped weapons. An instant |later two radi ant beans
converged on one of the Hovertanks and blew it to snithereens.

Wl ff gave the order to return fire as four nore eneny ships enmerged fromthe buil dings
and a fifth surfaced in front of him right out of the dammed street!

The Hovertanks reconfigured to d adi ator node and singled off against the Invid, the
streets a battle zone all at once, filled with heavy netal thunder and blinding flashes of
explosive light. WIff saw another of his nunmber go down. On the tac net, WIlson reported that his
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teamwas faring no better
"Go to Battloid node. Pull back and regroup,” he ordered. Then he tried to raise the GV

In the GW s command center, Vince Grant received word of the recon group's situation
four, possibly five, Hovertanks were down and Wl ff was calling for reinforcenents or extraction.
Hi s Pack had been chased to the outskirts of the city, where they were dug in near the renains of
what the col onel described as "a kind of Roman basilica."

"Tell himto hold on, help's on the way," Gant told the radio nan. Then he swung around
to the conmand center's tactical board. At about the time WIff's Pack had been anbushed, Invid
troops had begun a nove agai nst the nobile base itself. Deafening volleys were rolling in fromthe
line, echoing in the sawtooth ridge at the GMWJ s back. Night had fallen, but it was as if someone
had forgotten to inform T Tirol's skies.

"Ground forces are sustaining heavy casualties in all perinmeter zones," a comtech updated
wi t hout having to be asked. "The eneny are enploying necha that fit yesterday's profiles, along
with teams of one-pilot strike ships.”

The commander studied a conputer schematic as it turned and upended itself on the screen
Vince tried to make sone sense of the thing. A deadly kazoo, he thought, with forward guns |ike
wi thered arns and an undercarriage cluster of propul sion gl obes. Watever they were, they were
decimating the forward lines. He had already |ost count of the wounded and dead.

"Wl ff on the horn, Commander," a tech said. "He's requesting backup."

"CGet his present location," Vince told the woman.

The tech bent to her task, but got no response. She tapped her phones and repeated WIff's
call sign and code into the net.

Vince | eaned over the console and hit the comstud. "Go ahead, Col onel. W' re readi ng you
Col onel . "

"CGod, | don't believe it!" WIff said at |ast.

"Col onel ," Vince said nmore loudly. "Respond."

"They're...they're going after ny nmen, pulling themout of the tanks..."

Several command-center techs turned to watch Vince at the comstation. "Wwo is, Colonel?"

The net was silent for a monment; then WIff added, "Cats, Commander. Sone kind of
goddammed cats!"

Grant lifted an ashen face to the room "Notify Breetai that his Battl epod team has a
green light."

"Bah," Cabell nuttered, switching off the renpte sensor's audio signal. "Qur Bioroids were
a better match for the Invid than these Earthers. It's a nystery how they defeated our Zentraedi."

Rem kept his eyes on the nmonitor screen while the old man swiveled to busy hinself with
other matters. Al nost two dozen Human mecha had entered the city, but there was scarcely half that
nunber now. They had successfully turned the tide against the Command ships that had surprised
them but Invid reinforcenents had since appeared on the scene. The remains of countless Hellcats
littered the streets the Humans had chosen for their |ast stand.

"But Cabell, isn't there sone way we can hel p t hen?"

The scientist showed himhis palnms. "Wth what, ny boy? W are effectively trapped down
here." He notioned to the Pollinators who were peacefully huddled in a corner. "Wuld you drive
these ferocious creatures agai nst then"

Rem nade an inpatient gesture. "W can tell the Humans about the Royal Hall."

"Break radio silence?" Cabell asked. "And draw the Invid right to us?"

"Woul d you rather the Invid inherit our world?"

Cabel | stroked his beard and regarded the youth. "How |like himyou are..."

Rem beetl ed his brows. "Wo?"

"Unh, why, your father of course,” Cabell said, turning away. "He, too, would have thought
not hi ng of such a sacrifice. But listen, ny boy, how can we be certain these Hunans are any better
than the Invid? After all, we know the Invid's capabilities. But the Humans' ways are unknown to
us."

Rem gestured to the screen. "Perhaps this will change your mnind, Cabell."

Skeptical, Cabell faced the screen: a score of Battlepods had arrived to back up the
Terran tanks.

"Zentraedi mecha," the brain announced. "Regult and d aug."
"Yes," (bsimsaid, registering some surprise. "So there is a connection between these
i nvaders and our old foes." He | ooked back and forth fromthe comuni cator sphere to the living
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conmputer. "Perhaps we are in sone jeopardy, after all. Computer: evaluate and advise."

"Extrapol ati ng from previously displayed battle tactics..." the brain began. "Defeat for
our ground forces in seven point four periods unless reinforcenents arrive from Optera.
Substantial damage to aliens' necha and casualties in excess of six hundred; but not enough to
threaten their victory."

"Advi se, then."

A bundl e of raw energy ascended the floating organ's stemand di ffused in the regi on of
the midbrain. "Conserve our strength. Take the battle to the invaders' base. Sacrifice the
troopers to keep the invaders fromthe city. And await the arrival of reinforcements.”

Gbsimmulled it over. "Is there nore?"

"Yes," the brain added a nonent later. "Protect the brain at all costs."

"Headl ess ostriches" was the term VT pilots had given Battl epods during the Robotech \War.
Bi pedal, with reverse-articulated | egs and a |aser-bristled spherical conmand nodul e, the pods had
been designed for full-size warriors. There was just enough roomfor a single, fully expendabl e
pilot, and little in the way of cockpit padding or defensive shielding. But Lang's teans had
rewor ked the nmecha, so that they could now be operated by two Mcronized pilots with plenty of
roomto spare. RDF nechanorphs were trained in pod operation, but there existed an unspoken taboo
that kept Humans to their own mecha and Zentraedi to theirs.

But there were no such lines drawn when Breetai's teamleaped in to lend the WIff Pack a
much- needed assi st. Battl epods and Hovertanks fought side-by-side hamering away at the Invid
Command ships. Pul sed-l1aser fire and conventional arnor-piercing projectiles split Tirol's night.
An entire quadrant of the city burned while the battle raged, and friend and foe added their own
fire and snoke to the already superheated air

The Hel I cat Inorgani cs had abandoned the scene, as though frightened off by the pods, and
now t he Command shi ps were suddenly turning tail

Wl ff sat in the necha's seat, convulsively triggering the Hovertank's weapon as the eneny
shi ps di sengaged and began to |lift off. The col onnade of a building collapsed behind him sending
gobs of molten netal airborne. He raised the GWJ on the net to update his situation

"We're being overrun," a panicked voice informed himin response. "Conmander G ant says to
pi ck yoursel ves up and get back here ASAP!"

Wl ff ordered his few renaining tankers to reconfigure, and addressed Breetai. "W're
nmovi ng out. The base is ass deep in pincers.”

"At your conmmand, Colonel," the Zentraedi responded, pleased to be taking orders once
again, to have an inperative to foll ow

Every bed and table in the GMWJ s ned-surg unit was filled, and still the wounded kept
com ng. The ness hall was a triage area and battle dressing station now, and Jack Baker had found
hinself in the mdst of it, pulled there fromsupply to lend a hand. Al around himnmen and wonen
were stretched out on the floor and tabletops in postures of distress and agony. A young woman
with third-degree burns across half her body flailed her arns against the restraints a nmedic was
attenpting to fasten, while a nurse struggled to get an N drip running. Elsewhere a man drugged
beyond pain stared al nost fascinated at the bl oody stunp that had been a leg | ess than an hour
before. Sone of the wounded groaned and called on God and rel atives for help; but Jack saw others
expire with no nore than a whinper, or a final curse.

Jean Grant, the front of her surgical gown red-brown fromblood and antiseptic washes, was
moving fromtable to table checking wounds and shouting orders to her staff.

"Move it, soldier!"” Jack heard soneone behind himyell. He felt the edge of a stretcher
smack against his hip, and turned as two wonen nedi cs rushed past himbearing a |ieutenant he
recogni zed to surgery.

A warrant officer called to himnext, waving himover to a bl oodi ed expanse of wall, three
bodi es slunped lifelessly against it. "These nmen are dead," the officer announced, getting to his
feet and wi ping his hands on his trousers. "Get them out of here, and get yourself back up here on
the double.” The officer |ooked around. "You!" he said, finding another aide in the crowds. "Cet
over here and give this man a hand!"

Jack bent down to regard the dead, unsure where to begin.

"You take his arns," a fenale voice said over his shoulder. Karen Penn was besi de hi m when
he turned. She gave hima wan snile and wi ped a danp strand of hair fromher face with the back of
her hand, |eaving a snear of someone's bl ood on her cheek

"I want to get out there,"” Jack grunted as he lifted the body. "Some paybacks are in
order."
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"Maybe that's what this guy said," Karen bit out. "Let's just do our job and forget the

heroics."

"We'll see.™

When they had eased the body down onto the floor in the next room Karen said, "If | see
your sorry face show up in here, I'"'mgoing to renind you of that renark."

“You do that," Jack told her, breathing hard

The SDF-3 was still at its orbital holding point above Tirol. The general staff was kept

i nforned of the situation bel ow by continuous updates fromthe GWJ. One such report was coni ng
into the fortress now, and T. R Edwards left the TIC s balcony rail to listen nore closely. A
tech loyal to the cause was naking adjustments for reception, and punchi ng decodi ng commands into
t he consol e.

"It's fromGant, sir," the tech reported, seeing Edwards peering over his shoul der. "The
situation has deteriorated and is grow ng untenable."”

Edwar ds gl anced around the bal cony area. Hunter and Rei nhardt had gone off to neet with
Lang and sone of the council nenbers. "Speak plainly, Lieutenant," he said, narrowi ng his eye.

"They're getting their butts kicked, sir. Grant is requesting air support fromthe ship."

Edwards strai ghtened up and felt the stubble on his chin. "How do we know this isn't sone
eneny trick, Lieutenant? Did the GWJ use the proper authentication codes?"

"Affirmative, sir."

Edwards was silent while the planetside transmni ssion repeated itself. "But then they broke
our code once already."

The tech risked a grin. "I think | understand, sir."

"You'll go far," Edwards told him leaning in to dial the gain knob down to zero

At the sane tine Edwards was gl oating over having elininated Vince Gant fromhis life,
M nmei was fantasizing about how to get Jonathan Wl ff into hers. It was the flower arrangenent
the colonel had had delivered to her cabi nspace that kicked off the fantasy; obviously he had
called in the order before he left, perhaps right after they said good-bye in the dropship hangar
She was toying with the flowers now, lost in a daydream while Janice studied her fromacross the
room

"Keep fooling with those things and they're going to wilt before they have a chance to
bl oom " Janice said fromthe couch

M nnmei showed Janice a startled | ook, then gave the arrangenment one |ast turn before she
st epped back to regard it.

“You' re thinking about catching that bridal bouquet, aren't you?"

M nnmei sniled. "How could you tell?"

"Because sonetinmes | can read you like a screen,” Janice sighed. She patted the cushion
next to her. "Come over here, you."

M nnei fixed two drinks and sat down, kicking off her shoes and curling her |egs beneath
her. Jani ce sipped at her glass and said, "Now tell your partner all about it."

"Do you believe in onmens?"

"Onens?" Jani ce shook her head. "First |1'd have to believe that the future has al ready
been witten, and that's sinply not the case. Reality is shaped and reshaped by our words and
deeds. "

"“I'"'mnot asking you philosophically, Janice."

Jani ce took another sip and glanced at the flowers. "You think destiny has thrown you and
Jonat han Wl ff together."

M nnmei nodded. "Don't you?"

"No. Not any nore than | think destiny brought you and ne together. W have a tendency to
hi ghli ght nmoments we wi sh to think preordai ned.”

"I promised nyself 1'd never get involved with a nilitary man," M nnei continued, as
t hough she hadn't heard Janice. "Not after R ck. And now here | am worrying about Jonat han, just
the way | used to worry about Rick." She met Janice's eye. "I don't want to | ose him Janice."

"Worryi ng doesn't change anything, Lynn."

"Then what does it matter if | worry? Maybe | just didn't worry enough about Rick."

"*They al so serve...'" Janice nused.

" Huh?"

"Just sonething | heard once.
our appoi nted tasks."

She took Mnnei's hand. "Go ahead and worry. W all have

"I"'msick of having to listen to everyone,” Rick conplained bitterly, sitting down on the
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edge of the bed. He and Lisa had taken advantage of a short break to rendezvous in their quarters.
"The council has decided we should recall the GW and | eave Tirol space. Suddenly they're al

convi nced this bl oodshed has been a m sunderstandi ng. They want to renove our "threatening
presence' -those are their words-and try to open lines of comunication. Station a snmall unarned
party out here or sonething..." Rick exhaled forcibly. "War of the worlds...Even Lang has reversed
hinsel f. Ever since his teans started picking apart those Invid nmecha we sal vaged. All at once
he's fascinated with these butchers."

Li sa rested her hand on his shoulder. "Don't do this to yourself, Rick."

He | ooked up at her, eyes flashing. "Yeah, well, I"'mtired of being the one who has to
wal k around with his guts tied up."

"Ri ck, nobody's asking you-"

"My place is with the VTs. | just wasn't cut out for command."

Li sa kneel ed down to show himthe anger in her own eyes. "Maybe you weren't, if you're
going to talk like that. But first tell ne who we should have in command. And tell me what good
you think you can do in conbat?"

"Are you saying |I'mrusty?"

Lisa's eyes went wide. "Stand down, nister, I'mnot saying that at all. |'m asking you
what good it's going to do to add anot her conmbatant to the field, when what we need is sone
enl i ghtened deci sion making." She rel axed her gaze. "You're not thinking clearly, Rick. You need
sonme rest, we're all frazzled."

"Maybe you're right," he all owed.

The door tone sounded just then, and Max entered.

"Rick, Lisa. Sorry to barge in."

"It's all right, Max," Rick said, getting to his feet. "What's up?"

Max hesitated for a nmonent. "Rick, why are we ignoring the GW s requests for backup?"

Rick stared at Max bl ankly. "What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"They' ve been sustai ning heavy | osses down there."

"Why wasn't | infornmed of this? Wiwo's in the Situation Room now?"

" Edwar ds. "

Ri ck cursed under his breath. He gave Lisa a brief kiss and grabbed hold of Max's arm
tugging himfromthe rim

The two nmen burst into the Tactical Information Center a few minutes later. Rick glanced
once at Edwards and demanded an update froma tech

"Col onel Wbl ff and Conmander Breetai have pulled out of Tiresia with scarcely half their
command, sir. Latest reports shows themin sector Novenber Roneo-"

"Admiral!" a second tech shouted fromfarther along the threat-board console. "Priority
transm ssion fromthe GVW."

"Go ahead," Rick told him

The tech listened for a monent, then swiveled to face Rick again. "They say they're
receiving transmssions. FromTirol, sir-fromsomewhere in the city. The nessage is in Zentraedi
sir."

"Have they identified thensel ves?"

"Negative, sir, other than to say they are Tiresians, and that they have inportant
intelligence for our forces."

"Atrick," Edwards spat. "An Invid trick. They've been sending in false nmessages al
nor ni ng. "

Ri ck regarded hima nonent, then turned to Max. "Scranble the Skull, Commander. Get down
there and | end support."

"Aye, aye, sir." Max saluted, leaving the roomin a rush

"Tell Conmander Grant to continue nonitoring transmission," Rick instructed the tech. "I
want themto patch us in so we can hear it for ourselves." Rick slapped his hand down on a m ke
switch. "Notify Exedore and Dr. Lang to neet ne in the briefing room |I'mon ny way now "

Rick ran for the door, already considering the decisions he would have to nake.

