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Robot ech: Doonsday
Book Six of the Robotech Series
Copyri ght 1987 by Jack MKi nney

CHAPTER ONE

Had the Robotech Masters the power to travel as freely through tine as they did space, perhaps
they woul d have understood the inevitabilities they were up against: Zor's tanpering with the
Invid Flower was a crine akin to Adami s acceptance of the apple. Once rel eased, Protoculture had
its own destiny to fulfill. Protoculture was a different-and in sonme ways antithetical -order of
life.

Prof essor Lazlo Zand, as quoted in History of the Second Robotech War, Vol. CXXI

The di nension of mind...the rapture to be found at that singular interface between object and
essence...the power to reshape and reconfigure: to transform..

Si x hands-the sensor extensions of slender atrophied arns-were pressed reverently to the
surface of the nushroom i ke Protoculture cap, the Masters' nmaterial interface. Long sl ender
fingers with no nails to inpede receptivity. Three nminds...joined as one.

Until the terminator's entry disturbed their conversation

Ofering salute to the Masters, it announced:

-Qur routine scan of the Fourth Quadrant indicates a |arge discharge of Protoculture mass
in the region where Zor's dinensional fortress defol ded.

The three Masters broke off their contact with the Elders and turned to the source of the
intrusion, liquid eyes peering out fromancient, ax-keen faces. Continual contact with
Protocul ture had elim nated physical differences, so all three appeared to have the same features:
t he sane hawki sh nose, the flaring eyebrows, shoulder-Ilength blue-gray hair, and nuttonchop
si debur ns.

-So! -responded the red-cowl ed Master, though his |ips did not nove-Two possibilities
present thenselves: Either the Zentraedi have |iberated the hidden Protoculture matrix fromZor's
di sci pl es and comrenced a new of fensive against the Invid, or these Earthlings have beaten us to
the prize and now control the production of the Protoculture.

There was somet hi ng nonki sh about them an inmage enhanced by those |ong gray robes, the
cow s of which resenbl ed nothing so nmuch as outsize petals of the Invid Flower of Life. Each
monki sh head seenmed to have grown stanenlike fromthe Protoculture flower itself.

-1 believe that is highly unlikely-the green-cow ed Master countered tel epathically-Al
logic circuits based on available recon reports suggest that the Invid have no know edge of the
wher eabouts of Zor's dinensional fortress.

-So! Then we must assume that the Zentraedi have indeed found the Protoculture matrix,
ensuring a future for our Robotechnol ogy.

-But only if they were able to capture the ship intact..

The organic systens of the Masters' deep-space fortress began to mirror their sudden
concern; energy fluctuations comenced within the Protoculture cap, throwi ng patterned col ors
agai nst all but breathing bul kheads and supports. What woul d have been the bridge of an ordinary
ship was here given over to the unharnessed urgings of Protoculture, so that it approxi mated a
l'iving neural plexus of ganglia, axons, and dendrites.

Unli ke the Zentraedi dreadnoughts, these spadeli ke Robotech fortresses the size of
pl anet oi ds were designed for a different canpai gn: the conquest of inner space, which, it was
reveal ed, had its own worlds and star systens, black holes and white |ight, beauty and terrors.
Protocul ture had secured an entry, but the Masters' map of that real mwas far from conplete.

-My only fear is that Zor's disciples may have nmastered the inner secrets of
Robot echnol ogy and were then able to defeat Dol za's vast arnada.

-One ship against four mllion? Mst unlikely-nearly inpossible!

-Unl ess they nanaged to invert the Robotech defensive barrier systemand penetrate Dol za's
comand center..

-In order to acconplish that, Zor's disciples would have to know as nuch about that
Robot ech ship as he hinself knew

-In any event, a display of such nmagnitude would certainly have registered on our sensors.
We nust admit, the destruction of four mllion Robotech vessels doesn't happen every day.

-Not without our knowing it.

The ternminator, which had waited patiently to deliver the rest of its nessage, now added

-That is quite true, Master. Neverthel ess, our sensors do indicate a disturbance of that
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magni t ude.

The interior of the Protoculture cap, the size of a small bush on its three-I|egged
pedestal base, took on an angry light, sunmoning back the hands of the Masters.

-Systemalert: prepare at once for a hyperspace-fold!

-We acknow edge the Elders' request, but our supply of Protoculture is extrenely |low. W
may not be able to use the fold generators!

-The order has been given-obey w thout question. W will fold i mediately.

Hi gh in those cathedrals of arcing axon and dendritelike cables, free-floating anorphous
gl obul es of Protoculture nass began to realign thenselves along the ship' s neural highways,
permtting synaptic action where none had existed nonents before. Energy rippled through the
fortress, focusing on the columar drives of nmassive reflex engines.

The great Robotech vessel gave a shudder and junped.

Their homeworld was called Tirol, the primary noon of the giant planet Fantoma, itself one
of seven lifeless wanderers in an otherw se undi stinguished yell owstar system of the Fourth
Quadrant, sone twenty light-years out fromthe galactic core. Prior to the First Robotech War,
Terran astrononers woul d have located Tirol in that sector of space then referred to as the
Sout hern Cross. But they had | earned since that that was nerely their way of [ooking at things. By
the end of the second millenniumthey had abandoned the | ast vestiges of geocentric thinking, and
by A.D. 2012 had cone to understand that their bel oved planet was little nore than a m nor player
in constellations entirely unknown to them

Little was known of the early history of Tirol, save that its inhabitants were a humanoid
speci es-bold, inquisitive, daring-and, in the final analysis, aggressive, acquisitive, and self-
destructive. Coincidental with the abolition of warfare anmong their own kind and the redirecting
of their goals toward the exploration of |ocal space, there was born into their mdst a being who
woul d alter the destiny of that planet and to sone extent affect the fate of the gal axy itself.

H s name was Zor.

And the planet that woul d becone the coconspirator in that fateful unfolding of events was
known to the techno-voyagers of Tirol as Optera. For it was there that Zor would witness the
evolutionary rites of the planet's indigenous life form the Invid; there that the visionary
scientist would seduce the Invid Regis to learn the secrets of the strange tripetaled flower that
they ingested for physical as well as spiritual nourishment; there that the galactic feud between
Optera and Tirol would have its roots.

There that Protocul ture and Robot echnol ogy were born

Thr ough experinmentation, Zor discovered that a curious formof organic energy could be
derived fromthe flower when its gestating seed was contained in a matrix that prevented
mat urati on. The bi o-energy resulting fromthis organic fusion was powerful enough to induce a
senbl ance of bio-will, or aninmation, in essentially inorganic systens. Machines could be nade to
alter their very shape and structure in response to the pronpting of an artificial intelligence or
a hunman operator-to transformand reconfigure thenselves. Applied to the areas of eugenics and
cybernetics, the effects were even nore astounding: Zor found that the shape-changi ng properties
of Protoculture could act on organic life as well-living tissue and physi ol ogi cal systens coul d be
rendered mal | eabl e. Robot echnol ogy, as he cane to call this science, could be used to fashion a
race of humanoi d cl ones, nassive enough to withstand Fantoma's enornous gravitational forces and
to mne the ores there. Wien these ores were converted to fuel and used in conjunction wth
Protoculture drives (by then called reflex drives), Tirol's techno-voyagers would be able to
undert ake hyperspace junps to renote areas of the galaxy. Protoculture effectively reshaped the
very fabric of the continuumn

Zor had begun to envision a new order, not only for his own race but for all those
sentient |ife forns centuries of voyaging had reveal ed. He envisioned a true nmating of mnd and
matter, an era of clean energy and unprecedented peace, a reshaped universe of limtless
possibilities.

But the instincts that govern aggression die a slow death, and those sane | eaders who had
brought peace to Tirol soon enbarked on a course that ultimately brought warfare to the stars. Co-
opt ed, Robot echnol ogy and Protocul ture fuel ed the megal omani acal nilitaristic dreanms of its new
mast ers, whose first act was to decree that all of Optera's fertile seedpods be gathered and
transported to Tirol.

The order was then issued that Optera be defoliated.

The bio-genetically created giants who mined Fantoma's wastes were to becone the nost
fearful race of warriors the quadrant had ever known-the Zentraedi

Engranmmed with a false past (replete with artificial racial nenories and an equally
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counterfeit history), programmed to accept Tirol's word as |aw, and equi pped with an arnada of
gargantuan warshi ps the Iikes of which only Robotechnol ogy could provide, they were set |oose to
conquer and destroy, to fulfill their inperative: to forge and secure an intergalactic enpire
rul ed by a governi ng body of barbarians who were calling thensel ves the Robotech Masters.

Zor, however, had comenced a subtle rebellion; though forced to do the bidding of his
m sgui ded Masters, he had been careful to keep the secrets of the Protoculture process to hinself.
He acted the part of the servile deferential pawn the Masters perceived himto be, all the while
mani pul ating theminto allowing himto fashion a starship of his own design-for further galactic
exploration, to be sure-a sleek transformable craft, a super dinensional fortress that would
enbody t he science of Robotechnol ogy much as the Zentraedi's organi c battl ewagons enbodi ed t he
lusts of war.

Unbeknown to the Masters, conceal ed anong the reflex furnaces that powered its hyperspace
drives, the fortress would al so contain the very essence of Robotechnol ogy-a veritable
Protoculture factory, the only one of its kind in the known universe, capable of seducing fromthe
Invid Flower of Life a harnessabl e bi oenergy.

By gal actic standards it wasn't |long before some of the horrors the Masters' greed had
spawned cane hone to roost. War with the divested Invid was soon a reality, and there were
i nci dents of open rebellion anong the ranks of the Zentraedi, that pathetic race of beings
deprived by the Masters of the very essence of sentient life-the ability to feel, to grow, to
experi ence beauty and | ove.

Nevert hel ess, Zor ventured forth in the hopes of redressing some of the injustices his own
di scoveries had fostered. Under the watchful gaze of Dol za, commander in chief of the Zentraedi
the di nensional fortress enbarked on a mssion to discover new worlds ripe for conquest.

So the Masters were led to believe.

What Zor actually had in mnd was the seeding of planets with the Invid flower. Dol za and
his lieutenants, Breetai and the rest, easily duped into believing that he was carrying out orders
fromthe Masters thenselves, were along as much to secure Zor's safety as to ensure the Master's
investment. The inability to conprehend or effect repairs on any Robotech device and to stand in
awe of those who could was programmed into the Zentraedi as a handicap to guard agai nst a possible
grand-scal e warrior rebellion. The Zentraedi had about as nuch understandi ng of the workings of
Robot echnol ogy as they did of their humanoi d hearts.

So, on Spheris, Garuda, Haydon |V, Peryton, and numerous other planets, Zor worked wth
unprecedented urgency to fulfill his inperative. The Invid were al ways one step behind him their
sensor nebulae alert to even mnute traces of Protoculture, their Inorganics |eft behind on those
very same worlds to conquer, occupy, and destroy. But no matter: In each instance the seedlings
failed to take root.

It was at sone point during this voyage that Zor hinself began to use the Flowers of Life
in a new way, ingesting themas he had seen the Invid do so long ago on Optera. And it was during
this time that he began to experience the vision that was to direct himalong a new course of
action. It seened inevitable that the Invid would catch up with himlong before suitable planets
could be sought out and seeded, but his visions had revealed to hima world far renmoved fromthat
warring sector of the universe where Robotech Masters, Zentraedi, and Invid vied for control. A
worl d of beings intelligent enough to recognize the full potential of his discovery-a blue-white
world, infinitely beautiful, blessed with the treasure that was life...at the crux of transcendent
events, the crossroads and deciding place of a conflict that would rage across the gal axi es.

A world he was destined to visit.

Wel| aware of the danger the Invid presented, Zor progranmed the conti nuum coordi nates of
this planet into the astrogational conputers of the dinmensional fortress. He |ikew se progranmed
some of the ship's Robotech devices to play a part in leading the new trustees of his discovery to
a speci al warning nessage his own |ikeness would deliver to them Further, he enlisted the aid of
several Zentraedi (whose heartless conditioning he nanaged to override by exposing themto mnusic)
to carry out the mssion

The I nvid caught up with Zor

But not before the dinmensional fortress had been successfully |launched and sent on its
way.

To Earth.

Subsequent events-notably the Zentraedi pursuit of the fortress-were as much a part of
Earth's history as they were of Tirol's, but there were chapters yet to unfold, transfornations
and reconfigurations, repercussions inpossible to predict, events that woul d have surprised Zor
himsel f...had he |ived.
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"Farewel |, Zor," Dol za had said when the lifeless body of the scientist was sent on its
way to Tirol. "May you serve the Masters better in death than you did in life. "

And i ndeed, the Robotech Masters had | abored to nake that so, having their way with Zor's
remai ns, extracting fromhis still-functional neural reservoir an inmage of the blue-white world he
had sel ected to inherit Robotechnol ogy. But beyond that Zor's mind had proved as inpenetrable in
death as it had been in life. So while Dol za's Zentraedi scoured the quadrant in search of this
"Barth," the Masters had little to do but hold fast to the nushroom shaped sensor units that had
come to represent their link to the real world. Desperately, they tried to knit together the
unraveling threads of their once-great enpire.

For ten long years by Earth reckoning they waited for sone encouragi ng news from Dol za. It
was the blink of an eye to the nassive Zentraedi, but for the Robotech Masters, who were
essentially human in spite of their psychically evolved state, tine noved with sonetinmes agoni zi ng
| eadenness. Those ten years saw the further decline of their civilization, weakened as it was by
i nternal decadence, the continual attacks by the Protocul ture-hungry Invid, a grow ng rebellion at
the fringes of their enpire, and hei ghtened disaffection anong the ranks of the Zentraedi, who
were beginning to recognize the Masters for the fallible beings they were.

Robot echnol ogy' s i nheritors had been | ocated-"Zor's descendants,"” as they were being
call ed-but two nore years woul d pass before Dol za's arnada nade a deci sive nove to recapture the
di nensional fortress and its nuch needed Protocul ture matrix. There was grow ng concern
especi ally anong the El der Masters, that Dol za could no | onger be trusted. Fromthe start he
seenmed to harbor some plan of his own, reluctant to return Zor's body twel ve years ago and now
i ncommuni cado whil e he noved agai nst the possessors of Zor's fortress. Wth his armada of nore
than four mllion Robotech ships, the Zentraedi commander in chief stood to gain the nost by
securing the Protoculture matrix for hinself.

There was added reason for concern when it was | earned that "Zor's descendants" were
humanoi d |li ke the Masters thensel ves. The warrior race literally | ooked down on anything snaller
than itself and had conme to think of normally proportioned humanoi ds as "M croni ans"-ironic, given
the fact that the Masters could have "sized" the Zentraedi to any dinension they w shed. Their
present size was in fact an illusion of sorts: Beating inside those goliath franes were hearts
made fromthe sane genetic stuff as the so-called Mcronians they so despi sed. Because of that
basi c genetic sinlarity, the Robotech Masters had been careful to wite warnings into the
Zentraedi's pseudo-historical records to avoid prolonged contact with any M croni an societies.
Rightly so: It was feared that such exposure to enotive life mght very well rekindle rea
menories of the Zentraedi's bio-genetic past and the true stuff of their existence.

According to reports received from Commander Reno (who had overseen the return of Zor's
body to Tirol and whose fleet still patrolled the central region of the enpire), some of the
el ements under Breetai's command had nutinied. Dolza, if Reno's report was to be believed, had
subsequently elected to fold the entire arnada to Earthspace, with designs to annihilate the
pl anet before enotive contagi on was spread to the remai nder of the fleet.

The Zentraedi mght learn to enote, but were they capable of learning to utilize the ful
powers of Robot echnol ogy?

This was the question the Robotech Masters had put to thensel ves.

It was soon, however, to beconme a noot point.

Hyper space sensor probes attached to a Robotech fortress sonme seventy-five |light-years
away from Tirol had detected a massive release of Protoculture matrix in the Fourth Quadrant-an
anount capabl e of enpowering over four nillion ships.

CHAPTER TWWO

Throughout the territories we traveled (the southwest portion of what was once the United States
of America) one would encounter the holed hul ks of Zentraedi warships, rising up Iike monolithic
towers fromthe irradi ated and ravaged wastel ands... At the base of one such apocal yptic remn nder
sits the crossl egged skeleton of a Zentraedi shock trooper, alnost in a pose of tranqui

medi tation, still clad in his arnor and bandoliers, a Mnnei doll insignificant in his huge
met al shod hand.

Dr. Lazlo Zand, On Earth As It Is In Hell: Recollections of the Robotech War

"Therefore, it is our conclusion, based upon the available information, that human and Zentraed
are descended fromvery nearly the sane ancestors!”

Exedore | eaned back in the chanber's straight-backed chair to cast a | ook around the
circular table as the weight of his pronouncenent sank in. Continued exposure to Earth's sun these
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past two years had brought out strong nauve tones in his skin and turned his hair an ochre red.

To his imediate right was the sonmewhat dour-1ooking Professor Zand, a shadowy figure who
had energed from Lang's Robotech elite; to Zand's right were two Zentraedi, mcronized |ike
Exedore and sporting the sane bl ue and white Robotech Defense Forces uniforns. C ockw se around
the table to Exedore's left were Claudia Gant, the SDF-2s First O ficer-a handsonme and
intelligent representative of Earth's black race-Conmanders Lisa Hayes and Rick Hunter (Made for
each other, Exedore often said to hinmself), and Admiral d oval, serious as ever

The rich golden warnth of Earth's sun poured into the fortress through two banks of
skylights set opposite each other in the conference roonis cathedral ceiling.

Exedore had been working side by side with Dr. Em | Lang and several other Earth
scientists, deciphering sone of the nunmerous docunents Zor had thought to place aboard the SDF-1
over a decade ago. But his announcenent of Terran and Zentraedi similarity came as the result of
an extensive series of medical tests and evaluations. The distinction Human or Zentraedi no | onger
applied; indeed, it was beginning to | ook as though there existed-1ost sonewhere in tine-an
ancestor race common to both.

Exedore had noticed that the Terrans accepted this with | ess enthusiasmthan ni ght
otherw se be expected. Perhaps, he speculated, it was due to the fact that they continued to
reproduce in the natural way, whereas the Zentraedi had | ong ago abandoned that unsure nethod for
the certainty of genetic manipulation. In Earthspeak the word was "cl one"; the Zentraed
equi val ent approxi mated the English term "being."

New di scoveries awaited themin the docunents, especially in the |latest batch of trans-

vi ds uncovered. Exedore had yet to view these, but there were indications that they would provide
answers to questions concerning the historical origins of the Zentraedi race, answers that m ght

shed light on the origins of the Terrans as well. Al evidence pointed to an extraterrestri al
origin, an issue hotly debated by Earth scientists, nost of whom believed that the Human race
evol ved froma tree-dwelling primte species that had roaned the planet nmillions of years ago.

But if all these protohistorical answers were coming fast, the whereabouts of the
Protoculture matrix Zor had built into the ship remained a nystery. Hardly a place had been | eft
uni nvesti gated by Exedore, Breetai, Lang, and the others; and Zand had even suggested that the
Protocul ture was in hiding!

Responses to Exedore's announcenent proved varied: The ni sshapen, gnonish Zentraedi heard
Claudia's sharp intake of breath and Lisa Hayes's "Ah-hah," voiced in a fashion that suggested she
had expected no | ess. Conmander Hunter, on the other hand, sat with eyes wide in a kind of fear-
the personification of a certain xenophobic nentality that perneated Terran Cul tures.

@ oval was nodding his head, saying little. H's white commander's cap was pulled | ow on
his forehead, so Exedore couldn't read his eyes.

"So, Admiral," Exedore continued, leaning into the table. "There is little doubt-our
genetic makeup points directly at a common point of origin."

"That's incrediblel"™ doval now excl ai med

"Isn't it? Wiile exam ning the data, we noticed many conmon traits, including a penchant
on the part of both races to indulge in warfare."

This brought startled reactions around the Terran side of the table.

"Yes," Exedore said flatly, as if to forestall any argunments before they had a chance to
flare up. "Both races seemto enjoy naking war."

Ri ck Hunter held his breath, counting to ten. How could the Zentraedi believe his own
words, he asked hinmself, when it was | ove and not war that had dooned the Zentraedi to defeat? The
Zentraedi race had started the entire conflict, and Rick nursed a suspicion that this
pronouncenent of Exedore's was his way of letting hinself off the hook

Exedore seened to be enjoying his so-called nicronized state, and Rick further suspected
that this had nore to do with a new sense of power the small man had gained than it did with
exploring the ship for this Protoculture factory that had yet to turn up. Exedore couldn't bear to
admt to hinself that his commanders had waged a war for sonething that didn't even exist; they
had nearly brought destruction to both races, chasing after sone goose that was supposed to |ay
gol den eggs. Truly, this was the saga that would go down in their history as |egend: the pursuit
of a ship that supposedly held the secrets of eternal youth, the capture of one hollow to the
core.

Ri ck | ooked hard into Exedore's lidless pinpoint-pupiled eyes. He didn't like the idea of
Exedore poking into every nook and cranny in the fortress, acting as if it was nmore his property
than Earth's. Only a nonent ago the Zentraedi had seened to be sizing himup, well aware of the
effect of his words. Rick wasn't about to disappoint him

"Well, with all due respect," he began acidly, "I disagree. W don't fight because we like
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to-we fight to defend ourselves fromour enem es. So, under the circunstances we have no choice in
the matter. Do you understand?"

Ri ck's hand was balled up into a fist. Lisa and C audia | ooked at himin surprise.

"That's nonsense, Commander," said Professor Zand, who had Dr. Lang's marblelike eyes. He
stood up, palns flat on the table, to press his point. "There have al ways been wars in progress
sonewhere on Earth, even before the invasion fromspace. | think this clearly indicates the
war | i ke nature of Humans."

Anot her Zentraedi synpathizer, thought Rick. And talking like an alien to boot. He began
to stamrer a response, always feeling outgunned when up agai nst academ cs, but Zand interrupted
hi m

"A perfect exanple: Look what happened on Earth when the peacenakers tried their best to
prevail. They fornmed the League of Nations and the United Nations, both of which failed!"

Rick got to his feet confrontationally. Wat did all this have to do with Humans enjoying
war ? The best he would all ow was that sonme hunmans enjoyed war but nost didn't. Most
enj oyed. . .| ove.

"I can't believe you'd sinplify the facts like that," Rick shouted. "You're practically
rewiting history!"

"Facts, sir, do not lie," said Zand.

Ri ck was about to junmp over the table and convince the nan, but Exedore beat himto the
punch, fixing Zand with that unearthly gaze of his and saying:

"We're nerely telling you the results of our best data analysis. Please don't interject
your opinions."

So when we have sonething to say, it's an opinion, and when they have sonething to say,
it's a fact, Rick thought, restraining hinself.

G oval cleared his throat meaningfully.

"Fascinating...So we're all descended fromthe sane race, are we? And who can say in what
direction all of us are headed. W may never know..."

Ri ck dropped back into his seat, staring off into space. \Watever happens, he told
himsel f, we nustn't ever allow ourselves to become |like the Zentraedi, devoid of enptions-no
better than robots. Never!

The conference room scene of Exedore's briefing, was |ocated on | evel 34 of the new
fortress, the so-called SDF-2, which had been under construction for alnost as long as the city of
New Macross itself. The space fortress was a virtual copy of the SDF-1 and currently sat back to
back with it, linked to its parent by hundreds of transfer and service corridors, in the center of
the circul ar human-made | ake known now as d oval, in honor of the admiral. The arid, high plateaus
of northwestern North Anerica seemed ideally suited to the reconstruction of the city that had
once grown up inside the original super dinmensional fortress. The area was cool conpared to the
background radi ati on of the devastated coastal corridors, untainted water was plentiful enough
the climate was tenperate, and there was no shortage of space. As a result the city had risen
swiftly, prospered, and spread out fromthe |ake, a burgeoning forest of skyscrapers, high rises,
and prefab suburban dwellings. In the two years since its founding, the population of New Macross
had i ncreased tenfold, and its was considered (though not officially recognized as) the Earth's
capital city.

New Macross had its share of Zentraedis, though not nearly as many as the cities that had
grown up at alien crashpoints throughout the continent-New Detroit and nearby Mnument City chief
among them The Zentraedi enjoyed | ess freedomthan the Humans, but this was conceived of as a
tenporary nmeasure to allow for gradual readjustnment and acculturation. Mst Zentraedi had opted
for mcronization, but many retained their original size. However, control of the Protoculture
si zing chanbers fell under the jurisdiction of the nmlitary government, the Robotech Defense
Force, alternatively known as the Earth Forces Governnent. M cronization was encouraged, but the
return to full size of a previously mcronized Zentraedi was rarely if ever permtted. This had
given rise to a separati st novenent, spearheaded by Monunent City, which advocated the creation of
aut onomous Zentraedi free states. Critics of these proposals pointed to increasing incidents of
Zentraedi uprising as justification for maintaining the status quo. The innate bl ood |ust that had
earned the Zentraedi their reputation as fearsonme warriors was not always so easily overcone and
controll ed.

At factories in the industrial sector of New Macross City, hunmans and aliens worked
together toward the forging of a united future. The Zentraedi were fond of work, having had no
previous experience with it during their long history of enslavenent to war. Mnual |abor or
assenbly line, it nade no difference to them @G ants haul ed enornmous cargos of wood and raw
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materials in fromthe wastel ands, while their mcronized brethren worked at benches conpl eting
el ectroni ¢ conmponents, adding Protoculture chips to Robotech circuit panels-chips that had been
sal vaged fromthe ruined ships that dotted the | andscape.

But there was tension in the air on this particular day. Unused to a |ife wi thout war,
sonme of the aliens were beginning to question the newlife they had chosen for thensel ves.

Utema was one of these. A nassively built red-haired Goliath who had served under Breet ai
he had worked in New Macross for eighteen nonths, first assenbling steel towers in the Mcronian
popul ati on center, then here, scouring the countryside for usable materials. But on one of these
forays, he had stunbl ed upon an encanpnent of former warriors who had abandoned the M cronian
ways, and ever since he had harbored an anger he could not articulate. An urge to...destroy
sonet hi ng- anyt hi ng!

Hi s eyes had seized on one of the factory trucks parked in the fenced-in yard, a harnmnl ess
tanker truck used for the transport of fuels. He approached it now and booted it, experiencing a

long-lost thrill as the toy vehicle exploded and burst into flanes.
Laborers at their work stations inside the factory heard Ut ena bell ow
"I quit! I can't stand it! | quit! This is stupid!"

The expl osi on had rekindl ed his rage. He stood with his fists clenched, |ooking for
sonmet hing el se to denolish, ignoring the protests of his giant coworker. The two had faced off.

"I't's worse than stupid-it's degrading!" Uema roared. "I've had enough!"

Violently, he side-kicked a stack of dressed logs, a guttural cry punctuating his swft
nove.
"Shut up and don't interfere,” he warned his conpanion. "I'm|leaving!"

The second gi ant nade no nove to stop Uenma as he stepped over the chain-link fence and
headed of f toward the wastel and. Two others had arrived on the scene, but they too | et himwalKk.

"But where are you goi ng?" one of themcalled out. "Utena-cone back! You won't survive out
there!"

"It's you that won't survive!" Utema shouted back, pointing his finger. "War! War is the

only thing that will save us!"

At a supper club in Monurment City, Mnmei, wearing a gauzy blue dress that hung off one
shoul der, stood in the spotlight, accepting the applause. It was nowhere near a full house, and,
di sappoi nted by the turnout, she hadn't put on her best show. Neverthel ess, those few who had been
able to afford tickets applauded her wildly, out of respect or politeness, she couldn't be sure.
Per haps because nobst of her fans rarely knew when her performance was of f-she was her own nost
denmanding critic.

The light was a warm confortable curtain she was reluctant to | eave.

Kyle was waiting for her backstage in the large and virtually unfurni shed dressing room
| eani ng against the wall, arms crossed, |ooking sullen and angry. He was dressed in jeans and a
narrow wai sted jacket with tails. She could tell he'd been drinking and wondered when he would go
into his Jekyll and Hyde nunber again. No doubt he'd caught all her off notes, tenmpo changes, and
n ssed words.

"Hi," she greeted himapol ogetically.

"That was terrible," Kyle snapped at her, no beating around the bush tonight. It was going
to be a bad evening, perhaps as bad as the night he had kicked a bottle at her.

"Sorry," she told himnechanically, heading straight for the dressing table, seating
hersel f on one of the velour stools, and w ping off nmakeup.

Kyl e remai ned at the wall.

"I"'mworried about that charity concert tonorrowif it goes like this."

“I"1l be okay," she prom sed him | ooking over her shoulder. "There were so few people
tonight that | was really taken by surprise. Don't worry, I'll be all right tonorrow "

"This is a high-class club," Kyle persisted. "W |et our patrons down."

She sighed. He wasn't going to let go of it. She couldn't do anything right anynore. He
was constantly lecturing her and trying to change her behavior.

"I know, " she said nmeekly, sincerely depressed-not for disappointing Kyle but for giving
anything less than her all to the audience.

"Well, there's nothing we can do about it nowthe damage is done."

She began applying crénme to her face. "You could have reduced the adm ssion price a bit,
right?"

"Y' get what you can," Kyle said defensively, shaking his fist at her or the world, she
didn't know which. He approached her. "And then, don't you forget, ny pet-we'll be sharing the
dough we earn with all the poor people, right?"
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Hi s scol ding voice was full of sarcasm and anger, hinting that she was sonmehow to bl ane
for his actions: He had to charge a lot for the tickets because she was the one who insisted on
splitting all the profits with the needy. Little did Kyle know that she would gl adly have worked
for no profit. It just didn't seemright anynore to work for noney with so nuch need, so nuch
sadness and misery, in what was | eft of everyone's world.

"Then why don't we give all the noney to charity?" she asked, neeting his glare. "W have
enough. "

Kyl e was down on one knee beside her now, anger still in his eyes but a new tone of
conciliation and patience in his voice. He put his hands on her shoul ders and | ooked into her
face.

"W have, but not enough to neke our dreans cone true. You certainly ought to be able to
understand that!"

"Yeah, but-"

"W prom sed ourselves we'd build a great concert hall sone day and do all our work there-
right ?"

She wanted to renmind himthat they had nade that pronise years ago, when such things were
possi ble. A great concert hall nowin the nmiddle of this wasteland, with things just beginning to
rebuil d and isol ated groups of people working the | and who never strayed five niles from hone? But
she just didn't have the energy to argue with him She could inagine the accusatory tone in his
voi ce: You're the one who ought to understand about dreans-you had so nmany..

"Now, get cleaned up," Kyle ordered her, getting to his feet. "After you get dressed, 'l
take you out for a good di nner, okay?"

“I"'mnot very hungry, Kyle," she told him

He turned on her and expl oded.

"W're going to eat anyway! |'Il get the car."

The door sl anmmed. She prom sed herself she wouldn't cry and went to work renoving the rest
of her nmakeup, hoping he would nell ow sonewhat by the tinme she met himat the stage door. But that
didn't happen.

"Cone on, get in," he ordered her, throwi ng open the sports car's passenger door

She frowned and slid into the | eather seat. Kyle accel erated even before she had the door
cl osed, burning out as they left the club. He knew that she hated that al nbst as nuch as she hated
the car itself-a sleek, dual frontaxled all-terrain sports car, always hungry for fuel and
synbolizing all that she detested in the old world as nuch as the new. the idea of privilege,
status, the haves and have-nots.

"Where would you like to eat?" Kyle said unpleasantly, throwi ng the vehicle through the
gears.

"Your dad's restaurant. W haven't been there in a long tine."

"l don't want to go there."

"Then why do you bot her asking ne where | want to eat, Kyle? Just let me off and I'Il go
there nysel f!I"

"Ch?" Kyle started to say, but swallowed the rest when he realized that Mnnei had thrown
open the door. An onconing van veered off, narromy mssing them as Kyle threw the steering whee
hard to the left to fling her back into the vehicle. But he overcorrected coming out of the
resultant fishtail and ended up in a swerve that brought himinto onconming traffic. The car went
through several nore slides before he could safely brake and bring themto a stop on the shoul der.
Afterward he | eaned onto the steering wheel and exhal ed | oudly. Wen he spoke, all of the anger
and sarcasmhad left him

"M nnei...we could have been killed..."

M nnmei was not nearly as shaken by the incident, having achi eved sonme purpose.

"I amsorry, Kyle. But I'mreally going there, even if | have to wal k." She opened the
door again and started to exit. "CGood-bye."

"No, wait." he stopped her. "Get back in the car."”

"Way shoul d 1?"

“I'*1l1...1"1l drive you as far as the city line."

She reseated herself and said, "Thank you so much, Kyle."

The doors of the rebuilt Wite Dragon slid open as M nnei approached just short of closing

time. Still the center of the city as it had been on Macross Island and later in the SDF-1, the
restaurant was packed even at this |ate hour
"Hi! I'mhere," she called, cheerful again, the argument with Kyle |ong behind her now.

Aunt Lena was cl eaning up. Tommy Luan, the barrel-chested mayor of Macross, and his fusty
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wi fe, Loretta, were having tea.

"Qooh, you're back!" said Lena, a warmsnile spreading across her face, the nother M nnei
had | ost.

"Heyyy!" called the mayor, equally happy to see his long-lost creation

She greeted Lena with an enbrace.

"Wel come back, darling! But shouldn't you be rehearsing for your concert?" Mnnei was the
daughter Lena had never had as well as a replacenent for the son she seened to have | ost.

"Uh huh,”™ Mnnei told her and let it drop. "M . Myor, how are you?"

"I'"'mjust fine, Mnnei."

"Good seeing you, dear," said his stiff wife. A head taller than her husband, she had a
| ong, al nbst enmci ated face underscored by a prominent chin. She wore her wavy auburn hair pulled
back into an unattractive bun and kept the collar of her blouse tightly fastened at the neck by a
| arge bl ue brooch.

Loretta and Tommy were al nbst as unlikely a couple as lithesone Lena and squat Max, who
was just stepping fromthe kitchen now, his cooking whites and chef's hat still in place.

"Heyyy, Mnnei," he draw ed.

“"Uncle!...Wuld it be okay with you if | stayed here toni ght?"

"Of course it'd be okay! M girl, you can even have your old room back again."

"Ch, thanks, Uncle Max," M nnei said, suddenly overcone with a feeling of love for all of
them happy to be back in the fold, away fromthe lights, crowds, attention...Kyle.

"Isn't that great?" the mayor crowed. "She hasn't changed a bit, even after beconi ng
f amous! ™

Three nmal e custoners had left their table to surround her, wondering what she was doi ng
there, taking advantage of the casual nature of her visit to ask for autographs.

"Success hasn't spoiled our Mnnei."

"She's still our little girl," said Max.

VWhich is just what she wanted to feel like at the nonent: to be the one taken care of
i nstead of the one who always had to keep things going. But she said, |aughing:

"Ch, no! That nekes nme sound like a little child who hasn't grown up at all!"

"Ch, | didn't nmean it that way!" Mx recanted, joining the |aughter

After signing autographs and having sonmething to eat-Lena refused to take no for an answer-
M nnei excused herself and went upstairs to her room There were no questions about Kyle; it was
as if he were no longer part of the fanmly

Lena and Max hadn't changed a thing even after the relocation of the restaurant fromthe
hol d of the dinensional fortress; they nust have put everything back where it had been-even the
whi msi cal pink rabit's head bearing her name that she had tacked to the door

Once inside, a flood of nmenories began to overwhel m her:

Her first night in this very roomwhen she'd arrived on Macross Island from Yokohana-t he
bal cony view fromthese very wi ndows of the reconstructed SDF-1; the Launching Day cel ebration and
the madness that had ensued; the years in space, and the strange twi sts of fate that had brought
her fanme...And through it all she saw Rick journeying along with her, acconpanying her, though not
al ways by her side.

She | ooked up at the corner of the room danmaged by Rick's Battloid on the day fate had
thrown hima curve. The cornice of the room had been repaired, but the place never seened to hold
paint for very long, as though the spot had decided to nenorialize itself.

M nmei crossed over to her bureau, opened one of the drawers, and retrieved the gift Rick
had given her nore than three years ago on her sixteenth birthday. The titanium Medal of Honor he
had received after the battle of Mars. She recall ed how he had appeared beneath her bal cony only
m nut es before m dnight and tossed the gift to her. "It says what | can't say to you," Rick had
told her then.

The nenory warmed her heart, thawing sonme of the sadness | odged there. But suddenly she
felt far away fromthe joy and | ove of those earlier times; sonething inside her was in danger of
dyi ng. She sobbed, holding the nedal close to her breast:

"Ch, Rick, what have | done?"