CHAPTER TEN

Cabel I's age was incal cul able, as had been the case with Exedore, Breetai, and several other
Zentraedis who'd permitted Zand's teamto study them But whereas the warrior clones had been
"birthed" full-size and agel ess, Cabell had enjoyed an actual chil dhood, adol escence, and
adul t hood. Hi s decision to undergo the Protoculture treatnents that fixed his age was a consci ous
one. It has yet to be denonstrated how DNA and Protoculture conbine to allowthis mracle to
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occur. Like the Mcronization process, it remains a conplete nystery.
Loui e Nichols, BeeZee: The Gal axy Before Zor

"My nane is Cabell. | amTirollan scientist. Qur people are being held prisoner by the Invid in
structures throughout the city. The Invid ships and I norganics are receiving their orders froma
comput er that has been placed in Tiresia's Royal Hall. To defeat them you nust destroy the
conmputer. And you rust do this quickly. The Invid are many and nercil ess. Reinforcenments wll
arrive if you do not take inmmedi ate action. My life is now forfeit; but | place the future of this
world in your hands. Act swiftly, Humans, and be equally as nerciless. For there is nmuch nore at
stake than this tiny noon."

Cabel | repeated the nmessage twi ce nore, then shut down the com device and turned to Rem
"Well, that does it, ny boy. W have conproni sed our |ocation."

Rem answered himin a determ ned voice. "But we nmay have saved Tirol, Cabell."

The ol d man began to | ook around the room his face a m xture of rapture and | ongi ng. He
ran his long fingers over the console. "Such a waste...Wat wonders we had at our disposal, what
mracles we could have worked in the Quadrant."

Rem raised his eyes to the ceiling, as a sound |ike distant thunder shook the lab. This
was followed by the sibilant burst of faraway energy beans. "It's too late for dreans, Cabell."

"I fear you're right. Their search has comenced. "

Rem reactivated the conmmuni cator and gestured to the consol e audi o pi ckups. "Repeat your
message. We have nothing nore to | ose."

"The transm ssion is being repeated,” the Invid brain informed Gbsim

"Pi npoint the source, computer.”

A wiggling current coursed over folds of conputer cortex. "Below this very chanber. There
are vaults and corridors, a nazelike conplex."

Obsi mswung to an Enforcer lieutenant. "I want the Inorganics to flush themout. Tell your
troops to stand by."

The soldier saluted and left the nave for an adjacent room where several Invid were
wat chi ng an arnored Shock Trooper bring its annihilation discs to bear on a stretch of ceramclike
floor. Already a wi de wound several yards deep and as nany w de had been opened.

"Continue," the Enforcer's synthesized voice conmanded. "Locate and destroy."

"What does he mean by 'Inorganics'?" Rick wanted to know.

Lang | eaned back fromthe briefing-roomtable and steepled his fingers. "I think he nust
be referring to the fiendi sh drones Colonel Wl ff faced in the city. Certainly the ships we
sal vaged are anything but inorganic."

Lang tried to keep the excitement fromhis voice, but he was sure Rick and the others
caught it. He had passed the better part of twenty-four hours in the | aboratory dissecting those
ships and the remains of one of the alien pilots. And what he'd uncovered about the Invid had been
enough to send himinto a veritable delirium Thinking back even now to those hours of
experinmentation and discovery was |ike sone wild roller-coaster ride. The very shape and form of
t hose beings! As though they existed outside any rules of evolution. And the incredible simlarity
their brain patterns had to the emanations of Protoculture itself! The green nutrient the pilots
bathed in inside their crab-ships, the nyriad nysteries of the ships' propul sion, comrunication,
and weapons systenms, the integrity of pilot and ship that rendered Robotechnol ogy's advances

primtive and childlike by conparison...It had all sent himrunning-literally running!-to the
Council to sue for a course other than the warli ke one they had enbarked on..
"Dr. Lang," Rick was saying. "I asked you if this nessage will be enough to change the

Council's mind about |eaving Tirol space. "
Lang started to reply, but Exedore's late entry interrupted him The Zentraedi anbassador
apol ogi zed and seated hinself at the table between Lang and General Edwards, who was plainly
di sturbed by Exedore's arrival. Rick had the transm ssion replayed for Exedore's benefit and
wai ted for his evaluation
Exedore was silent for a | ong nonent.

I...hardly know what to say," he began. Ri ck had

never seen the Zentraedi so, well, noved.
"Cabel |l ," Exedore uttered. "He was a contenporary of Zor, a nentor, | think you would say.
And to nme, as well. He...he made ne."

Lang and Ri ck exchanged astoni shed | ooks while they listened to Exedore's expl anation
This Cabell had apparently been instrunental in the creation of the first biogenetically
engi neered clones. "Then this nessage is on the |evel, Exedore?"
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"No one woul d use the nane Cabell to evil purpose, Admiral. O this nuch | amcertain."

"Bul l shit," barked Edwards. "This is another Invid trick. They're trying to lure us to
this... Royal Hall.' Wiy? Because they have sone sort of weapon there. They're playing with us."

"What about it?" Rick asked the table.

One of Lang's techs spoke to that. "Scanners indicate the source of the transmission is
subt erranean- per haps beneath the very structure we've identified as the Royal Hall. Col onel Wl ff
described it as..." the tech checked his notes, ""a flat-topped pyram d as big as a small
mount ai n, crowned with some kind of columed shrine.' W' ve picked up intense energy readi ngs
emanating fromthe structure.™

"A weapon," Edwards interjected.

Rick tried to puzzle it out. "Suppose it is legit. Wuld Cabell knowingly call a strike
down on his own head, Exedore?"

"Wthout question, if Tirol could be saved by his actions."

"Then the Robotech Masters may still be alive. Is it enough to convince the Council,
Doctor, yes or no?"

“I think they'll listen to reason. But if we can possibly achieve these ends w thout
destroying-"

"Raise the GWJ," Rick instructed one of his aides. "Inform Comrander Sterling that | want

a recon flyby of that pyramid. | don't want anybody trying anything stupid. Tell Gant to keep the
GW dug in and wait for ny word to nove in."

"And Cabel | ?" sai d Exedore.

"Yes," Lang seconded. "Surely a rescue team"

“I"'msorry, Doctor," Rick broke in. "You, too, Exedore. But | want to know what we're
dealing with before we send anyone in."

Edwards snorted. "We'll say sone kind words over his grave," he said | oud enough for
Exedore to hear.

In the tradition of that apocryphal cavalry who were always arriving in the nick of tine,
the Skull Squadron tore into Tirol's skies fromthe shuttles that had transported themto the edge
of the envelope, and fell like wathful birds of prey on the eneny's Pincer Ships and Shock
Troopers. Cheers from Hovertankers and necha commanders filled the tac and comnets as the
Guar di an-node VTs dove in for mssile releases and strafing runs.

Captain Mriya Parino Sterling led her teamof red fighters against a group of blue-giant
Conmand ships that were going gun-to-gun with Breetai's Zentraedi cadre. The snoki ng renai ns of
Battl epods and strike ships littered a barren, now cratered expanse of high plateau where the
Invid had successfully breached the GW' s forward defense lines. Mriya's Al phas hit the massive
twi n- cannoned necha where they lived, chattering undercarriage guns stitching nolten welts across
cockpit shields and torso arnor, and red-tipped heat-seekers finding the ships' vul nerable sensor
nmout hs. Expl osi ons geysered fountains of white-hot alloy into the waning light as ship after ship
fell, l|eaking viscous green fluids into the dry ground. Renewed, the Battlepods |eaped to regain
their lost ground, trading energy salvos with the larger ships, their orange and blue bolts
cutting swaths of angry ionization through the moon's thin atnosphere.

El sewhere, Max's blue team backed up the Wl ff Pack's devastated Hovertank ranks,
reconfigured to Battl oid node for close-in conbat, while overhead, solitary Veritechs went to guns
with the | ess maneuver abl e Shock Troopers. Ships boostered and fell, executing rolls and reversals
as they engaged.

Even the GW s nai n gun was speaki ng now, adding its own thunderous punctuation to the
battle's murderous dial ogue. A second and third wave of necha burst fromthe base's forward ranps-
Mac |l cannons, Excalibers, and drum arned Spartans-but the Invid would neither fall back nor
surrender.

It was all or nothing, Max realized as he bracketed two of the alien ships in his sights.
Mssiles tore fromthe Battloid s shoul der racks and found their nmark; the ships cane apart in a
dunbbel | - shaped cl oud of flanme and thick snoke. In the end, once the RDF's debris was carted from
the field, it would |ook like a slaughter had taken place; but in the nmeantinme nen and wonen
continued to die.

Max ordered the Battloid into a giant-stride run, pulled back on the selector |ever, and
i mged the VT through to fighter node. He went ballistic, instructing his wingmen to follow suit,
and was about to rejoin Mriya when Vince Gant's face appeared on one of the cockpit conmmo
screens.

"“You' ve got new orders, Commander, straight fromthe top."

"Uh, roger, Home. Shoot."
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"Your teams to recon the Triangle. Just a flyby with a mininum of sound-and-light. Do you
copy, Skull One?"

"Can do, Hone. Waiting for your directions.”

"We're punching themin now," Vince said.

Max' s onboard conputer cane alive, stamrering vectors and coordi nates across the display
screen.

"And Mac," Vince added. "Be sure to keep in touch."

Eveni ng' s shadow was once again noving across Tirol's face; a crescent of Fantona | ooned
huge in the southern skies, its ring-plane a shaft of evanescent color. The battle was over-for
the tine being, forever, no one could be sure, any nore than they could be sure who had won. If it
went by the nunbers, then the RDF had been victorious; but there was no known way of conveying
that to the five hundred who had di ed that day.

Jack had been returned to his outfit and was out at the perinmeter now, finally out on
Tirol's surface, where he felt he should have been all along. There was a good deal of activity
goi ng on around hi mnecha tows and transports and AFCs barreling by, VTs flying recon sweeps-but
he still wasn't content. He had been assigned to take part in a nmine-enplacenment op, which neant
little nore than observing while d adiators planted and arned AM 2 Wat chdogs across the field.
(These anti-mecha m nes of high-velocity plastique had been devel oped by one Dr. R Burke-who was
al so responsible for the Wil verine assault rifles-and came conplete with an Identification Friend
or Foe targeting mcrochip housing a library of eneny ground signatures, even those recently
cooked up by the GWJ s conputers to indicate Invid Scouts and Shock Troopers.) So instead of
giving the dadiator his undivided attention, Jack had slipped away to eavesdrop on a conversation
that was in progress at one of the forward conmand posts. Jack understood that the eneny had been
soundly defeated, but things were a still bit sketchy with regard to follow up plans. He sensed
that something inportant was up, and in a short tine he had the astounding details.

A nmessage had been received fromTirol's occupied city-sent by sone sort of rebel group
fromthe sound of it-giving the location of the Invid s central comuand. The Skull had been
ordered to recon the site, but nothing was in the works to save the rebels thensel ves, who were
apparently holed up in the very same nei ghborhood. Having seen a crude map of Tiresia, Jack knew
the place would be easy enough to suss out. And if a small teameven one man-could infiltrate, the
rebels would be as good as free. Al it took was the right man.

But chi ef anbng the things Jack didn't know was that his actions over the past hour had
been observed at rather close range by Karen Penn. And she stuck with Jack now as he began to
angl e his way behind the command post and into the forward supply area. He waited until the
sentries were preoccupi ed, then noved in and grabbed hold of a Wl verine and an energy- pack
bandol i er. Karen drew her hand weapon and decided it was tinme to confront him

Taken by surprise, Jack swng around with his hands rai sed, prepared to assune the
position. But realizing it was Karen, he sinply shook his head and shoul dered past her. Karen
armed t he handgun, which came to life with a short-lived but unni stakable prinmng tone. It stopped
Jack in his tracks.

"Now, you want to talk to me, Jack, or the unit commander?"

"Look," he said, turning around carefully, "there's sonething |I've got to do." He
expl ai ned what he knew about the communi qué and the rebel group, and how a small group could get
in and out unnoticed.

Karen |istened without comrent, then |aughed shortly and deactivated her weapon. "You're
certifiable, you know that?"

Jack made a face. "I'mgoing in alone, Karen."

"Ch no you're not," she said, grabbing a Wolverine fromthe rack. "'Cause |I'mconing with
you. "

Jack showed her a grin. "I know where there's a coupla Hovercycles."

Karen pulled the bandolier's straps taut. "Lead on, hero," she told him

obsim peered into the trench the enforcers had opened in the floor of the Royal Hall.
Fifty feet down they had broken through the roof of a narrow corridor, a stretch of the nmazelike
subt erranean works the brain had di scerned.

"The Inorganics will locate the Tiresians within the period," the brain inforned Cbsim
when he reentered the Hall's central nave.

"I am pl eased," Obsimsaid, trying on a regal tone.

"There are other concerns..."

"Prioritize."
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"“A group of airborne necha are closing on our position."

obsi m gl anced at the comuni cator sphere, where a hol o-i mage of six blue Veritechs was
t aki ng shape.

"Advi se, conputer."

"Protect the brain. Activate the shield."

bsimtried to calculate the resultant energy drain. "You are so instructed," he said
after a monment of reflection.

Bubbl es forned, percolating in the brain's tank.

"It is done."

Max had his team conplete two high-altitude passes over the city before dropping in for a
cl oser look. Schematics of Skull's topographical scans had revealed that Tiresia's Royal Hall was
an enornous structure indeed, a truncated pyram d al nost a thousand feet tall capped by a
classical Roman-like shrine. It dominated the city, which was itself a kind of circular nmandal a
set into Tirol's bleak surface. Scanners had al so picked up dusk activity in the city's street;
but whatever was noving around down there was smaller than the Invid ships the Skull had thus far
gone up agai nst.

"Al'l right, let's stay alert,” Max said over the net as the teamfoll owed hi mdown. "Keep
an eye on each other. Blue Velvet, you've got the nunber-one spot."

"Roger, Skull Leader, I'mon ny way," the mechanorph responded.

Max wat ched hi m peel away fromthe group, roll over, and drop in for the run. They were
all closing on the Hall, scarcely five hundred feet above it, when a translucent envel ope of
scintillating energy suddenly mushrooned up in front of them The envel ope expanded to enconpass
the entire Hall, and with it, Blue Velvet's lone Veritech. The rest of the team broke hard and

cl i mbed.

"It's a force field of sone kind," Max said. "Blue Velvet, get yourself out of there!"

"No can do, Skull One, ny systems are down! Reconfiguring and going for touchdown..."

Max was headi ng back toward the Hall again, and could see the Guardi an-nmobde VT falling.
But all at once there were three bizarre shapes on the shrine steps-headl ess, denonic-I| ooking
bi pedal necha, with dangling arnms and orifice-di npl ed weapon spheres.

"You' ve got conpany, Blue Velvet!" Max shouted the pilot's call sign tw ce nore, but got
no response. The Al pha was preparing to | and when the creatures opened fire and blew it off
cour se.

Max wat ched hel pl essly as the Veritech grazed the edge of the pyranmid and expl oded,
raining fiery debris down the Hall's steep side

"Hit them " Max ordered

M ssil es dropped fromthe Veritechs' undercarriage pylons and ripped in tw sting tracks
toward the I norganics, only to detonate harm essly against the Hall's repellent done. But the
eneny could fire through the shield and did, catching a second VT before Max could order the team
away. He was trying to decide what to do next, when one of his w ngnmen cane on the net. "Skul
Leader, I'mpicking up two friendly blips down bel ow "

Max |istened for the coordinates, tipped his Al pha, and | eaned over to take a | ook. "You
sure they're friendly?"

"Affirmative. The | FF says they're Hovercycles. They're approaching the Hall."