CHAPTER THREE

What do | renenber about those days in New Macross?...Anger, strident conversations, despair-it
al nrost seened as if Protoculture's shape-shifting capabilities had taken hold of fate itself,
changi ng and rewor ki ng individual destiny, transform ng and reconfiguring lives..

Li sa Hayes, Recollections
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The sun rose into cirrus skies above New Macross City, autumm's first crisp and clear day. The
stratospheric dust and debris that for two years now had | ed to blue nmoons, sullen sunsets, and
perpetual winters was at |ast dissipating, and there was every indication that Earth was truly on
t he mend.

M nnei, dressed in a white sumer-wei ght skirt and red sweater, stepped out of the Wite
Dragon and took a deep breath of the cool norning air. She felt nore rested than she had in
nmont hs; the confort of her own roomand the conpany of her famly were warmin her nenory. A
newsboy, brown basebal|l cap askew on his head, rushed by and dropped off the norning edition; she
greeted himcheerfully and started off down the street, unaware that he had turned startled in his
tracks, recognizing the singing star instantly and sonewhat di sappoi nted when she hadn't stopped
to talk with himfor a nonent.

She had a |l ot on her mnd, but for a change she felt that there was all the tinme in the
world to see to everything. The band woul d be expecting her for rehearsal, but that was stil
hours of f, and she wanted nothing nore than to walk the streets and say hello to the city in her
own way. That's no EVE projection up there, she had to reni nd hersel f, unaccustoned to sunny
ski es. She had been a creature of the night for too long, victinzed by her own needs as nuch as
she was by Kyl e's grandi ose plans for the future.

Last night's argument seened far renoved fromthis new optim smcoursing through her. If
Kyl e could only be made to understand, if he would only stop drinking and return hinmself to the
di sciplines that made himunique in her eyes...Sonetinmes he appeared to be as displaced as the
Zentraedi thenselves, yearning for new battles to wage, new fronts to open. He detested the
presence of the nmilitary and continued to blame themfor the nearly total destruction of the
planet. Mnnei pitied himfor that. The mlitary had at |east managed to sal vage a place for new
growm h. And as for their presence, the threat of a followup attack was a real one-not
manuf actured, as Kyle clainmed, to keep the civilians in line. The Earth had been ravaged once, and
it could happen again.

But these were dark thoughts to have on such a glorious day, and she decided to put them
fromher mnd. There was beauty and renewed |ife everywhere she | ooked. Skyscrapers rose |ike
silver towers above the rooftops, and Lake G oval, |ooked as though it had been sprinkled wth
gens. ...

In the outskirts of New Macross Rick had al ready commenced his norning run, in full sweats
today, a beige outfit Lisa had given himfor his birthday. The city was still asleep, taking
advantage of the chill to spend a few extra nonments cuddl ed under bl ankets, and there was no
traffic to fight; so he jogged wi thout any set course in mnd, along the |akefront, then into the
grid of city streets. Flat-bottoned cargo crafts ferried supplies to and fromthe supercarriers
still attached to the SDF-1, while launches carried night-shift work crews away fromthe SDF-2,
back to back with its mother ship and rapidly nearing conpletion

Breathe in the good, breathe out the bad, he chanted to hinmself as he ran-and there was a
great deal of the latter he needed to get rid of. If asked what he was so angry about, he probably
woul dn't have been able to offer a clear explanation. Only this: He was tense. Wether it had
sonmething to do with his situation with Lisa, or Mnnei's situation with Kyle, or Earth's with the
Zentraedi, he couldn't be sure. Probably it was a conbination of everything, coupled with an
under | yi ng sense of purposel essness that had given rise to this unnatural cynicismand despair

"Both races seemto enjoy fighting," Exedore had said. He regretted now that he had turned
the briefing into a debate-he would have felt differently had he been able to nmake his point-but
was still certain of his feelings: that the Zentraedi, for all their genetic simlarities to
humans, were no better than programmed androids. Al one needed to do was | ook around to see that
he was right: The Zentraedi were hungry for war-biologically hungry. They were deserting their
positions, sonetinmes violently-the recent incident in New Portland was a case in point-to take up
with their fellow mal contents in makeshift conpounds in the wasteland, off limts to humans, who
woul d not be able to withstand the lingering radiation. Perhaps a m stake had been made in
attenpting to band together despite the gains to New Macross thanks to the literary |arger |abor
force? But Rick was certain it was only a nmatter of tine before all the Zentraedi followed suit
and returned to war.

He exhal ed harshly and increased his pace.

Just down the street fromthe Wiite Dragon, only a few bl ocks fromRi ck's present course,
a delivery van pulled to a stop in front of a two-storied building with a red and white striped
awni ng and a rai nbow shaped sign that read CLEANING At the wheel was Konda, one of the three
former Zentraedi spies.
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"Ricol Gme a hand with this!" Bron called out fromthe sidewal k, a full basket of
laundry in his brawny arns.

The door to the shop opened, and the founder of the Mnmei cult stepped out, affecting
oversi zed and unnecessary eyegl asses, convinced that they enhanced his appearance. Rico had al so
Il et his hair grow and was dressed in a short-wai sted blue and white uniformthat fit himlike a
| ei sure suit.

The three former secret agents had secured jobs with the cl eaning service several nonths
ago, their fascination for clothing as strong now as it had been when they first experienced
Mcronian life in the holds of the SDF-1

"Hey, guess what happened?" Konda sai d, |eaning out of the van.

Ri co was quick to respond, |eaving Bron (a good fifteen pounds |ighter than he'd been two
years ago) to fend for hinself. "What happened?" he asked excitedly.

"Cuess. "

"What ?" Rico repeated, enjoying the gane but still vague about the rules.
"Mnnei's back in town-she stayed at the restaurant last night!"

“No ki ddi ng!"

"I got it straight fromhis honor the nayor hinself."
Ri co nmade a puzzled gesture. "But | saw in the paper that Mnnei's got a concert in Stone
Cty today." He wanted to believe Konda, but still...

"Well; if she |l eaves early enough today, she can still make it," Konda offered as an
expl anat i on.
Ri co snapped his fingers. "Rats! If | had known, | would have gone to the restaurant | ast

night to eat." He dug into his pants pocket and produced a snall notebook, which he inmediately
began to leaf through. It was possible he'd been m staken about the Stone City concert.

"Hmm ..let's see...It looks like |'ve forgotten her concert schedule in ny other notebook." If
Konda's informati on was correct, then perhaps M nnmei woul d be spendi ng anot her night at the Wite
Dr agon.

Rico reveled in the idea of "having a mssion." He and his sidekicks had had their share
of dull evenings lately. Things didn't seemto be working out too well between the three of them
and Kim Vanessa, and Sammie. He was at a loss to explain the reasons for this but reasoned that
it had something to do with procreation, that nystery of nysteries so inportant to M cronian
fermal es. Not everyone could be as fortunate as Mriya Parino and her mate..

Just then Bron appeared behind him a neatly folded stack of sheets in his arns.

"Hey! We're supposed to be dry cleaners, not gossipnongers.” Bron took his job very
seriously, judging it to be one of the nost inportant things a Mcronian could attend to-next to
cooki ng, of course. The care and nmi ntenance of uniforns especially. "Now, either you ship up or
shape out or |I'm gonna just have to-huh?"

Bron shoul dered Rico aside and advanced a few steps along the sidewal k, staring at a wonan
pedestri an headed their way.

"Hey...Am | dream ng?" he-said. Then: "It is!"

"Huh?" said Rico, tenpted to renove his gl asses.

Konda | eaned fromthe van. "Is that..."
"Mnnei!" the three of themsaid together, unable to believe their |uck
"Hi ." She snmiled, raising her hand. She hadn't seen any of themin nonths-since her |ast

open-air concert in New Macross, where they had had front-row seats and carried artificial
flowers.

Rico and Bron ran to her, Konda quick to bring up the rear

"M nmei, would you...well, would you |like to autograph this?" Bron said, offering her his
pile of pressed linen.

"Hey, Bron, that belongs to a custoner," Rico pointed out, confident that his know edge of
M croni an protocol would inpress M nnei.

But Bron ignored him "So what! 1'Il buy the custoner a new one!"

This found favor with Rico and Konda, both of whomreached for the sheets sinultaneously,
touching off an instant tug-of-war for what hadn't already fallen to the sidewal k.

M nmei backed up, worried about how this battle m ght escalate; but finally she |aughed
and dug into her purse for a pen.

El sewhere in the city a nore violent battle was under way.

Mayor Tommy Luan had been attending to his norning ritual (putting on a tie, then taking
it off ), when he saw sonmething fly past his second-fl oor bedroom w ndow sonething |arge and red
that had about as much business being in the air as a tie had around his neck. He noved to the
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window in tine to see a conpact car crash to the street and expl ode. Pedestrians were screarm ng
and fleeing the scene. Sone idiot's driven off the roof of the parking garage, Luan told hinself
as he made for the stairway.

By the tinme he reached street level, flanmes and thick snoke had engul fed what was | eft of
the car. But he had scarcely stepped fromthe building when a second explosion filled the air,
nore ground-shaking than the first. Luan saw a second bl ack cloud rise over the rooftops from
sonewhere nearby and ran toward the direction of the snoke, revising his earlier hypothesis. Was
this a sneak attack or sone new terrorist group at work?

As he approached the intersection, an airborne girder took out a streetlanp, sending up a
fountain of sparks and stopping himin his tracks. From around the corner cane two Zentraed
gi ants, one brandi shing a |ong pipe and carrying a |arge sack stuffed with who knew what. Luan had
begun a slow retreat down his street, but the two saw himand began to pursue him Spent after a
bl ock, the mayor stopped, collapsing to his knees in front of his hone.

The Zentraedi stood over him threatening himw th the pipe.

"I beg you-h-have pity,"

“I"lIl spare you if you give ne everything you' ve got!" grow ed the pipe w el der
instinctively, with no real purpose other than intimdation in nind

"T-that's easier said than done," Luan answered him trying to figure out just what he
m ght possess that woul d appeal to a sixty-foot warrior

I nsi de the house, Luan's wife, Loretta, having glinpsed the terrifying street scene from
the Iiving roomw ndow, had al ready rai sed the base on the phone. The cl enched fist of one of the
aliens filled the plate w ndow behind her.

"Right...right," she was saying, growi ng panic in her voice. "They've suddenly becone very
viol ent and extrenely dangerous. They're trying to take our food and our possessions and
everything we-"

Sonet hi ng took hold of her, cutting off her breath.

Now she was being lifted off the floor and carried through the front door, her narrow
shoul ders and fragile neck pinched in the grip of giant fingers. The warrior, who had gone down on
both knees to fish her fromher honme, held her ten feet above the sidewal k, choking the Iife from
her while he roared into her face.

"Whaddaya think you're up to? Sit down!" he said gruffly, slamring her to the concrete.
Thi s knocked the wi nd out of her and disl ocated her back. Through the pain she recogni zed that she
was sitting in a nost unladylike position, her pleated blue skirt up around her thighs, but there
was not hing she could do about it. Then suddenly Tommy was besi de her, holding her and spitting at
the aliens:

"You nonster! You've hurt her." Luan wapped his beefy arns around his wife. "Be strong,
darling. We're going to get you to a hospital as soon as we-"

"You' re not going anywhere!" the two Zentraedi bellowed, noving in to cast a gri mshadow
over both of them...

Ri ck was breathing hard, pushing hinmself into a sprint, when he heard his name called. He
forced hinself to stop, doubled over with hands on his knees, panting for a nonent, before he
turned around. Lisa! He had purposely avoided his usual route for fear of bunping into her, and
now here she was not ten feet away, shapely in her blue skirt and orange V-neck sweater. There had
been sone awkward nmonments between themthese past few weeks. She had stopped coming by his
quarters-even (in a roundabout fashion) returned the key he had given her. She thought he was
seeing Mnnei again, but he wasn't. Not really.

"What are you doing up so early?" he asked as she approached.

She stammered, "Um..well, | wasn't sleeping too well."

"Why not?" Rick said, feeling a sudden concern

"Sonething's wong."

"Wong? Whaddaya nean?"

Lisa stared at him Ws he ever going to be able to talk to her? "I don't know, " she told
him "lI'"'mnot really sure..."
"Well, working on patrol has nade nme pretty sensitive to what's going on-there's sone

tension, but we can handle it."

Was he tal king about tension between the two of them or did he nmean tension anong the
Zentraedi ? Lisa asked herself. Patrol was making himsensitive...to what? She wanted to believe
that this was Rick's way of apol ogi zi ng.

“"I'd better be reporting in," he said, notioning toward the SDF-1. "It's breakfast tine."

Lisa smled to herself. It was like pulling teeth...but she wasn't going to give up on
him Not yet.
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"Mnd if | walk with you? | don't feel |ike going back to the barracks by nyself, okay?"

"Come to think of it," Rick said as they started off, "you may be right about there being
trouble.”

It was as prescient a comment as Rick had uttered in quite sone tine-although subsequent
events would erase it fromhis nenory-because M nnei happened to be wal king up the very street
Ri ck and Lisa had entered when they rounded the corner scarcely ten-paces ahead of her

M nnei froze, sucking in her breath, as those haunting nenories she had experienced in her
room | ast evening returned. Seeing himnow, practically armin armwith this other woman, only

strengthened her earlier |longings and, worse still, reinforced her worse fears. What had she done?
"Ch, listen," she heard Rick tell Lisa. "I forgot to tell you-I put your picture in ny
al bum "
"You di d? That was sweet."
Rick turned to Lisa and started to say, "I hope you don't mind, but I-"
Then he saw her standing there.
The nmonment was full of real-life drama, but Mnnei held the edge. She stood still |ong

enough for himto hear her sob and see the tears; then she turned and ran

Her performance wasn't |ost on Lisa. But Rick was fully taken in, already chasing after
her, calling for her to wait.

Why? Lisa yelled at herself. Wiy does she have to manipulate him and why does he fal
right into it, and why am | chasing hi m now when he's chasi ng her?

Ri ck and Lisa were right behind Mnnmei when she turned the corner, but all at once she was
nowhere in sight

"How coul d she have di sappeared so quickly?" Rick said, |ooking around.

Li sa was out of breath. She had figured-correctly, in fact-that M nnei was hiding in one
of the storefronts up ahead.

She was about to suggest they try a different direction, when a thunderous bass voice
suddenly yelled: "I said shut up!"

Ri ck and Lisa turned. Towering above the building situated diagonally across the
intersection fromthem two Zentraedi workers were faced off in an argunent. The red-haired one
stepped forward and threw a sucker punch, catching the second across the jaw and dropping himto
the street with a ground-shaking crash

"Come on!" Rick said, hurrying toward the fracas.

By the time Rick and Lisa arrived on the scene, the red-haired Zentraedi was straddling
hi s opponent, pumeling the other's face. A third Zentraedi, obviously allied with the w nner
stood sniling off to one side. Tormy Luan was cowering on the sidewal k near by.

Ri ck braced hinself and stepped forward. "Stop that fighting right now" he yelled. "Stop
it, | said!"

The mayor, supporting his injured wife, ran to Rick's side fromacross the street.

"Commander! Thank goodness you're here!"

"What's this all about, sir?" Rick asked him

"They were threatening to kill us! Then this one showed up, and they started arguing-"

"I can't live here anynore!" bellowed the red-haired Zentraedi, pinning his opponent to
the street.

Luan, encouraged by Rick's presence, stepped forward to address the giant. "I told you-I
under stand your problem but you have to be reasonabl e about-"
"Be quiet, fatso!"™ the former warrior said, getting to his feet. "I'll squash you, got

it

Luan and his wife hid behind Rick

“"Tell himnot to get angry about it, Commander."

Just then the streets began shaking with a recogni zabl e thunder. Civil defense sirens
bl ared as four Excalibur MK VIs took up positions on either side of the Zentraedi, their tw n-
cannon arns rai sed. Bipedally designed relatives of the MAC II cannon, the necha bristled with
gatlings and were capabl e of delivering devastating volleys of firepower.

Ri ck wasn't sure what he was going to say next, but the sudden arrival of Robotech necha
on the scene was a booster shot to his confidence.

"The authorities are here. Now will you stop fighting?"

The upper gun turret of the |lead Excalibur slid forward, and the necha's commander
el evated hinself into view

"Zentraedi!" his small but anplified voice rang out. "Stop! W've got you surrounded!'

The gi ant who nonents before had been flat on his back got up and stepped out of harnis
way, |eaving the red-haired one and his cohort center stage. Rick, recognizing the voice of the

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday.txt (13 of 86) [5/21/03 2:35:08 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday .txt

mecha conmander, cupped his hands to his nouth and shouted: "Dan! Hold it!"

Dan | ooked down from his cockpit seat, surprised to find Rick in the niddle of this.
"Conmander! What happened here?"

"Let me handle this," Rick told him

Dan gave a verbal aye-aye, and Rick noved in angrily to confront the giants.

“"Now, you listen to nme, and listen good! | knowlife with us is hard for you, but the
authorities want to help you with your problens-if you' Il give themthe chance."

The red-haired Zentraedi, clutching his sackful of val uables once again, went down on one
knee to answer Rick, equally confident and angered.

"Wait a mnute!" he growed. "If your governnent is so worried about us and so concerned
about our welfare, why don't they let us go out and be with our own people where we bel ong?"

“Uh, well, that's-"

"l ama warrior, understand?"

"Well, what about it?" asked the second Zentraedi threateningly. "Bagzent wants to fight-
can you hel p hi nP"

"I"'mgood with ny fists, and | can handle practically any weapon," continued the one
call ed Bagzent. "So what do you say? Can you hel p? Speak up, | can't hear you...Wll?. ..Are you
gonna help nme or not?"

The scene was turning ugly again. Mayor Luan, his wife, and Lisa sensed it and began to
back away. The CD necha shifted slightly, their guns traversing sonewhat.

At the corner, unseen, M nnei gasped.

"Well," Rick began, "we have no firm guarantee you won't band together and attack us
again. If you want to-"
"Huh!" Bagzent grunted, tiring of the gane. "If you can't hel p-nme solve ny problem then

what's the point in saying that you or your governnent will talk about it?" Al at once his right
hand had noved forward. "Mcronian!" he uttered in disgust, flicking his forefinger

Rick took the full force of the movenent. The Zentraedi's |og-sized forefinger caught him
full body, fromknees to chin, lifting himoff his feet and tossing hima good ten feet through
the air. Dazed and bl oodi ed, he |landed solidly on his runp at the clawli ke foot of one of the
Excal i burs.

Startled gasps went up fromthe humans pressed together on the street corner, but those
were not as bothersone to the Zentraedi as the sounds of weapons being | evel ed agai nst them

"On ny signal," said Dan. "Blast 'em"

The two Zentraedi backed away, suddenly afraid. Gatlings were ranged in.

"Wait," one of them pleaded. "Don't shoot."

Ri ck shook the pain fromhis body, struggled to his feet, and raced back to the center of
the arena. He raised up his arms and shouted to Dan again, "Hold your fire!" Then he held his face
up to to Bagzent, blood running fromthe corner of his nouth.

Bagzent snarled. "Listen to me, Mcronian," he started to say.

"No! You listen to ne," Rick interrupted him "W've given you sanctuary and this is how
you repay us?!"

The corners of Bagzent's mouth turned down. "I'msorry," he grunbl ed-not apol ogetically,
but as if to say: I'"'msorry it has to be this way.

Bagzent and his conpanion turned and began to walk off, but the third Zentraedi stepped
forward now, calling to them

"Cone back! You'll regret this! Wien we first came here, you thought their culture was a
great thing-you were so inpressed by Mnnei's songs."

The Zentraedis stopped for a nonent as if considering this, then continued their heavy-
footed retreat.

"Stay and give it one nore try!" the third was shouting. "It's worth the effort, isn't it?
W' ve come so far, we can't give up now "

When he realized his words were having no effect, he added: "Stupid cowards! Come back!"

Conceal ed from Lisa and the Luans, M nnei brought her hand to her nouth to stifle her
sadness and terror. When she could no | onger contain herself, she fled.

Lisa was at Rick's side now, watching the Zentraedis nove stiffly away.

"They're getting nore and nore dissatisfied," said Rick, spitting blood. "W're gonna have
to do somrething."

"I wonder...what'll they do after they | eave here?"

"I know one thing," the mayor interjected. "Wether they survive out in that wastel and or
not...we're responsible."

Ri ck spun around, angry and confused to find yet another synpathizer in his nidst. But the
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mayor stared hi m down.
"That's right, Rick," Luan said knowi ngly. "W haven't heard the last of this."

CHAPTER FOUR

The nythol ogi es of numerous Earth cultures identified north and the arctic regions with evil and
death. | don't believe it was conveni ence or coincidence that led the militaristic heads of the
Earth council to construct their ill-fated Grand Cannon there; nor do | think that Khyron just

happened to land his ship there. As water seeks its own level, so does evil seek its own place.
Rawl i ns, Zentraedi Triumvirate: Dol za, Breetai, Khyron

The mle-long alien cruiser lay buried under ice and snow, with only its igloolike gun turrets

vi si bl e above the frozen, howling surface. No squad of Air Force personnel would cone to

i nvestigate this one, nor would any hunman-chai n prophylactic magic circle be formed to contain its
evil intent. It was too late to watch the skies..

In the observation bubble inside the ship, Khyron, his burgundy uniform and forest-green
canpai gn cl oak | ooki ng none the worse for wear through two |ong years, |eaped fromthe comand
chair as Gerao delivered his latest report.

"Are you absolutely sure of this, Gerao?"

“I"'mcertain of it, mlord," said Gerao, thrice lucky for having lived through the
expl osion of the reflex furnaces on Mars, the holing of his ship during a Daedal us Maneuver, and
now t he hol ocaust itself. He brought his fist to his breast insignia in salute.

"Qur spies have reported that thousands of dissatisfied Zentraedi are |eaving town after
town. They are estimated to be around ten thousand, sir."

"Ah, splendid," said Khyron, clenching his right hand, the devilish eyes of his handsone
face peering from beneath blue bangs. "A nost interesting occurrence-well worth the two-year wait
inthis terrible place!"

Khyron, through either an act of prescient will or cowardi ce unheard of anobng the
Zentraedi, had absented his ship and crew fromthe battle that had all but destroyed the |ast of
his race. It certainly wasn't Khyron's plan to bring Breetai and Dol za into confrontation, so why
all ow the Botoru Battalion to get caught up in H gh Conmand's nadness? All al ong Khyron had
mai nt ai ned that the best way to handle Zor's ship was to destroy it. Anyone shoul d have been able
to see that fromthe beginning. But instead the fools had attenpted to capture the fortress,
unaware of the M cronian malignancy spreadi ng fast through the fleet. The existence of the
Protoculture matrix Zor's fortress was thought to contain was not, however, so easily dism ssed.

I ndeed, Khyron had saved hinself for this greater purpose; but the fact renmained that his
war shi p's precious fuel and weapons supply were all but depl eted.

He had hidden on the far side of the Earth during the catastrophic explosion that had
wi ped out Dolza's four-nillion-ship armada-the arnmada that had once nmade his race the nost feared
t hroughout the Fourth Quadrant. Surely the Mcronians had the traitors Breetai and Exedore to
thank for their success, although how those two had gai ned any know edge of the barrier shield's
i nversion capacity was beyond him In all likelihood it was a stroke of |uck-and the judgnent of
fate for the Zentraedi

Khyron had chosen to put down in the frozen wastel and of the hal f-dead planet in the hopes
of sal vagi ng sonething fromthe Mcronian's reflex weapon, the so-called G and Cannon. But not hing
remai ned of it.

He was aware, however, that his elite group did not represent the |ast of the Zentraedi
somewhere in the quadrant between Earth and Tirol, there was Conmandor Reno's ship, along with the
aut onat ed Robotech factory, still fabricating battle mecha for a handful of warriors. There were
al so the contaminated Zentraedi fromBreetai's fleet who had el ected to stand shoul der to shoul der
with the Mcronians. Khyron's own spies were at work infiltrating this latter group, in addition
to the renegade bands of Zentraedi who had al ready abandoned the Earth popul ation centers to
i nhabit the wastes; and Khyron knew that soneday soon they would prove to be his allies. Then
Reno and Khyron would rebuild the Zentraedi war nmachine with the help of the Masters thensel ves.
And once the Earth was incinerated, they would scour the quadrant for new worlds to conquer

But first he needed to get his ship spaceworthy once again.

And now the word he'd been waiting for had finally cone.

He turned to the one who had stood beside himthrough the long wait, in defiance of the
old ways, a synbol of the new order of things.

"Qur faith is vindicated, ny dear Azonia."

"I ndeed," The forner commander of the Quadrono Battalion snmiled. She was dressed |ike her
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lord, save that her cloak was blue. Her arnms were folded, and she wore an arrogant grin. Wen her
own ship had been holed by fire fromDol za's armada, it was Khyron who had conme to her aid,

convi ncing her to abandon Breetai's forces and join him "Let thembattle it out together," he had
said. "W will live to see the rebirth of the Zentraedi!"

"Their taste for the Mcronian life-style was only tenporary,"” Khyron was saying. "l knew
that after a little while they'd growtired of it. And you see | was right!"

Two years under the ice and snow had brought a strange new cl oseness between Azonia and
her commander-a cl oseness that had nore to do with life than death: the stimulation of the senses,
pl easure. Azonia believed it had sonething to do with the planet itself-this Earth. But she kept
these thoughts to herself. |If pleasure was the cause of the warriors' desertion, she couldn't
blame them Mriya included, although it renmi ned a puzzle why she would bother to take a M cronian
mat e over a Zentr aedi

"Yes, Khyron," said the fourth Zentraedi in the comand center-Gel, who had been Khyron's
trusted lieutenant through many | ong canpai gns.

Azoni a shook her fist, mmcking Khyron's gesture of determnination. "Now, |ook," she
announced. "If things keep going as planned, we can put together a battalion that | guarantee wl|l
take them ™"

Khyron snmiled to himself. It was only right that his underlings echo his sentinents, but
Azonia had a lot to | earn. Wiat could she guarantee, save that Khyron would be victorious in the
end? That Khyron woul d take then

Nevert hel ess, he hunored her w thout seening patronizing.

"Yes, of course we shall."

The Backst abber noved to the comink of the cruiser's command bubble to address his
troops, who had gathered in the astrogational hold bel ow.

"Now, |isten, everyone," he began. "You needn't hide yourselves any |longer! You are
Zentraedi warriors! | want you to see to it that our forner conrades are | ed here. Those who have
est abl i shed canps for thenselves in the wastel ands and those who have yet to | eave the M croni an
popul ation centers. And | want you to tell all the micronized Zentraedi that if they join us,
will return themto their original size so that they too may wal k tall and proud once again!"

The sol diers began to cheer their lord and savior with cries of "Long |live the Zentraedi
long live Khyron!"

Khyron's |ips became a thin line as he took in the collective outpourings of his troops.

Yes, he promi sed hinself, he would return the Zentraedi to their original size-their
rightful place in the universe. And the destruction of this planet would be his first step in that
direction, including the destruction of that secret weapon the Mcronians had used so effectively
agai nst his race, that weapon the deserters had | earned to enbrace: that M nnei!

Kyl e gave another | ook at his wistwatch: seven forty-eight and she still hadn't arrived

He gl anced out fromthe wings of the stage. It was a small crowd who had gathered in Stone
City's open-air anphitheater (half a dozen giant Zentraedi in the far tiers, nesas and nonoliths
in the distance, a pink and bl ue sunset sky) but a vocal one nonethel ess, clapping and shouting
now, eager to bring Mnnei on stage. The warmup group was well into their second set, but the
audi ence had already tired of them hal fway through the first.

Kyl e cursed hinself for letting her out of his sight, especially after last night's fight
and that crazy stunt she had pulled on the Macross H ghway.

"Hey, Kyle!" said someone behind him There was an unconceal ed note of anger in the voice,
and Kyl e swung around ready for action, happy to vent his own frustration and rage if the
opportunity presented itself. Vance Hassl ewood, M nnei's booki ng agent, was striding down the
corridor toward him

"What's the idea? Wiere the devil is Mnnei?" Hassl ewood demanded.

Hassl ewood was wearing his customary avi ator specs, a sweater-vested white suit and tie,
and a scow on his clean-shaven face.

"Mnnei'll be here," Kyle told himtiredly.

"But showtime's in just ten nore mnutes-you realize that?"

"She'll show," Kyle said nmore strongly. "M nnei is not the kind of singer who ignores her
obligations. You oughta know that by now, Hassl ewood."

"I do know that. But just the sanme, Kyle, | want her here at |east half an hour before
showtine."

"She'll be here!" Kyle repeated, his patience' fading fast. He gestured to the audience.

"You know, you put on a pretty good act as a pronoter, Hasslewood-attracting an audi ence that
si ze. "
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Hassl ewood' s nostrils flared. He was getting sick and tired of having to answer to Kyle's
demands and criticisms and was of half a mind to turn his back on the whole deal. But he couldn't
bear the thought of leaving Mnnei in the care of a hothead |ike Kyle. A drunk and degenerate-

"Hey, she's here!" a stagehand call ed out.

As Hassl ewood turned. around, one of the band nenbers ran up to him

"Mnnei's here. She's in her dressing room" he told them feeling it necessary to point
t he way.

Kyl e snorted and shoul dered his way past Hassl ewood. He didn't bother to knock at the
dressing roomdoor, nmerely threw it open and denmanded:

"Where have you been?"

M nmei was putting on her face. She was wearing the sane off-the-shoulder ruffled blue
dress she had worn at the supper club |ast night.

"Sorry I'"'mlate," she answered w t hout turning around.

"I don't know why we're even bothering to do this gig-there's hardly anyone out there.
This is the pits.™

"l don't care that much about the size of the audience," she said into the mrror. "I'm
t hrough worrying about all this, Kyle. I"'mjust going to sing for ny fans, just the way | always
have. "

"What's with you?" he said, standing over her now.

M nnmei shot to her feet and faced him "You worry about our take, Kyle! |I'mjust singing
for nyself, do you understand ne? Just for nyself!"

She pushed past himand | eft the room

Her anger had taken himby surprise. Mnnei just singing for hersel f? he asked hinself,
then turned to the door with a sullen | ook

He' d see about that.

Back in New Macross, Rick, Lisa, and Max and Mriya Sterling were sumoned to a briefing
in Adniral Goval's quarters aboard the SDF 1. Hunter and Hayes had spent nost of the day filling
out reports concerning that nmorning's incident with the Zentraedi nal contents. Rick was sore head
to foot fromBagzent's finger flick. Max and Mriya were sans Dana, their child, for a change but
joined at the hip nonethel ess.

d oval | ooked plain tired. Perhaps, as a former Earth hero had once remarked, "it wasn't
the years, it was the mles." He'd been spending nore and nore of his tine in the old ship, and on
those rare occasions when he did put in an appearance el sewhere, he seened inpatient and troubl ed.
Gone was the tolerant, accepting paternal figure who shared the sense of fear and purpose that
united the rest of them In his place was a man of secret purpose, bearing the weight of the world
on his narrow shoul ders. Exedore, who in a sense had becone his right-hand man, was also in
att endance.

"What |'m about to tell you is strictly confidential," A@oval told the four RDF
commanders. "Not a word of this is to leave this room If it were to get out, the danage woul d be
catastrophic."”

The old man was seated at his desk; behind himthe clear starry night poured in through
the fortress's massive permagl ass w ndow.

The commanders responded with a crisp, "Yes, sir."

Exedore stepped forward to address them now, the whites of his eyes practically glowing in
the di mroom

"Yesterday, we finally spotted the Zentraedi autonated Robotech factory satellite. Space
cruisers large enough to destroy the Earth with a single blast are being constructed within the
satellite." He caught their gasps of surprise and hastened to add, "Yes, it is a terrible thing."

"Listen carefully,” said Aoval, nore harshly than was necessary. He was standi ng now,
pal ns flat against the desk. "I want you people to survey that system and bring ne additional data
on the satellite."”

The four commanders exchanged puzzl ed | ooks. There was sonething the old man wasn't
telling themaside fromanswering how it was they were supposed to get of fworld-unless of course
he was planning to recomm ssion the SDF-1 itself.

"Commander Breetai will fill you in on the details,” G oval explained after a nonent. "W
have no way of knowing if and when the renmaining Zentraedi will attack us again, but for our own
defense we have to have as many space cruisers as we can lay our hands on." He turned to them now
to enphasi ze the point, "You understand that."

"Yes," Exedore said softly. H s eyes were closed, his brow furrowed, and one coul d al npost
believe that he felt a twinge of pain at the thought of bringing warships to bear against his own
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ki nd once agai n.

Ri ck and the others voiced their assent: It not only meant that they woul d be |eaving the
pl anet again, it neant that they would be relying on the Zentraedi as well. And yet d oval was
right: It was for their own defense.

M nnmei stepped onto the stage and grasped the m crophone. Col ored spots played across the
pl ank floor, until at last a single rose-toned beam of |ight found and enconpassed her in its warm
glow. Her face was sad, blue eyes wide and full of loss. The crowd was chanting, "W |ove M nnei,
we love Mnnei," but all she could think about was Rick, Kyle, those giant Zentraedi who had
fought in the streets of New Macross only hours ago.

She felt as though she had failed everyone.

She had decided to scrap the first upbeat tune of the set and go i Mmediately into "Touch
and Go," a |aid-back nunber that started with a sinple piano and string riff and bass slide but
grew sonber and nel ancholy at the F-sharp mnor/Csharp 7 bridge, with a sort of crying guitar
di stortion punctuati on backed by a stiff snare beat.

| always think of you,
Dream of you late at night.
What do you do,

When | turn out the Iight?
No matter who | touch

It is you |l still see.

I can't believe

VWhat has happened to ne.

Tears began to formin her eyes as she sang. The audi ence was nesnerized by her
performance. She sensed this and began to experience an extraordi nary sense of nostal gia and
yearning, entering the tune's bridge now

It is you | miss.
It's you who's on mny mind,
It's you | cannot | eave behind.

If the connection could always be this strong, she said to herself. If only she had the
strength to will things right, and good, and peaceful. |If only she had the power to becone that
synbol once again, that perfect chord everyone would vibrate to..

It's me who's | ost-

The nme who | ost her heart-
To you who tore ny heart
apart.

But |l oss was the world's new thenme; |oss and betrayal, anger and regret. And what could
she hope to achi eve agai nst such malignant power? She had tried and fail ed, and the day would come
soon when song itself was but a nmenory.

If you still think of ne
How did we conme to this?
Wsh that | knew

It is nme that you niss
Wsh that | knew

It is me that you miss..

CHAPTER FI VE

[ The joint Terran/Zentraedi exploration of the SDF-1] was the only occasion when Breetai allowed
hinsel f to undergo the mcronization process [prior to the SDF-3 Expeditionary Mssion to Tirol].
As soon as it becane obvious that Zor's prize [i.e., the Protoculture matrix] was likely to remain
hi dden for sone tinme |longer, Breetai inmmediately had hinself returned to full stature. He had
little of the curiosity for Mcronian custons that Exedore had; nor did he share the sane
fascination for Mnnei that was responsible for so many other deviations fromthe Zentraedi way.
Breetai enjoyed being | ooked up to..
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Raw i ns, Zentraedi Triunvirate: Dol za, Breetai, Khyron

G ound fog lay like spun sugar across Lake doval and swirled through the early norning streets of
New Macross |ike autum ghosts. In the shadow of the gargantuan di nensional fortress-like sone

t echno- Neptune protector-a three-stage rocket added its LOX exhaust to the mst. An RDF shuttle
(the sane that had carried Lisa Hayes fromthe SDF-1 to Al aska Base two years ago) was affixed. to
the rocket's mai n booster pack

In anot her part of the field, nine Veritechs were also holding in preflight status. Each
ship was outfitted with deep-space augnentati on pods and positioned atop individual blast shield
transports.

The Shiva was fully primed for launch; gantries and attendance vehicles had al ready been
pul I ed back, and the sound of the countdown Kl axons lent an eerie sound track to the scene.

In the control tower, techs ran last-mnute crucial checks on the shuttle's propul sion and
gui dance systens. Readouts flashed across nyriad nonitor screens too quickly for the untrained eye
to nmake sense of, and two dozen voices tal ked at once but never at cross-purposes. Robotechnol ogy
had sinplified things substantially since the pioneering days of space travel, but certain
traditions and routines had been maintai ned.

“Cal culations for orbital fluctuations have been received," one of the shuttle crew said
t hrough the comlink "W have | ock and signal, control."

"Shuttle escort,” a nmale controller directed toward one of the Veritechs, "we are at T
mnus fifty and counting. Your lift-off is at T three."

A second Veritech pilot was being questioned by a femal e tech: "Escort V-oh-one-one-two,
your gravitational tracking status is what? Please clarify."

"Tower control," the pilot responded. "Uh, sorry about that. Little snafu with the
gui dance switch, if you know what | nean..."

"Watch it next time, mister,"” the tech scolded him

On the field Max and Mriya, strapped into their respective blue and red Veritechs, went
t hrough final systens checks. Max flashed his wife a thunbs-up fromthe cockpit as he |l owered the
tinted faceshield of his hel net.

Evacuati on warni ngs were bei ng broadcast through the field PA: "All ground support
vehi cl es evacuate | aunch area inmediately...All Veritechs conplete final systens check...W. are
go for lift-off. Repeat-we are go for lift-off...Countdown conmmencing-T mnus thirty seconds..."

In Skull One, Rick surveyed the field as the transport's nassive hydraulic jacks lifted
the Veritech to a seventy-two-degree |aunch angle. Sinultaneously a thick blast shield was
el evated into position behind the Veritech's aft rockets. Thinking about the inportance of the
m ssion, he was overcone by a wave of nostalgia, a curious sense of honesickness for space. He
realized suddenly how di sappoi nted he woul d have been had the admiral left himout of this one..

"You are going to rendezvous with the Zentraedi flagship, " doval had explained at the
briefing. "Only at that time will you receive your final instructions. | have put Comuander
Breetai in charge of this nmission for reasons that will becone clear to you later."

Ri ck gl anced over his shoulder at the Shiva, the shuttle piggyback on its glean ng hull
It was amazing, he decided: going off to rendezvous with Breetai, the Zentraedi who had once torn
his Vermlion Veritech linmb fromlinb. He wondered if Lisa was renenbering that tine, that kiss..

"Shuttle to tower control...all systens on-line and awaiting green light."

"Roger, shuttle,"” the controller radioed to the crew. "Stand by..."

I nside the shuttle, Lisa | eaned toward the permagl ass porthole closest to her seat. It was
not an easy maneuver, but she hoped to catch a glinpse of Rick's lift-off. One by one the
Veritechs were being nosed up now...Max's, Mriya's...Rick's...She pulled herself away fromthe
vi ew and si ghed, |oud enough for O audia and Exedore to hear her and inquire if she was all right.
It was a strange m xture of enotions that tugged at her thoughts: nenories of the tine she'd spent
in Breetai's ship and recent events that continued to confuse her feelings. In some ways this
return to the stars was less like a mssion than a vacation

"Shuttle escort launch at signal zero-now"

The Veritechs lifted off, the sound of their blasts like a volley of thunderclaps echoing
around the | ake. Then, with a nore continuous roar, the Shiva rose fromits pad, a fiery norning
star in the scudded skies over New Macross.

Breetai's ship, one-tine nenesis and subsequent ally of the SDF-1, was holding at a
Lagrange point inside the lunar orbit. More than ten kilometers in I ength, arnored and bristling
with guns |ike sone nightmare |eviathan, the vessel had never put down on Earth. But teans of
Lang' s Robotechs, working side by side with Zentraedi giants, had retrofitted the ship to
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accommodat e human crews. Elevators and air |ocks had been incorporated into the hull; holds had
been partitioned off into human-size work spaces and quarters; automated wal kways were install ed;
and the astrogation hold now contained control consoles and the |atest innovations fromLang' s

proj ects-devel opnent |abs. All this had been child's play for the Earth techs-nmany of the sane nen
and wormen who had overseen the original conversion of the SDF-1, had later fabricated a city for
60, 000 inside the fortress itself, and were currently involved in the construction of the SDF-2-
but it had struck the Zentraedi (who had no understandi ng of the Robotechnol ogy bequeathed to them
by the Masters) as near mracul ous.

Now, while the shuttle craft carrying Exedore, Lisa, and C audia entered one of the
flagship's docking bays, the nine Veritechs under Rick's conmand were reconfiguring to Guardian
node and putting down in fornmation on an external elevator. In the bay a hunman voi ce announced the
shuttle's arrival in English

"Al'l personnel in docking zones D-twenty-four and D-twenty-five-attention: M cronian
shuttl ecraft now commenci ng final docking procedures in upper |anding bay."

The use of the term "M cronian" was no | onger considered to be pejorative, in spite of its
derivation; it had sinply come to nean "human-size" as opposed to "m crobelike." So Lisa and
Claudia were not fazed; nor was Rick, topside, when a shock trooper wel coned the Veritechs aboard
i kew se.

The Zentraedi shock trooper stood a good sixty feet tall, but the fact that he was wearing
arnmor and a hel net suggested that he m ght be one of the inferior class of warriors incapable of
wi t hst andi ng the vacuum perils of deep space unless properly outfitted.

"Unh, thanks,” Rick told himthrough the comnet. "It's good to be here.” The trooper
flashed hima grin and thunbs-up. "If you're ready, let's bring her down," Rick added.

The giant proudly displayed a device in his gloved hand. He tapped in a sinple code, and
the el evator began to drop into the ship.

El sewhere, Lisa, Caudia, and Exedore exited the shuttle's circul ar doorway and descended
the stairway to the hold floor. Breetai was waiting for themthere, his blue uniformand brown
tuni ¢ | ooki ng brand- new.

"My Mcronian friends-wel conme,” his voice booned.

Li sa | ooked up at him standing there with arns aki nbo and found herself smiling. These
past two years had worked a subtle nagic on the commander. It was well known that he refused to
m croni ze hinmsel f, but merely working with humans had been enough to change hi m sonehow, soften
him Lisa thought. The gl eaning plate that covered one side of his face seenmed nore an ador nment
now t han anyt hi ng el se.

Meanwhi | e Exedore had stepped forward and offered a stiff hunman sal ute.

"Greetings and salutations, your Lordship. W are at your service."

Breetai bent down, a |look of affection contorting his face. "It's good seeing you
Exedore...It's nice to have you back on the ship."

Exedore nust have noticed the change al so, because he seenmed genui nely moved. "Wy, uh,
thank you, sir,"” he stammered.

Breetai turned to Caudia and Lisa, their upturned faces betraying gentle amusenent. "And
| especially wish to extend a welcone to you," he told them naking a gallant gesture with his
hand. "I am deeply honored to have you under ny conmand."

Li sa, versed in Zentraedi protocol, returned: "It's a great honor, sir, to have this
opportunity.”

Breetai cane down on one knee to thank her. "As you know, ny people are unaccustoned to
contact with beauty such as yours," he said flatteringly. "So don't be offended by any strange
reactions you may encounter.”

Lisa and Caudia turned to each other and | aughed openly as Breetai drew hinself up to
full hei ght again.

"Now then...if you'll permt, I'll show you to your quarters."

In the hangar space bel ow t he docki ng el evator, Max stood beneath Mriya's scarl et
GQuardian. He called up to the open-canopi ed cockpit, "Ckay, that's it," signaling her with a wave
of his hand. "Now bring the cradle pod down."

Mriya activated the device only recently installed in her Veritech

"Here it comes,” she told him

Servonot ors whi ned, and a royal -blue cylindrical pod-which could have passed for a turn-of-
t he-century bonb-began to drop fromthe rear seat, riding a tel escoping shaft down beneath the
| egs of the fighter

A Robotech delivery, Max said to hinmself as he approached the pod. He went to work
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di sengagi ng fasteners, and in a nminute the pod' s blunt nose swung open. Max peered inside the
heavily padded interior, smiled, and said, "There..."

He reached in and pulled Dana into his arms, a tiny wiggling astronaut in a white hel nmet
with tinted faceshield and a pink and white suit that fit her like Dr. Dentons. Dana cooed, and
Max hugged her to hinself.

Mriya saw himstep frombeneath the Veritech with Dana cradled in his arns. Mux assisted
Dana in a wave; Mriya snmiled and felt her heart skip a beat.

Breetai paced the observation bubble deck anxiously. Terran techs had effected changes
here as well. The bubbl e shield had been di smantl ed and an openwork semcircular flattopped
wal kway installed in its place; humansi ze consol es occupied a flyout platformat the center of the
arc. In addition, the circular nmonitor screen Max Sterling had once piloted a Veritech through was
back in one piece.

"Any fluctuations fromthe satellite factory?" Breetai inquired into one of the
bi nocul arli ke m crophones.

"Negative," answered a synthesized voice. "Mintaining solar stasis."

"Notify me i mediately of any change," he ordered.

"Yes, sir," the conputer responded.

Breetai assumed the conmand chair and steepled his fingers. "Think, Breetai-think of a
pl an,” he said al oud, as denmandi ng of hinself as he was of his troops. "If we are able to convince
Reno that we have the Protoculture, we will have little difficulty in securing his conplete
cooperation...Qtherwise, we will have quite a fight on our hands. Qur forces will be vastly
out nunber ed. "

Claudia turned fromher console and nmonitor station on the wal kway. "But we don't possess
any Protoculture," she saw fit to remnd him her console mike carrying her words to the
comander. "How do we convince himthat we do...uuhh," clearing her throat here, her eyes going
wide for an instant, "assuning we're given the chance?"

Breetai grinned. "W'IlIl have our chance," he said certainly. "But for now, entering
hyperspace is our inmedi ate concern, wouldn't you say?"

Claudia traded | ooks with Lisa, seated at the adjacent station. It was obvi ous now that
Breetai's nmusings were not really meant for their ears at all. Whatever the plan, it seened likely
they would be the last to know.

Max and Ri ck stood together on one of the nmoving wal kways, marveling at the changes the
shi p had undergone and reveling in nmenories that tine had rendered | ess severe.

"Hey, renmenber the last time we were on this ship?" asked Max.

"Heh! Being a prisoner wasn't nuch fun, was it?" said Rick, turning the tables on his

friend s obviously rhetorical query. "lI'msure glad things have changed. | don't want to see
Breetai on the other end of an autocannon ever again!"

"Yeah, after serving under Admiral Goval, it'll be interesting to see what his ex-eneny's
like."

"I just wish we knew nore about this mssion."
"d oval asked ne to bring ny whole famly along and left it at that."
Ri ck shook his head in puzzlenent. "Wiy in space would the old nman want you to bring Dana

al ong?"

Max shrugged. "I don't know, Rick, but | want you to understand sonething: | won't put her
in jeopardy, mssion or no mssion."

Ri ck | ooked at himsquarely and said, "I won't let you."

"All polarities inside the reflex furnaces have becone stabilized, Conmander," C audia
told Breetai from her station

A confusing array of data scrolled across the nonitor screens, a mxture of English
Zentraedi glyphs, and the newy devi sed equival ency-transcription characters-phonetic Zentraedi

A Zentraedi tech reported to Claudia that fold conputations were conplete, and she rel ayed
to Breetai that all systenms were go. "We can fold any time you like, sir."

He thanked her, then raised his voice to a roar

"Begin fold operation i mediately!"

As the fold generators were engaged, Protoculture comenced its magi cal workings on the
fabric of the real world, calling forth from unknown di mensi ons a radi ant energy that began to
formitself around the ship |ike sone shi mering anorphous aura, seemngly holing it through and
t hrough. The massive vessel lurched forward into a wi dening pool of white light; then it sinply
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vani shed fromits Lagrange point, for one brief instant |eaving behind globular eddies and nmasses
of lambent animated light, |ost nonents in somewhere else's tine.

CHAPTER SI X

Up until the end of the Second Robotech War (how Pyrrhic, how bittersweet that victory!),
Protoculture was literally in the enploy of the Robotech Masters; not only did it in effect keep
tabs on itself for their benefit, but alerted themto changes in the fabric of the conti nuum Not
a single Zentraedi ship could fold without their being nade aware of it.

Dr. Em| Lang, as quoted in History of the Second Robotech War, Vol. CCCLVII

Yes...| feel it...

The three Masters |linked minds and once nore laid their bony hands agai nst the
Protocul ture cap. The nushroom shaped device reacted to their touch, radiating that sane pure
Iight which spilled into the known uni verse when Breetai's ship had fol ded. The cap took them
through the inverse world, through white holes and rifts in tine, allowing themto see with an
i nner vision.

They were no longer in their space fortress now, but back on their homeworld, back on
Tirol

-CQur former charges have allied themselves with Zor's descendants; our former charges
woul d repl ace us as Masters

-W nust try again to resurrect a simulacrum of Zor

Twenty cl ones had been created from Zor's body; they had been grown to nmaturity in biovats
and held weightless in a stasis sphere. Al matched his elfin |ikeness: handsonme, dreamers all of
them youthful and graceful. But none of themhad the spark of life that would replicate his
t houghts and mind, that would allow the Masters to |l earn the whereabouts of the Protocul ture
matri x and the secrets of that rare process.

The Masters left the cap and stood gazing up at the stasis sphere that housed the
remai ni ng cl ones.

"l suggest we begin the prion synthesis imediately," said one of the Msters.

Away fromthe Protoculture cap they were forced to rely on ordinary, prinmtive speech to
convey their thoughts.

"Yes, Master," a synthesized voi ce responded.

Three Masters positioned thensel ves around a saucerlike device fitted with numerous col or-
coded sensor pads grouped circunferentially around a central viewscreen, while a visible antigrav
beam conveyed one of the lifeless clones fromthe stasis hemi sphere of a circular Notable. The
clone was placed flat on its back onit, as if it were resting on a sheet of pure |ight.

The three Masters placed their hands on the saucer's control pads. Roller-coaster-1like
readouts, hypermed schematics and X-ray displays began to flash across the circul ar viewscreen
beneat h t hem Meanwhile the unnoving clone was bathed in a fountain of high-energy particles that
rose fromthe Notable Iike an inverted spring rain.

"Al'tering positronic bonmbardnent,"” said the gold-cowl ed Master, frowning as he watched the
di sappoi nting displays take shape.

"There's sone bilateral cellular inversion," observed a second, the same one who had
called for prison synthesis. "Commencing synphysis..." he announced, the sensor pads flashing like
a |light box.

The Masters concentrated, focusing the powers of their telepathic will, then broke off
their attenpts nonentarily.

The cl one showed no signs of cerebral activity.

"Crani al synapses are still not responding...There is the sane disintegration of nol ecul ar
substructures as in previous attenpts."

"Yes, it has happened again...This tine |I think we' vetaken the clone fromthe suspension
before conplete maturation... W must stimulate its life function regardless,” the red-cow ed
Mast er said, |eaving the saucer pod.

"I suggest we alter the prionic bonmbardnent of the upper strata," said the third Master

Master two nodded his head and noved his left hand to a new | ocation along the contro
rim "We'll try...Augnenting prionic bonbardment in increments of four..."

"Positronic enmission is at maxi mum capability!" observed the third, his arns at his sides.

"Good-cellular agitation is critical..."

Still the cl ockwork schenmatics reveal ed no activity.

"It is useless...W are down to the m ni num suspensi on material -we cannot waste it |ike
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this."

"Life is such an el enmentary process,"” said the first, standing over the now usel ess cl one,
its neural circuits fried. "Were have we gone w ong?"

Mriya rel axed back into the couch and sighed, her fingers playing absently with Dana's
curls. Wuld she keep her dark hair? Mriya wondered; each day it seenmed to be growing lighter and
lighter...

The baby was peacefully asleep on her breast, and just |ooking at her, it was all Mriya
could do to keep fromweeping for joy. A nmracle, she told herself ten tines a day: that she and
Max coul d produce such innocent |oveliness; that she, a former warrior, could feel this way about
anyone or anything. Such unknown contentment and pure rapture.

"Max." She smiled. "Look at our child. She's so peaceful."

Max gl anced out fromthe kitchenette of their quarters aboard Breetai's ship. He was
carrying a trayful of tall cocktail glasses to the sink-the aftermath of an afternoon's partying
with Rick, Lisa, and d audi a-and wearing a knee-length apron that read: MAX AND M RI YA: LI VE!

Peaceful and beautiful, both of them he said to hinself. But while Mriya seened to be
having all the fun, he was the one who was stuck with all the dishes and the cooking and nore than
hal f the time the m dni ght feedings.

So what he said to her in the end, w thout betraying any of these thoughts and j ust
grateful for a few m nutes of bl essed peace, was: "Yeah...but we'd better keep our voices down or
we'll wake her up."

Ri ck, Lisa, and d audia were a sonewhat unsteady trio returning to their quarters after
the afternoon drinks they'd shared with the happy couple. Conbined with the thrill of deep space
(after so many planetbound nonths) and the effects of hyperspace travel, the drinks had left them
with nore than an ordinary buzz.

“...and | held little Dana the whole afternoon, and she didn't cry a bit the entire tinme!"
Li sa was sayi ng.

"Yes, but | don't think Mriya should have thrown Dana to you. She has to learn to be nore
careful "

Li sa nodded, biting her lower lip. "Well, it's an adjustnent for her. After all, her role
nodel was probably the neighboring test tube."

Claudia cracked a smle in spite of herself and | ooked over Lisa's head at R ck, but he
was too bl eary-eyed to catch her gaze. "Sonmetimes | envy Max and Mriya for just having such a
beautiful little girl," she said |oudly.

"Mmn hnmm " Li sa agreed

They had reached Lisa's quarters now, and Rick was standing off to one side vaguely
t hi nki ng about how he was going to spend the rest of the day, while Lisa and O audi a exchanged
good- byes. Suddenly Lisa turned to himand said: "Rick, I"'mgoing to wal k Claudia to her quarters,
but if you have a minute, 1'd like you to wait in nmy roomfor nme-there's sonething | want to talk
to you about."

Her request sonehow managed to cut through all the cotton inside his head, and he found
hinsel f stamering, "Uhh...but..." all the while knowing that there was no way around it. It just
didn't seemlike she had official business on her mind, and he wasn't at all sure he was up to a
heart-to-heart.

Claudia cleared her throat. "May | renmind you, M. Hunter, that Lisa is your superior."

"But I'moff duty,"” Rick protested, definitely not in top formtoday.

"So is she,"” Caudia | aughed, throw ng himan exaggerated w nk.

The two of themleft Rick standing there with some half-fornmed reply caught in his throat
whil e they continued on down the corridor sharing a whi spered exchange.

“"Now then, Lisa, what can | do for you?" O audia asked when they were sone steps away.

"I just wanted to thank you for being understandi ng these past few weeks. It really helps
to have someone to | ean on."

"I know what you nean," C audia said at the door to her quarters. "It can be rough
sonet i mes-when you find you're in |ove."
Lisa still grewa little wide-eyed at hearing it stated so matter-of-factly. She blinked

and swal | owed hard, ready to defend herself, but Caudia cut her off.

"CGo get him okay?" A wink for Lisa also, and she was through the door.

I nsi de, she dropped herself on the bed and ki cked off her heels, sighing: | hope those two
get it together soon. Lisa had a habit of pushing "understanding” to the limt. And
Hunter...Hunter was starting to renmind her of Roy in his early days. And that wasn't necessarily a
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good si gn.

Alone in Lisa's quarters Rick felt nervous and trapped. Hi s superior, huh? Just how | ong
was he going to have to put up with that remark? Al nost three years ago-on this very ship! Lisa
had used that renmark, and he had held it agai nst her ever since.

Li sa had unpacked some of her things, and R ck was wandering around inspecting this and
that when he saw a franed photograph on the room s desk. He picked it up and regarded it. By the
| ook of it, it had to have been taken ten years ago. But here was Lisa |ooking cute in short hair
and chubby face, standing al ongside an ol der guy, taller than she was by a foot and weari ng what
| ooked to be an Afghani woven cap. N ce-looking couple, he decided. But there was sonething
fam liar about him..sonething that rem nded himof...Kyle! Then this had to be Riber, Rick
realized. Karl Riber, Lisa's onetime true |ove, who had bought it along with Mars Sara Base years
ago.

H s attention was so fixed on the photo that he didn't hear Lisa enter the room She
realized this and stood in the doorway a nonent, not wanting to startle himor make him
unconfortable. Finally she called his nane softly, and he reacted |i ke a sneakthief caught in the
act, dropping the photo sideways to the desk and apol ogi zi ng.

"Ch, I'msorry, Lisa. | didn't nmean to snoop."

This angered her: after all they had been through together, after all the tine they had
spent together, sharing secret thoughts and feelings, after all the tinme she had spent at his
place in New Macross famliarizing herself with his things...

"What do you mean “snoop'? | have nothing to hide fromyou, Rick. Be ny guest, |ook around-
not that there's nuch here..."

"Uh, sure," he said, at a loss. "So, uh, what did you and O audi a have to say?"

Li sa di sm ssed her conversation with C audia as nothing special and asked himif he wanted
sonme tea. "You know, just a little chat,"” she told himfromthe kitchenette.

Rick righted the photo when she left the room He joined Lisa on the couch afterward.

"Didn't sound like just alittle chat to me," he braved to say, tea cup in hand.

"Well, as a matter of fact, we were tal king about you."

Rick squirmed in his seat. "If it concerns ne and Mnnei, | don't want to hear about it!"

"It wasn't at all about Mnnei," she said cheerfully. "Wat would | possibly want to talk
about her for?"

Li sa was unpracticed at this sort of thing and wi shed for a second that C audia could
stand over her shoul der during nonents |ike these, feeding her the right |ines or sonething. But
oddly enough, Rick was apol ogi zing for his tone

"M nnei and | haven't seen nmuch of each other in several nonths, and..."

"Ch, Rick," she said, perhaps too tenderly. "I know how you feel about her, so...well,
there's nothing nore to say about it."

Acceptance was the one tack she hadn't tried yet.

Ri ck breathed a sigh and was puzzling over how he could just politely excuse hinsel f, when
Li sa added:

"l don't know why, but | get the feeling sonetines that you...well, that's there's
sonet hi ng you want..."

Who doesn't? Rick asked hinself, wondering just what she was getting at now.

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

She made an exasperated sound. "Rick, you know what |-"

The PA chose just that noment to intervene: A fermale voice was calling Lisa to the bridge.

Frustrated, Lisa said, "The usual perfect tining," then |laughed. "You' ve managed to escape
unscat hed once again." She stood up and bade him a resigned good-bye. "We'll try this again some
other time."

Rick reacted as if a dentist had just told himto nake anot her appoi ntnent.

Cl audi a had al so been sunmoned to the bridge. She stood stiffly with Lisa now on the
aut omat ed wal kway that was actually the curved top rail of the observation bubble, her back to the
astrogation hold. The ship had unexpectedly defol ded from hyperspace, and they were once again
feeling a bit shaky.

Exedore was manni ng one of the hunan-size duty stations. Breetai was seated in his command
chair, a grimlook on his face. Wen Lisa said, "Reporting as ordered," he uttered a throaty grow
and inclined his head a fraction to the left, as if to indicate the object of his attention

Cl audi a and Lisa about-faced and eyed an inmage now filling the rectangular field of the
proj echeam It was |ike nothing either of them had ever seen-a tw sted convol uted dark mass of
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arnor, tentacles, reflex thruster ports, and sensor devices, snoothed and eroded-|ooking along its
dorsal side, like a nmonstrous hunk of extraterrestrial driftwood.

"What in space is that?" C audia asked.

"That, ny dear Commander Grant, is a ship fromour reconnai ssance force-a fairly late
nmodel if |I'mnot m staken."

"B-but |'ve never seen anything like it!" Lisa exclained.

"That is not unlikely," Breetai told her.

Lisa turned to Exedore and ordered a status report.

"I have made a positive identification, and it is in fact a | ate-nodel reconnai ssance
vessel. It has been sonewhat nodified for hyperspace travel. Mreover, our scanners indicate no
bi ol ogi cal activity whatsoever."

Li sa noticed the concerned | ook on his face as he studied the inage and attendant gl yphic
readouts. Sectional views and cl ose-ups of salient features of the thing flashed across his
moni tor screen to illustrate his report.

Li sa sucked in her breath and turned to Breetai once nore.

"Conmmander, we have to investigate!"

"That is conpletely out of the question," he snapped.

"Sir," she tried, "isn't it possible your scanning systenms may have ni ssed sonet hi ng?
Perhaps there are Zentraedi aboard? Isn't there any nmargin for error?"

She didn't believe a word of it, and judging fromthe | ook on Exedore's face, neither did
he. But it was possible there were weapons aboard-pods, tri-thrusters something the Earth forces
could use to beef up their arsenal

"The information assimlated is in accordance with the galactic code," Exedore told her
sternly. ""Errors' are not possible.”

"W can't waste an opportunity like this-we must investigate!" she answered him filing
away "gal actic code" for some future discussion. "The possibility of Zentraedi-"

"Your conpassion is comrendabl e,” Exedore interrupted, still unconvinced. "However, it
| ooks to ne as though the vessel could be a trap.”
"Atrap?!”
“Yes," he continued. "W Zentraedi are known for such “Trojan horses,' as you call them

It is not wise to take such a risk."

Cl audia decided to step in. "He's right-we can't jeopardize the mssion, Lisa."

"l suppose..." she said uncertainly.

"It is worse then you realize,” Breetai intoned behind her. "This vessel belongs to the
Robot ech Masters. It is one of many which act as their eyes and ears."

The Robotech Masters, Lisa exclainmed to herself.

"You're saying that they could nonitor our presence."

Breetai grunted. "I fear they already have."

CHAPTER SEVEN

Your Earth scientists are a fanciful lot: all this talk about tinme travel, relativity, |ooking
through a tel escope and being able to see the back of your own head...| suppose it all |ooked good
on paper.

Exedore, as quoted in Lapstein's Interviews

Def ol di ng from hyperspace once again, Breetai's flagship materialized in real time hundreds of
parsecs from Earth.

If the i mage of the Robotech surveillance vessel had awed Lisa, the form and appearance of
the automated factory satellite positively stunned her. It had the same vegetal |ook as the
smal | er vessel, the same external convolutions, cellular arnor, and inconprehensible aspect, but
all simlarities ended there. The satellite was enornous, alnmost organically rose-colored in
starlight, shaped in sone ways like a prinmate brain, with at | east half a dozen replicas of itself
attached to the factory's nedian section by rigid stalklike transport tubes. In orbit around it
were hundreds of Zentraedi craft: dreadnoughts, battle mecha, and Cycl ops recons.

"My dear colleagues," Breetai announced as a closeup of the factory appeared in the
proj echeamfield, "we have arrived."

Li sa, C audia, and Exedore | ooked up fromtheir duty stations.

"It's incredible!'" Caudia exclained breathlessly.

Li sa nmade a sound of anmzenent. "Whatever powers created that rmust be light-years beyond
she said softly, recalling her first glinpse of Dolza's command center and the surveillance

us,
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vessel they had left behind only hours ago. "It's still hard to believe that such things exist in
our universe."
"Well, all I can say is you better believe it, Conmander,"” Max Sterling chinmed in from

Lisa's nmonitor, his helnmeted image filling the screen. Max and Mriya's Veritechs were in position
on the docking bay el evator, preparing for |aunch

Li sa went on the comnet. "Mx, renmenber: You nust convince Reno that we possess the
Protocul ture.”

"Right, Captain." He saluted and signed off.

"Exedore," Breetai said from behind Lisa. "Sunmon Commander Hunter to the bridge
i medi ately."

Li sa swiveled in her seat to face the commander while Exedore carried out the order

"What do you have in m nd, Commander?" she asked him

Breetai showed a roguish smile. "I nust apol ogize for not having informed you sooner, but
you are of course aware that diversionary tactics will be necessary if our plan is to be
successful . "

"I support the tactic," she said warily. "But | thought we had agreed to broadcast
M nnei's voice."

“"Correct," he responded, suddenly turning to Exedore. "However, we have devi sed a snal
nodi fication."”

Lisa didn't like the sound of it, especially when she saw Exedore return the comander's
grin and add, "Your Lordship, that was your plan fromthe beginning, was it not?"

Breetai issued a short laugh. He was pleased to see that his adviser had not been
conpl etely changed by the M cronian ways; Exedore still refused to take credit for a plan, even
when his inspirations had guided it.

"Your nodesty equals your intelligence," Breetai told him Then, turning again to Lisa:
"Captain, we have decided that the kiss would be a nore effective counterattack. Wuldn't you
agree?"

Lisa's eyes went wi de and unfocused; she began to slunp down in her chair, her stomach in
knots. "Umm ..l suppose..." she managed.

“I"'msure you recall the extraordinary effect produced when you and Conmander Hunter
touched lips," Breetai was saying.

Cl audi a nmeanwhil e had | eft her station and was conming Lisa's way, a sly smle already in
pl ace. "Liisaaa..." she said playfully, putting her hand on her friend' s shoulder. "Come on
Captain, can't you see it's a brilliant plan! Nothing to get upset about.”

Li sa was staring blankly at the nmonitor. Plan? she asked hersel f. Yeah, but what plan were
they all tal king about: the one to fool the Zentraedi Reno, or were these gal actic events suddenly
taki ng second place to a universal conspiracy nmeant to bring her and Ri ck together?

"Lord Breetai," a Zentraedi voice announced. "A transmni ssion from Conmander Reno. Shall |
put it through, sir?"

Breetai raised hinself out of the command chair.

"Yes. And use the translator so that our friends can understand him"

Reno' s face and shoul ders took shape in the projecbeamfield. A swarthy nale with | arge
eyes, dark busy brows, and a square jaw, Reno wore a blue uniformwith red piping and a green
command tunic. He opened with fornmalities, although wariness was suggested by both his voice and
his stance.

"Wel come, " he told Breetai, the English translation out of synch with the novenents of his
full lips. "It has been a long time, Commander."

"I ndeed," said Breetai flatly. They hadn't seen each other since that fateful day | ong ago
when Zor had been killed; when Dol za had ordered Reno to return the scientist's body to the
Mast ers; when Zentraedi and Invid had fought to the death...Breetai unconsciously stoked the
facepl ate that conceal ed scars fromthose | ess confused tines...

"Do you cone as friend or foe?"

"We have retrieved the Protoculture matrix from Zor's dinensional fortress, Reno. Qur
powers are limtless. | have come to demand that you surrender the satellite to ne. Join nme and ny
friendship is yours. Qppose ne and perish.”

Reno snorted. "So you' ve stolen Zor's science, have you?...And of course you and your new
M croni an playnates plan to keep it fromthe Masters...Any ot her anusing anecdotes you w sh try
relate, Breetai?"

The conmander snmiled knowi ngly. "Actually, | do have sonething el se you m ght enjoy-it
shoul d be arriving at any mnute."
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"Il attenpt to contain my boundl ess excitenment," Reno responded sarcastically.

Ri ck was at just that nonent arriving on the bridge. He saluted Breetai fromthe curved
wal kway.

"Right on tinme," said the pleased conmmander. He turned to Reno and issued his ultinatum
"This is your last opportunity to conply."

"Ridiculous!" Reno started to say. "The very fact that you have rejected the ways of the
Robot ech Masters indicates-" But his own projecbeam now cl osed on Lisa and Ri ck standi ng together
on the wal kway. Reno's bushy brows went up. "What?! A female talking to a male?!"

Breetai's one eye sparkled. "Yes, that's right, Commander. And now..."-like a naster of
cerenopnies-"if you watch closely, you will witness the strange and gl ori ous freedomthat cones
from Protocul ture."

Ri ck neanwhil e was baffled, casting confused | ooks to Breetai and the projecbeaminmge of
Reno. He turned hopel essly to Lisa and whi spered, "Wat the heck is going on?"

"It's all right," Lisa said soothingly.

Rick stiffened. If Lisa was telling himit was all right, he was really worri ed!

"Max," Mriya said over the tac net after hearing himlaugh, "is there any chance Rick
won't go along with the change in the diversionary tactics?"

Their Veritechs were wing to wing in deep space, closing fast on Reno's comand shi p,
thrusters blue in the eternal night. The drama on the bridge was being carried over the com net.

"I don't think I"'mgoing to like this one little bit," R ck was grunbling.

Max grinned. "Don't worry about him Mriya. Renenmber: Rick Hunter is a professional." The
humor was of course |ost on her

Mriya recogni zed Lisa's voice now "Yes, mister, |I'mmaking it an order!"

"It's his job to take orders,"” she heard Max comment. He's so serious, she thought.
Per haps there was another side to kissing that she wasn't aware of-sonme strategi c nethod Max had
yet to teach her. As a nother she was somewhat al arnmed; but the warrior and fighter ace was

downri ght angered. This was, after all, a dangerous mssion they were flying. There m ght not be
anot her opportunity...

"Do you think we'll ever have a chance to touch |ips again, Mx?"

Max regarded her red-suited i mage on his como screen and smiled. "I promise we will," he

assured her.

"The Veritechs are within range of the tracking systens now, " C audia reported from her
duty station.

"Conmence broadcast,"” Breetai told Exedore, ignoring for a nonent the mnor battle that
was in progress on the wal kway bel ow hi m

"No, Lisa!" Rick was shouting. "I'mnot going to consent to the kiss, orders or no orders!
I"msorry, but nmy mind is nade up!"

Di versionary tactic, Rick said to himself with distaste. O all the cheap shots Lisa could
have taken! Just sonething to divert himfromthinking about -

M nnei ?!

Rick blinked: Mnnei's "Stagefright" was booning over the bridge PA system and he seened
to be the only one surprised by it.

Al 't hough that wasn't quite true: Reno's crew wasn't prepared for this, either. Nor had
they the chance to becone gradually accustomed to singing, as Breetai's crew had. Consequently,
they reacted as though a conbinati on of nerve gas, high-frequency sound, and unbridled electricity
had suddenly been | evel ed agai nst the ship.

"Aaargh! Blast it!" screaned Reno, throwing his hands up to his ears.

"Can't stand it!" yelled his crew nmenbers, who were dropping like flies at their duty
stati ons.

"No nore!" Reno pleaded. "Please turn it off!"

It never failed to amaze Rick that Mnnei's voice could elicit such contrary responses
from bei ngs who supposedly had comobn ancestors; but he had scarcely a nonent to dwell on it. Lisa
had grabbed himby the shoul ders and was now putting all she had into offensive oscul ati on. And
whew! this was a different Lisa fromthe one who' d ki ssed himclosed-nmouthed in front of Breeta
three years ago

"Well, Reno," Breetai was saying at the sane tinme, a self-satisfied snmle on his face,
"perhaps this will please you."

Reno, who had averted his gaze fromthe projecbeam turned back to it now that Breetai had
| onered that "sound weapon." But the inmage that greeted his eyes was even nore debilitating: Here
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were two M cronians..

"-touching lips??!!" Reno wailed. He stared at the field, nauseated by confusion and sone
feeling even nore alien to his system Fromthe ship's astrogation hold cane shrills of protest,
pai n, and caterwaul i ng. Reno covered his eyes with his hand: He had barely enough strength to
deactivate the projecbheamand felt close to fainting when he managed to do so. Below him severa
of his troops had coll apsed. But he would never adnit to defeat.

"Breetai," he said into the nmike, his voice a harsh croak. "That display gained you
not hi ng. "

Breetai | ooked exulted nonethel ess, ready to lay down his trunp card now.

"Reno has discontinued transm ssion," a tech informed him

Then O audia relayed that the Veritechs were approaching their nission objective.
"Contact in three seconds..."

Reno was just regaining his conposure when a fiery expl osion breached the starboard hul
of the astrogation hold, the force of it throwi ng several of his goliath crewren clear across the
vast chanmber. He cursed and at the same tine conplinmented Breetai for the brilliant execution of
his plan; his diversionary tactics-those M cronian secret weapons-having conpletely disarnmed his
crew. Regardl ess, he had the presence of mind to bellow

"Attack alert!"

On Breetai's ship, Caudia updated that the Veritechs had nmade a successful entry.

"The baby is with Max and Mriya," Lisa said worriedly to a still dazed and confused Rick

"Huh?!" he stammered in response, promising this was the last tine he'd pernit hinself to
be so far renoved from ni ssion planni ng.

When the snoke and fire had been sucked fromthe hold of Reno's ship, the hull self-
repaired, and two Mcronian battle necha, one red, one blue, rested side by side on the deck
fully encircled by Zentraedi troops w elding pul sed-laser rifles.

"Al'l units prepare to destroy Mcronian fighters on ny conmand!" Reno growl ed, his troops
shapping to and arning their weapons. He asked hinself just what Breetai was hoping to gain by the
insertion of such a snmall strike force, then directed his orders to the pilots of the Veritechs,
using what little he knew of their |anguage. "M cronians! You are conpletely surrounded! Surrender
i medi ately and you will be allowed to livel"

The augnentati on packs of the fighters el evated.