Hovercycl es, now what the...Max said to hinself. "Al right," he said, "let's go down and
see what's cooking."

"Wha- hoo! " Jack shouted, throttling the Hovercycle down a slope of arid ground and onto
one of Tiresia' s central spokes. "Life in the fast |ane!"

"Idiot," Karen nuttered to herself, goosing the handbar grip in an attenpt to catch up
with him "He's going to get us both killed."

The cycles were face-effect vehicles, with conventional grips, right-angled bars rising up
and back froma single shaft, and a front Hover-foot that resenbl ed an ol d-fashi oned car pet
sweeper. The seat and backrest was a sweeping, padded affair, and although the cycles were built
for one, the rear storage deck could accommbdate a second rider if need be. They were fast,
silent, and maneuverabl e, but essentially weaponl ess.

"What are you trying to prove?" Karen said, coning up al ongside Jack's cycle. "Is this a
rescue op or a joyride?"

Jack gl anced over at her and began to lay out his phil osophy about how sel f-confidence was
what mattered nost; but instead of listening she was just |ooking at himw de-eyed, and the next
thing he knew, she had her handgun raised and ained in his general direction
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"Duck!" she yelled, firing off two quick bursts that nearly parted Jack's carrot-col ored
hai r.

"Jeez!" he said, when they'd brought the cycles to a halt. "Whaddaya think-"

"Take a | ook at that."

Jack twisted around in the seat and spied the Inorganic Karen's shot had neatly hol ed.
Still on its feet and slunped against a wall, the thing reninded himof a character froman old
cartoon. "Tasmani an devil," Jack recalled, snapping his finger, as the Crann slid to the snooth
street.

"Is it alive?" Karen asked, |ooking around warily.

"Not any nore."

"But what is it?"

"l don't know, " Jack said, bringing the Wil verine off his shoulder, "but there's three
nore of them coming our way."

Karen rehol stered her sidearmand foll owed Jack's | ead. Suddenly, half-a-dozen bl ue energy
bolts were zipping past her, inpacting against a wall and sending up a shower of white-hot gunk. A
bl ast of superheated air washed over her, stinging her eyes and nose whil e she brought the assault
rifle to bear on the drones.

Jack was already firing; his rounds had nanaged to connect with one of the Inorganics, and
Karen wat ched as the thing flashed out and crunbl ed, as though hollow. An in start later the other
two went down, breaking open like ceranmic figurines.

"Let's get out of here!" Jack yelled, as bolts began to rain down on them from surroundi ng
roof t ops.

Karen kept up with him piloting the cycle one-handed while she | cosed an arc of rear
fire, dropping two nore Cranns with well-placed sensor shots. "Wat now?" she said, her voice
raspy fromthe heat, snoke, and all the shouting.

Jack notioned up the street, toward a small nmountain of a structure. "Straight ahead.
That's the Hall. The message origi nated from sonewhere underground. | figure there's gotta be a
way down. "

"You figure," Karen said in disbelief. "I'"mfor turning back."

"“Uh-uh. But | amfor turning!"

Karen | ooked up: ten or nore |norganics were blocking the street. Their weapons were
rai sed.

Per pl exed, Cabell regarded the weapon Rem had given him he funbled with the rifle's
sel ector lever. "Like this?"

"No, no, Cabell," Remsaid, close to losing his patience. "Like this," he denonstrated,
activating his own weapon.
Cabel m m cked Remis novenents. "Ah, | see...and you hold it |ike, er, you put your right,

hand, um let's see, you-"

"Gve ne that thing!" Rem snapped, snatching the rifle fromthe old man's hands. Cabel
was of fering hima inbecilic shrug. "You'll probably vaporize your own foot."

“I wouldn't doubt it for a nonent," Cabell agreed. "lI'msorry, |'ve never had any tal ent
for the fine art of conmbat. Wiy, back when the Masters were first-"

"Save it, Cabell. Are we going or not?"

Cabel |l took one long last |ook around the room Still-functioning renotes had permtted
themto view the Humans' recon attenpt, and later, their failure to breach the barrier shield the
Invid conputer had deployed. But w th |Inorganics closing on the subterranean |ab now, there was no
time for further nonitoring of the situation. Cabell had insisted that they not be caught in the
| ab. The Pollinators would be his gift to the Invid; with themand sone seedling Flowers, perhaps
they could refoliate ravaged Optera, end this incessant killing..

"Well, what have we here?" Cabell said suddenly.

Rem came back into the lab, cursing, and found the scientist pointing to one of the
screens. Here were two Humans just outside the force field, a nale and a fenale, straddling
strange-1 ooki ng Hovercrafts.

"Coul d they be searching for us, Ren®?"

"Don't flatter yourself,"” Rem answered him tugging Cabell into the corridor. They could
hear the Inorganics nearby, blasting through corridor walls and breaking into roons.

"But they could be Iooking for us."

Rem continued to drag Cabell down the corridor. "Fine, fine..."

Cabel | reached for one of Remis weapons. "Then let's just go out and neet them"
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Finally all the principal players had been introduced to one another: Masters and |Invid, Zentraed
and Humans. Humans and Invid, Hunmans and Masters. Surely this was Protoculture's doing; but what

woul d nake the contest especially bizarre was the fact that not one of those players had all the

puzzle pieces. It was a nad, mad, mad, mad worl d.

Dr. Em| Lang, The New Test anent

The Regent was relaxing in his bath when Obsinms nessage finally reached him The sunken tub in
his private chanbers was as |large as a backyard swi nmi ng pool, surrounded by ornate fixtures the
Regi s had detested. You have too many things, she used to scream Things!-when the very goal had
al ways been to nove away from such nmaterial trappings. Her goal, at any rate. Freedomfromthis
base condition...her wards to describe their world after the affair with Zor. After Optera, an
Eden i f ever there was one, had been defoliated by the Masters' warrior clones, robbed of the

Fl ower that was infinitely precious to the Invid, so essential. They were |ike starving creatures
now, feeding off what nutrients had been stored up in their flesh, but hungry, ravenous for
sustenance only the Flower coul d provide.

The Regent sighed as he clinbed fromthe tub, regarding the sterile green bath fluids with
a mxture of sorrow and disdain. To be sure, the bath had been drawn from Flowers and fruits, but
a mutated variety fromPeryton that had to pass for the real thing, for absent, too, were the
Pol linators, those shaggy little beasts critical to the Flowers' reproductive cycle. As a result,
the Regent no |onger bathed to enpower hinself, but sinply to sustain a nenory of brighter tines.

Brighter tines indeed, he told hinself as a servant noved in to drape a robe over him You
have taken a wwong turn, the Regis had warned him A turn toward deevol ution and evil purpose. She
was already in Tiresioid formthen, desperate in her attenpts to enulate Zor's race. She had
begged the Regent to join her in that novel guise, but he would hear nothing of it. H's queen, his
wi fe, had been defiled, his world contam nated, and still she would ask for such a thing. Wen his
very heart was burning with a rage never before known to him Was it any wonder then that he had
chosen his own course? The goal -the goal, ny dear-is conquest and consunption; and things-warriors
and weapons and battle necha-are pivotal to that end.

To hell with her if she couldn't understand his purpose!

And yet...and yet how lonely this place seemed w thout her. Surrounded by nothing but
servants and soldiers now, he could alnost miss the arguments of those final days. The passion
She had fled with half her brood to carry on with her mad experinments in transmutation, her quest
for the perfect physical vehicle to inhabit while she conpleted her G eat Wrk, a formnore
suitable for her wi sdom and dreans, nore supportive than his enbrace.

"Curse her!" he seethed, taking quick steps toward the antechanber.

A nmessenger genuflected as he entered, lowering its head and bringing an armto its
breast. The Regent's Hellcats were restless, pacing the room sniffing and snarling. He put them
at ease with a notion of his hand and bade the nmessenger rise and state its purpose.

The nessenger handed over a voice-inprint and withdrew. The Regent activated the device
and listened, running it through again and again until satisfied that he had nmenorized Qosinis
every word, every nuance.

Tirol under attack-by what Gbsimhad initially believed were Mcronized Zentraedi, but
were now thought to be a coalition of Zentraedi and sone unknown Tiresioid race. A race of beings
with Protoculture-driven starships and necha! This was the astonishing thing. Protoculture could
only be derived fromthe Flowers, and the potent Flowers were indigenous to Optera, and Optera
only. Look what had become of those seedlings Zor hinself had tried to inplant on Karbarra,
Spheris, and the rest.

"What could it nean?" the Regent asked hinself. An undiscovered world, perhaps, rich in
the Flower that was life itself, ripe and waiting to be plucked.

He summoned the nessenger to return. "Make haste to inform Cbsimthat reinforcenents are
on their way." He turned to his lieutenants next, his stingraylike hood puffed up, betraying his
agi tation.

"The Regis is not to | earn about these matters. This new world will be our...our present
to her."

But only if she agrees to listen to reason, he kept to hinmself. Only if she accepts the
pat h of conquest!

The Regent's huge hand cl osed on the voice device, splintering it to bits.

Jack and Karen stood transfi xed at the edge of the Royal Hall's shimrering shield, unsure
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of what they were up against. They had given the eneny drones the slip for the nonent, but there
was no tine to dally.

"I say we try to go in," Jack was saying

Karen gazed into the field' s evil translucency. "And | say you ought to have your head
exam ned. "

“"Maybe if | just touch-"

Jack reached his hand out before she could stop him and in a flash was flat on his back
unconsci ous.

Karen screamed and ran to him kneeling by his side, wondering if there was anything she
could do, her hands fluttering helplessly. "You stupid idiot!"

Jack cane to and | ooked up at her stupidly, then shrieked as the pain caught up to him
Hs left hand flewto his right wist, clutching it as though aware of the torment above. Karen
pried Jack's fingers |oose and pulled his hand to her. It was blanker than a newborn's, void of

prints and lines. She told himto lie still, ran to the idling Hovercycle, and returned with a
first-aid kit. She hit himwi th a preloaded syringe of painkiller and waited till it took effect.
Jack's face was still beaded with sweat a nonent |ater, but the drugs had done their job;

he of fered her a weak smle and forced his breath out in a rash. "Now, what was that you were
sayi ng?"

"About you needing to have your head exam ned? Forget it." She showed him his effaced
pal m "You're going to need a whole new personality.”

"No big deal," Jack nmuttered. "The old one was about used up anyway."

"I"'mglad you said it." Karen |laughed, helping himto his feet. "Now let's get back to
base. "

They started for the cycles, only to swing back around to the sound of netal-shod feet.
Five Hellcats canme tearing around the corner, for sone reason slithering to a halt instead of
| eapi ng. The drones fanned out and began to stalk the two Hunans as they backed themnmsel ves slowy
toward one of the Hovercycles. Karen had her blaster drawn.

"Nice kitties," Jack said in a calmng voice. "On three we leap for the cycle,” he told
Karen out of the corner of his nouth.

"But-"

"Don't worry, | can drive. You keep those things away fromus."

Karen thunbed t he handgun's selector to full auto. "Ready when you are,"

"One, two...three!" he yelled, and they both bolted. Two of the Hellcats junped at the
sanme tine; Karen blasted themout of the air, pieces raining dowmn on the Hovercycle as Jack toed
it into gear and took off.

Athird Hellcat tried to keep pace with them but Karen hol ed that one, too, right through
the thing's flashing eyes. She had one arm around Jack's wai st, loosing rear fire as he threw the
cycle into a turn and raced down a side street.

"Where to?" she yelled

"Left!" he answered, just as two nore 'Cats |leaped to the streets fromthe peak of a
pedi ment .

Karen twi sted on the cargo seat and laid down an arc that seared one of the beast's |egs
off. But others were joining in the pursuit; she stopped counting at el even

"How s our fuel?" she thought to ask.

"CGoing fast," he said, his bad hand up by his shoul der, comically mnouthing the words. "Any
suggesti ons?”

“Yeah. Remind ne to let you go it alone next tinme something like this cones up!"

"I've got them Skull Leader," one of the VT teamconfirmed. "They're both on the sane cyc
now, west of the Hall on a connecting street between two of the main spokes. 'Bout a dozen drones
behind them "

"Have they spotted yogi, Blue Lady?"

"Uh, negative. They've got their hands full. Some rough terrain up ahead-craters,
devastated buildings..."

"Can you exfiltrate?" Max asked her

Blue Lady fell silent, then said, "Think | see a way."

"Com ng around to cover you."

“I"'mgoing in," the woman announced to her Beta copilot. "Breaking hard and right..."

"Heads up, you two!" a femal e voice shouted fromthe Hovercycle's control pad speaker
Jack thought he was hearing things and wondered if his brush with the force field hadn't
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damaged nore than just his hand. Karen was di scharging bursts fromthe cargo seat, but for every
drone she killed another two would appear; it was as if some controlling intelligence was
directing the chase.

Jack had been forced to take sone bad turns back toward the Royal Hall, and was trying to
puzzl e out a way through the weckage in front of them when that disenbodi ed voi ce repeated
itself.

"Heads up!"

Even Karen heard it this tine, so Jack knew he wasn't inmagining it. "An Al pha," she said,
wavi ng her free hand in his face. He | ooked up and saw the VT dropping in to match the
Hovercycl e's pace and course.

"Looks like you two are a |long way from hone,
pi ckup. Acknow edge."

"Fine with us," Jack said. "Hope she's not changi ng her m nd?" he added when the VT didn't
respond.

Karen interrupted her fire to peer over Jack's shoul der. She smacked hi mon the shoul der.
"You idiot, use the net!"

Jack winced and opened the net, acknow edging the VT. The Al pha dropped and | et |oose with
two missiles that took out half the Hellcat pack; then the mecha split, its Beta hindquarters
lowering a stiff |adder.

"Grab it," Jack told Karen.

They were near the central plaza again in an area of the city that had seen a | ot of
action, skirting the rimof a huge blast crater.

Karen hol stered her weapon, got into a kneeling position on the seat using Jack's
shoul ders for bal ance, and took hold of the |adder, heat fromthe VT blasting her face all the
whi | e.

the pilot said. "I'"'mconing in for a

"Come on, Jack!" she was shouting into the wind a nonment | ater

Jack stretched out his bad hand, thought better of it, and took his good hand fromthe
front grip. Karen curled herself on the | adder and | eaned down to help him But all at once, two
Hel I cats cane tearing out of an all eyway naking straight for the cycle. Jack caught sight of them
in time, but forgot about his injured hand as he reflexively reached for the handl ebars.

Pain like liquid fire shot up his arm Qut of control, the Hovercycle veered to the right
and ranped up the rim

Jack felt hinself |eave the cyc's contoured seat and go airborne. In an instant's passing,
he was once again questioning his sanity, because floating out in front of himhe saw sone kind
unanchored colum-two of them actually, separated by an equally free-floating featurel ess sphere.
Jack inpacted the uppernost colum at the same nonent he heard the Hovercraft crash in the snoky
crater below him H s hands, knees, and feet tried to find purchase, but he soon found hinself
sliding...

He hit the sphere and clung there a nonent, w shing he had suction cups instead of hands,
then recommenced his slow slide, flesh squealing along the thing's snooth surface.

"Whaaaaa..." he sent into Tirol's evening chill.

Jack's fingertips sonehow nanaged to catch the edge of the |ower colum. Breathless, he
hung there, nose buried in one of the flutes as the Beta circled him And all at once his hand
began to remenber sonething..

He screaned and let go, recalling the hotfoot he had given a cadet back in acadeny days,
and hit the ground with enough force to instantly nunb both his |egs.

On his butt now, dazed and hurting, Jack directed sonme choi ce words agai nst hinsel f.

Muttering, he tried to stand up.