"This is it, Max," Mriya said over the net. "Wsh ne luck."

"You've got it," Max returned. "Everything' Il be fine-I'mright here."

From t he observation bubbl e high above the deck, Reno watched as the canopy of the red
fighter went up. The M cronian pilot stood up and renoved its helmet, shaking its |ong green nane
free. Reno's nouth fell open when the M cronian spoke.

"I amnot a Mcronian,” Mriya announced in Reno's own tongue, "but a mcronized Zentraed
warrior."

Reno didn't doubt it for a second; in fact, he recognized her. "You are Mriya Parino!" he
said in disbelief. "You were second in comuand under Azonia!"

Mriya pointed to Max's Veritech. "Allow nme to present Lieutenant Maximillian Sterling, an
officer with the Earth Forces...and ny mate. "

Max renoved his "thinking cap" and stood up in the cockpit.

"What is this thing, "mate'?" Reno was asking. "He is nerely a Mcronian."

Max sai d | oud enough for Mriya to hear: "Show himthe baby."

And Mriya did just that, lifting Dana fromthe cockpit and raising her into view The
infant was cradled in her arnms, wearing the sane helnet and Dr. Dentons EVA suit.

For a monent Reno didn't know what he was | ooking at, but there was sonething about the
thing that filled himwith fear nonetheless. Fromhis vantage it appeared to be sone sort
of ... mcronized, M cronian!

"But this is inpossible!l"

Hi s rough and ready troops were sinilarly nonpl ussed.

"What is that thing?" one asked.

"By the twel ve nmoons-it's deforned.”

"Look-it mnoves!"

"A nmutant!" someone insisted.

In an effort to rub her eyes, Dana had brought her tiny gloved fists up to the hel net
faceshi el d.

Mriya resuned, "In the Mcronian | anguage, this is what's called an “infant'-actually
created inside ny owmn body. By both of us," she hastened to add, indicating Max.
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Max nodded, hunbly, and snil ed.

"It is love that is the basis of Protoculture,” Mriya continued. She lifted Dana over her
head, the baby smling and cooing in response. "You cannot conquer |ove!"

Reno's face began twitching uncontrollably at Mriya's nention of the shibbol et h-
Pr ot ocul t ur e!

Still holding Dana al oft, Mriya pivoted through a 360-degree turn, preaching to the ful
circle. "Qbserve the power of Protoculture-the power of |ove!"

"It's a mutation," one of the troops shouted, letting his weapon fall and fleeing the

hol d.

"It's contagious!" said another, also fleeing.

More di scarded weapons crashed to the deck

Dana, innocent, continued to wave her arnms and smle.

Overcone, the troops began to desert their posts.

Beads of sweat pouring fromhis face, Reno was ranting into the mke: "Stay where you are,
you cowards! Conme back! It nmust be a trick!" Utimately he backed away, turned, and ran fromthe
observati on bubbl e.

CHAPTER ElI GHT

Love, like size, had lost all neaning-love was a battle maneuver, Kkissing a diversionary tactic.
The only one anbng us who seened to know anythi ng about that elusive enotion was Mriya, wedded to
the infant she'd given birth to as nuch as she was Max.

The Col |l ected Journals of Admral Rick Hunter

Reports from Max and Mriya verified the success of the third stage of the ruse.

Breetai reasoned (correctly, as it would unfold) that Reno would retreat just far enough
fromthe cruiser's command center to restabalize hinmself and sound general quarters. It was
possible that the three-act tactic had convinced himto surrender-and i ndeed, Breetai was nore
than willing to give himthe benefit of the doubt before nounting a full-scale assault on the
heavi |y guarded satellite-but unlikely.

At her duty station well below Breetai's thoughtful |ook, daudia Gant |aughed. "I can't
i magi ne why Reno's crew reacted like that," she was telling Lisa Hayes. "I think Max and Mriya's
baby is pretty cute, don't you?"

"Ch, stop it, Caudia," said Lisa.

Breetai noticed that Conmmander Hunter appeared sonewhat debilitated by the kiss he
performed with Lisa before he had rushed fromthe bridge. It was no wonder that Hunter had
expressed such initial reluctance, Breetai thought. Ooviously, kissing is sonething not to be
taken lightly.

"None of you should underestimate the opposition's capability," Breetai warned the humans
now, putting a quick end to the jokes. "Informyour necha pilots to stand by."

Claudia foll owed through i medi ately, ordering Blue, Green, and Brown teans to their
| aunch platforns. And not a nminute |ater Max reported that Reno had called for a counterstrike; he
and Mriya were going to nake a break for it.

Dana! O audia recalled, suddenly full of concern

"Launch all mecha!" Breetai bell owed.

Human and Zentraedi mecha | aunched thensel ves fromthe warship' s bays while the vessels of
Reno's fleet massed for attack

Rick led his small squad of seven Veritechs against them side by side with the
Zentraedi's ostrich-like Battlepods, tri-thrusters, and pursuit ships. Two years had passed since
he had engaged any eneny in deep space, but it suddenly felt like no tinme had el apsed. The
silence, the zero-g spherical explosions that bloomed in the night like flowers of death, the
eerie glow of thruster fire, the disinterested shimer of starlight, the cacophony that poured
into his helnmet through the tactical net-a hallucinatory synphony of pani cked commands, frenzied
war ni ngs, and final screans.

He knew that he would need to clear his mind of all thoughts, righteous and ot herw se, to
come through this unscathed. Qut here thoughts were a pilot's nunber one eneny, because they
i nvari ably inpeded productive interface with the Veritech. So he let it all go-the questions stil
there after four years of conbat, the faces of those left behind-and the mecha picked up that vibe
transmitted through the sensor-studded gl oves and "thinking cap” to its Protoculture heart and | ed
hi m once nore through hell's gates.
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"l don't want your excuses!" Reno screamed, slanming his fist down on the substation
consol e-an el aborate control center even by Zentraedi standards, sal nobn-colored and organic in
design with no I ess than a dozen circular nonitor screens. "Now order your troops to battle
stations! Do you understand?!"

The face of Reno's red-haired |lieutenant seened to blanch in the projecbheam He raised his
shaki ng hands into view.

"But sir, our troops are terrified of Mcronian contani nation!"

"Nonsense! " howl ed Reno. "You have your orders: Destroy the infected mecha at once! | have
spoken! ™

"We are within range, mlord," Exedore reported calmy

Breetai regarded the projecbeam Reno's fleet had foolishly forned up on the comander's
own cruiser, nowitself bracketed in Breetai's deadly sights. So nuch the easier, then, he said to
hi msel f.

At one tine the strength of Breetai's conditioning woul d have made such a thing
i mpossi ble, but the Zentraedi inperative had been altered beyond recognition by the canpaign
directed against Zor's dinensional fortress. To renmain on the side of the Robotech Masters was to
be Breetai's eneny.

"On ny comand, Exedore..

sai d the commander.

Skull One's lateral thrusters edged the Veritech out of the arena-nonentarily. There were
still half a dozen Battl epods on his tail crosshatching space with angry bolts of cannon fire, and
these guys were on his side! The nonallied pods were of course a concern, but the crazed random
firing of Breetai's troops was life-threatening! Fromthe sound of the shrieks and comments com ng
through the net, Rick knew that he wasn't alone in his fear

Now, with no advance warning fromthe bridge, the warship's nmain cannon had been arned.

Pi npoi nts of dazzling light had erupted across the blunt nose of the battl ewagon; in a nonent,
Ri ck knew from previous battles, a lethal slice of orange death would streak from each of these,
holing their targets with an i nmeasurable force

Breetai's ship was within point-blank range of Reno's, taking aimat the bow of the
smal | er ship where the bridge and astrogational section were |located. Rick went on the tac net,
warning his fellow pilots to steer clear, and voiced a prayer that Max and Mriya had escaped
safely.

The Robotech factory satellite, its secondary nodules |ike small noons, spun slowy on its
axis-a small world unto itself, barely visible nowin the blinding light of a thousand snall
novas.

Mriya held Dana in her lap, her right hand gripping the Veritech's Hotas. Flashes of
stroboscopic light threw flam ng reds and blazing yellows into the cockpit. In no other battle
(and there had been many) had she been possessed by such fury. Even that on-and-off dogfight she
had waged agai nst Max coul dn't neasure up to the intensity and need she now felt. It was as though
her entire body was rallying to the cause; as though the small life she held in her arns was a
treasure nore precious than any the universe could offer, a life worth preserving at all costs...

She and Max had bl asted free of Reno's ship, but they were far from safe.

"Eneny projectiles bearing 977L!" Caudia told her through the comnet, the alarmin her
voi ce unmasked. "Two triple-fins attenpting interception!"”

"Watch it, Max!" said Mriya, as concerned for his safety as she was for Dana's. "I|'ve got
t hem "

She thunbed the trigger button on the Hotas, releasing four white-tipped heat-seekers,
which tore fromthe Veritech's nmissile tubes. They found one of the trithrusters, blowing it to
pi eces, while the second craft disappeared beneath Mriya's own. She engaged the underside |asers
as the eneny made its pass, the intensified |light searing open the cockpit of the triple-fin,
decomi ssioning it.

Mriya heard Max breathe a sigh of relief and thank her

She returned the sigh and clutched Dana nore tightly to herself, the infant waving her
arnms joyously at the fiery spectacle.

"Firel" said Breetai

A rain of supercharged energy ripped fromthe nose of the warship, converging on Reno's
ship, individual bolts tearing through it as if it wasn't there. And in scarcely a second, it
wasn't-its superstructure flayed and bow bl own open beyond sel f-repair
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Li ke a whale swallowing a stick of dynamte, Rick decided. He inmagined Reno's swift death:
energy brilliant as blizzard snow wiping himfromlife..

"Dead ahead!" one of his wi ngnen said through the net.

Ri ck | ooked forward into a swarmof Oficer's Pods, triple-fins, and tactical Battl epods.

"Fire all proton nmissiles on ny command," he told his squad. "Now "

Hundreds of missiles dropped fromtheir pylons and fusel age tubes, bloworching into the
nm dst of the eneny cloud, taking out fighter after fighter

Meanwhi | e, Breetai's dreadnought had | oosed foll owp fusillades agai nst two nore warshi ps
in what had once been Reno's fleet. Explosions |lit local space like a brief birth of suns,

Robot ech husks drifting derelict in the perpetual darkness. On the observation bal cony, Breeta
stood rigid with his hands behind his back, inpassively watching projecbeamviews of the battle.
Victory was assured: one nore blow struck against the Masters. But he was aware that this was a
m nor triunph in the war that woul d soneday rage at Earth's gateway; and as bright as this nonent
m ght seem he woul d be powerl ess when that day arrived-

"Squadron | eader requesting assistance in the Third Quadrant,’
i nterrupted.

"I's the neutron cannon ready?" Breetai asked.

"Ei ghty percent," C audia reported sharply.

"W have positive |ock and focus on photon particle tracking beam" Lisa added, her
nmoni tor schematic resenbling a star map overlaid with doodles. "All Veritechs and pods have
cleared the field of fire."

"Neutron exchange conplete,” C audi a updated.

Breetai's |lips becane a thin line.

"Sanitize the area," he ordered

one of his officers

Rick led his squad-Max and Mriya among them nowto the safe coordinates Lisa had supplied
him Hearing the go signal for the neutron cannon given, he glanced back at Breetai's ship,
expecting to witness an outpouring of energy to nake all previous discharges pale by conparison
But he saw no sign of fire, only the invisible particle beam s awesone and horrific effect: Nearly
every nmecha in the cannon's line of fire was disintegrated. Some expl oded, others canme apart,
while still others sinply vani shed without a trace.

The nunber of dead was beyond his ability to calculate. And he found hinsel f thinking
about the Zentraedi on Earth-the mcronized ones who were struggling to adapt to a new cul ture,
the mal contents who wandered the wastes in search of new wars. Wth Reno's defeat (according to
Exedore), the race would be close to extinction.

It was as if they knew sonehow that their tine had cone. They had honored their
i nperative; they had chased Zor's fortress for their Masters and done their best to reclaimit.

But in truth, they had traveled clear across the galaxy to fulfill a greater inperative: They had
cone to Earth to die.

"Lord Breetai," said Exedore. "The remaining troops have agreed to surrender." H s voice
gave no hint of sadness at the nearly total annihilation of Reno's forces; if anything, it carried
a suggestion of relief. H's commander's reign was now suprene-as it was always neant to be, with
or without the Protocul ture matrix.

Breetai was seated in the command chair. Regally, he stated, "Let the prisoners know that
we will gladly accept all who wish to join us."

Exedore spoke into the mke at his duty station. "Lord Breetai extends his greetings to
all Zentraedi prisoners. Furthernore, it is his pleasure to extend a full pardon to those who w sh
to join the United Forces under his command.”

St andi ng now, Breetai announced: "Qur victory nay very well mark the dawn of a new era in
gal actic relations."

Hi s ship was already closing on the Robotech factory satellite, a bilumnminescent nollusk in
t he bl ackness of space, strings of lights girdling it |ike sone Christmas ornanent. The prize had
been won. And if those defeated troops on bended knee weren't testanment enough to the win, one had
sinply to look out on that seemingly limtless field of mecha and crui ser debris through which his
ship noved, the remmants of the last remaining Zentraedi fleet.

CHAPTER NI NE
The transport of the Robotech factory satellite to Earl hspace was anot her one of the malign
mracles visited upon us. Certainly Goval and Breetai had only our best interests in nmind, but
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shouldn't it have occurred to themthat if the Robotech Masters had been able to track Zor's

di mensional fortress here, they could surely do the sane with the satellite? Like Zor before him
Breetai thought he was doing Earth a favor...This renders his conment (upon nanifesting in

Eart hspace with the factory) doubly ironic: "W've nade it," he is quoted as saying. "It is good
to be back hone."

Dr. Lazio Zand, On Earth As It Is in Hell: Recollections of the Robotech War

Armageddon played in full color on an oval -shaped viewi ng screen in Tirol's central mnistry, an
organic roomlike those in the Masters' space fortresses, cathedral ed by columms that night have
been living liganents and sheat hed neurons. Representatives fromthe Council of Elders, the

Robot ech Masters, the Young Lords, and the Scientists were in attendance-the El ders and the
Masters in unvarying groups of three at their Protoculture caps. The Young Lords, a bearded trio,
balding in spite of their relative youth, were internediari es between the Masters thensel ves and
the Enpire clones. Three was sacred, three was eternal, the irreligious trinity ruling what

remai ned of Tirol's social structure-what remained of a race | ong past decadence. Such had been
the influence of the tripartite Invid flower, the Flower of Life..

One of the Masters had the floor now Wth Reno's defeat at the hands of the traitor
Breetai, their hopes for reclaimng Zor's fortress had been dashed.

-1 think that the best plan is to completely educate another deprivation tank tissue, so
that by the tine we get to Earth, it will appear human

One of the Scientists risked a question, approaching the Masters' station arrogantly,
| eaving his partners in the Triunvirate to | abor at the spacetime cal cul ations.

-What makes you think this clone will be different fromthe others that have been
generated and fail ed?

- Mmm?!

A second Master took up the challenge, regarding the Scientist with distaste. An exotic-
| ooki ng, blue-lipped, and scarlet-haired androgynous clone. Wat had they acconplished, the Master
asked hinself before replying, in creating this young generation of |ong-haired, toga-clad beings
who wal ked a thin line between |ife and death?

-Such insol ence! Have you forgotten that these previous efforts have been undertaken

wi t hout proper attention to the basic matrix generation process? This clone will have anple tine
to mature, but we nust begin programming the tissue i Mmediately. O the fourteen remaining in the
tank, one will, surely take on the full psychic |ikeness of Zor

-One nore thing, Master: Wiy don't we check the matrix figures on the remaining
Protocul ture? Perhaps such a journey is unnecessary.

The figures have been checked and rechecked. W don't even have enough to make the
hyper space-fold to the Earth system

The femal e menber of the Triunvirate turned from her cal cul ati ons.

-1 understand, Master.

-So! We will begin the trip under reflex power and rely on the remaining clone nmatrix cel
tissue to conplete our m ssion.

-Twenty long years by their reckoning....And how many of us will survive such a journey?

-If only three of us survive, it will be enough. This is our only chance to regain contro
of the Protoculture.

One of the Masters gestured to the oval screen-a view of deep space captured by their
surveill ance vessel: the necha debris and litter that was once Reno's fleet.

-After all, look what is left of their culture; observe and survey the remants of their
once-great arnmada. W nust have that Protoculture matrix! Even if it takes twenty years and the
| ast devel oping cl one fromour tank! W have no choice but to proceed. | can see no other

solution. So! If there is nothing further..

A menber of the Elder Triunvirate spoke through |ips as cracked as baked clay, a face as
winkled as history itself.

"El der Council is with you."

The central speaker of the Masters inclined his head in a bow.

"W acknow edge your wi sdom and appreciate the generosity of your support, Elder. It is
out of loyalty to you and our forefathers that we have decided thus."

"We understand the inportance of this mssion, not only for our race but for al
intelligent life in the quadrant."

A second El der bestowed his bl essings on the voyage.

"Proceed with your plan, then; but know that there can be no margin for error w thout
grave consequences."
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"The future of all cultures is in your hands."

A twenty-year journey through the universe, the Masters thought in unison. Twenty years to
regain a prize stolen fromthem by a renegade scientist. Wuld they prevail ? Was there not one
| oyal Zentraedi left?...Yes, there was. But coul d even he succeed where so nmany had fail ed?

Khyr on

Khyron was their |ast hope!

Human and Zentraedi teans |abored |long and hard to ready the factory for a hyperspace
junp. In less than a week's tine it defolded in lunar orbit, winking into real tinme wthout
i ncident, Breetai's dreadnought, his Human and Zentraedi crew, and thousands of converted warriors
inside the satellite's wonb. The conmander's prime concern had been the renoval of the factory
fromthe Robotech Masters' realm their reach, however, was to prove greater than even he had
anti ci pat ed.

The Veritech Team as well as Lisa and C audia, returned to New Macross, and in their
pl ace arrived scores of Lang's Robotechnicians, who di spersed thensel ves through the factory I|ike
ki ds on a scavenger hunt. Finally, Admiral d oval hinself was shuttled up to Earth's new
satellite; well aware that the factory was now Earth's only hope against a potential follow up
attack by the Robotech Masters, he traveled with his fingers crossed. Caudia Gant was his
escort.

Dr. Lang and several of his techs were on hand to greet them Pleasantries were di spensed
with, and oval was led inmediately to one of the factory's autonated assenbly |ines, where alien
devices, still only half-understood by Lang, turned out Battl epod carapaces and ordnance nuzzl es.

G oval narveled at the sight of these nachines at work: Pods were being fabricated as
t hough they were chocol ate candy shells. Froma basic sludge vat of raw netals to finished product
in mnutes; servos, arc wel ders, presses, and shapers doing the work of thousands of nen.
Unpi | ot ed pods, controlled by conputers even Lang refused to tanper with, marched in rows, one
above the other, along powered transport belts, pausing at each work station for yet another
autonmated nmiracle. Al the while a synthesized Zentraedi voice actually spoke to the devices,
directing themin their tasks. Exedore had substituted a translation, which was playing as d oval
stood transfixed.

"Make ready units one fifty-two to one fifty-eight for protobolt adjustnents and | aser-
bond processes. Units one fifty-nine to one sixty-five are on-line for radi okrypto equi pnent
encoding..."

"But what does it nean?" d oval asked Lang.

The scientist shook his head, nmarblelike eyes penetrating doval's own. "W don't know,
Admiral. But do not be deceived by what you see. This entire conplex is but a ghost of its fornmer
self-nothing is running to conpletion." Lang nade a sweepi ng gesture. "Watever fuels this place-
and | see no reason to suppose that it is any different than that which runs the SDF-1-has | ost
its original potency."

"Protoculture,” doval said flatly.

Lang gave a tight-Iipped nod and pointed to the Iine of half-finished pods along the
conveyor belt. "Qbserve..."

G oval narrowed his eyes, not sure what he was supposed to be | ooking at. But shortly the
Doctor's meani ng becamne obvi ous.

"War ni ng! Shut down! Warni ng! Danage!..." the synthesized voice began to repeat. Suddenly
one of the pods on the belt was encased in a spider web of angry electrical energy. Servowel ders
and grappling arns flailed about in the fire, falling Iinp as the pod split apart and the great
machi nes ground to a halt.

"Status report on the way," one of Lang's techs said to d oval

The admiral rubbed his chin and hid a | ook of disappointnent.

No one spoke for a noment, save for a human voice fromthe PA calling nmaintenance
personnel to the process center. Then Exedore arrived on the scene. doval had not seen himsince
the evening the satellite mission was first discussed.

"How are you, sir?" Exedore asked, concerned but having al ready guessed d oval's response.

"Not as well as | was hoping," doval confessed. "Wen can you start operating again?"

"I"'mafraid the situation is worse than first thought.” Never one to m nce words, Exedore
added: "W nay be down permanently.™

"Are you certain?"

The Zentraedi adviser nodded, grimy

Cl audi a gasped. "But our defense depends on continued operation!"

A oval clasped his hands behind his back, refusing to accept the prognosis. "Carry on," he
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tol d- Exedore. "Do what you can to get things running again. Do sonething-anything!"

"Veritech team | eader," said the femal e voice over Rick's corn net. "W have a disturbance
in New Detroit City. Can you respond?”

Ri ck accessed the relevant chart as he went on the net. "Roger, control." He gl anced at
the monitor: H s teamwas over the southern tip of Lake M chigan, close to what was once the city
of Chicago. "W are approxinmately three mnutes ETA of New Detroit City. Wat's up?"

"Zentraedi workers have broken into Fort Breetai. They've taken over the sizing chanber
and are attenpting to transport it fromthe city."

Rick gritted his teeth and exhal ed sharply. "Listen up," he told his wingrmen. "W're on
alert. Ht your afterburners and follow ny |ead."

New Detroit had risen up around a Zentraedi warship that had crashed there during Dol za's
apocal yptic attack; its mile-high hulk still domnated the city and the surroundi ng cratered
wastes |ike sone | eaning tower of malice. The popul ation of the city was predom nantly Zentraedi
many nicroni zed by order of the New Council and hundreds nore who were full-size workers in the
nearby steel factories. In addition, though, there was a sizable contingent of civil defense
forces stationed there to guard a sizing chanber that had been renoved fromthe derelict ship but
had yet to be transported to New Macross, where sinilar ones were being stored.

Ri ck caught sight of the chanmber on his first pass over the high-tech fort. A convoy of
vehi cl es was tearing along the rampart that led to the underground storage facilities. Updated
reports fromcontrol indicated that at |east twelve Hunans and three Zentraedi giants |ay dead
i nsi de.

The cl ear-bl ue nose-cone-1like device had been placed on an enornous flatbed, hauled by a
powerful tug with tires like massive rollers; two nmicronized aliens were in the drivers' seats,
three nore up top, along with three bl ue-uniforned giants, two of whomwere attenpting to
stabilize the hastily guy-wired and turnbuckl ed chanber. Behind the flatbed were two nore enornous
ei ght wheel ed transports, each bearing nmalcontents arned with autocannons. Rick saw them open fire
on the | aser-sentry posts. At street |level, they turned their cannons on everything that noved,
scattering workers and pedestrians alike.

"We're over the disturbance now," Rick reported in. "Left wing, wait until they' ve reached
the outskirts, then go in |l ow and give them a warning."

The renegade Zentraedis spotted the Veritechs and opened up with indiscrimnate volleys as
the fighters fell fromthe sky. Rick and his teamrolled out, dodgi ng autocannon slugs and gatling
spray as they broke fornation.

So nuch for scare tactics, Rick said to hinself, Skull One flying inverted and | ow over
the tortuous | andscape outside the city linmits.

"Left wing, knock one of the giants off the lead unit inmrediately!"

Ri ck conpleted his roll as his wi ngman went out, reconfiguring the Veritech to Guardi an
node and swoopi ng down on the convoy. The Zentraedis were | oosing continuous fire, but Rick could
discern the early stages of panic in their flight. The highway was full of twi sts and turns here,
and the converter had nade the fl atbed dangerously top-heavy.

The arned alien on the flatbed got off one |last shot before Rick's w ngnan, now in
Battl oid nmode, blasted himfromthe vehicle. The road was al so proving too nuch for the drivers to
handl e; Ri ck watched the vehicle screech through a tight S-turn, |leave the road, clinging to a
rai sed course of shoul der, then bounce back to the tarmac, where the giant's nicronized
acconplices decided to call it quits.

Meanwhi l e, the rest of the Veritech group had reconfigured to Battloid npbde and put down
ahead of the halted convoy.

Ri ck conpl eted his descent and advanced his necha in a run, chain-gun gripped in the
met al shod right hand and | evel ed agai nst the giants on the flatbed. One Zentraedi was dead on the
road. The others began to throw down their weapons as Ri ck spoke.

"Don't nove or you'll be destroyed!" he called out over the external speakers. The
Battl oids came to a stop and spread out. "It's useless to resist," Rick continued. "You are
conpl etely surrounded. You must understand that what you have done is unacceptabl e behavi or by
Human standards and that you will be punished.” Rick stepped his mecha forward. "Now, the
Protocul ture chanber will be returned to the fort."

Three hundred miles to the northeast of New Detroit a thick blanket of newy fallen snow
covered the war-ravaged terrain. Khyron's ship had | anded here, having used up alnost all of the
Protoculture reserves that drove its reflex engines to free itself from Al aska's gl aci al hol d.

Zentraedi Battlepods sat in the snowfields Iike unhatched eggs abandoned by an uncaring
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nmot her. Deserters fromthe M cronian popul ation centers and factories continued to arrive in
stolen transports and tugs. The hulk of a Zentraedi warship overl ooked the scene, its pointed bow
thrust deep into the frigid earth |ike a spear, alien tripetaled flowers surrounding it, hearty
enough to pierce the permafrost.

Khyron had followed a trail of such ships clear across the northern wastes, sal vagi ng what
he could in the way of weapons and foodstuffs, marveling at the resilience of the Invid Fl ower of
Life, gone to seed and flower as the Protoculture in the ship's drives had disintegrated.

Now in the command center of his ship, he received word that his plan to steal the sizing
converter had failed.

"Idiot!" Khyron said to his second, Gel, standing in stiff posture before the
Backst abber. Azonia was seated in the command chair, her |egs crossed, a mnischievous | ook on her
face. "Your feeble plan has failed us again!"

Gel frowned. "I'msorry, sir, but our agents failed to elimnate the conmmunications
center and the Veritechs-"

"Enough! " Khyron interrupted him raising his fist. "Qur soldiers couldn't even defend
t hensel ves! "

"But sir, if you had only listened to..." Gel started to say, and regretted it at once.
The plan had been Azonia's, not his; but there was little chance that Khyron woul d bl ame her-not
now that a special relationship had been forged...And especially since his conmander had begun to
use the dried Invid | eaves once again. As if that wasn't enough, the troops had all seen the
Robot ech satellite appear in Earth's skies, and that nmeant only one thing: The M croni ans had
sonmehow def eat ed Reno!

"Shut up, Gel!" Azonia barked at him "Under your |eadership they couldn't possibly have
succeeded! "

"Well, | wouldn't exactly say-"

"Do not interrupt,"” she continued, folding her arns and turning her back to him

Khyron too nocked himw th a short |augh, and Grel felt the anger rising within him
despite his best efforts to keep his enotions in check. It was bad enough that he and the troops
had been forced to live these past two years with a female in their mdst, but nowto be
humiliated like this..

"You shoul d have had no trouble capturing the sizing chanber,
at |ast exploded, nurder in his eyes as he | eaned toward her.

"I't mght appear that all of this is ny fault, but the truth is that you-"

"Enough! " Azoni a screanmed, standing, nearly hysterical. "I don't want to hear any excuses
fromyou!"

Khyron stepped between them angrier and |ouder than the two of them combined. "Stop
argui ng, Azonia! And Gel, | want you to listen, understand me?! | don't have to tell you what the
appearance of that satellite signals-the |ast hope for the Masters lies with us!"

"Sir, I'mlistening," Gel said, spent and surrendering.

Khyron, spittle formng at the edges of his nmaniacal snarl, waved a fist in Gel's face
"Excel l ent...because ny reputation is on the line, and | need that sizing chanber to save face,
and if | don't get it...l shan't spare yours! Now, get out of here!"

Gel stiffened, then began to slink away |i ke a beaten dog.

When he had left the room Azonia noved to Khyron's side, pressing herself against him
suggestively, her voice coy and teasing.

"Tell me confidentially, Khyron, do you really think he can handle it?"

"For his sake, | hope so," Khyron said through gritted teeth, seem ngly unaware of
Azonia's closeness until she risked putting a hand on his shoul der

"You know how to handl e your troops, Khyron," she purred in his ear

He pushed her away with just enough force to convey his seriousness, not wanting to
confront the hurt [ ook he was sure to find on her face. There was no use denying the bew | dering
attraction he had come to feel for her in their joint exile-these novel pleasures of the flesh
they had di scovered; but she had to be nade to understand that there was a tine and place for such
things and that war and victory still came first-would always cone first! No other Zentraedi had
more right to these sensual gifts than he, but his troops deserved nore than a comander who was
|l ess commtted to themthan they were to him He had promised to return the deserters to ful
size, and he neant to do it-with or without Grel. And, should it cone down to it, with or w thout
Azoni a.

"Now, listen," he confided. "There is sonething | couldn't tell Gel but I"'mgoing to tel
you...l'mgoing after than sizing chanber nyself-1 can't count on himto do it. | want you to stay
here and take conmmand while |'m gone."

Azoni a was sayi ng when he
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He turned and wal ked away from her without another word, unaware of the smile that had
appeared on her face.

Azoni a savored the thought of conmandi ng Khyron's troops in his absence. "This is starting
to get good," she said aloud after a nonent.

CHAPTER TEN

If we accept for a nonment the view expressed by sone of our twentieth-century coll eagues-t hat
children live out the unconscious |lives of their parents-and apply that to the Robotech Masters
and their "children," the Zentraedi, we will arrive at a npbst revealing scenario. It is clear at
this point that the Masters were the ones devoid of enotions. War though the Zentraedi did, their
true inperative was centered on individuation and the search for self...One has to wonder about
Zor, however: He served the Masters yet did not count hinmself anong them Wo can say to what
extent he hinself was affected by Protocul ture?

Zeitgeist, Alien Psychol ogy

Returned to New Detroit, the sizing chanber was being hoisted back into its cradle, a four-poled
hangar simlar to those used to support freestanding tents. A large crowd had gat hered, Humans and
coveral l ed Zentraedi giants as well as their mcronized brethren. R ck was supervising the crane

operation, while the rest of his team still in their Battloids, patrolled a cordoned-off area in
front of Fort Breetai. There was pal pable tension in the air.
"That's it...just a little nore and we're there,” R ck instructed the operating engi neer.

"Fine, fine...just keep it comng..."

As the chanber's round base was sliding down into the cradle's cup, a black sports car
screeched to a halt nearby. Rick glanced over his shoul der and spied Mnnei in the passenger seat.

New Detroit's Mayor, Oaen Harding, a well-built man with a full head of thick white hair
and a wal rus nmustache, was in the back seat. He recognized Rick fromthe days he hinmsel f had
served with the RDF aboard the SDF-1. Harding stepped out and asked if everything was well in
hand, whether there was anything he could do. Mnnei had been recogni zed by the crowd, and two
poli cenmen noved in to keep them from gathering around the car

Ri ck saluted and gestured to the sizing chanber. "I need your people to provide security
for this device."

"I can't do that, Commander," the mayor said firmy. "Mst of the population here is
Zentraedi -as you can see. Securing this “device,' as you call it, is amlitary matter. W' ve
al ready had enough trouble, and I'mnot about to add to it by throwing ny police force into the
mddle of it. Let's not beat around the bush, Commander, we all know what this machine is for."

Ri ck shook his long hair back fromhis face and squared his shoulders, trying not to think
about the fact that Mnnmei was only fifteen feet away. "That's exactly why | need your support,
sir-just until ny superiors dispatch a proper unit to guard it. W can't afford to allow this
chanber to fall into the wong hands."

The crowd didn't |ike what they heard. Even before Rick finished, they were letting the
mayor know where they stood.

"What ' re you sayi ng, Comander-that we're all thieves?!'" soneone shout ed.

"Just who is the "wong hands,' flyboy?!" from another

The mayor made a hopel ess gesture. "You see what |'mup against."”

"Look," Rick enphasized, "I know you don't want any nore trouble here, but I'monly asking
for your cooperation for a matter of days-"

"l can't become involved in this."

“It's for their protection, too,"
honor the Council's-"

"Then tell all the facts," a fanmiliar voice interrupted.

Ri ck turned and saw Kyl e wal king toward him fromthe car

"Mlitary business, Kyle-stay out of it!" R ck warned himsternly. Kyle was the last thing
this situation needed: M. Agitation

"This isn't just mlitary business," Kyle started in, addressing Rick and the crowd. "It's
everyone's, Commander, because you're tal king about the Zentraedi's right to return to their
normal size whenever they want."

Ri ck was incredul ous. Sure, why not let themall change back-especially now that they are
hungry for warfare again and the cl osest targets are one-tenth their size.

"You're nuts, Kyle."

“If you think |I'mkidding, you re even a bigger fool than | thought. And |'m sure that

Ri ck said, pointing to the crowd. "W all agreed to
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nost of the people in this city would agree with nme...isn't that right?"

Rick didn't bother to | ook around. Shouts of agreenment rang out; micronized Zentraed
raised their fists, and the giants growed. Kyle's violent scene with Mnnei in Ganite Cty
replayed itself in Rick's mind, along with Max's renmarks about Kyle's false pacifism Mnnei, he
said to hinself, giving her a sidelong glance and reading sonme sort of warning in those bl ue eyes.
How coul d you be bl ood with this-

"Well, do you..." Kyle was denanding. Picking up on Rick's inattention, he followed his
gaze, reading his thoughts now ... So he's still in love with her

Ri ck heard Kyle snort, then say to the crowd:

"When they take away your right to use the Protoculture chanmber, it's the first step
toward martial |lawl You lived under that for |ong enough before you cane to Earth! This chanber
shoul d be controlled by the people of this city!"

One of the giants stonped his feet, rocking the area.

"You better listen to us right now" he bell owed.

"This is our city," said a hunan fenale, nuch to Rick's anazenent, "not the mlitary' s!"

Was there sonme sort of reverse contagion at work here?

"Why don't you just climb into your little plane and get out of here while you still can!"
yell ed a second gi ant.
"Listen to me!" Rick pleaded, actually managing to quiet themfor a noment. "lIsn't it

better to have this machine secure from people who would use it against you than to endanger the
whole city with it!"

"I"'mgetting sick of your lies, Hunter!" Kyle ranted at him furious.

"Beat it!" the crowd shout ed.

"W're not going to take this anynore!"

The mayor edged over to Rick, eyes on the alert for airborne bottles or rocks. "They nean

busi ness,"” he said warily.

"I"ve heard enough!" Rick began to shout back at them "This is mlitary property! |'ve
been ordered to secure it, and | intend to carry out those orders!"

"W'| | see about that!" one of the giants threatened.

Ri ck signaled his squad |lieutenant. Two of the Battloids raised their gatlings and stepped
f orward.

The crowd took a collective intake of breath, but the coments persisted, hel ped al ong by
Kyl e, who was now attenpting to lead themin a chant: "Leave here now Leave here now "
punctuating his call with raised arm gestures.

The crowd joined him holding their ground.

"Pl ease, Conmmander, " said the mayor. "You have to go."

Ri ck narrowed his eyes and shot Kyle a deadly | ook. He scanned the crowd-angry faces and
towering Zentraedi. If the Battloids opened fire, there would be all hell to pay; and if they
didn't...if they just let the chanber sit...

No win! Rick screaned at hinmself, sending a tornmented | ook Mnnei's way before he turned
his back on all of them and wal ked off.

In the snowfields at civilization's edge, Khyron received word of the turnabout in New
Detroit. He couldn't have been nore pleased.

He stood now at the head of a doubl e-rowed col um made up of twelve of his finest troops,
each, like hinmself, suited up in Zentraedi power arnor

"Listen to nme," he instructed them "W are the last true Zentraedi! W nust take that
si zing chanber! No sacrifice is too great!"

Wth that, he fired the body suit's self-contained thrusters and lifted off, his elite
squad following himinto the skies.