Six pairs of glowi ng eyes were approaching himout of the crater's groundsnoke.

"Can you see hinP" Karen asked the Beta's pilot, as she threw herself fromthe | adder into
the nmecha's passenger space.

"Not yet," the pilot answered her with a hint of anger. "lI've got a biosensor reading, but
there's just too nuch snoke down there."

Karen tried to peer out the canopy. "W've got to go back."

"Suddenly you're not suicidal."

"Hey, look," Karen said, "we just went-"

"Tell it to the judge," the pilot cut her off. "I've got one of them Skull Leader," she
said over the net. "Nunber two's on his own. The cyc's a nmenory."

Karen heard Conmmander Max Sterling reply, "Reconfigure and go in. But keep it sinple.
First sign of big stuff and I want you out of there."
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"Under st ood, Commander. Reconfiguring..."

Jack sl apped his hip holster and gul ped. He was weaponl ess, and the cat drones had
effectively cut himoff fromwhatever remained of the Hovercycle.. Not that Jack was even sure he
could find it in all the snoke. He turned through a three-sixty |ooking for some way out, and
spotted the partially-ruined archway of an ancient-looking building. He ran for it without
hesitation, ignoring the shock waves each ankle sent up his quivering | egs.

Presently, he could discern broad steps in front of him a short flight that led to a
pillared platform and beyond that the arch. Gl loping, clanking sounds told himthat the
I norgani cs weren't far behind.

But there was another sound in the mdst of all that eye-smarting snoke: the sound of a
Beta's VTOL flares. Jack realized that the mecha had changed nodes and was descendi ng. Trouble
was, it was putting down on the wong side of things. Six drones were standi ng between hi mand
rescue.

Jack decided to try and wait it out; let the VT handl e the drones, then show hi nsel f when
the coast was clear. He linped his way up the stairs and hastened toward the buil di ng.

Al at once a Hellcat landed in front of him Jack dug his heels in and threw hinself
behi nd one of the colums as the creature |leaped. He felt the closeness of its passage, and began
to scranbl e around the colum base, while the Hellcat turned and | eaped again. It hit the opposite
side of the pillar with a resounding crash, its clawed paws enbraci ng the base and al nbst tearing
into Jack where he stud. Jack junped for the next colum and the next, slalomng his way down the
pl at form one step ahead of the infuriated drone

He reached the end of the row and tunbled down a flight of steps. The Hell cat was above
himsnarling and preparing to pounce when he rolled over. Suddenly Jack heard a weapon di scharge
behind him at al nost the same nonent the drone came apart in a shower of fiery particles. He
tucked and rolled as heat and a concussive wave battered him

Then soneone' s hand touched his shoul der

It was an old nman with a bald, knob-topped head and two-foot-long snowwhite beard. Jack
was certain he was dream ng now.

"Good work, my boy, good work!" the man was congratul ating himin Zentraedi

Jack shook his head to clear it. Behind the man was a youth his own age, a handsone | ad
with tinted hair and a long cloak. He was cradling an assault rifle.

"Are you the, rebel s?" Jack stammered, unsure if he had chosen the correct words.

Cabel | stepped back, surprised that the Human knew the old enpire's |ingua franca.
"Rebel s? No. But we are the ones who sent the nessage. | am Cabell, and this is Rem"

Rem nodded and said sonething in a | anguage Jack had never heard.

Cabel | nodded and pulled Jack to his feet. "Your ship," he said quickly. "W nust get to
your ship.”

"But - "

"Hurry! There's no tine!"

Cabel | and Rem put Jack between themand ran in the direction of the Beta's | anding zone
Jack wanted to warn them about the drones, but pain was intercepting his
words. Besides, the two Tiresians seened to be aware of the things already.

Angry flashes of orange and white brilliance were piercing the groundsnoke up ahead of
them Jack heard the characteristic chatter of the Beta's in-close weapons, and foll ow up
expl osi ons he hoped accounted for the | ast of the eneny drones. The old man, Cabell, had nost of

Jack's wei ght now, Rem was noving out front through a hail of white-phosphoruslike debris.

Then all at once the firing was over as quickly as it had begun, and Karen's voi ce echoed
out of an eerie silence.

She call ed Jack's name, but he was too weak to respond. Rem and Cabell exchanged a few
unintelligible sentences, got Jack between them once again, and hastened toward the call. They
were close enough to hear the Veritech's whistling humand feel the heat its thrusters were
spreadi ng across the bottom of the crater

The gl ow of running Iights brought out a | ow npan of relief fromJack. Cabell voiced a
Zentraedi greeting; Karen picked up on it after a noment and instructed themto cone out with
their hands rai sed.

She was waiting in a conbat crouch by one of the VI's backswept w ngs when the Tiresians
appeared out of the snoke. Jack thought he saw a | ook of astonishnent on her face before Cabel
and Rem set himdown on the ground. She uttered sonething he couldn't catch and directed a
guestion toward the Beta's open canopy.

Cabel | stepped forward and addressed her.
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Jack heard her nervous |augh. She had | owered the rmuzzle of her Wlverine, and was
repeating Cabell's words for the pilot.

"You' ve got to be kidding."

"No, | swear it," Karen confirmed. "He said, “Take ne to your |eader!"'"

CHAPTER TVELVE

Cabel | inpressed all of us as a kind, peace-loving man. And | knew he was one of us when he
suggested that we night be able to rendezvous with the Masters in deepspace and give them what
they were after (the Protoculture matrix). He'd just finished describing the horrors the Masters
had spread through the Fourth Quadrant, and now he was telling us that we still had a chance to
meke our peace with them Only a Human could think |ike that.

The Col | ected Journals of Admiral Rick Hunter

I don't give a damm about what your little escapade turned up!" Vince G ant was saying two hours
later. "The only thing keeping ne fromthrowi ng both of you in the brig is Admral Hunter's
request for leniency on your behalf. And when all the details of this are known, |'msure he's
going to change his mnd as well. Do you read nme?"

Karen and Jack swal | owed hard and nmanaged to find a collective voice. "Yes, sir;
perfectly, sir."

Grant glared at them He had his | arge hands pressed flat agai nst the desk, but
strai ghtened up now and advanced to where the two forner ensigns were standing at stiff attention
They had returned to the GW scarcely an hour ago, just enough time for a pit stop at sick bay
bef ore bei ng dragged off to Grant's office. Jack's right armwas in a sling, his head shaved and
bandaged al ong his forehead. Karen had fared sonewhat better, but perhaps because of that the
conmander was directing nost of the flak her way.

"I would have expected as nmuch fromhim" Gant continued, gesturing to Jack, "but 1'd
been | ed to expect better things fromyou, Cadet Penn. Mich better things! Are you aware of the
several other ways your self-appointed rescue mssion could have turned out? Are you aware that
your rescue endangered |ives? Well?"

Karen gul ped. "I am sir. | apol ogize, sir."

G ant stared at her in surprise. " "Apologize,' Penn-apol ogize! That is the | east of what
you're going to be doing, believe ne. Now | want to know which one of you came up with this bright
i dea. "

"The cadet doesn't recall, sir," Karen said, eyes straight ahead.

"Real ly," Grant sneered, |ooking back and forth between Karen and Jack. "A conspiracy,
huh?" Arns aki nbo, he sidestepped, dark eyes flashing as he regarded Jack fromhis towering
hei ght. "And you, Baker...Born-to-be-a-hero, Baker." Grant notioned behind him "I read you were
| ooking for a VT assignment, is that true?"

Jack raised his eyes. "Yes, sir," he said weakly.

"You'll be lucky if you end up piloting a fanjet for the sanitation squad, mster!"

Jack bl anched. "The cadet would consider it an honor to fly for the s-sanitation squad,
Commander, sir."

“You bet you will, Baker."

Grant returned to his desk. "Where are the prisoners?' he asked one of his aides.

"In the holding area, sir. The shuttle and Skull Squadron are awaiting the conmander's
word. "

Grant ran his eyes over Penn and Baker a final tinme. It was incredible that they had
stunmbl ed on the two Tiresians, that their joyride could possibly have resulted in just the break
the RDF needed right now But breaches of discipline couldn't be treated lightly, even when the
results were nore than anyone coul d have hoped for.

Vi nce knew Karen's father, and was aware of the friction between the two of them Busted
now, she would have little recourse but to follow Harry Penn's |lead into research. Max, however,
had appealed to Vince to go as lightly as possible; seened that he and Rick had a special interest
in Karen's fight for independence. And Baker's cause as well, although Vince couldn't quite figure
it. Baker was too independent already.

"Get the prisoners aboard the shuttle, Captain. And as for these two,

he said, tw sting

in his chair, "confine themto quarters. | don't want to see their faces. Understood?" Karen
sal uted, and Jack did the best he could.
"Sirl"

"Now get them out of here."
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Jack followed Karen out of the office. "How about dinner in, say, six nonths, if we're out
of this by then?" he asked under his breath.

Karen bit off a laugh. ""Try nme in about six years, Baker. Just maybe I'Il be ready to
talk to you."

Jack nmade a face. This wasn't supposed to be the way it worked out. But, then again, at
| east he had sone great stories to tell over at the garbage dunp.

Ri ck was hoping to have first crack at the prisoners, but the council wouldn't hear of it.
He had presented his case directly to Lang: the Tiresians were essentially nilitary property; and
i f indeed they were the same group that had nade contact with the GWJ, their know edge of the
Invid s command and control was of vital inportance. "W will be certain to address that," Lang
had told him The Council had even found unexpected support from General Edwards, who stil
consi dered the Tiresian nmessage suspect. Rick, however, had succeeded in limting the
interrogation commttee to four menbers of the Plenipotentiary-Dr. Lang, Lord Exedore, Justine
Huxl ey, and Niles Cbstat-and four menbers of the RDF-hinself, Lisa, Edwards, and Rei nhardt.

The eight, along with security personnel, secretaries, and translators, were assenbled in
one of the Council's briefing chanbers now, a long, narrow roomwith a single table and two
rectangul ar viewports that dom nated the starboard bul khead. Tirol would be fully visible for the
session, while the SDF-3's position had reduced Fantoma itself to little nore than a sl ender
background crescent. Presently, Cabell and Remwere escorted in and seated at one end of the table
opposi te Justine Huxley, a UEG Superior Court judge, and Niles Qbstat, former senator and head of
Monunment City's regional |egislature.

Ri ck heard soneone gasp; when he leaned in to look to his left, he saw Lang half out of
his chair.

"I's it you?" Lang was asking of the young Tiresian

Lang's mind was racing, recalling a day nore than twenty years before when he had stood in
front of a data screen on the recently arrived SDF1, and a face with elfin features and al nond
eyes had greeted G oval's recon team Then a robot with reconfigured wiring had wal ked into their
m dst, and whil e everyone was preoccupied, Lang had tried to activate that nainfrane, had
i nadvertantly taken the mind-boost and altered his very life..

"Is it you?"

The caped Tiresian wore a puzzled |look; he turned in his seat, certain that Lang was
speaki ng to soneone behi nd him

"Zor," Lang said, nore shaken than Rick could ever renmenber seeing him "You, you were the
one..."

Cabel | cleared his throat nmeaningfully and sniled, one hand on the youth's shoul der. "No."
He [ aughed. "No, there is sonme resenbl ance-around the eyes and nouth, perhaps-but this is not Zor.
Zor has been dead a long tine."

Lang seened to conme to his senses. "Of course...| knew that."

Cabel |l followed Lang's gaze down the table, where it came to rest on a uncommon-| ooki ng
man with dwarfish features, cropped red hair, and a thick brow ridge. The Tiresian's nouth dropped
open.

"Wl come, Cabell," Exedore said evenly. "No, your eyes have not deceived you, as Dr.
Lang' s have."

"But, Exedore, how is this possible?" Cabell glanced fromface to face, searching for
other surprises, then returned to Exedore's. The first of the Masters' biogenetically engineered
cl ones! The one whose very history Cabell had been forced to reshape and re-create after the
Masters had turned their giant mners to warriors...

Little by little the story unfol ded: how the SDF-1-identified by Cabell as Zor's ship-had
crash-landed on Earth, and how sone ten years later the Zentraedi had foll owed. And how a war for
t he repossession of that ship had comrenced.

Cabell was on the edge of his seat, attentive to each added fact, and silent except when
he interrupted to provide a date or refine a point.

"And the armada was actually defeated?" he said, as if in shock. "Alnost five nillion

ships..." Suddenly a mani acal expression surfaced. "Then, you have the matrix! You do have it,
don't you!"

"It didn't exist,"” Lang answered him "W searched-"

"No, no, no, no," Cabell ranted, shaking his head, white beard |ike a banner. "It does

exi st! You searched the fold generators, of course."
Ri ck, Lisa, Lang, and Exedore exchanged | ooks.
"Well, no," Lang said, alnpost apologetically. "W didn't want to tanmper with the fold
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mechani sm "

Cabel I slanmed his hand on the table. "It's there! It's hidden in the fold generators!"”

Lang was shaki ng his head.

"What happened?" Cabell said, disheartened.

Exedore answered him "The ship was destroyed by Khyron, Cabell. Its remains are buried on
Earth. "

Cabell grew strangely silent. He put a hand to his forehead, as though stricken. Rick
recogni zed what he took to be a | ook of concern and abject terror

"But...don't you see,"” he began. "No nere collision could destroy that device. It exists-
the one source of Protoculture in the Quadrant-and the Masters have left Tirol to find it!"

"Left for where?" R ck demanded.

"Earth, Commander," Rem answered him

"Ch ny God," Lisa said.

Edwards and Rick | ooked at each other. The same nanes were on both men's minds, but for
di fferent reasons-Zand, Mran, Leonard. The field marshal's prel aunch warni ngs about Earth's
vul nerability assumed a sickening i medi acy. Rick suppressed a panicked screamthat had seened to
| odge itself sonmewhere beneath his di aphragm

"But you can overtake them" Cabell was saying. "The Masters' fortresses have superluni na
drives, but there wasn't sufficient Protoculture reserves to pernit a fold. They have been gone
for ten years in your reckoning. You could neet them and arrange an exchange for the device.
Surely they do not want war with your worl d-not when there are so many worl ds available to them"
Cabell let his words trail off when he realized that no one was listening to him It was at this
nmonent that he decided to say nothing of the Elders who had |eft Tirol space only a short while
ago. Let them be marooned in that cruel void, he said to hinself.

Bri gadi er General Reinhardt grunted sardonically. "This nission was undertaken to avoid
just such a war. We came to tell the Masters that Earth didn't have what they were |ooking for."

"Unfortunately, we knew nothing of the situation here,” Lang added. "The Invid s attack
agai nst us danmaged our fold nmechanism W reasoned that by allying ourselves with Tirol..."

"You woul d have what you needed to return to your world."

"Precisely."

Cabel | stared at his hands and said not hing.

"What about the nmessage you sent our troops?" Rick cut in, anxious to return the
interrogation to its central issue. "What's the situation down there?"

Briefly, Cabell explained the circunmstances of the Invid s recent conquest of Tirol. He
descri bed and nanmed the battle nmecha the RDF had found itself up against: the Shock Troopers,
Pi ncer Ships, Command ships, and the |Inorganic drones-the Scrim Crann, Odeon, and Hellcats.

"Their troops are known as Enforcers,"” he told the cormittee. "Essentially they have no
i ndependent will, save for certain evolved ones, who are thought of as “scientists.' But the brain
controls all of them™

"Brai n?" said Edwards. "What is this idiocy?"

Cabel | stroked his beard. "It is a conputer of sorts-but nuch different than anything
ei ther of our races would fashion. We believe it is linked to a larger unit the Invid keep on
Optera. But if you can get to the one they' ve placed in the Royal Hall, you will defeat them

here. "

"They' ve depl oyed sone kind of force field," Rick said as all eyes turned to him "So far
we haven't been able to penetrate it."

"What about a surgical strike, Admral?" Niles Obstat suggested.

Cabel | stood up. "Please, Earthers, | know | have no right to ask, but our people are
being held prisoner..."

Ri ck made a calning gesture to reassure the old man. "W're not going to do anything rash
But we do need a way in, Cabell."

"You can go in the way we came out," Rem said suddenly. "Cabell will map it out for you."

Cabel | flashed his assistant an angry | ook. He had hoped to keep Zor's |aboratory secret a
whil e | onger, but he supposed there was no hope of that now "O course | will," he told Rick

Edwards was already in touch with GWJ control. "Grant apparently had the same idea,"
Edwards reported. "He's sent the Wl ff Pack in."

"The conputer is invaluable," Cabell urged. "You nust informyour troops that there are
ways to deactivate the brain w thout destroying it. It could be of great use to all of us.”

Edwards felt his faceplate and stared at Cabell obliquely.

It is invaluable, it controls all of them..It could be of great use to us. The words
rolled around in his mnd, settling down to a dark inner purpose.
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"I want conmand and control," he said into the camwhile everyone's attention was
diverted. "Get the Ghost Squadron ready for departure. |1'Il be down to lead themin personally.”

Exedore and Lang net separately with Cabell and Rem after the comittee session was
di ssolved. Wiile the mlitary faction was off deciding how best to deal with Cabell's revel ations
concerning the Invid brain, Lang, fully aware of the regul ations he was violating, took the two
Tiresians to the SDF-3's engi neering section and eventually into the hold that housed the
spacefol d generators. On the way Cabell tal ked about the history of Tirol and the sociopolitica
upheaval s that had paved the way for the Great Transition and the emergence of Robotech Masters.

Lang and Exedore were as rapt as Cabell had been only an hour before. At |ast soneone
know edgeabl e was filling in all the gaps of the saga they had tried to patch together from
records found aboard the SDF-1 and the Zentraedi flagship. And how fal se those records were now
proved to be! Even the m sinformed. scenarios Lang hinself had worked out, the tinmelines he had
spent countless hours assenbling, the notives and expl anati ons he had assi gned.

Cabel | spoke of Zor as one would of a demiurge, and in many ways Tirol's story was Zor's
own-fromhis noble birth as a senator's only son, to his untinely death at the hands of the
Regent's new y-evol ved troops. Cabell told themof Zor's remarkabl e di scovery on Optera, and of
t he subsequent devel opnent of Protocul ture and Robot echnol ogy; of the creation of the Zentraedi
and the gromh of a new political elite; of the war that raged throughout the enpire, and a
renegade’'s attenpts at rebal ancing the scales..

Lang was given to understand that Zor, Cabell's one tine student, hadn't so nuch kept the
secrets of Protoculture fromthe Masters as scattered them across the gal axy. There were stil
Fl owers, on Optera and on many of the worlds Zor had seeded just prior to his death, but the Invid
found them sterile and unusabl e because their Pollinators had al so been taken. And while the
Masters were in possession of these curious creatures, they no |longer had the matrix that all owed
for Protoculture conjuration fromthe Flowers. Zor had seen to it that no one could profit from
his discoveries; and in the end he had driven hinself half mad, convinced that he could sonehow
rule over all of it and parcel out to the universe the gift of everlasting life.

Exedore and Lang learned a little about Cabell, also; about how he and Zor and severa
other Tirolian scientists had deliberately refused to enbark on the dangerous course the Msters
had foll owed-the road to hei ghtened powers and the toll that journey extracted. Ever since the
Masters |left, Cabell and his young assistant, Rem had been trying to replicate Zor's
achi evenents. But Cabell was now beginning to believe that the process was nore one of nind than
of matter, and that Protoculture would never be scientifically conjured fromthe Flowers-it had to
be willed fromthem

As Lang listened to Cabell's assessnment of the Masters, he found hinself growi ng weary and
al nrost benused by the Expeditionary mission's ironic acconplishment: in |eaving Earth behind, they
had | eft the door w de open for the Masters' arrival. It occurred to himthat peace woul d never
have been possible with such a race, and he could only shudder at the thought of Earth in the
i ncapabl e hands of Leonard and the Arny of the Southern Cross.

Once in the fold-generator hold, the | anguage of pure science replaced the grunts and
glottal stops of the Tiresian tongue. The conputer was their interpreter now, and as Cabel
i nspected the generators, he and Lang began to conmunicate with mat hemati cs and schematic
apprai sals. Lang was amazed at how quickly the Tiresian was able to adapt and reshape his thinking
to fit the demands of Human artificial-intelligence systens.

"But you have the necessary Protoculture reserves for a fold," Cabell said after a | ong
while. "Enough for a flotilla of ships, in fact. Al that's lacking is sufficient fuel for the
Refl ex drives." He saw Lang's bew | dered | ook, and quickly created a programthat could illustrate
his ideas. Once or twice he called on Exedore to define a word or phrase.

Lang watched as a series of esoteric hol ographic displays took shape on the screen. He
studi ed them a noment and offered Cabell a restrained smle. "Now | understand."

A fold required an all-inmportant interaction between Protoculture and the fuels that
powered the Reflex drives thenselves, an interaction his teans woul d never had guessed.

"But what you have here would call for a magnetic nonopole ore, Cabell."

The Tiresian | ooked inpatient. "Well, of course. How else could it be done?"

"But we haven't the equi pment necessary to create this much material,"” Lang told him "And
even if we did, it would require nore tinme-"

"Nonsense," Cabell said disnissively. "You have all the ore you need right there."

Lang and Exedore foll owed Cabell's finger out the viewort.

"Fant oma?"

"You don't renenber a tine when the Zentraedi were mners, Exedore?" Cabell asked.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Ja...20Robotech%2013%20-%20The%20Devils%20Hand.txt (58 of 72) [1/19/03 5:09:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2013%20-%20T he%20Devil s%20Hand. txt

Exedore seened al nost enbarrassed by the question. "I do, Cabell. But we were never told
what it was we were nmining."

Cabell turned. to Lang. "The base may be difficult for you to utilize since it was sized
to suit the Zentraedi; but the ore is still there for the taking."

Lang stepped to the viewport and | ooked |ong and hard at the giant planet's jade-col ored
crescent. Then, as his eyes found dimnutive Tirol, he recalled a prenonition he had had | ong
before the SDF-3's departure from Earthspace. He thought of the SDF-3's sizing chanber, and of
Breetai's snmall team of M cronized Battlepod warriors.

Exedore was standi ng al ongside himnow. "But will we have enough tine, sir?"

Lang said, "W have nothing but tine."

The lights in the sky are stars, Jonathan Wl ff told hinmself short of the tunnel entrance.
He had di smounted the Hovertank and was gazing up into Tirol's inconparable night. But there was
at least one light up there that wasn't a star, and he nade a wish on it.

M nnmei was sonewhere on that unblinking presence he identified as the SDF-3, and the wi sh
was nmeant to ascend to her heart. Wl ff had hardly been able to keep her from his thoughts these
past two days; even in the nidst of that first day's battle he would recall her face or the
fragrance of her hair when she had cone to the dropship hold to wish himluck, to enbrace him He
wonder ed how he had allowed her to take hold of himlike this, and considered for a nonent that
she m ght have witched herself into his mnd. Because it was out of control all of a sudden, a
flirtati on he had played on the of f-chance, never figuring she would respond. And what of
Cat heri ne? he asked hinsel f. Was she, too, staring up into evening' s light, her armaround the
thin shoul der of their only son, and sending hima w sh across the gal axy? Wile he had al ready
forgotten, broken the pledge he had promi sed to stick to this tine, so they could have the second
chance their marriage so desperately needed.

Qdd thoughts to be thinking on such a night, Wl ff nused.

"Al'l set, sir," the lieutenant's voice reported from behind him

Wl ff took a quick breath and swung around. "I want it to go by the nunmbers, Lieutenant,"
he warned. "Two teans, no surprises. Now, where's our voice?"

The |ieutenant shouted, "Quist!" and a short, solid-Iooking ranger approached and snapped
to.

"You stick to me |ike glue, Corporal,” WIff told him "Every tinme | put ny hand out |
expect to find you on the end of it, got that?"

"Yes, sir."

Wl ff gave Quist the once-over. "All right, let's hit it."

The |ieutenant got the teans noving through the snoke toward the subterranean corridors.
It hadn't taken a genius to locate the entry once they had gotten a clear fix on where the Beta
from Skull had touched down. And that crazy kid, Baker, had a good nmenory if nothing el se, WIff
had to concede; his recall of the ruined buildings in the area bordered on the uncanny.

Wl ff signaled for everyone to hold up at the entrance. He peered down into the darkness,
then took a | ook behind him where four Hovertanks were guarding the rear. The corridor was tal
and wi de, but not big enough to accommpbdate a necha. Stairways, secondary corridors, and sonme kind
of huge lenslike medallions could be discerned fromup here.

Wl ff found hinself thinking back to the journals his grandfather had kept during a m nor
I ndo- Chi nese war few people renenbered. Back then, Jack Wbl ff and a handful of tunnel rats used to
go into these things with flashlights and gunpowder handguns. Wl ff checked the safety on his
bl aster and had to | augh: his grandfather wote about the booby traps, the spiders and rats. Today
it would be mindless feline robot drones and a host of other stuff they probably hadn't even seen
yet. But all in all it was the same old thing: a sucker's tour of the unknown.

"Bring those Anblers in," WIff ordered.

Two squat, bipedal Robosearchlights nmoved up to throw intense light into the hole.

Wl ff and his Pack began to foll ow t hem down.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

I f Exedore had an Invid counterpart, it would have to be the scientist [sic], Tesla, for no other
of the Regis's children was possessed of such a wide-ranging intellect and personality. It is
interesting to note, however, that although fashioned by the Regis, Tesla had nmuch nore of the
Regent in his nakeup. One has to wonder if the Regis, taking Zor as her only nodel, m stakenly
assigned certain characteristics to nales, and others to fenmales. Marlene, Sera, and Corg- her
human child-imredi ately come to m nd. Was she, then, in some sense cul pable for fostering the
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Regent's devol ved behavi or?
Bl oom Nesterfig, The Social Oganization of the Invid

It was Tesla who told the Regis about the trouble on Tirol. He was one of the Regent's
"scientists"-how she |aughed at this notion!-and currently the comrander of the Karbarran starship
that was transporting life-forms back to the Regent's zoo on Optera. Tesla had been sonething of a
favorite child, but the Regis had becone suspicious of his ostensibly netaphysical strivings, and
had nothing but distrust for himnow that he had allied hinself with her estranged husband. Tesla
rem nded her of the Regent; there was the same burning intensity in his black eyes, the sane

di stention and blush to his feelers. He had no details about the situation on Tirol, other than to
note that the Regent had di spatched two additional warships from Optera to see to sonme new

emer gency.

"So he's gotten hinself into another fix,"

"A possi bl e entangl ement, Your Hi ghness,”
obligatory and hal f-hearted salute. "A conplication, perhaps. But hardly a “fix.

The two were on Praxis, where a shuttle fromthe Karbarran ship had put down to take on
suppli es and speci nens. The starship itself, a nmedley of nodular drives and transport units froma
dozen worlds, was in orbit near the Praxian noon; it was crewed by slaves, ursine creatures native
to Karbarra, a world rich in the Protoculture Peat that fueled the ship

A sentry announced that one of Tesla's lieutenants wi shed to speak with him The Regis
granted permission, and the lieutenant entered a nonent |ater. Two Praxians, cuffed at wist and
ankl e, followed. They were ravishing creatures, the Regis thought, appraising the duo Tesla had
handpi cked for the Regent's zoo. Tall, Tiresioid fenales with thick, lustrous pelts and strategic
swat hs of primtive costume to offset their snoboth nakedness. The Regis confessed to a special
fondness for the Praxians and their forested, fertile planet; but Praxis held even greater charns
inits volcanic depths. Tesla, however, was unaware of the Genesis Pits she had fashi oned here-her
under ground experinments-in creative evolution

"Shall | take these two to the ship?" Tesla's |ieutenant asked.

As Tesl a approached the females to | ook themover nore closely, the taller of the two
began to spit and curse at him straining wildly against the cuffs that bound her. The Enforcer
turned to silence her and took a bite on the hand. Ravishing, the Regis told herself, but warriors
to the | ast.

Utinmately the |ieutenant brought a weapon to bear on the pair; stunned, they collapsed to
their knees and whi npered.

Tesl a nodded and adopted the fol ded-arm posture characteristic of his group. "Yes, they'l
do fine," he told his soldier. "And see that they're well caged."

The Regis made a scoffing sound when the femal es had been led out. "My husband's need for
pets. Instead of furthering his own evol ution, he chooses to surround hinself with captives-to
bask in his self-deluded superiority." She glared at Tesla, finding his formrepugnant, in so many
ways inferior to the very beings his ship carried |like so much stock. "So what are you bringing
himthis tinme, servant?"

Testa ignored the slur. "Feel free to inspect our cargo, Your Hi ghness. W have choice
sanmpl es from Karbarra, Spheris, Garuda, Peryton, and now Praxis. A brief stopover on Haydon |V,
and our cages will be full."

The Regis whirled on the scientist. "Haydon |V?" There was a sudden note of concern in her
voi ce. "Have you given clear thought to the possible consequences of such an action?"

Tesl a shrugged hi s nassive shoul ders. "Wat could go wong, Your Hi ghness? Haydon IV is
our world now, is it not?"

Haydon |V belongs to no one, the Regis kept to herself. Captives aside, Tesla would be
lucky to | eave that world alive

Her husband was about to make a serious m stake, but she could not bring herself to
i ntervene.

the Regi s sneered.
Tesla replied, offering her a sonewhat

The raucous sound of a static-spiced squawkbox woke Janice from dreans of electric sheep
One eye opened, she spied Mnnei on her knees across the roomtrying to adjust the radio' s vol umne.

"Too late," Janice called out.

M nmei swung around, surprised, fingertips to her lips. "I didn't nean to wake you."

Jani ce sat up and yawned. "I'msure."” She'd fallen off an hour ago, just after Lynn had
left their new quarters for parts unknown. "What is that-a transceiver?"

"No one will tell ne anything about Jonathan. This is a kind of, uh, unscranbler.
thought | could pick up sone conbat reports.”
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Jani ce stood up to get a better look at the radio and its decoder feed. "Were' d you get
this, Lynn?"

"Prom se not to tell?"

Jani ce | ooked around the room calling attention to their confinenent. "Who am| going to
tell 2"

"“A woman who works for Dr. Lang got it for me. | explained the situation."”

"Stardom does have its advantages, doesn't it?" Janice kneel ed down next to M nnei and
reached a finger out to readjust the radio's tuner. In a mnute she |located the comnet's
f requency.

"CGeneral Edwards and the Ghost Squadron are already on their way, over," soneone was
updating. After several seconds of static a second voice said, "That's good news, comtwo. W' ve
| ost Wol ff-"

M nmei's gasp erased the next few words; then Jani ce succeeded in quieting her. "Listen
Lynn, just listen."

"...had himfor a while, but we're getting nothing now Probably that force field.

Everything was roses up till then. No sign of eneny activity."

"You see," Janice said. Mnnei was still upset, but hopeful again. "It'Il be all right,
proni se. "

Trenmbling, Mnmei shut off the receiver and got to her feet. "I can't listen to it," she
said, winging her hands. "I just can't think about the horrible things he nmust be facing." She

col | apsed, crying, into Janice's open arns.