Having left two of his Veritech corporals to stand guard over the chanber, Rick and his
remai ning teamwere on their way back to New Macross. Bill "WIIly" Mamoth, one of Skull One's
wi ngnen, had raised Rick on the tac net.

"Go ahead, WIlly, I'mreading you," Rick told him

"It's just that it's bothering, sir. Al that power. Leaving it there'n...well, forget

"Say it, WIlly. | told you, |I'mreading you."
"Well...l just hate to see a bunch of innocent people get hurt because of sone hare-
brai ned troubl enaker."
An inmage of Kyle's angry eyes flashed in Rick's nenory. That fight long ago in the Wite
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Dragon, Kyle's pacifist speeches, his violent tenper...
"Yeah, so do |," Rick said grinmy

Mayor Hardi ng was having msgivings. Two of Hunter's Battloids along with one of New
Detroit's own civil defense G adiators were supervising the transfer of the sizing chamber from
Fort Breetai to its newresting place inside the city's exposition center, a sprawing conpl ex of
pavilions and theaters constructed in the "Holl ywod" style-a pagodalike nultistoried building
here, a Mesoanerican tenple there.

"But will it be safe?" the mayor wondered al oud.

Lynn-Kyl e and M nnei were with himin the center's vast rotunda, observing the transfer
procedure.

"Somet hi ng' s bot hering you, M. Myor?" M nnei asked |eadingly, hoping Harding had had a
change of nmind and would recall Rick and his squad.

The mayor bit at the ends of his nmustache. "To be honest, | was just thinking about the
consequences of having the sizing chanber here should we be attacked...l only hope | nmade the
right decision.”

"Attacked by whon?" Kyle said harshly. "The war's over

"Not to hear Commander Hunter tell it." Harding shrugged. "All these disaffected Zentraed
who have been | eaving the cities and setting up canps out there..."

Kyl e made a di sm ssive gesture. "Forget about it-all that's just disinformation. They'l
say anything to convince us that we still need their protection. Besides, there are a | ot of
peaceful Zentraedi citizens here. They'd help us if things got bad."

"l hope you're right."

"Don't worry. We did the right thing, and the people appreciate it. This chanber
rightfully belongs to the Zentraedi people, and that's all that really matters.”

The mayor cleared his throat.

Kyle said, "Trust ne."

Har di ng, however, remained unconvi nced. Kyle noticed that M nnei seemed preoccupi ed and
uneasy, her face inordinately pale. The mayor had insisted on taking themon a tour of the
center's new theater, and it was here that Kyle decided to change strategies.

"I've got an idea,"” Kyle told both of them a lighter tone in his voice now. "How about a
goodwi I | concert to pronote brotherhood between the Human and Zentraedi citizens of New Detroit?"

Al at once Harding grew excited. "Wy, that would be great! |I nmean, if Mnnei would
consent...on such short notice and all..."
"Of course she'll do it," Kyle continued, although Mnnei hadn't so nuch as acknow edged

the idea by word or novenent.

"The whole city'Il turn out," said Harding, the wheels turning. He began to | ead them down
one of the theater aisles toward the |arge stage. "W can seat al nbst three thousand in here, and
wait till you see our lighting system" Cupping his hands to his nouth, he called to the bal cony:
"Pops! Open up the nmamin curtain and hit the spots!”

An unseen ol d-timer answered, "Sure thing, M. Mwyor," and the curtain began to rise. Kyle
t ook advantage of the nmonment to turn to Mnnei and whi sper, "What's you problemtoday, M nnei?
You're going to upset the nayor."

"I just don't feel like singing," she said firmy.

Kyl e raised his voice. "And just why not?"

"Because | don't think this place is safe with that Protoculture chanber here and because
of what you did to Commander Hunter," she answered, not |looking at him "He is my close friend,
you know. He saved ny life."

Kyle smirked. "You nake it sound like it's a lot nore than friendship, Mnnei."

"You asked ne, so | told you:"

"Take it easy," he said. "First of all, we're not in any danger. And second, it didn't
hurt your flyboy any to have his feathers ruffled. It keeps himsharp."

Mnmei gritted her teeth.

"Here they come, M. Mayor!" the veteran stagehand yell ed.

Two i ntense spots converged center stage, and Mayor Harding turned to M nnei proudly.

"How ' bout that?"

Kyl e put on his best smle and stepped forward. "I think the whole place | ooks great,
sir."

The nmayor beanmed and started to say, "Thank you-" when a | oud concussion rocked the
theater. A second and third explosion followed in quick succession, violent enough to send them
all reeling in the aisle.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday.txt (38 of 86) [5/21/03 2:35:08 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday .txt

"What the-"

"Quick! Qutside!" Kyle ordered.

No doubt a M nnei concert would have worked wonders in New Detroit, but how could Kyle
have known that Khyron had nade a previous booki ng?

| mredi ately upon his return to New Macross, Rick was ordered to report to Admiral d ova
in the briefing roomof the SDF-1. There he found the admiral, Exedore, Lisa, Caudia, Mx,
Mriya, and the infanmous Terrible Trio-Samm e, Vanessa, and Ki mseated at the rooms circular
table. Rick nade his report directly to @oval, summarizing the events that had transpired in New
Detroit.

G oval wore a | ook of despair. "I want to commend you for exercising good judgnent,
Captain,"” he told Rick after a nonment. Then he gestured to the table. "I wanted
you to be included in this. Exedore..." he said, sitting back to listen

The enigmatic Zentraedi inclined his head. "I have finished ny research on the

rel ati onship between Protoculture and the Zentraedi," he began rather soberly. "My race..."
Exedore's face appeared to blanch. "My race was bio-genetically engi neered by the Robotech Masters
for the sole purpose of fighting. Protoculture, the discovery of the Tirolian scientist Zor was
utilized in both the initial cloning process and the enlargenent of our physical being."

Mriya gasped. "You're saying that the Masters created us? It can't be true, Exedore.
have nenories of ny youth, ny upbringing, nmy training..."

Exedore shut his eyes and shook his head sadly. "Inplants, engrans...The Masters were
clever to equip us with both racial and individual nenories. But they neglected what is nore
i mportant..."

G oval cleared his throat. "Exedore, if | may?...

Exedore gestured his assent, and d oval addressed the table

"These people you call the Robotech Masters were extrenely proud of their advanced and
powerful civilization. Hyperspace drives and advanced weaponry were already a part of their
culture. But soon after the discovery of Protoculture and the science of Robotechnol ogy, they
dreaned of ruling a galactic enpire. And they decided to develop a police force to protect their
acqui sitions-the Zentraedi."

The table went silent.

"For hundreds of years,” the adnmiral continued, his eyes finding Mriya and Exedore, "you
secured worlds for themthese Masters you were programmed to obey. But this scientist, Zor, the
very geni us who designed and built this ship, was silently working at tearing down what his co-
opted discoveries had unleashed. It was believed that he hid his secrets sonewhere in this ship
and tried to send it fromthe Masters' grasp.

"And you, Exedore, and Mriya, Breetai, the old one you called Dol za, even Khyron, you
were ordered to reclaimthis ship at all costs-because without Zor's secrets the Robotech Masters
won't be able to fulfill their dreans of enpire. Wthout Protoculture, they will fall, as surely
as their race of giant warriors fell. Confronted with enpotions and feelings for the first tineg,
the Zentraedi were powerless. For surely that race of perverted geniuses had no love left in their
hearts. And they will be defeated for the very sanme reasons."

Exedore | ooked up now. "Do not underestimate them Admiral," he cautioned. He was
i npressed by doval's summary and eval uation, but the admiral spoke as if all of this was behind
them when in fact it was just beginning. "W Zentraedi no |onger pose a threat to you, it is
true. But believe me when | say this: The Masters are out there waiting, and they will not rest
until that Protoculture matrix is theirs. Earth has been brought once to the brink of extinction
by their power. Do not nislead yourselves by thinking that it can never happen again."

G oval absorbed this silently. "Are there any questions?"

"Are the people of Earth...are they Protoculture?” Mriya asked, full of concern as she
| ooked at Max. There was Dana- how coul d they explain Danal

G oval said, "I know what you're thinking, Mriya. But no. You see, we go back nmllions of
years. And the Zentraedi..."

"But how can you explain that our genetic structures are nearly identical?" Max wanted to

know.

Exedore spoke to that. "Nearly identical. Nearly identical. What is nost plausible is that
our genetic...stuff was cloned fromthe Masters thensel ves. They are, after all, er...Mcronians
i ke yourselves. Look for a simlarity there, Lieutenant Sterling, not anong the Zentraedi."

Max shook his head in a confused manner. "But | don't see that it matters any!"

"It doesn't," Mriya said, putting her hand over his

"Then it must figure," Lisa pointed out, "that the people of Earth and the people of Tiro
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did have a common ancestry."

"I no longer believe that to be so," said Exedore. "A coincidence, |'mafraid."

Ri ck's eyebrows went up. "A coincidence!? But Exedore, the odds on that have to be nothing
| ess than...

"Astrononical," Lisa finished.

G oval snorted. "And the odds agai nst our coexisting together?...They night be even
greater."

"So the truth is," Exedore concluded, "that although our races are sinilar, they are not
identical. My race, the Zentraedi, were Protoculturally devoid of everything save for the bio-
genetically engineered desire to fight. W were nothing but toys to our creators-toys of
destruction. "

CHAPTER ELEVEN

I had wandered into an inviting, friendly-Iooking house that sat flush with the street, thinking
it would be a shortcut to Rick (who was speeding away in his Veritech). The house was filled with
antiques fromthe [ast century, and | was running around touching everything. But then when

remenbered Rick and began to search for an exit, | couldn't find a way out! | started opening
doors only to find nore doors behind them and nore doors behind those, and nore doors!...| woke
up nore frightened than |'ve ever been in a long tine. It was nore frightening than real life.

Fromthe diary of Lynn-M nnei

Kyle, Mnmei, and Mayor Harding reached the theater's nmain entrance in tinme to see the descent of
Khyron's airborne assault team

They fell upon the city Iike a stormloosed fromhell itself, resenbling deep-sea divers
and Roman gladiators in their powered arnor. Cvil defense Destroids were already in the streets,
pouring nissiles and transuranic slugs into the skies. An Excalibur MK VI, its slung cannons

bl azi ng, caught two eneny projectiles, which blewit off its feet, continuous fire fromone of the
cannons holing storefronts all along the avenue. Nearby, a Spartan was faring better, having taken
out two of the eneny raiders with Stilettos |aunched fromthe necha's drumike nissile tubes. But
it too fell when one of the Zentraedi, easily as tall as the Spartan and better equipped to
maneuver, barreled into it, sending the thing reeling back against the facade of the exposition
theater, sparking out as it collapsed to the street, mssiles dropping fromone of its shattered
drunmns.

Kyl e and the others pressed thensel ves deeper into the theater's doorway, shivering with
fear, as cries for help rang out fromthe denolished Spartan

"Qur worst fears are realized!'" yelled Harding.

M nmei clutched Kyle's arm eyes shut tight, nmouth wide in a silent scream

Khyron's troops were bent on nothing |l ess than exterm nation; they had had two years to
work up to this, two unrelieved years, just waiting for an opportunity to make the M croni ans pay
for all the hardships they had been forced to endure. Now all the tension and hatred left themin
a frenzied rush, with New Detroit left to reap that violent harvest.

Everything was a target, and no one was spared-Hunman or citified Zentraedi

"Fight to the end!" the Backstabber yelled into his comink. "Find that chanmber! No
sacrifice is too great for a cause dearer than life itself!"

Still, the Earth forces would not surrender; courage and val or were the words of the day,
al t hough few renmai ned by battle's end to sing the praises of those who died.

A d adiator went hand to hand with one of the alien berserkers, dropping the Zentraed
with a | eft uppercut when its own cannons were depleted of charge, only to have the downed eneny
blow it to smithereens with a blast fromits top-nounted gun

Anot her of Khyron's elite paused before a parking lot sinply to incinerate the vehicles
and huddl ed groups of Humans i nsi de.

"I"'mgetting high reflex-activity readings,” Khyron announced, his suit displays flashing.
Locaters were hel ping himzero-in on the exposition hall. "Al troops converge on ny signa
i mredi atel y!'"

M nmei and Kyl e, w apped around each other in the theater's entrance al cove, watched as

eneny troops nmade for the hall, the streets vibrating to the crash of their netal shod boots.
VWhat have | done?! Kyle asked hinself, close to panic.
Inside the hall, the RDF sentries received word that the first defenses had been overrun

the eneny was headed their way. A battloid raised its chain gun at the sound of pounding on the
hall's foot-thick steel door. The three-nenber crews of the @ adi ators readi ed t hensel ves.
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Mayor Harding had left Kyle and Mnnei and rushed to the basenent of the building. He and
an unfortunate office worker were looking in on the hall and sizing chanber now, a Pernmagl ass
shield the only thing separating themfromfire, as the door was suddenly bl own open and Khyron's
troops poured in.

One of the G adiators stepped forward to engage a Zentraedi, spitting harm ess nachi ne gun
fire into the face of its enenmy as the two of them grappled. Khyron's soldier got hold of the
nmecha's face plates, swng it clean off its feet, and sent the hapless thing crashing through the
bui | di ngs reinforced concrete wall

The second G adiator was simlarly engaged, one-on-one and winning his close-in
fight...until a Zentraedi appeared w thout warning overhead, blasting his way through the ceiling
and descending on the necha forcefully enough to split it w de-open, crown to crotch.

Al this tine, the Battloid was enptying its gatling against a Zentraedi wall of arnor.
When the pilot saw the d adiator take that terrible overhead blow, he ran his nmecha forward
aut ocannon rai sed high like a sl edgehamrer, only to receive a paralyzing spin kick to the abdonen
by an eneny with eyes behind its head.

"That finishes it!" exclainmed the mayor, turning away fromthe carnage. "W've |ost the
si zing chanber!"

"Chances are, no matter how nmuch they are exposed to Humans, the Zentraedi are still a war-
loving race,” Exedore told the admral after the session. He, @oval, and d audia had wal ked
together fromthe briefing roomto one of the fortress's enornous supply holds.

"But many of your people have discovered an entirely different kind of life here on Earth,
Exedore," d oval argued. "You shouldn't be so...hard on yourself."

"Admiral doval's right," daudia added. "Many of your people supported peace as soon as

they were exposed to the possibility, and nost still do."

"I agree that many want it," Exedore countered, unnmoved by their obvious attenpts to put
himat ease. After all, it wasn't a question of feeling this way or that way about it; it was
sinply a fact: The Zentraedi were warriors. Exedore wondered sonetines if Humans didn't carry the
enoti onal node too far. "It's just that | now worry about those who still want to fight. Surely
you understand that, Adnmiral."

"Yes," Goval adnmitted, lifting his pipe to his lips, uncertain where this discussion was
headed.

"Doesn't it seemstrange, then, that no matter how far even superior civilizations have
progressed, there never seens to be a solution to the probl em of aggression and warfare?"

"How true, my friend."

"That applies to Humans, too," Exedore continued. "In fact, there is no known species in
the whole of the Fourth Quadrant that has ever turned its back on war."

"Regrettably so," doval said

A contone sounded, and the admiral reached for a handset, grunting yeses and nos into it,
his nostrils flaring. He recradled it with a slamand barked at d audi a:

"Find Hunter imediately!"

Cl audi a stepped back sonmewhat. "Sir?"

"Zentraedi have attacked New Detroit!"

"A toy of destruction," Rick was repeating to Lisa. "That's what he called hinself,
right?"

The two of them were standing in one of the SDF-1s open bays, twenty feet above the
shimering | ake, staring into orange and pi nk sunset cl ouds.

"CGenetically progranmed for fighting...it's pretty sad.

“I'f you ask nme, it sounds a lot like us," said Lisa.

Ri ck frowned at her.

"Aren't we always fighting?" she asked him

"That's not fair, Lisa."

"I wasn't trying to be...Just making a point."

"Ch, yeah?"

"Rick! Lisa!"

They turned together to find Claudia striding toward t hem

“"I'mglad | found you two," she said, out of breath. "Zentraedi forces have attacked New
Detroit!"

Rick's eyes went wi de. "Forces?! Wat d' ya nean? Wo-nmal contents?"

d audi a shook her head. "Not fromthe sound of it. Their conmunication signal was | ost
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about ten minutes ago, but one of our recon ships spotted the fighting. It |ooks a coordinated
attack. At |least a dozen Zentraedi in power arnor. "

Lisa watched Rick go livid. He clenched his fists and cursed.

"Rick, it's not your fault!" she said quickly, reaching for him But he was already
t hrough the doorway in a run

"Who?!" Lisa demanded of d audia. "Wo?!"

The reinforcenments from New Macross arrived on the scene too late. Rick, in Skull One, had
a bird s-eye view of the battle's aftermath: fire, snoke, and several square bl ocks of total
devastation. New Detroit's central avenues were torn up and cratered; civil defense mecha | ay
snoldering in the streets, while rescue crews worked frantically to free trapped crew nenbers. The
area around the exposition hall was unrecogni zabl e. The main buil di ngs had been reduced to rubble.

Ri ck bl aned hinsel f.

It had been his assignnent to secure the Protoculture chanber, he told hinmself, but he had
|l et Kyle and those easily influenced Zentraedi take charge.

Bel ow hi m now, cranes and bul |l dozers worked to haul a damaged Excalibur MK VI to its feet;
the mecha's twi n cannons had been bl own fromthe body. Elsewhere, the hulk of a d adiator was
being towed froman intersection; it |ooked as though it had been split down the mddle by an ax.

Though Ri ck was shoul dering the blame, he couldn't very well charge hinself with the
attack, and this was what began to concern him The only incident that approached the |evel of
destruction here was the raid on New Portland sone weeks ago. There, renegade Zentraedi had broken
into one of the arnories, conmmandeered three Battl epods, and indul ged thenselves in a brief orgy
of terror. But that was the isolated case; nost often, the trouble was confined to fighting-the
recent fistfight in the streets of Macross was a perfect exanple. But now, wthin twenty-four
hours, there had been two major raids.

The recon pilots who had witnessed the attack saw no battl epods; Zentraedi power arnor,
they said. Rick thought about it: Many of the warships that had crashed on Earth had been stri pped
of weapons during Reconstruction two years ago. But of course it was possible that a band of
outl aw gi ants had chanced upon a ship and found the power suits...but what would they want with
the sizing chanber? A blow for independence? Furthernore, the attack on New Detroit had been too
wel |l coordinated: It was purposeful, nothing Iike the sprees of random viol ence Exedore was
worried about-the resurgence of the Zentraedi progranm ng

Ri ck found hinsel f thinking about the Zentraedi's raid on Macross City, when it was stil
|l ocated in the belly of the SDF-1. As he | ooked over New Detroit, he began to feel that there was
sonmething fam liar about this patterned ruination, alnmost as if it bore the earnmarks of soneone
t hought to be dead-someone whomthe Zentraedi thenselves had feared..

VWil e Rick was dropping the Veritech in for a closer ook, searching for an uncluttered
stretch of street to put down on, Kyle and Mnnei were preparing to flee the city. The bl ack
sports car, which had been parked near the theater entrance, had mracul ously survived the
destruction, and Kyle was behind the wheel now, twisting the ignition key and cursing the thing
for not turning over. Above the sleek vehicle towered the lifeless body of an Excalibur, spread-
eagle in a death pose against the theater facade.

"You crummy no-good pile of junk!" Kyle shouted at the car, punping the accel erator peda
for all it was worth.

"Hurry, Kyle!™ Mnnei yelled fromthe street. "They m ght be com ng back!"

“I"'mdoing the best | can!" he told her angrily.

M nmei was wringing her hands and pacing, a victimof fear and self-torment. Like Rick
she was bl ami ng herself for the tragedy.

| could have stopped Kyle, and none of this would have happened! How could I let himdo
that to Rick? If I had just stepped in when R ck |ooked at ne like that..

The sports car's engine fired, and Kyl e hurrahed.

"Mnnei, get inl Let's go!" She was either in shock or lost in thought, he decided,
because he wasn't getting through to her. "Mnnei!" he tried again.

She turned to himas if they had all the time in the world, pure loathing in her eyes. She
reached for the handl e of the back door and threw it open.

Ri ck spotted her

He had the Veritech reconfigured to Guardi an node and was setting down on the theater
street several bl ocks behind Kyle's sports car. Kyle was revving the engine, too preoccupied to
take notice of the nmecha's descent, but M nnei caught sight of it in the rearview mrror and spun
around in her seat.

She sucked in her breath. "Kyle, please don't |eave yet-it's Rick!"
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Skul |l One had | anded. The radonme of the Veritech was on the ground, tail up in the air
i ke sonme nechanical bird searching the earth for worms: Rick had sprung the canopy and was
clinbing out of the cockpit.

Kyle said, "W're late already!" and gunned it, patching out on the pavenent.

Ri ck was chasing themon foot, and Mnnei could read his lips: He was calling her nane,
asking themto stop.

"Turn around, Mnnei!" Kyle yelled at her fromthe front seat. "It's too late!"

Her eyes filled with tears.

"Good- bye," she said softly to the small figure in the distance. It's too |ate!

CHAPTER TVELVE

The Zentraedi are not inferior beings, nor should they be treated |ike second-class citizens. They
shoul d enjoy the sanme freedons the rest of us do-life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness! No
one can say for sure that some of themwon't turn to crine or evil purpose, but at |east we won't
have repressed their right to express thensel ves-we won't have acted |ike fascists!

From Lynn- Kyl e' s Panphl ets on Pacificism

The Iine forns to the right!" One of Khyron's shock troopers bellowed, gesturing with his massive
hand.

Forty feet below the giant's angry face, a micronized Zentraedi, recently returned to the
fold, wondered whether he had nade the right decision in joining the Backstabber's battalion. It
had been an arduous journey from New Detroit to reach these snowbound wastes. And now there was a
certain hostility in the cold air..

But all at once the shock trooper was grinning, then | aughing and slapping his knee. Oher
soldiers were, too, and all along the Iine of mcronized Zentraedi the |aughter was spreading.

"Well, that's what the Mcronians are always saying, isn't it?" the shock trooper asked
his dimnutive counterpart. " "Line forns on the right,' "no parking," "no snoking' ...l nean, we
Zentraedi warriors have | earned sonething fromthe M cronians, haven't we? W want to do things
orderly from now on-peaceful | y!"

"Yeah, we're all for peace!" said a second trooper, brandishing his laser rifle.

A third added: "We love their homeworld so nmuch that we're just gonna take it fromthem™"

And everyone | aughed and threw in conmrents of their own, giants and mnicronized Zentraed
al i ke.

The line led to the sizing chanber, back where it belonged in Khyron's conmand ship now,
where one by one, Zentraedi were doffing their Mcronian outfits and being returned to full size
in the conversion tank. It was a slow and tedi ous process, but no one seened to nind the wait.

Khyron | east of all.

He and Azonia were sitting sonme distance fromthe tank, sipping at tall glasses of an
intoxicating drink one of the former mcroni zed Zentraedi had introduced to the growi ng outl aw
battalion. Khyron had taken a fancy to sipping straws, and his consort hunored himby having one
in her glass also. Cose by, Gel watched them nervously.

Word had spread quickly through the wastel ands that Khyron had captured the sizing chanber
and was ready to make good his promise to return to full size any who would join his arny. Each
day the lines of mcronized Zentraedi males and femal es grew | onger, and Khyron was reveling in
his victory. He had instructed his spies in the population centers to make it known just who had
taken the chanber.

Let them know t hat Khyron had returned!

Laughi ng hysterically, the warlord Iifted the glass in a toast to a soldier who stepped
from the chanber, naked and powerful once again.

"Now t hat Khyron is in possession of the chanmber, he will rebuild his army and crush the
M croni ans! This wetched world will have known better days!"”

Wth that, he heaved his glass at the |line, shattering it against the interior hull of the
shi p and showering those waiting with glass and |iquid.

Azoni a | ooked at her lord and grinned proudly. She was half in love with his insanity,
though "l ove" was hardly the word she woul d have used.

But suddenly Khyron wasn't smiling.

He made a guttural sound, stood up, and began to pace back and forth in front of her, his
clenched fists at his hips holding the canpaign cloak away fromhis scarlet uniform

"Not enough," he said at last. "Not enough!" He whirled on her w thout warning, devilish
fire in his eyes. "W nust have the Protoculture matrix itself-Zor's factory. It's sonmewhere stil
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in that rotting fortress, and we will have it!"

"But mlord, surely the Mcronians-" Azonia started to say.

"Bah!" he interrupted her. "Do you think they would even bother to guard this chanber if
they had the factory in their possession?! No, | don't think they've found it yet.

"Yes, but-"

Khyron snashed a fist into his open palm "W will do what we should have done all al ong
W will take sonething fromthem sonething they deem precious. And we will hold it in exchange for
the di nensional fortress. There is a Mcronian word for it..." He turned to Gel and said, "The
word, Grel-what is it?"

"“Ransom' mnilord," cane the speedy reply.

"Ransom vyes..." Khyron repeated softly. He gestured to the sizing chanber and instructed
Gel to speed things along. "W're going to be | eaving here shortly," he told him "But we mnust
not forget to leave a little surprise for our Mcronian friends..."

New Detroit had been placed under nartial |law. There was little reason to expect a foll ow
up attack, but the theft of the chamber had the resident Zentraedi up in arnms. Sone of them
believed that the Earth Forces had staged a Zentraedi raid in order to gain possession of the
chanmber. Reconstruction crews and civil defense reinforcenents had been flown in from New Macr oss,
and a field headquarters (with Lisa Hayes in command) had been set up outside the city limts.

Whet her a band of nalcontents fromthe wastes were responsible for the assault had yet to
be confirnmed, but reconnai ssance flights north of the city had reveal ed the exi stence of a base of
sone sort, hastily constructed around the remains of a crashed warshi p whose towering presence
domi nated that snowy region. A squadron of Veritechs under Rick Hunter's comuand was on its way to
the site now, Lisa Hayes nonitoring their progress fromfield HO

Her screen had indicated no activity at the base, but when the Cat's-Eye recon dropped in
for a closer pass, the displays had |it up: Eneny missiles had been | aunched at the approaching
fighter group. Lisa went on the comnet to warn them

"Uh, we roger that, control," said one of Rick's w ngrmen. "Eneny projectiles maintaining
tracking status. Onboard conputers calculate inmpact in twenty-three seconds."

"Evasive!" Lisa heard Rick say over the net.

Li sa watched her screen: The missiles were altering course along with the fighters.

"They're still on your tail, Captain Hunter."

An elisted rating at the adjacent duty station turned to her suddenly. "Picking up a
sudden heat em ssion."

Li sa was al ready back on the net. "The projectiles have activated protoboosters."

"Al'l units," said Rick. "Send out ghosts."

Li sa studi ed the screen once nore. The nissiles had gained on the group, but the false
radar i mages had confused them Only nonentarily, however. "They've swung around, Comander."

"Roger, control," Rick answered her. "W've got themin our tracking nonitors. W're
pl anning a surprise of our own."

Skull One led the group in a formation clinb and rollout that brought them nose to nose
with the incoming projectiles. Though eyes saw nothing but blue skies ahead, the Veritech screens
read deat h.

"I mpact in seven seconds," said R ck's w ngman

"Hanmmer heads on ny mar k- now "

Mssiles tore fromlaunch tubes as the group | oosed a bit of their own death; projectiles
met their match head-on, annihilating one another in a series of explosions that fused into an
expandi ng sphere of fire. The Veritechs boostered through this, scorching themselves but hol ding
their own, the route to the eneny base clear as day.

They cane in hugging the barren terrain, the tail section of the I eaning hulk loonmng into
vi ew over the horizon. Rick ordered reconfiguration to Quardi an node when they hit the edge of the
target zone and rel eased a score of heat-seekers to announce his arrival

The ground at the base of the Zentraedi warship was instantly torn up. Snow and dirt were
bl own fromthe area, and when the snmoke cleared, there was a newly formed crater fully encircling
the ruined warship. But no return fire or signs of activity. Rick guessed what the Cat's-Eye
i ndi cators woul d reveal

"Scanners indicate no sign of life," the recon plane's pilot said after a nonent.

Rick ordered half the teamto put down and reconfigure to Battloid node for entry into the
warship itself.

The fact that the hulk m ght contain unknown traps was on everyone's mind, so they were to
proceed slowy and nethodically, conpartnent by conpartnent, checking for timng devices or
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infrared trips.

Three hours in, they reached a central cargo hold filled with Zentraedi ordnance and
supplies. Still there was no sign of occupation

"Looks like the place was deserted when we hit it," Rick proposed. "The m ssiles nust've
been controlled froma renote outpost."

Ri ck's wingman gestured the armof his Battloid to the weapons cache.

"Take a |l ook at all this stuff."

Rick did just that: If whoever had been here could afford to | eave all this behind, he
didn't want to think about what they were packing when they left.

He noved his necha toward one of the supply crates, absently brushing dirt fromthe lid.
As he did so, the insignia of the Botoru Battalion began to take shape.

Khyron's battalion

One thousand mles west of New Detroit, through |land that had once been home to dinosaurs
and buffalo, ran the strangest group of creatures to appear in nmany a day: a snall band of giant
humanoi ds and ostrichli ke machi nes-in sonme cases a conmingling of the two, with giants riding
pi ggyback on the pods, hands clanped tightly on plastron guns, |egs wapped around the pods
spherical bodies. Inside an Oficer's Pod at the head of the pack sat the Backstabber, a crazed
smle on his face while he addressed the i mages of Azonia and Grel on the nmecha's circul ar
screens.

"Everything is going just as |I planned," he congratul ated hinself. "These M cronians are
so easily fooled."

"Battl epods are now approachi ng objective,

"No sign of any resistance," said Gel.

"They fell for it!" Khyron cackl ed.

As a cowboy would the runp of a horse, he slapped the console of the pod to hurry it
al ong. He could hear the nechal ess giants give out a war cry as they crowed a snmall rise in the
terrain and noved on the city.

his consort reported.

Denver, Col orado, as it was once known, had been rebuilt so often since the dobal G vi
War and had undergone so many nane changes that people now referred to it sinply as "the City." An
enor nous hangar used decades before by Anerica's NORAD had been converted to a concert hall |arge
enough to accommpdat e several thousand Humans and close to a hundred giants. There was a smal
crowd tonight, but Mnnei was singing her heart out nonetheless, nmenories of the raid on New
Detroit fresh in her mnd and the need to cenent relations between Human and Zentraedi forenost in
her thoughts.

She had the crowd, small as it was; the band was tight, and there were nonents of
perfection in her performance. For a while she could put Kyle fromher |ist of concerns; he hadn't
said ten words to her on their cross-country trip fromNew Detroit, and even now she was certain
that he was glaring at her fromthe stage w ngs.

M nnei, in that same ruffled dress she had sported in New Macross, was two verses into
"Touch and Go" when the real trouble began. The giant Zentraedi seated in the upper tiers were the
first to notice it: a rhythmcal undercurrent of nechanical articulation, the beat of netal shod
hooves in the streets, a sound |ike distant thunder

The singer herself becane aware of the noise a nonment |ater and stopped m dsong. Mst of
the audi ence was on its feet, staring up at the curved roof of the hangar: Sonething was noving up
there. ..

VWen the buil ding began to quake, everyone nmade a run for the exits, but they were a bit
| ate: The roof seemed to tear open, and all at once it was raining Battl epods. Several nore broke
t hrough the hangar walls, followed by Zentraedi shock troopers arnmed with laser rifles and
aut ocannons. The hall was pandenoni um even though not a single shot had been fired.

M nnei stood paral yzed center stage, Battlepods close enough to be reflected in her azure
eyes. She was aware of Kyle's presence at her side but incapable of nmoving of her own free will.

"Mnnei," he was scream ng, "they're heading right for us! You ve got to snap out of it!"

An unusual -1 ooki ng pod had positioned itself in front of the stage; it had a red snout, a
t op- mount ed cannon, and two derringer-1like hand-guns-one of which it slammed agai nst the stage as
Kyl e was | eadi ng her away.

She felt herself thrown off her feet by the violence of the force, but even that wasn't
enough to restore her wll.

So she surrendered herself to Kyle, allowing himto pull her up and | ead her to the stage
steps, down into the orchestra pit, down into that grouping of pods closing in on them..
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"Well, look what we have here..." an affected voi ce boonmed out far above her.

M nnei | ooked up into a handsone, clean-shaven face franed by attractive blue hair. The
gi ant Zentraedi who had clinbed fromthe unusual -1 ooki ng pod was wearing a scarlet-colored uniform
trimmed in yellow and an olivedrab canpai gn cloak that fastened on itself over one shoul der. He
reached his hand out and grabbed hold of her and Kyle, crushing themtogether in his grip as he
lifted them high above the stage.

"Let us go!" Kyle nmanaged to yell. "You're going to kill us!"

The warrior titan held themup in front of his face; Mnnei saw the devil in his steel-
gray eyes.

"I wouldn't dreamof it," he said, some unspoken purpose in m nd

“"No harm rmust cone to M nnei, Conmmander!" she heard one of the other giants insist. She
craned her neck to see past the warrior's thunb, fighting for breath to get a | ook at the one who
had spoken in her defense.

Khyron gestured to one of his Battlepods, and without warning the necha kicked the
friendly Zentraedi, catching himin the groin and sending hi msprawl i ng back agai nst the wall of
the hangar, where he rolled over in agony.

"I will not tolerate disobedience!" Khyron bellowed, raising his other fist.

He shot Mnnei a |ook that chilled her heart; then he threw his head back and roared with
| aught er .

Khyron's nane was being shouted in the streets of New Portland, New Detroit, and severa
other cities that had seen incidents of Zentraedi uprising. Lisa Hayes had heard as nuch at field
headquarters, and she was the one who first reported the runors to Admiral G oval. But d ova

remai ned skeptical: |If history had taught himanything, it was that heroes, regardl ess of their
orientation toward good or evil, were often resurrected in times of cultural stress. The Zentraed
were no exception, so it was natural for themto suddenly believe that Khyron, their evil l|ord,

had not perished along with Dol za and the conmanders of the armada but had sonehow escaped and had
merely been lying in wait these two years, ready to strike back at the Earth with an equally
ghostli ke battalion of warriors when the time was right.

O course, there was no actual proof that Khyron had net his end in battle, and the nost
recent attack on New Detroit and the theft of the sizing chanber were suggestive of his style
There was al so Commander Hunter's discovery of an arns cache bearing the Botoru Battalion
i nsignia..

The admiral, ran through all of it once nore as he paced in front of the large wall screen
in the SDF-2 situation room He was about to put a match to his favorite briar when Caudia called
to himfromher duty station

"W're receiving a transnission from sonmeone claining to be Khyron," she told him "Shall
I put it on the screen?”

"Yes, by all neans,
of the transnission. "

G oval fully expected to encounter the |likeness of an inposter. After all, no one in the
Earth Forces had net the so-called Backstabber face to face (al though God knew how many had net
hi m mecha to necha and regretted it). The adnmiral had, however, seen trans-vids of Khyron supplied
by Breetai and Exedore during the | ong debriefing sessions follow ng the defeat of the Zentraed
ar mada.

... Wiich explains @oval's sudden start when Khyron's devilishly handsone face appeared on
the wall screen. A collective gasp went up fromthe command center personnel; even those who
hadn't been privy to the trans-vids recognized the real itemwhen they sawit.

Khyron sneered: "Wat a pleasure it is to interrupt you, Adnmiral doval."

"He sounds like that sixties actor,"” someone in the control room comented. "Janes Mason."

A oval nmade up his mnd that he was not going to allow hinself to be rattled. He cleared
his throat and chonped down on the nout hpi ece of the pipe. "On the contrary,"” he said with
appropriate sarcasm "the disgust is all mne, | assure you."

Khyron seemed to |like that and said as nuch. He nade a gesture with his hand to indicate
sonmething off to his left, and the canera swing slightly to find a second Zentraedi officer-a
femal e, at that. She was not unattractive; with close-cropped blue-gray hair, fine features, and a
poi nted chin, but she wore the sane malicious | ook on her pale face as that worn by her comander
G oval didn't have to guess: This had to be Azonia, also believed to have been killed, the dreaded
Quadrono | eader who was Mriya Parino's superior

"I have sone friends of yours here," Khyron was saying quite matter-of-factly.

Goval didn't have tine to wonder to whomor to what Khyron was referring. Azonia had

he replied, stoking the pipe. "And be sure to get a fix on the source
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rai sed Lynn-Kyle into view, pinched by the scruff of the neck between her thunb and first finger.
Khyron, too, raised his fist, shoving Mnnei toward the renote canera. The singer |ooked pal e and
frightened.