In the nave of the Royal Hall, the Invid brain | ooked as though it night succunb to a
stroke at any nmoment. Cells were flashing out one after another as power continued to be shunted
to the force shield and energy reserves were depleted. A dozen or so soldiers stood notionless;
awai ting the brain' s conmand.

Gbsim too, was on the verge of panic, convinced now that the Regent neant to abandon him
there. Looking frightened and desperate, he paced back and forth in front of the brain's bubble
chanber under the expressionless gaze of his Enforcer unit.

"Don't watch me like that!" he shouted, suddenly aware of their eyes on him "Wo let the
Tiresians escape? It wasn't ne, | can tell you that much. Don't | have enough to do already? Do |
have to do everything mysel f?" He waved a four-fingered fist at them "Heads are going to roll, |
proni se you!"

bsimtried to avoid thinking about the punishnent the Regent would have in store for him
A one-way trip to the CGenesis Pits, perhaps, for quick devol venent. Nothing like a little reverse
ontogeny to bring soneone around. Obsimhad seen others go through it; he recalled the sight of
themcrawing fromthe pits like |land crabs-obscene representations of an evol utionary past the
Invid had never lived through, a formthat existed only in the shape and design of the Pincer
Shi ps and Shock Troopers.

Qobsi m st opped pacing to confront the brain.

"Situation," he demanded.

The living conputer struggled to revive itself; it floated listlessly in the niddle depths
of the tank, dull and discol ored. Obsimrepeated his command.

"Intruders have entered the subterranean vaults and corridors,” the brain managed at | ast.

"Show ne!" Obsimbarked, fighting to keep his fear in check. "Let the Inorganics be ny

eyes."

An image began to take shape in the interior of the conmunicator sphere; gradually it
resol ved, albeit distorted, as if through a fish-eye lens. Cbsimsaw a small group of arned
i nvaders noving through the corridors on foot. There were males and fermal es anong them outfitted
in helmets, body arnor, visual and audi o scanners. The Inorganic renained in its place of
conceal nent and al l owed themto pass by unharned.

"There is a second group,"” the conputer announced. "Closer than the first. In the area
where the Tiresians' transmni ssions originated."”

That place had not been found; the Inorganics had instead given chase to the Tiresians
t hensel ves.

"They entered the way the others left," Cbsimspecul ated. "Could they be in | eague?"

The brain assessed the probability and flashed the results in the comruni cator sphere.

bsi m nade a di sgusted sound. "As | feared. They nust be stopped."”

"Activating the Inorganics will substantially weaken the shield," the brain said, second-
guessi ng Obsim s command.

"Do it anyway." The scientist straightened his thick neck, allowing himto regard the
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room s distant ceiling. "Let themwaste their firepower battering us fromabove, while we destroy
their forces below "

"Puppi es?" Wl ff repeated, exchanging puzzled glances with the radi oman. "Ask himto
clarify."

Quist listened for a noment. "She says they look like little sheepdogs, sir, except
there's sonething funny about their eyes and they've got some kind of horns. Sounds |ike there's a
whol e bunch of 'em™

"You can hear then®?"

“Yes, sir."

Wl ff pressed the headset to his ear and heard a chorus of shrill barks. "Sounds I|ike
they're crying," he commented. "Verify their position. Tell themto sit tight."

Aware that the external |inks were down, WIff sent a runner back to the entrance, then

gave the signal for the teamto nmove out. His group had encountered nothing but mle after mle of
corridor and serviceway, with the occasional cavernous roomto break the nonotony. By all accounts
they were well beneath the Royal Hall, but they had yet to |ocate a way up. The B team however,
had wandered into a tight maze of even snmaller tunnels, and were now in what their |ieutenant
descri bed as a database lab. That's where they found the puppies.

Hal f an hour later the two teans reunited.

It was indeed a conputer room consoles and screens galore, but the |lieutenant's "puppies”
were anything but. The creatures renmi ned huddl ed together in one corner of the |ab, scream ng
their sad song, loath, it appeared, to |eave their spot.

"Sir, | tried to pick one of themup and it just seenmed to disappear right out of ny
arnms," the lieutenant told WoIff.

He gave her a dubi ous | ook and was about to try for hinself when the voice of one of the
corridor sentries rang out.

"We've got novenent, people! Fromall directions!"

Wl ff studied the notion-detector display briefly. There was a wi der corridor two hundred
yards left of the lab that |ed alnmost straight to the entrance, with a two or three jags thrown
in. He dispatched a second runner with instructions for the tankers, and began to hurry everyone
al ong toward the corridor.

"The...things, sir, do we |eave then?"

Wol ff glanced into the roomat the Pollinators' whiteshag pile. "They're probably just
Tirol's way of saying “rat.' Now let's nove!"

Delivered into the upper reaches of Tirol's envel ope only nonents before, the Ghost
Squadron dropped out of Tiresia's dawn like brilliant tongues of flane, half to batter away at the
Royal Hall's evaporating shield, while Edwards's elite rushed in to follow the WIff Pack's trail
Edwar ds had Cabell's map of that subterranean maze in hand now, and was determined to get to the
Invid brain before anyone el se.

The commander of the Hovertanks waiting by the crater entrance to the corridors didn't
know what to think as he watched General Edwards |eap from VT s cockpit and commence what | ooked
like angry strides in his direction. He junped down fromhis own turret cockpit and ordered
everyone to attention. But it was obvious in an instant that Edwards wasn't interested in
formalities or honorifics.

"What's Wl ff's position?" Edwards demanded, pulling off his helnmet and gl oves.

A lieutenant ran forward and produced the sketchy nmap Wl ff had sent back with one of the
runners. Edwards snatched the thing away before the officer could lay it out.

"They're about half a mle in, General,"” the |ieutenant said, while Edwards began
conparing Wl ff's nap to the one Cabell had drawn.

"Who was the last man in there?" Edwards asked, preoccupied.

A young corporal presented herself and articulated a summary of the present situation
"The col onel has pulled back to a position...here," she said, indicating a corridor junction on
the cruder map. "The col onel hopes to lure the eneny along this corridor-"

"It's plain what the colonel proposes to do, Corporal,"” the squadron conmander said before
Edwards could turn on the woman.

Edwar ds studi ed the maps a nonent |onger, then grunted in a satisfied way, and began to
suit up in the gear one of his nunber brought over. "I want you to see to it that no one foll ows
us in there, Captain-no one, is that understood." Menacingly, Edwards flicked his rifle's selector
to full auto and all but brandi shed the weapon.

"Understood, General, we'll hold themhere,” the captain responded, trying his best not to
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have it cone out soundi ng confused.

Edwar ds tapped the nman roughly on the shoul der as he stepped past him "Good for you." He
waved his twelve forward and they di sappeared into the floodlit entrance.

Five m nutes al ong, Edwards pulled Col onel Adans aside to give himspecial instructions.
Again they consulted the Tiresian's map, and Edwards pointed out the tunnels that would | ead
directly to the heart of the Royal Hall

"Wl ff is closer to the Invid brain than he probably realizes," Edwards began. "And if he
can break through whatever it is they're throwi ng against him he's going to find the way in.
Detail three nmen and make certain that doesn't happen. Gve himrear fire if you have to, anything
that'lIl pin himdown." Edwards showed Adans the route he would be taking. "I'm going around him
but | need sone extra tine."

Adans gl anced at the corridor's snmooth walls and ceiling. "Maybe we can arrange a cave-in
for him"

"Do whatever it takes," Edwards said harshly, repocketing the map. "It'Il be no one's |oss
if he doesn't make it out of here.”

El sewhere in the corridors, Wl ff had ordered his Pack to open fire. They couldn't see
what they were shooting at, but the energy hyphens the eneny was returning were simlar to the
drone bursts they had faced on the surface. There was nothing in the way of cover, so everyone was
either -facedown on the floor, or plastered flat against the walls, retreating by odd and even
counts through stroboscopic light, blasts of heat, and earsplitting expl osions.

Backed around the first jag in the maze, they had a nonment to catch their breath, while a
hori zontal hail of fire flew past them down the central corridor. In response to a tap on the
shoul der from the radi oman, Wl ff raised the faceshield of his helnmet. They had reestablished
traffic with the Hovertank command.

"W nust be outside the field already,” WIff said.

"Negative, sir. Command reports the barrier is softening. The Ghost Squadron's hamrering
it to death."

"Edwar ds, huh? Guess we shouldn't be choosy."

Quist smled. "No, sir. The rest of his team"

"We got troubles, Colonel,” the teams point interrupted breathlessly, notioning up the
corridor. "1'm picking up novenent. They're boxing us in."

Wl ff shifted his gaze between the stormoff to their left and the corridor ahead. "But
how. .. They woul d' ve had to pass the tanks-"

"I ncomi ng!" soneone yelled, and the corridor ceiling took two oblique hits.

Wl ff and his teamtried to neld with the floor as fire and expl osive debris rai ned down
all around them The ceiling sustained two followup hits before he could even Iift his head. Then
he heard Quist say, "It's com ng down!" just when everything began to crunble..

"I't's no use," Rick announced in the dark, sitting straight up in bed.

Lisa stirred beside himand reached out a hand to find the light pad. He was already out
of bed by the tinme the ceiling spots cane on, hands on hi ps, pacing. Lisa said nothing, deciding
to wait until he had wal ked off some of his frustration. She was exhausted and in no mood for a
m dni ght support session, |let alone an argunent. Even so, she had managed only an hour of half
sl eep hersel f, expecting this very scene.

Ri ck had been inpossible since the Tiresians' capture, and his behavior seenmed to be
havi ng a kind of contagi ous effect on everyone around him Suddenly there was an at nosphere of
hopel essness, a sense that the situation had becone untenable. Lives had been |ost, the spacefold
generators had been damaged, the very Masters they had cone so far to neet were on their way to
Earth...For Lisa the events of the past few days had given rise to a peculiar mx of thoughts and
feelings; it was not unlike a tinme ten years ago, when the crew of the SDF-1 had been thrust
overnight into a whirlwind of terror. But she refused to pernit herself to relive those nonents of
dread and anticipation, and was determ ned to steer clear of behavioral ruts. And much to her
surprise, she found that she had discovered the strength to nmeet all the fear and chal |l enges head
on, some inner reserve that not only allowed her to maintain, but to conquer and forge ahead. She
wanted to believe that Rick had nade the sane discovery, but it was alnmost as if he had willingly
surrendered to the past, and was actually desirous of that retro-gravitation. This fromthe nan
who had been so take-charge these past six years, who had devoted hinself to the SDF-3's
constriction and its crucial nission.

"Rick, you've got to get sone rest,"

she said at last. "This isn't doing either of us any
good. "
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It seemed to be the only conversation they coul d have anynore, and she knew exactly what
he was about to say.
"You just don't understand, do you? | need to be doing nore than just standing around

wai ting for things to happen. | have to get back where | belong-even if that nmeans resigning ny
comand. "

She met Rick's gaze and held it until he turned away. "You're right. Maybe | don't
understand you anynore. | nmean, | understand your frustrations, but you're going to have to tel

me why you need to risk your life out there. Haven't you proved yourself a hundred tines over,
Ri ck?" Lisa threw up her hands.

"I't's nmy duty to be with ny team™

"It's your duty to conmmand," she said, raising her voice. "It's not your duty to get
yoursel f killed!"

R ck had an answer ready for delivery when all at once Lisa's comtone sounded. She |eaned
over, hit the switch, and said, "Adniral Hayes."

It was the bridge: scanners had picked up two Invid troop carriers closing fast on the
fortress.

Ri ck saw Lisa blanch; agitated, she pushed her hair back fromher face. He was about to go
over to her when his own intercom erupted.

"Tell Ceneral Reinhardt to neet ne in the Room" Rick said, responding to the brief
message. He switched off, and rushed to the wardrobe, pulling out one of his old flight suits.

"I"'mon my way," he heard Lisa say into the com

She watched himsuit up in silence; there were tears in her eyes when he bent over to kiss
her good- bye.

"l have to do it," he told her

Lisa turned away fromhim "Expect ne to do the same."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

We have a desperate new nission: to mne enough of Fantoma's nysterious ore to rebuild the
fortress's damaged spacefol d generators, and journey to the other side of the galaxy to save our
bel eaguered world fromdestruction at the hands of the Robotech Masters. If this m ssion sounds
suspiciously like the old mission, it's because it is the old mission, played backwards. | am
growi ng weary of the ironies; | amgrow ng weary of the whol e thing.

The col |l ected Journals of Admiral Rick Hunter

The clam shaped Invid troop carriers remanifested in Fantoma's brightside space, using the giant's
rings for ECM cover and yawni ng nore than a thousand Pincer Ships into the void, while the
Eart hf orces' superdi nmensional fortress raised its energy shields and swng itself fromstationary
orbit. As the fortress's secondary batteries traversed and ranged in, teans of Al pha and first-
generation Veritech fighters streaned fromthe |aunch bays. Inside the nile-long ship, nen and
wonen answered the call of klaxons and alert sirens, racing to battle stations and readying

t hensel ves in dozens of command posts and gun, turrets. Scanners |linked to the Tactica
Information Center's big boards swept and probed; conputers tied in to those sanme systens
assessed, analyzed, executed, and distributed a steady flow of data; techs and processors bent to
their assigned tasks, requesting updates and entering conmands, hands and fingers a blur as they
fl ew across keyboards, decks, and consol es.

On the eneny's side, things were nuch |less conplicated: pilots |istened and obeyed,
hurling thensel ves agai nst the Humans' war nachine with a passionless intensity, a blind
obedi ence, a violent frenzy..

"Are you sure you want to go through with this?" Max Sterling asked Rick over the tac net.
Rick's inmage was on the VI's right commp screen. Mriya was on the left one. There was still time
to turn back.

"Positive, Skull Leader," Rick responded. "And | don't want either of you babysitting ne."

"Now, why would we want to do that?" Mriya said.

Rick made a face. "Well, that's what everybody else is trying to do."

Max made light of his friend' s plight, but at the sane tine was fully aware of the concern
he felt. He had no worries about Rick's conbat skills-he had kept his hand in all these years. But
Ri ck seened to have forgotten that out here stray thoughts were as dangerous as annihilation
di scs. Not hing extraneous in mnd or body, Max was tenpted to remind him Any pilot, no matter how
good he or she might be, had to keep those words in nmind; it was as much a warning as it was a
code. Mechanor phosis was a serious matter even under optimm conditions; but in space conbat it
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meant the difference between |life and death.

Max took a long | ook at the cockpit displays; the Invid crab-ships were just conming into
range. The field was so packed the eneny registered as a white blur on his radar screen
Signatures and targeting i nformati on cane up on one of the peripherals.

"Bl ock party of bandits," Max said evenly, "nine o' clock clear around to three. ETAs on
closure are coming in..."

"Roger, Skull Leader," Rick radioed back. "Tal k about your target-rich environnent.
They're going to be all over us."

Max could hear a certain excitement, an enthusiasm in Rick's tone.

"W've got a job to do," he advised. "Let's just take themas they cone. Nothing fancy. Go
for target |ock."

Ri ck acknow edged. "Ready to engage."

Max tightened his hand on the HOTAS. He had visuals on the | ead ships now, pincers
gleaming in starlight.

An instant later the cold blackness of space was holed by a thousand |ights. Death dropped
its starting flag and the slaughter recomenced.

Jonat han Wl ff had yet to see a finish line for the hellish race his teamwas running in
Tiresia's cruel underground. Four had died instantly in the corridor's collapse, and tw nore had
been pi nned under the superheated debris; the rest of the teamwas huddl ed on top of each other at
the junction, throwi ng everything they had around the corner. But there was sonething to be
thankful for: the cave-in had only partially sealed off their escape route. Mreover, while the
drones were continuing their slow advance, whatever had hit them from behi nd was goner

“I''"'mnot picking up any novenent, sir," the pointman was shouting above the clanor of the
weapons.