"Mnnei!" Caudia said in surprise.

"This can't be happening!" seethed one of the techs.

Droppi ng his act of feigned indifference, doval pulled the pipe fromhis nouth. "You
filthy swine!" he said to the screen inmage.

"You're mad!" soneone added.

Khyron reacted by tightening his fist around his hel pless captive, his face suddenly
contorted in anger. "Don't try ny patience, Mcronian-1 amknown to have a violent tenper!”

The inplication was obvious, and doval signaled everyone to remain calm "W're sorry,"
he tol d Khyron

The Zentraedi |aughed shortly. "Well, then, your apologies are hunbly accepted. But listen
to ne carefully: | want you to know | nean business, Admiral."

"W understand. What do you want ?"

"Don't hurt her-1 beg you!" a tech shout ed.

Khyron snirked. "Then deliver the dinmensional fortress to nme tonorrow by twel ve hundred
hours. "

No one had expected this, least of all the adniral

"That's inmpossible! The fortress is no | onger spaceworthy."”

"Don't lie to me, Admiral. I'mwarning you..."

"I"'mnot lying," Aoval told himfirmy. "Listen to me for a nonent...The war is over
Khyron. Dol za and his arnmada-"

"The war is not over, Admiral!" Khyron threw at the screen. "Not until | have that
fortress in nmy possession!"

d oval knew what was on his opponent's mind. "The Protoculture matrix doesn't exist," he
tried calmy. "Ask Exedore and Breetai if-"

Khyron was livid. "Those traitors are alive?!" Suddenly he | aughed mani acally. "Just
deliver the fortress to me, Admral-if you value your little...songbird."

"You are mad!" said d oval

"Ah, but there's nmethod to ny madness," Khyron returned with a grin. "First, the fortress
for Mnmei. Then, the Robotech factory satellite for this second hostage." He gestured to Kyle,
who was dangling by his coattails from Azoni a's pinch

"Don't do it!" Kyle exploded. "Don't listen to them Admral!"”

"You mind your manners," Azonia said playfully, wiggling himabout roughly.

"It's too dangerous," Kyle managed, in obvious pain. "You can't...you can't just give in

to this guy..

"You're hurting him" Mnnei screaned.

Khyron gestured to his consort to take it easy. "I'd of course prefer to avoid viol ence,
Admral. But believe me; I'mnore than willing to carry out ny threats."”

“I"msure we can arrange sonething," doval answered him In fact, he wasn't at all sure
what could be arranged, but it was essential to start by buying tine.

"That's better." Khyron sneered.

Just then a third officer entered the screen's field of view, a |large, square-jawed nan
who deferentially tapped his conmander on the shoul der

"Uh...excuse ne..." said Gel.

Khyron turned to himbriefly, then back to Qoval. "I nust take ny | eave now, Adniral. But
renenber: tonorrow by twel ve hundred hours."

He flashed a snile, V-ed his fingers, and cut off transm ssion

G oval bowed his head and chided hinmself silently for believing that evil could so easily
be laid to rest.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

VWhen | first heard Khyron announce his demands for the SDF-1 in exchange for the hostages he'd
taken, my fear was that his agents had actually penetrated our nobst top-secret operations. Then
when | realized that his request was nore in the nature of a fornmality, | began to relax sone. But
the know edge that he did in fact present a continued threat to our security made nme reeval uate
the plans | had so carefully formulated for the com ng nonths.

Fromthe I og of Admral Henry d ova

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday.txt (47 of 86) [5/21/03 2:35:09 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday .txt

Soneone had thought to call the Denver hangar/theater "Zarkopolis"-as close a translation fromthe
Zentraedi as the Mcronian | anguage all owed. The structure bore no resenblance to the origina
Zar kopol i s-the Zentraedi mning base on Fantoma-but it was in keeping with the rekindled spirit of
conquest to renanme it thus.

Cross-1legged on a raised portion of the stage that had becone their comand post sat
Khyron, Azonia, Gel, and Gerao. |In attendance were several aides and shock troopers in ful
battle arnmor. Stationed in the vast hall below were troops of Khyron's elite strike force and half
a dozen battl epods. Mnnei stood bravely in the Backstabber's open palm Khyron regarded her as
t hough she were sone zool ogi cal specinen.

"It's hard to believe that this helpless little creature in ny hand is the key to our
freedom" he nused aloud. "To think they'd give up the fortress for you..." H's closed his hand on

M nnei. "This Mcronian sentinmentality-it makes nme quite ill just to think about it!"

Khyron got to his feet, striking an orator's pose.

"Ch, to be free of this nmiserable planet!...l can hardly wait, | assure you..." He had
turned his back on his audi ence and was once again eyeing M nnei, now on her knees in his open
hand. "Well...why doesn't Mnnei performfor us, eh?"

He swung around again and extended his hand, a snmall stage for her act, alnobst forty feet
of f the ground.

M nnmei was quick to conply; in fact, she'd been waiting for just such an opportunity. Hers
was the voice that had toppled a mghty empire, so surely a handful of disaffected warriors would
present little problem She feared and hated Khyron, but somewhere in the back of her m nd endured
the idea that she possessed the power to open his heart to | ove and peace.

"To be in love..." she began, standing up and | ooking himin the eye.
sweetest feeling that a man can feel...To be in love, to live a dream.."

Khyron's expression was softening. The giant hand that was sweeping her in front of a
shocked and dunbf ounded audi ence of hardened sol di ers was shaking and sweati ng.

"...with somebody you care about |ike no one else.”

M nnmei was practically shouting out the Iyrics now as choruses of groans and words of
di sbelief rose from Azonia and the others.

Khyron's body was trenbling; his eyes were rolled back in his head.

"A special wonan, a dearest woman..."

And suddenly, his knees were buckling and he was down on the floor, seemingly ready to
rel ease her fromhis hold. Mnnei started to step fromhis palm singing: "...Wo needs to share
her life with you alone..."” Wthout warning, he grabbed her again, a sly grin splitting his face
as he squeezed the song and breath from her.

"Well, it was a brave attenpt, Mnnei. But unfortunately for you, as you can see, | am
i Mune to your witchcraft."

"You had nme fool ed!" Azonia |aughed, her hand to her nouth.

...must be the

But Khyron silenced her. "I am speaking to ny little songbird." He | ooked hard at M nnei.
"And she's going to help us get what we want, isn't that so, nmy little pet?"

M nmei flailed about in his hand, struggling to free herself. "I won't help you-you big
overgrown. ..clown!"

Khyron faked a | ook of hurt. "That was not very nice, Mnnei...In fact, |'mrather

surprised at you-losing your tenper like that. Very unladylike."

M nnmei fol ded her arnms in defiance, fighting back tears.

"I may have to teach you sone manners,"” her captor was threatening, his anger buil ding,
his grip on her tightening. "You think that just because you're the magnificent Mnnei, you're
better than we are...Wll, | despise your nusic! Despise it! Do you hear ne?!"

She coul d no | onger breathe. Khyron was ranting and raving, and she was rapidly |osing
touch with the world. Blackness circled in on her fromthe edges of her vision, silencing thoughts
and fears alike.

Khyron felt her go linmp in his hand. and realized he had gone too far. Azonia was shouting
at himto be careful, but he was certain he'd already overstepped hinself.

"Cosnos! What have | done?!"

M nmei was unnoving in his hand, deathly still. "She enraged ne so, | forgot how inportant
she was to our plan..." Gently, he poked at her with his finger, hoping she'd revive; and in a
monent she did, dazed and possibly hurt but certainly nowhere near dead. Khyron acknow edged his
relief with a smle.

"She's all right," he told Azonia. "They're well-built little things."

Azoni a had picked up Kyle and was now hol di ng him by one foot and one arm tw sting him
about as though he were nmade of pipe cleaners. Kyle was far | ess inportant to the plan, so she
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wasn't concerned about breaking himup a bit.

Kyle, on the other hand, felt differently about it, and it was only his many years of
martial-arts training that kept himfromsuffering major dislocations. The bl ue-haired Amazon
seened hel |l -bent on reconfiguring himlike sonme sort of manni kin necha.

She joked: "Surely this is as nmuch fun for you as it is for ne!"

And Kyl e could only hope he would see the day when she nicronized herself; because if he
lived through this, there was going to be a score to settle.

Admral doval called an enmergency session with his chiefs of staff follow ng Khyron's
transm ssion, which had been traced to New Denver. They had | ess than twelve hours to decide on a
course of action. Caudia Gant, General Mtokoff from G3, and several officers fromvarious
departments of the RDF were gathered around a long table in the SDF-2 briefing room Exedore,
still aboard the factory satellite, was in communication with themvia comink; his inmge appeared
on one of the nonitors.

"The situation is wi thout precedent,"” Mdtokoff was saying. He was a young man in spite of
his rank, forner head of the CD forces aboard the SDF-1 during its two-year ordeal in space.
"Since the Zentraedi have never taken hostages before, we have no way of knowing if they' |l make
good their promses."

G oval drew at his pipe, nodding. "Or their threats,” he told the table.

"May | respond to that, Admral ?" Exedore said fromthe screen.

"Go ahead, Exedore," said G oval

The Zentraedi |ooked squarely into the renote canmera. "Khyron will nake good his threats,
of this | can assure you. Lord Breetai concurs with nme that this hostage taking suggests he has
gone beyond the bounds of his Zentraedi conditioning, which would have rendered such an act
unt hi nkable. There is no telling how far he is willing to go now But | rnust caution you not to
accede to his demands under any circunstances. Lord Breetai wi shes ne to informyou that he is at
your service should you require himin settling this nost unfortunate natter."

A oval took the pipe fromhis nmouth and inclined his head. "That will not be necessary,
Exedore, although you nmay convey ny appreciation to the commander. Your people have al ready spent
far too many years acting as a police force. W won't ask you to fight our battles for us."

"l understand, Admiral," Exedore said evenly.

One of the officers stood up to address Goval. "I agree with Breetai, Admral. Putting
the SDF-1 into Khyron's hands woul d be an act of suicide!" The officer had gotten hinself so
wor ked up that the pencil he was hol di ng snapped in his hands.

"Cal mdown," G oval told himgruffly. "I have no intention of giving in to his denands."

"l hope you're not suggesting that we ignore Khyron's threats to Kyle and M nnei," said
C audi a.

"No," everyone was quick to say.

"W're all in agreenment on that, sir," said another officer. "But this is a blatant act of
terrorism and we nust refuse to bargain with him"

Cl audi a nodded in agreenent.

G oval cleared his throat. "For two years now the Zentraedi have lived with us as equal s.
And in that tine we have all cone to know nmany of themas friends and allies. Khyron took
advantage of this by infiltrating his spies into our cities.”" W have no way of know ng who they
are or where they nmight be.”

"I don't see what bearing this has on the problem Adniral," Mtokoff interjected.

G oval nade a disnissive gesture. "lI'mconming to that. W don't know who our enenies are,
but we do know our friends..." The chiefs of staff waited for himto finish. "So, | suggest we use
the Zentraedis to trick him as he used themto trick us."

"Commander Hunter, engage your scranbler," Lisa said over the net fromfield headquarters.

The Skull had been ordered out of the deserted Zentraedi base where the arns cache had
been di scovered. In minutes the place was going to be a menory, thanks to the expl osive charges
they had set to self-destruct.

"Engagi ng voi ce scranbler for encoded transnission, control,” R ck radi oed back after
tapping in a series of commands on the Veritech's consol e.

He had been expecting new orders since word had been received that Khyron was responsible
for the attack on New Detroit. Unlike G oval, Rick saw no reason to doubt that Khyron had survived
the Zentraedi hol ocaust. Khyron had al ways been the nost self-serving of the lot; he was a born
survivor, and it was not unlike himto go in hiding for two years-to stage his own resurrection.
Rick recalled the many tinmes he had faced Khyron in battle; wthout adequate proof, he blaned
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Khyron for Roy Fokker's death. And as anxious as he felt about a renewed contest, one part of him
was actually | ooking forward to it.

Li sa wasn't sure she wanted to break the news to himabout Mnnei, but orders were orders.
"Operation Star-Saver," the High Command was calling it.

"It looks like it's going to be a tough one, this tine," Caudia had told her. "But you,
you lucky devil, you'll be coordinating for Commander Hunter once again. "

Sonmehow Cl audi a had nissed the point: R ck was being ordered to save M nnei-agai n! How
much [ onger was fate going to build these rescues into their relationship? Lisa wondered. Just
when the singer was no longer a threat to what little happiness Lisa and R ck shared, another
crisis would present itself.

"And why was it that Rick is called to respond to every crisis?" she had asked d audi a,
not really expecting a response and certainly not having to be renminded that R ck was the best
t here was.

That was why she wanted him

"Good to hear your voice again, Lisa," Rick was sayi ng.

Li sa sucked in her breath and decided to take the plunge.

"Rick," she began. "Your teamis to report back to New Macross for special orders. Khyron
has ki dnapped, ah, two...people. He's holding them hostage in New Denver for the return of the SDF-
1.

"That's insane! The fortress isn't even airworthy, is it?"

"Of course not. But-"

"Man, sonebody really nmust have slipped sone el ephant juice into the punch bow when that
guy was cloned...And since when do the Zentraedi take hostages?"

"Since Khyron got back to town."

"So who'd he grab? Lynn-Kyle, if it's ny |ucky day."

Li sa rai sed her eyes to the doned ceiling. "It's your lucky day," she told him

She heard his gasp, then: "Wo's the second person, Lisa? Gve it to nme straight."

Make it short and sweet, she told herself, and said: "M nnei. Khyron attacked a club in-"

"Where are they?!"

Lisa stiffened at her station. He'd fly to the sun and back, she said to herself. But to
Ri ck, she cautioned: "There is no place for amateur heroics on this mssion, Comuander."

Rick went silent, and it was too late for her to take it back

"Uhh, really?" he said after a noment, cold as ice. "l wasn't aware that amateur heroics
were my stock in trade.”

Li sa fumed, her face coloring. The wonan tech at the adjacent station was staring at her
as if assessing her professionalism "That is all! Qut!" she hollered, and sl ammed her pal m down
on the comink button

Four hours later, Skull Team was assenbled on the flight deck of the Pronetheus; they had
been briefed and were ready for action

Lisa, also recalled to New Macross, was braving the cold evening winds to wish Rick well.
She coul dn't bear the thought of his going off into conbat while that foolish argunent renained
unresol ved. But he wasn't hel ping her out at all, clinging to his anger

"Pl ease be careful, R ck," she called up to Skull One's cockpit. "Khyron will stop at
not hi ng, you know that."

Ri ck stopped on the top step of the Veritech's |adder and turned to her, "thinking cap" in
pl ace. "Look, | appreciate your concern, but we've been over the operation, and | know what | have
to do."

"That's not what |'mtal king about,"” she said as he clinbed in. "I'"mjust afraid you'l
| ose your objectivity and do sonething rash..."

Again her words brought himto a halt, but this tine he | eaped fromthe Veritech and
strode toward her.

"Ri ck-"

"Yes. | love her very much-1 won't lie to you, Lisa. |'ve never tried to conceal that from
you. But | settled nmy feelings about her a long tine ago. Mnnei and | can never be together...l'm
flying this nmission as a pilot."

"And you're a fine pilot, R ck. Just don't |ose your perspective, that's all. |If anything

happened-"
“I''m commandi ng an entire squadron, Lisa! Do you think |I'd jeopardize their safety just

because of ny feelings for Mnnei?2!'"
"Enotions are so conpel ling..

she said, averting her eyes. "I just can't be sure..."
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Ri ck struck a chall enge pose, gloved fists on his hips. "Wat? You can't be sure of
what ?! "

She | owered her head. "It's nothing...Forget | said anything.

Ri ck put his hands on her shoul ders. "Look, 1'll be back," he said, hoping to put her at
ease. He didn't even know why they were going at each other like this. Two hostages: It didn't
matter who they were...

"Good luck," Lisa said as he wal ked away.

In celebration of his inmmnent victory, Khyron had enptied the coffers of the |ast
remai ni ng Zentraedi foodstuffs and provisions-bottles of Garudan ale and sides of yptrax from
Haydon VI, too long in the freeze-dry bins. Mst of the Zentraedi subsisted on chem cal nutrients,
but Khyron had always strived to individualize hinself. To be unique in all things. He respected
the Mcronians' taste for organic food; it was only fitting that life feed on death, as death fed
on life..

Khyron toasted their success, took a long pull fromthe bottle of ale, and refilled
Azoni a's glass. She was on the floor to the left of Khyron's inprovised throne-an enornous storage
crate turned on its side-Gel, a drumstick of neat in hand, to the right.

"There you are, ny dear."

Khyron and Grel watched her enpty the glass and | aughed drunkenly.

"She's amazing, ny lord,” Gel conmented. His feelings toward Azoni a had changed sonewhat,
especially now that there were other Zentraedi females in canp. And of course the ale hel ped
consi derabl y.

“I believe I'll have another," said Azonia. "Fill it up."

Khyron sniled and poured. "My dear Azonia, | believe you could outdrink all of us."

"And |I'mjust starting."” She beaned.

Khyron |l eered at her. "Excellent, Conmmander...excellent.

M nmei and Kyle were inprisoned in an ingeniously designed cage fashioned froma circular
arrangenent of giant-size forks-the downward-pointing tines anchored by the inner lip of a shallow
bow -and a sinmlarly sized pan lid that enclosed and held fast the backward-bendi ng upper ends of
the fork stens. To offset the fear, and really for lack of anything better to do, the two captives
pull ed at their nakeshift bars to no avail.

Exhausted, Mnnei fell to the bow floor, Kyle beside her, breathless, his body racked
with pain from Azoni a' s nmanhandl i ng.

"W'll have to try another way," she managed, gasping for air.

"There is no other way-we'll never get out of here!"

"No, Kyle, don't say that..."

"What ever happens to us-no matter what he does to us-d oval nust never give in to that
barbarian's demands."” Kyle wi ped sweat fromhis brow "Imagine the SDF-1 in Khyron's hands!"

"Wn't they try to rescue us?" she asked, suddenly even nore frightened.

“I wouldn't hold ny breath, Mnnei."

It was difficult to know just what Kyle wanted. He didn't want the admiral to give in to
Khyron's denands, but at the same tine he was al ready condeming him for not nounting a rescue.
This was all too typical of his recent behavior, and M nnei was further saddened.

"Then there isn't rmuch to hope for," she sobbed. It didn't seem possi bl e: Hopes and dreans
were so very real..

Kyle was getting to his feet. "There's nothing to hope for."

"But we can't |ose hope-that's all we've got," she told him unsure whom she was trying to
convi nce.

But Kyl e cane back at her with his usual: "Al the hope in the world is useless in a
situation like this."

Mnnei felt sad for him She didn't want to hurt himbut neverthel ess found herself
saying, "If only Rick was here-he'd save us."

Kyle didn't hear it or perhaps didn't want to hear it; in either case, he had turned his
attention to their captors and was now | eani ng between the forks and shouting at them

"Hey, you Zentraedi! Hey, you overgrown gorillas! Wat a bunch of brainless baboons! Al
you can think about is your own bellies, huh?!"

Khyron and the others fell silent, listening to him

"What about your own conrades? What do you think about that? Does it nmake you happy
knowi ng that you've sl aughtered your own people?!"

M nnmei noticed Khyron's eyes narrowi ng. She wanted to tell Kyle to stop. Wat was he
trying to gain by this, anyway? but he went right on provoking them
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"Why can't you goons learn to live in peace for a change? I'Il tell you why-because that
woul d take courage, and you're all a bunch of cowards, that's why!"

Khyron had been getting a kick out of it-the spunk displayed by this tiny creature-but
accusations about cowardi ce were never anusing, especially since the defeat of the arnada and
Khyron's decision then to absent hinself fromthe battle..

The Backstabber got to his feet in a rush, smashing a bottle of ale down on the table that
hel d t he cage.

"Careful, Khyron," Azonia said as her commander stonped toward Kyle and M nnei. "Remenber
the fortress..."

"You puny little things," Khyron sneered, towering over them "If it weren't for the fact
that | need you, I'd...1"d crush you-just for pleasure!"

M nmei was shaki ng uncontrollably, ready to feel that hand cone down on their cage. She
stanmered, "Be careful, Kyle, he's been drinking!"

The femal e, Azonia, was by his side now, and Khyron suddenly reached out for her and
pul l ed her to him passionately.

"You see," he whispered to his captives, "I've | earned sonething about pleasure..."

And with that he enbraced Azonia and ki ssed her full on the nouth, savagely; she
responded, groaning and holding himfast. Kyle and M nmei were aghast-every bit as shocked as
Dol za had been by Rick and Lisa's kiss years before, the one that had started it all

Kyl e dropped to his knees as though defeated while the two Zentraedi drank in each other's
lust. And there was no telling just how far Khyron and Azoni a m ght have been prepared to go. But
fate, as is its wont, chose that particular nonent to intervene: Gel, nervous at the prospect of
di sturbing his lord, stepped forward with news to drain the life fromthe best of parties.

“"I'm er, sorry to have to interrupt your...denonstration, Lord Khyron," Gel faltered,
"but 1, uh, thought you might want to know that we seemto be, uh, under attack."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Hi erarchy, hegenony...these words have no neaning to a Zentraedi. They were a...conpartnentalized
mlitary body. Dol za was created to oversee them Exedore to advise them Breetai, Reno, Khyron
and i nnunerabl e others to comand; and the rest, to serve. But there was never any nal e/fenale
fraterni zation. And that very repression of natural drives and instincts was in part responsible
for the trenendous energy they consequently gave over to warfare-di splacenment drive as it was once
called...How like the matrixed seeds of the Invid Flower itself, the basis of Protoculture.

Dr. Em| Lang, CGhost Machines: An Overview of Protoculture

Part of Azonia's intitation into sensual pleasure was to be pushed aside and told that the tine
wasn't right.

Khyron had rushed to the nearest viewscreen, |eaving Azonia where he had pushed her to the
floor, hungry for nore of his attention. A red-haired Zentraedi soldier stationed at a forward
out post sal uted the Backstabber fromthe screen

"Greetings and salutations, Lord Khyron, master of the peoples of-"

Refl ectively, Khyron | eaned back fromthe nonitor as a fiery blast erased the soldier's
words and carried himclear out of the renpte canera's field of view

"What' s happeni ng there?!" Khyron shouted into the comink, fooling with the consol e
control knobs. In a mnute, the soldier rose into view once again, hand to his head where he'd
been wounded.

"Fighters are everywhere, sir! They've taken us conpletely by surprise! W'll try to hold
themoff for as long as we can!" Earth necha streaked across the screen's starry background,
| eaving contrails in the night sky. "Please, sir, you nmust send reinforcenents-" And the nonitor
bl anked out .

Khyron frowned. Behind him one of his shock troopers suggested that the M cronians m ght
be nounting a diversionary raid, but Khyron didn't think themfoolish enough to risk such a thing.

"So this is how they answer ny denmands!" he said, suddenly getting to his feet. "Well, it
seenms as though our little songbird has outlived her useful ness-to themand to us!"

Khyron ordered his troops to their pods and began to suit hinself up in Zentraedi arnor,
bandoliers, and hip belt. Azonia approached hi m cautiously.

"Khyron, may we pl ease continue the...denonstration?"

"Just as soon as | return,” he told her firmy. "But why don't you cone with us? The
M croni ans won't stand a chance with you by ny side! We'll enjoy a nonent's pleasure with them"

Azoni a hesitated; it was certainly an inviting notion, but she had been trained to | ead,
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not to follow Besides, it would nean that one of the troops would have to give up his necha, and
they were | ooking forward to battle to the |ast man.

"And what about M nnei ?"

Khyron gl anced over at the cage he had fashi oned and spat.

"We' || deal with her later." He put his armaround Azonia and offered to find her a
Battlepod, as if offering to take her on a vacation.

"That woul d be wonderful!" Azoni a gushed.

"We' || share the experience our people |ove nost!"

"Yes, we'll go into battle together!"

"Good." Khyron smiled. "I sense a great victory!"

Qut si de the hangar theater, the Zentraedi conmmander |owered hinmself into a harness seat
astride an O ficer's Pod, which had been nodified to support four toprmounted cannons. The necha
was piloted by a three-nman crew of micronized warriors. Somewhat bel ow him Azonia clanbered into
one of the standard versions. "Show no mercy!" she shouted to the troops |ined up behind them

Khyron kicked the side of Oficer's Pod to signal the pilots to nove out. Inside, one of
the crewren asked whet her one kick neant "forward" or "reverse."

“"Neither, you fool!" said a second. "It neans advance to the left."

"What does it matter?" asked the third. "W better do something or he'll start scream ng
at us again."

Sure enough, Khyron opened the hatch to the control room and snarled: "Get noving, you
idiots!"

Zentraedi war cries filled the air as Khyron's alliance of troops and necha charged into
t he night.

Undi scovered by Khyron's sentries, two nenbers of an RDF | ong-range reconnai ssance team
Wi tnessed the charge fromtheir position atop a granite outcropping not far fromthe hangar
theater. They were outfitted in sensor-reflective antirad suits, conplete with jetpacks, ful
hel mets, and survival gear. The radio nan had rai sed SDF-2 control

"Pelican Mther," he whispered. "This is Eyes-Front. The Dark Star has fallen; repeat: The
Dark Star has fallen..."

"Roger, Eyes-Front, we copy you |loud and clear,'
over to the com net.

"Skull Team you now have green |ight, over."

Wnging his way toward New Denver in Skull One, Rick copied the nessage

"Roger," he told Lisa flatly. "We're going in."

There, was so much nore she wanted to say, so nuch nore

returned Lisa Hayes. She then swi tched

Khyron's forces crested a snmall rise and dropped into a barren hollowin tinme to see three
of their conrades |ocked in hand-to-hand conmbat with three RDF Battl oi ds.

"M cronians!" Khyron snarled fromhis seat. "Prepare to neet your doom "

Vastly out nunbered, the Battloids turned and fled as expected, but the sight of the three
Zentraedi giants fleeing along with them cane as a conplete surprise. Khyron began to shout:
"Where are you goi ng?! W have cone to save you!" He didn't bother to repeat hinself, though. H's
warrior sense told himthat he'd been led into a trap. Ordering his teamto a halt, Khyron spent a
monent puzzling out G oval's nove.

O course! he said to hinself. G oval had nmanaged to infiltrate his unit with Zentraed
traitors! Khyron turned in his seat and regarded his forces warily. But there was no time to pick
out the good fromthe bad: On the high ground all around them M cronian necha were popping into
Vi ew.

"Fire!" ordered Khyron, barely getting the command out before the eneny guns opened up
Six of his Battlepods were taken out in an instant, and an expl osive close call al nost toppled him
fromhis seat.

"Fire!" he yelled again, hearing the imredi ate report of friendly cannons. "Charge!"

"Skull Team this is Pelican Mdther: The trap is sprung! Over!"

"Roger, Pelican Mother," R ck's wi ngman radi oed Lisa. "Approaching assault objective."

"Conmander Hunter," said Lisa. "That's your signal to begin."

"Roger."

The heck with rules, she told herself. "Be careful, Rick. Khyron |eft several Battl epods
behind to guard the hostages. "

"Ging in low " he replied, Lisa's last words to himechoing in his mnd. Don't |ose your

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday.txt (53 of 86) [5/21/03 2:35:09 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2006%20-%20Doomsday .txt

perspective. But Mnnei's voice was running at the sanme time in w shful daydream thoughts.

It can't end this way, Rick, she was telling himlovingly. Soon we'll be together.
Rick's face had a determ ned | ook as he nosed the Veritech still lower, the target |oon ng
into sight.

I nsi de the hangar, three Zentraedi giants were playing cards, trying to shake off the buzz
fromthat premature cel ebration bash. The fork cage was beside themon the table. Before they had
time to know what hit them a Veritech had blown its way into the building, swept-back w ngs
bringing down two soldiers in its flight path.

Three Battl epods guarding the entrance had al ready been bl own to smthereens.

The hangar was pure chaos; every soldier with an autocannon or assault rifle was | o0sing
fire and bolts of deadly energy against the fighter, a bird of prey streaking overhead.

Rick circled the stage, |ooking for Mnnmei and Kyle while he dodged steady bursts of
ground fire, blinding searchlights in the dark building. In Guardi an node now, he nosedived his
mecha to within twenty feet of the floor and made a pass between two Zentraedi, bow ing them over
with the Veritech's wings. Wien he put down, a third giant w el ding a depl eted aut ocannon rushed
at him connecting once with a blow that narrowy m ssed the cockpit canopy before R ck di spatched
himwi th a savage thrust of the necha's netal shod | eft fist. The warrior was propelled a good
three hundred feet to his final resting place.

Ri ck wal ked the necha forward to the cage, pulling off the lid as he dropped the
Veritech's radone to the tabl etop.

"Mnnei, are you all right?!'" he called anxiously through the external speakers.

She was standing inside the fork encl osure, sonmehow tidy-I|ooking and effervescent despite
the ordeal she'd suffered through

"Yes, Rick! | knew you'd conme for ne!"

"Of course | would."

Looking up at himin the cockpit, she felt her heart suddenly swell with | ove and | ongi ng.
Rick was |ike sone guardi an angel in her life, always there when she needed hi mfor support,
protection, affection. And in that nonent, she vowed to act on the strength of these renewed
feelings, to denonstrate to himhow nuch he nmeant to her

“I't's been a...long tinme," she said softly.

But it was doubtful that Rick heard her over Kyle's shouts.

"WIl you get us outta here!" he was demandi ng.

Ri ck thought the mecha through a series of notions that allowed himto rip open the
remai nder of the cage, flattening the forks like a hurricane wind. As M nnei and Kyl e cl anbered up
the mecha's left hand and arm Rick raised the base:

"This is Skull Leader, Operation Star-Saver...M ssion acconplished!"

Li sa Hayes was already on her way to New Denver's theater when word arrived that the two
host ages were safe and sound. But no sooner had her plane put down than she began to get an earfu
of conplaints froman infuriated Lynn-Kyle.

“I'mtelling you," he was hollering in her ear, "he came blasting in w thout any regard
for our safety!"”

Li sa could never figure Kyle out, but she had no patience with anyone who criticized a
successful m ssion-especially when that m ssion had saved two |ives.

Kyle thrust his forefinger at her |ike a weapon. "That naniac al nost got us killed!"

"W executed the mission to the best of our abilities," she countered, angered beyond
control. "If Commander Hunter's conduct was unacceptable, then file a report."

"Areport?!" Kyle screaned, flexing his hands. "Just |lemme get nmy hands on him"

Suddenly M nmei was between them hol ding her arms out |ike a crossing guard-a l|iving
cross to Kyle's vanpire. "Stop it!" she shrieked. "Can't you see that all these people risked
their lives for us, you ungrateful oaf!"

Lisa waited for Kyle to deck his cousin, but R ck's equally sudden appearance caught Kyle
of f guard. The Skull Leader canme wal ki ng out of the night shadows cast by his crouched Veritech
hel net cradled in his right arm

"I didit for you, Mnnei," he said, approaching the three of them "I sure didn't do it
for Kyle."

Kyl e took a step forward, threateningly. "1'd expect that fromyou, Hunter." Now, Lisa
said to herself. Now all hell is going to break |oose. Things had been building to this showdown

for three years..
But thankfully, the argunment didn't escalate to violence. Quite the opposite: M nnei
stepped out from between Kyle and Lisa with a warm "Thank you" for Rick, and he smled. "I was
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happy to do it."

She seened to stand there staring at himfor a nonent, then broke out into a run that |ed
her straight into his arns.

Lisa heard Rick tell her: "You nust knowthat I'd be willing torisk ny Iife for you again
and again." And as Lisa's nouth dropped open, the two of them began twirling around together
sobbing with joy like long-lost |overs.

Just that, in fact.

El sewhere, Khyron's troops and the Earth Forces were annihilating each other. The | ast
thing the RDF commander had expected was a charge; but then, he had never faced the Backstabber in
battl e.

Battl epods and G adiators met head-on, going at it with a ferocity neither side had
experi enced before. Here, a pod ramed itself into a MAC Il cannon, self-destructing on inpact,
while close by two pods down on their backs and cracked open |ike eggs fought their assailants
with blasts of heat and fire sent bloworching fromtheir foot thrusters. Azonia, the Protoculture
charges of the Oficer's Pod weapons system depleted, windnilled the nmecha's hand-guns against its
Battl oi d opponent. Zentraedi infantry troops armed with control rods torn fromruined Battl epods
duel ed Excaliburs, swi nging autocannons |ike baseball bats.

Khyron was still astride his undanmaged cannon pod, directing rotating fusillades of fire
agai nst ridge guns and attacking necha. Battloids challenged his position, charging in from al
sides and scaling the four-cannon nmachi ne to engage hi m one on one.

He westled a gatling away from one of these woul d-be heros and turned the gun on it,
bl owi ng off the top of the pod. As the Battloid hit the ground and expl oded, Khyron enptied the
gun on a new wave of M cronian mecha, |aughing maniacally, as was the Zentraedi way to wel cone
deat h.

Khyron was cursing the depleted gatling when one of his mcronized crewren appeared
briefly in the cockpit hatchway to informhimthat the cannon's Protoculture charge was |ikew se
used up. Distracted, the commander didn't see a second Battloid that had reached the top of the
cannon until it was alnost too |late. He sidestepped the nmecha's |lunge and knocked it off bal ance
with a gatling blowto the abdonen. But now a third had suddenly appeared behind him and again he
twi sted and swung the gun, nailing the necha with a shot to its chest.

Grel had also survived the initial surprise attack and was contributing his blood lust to
the kill zone. Qut of weapons charge, he ran his Battlepod at full throttle into the swarm of
Battl oi ds attacking his commander's position. But a miscalculation inadvertently brought him
crashi ng agai nst one of the mecha's hand-guns, setting |oose the cannon's final charge. The force
of the blast threw Gel's Battlepod into a back flip, while the slug itself ripped fromthe nuzzle
and bl ew away the arm of Azonia's Oficer's Pod.

Khyron saw her go down in a fiery fall and | eaped fromthe cannon seat to run to her aid.
Bolts of energy crisscrossed overhead and expl osi ons erupted around himas he ran, a broken-field
runner in hell. A Battloid thought to stop him but he felled it with a gatling blow to the
thing's head.

He lifted the plastron hatch of Azonia's snoldering pod and called out to her, the first
time he had ever denonstrated such feeling for one of his own kind. She was |lying injured inside,
on the brink of unconsciousness, until she saw himand felt the light return to her

Was she all right? he wanted to know.

She sniled slightly, even though there was nothing good to report; oh, she was unhurt, but
the pod's weapons were enpty. And it didn't matter, she wanted to tell him because she had at
| east lived to experience the joy of battle and the know edge that he had cared enough to come to
her side.

But Khyron surprised her by ordering a retreat.

She got the pod to its feet and scooped Khyron up in its one good arm running away wth
himinto the dawn |light, a badly beaten band of Battlepods trailing behind.

Li sa and Kyle stood silently side by side, identical scowms on their faces, while the
happy reuni on continued. Lisa was thinking: W nust | ook |ike tw ns.

She wasn't aware of the female flight officer who approached her fromthe shuttle plane
until she felt the light tap on her shoul der

"Khyron is in full retreat," the woman reported.

Li sa gl anced back at the lovers. The sun was up, and it would have nmade a pretty picture-
the two of them enbracing, the Guardi an behi nd them agai nst a powder-blue sky-if only R ck hadn't
been a featured subject. But this sudden news had presented her with a way to break it up. After
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all, it was Rick's duty to go after Khyron, wasn't it. He was the best there was...

If Lisa westled with the idea of using her rank to come between them she didn't showit.
She turned to the woman officer and told her to notify Admral d oval that she was sending
Conmander Hunter in to nop up

Wth that, she wal ked over to them tapping Rick roughly on the shoulder to put a swift
end to their lingering kiss. She denonstrated none of the nervous reserve Gel had shown earlier
with Khyron and Azoni a.

"I hope I'mnot interrupting anything inportant, Conmmander, but Khyron is on the run, and
Skul | has been ordered to give pursuit.”

"Huh?" Mnnei said, as if waking froma dream

Ri ck shot Lisa an angry look. "I alnmpst didn't nake it back the first tine-isn't that
enough for you?!"

"Are you refusing orders, mister?!'" she said, raising her voice.

Rick threw his helmet to the ground. "You're darn right I'mrefusing! You want Khyron so
bad, you go out and get him™"

"Fine!" Lisa shot back, squatting down to retrieve the helnet. "I'Il go bring himin, and
you can just go put yourself on report!"