Wl ff wiped bits of cooled netal fromhis bodysuit and regarded the nass that had al npbst
buried him It was the same snooth, ceramiclike material that made up Tiresia's surface streets
and nmany of the city's buildings. Sone ferrocrete anal ogue, he guessed.

A corpsman was seeing to the wounded.

Wl ff notioned to Quist and asked in hand signals if they still had contact with the
t anks.

The radi onan nodded.

"Advi se them of our situation and tell them we need support,” WIff said into Quist's ear
"I want to see a fire teamdown here in ten mnutes. And | don't care if they have to blast their
way in with the tanks."

Qui st crouched down along the wall and began to repeat it word for word. Wl ff noved to
the nmedic's side. The wounded sol dier was a young worman on tenporary duty fromone of Gant's
units. She couldn't have been ol der than ei ghteen, and she was torn up pretty badly. Powers, Wl ff
recal | ed.

He reached down to brush a strand of danp hair from her face; she returned a weak but
stoic smle. WIff gritted his teeth and stood up, infuriated. He spoke Mnnei's name in a whisper
and hurried to the junction, his handgun drawn.

Deeper in the maze, Edwards had had his first glinpse of the enemy; but he hadn't stopped
to puzzle out or catalog just what it was he had killed. Hs teamwas sinply firing its way
through corridor after corridor, stepping over the bodi es and snoki ng shells their weapons
| evel ed. Hellcats, Scrim Crann-it nade no difference to Edwards; he was closing on the access
stairway to the nave of the Royal Hall, and that was all that nattered

Col onel Adam s splinter group had rejoined the nmain team after throwi ng some red-hot rear
fire Wlff's way. If they hadn't been entirely successful in burying the Pack alive, Adam s team
had at | east seen to it that Wl ff was no longer in the running for the grand prize, the Invid
br ai n.

Edwards, at point with a gun in each hand, was the first to see the jagged trench Cbsims
enforcers had opened in the floor of the Hall. He had no notion of its purpose, but he guessed
that the narrow band of overhead |light was coning froma roomclose to the nave, perhaps even
adjacent to it. He waved the teamto a halt and spent a noment contenplating his options. Surely
the brain was aware of their presence, unless the Ghost's bonbing runs had given it too nuch el se
to think about. Even so, Edwards deci ded, the eneny was down to the dregs of its force. The things
he killed in the corridors were easy prey, and if the Tiresian's word could be trusted, that was
all the nore reason to assune the brain was preoccupi ed.

He asked hinself whether the brain would expect himto conme up through the breach. It
woul d be a difficult and hazardous ascent. But then, why would they have trenched the Hall's fl oor
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if they knew about the stairway? He forced any decision fromhis nind and fell back, allow ng his
instincts free reign

And sonething told himto push on

Five mnutes later the teamwas creeping up the steep stairway Cabell had described, and
Edwar ds' s hand had found the panel stud that would trigger the door. He gave the teamthe go sign
and slanmed the switch with the heel of his fist. They poured up and out of the tunnels wailing
i ke banshees, rolling and tearing across the nave's hard floor, |obbing concussion grenades and
| oosi ng bursts of death.

Two rows of Invid soldiers who were waiting for themto conme through the nave's front
entrance were caught by surprise and chopped down in seconds. But two Shock Troopers stepped out
of nowhere and began dunping anni hilation discs into the hole, frying a quarter of the team before
the rest could bring the ships down with a barrage of scanner shots. One of the ships cracked open
like an egg, spilling a thick green wash across the floor; the other cane apart in an expl osion
that decapitated the lieutenant.

The nave was filled with fire, snoke, and pandenoni um now, but Edwards noved through it
like a cat, closing on the brain's towering bubble chanber while the team nopped up. Two seven-
foot-tall sentries canme at him spewi ng bolts of orange flane fromtheir forearm cannons, but he
managed to throw hinself clear. At the same tine he heard the sinultaneous discharge of two rocket
| aunchers, and covered hinself as the projectiles found their mark.

Edwards was on his feet and back on track before the expl osions subsided. Qut of the
corner of his eye he caught sight of an unarmed robed figure making a nad dash for the brain. The
alien started babbling away and waving its arns in a panicked fashion, as if to plead with Edwards
to cease fire. Edwards held up his hand and the nave grew eerily silent, save for Gbsim s rantings
and the crackle of fires.

"What's it sayi ng?" Maj or Benson asked.

Edwards told themall to keep quiet. "Go ahead, alien, nake your pitch."

A rush of sounds left Cbsims nouth, but it was the brain that spoke. In English

"I nvaders, listen to ne: you nust not destroy the brain. The brain lives and is a power
unto itself. Your purpose and desires are understood, and the brain can see to your needs."

Again Edwards had to tell everyone to cut the chatter. The tall Invid continued to nouth
sounds fromits snaillike head, which was bobbing up and down at the end of a long, thick neck

"Behol d," the brain translated, as the communi cator sphere began to glow. "Your people are
at this very nmonent battling our troops near the rings of Tirol's notherworld."

The comruni cat or showed them a scene of fierce fighting, Pincer Ships and Veritechs | ocked
in nortal conbat.

Qobsi m nade a hi gh-pi tched sound and swung around to face Edwards, hands tucked in his
sl eeves. "The brain can put an end to it."

Edwards stared at the alien, then | evel ed his weapons at the bubble chanber. "Showine."

Fromthe command chair's el evated position on the SDF-3 bridge, Lisa had a clear view of
the battle's distant |ight show, countless strobelike explosions erupting across an expanse of
| ocal space like so many short-1lived novas. The Veritech teans were successful at keeping nost of
the Invid ships away fromthe fortress, and those few that had broken through were taken out with
the in-cl ose weapons systens. But the silent flares, the laser-array bolts, and annihilation discs
detailed only half the story; for the rest one would have to turn to the tac net and its cacophony
of commands and requests, its warnings and inprecations and prayers, its cries and deat hscreans.

Li sa had promised to keep it all at armis length, to maintain a strategic di stance, much
as she was doing with the fortress. Resolute, she voiced her commands in a clipped, alnost severe
tone, and when she watched those lights, it was with a deliberate effort to force their meaning
from her thoughts.

An update fromone of the duty stations brought her swi veling around now to face the
threat board: the two nothershi ps had changed course. Lisa called for position and range.

"Approach vectors on-screen, sir," said an enlisted rating tech. "They're coning straight
at us."

"The Skull teamrequests permnission to engage.”

Lisa whirled around. "Negative! They're to pull back at once."

She turned again to study a heads-up nonitor and ordered a course correction. Reinhardt's
voi ce was booni ng through the squawkboxes, his bearded face on one of the screens. He asked for a
second correction, a subtle naneuver to reposition the main gun

"Com ng around to zero-zero-niner, sir. Standing by..."

"Pi cking up strong EV readings. W're being scanned and targeted."
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"Get me Lang," Lisa ordered.

Lang addressed her from a peripheral screen; he had anticipated her question. "W've
shunted power-fromthe shields to the main gun, but we're still well protected.” At the sane tineg,
she heard Rei nhardt say, "Prepare to fire on ny comand."

"Has the Skull pulled out?"

“Uh, checking..."

"Qui ckly!" she barked.

"Affirmative," the tech stammered. "They're clear."

"On ny mark-" Reinhardt started to say.

Suddenly two brilliant flashes flowered into life in front of the ship, throw ng blinding
light through the viewport. Caught in the grip of the exposions, the fortress was shaken
forcefully enough to toss techs fromtheir stations and send them cl ear across the bridge.

Lisa's neck felt as though it had snapped. She put one hand to the back of her head, and
asked if everyone was all right. Sirens somewhere off in the ship had changed tone; the fortress
had sustai ned danmage

"What happened?" Lisa said as reports poured in.

"No trace of the ships, sir."

"CGod, it's |like sonmething vaporized them.."

Li sa watched in awe as the |ight show began to w nk out.

"What's going on out there-has the eneny di sengaged?"

The threat-board tech scratched his head. "No, sir; er, yes, sir. That is, the VT teans
report all eneny ships inactive. They' re dead in space.”

The tech on the SDF-3 bridge wasn't the only one scratching his head. In a corridor fifty
feet beneath Tiresia' s Royal Hall, Jonathan Wl ff was doing the sanme thing.

"They just stopped firing," one of the Pack was sayi ng.

Certainly no one was about to argue with that or be anything | ess than overjoyed, but the
guestion renai ned: why?

Wl ff poked his head around the corner of the corridor |like sone of the others were doing,
and saw hal f - a-dozen bi pedal |norganics stopped not ten years fromthe junction. And not sinply
st opped, but shut down-frozen. Presently, everyone who could stand was out in the niddl e of the
central corridor gaping at the silent drones; it was the first tine any of them had had a chance
to inspect the things up close, and they found thenselves relieved enough to comment on their
remar kabl e desi gn. Wl ff, however, put a quick end to it.

The requested fire teamhad arrived without incident fromthe other side of the collapse
Wl ff sent the wounded back, along with nost of the original squad-it was |ooking better for
Power s- and pushed on toward the Royal Hall. The field command post had yet to hear word one from
Edwar ds' s team

They renai ned cautious and alert as they regained the ground they had surrendered. Wl ff
| ed them past the conputer roomand on into a confusing warren of tunnels and ducts. Al ong the way
t hey passed dozens of Inorganics in the sane state of suspended ani nation. But at |ast they cane
to the trench Edwards had seen earlier, and instinctively WIff knew they were close to reaching
the center.

"It's blue snmoke and mirrors,"” Edwards sneered as the inage in the conmunicator sphere de-
rezzed. He had seen the explosions that wi ped out the two troop carriers, but remained
unconvi nced. "You could be running honme novies for all | know "

obsi m nmade a puzzled gesture and turned to the brain.

"You have a suspicious mnd, Invader." The synthesized voice had a raspy sound to it now,
as though fatigued.

"That's right, Mster Wzard, and |I'malso the one holding a gun to your head." Edwards

half turned to one of his nmen. "I want i mediate confirmation on what we just saw. See if you can
rai se anyone."
The radi oman noved of f and Edwards continued. "But if you are on the level, |I've got to

say |'minpressed. The brain is certainly far too valuable to destroy-but then again, it's far too
dangerous to renmain operative."

osi m showed Edwards his palns, then funbled to open a conceal ed access panel in the
bubbl e chamber's hour gl ass- shaped base.

"The brain can be deactivated. It can be yours to conmand."”

Interested, Edwards stepped forward, brandishing the weapon.

"Go ahead, alien.”

bsimpulled two dermatrode | eads fromthe panel and placed themflat against the center
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of his head; his fingers nmeanwhile tapped a command sequence into the panel's ten-key touchpad. At
the sane tinme, the brain seened to conpress as it settled toward the bottom of the chanber. After
a nmonment Obsimreversed the process, causing an effervescent rush inside the tank as the brain
revived.

"Again," said Edwards, and Cbsimrepeated it. Then it was Edwards's turn to try, while
Col onel Adams held a gun to Qbsim s snout. Edwards got it right on the first take; the brain was
asl eep.

Edwar ds shut the panel and stood up, grinning at the alien. "You' ve been a npbst gracious
host." Wthout taking his eyes off Cbhsim he yelled, "Do we have that confirmation, soldier?"

"Affirmative," cane the reply.

"Waste him" Edwards said to Adans.

The burst blew out the Invid scientist's brain; the body collapsed in a heap, Obsinms once-
white robes drenched in green

"Wargasm " Adans | aughed.

Edwar ds regarded each of his nmen individually; the gaze fromhis single eye said nmuch nore
than any verbal warning could.

Just then, Human voices could be heard on the staircase. Edwards and his nen swung around,
weapons arned, only to find Jonathan Wl ff crawing cautiously fromthe hole.

Wl ff took a | ook around the room as his teamfollowed himout. There were two devastated
Shock Trooper ships and twenty or nore Invid corpses. WIff had seen the charred remains of what
| ooked |ike four men on the steps. Now he focused his attention on the bubble chanmber

"This the thing the Tiresians were tal king about, sir?"

"That's it, Colonel," Edwards said.

Wl ff glanced down at Cbsim then at Edwards. He had questions for the general, questions
about what had gone on in the corridors and what had gone on here, but he sensed it wasn't the
right time-not with Edwards's team | ooking as though they weren't full yet. Utimtely, he said,
"Too bad | didn't arrive sooner, sir."

"You're lucky you didn't,"” Adans told himwith a sly smle. "It was a real horror show "

"Yeah," Wl ff nused, watching Edwards's nen trade | ooks, "I can inagine."

Edwar ds broke t he subsequent silence by ordering his radi onan to nmake contact with the
shi p.

Edwards was jubilant. "Tell themthe m ssion was a conpl ete success."

Wt hout warning, he slapped WIff on the back

"Smle, Colonel-you re a hero!”

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

It was w thout question a mind-boost for [Edwards], conparable to the one Dr. Eml| Lang had

recei ved while reconning the SDF-1. And in the sane way Lang becane al nost instantly conversant
with Zor's science, Robotechnol ogy, Edwards becane conversant with the lusts and drives of the
Invid Regent. This, however, was not engranmmation, but amplification. Edwards and the Regent were
anal ogues of one another: scarred, vengeful, and dangerous bei ngs.

Constance W dnman, Wen Evil Had Its Day: A Biography of T. R Edwards

The battle was over and an uneasy cal m prevail ed; no one aboard the SDF-3 was sure how | ong the
lull would last, but if the Robotech War had taught them anything, it was that they shoul d make
the nost of tranquil interl udes.

None dared call it peace.

One by one the inert Invid ships were destroyed, after it was determined that the pilots
were all dead. Dr. Lang and Cabell speculated that the living conputer, in addition to vaporizing
the troop carriers and shutting down the |Inorganics, had issued sone sort of blanket suicide
directive. Many anong the RDF found this difficult to accept, but the explanati on was strengthened
by Cabell's recounting of equally puzzling and barbarous acts the Invid had carried out. On the
nmoon's surface, a building-to-building search was under way, and nost of Tiresia's hunanoid
popul ati on had al ready been freed. The hundreds of drones that littered Tiresia's subterranean
passageways remmined |ifel ess; one day soon that |abyrinth would be seal ed up, along with the
Royal Hall and the sleeping brain itself. But that woul d not be before Cabell had had a chance to
show Lang around, or before the Pollinators had been rescued and renoved.

There was sonething of a mutual -admiration society in the works between Lang and the
bearded Tiresian scientist. And while it was true that the Expeditionary m ssion had "liberated"
Tirol, it was questionabl e whether that could have been achi eved w thout Cabell and Remis
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intelligence. More to the point, Cabell's inportance in the work that |ay ahead for the nission's
robot ech teans was beyond dispute. Lang had taken every opportunity to press himfor details of
the m ning operation, and was eagerly awaiting the RDF' s cl earance for a recon | andi ng on Fant oma
Earth's survival depended on their being able to m ne enough ore to rebuild the SDF-3's damaged
engines, and to fold hone before the Masters arrived.

During the course of the discussions, Lang |earned something of Tirol's gradual sw ng
toward militarismin the years followi ng Zor's great discoveries. Cabell spoke of a short-1lived
but wonderful tine when exploration had been his people's main concern. |ndeed, the Zentraed
thensel ves were originally created to serve those ends as mners, not as the galactic warriors
they woul d eventual |y becone. The defoliation of Optera, the Invid honmeworld, had been their first
directive under the reconfigured inperative. There foll owed a successi on of conquests and police
actions, and, ultinmately, warfare against the very creatures whose world they had destroyed.

Then they had travel ed hal fway across the galaxy to die..

As Lang listened he began to feel a kind of synpathy for the Invid; it was obvious there
were mysteries here even Cabell had yet to penetrate. But what also gripped Lang was a sudden
exi stential dread, rooted in the fact that war was not sonethi ng humanki nd had i nvented, but was
pervasi ve throughout the known universe. It brought to mnd the runors he had been hearing, to the
ef fect that General Edwards was already pressing for the construction of an entire fleet of
war shi ps. According to his canp, the return nmission had to recognize a new priority: the idea of
peaceful , preventative negotiations was no | onger viable-not when war agai nst the Masters was now
viewed as a certainty.

Qddl y enough, Cabell took no issue with Edwards's demands. It was not so nuch that he
wi shed to see the Masters of his race obliterated-although he hinself would have gladly put to
death the cloned body politic they had created-it was his unassailable fear of the Invid.

"Of course | applaud this victory and the freeing of ny people,"” Cabell told him "But you
must believe ne when | tell you, Doctor, that the greatest threat to your planet is the Invid. Put
asi de your sympathy-I know, | saw it in your face. They are not the race they once were; they are
hornel ess now, and driven. They will stop at nothing to regain their precious Flowers, and if that
matrix exists-they will find it."

Lang wore a sardonic |ook. "Perhaps it would be better to do nothing-except pray that the
Masters find the matrix and | eave."

"I fear they will not |eave, Doctor. They have all they need with them and your world
wi Il be nothing but a new battl eground.”

"So what choice do we have?"

"Defeat them here, Doctor. Externminate them before you face the Masters."

Lang was aghast. "You're tal king about genocide, Cabell."

Cabel I shook his head sadly. "No, | amtalking about survival. Besides," the old nman
t hought to add, "your race seens to have a penchant for that sort of thing."

Ri ck was anmong the dozens of VT pilots who had ended up in sick bay. There was no tally of
the dead and wounded yet, but the hospital was al ready overcrowded and shuttles were stil
bringing up nen and wormen fromthe nmoon's surface.

VWhen Lisa first received word of his injuries she thought she might faint; but she was
relieved now, knowi ng that his condition had inproved fromguarded to good, and that he had been
nmoved out of ICU and into a private room But she wasn't exactly rushing to his side, and couldn't
hel p but feel sonehow vindicated for her earlier remarks. At the sane time, she recalled the | ast
visit she had paid Rick in sick bay. It was shortly before the SDF-1 had left Earth for a second
time-ordered of f by Russo's council-and Khyron's Botoru had been wagi ng a savage attack agai nst
the fortress. Rick was badly wounded during a missile barrage Lisa herself had ordered. She
remenbered how fri ghtened and hel pl ess she had felt that cool Pacific norning, seeing himin the
throes of shock and delirium his head turbaned in gauze and bandages...It was a pai nful nenory
even now, eight years later, but she was deternmned not to let it soften the anger that had crept
in to replace her initial dismy-an easy enough chal |l enge when she found himsitting up in bed and
grinning, well-attended by the nursing staff.

"Here you go, hero," she said, placing a small gift on the sheet, "I brought you
sonet hing. "

Ri ck unw apped the package and gl anced at the audio disc it contained-a self-help guide
that had been a bestseller on Earth and was enjoying an enornous popularity on the fortress. He
showed Lisa a confused | ook. "The Hand That's Dealt You...What's this supposed to nean?"

Li sa sat on the edge of the bed. "I think it's something you should hear,"

Ri ck put the disc aside and stared at her a nonent. "You're still angry."
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"l want to know what you intend to do, Rick."

He | ooked away, down at his bandaged arm "lI'mgoing to nmeet with the Council tonorrow "

Lisa couldn't believe what she was hearing, but managed to keep her voice even and
controlled. "You're nmaking a big mstake, Rick. Can | talk you out of it?"

He reached for her hand and nmet her gaze. "No, babe. | know where | belong. | just want
you to respect my decision."
She I et go of his hand and stood up. "It's not a matter of respect, Rick. Can't you

understand that you've picked the worst possible nonent to resign? Wio el se has your experience?
This ship is as nuch yours as anyone's, and Lang is going to need you to supervise the recon-"

"l don't want to hear it."

Lisa huffed at him "Edwards will be taking over. Doesn't that nean anything to you?" Lisa
paced away fromthe bed and whirled around. "You haven't heard the |atest, have you?"

"And | don't want to. I'ma pilot."

"You're a disappointment,"” she said as she left the room

On another |evel of the fortress, Jean Grant was crying in her husband's arms; Vince, in
his usual fashion, was trying to be strong about it, but there were tears in his eyes. They had
just shuttled up fromthe GWJ, their first time offworld in days, and fatigue and intensity
finally had had a chance to catch up with them Perhaps in a last-ditch effort to escape this
monent, Jean had tried to run off to sick bay to assist the nmed teans, but Vince had restrained
her. Max and Mriya were present in the couple's spacious cabin.

Max handed them both a drink. "Medicine for nelancholy," he said, forcing a snile.

Max, too, wore his share of bandages under his uniform there had been nore than the usua
conpl ement of close calls, at |east one of which could be traced to his protective attitude toward
Ri ck. Max had suffered sone nminor burns because of it, but Rick had nearly gotten hinmself killed
That he saved Rick's life was all that nmattered-a secret only he and Mriya shared.

Jean thanked himfor the drink and wi ped her cheeks with the palnms of her hands. "Wat are
we going to do?" she put to all of them

"We're going to pitch in and nake it happen," Vince said, knocking back the drink in one
gulp. "It can't take forever to get the generators back in shape.”

Max and Mriya traded | ooks. "Five years," she said.

Jean gasped. "Mriya, no!"

"That's just Lang's first estimate," Max added hurriedly, trying to be helpful. "And I'm
sure he's playing it well on the safe side."

"But five years, Max...The kids..."

Vince put a massive armaround his wife's trenbling shoul ders and quieted her. "They're
both better off where they are.”

"Wth war on the way?" Jean's face flushed with anger. "Don't patronize me, any of you!"
Di st raught, she sighed and apol ogi zed.

Mriya said, "Even if it takes five years we'll reach Earth ahead of the Masters. They
abandoned Tirol ten years ago, and Cabell's guess is that it will take them another ten."
"Estimates," Jean said. "Is that how we'll explain it to Bowi e and Dana-that we guessed

wong in thinking the Masters woul d be here?"
No one had an answer for her.

"So this is all that remains of Tirol's children."

Arms aki mbo, Breetai drew hinself up to his full Mcronized height and made a di sappoi nt ed
sound. All around himTiresia' s humanoid citizenry-the weak and aged fringe who had taken to
Tirol's wastes during the Great Transition-were being cared for by nmed-staff personnel fromthe
GW, which had been noved fromits LZ to an area near the center of the ruined city. Elsewhere,
Destroi ds and Hovertanks patrolled the streets, continuing their search-and-sweep and cordoning
off restricted areas, including the Royal Hall's vast circul ar plaza.

Exedore, who had shuttled down to the surface with menbers of Lang's Robotech team heard
the anger and frustration in Breetai's words. And he knew that Breetai spoke for all the Zentraed
under hi s command.

"You woul d no doubt have preferred a face-to-face encounter with the Masters, Commander."

“I won't deny it." He | ooked down at his conpanion. "I feel...what is the word, Exedore?"

"Cheated, ny lord."'

Breetai inclined his head knowi ngly. "Yes. Although..."

Exedore rai sed an eyebrow.

"...on sone level, we failed."
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To recapture Zor's ship and return the matrix, Exedore conpleted. It was the Inperative
reasserting its hold, the Masters' cruel inprint. He was tenpted to point out that the matrix
woul d only have nmade it as far as Dol za's hands in any case. But what was the use of contradicting
Breetai ? Besi des, Exedore had nore pressing concerns on his mnd.

"Commander," he said at last, "have you arrived at a decision yet?"

Breetai grunted. "You have becone quite the diplonmat, Exedore." He turned to regard
Fantoma's sinister crescent in the skies behind him thinking, Zarkopolis, where nmy real past lies
buried. To be returned there after so nuch space and tine...

"W will conply with Lang's request."

Exedore smiled. An even older inperative. "It was neant to be,
living remmants of the Masters' fallen enpire

he said, eyes fixed on the

T. R Edwards studied his reflection, leaning in toward the mrror in his quarters,
fingertips playing across the rai sed and jagged devastation of his face. The scars could easily
have been erased by mcrosurgical techniques, but a cosnetic solution was the |last thing Edwards
desired. In their raw ugliness, they were a constant reninder of the deep-seated injuries spread
through the rest of his body and soul -areas no | aser scal pel could reach or transform

He was feverish, and had been so since the incidents in the Royal Hall; it was al nost as
if his brief contact with the Invid brain had stirred something within him Beneath the fever's
physi cal haze his thinking was |ighting-quick and inspired; his goal was clear, and the path to it
wel | -marked. He realized now that he had been guilty of a kind of reductionist approach to both
pur pose and destiny. He had convinced hinself that Earth was the star-a Ptol emaic sin-when
actually the planet was little nore than a supporting player in a nmuch grander drama. But he was
finally beginning to understand that there were worlds for the taking!

He rationalized his failures, however, blamng fate for having kept him Earthbound while
the SDF-1 had spent two years of cosm ¢ journeying.

Let Zand and Mdran and Leonard play their little games on Earth. Edwards | aughed to
hinself. And let the Masters arrive to soften things up. In the neantine he would construct the
fleet to conquer all of them It was going to require a good deal of manipulation to west the
Council from Hunter and Lang's control, but he suddenly felt nmore than up to the task. Perhaps if
Hunter could be fooled into setting off on some secondary m ssion..

Edwar ds savored the thought. Lang woul d be preoccupied with overseeing the mning project,
Rei nhardt was no problem and the Zentraedi would be offworld. That still left Max Sterling and
that troubl emaker Wl ff, but how difficult could it be to underni ne then?

Edwards struck a gleeful, triunphant pose in front of the nmirror. "No nore denvolished

man," he said to his reflection. "Let the games begin."
A week went by, then another, and still there was no sign of the Invid. The high command
began to wonder if the battle for Tirol hadn't been won after all. Wth the Masters gone and no

trace of the Flowers of Life, the Invid had little use for the world; so perhaps they had sinply
di sregarded it. Cabell spoke of other planets the Invid were thought to occupy-worlds that had
been seeded by Zor. Surely those constituted nore than enough to satisfy them and noreover, what
quarrel could they possibly have with Earth at this stage of the gane?

Wth all this in mnd, a gradual transfer of personnel, stores, and equi pnment to the
surface of Tirol had comenced. Refortified, Tiresia would serve as the RDF's tactical and
| ogi stical headquarters. The SDF-3, with a substantially reduced crew and half the VT squadrons,
was to remain in stationary orbit, protecting both the moon and the soon-to-be-operative m ning
col ony on Fant ona.

Hope and optim smbegan to find their way back into the m ssion once everyone accepted the
conditions of the extended stay, and it was only a natter of tine before a certain celebratory air
took hold. Terrans and Tiresians worked side-by-side clearing away the horrors of the recent past,
and the city seenmed to. rejuvenate. Both sides had known death and suffering at the sanme alien
hands, so there was already a bond of sorts. The Council, hoping to enlarge in this and at the
same tine take advantage of Earth's New Year's Day, finally schedul ed a holiday.

A rousing set from M nnei and Jani ce acconpani ed by their new y-formed backup band ki cked
things off. The superstar of the SDF1 perforned with an ent husiasm she hadn't denobnstrated in
years, and dug into everyone's collective past to blow the dust off songs like "W Can Wn" and
"Stagefright," classics for nost of the crowd, nostalgia for some. After the set she danced the
ni ght away with heroes and rear-echel on execs, but spent nobst of that time in the enbrace of
Jonat han Wbl ff. No one was surprised when the two of 'them di sappeared together hal fway through
the festivities.
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Nor was Dr. Lang surprised to see that his Al creation had zeroed in on Rem whom Lang
despite Cabell's clains to the contrary, seemed desperate to accept as Zor incarnate. He had been
meaning to urge Janice to nove in just that direction-for who knew what secrets Rem and Cabel
m ght be hiding?-but Lang's personal encodi ng of the android had made that unnecessary: Janice was
as attracted to Zor's likeness as Lang was. Cabell, unaware of Janice's |aboratory origins, seened
positively delighted by the fact that she and Rem had coupl ed of f; round m dni ght he was even out
on the dance floor executing a Tiresian clogging step that |ooked to sonme |like an old Geppetto jig
straight out of Pinocchio.

El sewhere in the crowd, Jack Baker and Karen Penn were tal king; when Vince G ant had
resci nded the order that had kept them both confined to quarters, Karen had reversed her own
deci si on never to speak to Jack again.

"Come on, Karen-just one dance,

Jack was saying, tailing her as she threaded her way

across the floor. "One dance is gonna kill ya?"

Karen stopped short and whirled on him he brought his hands up expecting a spin kick, and
she began to laugh. "I'mtalking to you, Jack-isn't that enough?"

"Well, no, danmt, it's not enough." Karen was back in notion again. Jack ignored a bit of

razzing fromfriends and set out after her.
"Al'l right," she said, finally. "But just one.
"My choice?"
"Anything you want. Let's just get it over with."
He waited until the band played a | ong, slow nunber.

She held up a finger.

"You gotta admit,"” he said, holding her, "it was a good ride while it lasted."
She held himat armis Iength for a nonent, then sniled.
"The best..."

Not everyone was danci ng, however. O smiling. Years later, in fact, sone would say that
the "New Year's" cel ebration showed just how factionalized the Expeditionary m ssion had becone in
|l ess than a nonth out of Earthspace. At the center sat Lang, Exedore, and the Council, joined now
by Tirol's unofficial representative, Cabell; while the fringe played host to two discreet groups,
Edwards's surly CGhost Riders, and Breetai's Zentraedi, on what would be one of their last nights
as Mcronized warriors. And separate fromany of these groups were certain RDF teans, the Skul
Squadron, the Wl ff Pack, Gant's GWJ contingent.

Ri ck Hunter, recovered fromhis wounds, seemed to occupy a middle ground he and Lisa had
staked out for thenselves. They had been trying hard to nake sonme sense of their dilemm, slowy,
sonetimes painfully. But at |east they were |overs again, back on the honeynoon trail, and
confident that things would work thenselves out. The Council had yet to rule on R ck's request,
and for the time being the topic was shel ved.

"Home, sweet hone," Rick was telling Lisa. He put his armaround her and notioned with his
chin to Tirol's starstudded sky. "We'll have to draw up a new set of constellations.”

Li sa rested her head on his shoul der

"Whi ch way's Earth?"

Li sa pointed. "There-our entire local group."

Rick was silent a nonment. "Whaddaya say we dance, M's. Hunter?"

"Thought you'd never ask."

They wal ked hand-in-hand toward the center of the floor, and were just into their first
step when the nusic came to an abrupt stop. Murrmurs swept through the crowd and everyone turned to
the stage. Dr. Lang was at a m ke stand, apologizing for the interruption

"Listen to nme, everyone," he was saying. "W have just received a dispatch fromthe SDF- 3.
An unidentified ship has just entered the Valivarre system It is decelerating and on a probable
course for Tirol. General Reinhardt has put the fortress on high alert, and suggests that we do
the sane. Skull and Ghost Squadrons are ordered to report to the shuttle-launch facilities at
once. CD personnel are to report to their unit commanders inmmedi ately. Admiral Hayes and Adnmira
Hunter-"

"Lisa, come on," Rick shouted, tugging at her arm

She resisted, hoping she would wake fromthis, so they could continue their dance.

"Conme on!" Rick was repeating..

The war had conme between them agai n!
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