M nmei made a startled sound, |ooking back and forth between them Rick snatched the
hel met away from Lisa's grasp

"Forget it! I've come this far-1 might as well finish the job, Captain!"

Li sa berated herself silently. How could | allow nyself to do this to hinf She started to
apol ogi ze, but he cut her off.

"I't's my duty, right?!" He turned affectionately to Mnnei and told her that he'd be back
soon.

"l know you will," she sighed.

Lisa stood with her arns fol ded, her foot tapping the tarmac fitfully. She wanted to throw
up, apol ogi ze again, scream do sonet hi ng!

Ri ck donned the "thinking cap" and made an athletic junp to the | owered nose of the
Veritech. As he was snuggling down inside the cockpit, Mnnei saluted and said, "I'll be waiting
for you."

He returned both her snmile and her salute before bringing the canopy down.

The Guardian righted itself as Rick fired up the rear thrusters, and sonme sort of silent
communi cati on passed between M nnei and hinsel f: words and thoughts fromthe past, suddenly
intertwined and confused with these renewed trusts.

M nmei stood unnoving while the Veritech initiated its launch, riding over the barren | and
on its own blasting carpet. But when it had reached the end of the field, she began to chase after
it, shouting out Rick's name, afraid all at once that she would | ose himforever

Li sa took off after her, concerned for her safety. She saw M nnei collapse a short
di stance off, burying her face in her hands.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

I don't know who | want to strangle nore-Lisa or her idiot flyboy. | only know that if sonething
doesn't put a quick end to this little duet they're dancing, |'mgoing to get nyself transferred
to the factory satellite, and |'mgoing to see to it that Lisa Hayes cones with ne.

The Coll ected Letters of daudia G ant

The issue, Lisa decided afterward, was control. It had nothing to do with Mnnei, Kyle, or even
Ri ck. She couldn't bring herself to blane himno matter how nuch effort she put into it; she
couldn't accuse him of deceit-he had been honest about his feelings for Mnnmei all along-Ilack of
consi deration, or outright selfishness. Nor was his behavi or mani pul ative or controlling in any
way. Damm him That left only herself to blame, unless she could sonehow pin the whole thing on
Khyr on!

Thi s nmade her |augh: Here she was, sitting in the officer's nmess feeling |ike the world
was about to end because she and Rick had had another tiff, when Khyron was on the | oose,
ki dnappi ng peopl e, demanding the return of the SDF-1, and threatening to wi pe out what little
remai ned of the human race. But her preoccupation with the little things didn't surprise her. For
what coul d one person do up agai nst the bag ones? She played her part, Rick played his; all of
them M nmei included, had roles to enact. Sometines, though, it felt as if soneone el se had
witten the lines they all delivered with such force and passion. But in the end it all cane back
to control: how she was going to regain control of herself.
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Li sa sat there sipping at |ukewarm coffee, so wapped up in replaying dawn's events that
she took no notice of Claudia's arrival

"I thought I might find you in here,"” her friend said, slipping into the seat opposite
her. "Wy so glum chun®"

Li sa | ooked up, startled and in no nood for good cheer

"Come on," Caudia pressed. "Tell me what Rick has done now, Lisa."
"Pl ease, Claudia..."
"Not in the mood for talk, huh? Well, honey, sometinmes it clears the air...just helps to

get it in the open.™

Lisa | oved C audia dearly, but ever since Roy's death she seenmed to have becone the
absolute font of optimsm Wether this was sinply her way of running fromreality-her path of
control -Lisa had no idea. Just now she didn't feel like "clearing the air"; instead, she tossed
her head back as if to shrug off her dark nood and asked C audi a what made her think she was
upset.

d audia al nost smiled. "Uh, woman's intuition. And even if I'"'mwong, | want you to try ny
prescription for pain." She produced a box of blended teas fromher jacket pocket and slid it
across the table. "Hot tea can do wonders for open wounds."

I ndefatigable optinmismand a reliance on health potions and panaceas, thought Lisa. But
after a monent she surrendered.

"Is it really all that noticeabl e?"

"Only if someone happens to be glancing in your general direction,” Claudia told her. "O
maybe to soneone who's been there..."

Li sa could only shake her head.

Cl audi a reached out for Lisa's hand. "I know how it is...but you ve got to |oosen up. Stop
trying to control how you feel-just tell him"

Cl audi a stood up

"What am | supposed to tell hin®"

Now Cl audi a shook her head. "How you feel about him silly."

Li sa thought about it as C audia wal ked of f. She picked up the package of tea and began to
fool-with it absently. Rick Hunter, she said to herself. This is the way | feel about you: I-1
| ove you. Suddenly she gave the box a sort of hopel ess toss. Even her inner voice was stammering!
This was not going to be easy.

Mrroring the enotional state of its pilot, Skull One cane in fast and furious, rocking
side to side as it screeched along the Pronetheus's flight deck

Rick was |like a raw nerve just waiting to be touched. Effectively he'd been in high gear
since | eaving the abandoned Zentraedi base over forty-eight hours ago. For the past eight, the
squadron had been scouring the countryside for signs of Khyron's forces. Beginning with the site
of the surprise attack (now a place of unspeakable carnage, littered with the renmains of scores of
Batt | epods and RDF necha), Skull Team had traced Khyron's retreat north to yet another hastily
abandoned base. Sensor readings indicated that a Zentraedi warship had been | aunched fromthe base
shortly before Skull's arrival, but there was no trace of its heading or any way to deternine the
strength of Khyron's remaining army. G ven the nunber of Zentraedi who had deserted the cities,
the size of the ship (Zentraedi cruiser class), and the fact that Khyron was in possession of a
wor kabl e si zi ng chanmber, troop estinmates ranged anywhere fromone to three thousand.

Then there was Lisa to think about-the other front in this war w thout end. Bad enough
that nmost of his walking life was spent follow ng orders, but to have to take them from soneone

who expected to regiment his personal life as well was nmore than he could stand. Even the menory
of Mnmei's sweet enbrace wasn't enough to wash away dawn's sour start.
"We'll put her away for you, Conmander!" one of the ground crew said as R ck was raising

t he canopy.

It took Rick a second to realize that the nan was tal ki ng about Skull One. He took a deep
breath of fresh air and clinbed fromthe cockpit, dead on his feet.

The ground crew chief called out to himas he was |eaving. "Excuse ne, sir, but Captain
Hayes wants you to report to her as soon as possible.”

"Did she say why?" Rick asked him

"No, sir."

Rick turned and stornmed off. It was tine to have a showdown with Captain Hayes.

Li sa, meanwhile, was at her station in the SDF-2 control room She had nade up her mind to
apol ogi ze to Rick, perhaps go a step further if her courage held up. Humming to herself now while
she toyed with the tea package, she didn't notice Rick's vexed entry. Vanessa, at the adjacent
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duty station, tried to whisper a warning, but Lisa had turned and caught sight of him sonehow
m sreadi ng his nood.

"Ch, hello, R ck," she said cheerfully.

He answered her by practically throwing his witten report at her. "Wth ny conplinents,

Captain. "

Lisa's eyes went wi de; she hadn't anticipated this.

"WIl that be all?" he continued in the sane sarcastic tone. "I don't want to take up too
much of your tine."

"Rick, I-"

"I said, will that be all, Captain?"

"What's the matter with you?" She rai sed her voice, but it canme out confused-sounding.

"What's the matter with ne?! | conme in after chasing Khyron hal fway across the continent
and the first thing | hear is that |I'm supposed to report to you-you think | don't understand
mlitary procedure by now, or what?!"

He was standi ng over her, red-faced and shaki ng.

"I'f you'll just give ne a chance to explain..."
"And another thing." He nade a fist. "My personal life is just that-personal! D vya
understand, Captain?! |'ll speak to whoever | want, whenever and wherever | want!"

So that was it, Lisa thought. He believed that she had mani pul ated this nmorning's
situation for her own purposes. In other words, her notives had been transparent.

"I understand,"” she told himneekly.

"Li ke Vanessa, here, for exanple,"” Rick added suddenly, wal king over to her station. "Am|
right or not?"

Vanessa adj usted her gl asses, glanced briefly at Lisa, and slid down in her seat, wanting
no part of this. "Unh, | don't really think I'm.."

But Ri ck was bending over her, his hand on the back of her chair, full of false charm
"Hey, why don't we grab a bite to eat?"

Vanessa bl anched. "Please,” she told him not wanting to have to state the obvious. "As

you can see, |'mstill on duty..."

"So what? You can still play hooky, can't you?" Rick stole a |l ook at Lisa; she was getting
to her feet, her back to both of them

“I'f you'll excuse ne," Lisa said, "I think I've had enough of this." She was hurt, but at

the sane tinme she felt sorry for Rick. That he would stoop to such transparent gestures to get
even with her; that he would drag her friend into it; that he was a man..

When Lisa was out of earshot, Vanessa turned sharply to Rick and told himoff. "That was
the worst, Hunter. | mean it."

He had an arrogant | ook on his face. "Ch yeah, why's that?"

Vanessa shook her head in disbelief. "You' ve been relying on instruments too |ong, flyboy.
Open your eyes: Did you stop to think about how Lisa feels about you?" This was none of her
busi ness, and she knew she had no right to be speaking for Lisa, but sonebody had to get this guy
to wise up.

"Feel s about ne?" Rick was saying as if he couldn't believe what he was hearing. "You
gotta be kidding-the only thing Lisa cares about is her job."

Vanessa frowned, and Ri ck wal ked off. She gave herself a nonment to cal m down, then went

over to Kims station to fill her in on this |atest chapter in the Hayes-Hunter miniseries.
"What's Lisa's problen?" said Kimafter she'd been bri ef ed.
"She doesn't have any problem " Samm e defended her commander. "It was just a |lovers
quarrel. It's none of our business."

Vanessa di sagreed. "You weren't there. She loves him but she doesn't have the courage to
tell him™"

"That's absolutely ridiculous!" said Kim suddenly angry. "Wy doesn't he just be a man
about it and tell her how he feels?"

Vanessa gave her a quizzical |ook. "Has it ever occurred to you that he doesn't share the
sanme feelings? He asked ne out, you know. "

"Ch, cone on," Kimsaid, dismissing it. "He knows how she feels about him and he does
feel the sane. He's just being a stubborn idiot."

Vanessa restated her doubt. Sammi e, though, had a dreany | ook on her face. "Well, if |
felt that way about a man, |1'd come right out and tell him?"

Kimturned to her and | aughed. "Yeah, but you do that with al nbst every nan you neet!"
This cracked Vanessa up as well. But it didn't |ast |ong.

Ki m si ghed. "The only reason we're |laughing is because it isn't happening to us."
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Vanessa nodded. "The only other man Lisa ever |loved was killed in action."

"This makes me so sad..." Sammi e said tearfully.

Yeah, Vanessa thought, putting her hand on Sanm e's shoul der. But what would we do for
entertai nment around here wi thout Lisa and R ck? What was there in her own life-or in Kims or
Sanmi e' s-that even approxi mated passion and the dream of a new start? R co, Konda, and Bron? That
was a dead end on several counts. She grew tearful herself, for all of them For the enptiness at
the center of this brave new world they had all been thrown into.

In spite of the threatening skies, Lisa had decided to wal k hone fromthe base. The cl ouds
opened up before she had nade it halfway to the New Macross burbs, drenching her instantly and
chilling her to the bone. Along winter was on its way.

VWhen the world is out of synch with your inner life, you cone to think of it as a
heartl ess, godless realm and yet when it mirrors those thoughts and feelings, you dismiss it as
pathetic fallacy.

She stood thinking this to herself in front of Rick's quarters. There were |ights on
i nside, and once she saw his sil houette pass briefly behind the picture w ndow pernaglass. It
wasn't aim ess wandering that had brought her here, but she couldn't summon up the nerve to go up
to the door. Rather, she had a peace offering in mnd: She'd |leave Claudia's tea in Rick's
mai | box, go home and phone him and-

"Planning to drink that tea in the rain?"

Al at once there was an unbrella overhead and C audi a was beside her, smling. "Wy don't
you go up and knock?"

"He doesn't want to see ne," Lisa told her, raising her voice above the sound of the rain.

"You've made up his mind for him huh? Well, listen, if you're not ready to talk to him
right now, why don't you cone on over to ny place? W'll dry off and tal k sone-what do you say?"

Li sa hesitated, and Cl audia put the unbrella in her hand.

"Well, while you're thinking about it..."

"Claudia, |..." Lisa began, but her friend was already trotting off. Lisa gave another
hopel ess gl ance toward Ri ck's wi ndow and fol |l owed after her

"“lI've made some nice hot tea," Claudia called out fromthe kitchen

Lisa was on the living roomsofa towel-drying her hair. Tea sounded all right, but the
chill she was feeling ran clear through to her heart. "At the risk of sounding |ike a pushy
guest,"” she said when Cl audia entered with the tea serving, "you wouldn't happen to have anything
stronger |ying around, would you?"

C audi a's eyebrows went up. "Li ke what?"

"You hiding any w ne around the house?"

A big grin appeared on her friend' s handsone face.

“You got it."

"Well, go get it!" Lisa said playfully. She had a | ow tol erance for al cohol and drugs of
any sort, which was both a good and a bad thing: On the one hand, her body sinply rebelled at
overi ndul gence, a fact that kept her fromturning to drugs for escape in tinmes of stress; while on
the other hand, she could count on a little going a |long way-one or two drinks and inhibition was
a thing of the past. A classic "cheap date," she reninded herself.

"Burgundy all right?"

"Right now|'d settle for Zentraedi zinfandel."

Claudia returned with two wi ne goblets and sat down facing Lisa on the matching recliner.
A framed photo of Roy held center stage on the |ow table between them She pulled the cork from
the bottle and poured two full glasses. Lisa offered a silent toast and drained the entire gl ass,
sensing an al nost instantaneous warnth suffuse her body. She settled back agai nst the couch and
smiled at d audi a.

"So how |l ong does it take for the hurting to stop?" she asked her

"You sound like you're giving up."

"When he came in with his report this norning, | really wanted to apol ogi ze, but then
before I could, he started chewing ne out."

Claudia refilled Lisa's glass. "Wat did he say?"

"Only that his personal |life was his own business and that | should stay out of it." Again
Li sa drained the gl ass.

"What did you expect?" O audia was saying. "He doesn't know how you feel about him You' ve
both shared some ordeal s and sone cl ose conversation, but as far as he knows, you're just his
fellow officer and sometine friend."
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"I know...l've tried to be honest about it...but |I don't think it would matter anyway."
Cl audi a had never seen her friend quite so | oosened up. Lisa was holding her glass out for
yet another refill, but she already | ooked pretty lowlidded. Caudia didn't want her to get sick

or pass out, but she poured a little nore burgundy, anyway.

"You don't know that it wouldn't matter to him Stop trying to outguess himall the tine.
Just do it, Lisa."

Li sa blinked and shook her head. "Okay, toss it up to the wine."

"Fine. But you weren't drinking out there in the rain twenty minutes ago when you deci ded
he woul dn't want to see you...The situation's not as hopel ess as you think-at |east the man you
love is still alive...O course, | know that you've had that experience also,"” O audia was quick
to add.

Both wormen turned to the photo of Roy.

Cl audi a continued. "When Roy passed away, this," she said, holding up her wine, "becane a
very necessary crutch for nme...Now, nothing seens to be inportant anynore."

Li sa was stunned, al nost brought back to the edge of sobriety. But what about all that
optimsn? she wanted to ask-all those teas? Instead, she said: "There's a difference, anyway...You

and Roy hit it off fromthe very start...Rick and | were...enenies, | nean, enenies." Lisa stopped
and took a breath: "Enenmies. "
Cl audi a chuckl ed, then grew sonber. "It wasn't like that at all-Roy and | were at each

other's throats all the tine. It nearly drove me crazy."

A second revel ation! thought Lisa.

C audi a reached for Roy's photo. "Do you want to laugh? I'Il tell ya 'bout him"

Li sa | aughed' up front. "Lemre tell ya sonething-right nowl'll take all the laughs | can
get!"

Ri ck was too exhausted to sleep; it was as if he had sonehow passed beyond the need for
rest. And that cold prewinter rain beating down on the flat roof of his small nodul ar barracks
hone seened to be keeping tinme with his racing heart.

He had tried to focus his thoughts on Khyron's whereabouts; the latest intel reports
pointed to a southern route of retreat. But where, Rick had asked hinself while pouring over the
reports and rewor ked nmaps-sonmewhere in what used to be Mexico, or the deci mated Panamani an | and
bri dge, the Amazon jungles, such as they were? Wiere was he hiding, and what was his next nove
likely to be? Even Breetai hadn't a cl ue.

He gave up on this after a while and collapsed on his back to the bed, still in his
uni form hands | ocked underneath his head.

Wiy did | have to go and shoot off ny big nouth |like that? he asked hinself, getting at
last to the center of his confusion. The least | could have done was to listen to what she had to
say!

That tall, blond, snooth-tal king, and guitar-strumm ng Roy Fokker had been a | adies' nan
came as no surprise to Lisa; but to hear Claudia tell it, he had al so been sonething of a
scoundrel and wormani zer. Lisa had always known C audia and Roy as the happy couple-this went back
to the early days on Macross |sland when the SDF-1 was first being rebuilt. But the stories
Claudia had regaled her with for the past two hours painted a nuch different portrait than the one
Li sa had i magi ned.

Claudia nmet Roy in 1996, during the initial stage of what would come to be called the
G obal Gvil War, when the two of them were stationed together at a top-secret base in Woning
Roy the eager young fighter jock, half in |Iove with death and destruction, and C audia the naive
recruit, easily inpressed and often taken advantage of. C audi a described an arrogant Roy to Lisa:
a whacko flyboy who would be plying her with gifts one week, then showing up for a date with three
adoring women in tow the next. A Roy who woul d down eneny fighters in her honor but who woul d
rarely call in advance to cancel an appoi ntnent.

"Tal k about a conplex personality," Claudia said. "At first | didn't want anything to do
with him and | avoided himas nuch as possible. | even told himso, point-blank. But...it didn't
wor k- Roy Fokker was nothing if not persistent.

"But what I'mtrying to tell you is that our first inpressions can be all wong. Roy and
never really talked to each other, or said how we actually felt, until it was too late...And then
he was gone."

Li sa was monentarily confused; then she realized that Caudia was referring not to Roy's
death but to his overseas transfer during the Gobal Gvil War

For over a year Claudia didn't hear fromRoy; but ultimately they both wound up on Macross
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I sland soon after the "Visitor" crash landed. Still, it was rough going. Roy now had a new | ove:
Robot echnol ogy-specifically, the Veritech fighters that Dr. Lang's teams of scientists were
devel opi ng.

"He used to | ook at those experinental aircraft the way | w shed he would | ook at ne,"

Cl audi a expl ai ned.

She had actually left unopened all the gifts Roy had given her in the old days and
returned themto himyears later, hoping he woul d cone clean with her about how he felt. But Roy
had sinmply chalked it up to fate, telling her with a shrug, that you couldn't win themall! And it
was C audi a who had ended up hurt. On another occasi on she saw hi m danci ng and carrying on with
three wonmen in a way that suggested that they knew himmuch nore intimtely than she did.

But finally-on a rainy night rmuch like tonight, Caudia went on-Roy confessed his |ove for
her. As obsessed as he was with flying and conmbat, he was equally obsessed with death; he was
certain that he would die in a fighter, and it was only Cl audia he could talk to about his hidden
fears.

"It was quite a revelation for ne to realize that underneath all that mechanorph bravado
there was a sensitive human being, full of real dreams and real fears," said Claudia. "Deep down I
knew it all along. But look at all the happiness | lost with himjust because | wasn't able to say
what was in ny heart. | just hope that you won't let the sane thing happen to you, Lisa."

Li sa polished off the last sip of wine and set her glass on the table, staring at it
absently. Rick had never pulled half the stunts Roy had; she at |least had that to be thankful for.
But in some ways her problens with Rick ran even deeper than C audia and Roy's: Their argunents
centered on issues like...conpetition and control...and Mnnei! Roy had stepped out from behind
his mask, but Rick Hunter didn't wear a mask.

The ball remained in Lisa's court, and even now, after all these hours of w ne and honest
conversation, she still didn't know how to play it.

Wil e Lisa was visiting Caudia' s past, R ck was running through his own. He recalled his
first exchange with Lisa, when he had called her "an ol d sourpuss,” and their first neeting after
he had enbarrassed hinself in a lingerie shop. Then there were the countless argunments, nost of
them over the comnet, related to procedure and such. Their capture and interrogation on Breetai's
flagship. That first kiss...The decoration that foll owed their escape, the conplex crosscurrents
that devel oped after Lynn-Kyle entered the scene. The tine Lisa had visited himin the hospital-
after inadvertently shooting himdown. Roy's death, and how she had tried to confort him..Ben's
death on that horrible afternoon over Ontario...The final battle that brought themall together
the way they ran into each other's arns after he had touched down near Al aska Base, thinking
t henmsel ves the last survivors of their race. And the two |ong years of Reconstruction follow ng
that fateful day. He and Lisa as a team planning, supervising, rebuilding. She would cone over to
his quarters for a | ate-night snack or just hang out and read while he was off sonewhere on patrol -
often clean up the ness he invariably left behind. And that day not |ong ago when she had
presented himwith a picture of her to add to his al bum..

For the first time he felt as though he were seeing the whole progression of their
friendship clearly. And isolated fromits various backdrops-M nnei, Kyle, the war w thout end,
Reconstruction blues-their relationship suddenly |eapt out as the nobst significant one in his
life. Wiat | eapt out with equal clarity was that he had been an absol ute fool

How, he asked hinself now, could he have run that |ane number on Vanessa-just to hurt
Li sa?! He realized that his stubborn refusal to believe that Lisa was in love with himwas al
wrapped up in the Mnnei dreanms he hinsel f perpetuated. Lisa represented a threat to those dreans,
much as Mnnmei was a threat to Lisa's dreans. Dawn's harsh words were crystal clear, and so were
Ri ck's thoughts: He junped out of bed feeling as though he had slept for a nonth, refreshed and
revitalized, with one purpose in mnd-to find Lisa.

He grabbed an unbrella and ran through the rain to her place, but she wasn't there. He
tried a spot in town she frequented; no one had seen her. He phoned headquarters, and the SDF-2
duty chief told himthat Lisa had signed out hours ago...That left only one nore possibility.

He deposited another token in the pay phone and tapped in the nunbers as rapidly as he
coul d.

"You're kidding," Lisa slurred when C audia informed her that R ck was on the phone.

"He called fromacross the street." Caudia smiled, recradling the handset.

“You're serious."

"You bet I am" C audia picked up Fokker's picture and regarded it. "Now I wanna have a
drink with this fella," she said. "So don't plan on hanging around here with your friend."
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Li sa was suddenly flustered. "What'lIl | say?"

"What' Il you say? If you don't know by now, then we've wasted the whol e evening."

In a noment Rick was poundi ng on the door, and C audia was handi ng Lisa yet another box of
tea. "Your Prince Charming is here. Now, go on, and take this with you-it's a great little
i cebreaker."

They wal ked silently, shoulder to shoul der beneath Rick's unbrella. Lisa was carrying on a
runni ng di al ogue with herself, and by the |l ooks of it, Rick was too. After all they had been
t hrough toget her, tonight had all the uneasiness of a first date. Sonmething as yet unspoken had
altered the way they reacted to each ot her

“"Uh, you aren't going to be too cold, are you?" Rick asked her

"Ch, no...Are you?"

Ri ck suggested they call a cab, even though it was only a few blocks to either of their
quarters-and that was the general idea, wasn't it? She smled and said that she enjoyed wal ki ng.

Ri ck agreed: Yeah, it felt good to wal k.

"I walk a ot at night," said Lisa.

"That's great-it's terrific exercise."

Finally, when she couldn't stand the small talk anynore, she said: "Rick. W' ve got to
talk."

They were at the corner nearest his place. Rick gestured. "W could go to ny quarters, but
I don't have anything to offer you-er, wine or..."

She produced the package of tea. "I've got just the thing."

Rick smled. "You're a |lifesaver," he told her

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
First and forenpst we nust accept who we are; only then can we gain a clear view of our notives.

How well | recall being one of the inportant people, and how well | recall the effect that
illusory self-imge had on ny decisions and notivations. Fallen fromgrace, | was rescued from
what m ght ot herwi se have been a transparent existence. Uninportant, | |learned to know nysel f.

This forms the basis for the follow ng | esson
Jan Morris, Solar Seeds, Galactic Guardi ans

Novenber 2014 cane and went, Thanksgiving for those who renenbered it-not in remenbrance of the
pilgrims, though, but in nenory of the feast held two years before, when the SDF-1 returned to its
devast at ed homeworl d and founded New Macross. WIld flowers covered the western slopes of the
Rocki es, and bl ue skies had become an everyday event. The cities had been peaceful, and there was
no further sign of Khyron. M nnei was back on tour

Ri ck and Lisa had been seeing a I ot of each other. This norning she was in the snal
kitchen of her quarters, hunming to herself while preparing sandwi ches and snacks for the picnic
she and R ck had planned. On routine patrol only days ago, he had discovered an ideal spot in the
nearby forest. Lisa was in high spirits. She had a map of the area spread out on the table. It
seenmed |i ke nonths since she had taken personal |eave and years since she had done anything like
this. And she owed at | east sonme of her happiness to Caudia for getting her to be nore honest
with R ck; she had told himhow special he was, and surprise of surprises, he had said he felt the
same way toward her.

In his own quarters a few bl ocks away, Rick was getting hinself ready. Lisa had said she
wanted to take care of the food; all he had to do was show up on tine. He was certain he could
handl e that nuch. It was strange to be out of uniform alnost frightening to contenplate a return
to nornmal cy, days and days of uninterrupted peace. And that very sense of disconfort made hi m ask
hi msel f how similar the Human and Zentraedi races had become: in their own way grown dependent on
war .

The phone rang while he was shaving. He turned off the razor and went to answer it,
figuring it was Lisa trying to hurry him al ong.

"I'm al nost ready," he said into the handset, not bothering to ask who was on the I|ine.
“I'"ll be there-"

"H there, it's mel"

Suddenly uncertain, Rick |ooked at the phone.

“"It's Mnnei !'"

"Ch, Mnnei!" he answered, perking up. "Where've you been?"

"Al'l over the place," she said dismssively. "Were are you now?"
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Ri ck | ooked at the phone again. "Honme. "

M nnei | aughed. "Qops, | conpletely forgot! | called to thank you...for saving ne
and...Kyle. | nean it.”

"You don't have to thank nme, Mnnei," Rick said plainly.

After a nonent she asked himif he was free for the day. R ck hemmed and hawed but didn't
nmention the picnic. She was hoping that he could nmake it over to Monunent City-she had a few hours
free before tonight's concert.

"l kinda made pl ans al ready."

"Ch, please, Rick," she purred. "I"'monly here for today, and |'m sure whoever you're
going to neet won't mnd."

Ri ck thought back to his conversation with Lisa, how he'd asked her to cancel whatever
pl ans she had nmade so they could get together for the picnic. He | ooked at his watch and wondered
what sort of |ast-minute excuse he could come up with. Sickness? A new war?

"Pl eease..." she repeated.

"Uh, | guess it's okay," he said, relenting. "lIt's not every day that | get to spend tine
with you."

“It"ll be fun," Mnnei said excitedly. "You can see your friend any tinme, right?"

"Yeah..."

"Great! I'll be waiting for you at the airport. And dress up," she told him

An ol d school chum showed up, Rick thought, replacing the handset. Sonebody who j ust
wandered in fromthe wastel ands. Quickly he punched up Lisa's nunber, but of course she had
already left; nore than likely she was already at the Seciele coffee shop waiting for him Better
to say nothing, he decided at |ast. Just not show up at all

There are a hundred reasons why this is a good idea, Rick said to hinself as he dropped
his fanjet in for a |l anding on Monunent's new strip, not the | east of which was the chance to put
his little craft through sone paces-it had been nonths since he'd taken it out. And of course it
was good for his relationship with Lisa: putting his feelings for Mnnei to rest and such. But
"sudden business in Mnunent City" was what he planned to tell Lisa; he pronised hinself that he
woul d take her on two picnics to make up for this.

He cut quite the dashing figure in his new gray junmp suit as he junped fromthe cockpit.
He had changed from denimand flannel to his one and only suit and was wearing it underneath, a
bl ack scarf tied around his neck

“I"mover here, Rick!" Mnnei waved from behind the chain-link fence. "How ve you been
flyboy?"

He approached her, smiling. She was wearing a tightfitting sweater and skirt, heels, a
| arge red hat that matched her belt, and big round tinted gl asses.

"I don't think I would have recogni zed you," he confessed.

She | aughed. "That's the point, silly."

Ri ck got out of the junp suit and stowed it in his carry case, while she ran to the gate
com ng around to his side of the fence.

In a noment they were walking armin arm not saying nuch to each other. Rick felt
unconfortable in his button-down shirt and tie but tried not to convey it.

"Listen, Rick," Mnnei said at last, biting her lower lip. "I'"msorry to drag you away
fromyour appointnent. | hope he wasn't nad at you, whoever he was."
Rick cleared his throat. "Uh, no, he wasn't nad...| reschedul ed nmy appointnent with

him.." Mnmei pressed herself against him her hand caressing his arm People were checking them
out as they strolled by. "Aren't you worried that sonmeone night recogni ze you...and ne, and,
er..."
"I"'mnever worried with you," M nnei sighed. She turned him around and reached for the
knot in his tie, adjusting it. "I've never seen you in a suit before. You' re very handsone-you
| ook inportant.”

| mportant? he asked hinself. He remenbered how good it felt to be in denimand flannel -
strange but good. And here he was in a suit, wandering around Monunment City with a star on his
arm | ooking inmportant, and receiving conplinments left and right. Wiat did Mnnei have in nind? he
wondered. Lisa had wanted to picnic and hike.

M nmei had rented a vehicle for themto use. R ck clinbed behind the wheel and foll owed
her directions into the city. Mnunment was about the closest thing Macross had to a sister city.
It had been founded by Zentraedi once under Breetai's command, who had rallied around the crashed
warship towering out of its |ake the way Humans had around Lake G oval's sinmlarly situated SDF-1.
Monurment had spear headed t he separatist novenent and had recently been the first to be granted
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aut ononry fromthe Macross Counci |

She sensed that she might have done sonething wong, but she had only been trying to show
hi m how she felt about him If flattery wasn't going to work, she had hopes that the restaurant
she was |l eading themto would do it: beautiful view, great food, soft nusic...It was probably nore
suited to quiet dinners than early lunches, but it had been difficult enough to block out even a
few m dnorni ng hours fromher busy schedule. And there were only so many excuses she could come up
with to convince Kyle that she needed private tine.

Chez Mann was an anachroni sm a sunptuously decorated theater restaurant with w ndow

wal I s, crystal chandeliers, and tuxedoed waiters, which, for all its pretensions, ended up | ooking
like an airport cafeteria. An arrogant naitre d' showed themnot to the secluded table M nnei
requested but to a deserted-1ooking one along the window wall, while a |ifeless pianist noodled

his way soullessly through an old standard.

"Do you like it?" Mnnei said when they were seated. "My producer has a friend who's part
owner. Myvie stars cone in here all the time," she continued, pressing her point.

Ri ck regarded her quizzically. Mnnei seened incapable of accepting the present state of
the world. Movie stars: There weren't nore than a handful of entertainers left on the entire
pl anet, let alone in Monunment City! In fact, if anything, the notion of entertainment was
reverting back to nuch earlier forms of story telling and what anounted to religi ous drama and
reenact ment s.

"Who cares about novie stars?" Rick said harshly.

Mnnmei smled at him "Well, I"'ma novie star, and you like ne."

"I liked you before you were a star, Mnnei."

Her first reaction was to tell him 1've always been a star. Mffed, she said: "You mean
you don't like me just because | happen to be fanous?"

“I like you," he reassured her, but she had already turned her attention to sonething
el se. Rick glanced down at his watch and thought agai n about Lisa. \Wen he | ooked up, Mnnei was
sliding a present toward him

"Just nmy way of saying thank you, Rick."

He didn't want to accept it. It wasn't, after all, like he'd done her sonme sort of favor.
But she insisted, claimng that she had | ooked all over for sonething special. Finally, he
shrugged and opened the wapping; inside was a winter scarf of hand-woven al paca wool, as rare as
hen's teeth these days.

He put it around his neck and thanked her. "I'll think of you whenever | wear it."

"It 1ooks good with that suit,” she commented, hoping the nervousness she felt wasn't
visible. It was so inportant to her that he understand how she felt.

"Makes ne feel like Errol Flynn," Rick joked, striking a pose.

She | aughed. "All you need is a sword."

M nmei wanted to reach out and take his hand, but just then the waiter appeared with
cocktails and set themon the table. The nonent spoil ed, she | ooked across to Rick and said: "Wy
do waiters always seemto serve people at precisely the wong tinme?"

The waiter, a long-haired woul d-be actor with a pencil-thin nustache who had had a bad
nmorning, returned: "And why is it that novie stars always seemto find sonmething to conplain
about ?"

Rick stifled a |augh, happy to see Mnnei taken to task. But it hardly fazed her. He
joined her in a toast to "better tines" and began to feel suddenly at ease. They began to talk
about the old tinmes-for the two of them a period of scarcely four years. To Rick it felt like
yesterday, but M nnei seened to think those tines a mllion years ago.

"Sonme things time can't change," Rick said cryptically.

She nodded. "I know. Sonetimes | think ny feelings haven't changed at all."

It was an equally vague sort of response, and Rick, recalling Mnnei's feelings, wasn't
sure he wanted things to return to yesteryear. He decided to be straightforward-the way Lisa had
been with himrecently-just to see where it woul d | ead.

"I still think about you, Mnnei," he began. "Sonetinmes at night, I-"

There was sone sort of commotion at the door; the maitre d' was shouting, insisting that
the man who had shoved his way past himwas required to wear a tie before entering. The | ong-
haired man turned out to be Lynn-Kyl e.

Both Rick and M nnei had turned their attention to the scene; now they were staring at
each other blankly. Mnnei took Rick's hand, squeezing it, her eyes brimmng with tears.

"Pl ease Rick, you' ve got to promi se ne: Wiatever he does, whatever he says, you won't
interfere."

"But-" he started to protest.
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"Pronise me!"

Rick's lips becane a thin line, and he nodded silently.

In a noment Kyl e was standing over M nnei

“I'"ve been | ooking all over for you," he said, controlled but obviously angered. "You knew
| schedul ed a press conference. Conme on, we're |eaving."

He made a nmove toward her, but she refused to budge.

"Don't be obstinate, Mnnei! Do you realize the strings | had to pull to get those
reporters out here today?!"

Rick held hinself in check, the scarf still around his neck; Kyle hadn't bothered to
acknow edge him Rick guessed he was still sore about having had to be rescued. The dirt bag.
Still, this was business, and naybe Kyle had a right to be angry. He decided to help Mnnei out by

offering to | eave. But instead, she put himright in the mddle of things.

"We don't have to |leave-I'm not going!'"

Now Kyl e grabbed her by the wist. "Ch yes you are!"

"Get your hands off!" she retaliated. "You' re hurting nme, you bully! Wo do you think you
are, anyway?!"

Sur prisingly enough, Kyle backed off, and Rick offered silent thanks to the heavens,
because if it had gone on another second, he woul d have been all over Kyle, prom se or no prom se,
martial arts or no. The piano player had stopped his noodling, the restaurant patrons having found
nore accessi bl e entertai nment.

Kyl e grinned knowi ngly and turned to Rick. "This is how a professional acts...Attractive,
isn't it?" He swing back to Mnnei, raising his voice parentally. "That's enough of your whining!
Why don't you try acting your age for once? People are waiting for you!"

M nmei was standing at her place, her fists clenched. She grabbed her cocktail and downed
the thing defiantly, shivering and trying to brave it out. Rick | ooked out the w ndow.

“I"'mtipsy..." he heard her say. "I couldn't possibly talk to any reporters now. "

Kyle issued a | ow guttural growl, a dangerous signal that Mnmei mght have overpl ayed her
part. Wth lightning speed he scooped up the water glass and threw it in her face.

"That oughta sober you up."

R ck was hal fway out of his chair, his teeth bared, waiting for the next nove. Mnnei had
begun to sob, and once again Kyle had her by the wrist.

"Now, stop acting foolish and let's go."

Kyl e tugged, she followed; then she suddenly turned and shouted for Rick

"Kyl e!" he screamed, expecting himto let go of her and conme after him Kyle, however,
chose a subtler way to disarmhim

“"Don't you understand, Hunter?" he said, reasonably and in full possession of hinself.
"She's got too nmany things that have to be taken care of. It comes with the territory." Wen he
saw Rick relax, he added: "Oh, and don't worry about lunch: We'Ill cover it-that's what expense
accounts are for. Maybe you should just report back to your base, huh? Get back into your uniform
or sonething. "

Rick saw M nnei nod to him sobbing but gesturing that he should do as Kyle said. Kyle
tugged at her again, |ecturing her about how he had given up everything, how she didn't care about
her career anynore. Mst of the patrons were bored by now, many had sinply gotten up and left the
restaurant.

Ri ck avoided their stares and reached for his drink, fingering the new scarf. Sone
swashbuckl er, he said to hinself.

It was al nbst noon, and the Seciele coffee shop was beginning to gear up for |unch
al t hough the majority of its outdoor tables remained enpty. The weather had taken a sudden turn,

and nost people were electing to take i ndoor seats. Lisa, however, was still at the table she had
occupi ed since nine o' clock. She had al ready downed four cups of coffee and was sweating despite
the sudden chill in the air. There had been no word from Ri ck, but she had decided to remain in

case he tried to get a nessage through. Obviously he had been called in, but no one at the base
knew anyt hi ng about it or knew where he might be. If there had been an alert, she would al so have
been notified, but no such orders had been given. Still, Rick's being called in was the only
possi bl e expl anati on

The good npod she had enjoyed only hours before had | ong since abandoned her along with
the norning's unnatural warnth. Were these quick turnabouts a sign of the times? she questi oned-
the nmobod swi ngs, the reversals, the confusion? Only nonments ago she had witnessed a snall
m sunder st andi ng between a pedestrian and a notorist escalate into a violent argurment. It nade her
wonder if Rick had been involved in an accident, perhaps run over
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Anxi ously, she checked the tinme and hurried to the vid-phone. There was no answer at
Rick's quarters, so she toned in the base again, contenplating a fall |eaf that had bl own her way-
the cl osest she mght cone to nature all day.

"Communi cations. This is Lieutenant Mtchell."

Lisa identified herself, but before she had an opportunity to inquire about a possible
alert, N kki Mtchell said: "Captain Hayes, | thought you were wi th Commander Hunter."

Lisa instantly regretted phoning them Her life had practically become an open book to the
SDF-2 control roomcrew, Vanessa, Sammie, and the rest. It was one of those damed-if-you-do,
damed-if-you-don't situations: Wien she was cool, calm and collected, Lisa Hayes "the old
sourpuss,” no one bothered to interfere with her private life; but now that she had taken sone of
Cl audi a's advice and was speaki ng her m nd, everyone was tracking her noves as if she was a
regular entry in some sort of gossip colum contest.

"Aren't you supposed to be on a picnic?" Mtchell asked.

In the background, Lisa could hear Kimsay: "I bet that creep stood her up.
reinforced it: "See, | told you he wasn't interested in her."

"Shut up!" N kki yelled, and Lisa held the phone away fromher ear. "You two sound like a
coupl e of old hens!"

"And what does that make you-the rooster?" Sami e countered.

Lisa was furious. Not only was her private |life being discussed behind her back, but it
was bei ng wagered upon and argued about!

"Ch, never mind!'" Lisa yelled, and hung up. "Busybodies," she nmuttered under her breath.

Vanessa

Cut off by the Chez Mann bartender after countless drinks, Rick had drifted back to the
right-hand-drive rented vehicle and started out for the airport. The scene that had taken place
between M nmei and Kyl e now seenmed just that: an orchestrated act put on for the public, with a
canmeo by Rick Hunter, occasional hero. In the end Mnnei had chosen to run along with Kyle, and
that was all that really mattered: She hadn't changed, and Rick had been a fool to think she
could. Presents, wistful wal ks down nenory | ane, postrescue enbraces: it was all part of her
repertoire. And now he had lost her for the unpteenth tinme and stood up Lisa to boot.

Up ahead of himon the two-1ane airport highway was a roadbl ock manned by a CD corpora
wearing a white beret. The road was cl osed, Rick was inforned.

"Is there an alternate route to the airport?" he asked, |eaning out the driver's w ndow.

"Airport's closed," said the corporal. "W've got Zentraedi trouble."
"My plane's out there!" Rick shouted, not clearheaded enough to show his |D.
The corporal's hand edged toward his sidearm "I told you, buddy, the road's closed."

Ri ck cursed him and stonped on the accelerator. The m nivan shot forward, swerving around
the barricade, while the sentry drew his weapon. In thinking about it later, R ck would ask

hi msel f why he had done this, wondering whether to blame Mnnei or the alcohol. In the fina
anal ysis, however, he realized that he had done it for Lisa: He was going to have to tell her
sonet hi ng!

"Damm fool!" the sentry yelled, thinking twi ce about firing a warning shot and hurrying to

his radi o phone.

A Battl epod anbl ed al ong the runway, destroying grounded Veritechs with blasts fromits
pl astron cannon, while nearby a giant Zentraedi arnmed with an autocannon picked off fire and
rescue vehicles that were tearing across the tarmac en route to crisis points.

"These M cronians are no challenge at all!" he yelled in his own tongue, the lust for
battle erasing all nenories of his two peaceful years on Earth.

A second giant in Botoru powered arnor lifted a fighter fromthe field, pressed it over
his head, and heaved it at a speeding transport truck several hundred feet away. The Veritech fel
squarely on the vehicle and expl oded, obliterating both.

Veritechs appeared in the skies now, just as Rick was arriving in the m nivan. Dodging
gatling slugs, he nade his way to the CD hangar, showed his ID, suited up, and commandeered an
Excal i bur. He had counted five giants-all arned with autocannons-a sixth in powered arnor, and at
| east two Battl epods. Whether these were nmal contents or menbers of Khyron's beaten band was
imuaterial: The CD unit was out powered. And yet the base commander was giving hima lot of flack
about cl earance and warning himnot to damage the nmecha! Rick realized that Monument's recently
gai ned autonomny accounted for this, but without a little help, there wasn't going to be nmuch of a
Monurent |eft; so he hunmored the commander, shaking off the last of his alcoholic stupor.

Meanwhi |l e, a Battl epod was holing the passenger termnal with volleys of fire. Hs ally
with the cannon had tired of firing on the private craft and now turned his attention to the
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term nal . Peering through a horizonal row of pernaglass w ndows, he spied several M cronians
huddl ed t oget her behind the desks of a spacious office-the nost |aughable sight he had seen al
day. It was too easy to blow them away as a group, so he first drove the nuzzle of the autocannon
through the plate glass to scatter everyone. Only then did he train the weapon on them bolts of
white energy flinging bodies to gruesone deat hs.

One of his | ess exacting conrades enptied his cannon against the building in an effort to
col l apse the entire wall

Ri ck stepped his mecha fromthe hangar in tine to see a pod with its left foot posed above
his small fanjet, preparing to stonmp it out of existence. He got off a shot w thout thinking and
managed to take the pod's leg off at the knee, sending the nmecha backward and down on its back to
the field. This captured the attention of the remaining Zentraedis, who swng around to find
t henmsel ves face to face with two Excaliburs and a Battl oid.

"Zentraedi rebels!" Rick yelled through the external net. "Throw down your weapons at once
or we will be forced to take i medi ate action!" He repeated it even as the soldiers and nmecha were
I eveling their weapons agai nst him

"Prove it!" said one of the giants, a purple faced, bluehaired clone with gorilla
features. He gestured to his fellow warrior and opened fire, autocannon slugs raining
i neffectively against the arnored | egs of Rick's Excalibur

"They're bluffing!" he shouted when his weapon had expended its charge.

Rick smiled madly inside the cockpit. "G ve thema denonstration," he ordered.

Suddenly a drum arned Spartan was |loomng into view on the other side of the airport
termnal. Rick gave the word, and scores of m ssiles streaked heavenward fromthe necha's | aunch
tubes. The three Zentraedi giants tracked their course with frightened eyes and screaned as the
m ssil es plunged honmeward, exploding like strings of fireworks at the giants' feet. The three were
bl own fromthe strike zone, one flung to his death against a massive conduit, the others gasping
for air as paralyzing nerve gas released fromthe m ssiles began to sweep over them

"Move in!" Rick said over the tac net.

Reconfiguring to Guardi an node, the Battleloid went after the remaining Battlepod; but the
Zentraedi necha juked and si destepped, facing off with Rick's Excalibur instead. Rick dropped his
mecha to a crouch and tackled the pod, shearing off one of its legs as it passed overhead. Qut of
conmi ssion, the necha hit the field with a ground-shaking crash, its severed | eg bouncing al ong
with it.

The one gi ant who had survived the gas was easily dispatched by the second Excal i bur
while the Veritech just as easily dropped the alien in powered arnor.

Rick ordered the civil defense units to collect the bodies, separate the living fromthe
dead, and |lock the former away for interrogation

"And radio the SDF-2 for nme," Rick added as an afterthought. "Make sure you nention that |
was here."

Wth a little luck, Lisa would receive word of the uprising even before he nade it back to
New Macr oss.

Li sa had switched over to cocktails, and by the time the robo-waiter cruised over to
i nform her that outdoor service was being discontinued, she had had so nany Bl oody Marys that she
was seeing red. The waiting gane had beconme sone sort of crazed exercise in self-control. She had
visions of Rick finding her skeletal remains here, her withered hand permanently affixed to the
thernos or the picnic basket. The tenperature had fallen a further fifteen degrees since noon, and
the wi nd had picked up, gusting in autum | eaves that swirled around her feet. Once, a puppy had
wandered by and she had fed himsnacks fromthe w cker basket. She had been eyed by nore than one
Veritech jock and coffee shop poet. But now she was ready to throwin the towel. That Rick Hunter
had di ed was the only excuse she was ready to accept.

But no sooner did she hear Rick's voice than she went back on her word. He was running up
the street toward her, dressed, oddly enough, in his one and only suit and wearing a |long scarf
around his neck. Hardly the picnic and hiking outfit she had expected, but she decided to at |east
give hima chance to explain.

"Let's hear it, Rick," she said coolly fromher chair.

Rick was panting. "I didn't think you'd still be here...l checked your quarters
first...You see, there was a Zentraedi uprising in Mnunment and-"
"An uprising?!'" Lisa said, surprised. "lIs everything all right?"

"Yeah, now it is. But there were a nunber of deaths and-"
"WAit a minute," she interrupted him "W have no jurisdiction in Mnunent. Wat were you
doi ng t here?"
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"Well, I...had some official business-"

"Which is why you' re wearing your suit, of course.”

Ri ck | ooked hinself over as if noticing the suit for the first tine.
"This was for our date."

Li sa | aughed. "It was supposed to be a picnic, renenber-not a cocktail party."
"Look..."
She nmade a di smissive gesture and stood up, taking hold of the basket and thernmos. "It's

too late for a picnic now And it's a shame, really, because | spent all norning cooking. It's the
first tinme I've had a chance to do that in years."

Ri ck stanmered an apol ogy.

"You should have called ne," she told him "I've been waiting here all day, worried that
sonet hi ng had happened to you and figuring you would try to get a nessage to ne sonmehow. Now you
give me this story about an uprising and sone mysterious business-"

"There was an uprising! Check with the base if you don't believe ne. Besides, | did try to
call you..."

She threw hima suspicious |ook. "You're here now W can at |east take a walk."

Lisa didn't hear Rick's sigh of relief. She was too busy concentrating on the fact that he
was cozying up to her, draping one end of that scarf around her shoul ders. The tenperature was
continuing to plunge, and there was a winter danpness in the air. She reached up to feel the
weave; it was so soft, she touched the cloth to her cheek. And suddenly stopped dead in her
tracks.

She m ght have had a poor nmenory for faces and two |eft feet when it cane to dancing and a
habit of picking derelicts for boyfriends, but one thing she prided herself on was her talent for
renenberi ng aromas and tastes. And she sure as heck recogni zed the perfume on that scarf: Innocent-
Lynn-M nnei's favorite!

"Take that thing off ne, Hunter!" she exclainmed. "You seemto have wapped it around the
wrong person!”

"Lisa, | can explain everything! It's not what you think!" Rick said, as she threw one end
of the scarf over his shoul der

"l recogni ze the scent, you idiot! So that was your official business, huh?" she began to
wal k away. "And don't bother calling me!"

She shouted it wi thout turning around because she didn't want himto see the tears in her
eyes.

Snowf | akes had begun to fall.

"CGood evening, |adies and gentlemen of Monunment City," Lynn-Kyle announced from t hat
city's bandshell by the |ake. "Congratul ati ons on your autonony fromthe central governnent.
Tonight, in celebration of that event, we have a special treat in store. Mnnei has graciously
agreed to cone and sing for you. Let's all hang our hopes for a bright future on her songs...And
so, let's have a warm wel conme...for a great talent-Lynn-Mnnei!"

The audi ence of nostly Zentraedi giants applauded and cheered as the orchestra comenced
the opening bars of "Stagefright." The bandshell blacked out, and Kyle noved off to the wings. On
the stage's upper tier, a wide spot found M nnei; she stood unnoving, arms at her sides, the mke
dangling from one hand.

Even after the song's intro.

Kyl e | ooked up, full of concern. The band had broken into a | ow vol une vanp, awaiting her
entrance. "Mnnei, that was your cue!" Kyle whispered. Wien she didn't respond, he tried another
tack. "Quit fooling around! Are you all right?!"

"Yes," she said with a sad snile. The band had broken off altogether now, and murnurs were
runni ng through the audi ence. Some thought it part of the act-a new formof dramatic effect or
sonet hi ng-and a rhythm cal cl appi ng began, punctuated with shouts of "Mnnei! Mnnei! Mnnei!"

"What's the problen?!" hissed Kyle. "Sing!"

She had one arm across her chest self-protectively and her eyes averted fromthe audi ence.

Kyl e heard her sigh; then she suddenly turned to them "I'msorry-1 can't perform"

The cl appi ng di ed down.

"I won't sing," she continued, on the verge of tears. "I can't performwhen ny heart is
br eaki ng!"

And with that she dropped the m ke, turned, and fled. The audi ence surged forward,
refusing to believe this, and Kyle was all at once stunned and worried about a riot. Quickly, he
signal ed the stage manager to | ower the bandshell's eyelidlike curtain

The audi ence fell back to watch its descent. And the nonment carried with it a
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di sconforting note of finality; the Zentraedi ship in the | ake | oomed behind the cl osed bandshel |
like a spike driven into the all-seeing eye.

Kyl e found her on the littered beach behind the bandshell. She was al one, huggi ng her
knees, staring at the ruined Zentraedi ship. He wasn't sure that anything he said would turn the
trick. And for the first time he didn't care. She had noved away fromhim w thdrawn fromthe high
goal s they had both set thenselves. Unreachabl e, she had ceased to interest himany |onger; she
was beyond his control

"This is all your fault,'

M nnei sai d, sensing sonehow that he was standi ng over her

"Since |I've been with you, |'ve lost touch with the things that are really inportant to ne."
Kyl e I aughed shortly. "You haven't changed a bit, have you? Still the selfish brat! You
know, you only think about what you want, just |ike you've done since you were a kid. Well, it's

about time you grew up. Don't you have any idea how those people felt when you refused to sing for
them toni ght? You shoul d' ve seen their faces...They're your fans, and they | ove you. And what do
you do? You go and let themdown. That's just |ike you!"

M nmei struggled with his words, determined not to let Kyle get to her. She knew what he
was up to: pulling out all the stops now to convince her to come around. And she knew it woul d get
wor se- ugl i er.

"I just can't do it anynore,"” she said firmy

Kyl e reconfigured his tone. "If you just opened your heart and let the love flow through
you, you could be the greatest talent ever. Through your nusic, we could transcend all the evil in
the universe and bring people together...That's a precious gift, Mnnei, but it has to be properly
presented. That's why |'ve worked so hard for three years...But now, this is the end. 1'mgoing to

take a long trip, and | probably won't see you again-at |east not for sone time..."

A ferry was crossing the |ake, its mournful horn sounding. Mnnei clenched her teeth,
hating Kyle for his hypocrisy, his years of abuse. He had al nost succeeded in draggi ng her down to
that plane of misery and cynicismhe |ived on-despite the noble sound of his words, the peacefu
thrust of his speeches. And now he was sinply going to wal k out on her-his standard approach to
i nterpersonal challenge when nartial arts wouldn't do it. So of course it was inmportant for himto
make her realize that she'd been rotten all along, that he could do nothing with such flinsy
stuff, that she was no | onger worth the effort. He had done the sanme thing to his parents.

He had draped his jacket over her shoulders in preparation for a theatrical exit.

"I hope that soneday," he was saying, "you can find happiness for yourself. I'll always
| ove you..."

Creep! she was shouting to herself. Rat! Fool! But at the sane tine she seened to have a
vision of him off somewhere in the wastel ands, probably living anong the Zentraedi renegades
organi zi ng a new nmovenent...perhaps seeing if he could get hinmself enlarged to their size-a dream
at last fulfilled.

A sudden breeze cane up, sending watery crests of noonlit brilliance across the waves. She
felt a chill run through her, and when she turned, he had di sappeared into the night.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The synbolismof the SDF-1 as New Age Ark wasn't |lost on the residents and crew of that fortress-
Macross, thriceborn city of the stars. But unlike the A d Testanment Ark, which was really Noah's
Ark, the dinensional fortress was thought of by sone as the savior itself: the reappearance of the
culture hero, the second coning, clothed in the guise of technol ogy-Robotechnol ogy-befitting the
times, much as the Nazarene was his own world. This, however, remained the stuff of esoteric
cults; underneath it all, the old religions continued to thrive. Areturn to the basics was
universally stressed: the original untanpered-with versions of creation and regeneration. And even
the Zentraedi found their way over to these.

H story of the First Robotech War, Vol. CCXlI

Al t hough Dol za had rained death on the east and west coasts of the South American continent, the
Amazon basin, with its conplex river systenms and nillions upon nillions of acres of virgin forest,
was left relatively untouched by his deadly storm Ironically, many of the indi genous people who
had once abandoned their dwellings on the jungl ed shores of those many sl ownoving tributaries for
the coastal cities had found their way back into that verdant wilderness after the devastating
Zentraedi attack. Green hell or green mansion, its untaned prehistoric disorder was currently hone
to nmore survivors than ever before.

And anong the nost recent arrivals was Khyron
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So different fromthose bl eak icebound reaches he had cone to hate, this | andscape of
per petual nurder-where one waged a daily battle for survival, and where pain, misery, and death
rul ed suprene-it was hardly his world, but it was nost certainly his el enment.

Chased by unrel enting squadrons of Earth Forces necha, Khyron had been forced to put down
here, his own troops reduced to a nmere handful, and his cruiser all but depleted of its
Protocul ture fuel supplies. The snmall amounts of precious fuel that had spilled fromruptured
Protoculture lines had found synpathetic roots in the forest, working vegetal nmiracles in the thin
surface soil-Khyron's ship, wapped in creepers, tendrils, orchids, and vines, looked as if it had
| anded there eons ago. But there were things to be thankful for: Sonme of his troops had served for
many nonths in the Mcronian popul ati on center factories, |earning about that strange custom
called "work" and that nore inportant process known as "repair"; noreover, his agents were stil
at work in the so-called cities of the north, reporting to himon matters of necha depl oynent,
Protocul ture storage, and the grow ng separati st novenent in the Zentraedi cities such as New
Detroit and Monunent. Soon the tine for his reappearance would be at hand..

In addition, Khyron | earned that scores of Zentraedi ships had crashed in the jungle, and
al ready the survivors of those wecked ships were finding their way to his new stronghol d.

For several weeks the tech crews had worked feverishly to effect repairs on the cruiser's
weapons and navi gational systens, while squads of giants had scoured the thick forests for food
and supplies, often raiding the sinple Mcronian settlenents they stunbl ed upon. The hot, steany
jungl e succeeded in dragging themdown to its own prinmitive levels, humani zing themin ways even
Khyron didn't notice. Discipline had | oosened somewhat, especially with regard to fraternization
between mal es and femal es and the wearing of uniforns. The nen, sonetinmes stripped to the waist or
in tank-top undershirts, grew accustoned to sweating-sonmething new to their bodies, despite their
havi ng | abored on infernal worlds |ike Fantoma. And Khyron got used to his troops calling him by
namne.

"Commander," called one of the techs now. "I can give you auxiliary power."

"Then do it," Khyron told him

There were four of themin the control center of the cruiser, all in sleeveless T s,
enervated by the afternoon heat. The nan who had addressed Khyron was seated at one of the many
duty station consoles; he engaged a series of switches, and illumnation was returned to the
bri dge.

"CGood," Khyron conplinented him He reached for his comruni cator and inquired after the
refl ex furnaces.

A tech wearing an earphone, a flex-m ke conmuni cator, and a nonocul ar enhancer responded
fromelsewhere in the ship. He was one of those who had spent nore than a year in the New Detroit
mecha factories.

"Not yet, Khyron. And probably not at all unless we acquire sone Protoculture soon."

"What is the status of the main reactors?" Khyron asked.

"Barely functional. Takeoff is still inpossible.”

"Not good enough! Is there sone way to shunt primary power to one of the smaller ships?"

"Yes..." the engine roomtech said hesitantly. "But its range would be very limted."

"Enough to get us to New Macross and back?"

"Yes, but-"

"That's all," Khyron said, breaking transnission. He adopted a thoughtful pose for a
monent; then, w ping sweat fromhis brow, he turned to Gel, who was tinkering with a nonitor at
the opposite end of the control room

"Grel, are your spies in the Mcronian cities to be trusted?"

"l believe so, mlord," Gel said over his shoul der

Khyron wal ked over to him bending down to repeat his question. Again Grel stated that the
agents could be trusted.

"l have a plan..." Khyron began. "This "hollow day' that approaches-"

"“Holiday,' mlord. A feast day of sorts.”

"Hol i day," Khyron repeated, trying the word out. "Yes... Christmas,' you called it. The
M croni ans will have their minds on cel ebration."

Gel smled. "I understand, Conmander. It would be an ideal occasion to strike."

"And you're certain about the whereabouts of the Protoculture matrix, Gel? Because | warn
you-if you're not..."

G el swallowed hard. "Certain, mlord."

Khyron ordered himto open all conmunications channels within the cruiser. Wien Ge
nodded, Khyron picked up the conmlink mke

"Now hear this," he anounced. "We are nounting a raid on a Mcronian popul ation center
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Qur objective: the Protoculture-matrix drive housed in the storage facility at New Macross. | want
all of you to go on standby alert."”

Khyron signed off.

"What is this “Christnas,' Gel?"

Grel raised his eyebrows. "A feast celebrating the creation of one of the Mcronian
culture heroes, | believe."

"Culture hero?!" Khyron spat. "It is the name 'Khyron' they will speak of after our raid!
Khyron the destroyer of worlds!" He threw his head back, |aughing maniacally and crushing the
comuni cator in his hand. "Khyron, the Protoculture hero!"

"Sonetines | think life was easier when we were Zentraedi
Bron and Rico responded at the sane tine:
"You don't neant it!"

Konda said sadly.

"We're still Zentraedi, Konda!"

Konda pushed his | ong | avender hair out of his face and | ooked at his conrades. "I know
that. But | nean when we were soldiers." He turned and notioned to the shelves of Christmas toys
that lined the back of their small Park Street stall. "W wouldn't have to worry about selling al
this stuff!”

Snow had begun falling on New Macross two hours ago, |ending further enchantnent to an
al ready cheery and nmagical Christnmas Eve. It was the first snowfall in several weeks, the first

Christmas snow many of Macross City's residents had seen in a decade. Shoppers and pedestri ans
noved al ong the sidewal ks in a kind of wonder, as if questioning their surroundings: Was it
possi bl e after four long years of war and suffering that joy was finally returning to their
hearts? One could al nost feel the radiant warmh of their collective gl ow.

Al'l except Rico, Konda, and Bron, that is.

Their jobs at the laundry had cone to a sudden end nonths ago, when they had returned from
a routine pickup with a stack of expensive |linen sheets, each bearing Lynn-Mnnei's indelible ink
aut ograph. There had foll owed a succession of nenial jobs since, culnmnating with this Park Street
stal | ful of toys-transformable robots, lifelike dolls, and huggable stuffed puppies, all of which
had peaked three seasons before and were little nore than nenorabilia now They had nmanaged to
sell two itens during the past week-and that was only by reducing the prices to |less than they had
pai d.

"W just have to learn to be nore aggressive," R co said know ngly.

"What d' ya nean?" said Konda.

Ri co thought for a monent. "Uh, you know forceful."

Bron | ooked confused. "Are you allowed to do that?"

"That's what soneone told nme." Rico shrugged.

"Well, okay," Bron echoed, beginning to roll up his sleeves to expose his brawny arns.
"But | don't see how we can do that frominside this stall."

"He's right," Konda suddenly agreed. "W should put all these toys in sacks-"

"Li ke Santa Claus," Bron interjected proudly.

"Right. And take themover to the mall. We'Il have nore knee roomthere."

Rico stared at the two of them "El bow room you idiot."

Konda grinned sheepi shly. "Whatever."

"I say we do it!" Bron said decisively, slapping his friends on the back. "We'Il|l be the
nost aggressive sal esnen in town!"

In the deserted children's playground across fromthe mall where Park Street enptied into
Macr oss Boul evard, M nnei rocked herself side to side on one of the swi ngs. The newspaper gossip
columms were filled with runors Iinked to her sudden di sappearance from Monunent City al nost three
weeks ago, and this was the first tine she had ventured out of the Wite Dragon since returning to
Macross. Even so, she wasn't disguised, dressed in a plain burgundy-col ored dress and bl ack
sweat er barely heavy enough to keep her warm She reasoned-rightly so-that people woul dn't
recogni ze this new Lynn-M nnei, who was as far renoved fromthat eternally optimstic star of
stage and screen as one could get.

Singing was a part of her past. So was Kyl e and everyone el se connected with her career
She had spent a few days with her agent, Vance Hassl ewood, after the scene with Kyle, but he
wanted to be nore to her than a sounding board. So she returned to Uncle Max and Aunt Lena; they
took her in with open arnms and hel ped her secure a few nmonments of peace. But she realized she
woul dn't be able to remain with them One day Kyle would wander in, and she didn't want to be
around when he did.
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If only it weren't Christmas, she kept telling herself. If only it were sumer, if only
everyone el se didn't seem so happy and conplacent, if only...

She stretched her hand out to collect some snow, and as the flakes nelted agai nst her warm
skin, she thought about Rick. Wiere was he now? Wuld he even be willing to talk to her after what
had happened in the restaurant? He was probably off having a wonderful Christnmas Eve dinner with
sonmeone-that girl Lisa, perhaps. Everyone had sonebody they could turn to.

Suddenly soneone was calling her name. She | ooked up and saw three men running toward her
fromthe boul evard entrance to the park. One of them the shortest of the three, was pushing sone
sort of cart in front of him the other two were carrying enornous backpacks and bedrolls. Al
three had on basebal |l caps and orange jackets, and there was sonething famliar about them..

"Mnnei!" one of them shouted again.

And then she knew. Disguise or no disguise, new Mnnei or old, these three would al ways
recogni ze her!

She junped up fromthe swing seat and began to run for the street.

Ri co, Konda, and Bron gave chase, but encunbered by the toy sacks, backpacks, and such
they couldn't keep up with her

"Mnnei!" Rico called again, out of breath.

Aggressive sales tactics had gotten themthrown out of the mall-they'd actually been
grabbi ng kids and forcing toys upon themand so they had wandered over to the park in search of
fresh quarry.

"Maybe she didn't hear us," Konda suggested mldly.

"Maybe it wasn't her," said Bron.

Ri co nodded. "Couldn't've been. We're her best fans."

Rick was in the kitchen of his quarters, waiting for water to boil, when he heard the
tel evi si on announcenent .

"Last night we reported that faned singer and novie star Lynn-M nnei had been taken ill.
But we have since learned that she is listed as officially mssing, follow ng her hasty departure
fromMnunent City three weeks ago. Oficial sources believe that this has sonmething to do with
t he di sappearance of Mss Mnnei's longtine friend and manager, Lynn-Kyle. There has, however,
been no nention of foul play..."

Rick listened for a monent nore. He was certain that the two of them had wandered off
somewhere together. After what he had witnessed in Chez Mann, it was obvious that M nnei was
compl etely under Kyle's spell. Rick didn't dwell on it, though; people nmade their own choices in
life. Besides, he had problenms of his own to dwell on: Lisa would talk to himonly over the com
net, and even then her tone |left no doubt about how she felt toward him She refused to tal k about
it, wouldn't so nuch as have a cup of coffee with him

The newscaster was sayi ng sonething about a discovery in the Amazon regi on when Ri ck heard
the doorbell ring. He threw off his work apron and went to answer it.

It was M nnei, although he alnost didn't recognize her. She had a forlorn and downcast
| ook about her, snowflakes |ike a network of disappearing stars in her dark hair. She asked to
cone in, not wanting to inpose, apologizing for not having called first.

"My friends don't have to call," Rick said, offsetting his initial stamering.

She began to cry, and he hel d her

I nside, he put his wool officer's jacket over her shoul ders and nade sone coffee. She sat
on the edge of his bed and sipped at her cup, happier by the nonent.

"I feel so tired of everything," she told himafter explaining her fight with Kyle and her

flight from Mnunment. "I1'm sick of being fussed over all the time...Now, when | think about ny
life, | remenber the things that |1've lost instead of being grateful for what | have. | just don't
have anyone to turn to for support anynore.”

She was standing by the wi ndow now, her back to him staring out at the snowfall. Rick, on

the other hand, was staring at her long bare legs; even while he tried to listen to her
conpl aints, he wondered if she was going to spend the night.
"You've still got your nusic," he said after a nonent, not sure what he neant.
“If that's all I've got, then | don't want to sing anynore."
"Your songs are your life, Mnnei."
"My life is a song," she denanded, lower |ip trenbling.
Rick made a face. "You can't be serious."
"l can't performanynore, Rick."
"It's Kyle, isn't it?"
She frowned at him "That's not it! | don't care if | ever see himagain! W spent all our
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ti me together, whether we were working or not. He snothered nme with his stupid attenpts at
af fection, then yelled at ne when he couldn't control ne." Mnnei |ooked hard at Rick. "I have
nobody who understands, nobody who'll take the tine to |listen to ne."

Ri ck resisted a sudden inpulse to run. He was aware of what she was |eading himinto, and
even though he'd played this scene through a hundred tines before, he didn't want to win her from
weakness. As much as he desired her, he didn't want to get her on the rebound from Kyl e.

At about the same tine Mnnei showed up at Rick's door, Lisa was enjoying a holiday eggnog
with Caudia, Max, and Mriya at the Setup, a health spa-pub on the boul evard. Later, she cabbed
over to Rick's place, told the driver not to wait, and headed for his quarters, |leaving footprints
in the thin layer of snow.

She had a present for hima shirt she had shopped | ong and hard for, yet another peace
offering in the seenm ngly constant war they waged with each other. She had consi dered drenching it
in her owmn favorite scent ("SDF No. 5," Claudia called it) but thought R ck woul dn't appreciate
the joke. He had been calling her every other day with one suggestion or another-coffee, a novie,
a picnic!-and she had turned himdown each tine. But with sonme distance fromthe battl eground (her
hours at the outdoor table forgotten), and this being holiday time, she decided that the tine was
right for forgiveness. R ck had been inconsiderate and all, but it probably wouldn't be the |ast
time; and if she was going to make this thing work, she would have to learn not to hold on to her
anger .

As she approached the house, she noticed that the front door was ajar. She neared it just
as Mnnmei was saying: "I have nobody who understands, nobody who'll take the tine to listen to

me." The voice was as recogni zabl e as the perfune.

"None of my friends in the business really know who I am" M nnei continued. "You see,
Rick, you're the only one who cares. That's why | cane: | was wondering if | could stay here for a
while. "

Li sa sucked in her breath and al nost shoved her fist into her nmouth. She knew she had no
right to eavesdrop, but her legs refused to put her in notion

M nnmei was pleading with Rick: "I don't have anyone else to turn to!"

Lisa's life seemed to be hanging in the balance. Then she heard R ck give his okay and
felt herself going over the edge. Silently she pulled the door closed and began to run, crying
harder with each step. A short distance down the block a man stopped to inquire if she was al
right. She turned on himlike a harridan, telling himto m nd his own busi ness.

Cl audi a, meanwhil e, had been hopping frombar to bar, party to party. Her brother, Vince,
and his wife, Dr. Jean G ant, had invited her over for Christrmas drinks, but she had declined
Li kewi se, she had no desire to return to her quarters and confront the intense |oneliness that
pl agued her on each holiday. For all his bravado Roy had had a traditional side that reveal ed
itself on holidays, and they had passed nmany wonderful nonents together: quiet dinners, walks
t hrough the snow on moonlit evenings, mnidnight exchanges of gifts and affection. She saw this sane
shared nagic in the eyes of each couple that passed her on the street, and it wasn't |ong before
she found herself back at the Setup, hoping she would run into a friendly face or two.

The | ast person she expected to find there was Lisa, but there she was, draped over the
bar, an alnobst enpty wine bottle in front of her. She was singing-trying at any rate-one of
M nnei's songs, "Stagefright," by the sound of it. Claudia' s face dropped, then she gave a snal
shrug and took the adjacent stool

"M sery |l oves conpany,"” Lisa slurred, and sniled.

Several hours and countless drinks later, after toasting everyone they knew or had known
and solving all the world' s problens, they kissed each other good-bye just as the sun was com ng
up over Lake doval. Cdaudia had the day off, but Lisa had put in for the norning shift. A young
staff officer who had been a frequent visitor to their private party ran Lisa over to the SDF-2 in
his open-air jeep.

Surprised at how sober she was-figuring she had somehow pi erced the hangover envel ope-she
tried to let herself enjoy the ride, the cold air rushing at her face. But all that seenmed to do
was sober her to the point where last night's problens had little trouble creeping into her
consci ousness once again. It was tinme to give up, she told herself, give up and let Mnnei have
Ri ck once and for all

As Lisa was approaching the comand center, she heard Kimand Sanmi e di scussing her-a
comon enough occurrence these days-so she waited outside the door until they were finished,
wonder i ng how nuch nore of this she could stand.

Apparently, word of her all-nighter in the Setup had spread fast. Sanm e was sayi ng:
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"Well, you shouldn't believe everything you hear."

"You'd do the sanme thing if you wanted to forget him" said Kim naking Lisa think back on
the evening to ascertain if she had really done sonething to be ashaned of. If only she had cone
into this alittle sooner..

"Lisa's too nice a person to do sonmething like that!"

"OfF course-she's not as perfect as you," Kimteased.

That seened to take the conversation in a different direction entirely, and a mnute or so
later Lisa felt safe to enter. Kim Sanmi e, and Vanessa were, of course, all snmiles by now, but
Lisa didn't hold anything agai nst them Vanessa nentioned a Christnas party, the first Lisa had
heard about it.

“You nean no one told you? It's for the bridge. Wiy don't you invite Rick-1"msure he'd
| ove to cone."”

Was Vanessa goadi ng her? Lisa asked herself. "Ah, | don't think he'd be able to nake it."

"But he's off today."

"Yeah, but he's at hone with a miserable little..."

"Ch," said Vanessa. "Sick, huh? Too bad."

Just then the bridge PA cane alive. A fenale voice said:

"This is ground base security! Zentraedi forces are attacking the industrial section
Emer gency communi qué to all sectors!”

Khyron's O ficer's Pod ran through the streets of New Macross, five tactical pods
alongside it. They had entered the city before dawn, subnerging thenselves in the cold waters of
the | ake before the early-norning surprise attack. Gel's Battl epod had taken the point, but
sonet hi ng was wong: He had | ed them past the sane storage tanks three tines now

"What are you doi ng?!'" Khyron screaned into his comunicator. "You're | eading us around in
circles!"

"The Protoculture has got to be here sonewhere,” Grel returned. "My agents-"

“Your agents are idiots! Now listen to ne: Your inconpetence nmay end up costing you your
lifel Now, find it!"

Jeeps and CD vehicles sped through the city announcing the attack and instructing the
early-nmorning crowds to seek shelter imediately. Thus far the Zentraedi were restricting
thensel ves to the storage facilities and factories across the | ake, but there was no telling where
their blood lust and thirst for destruction would | ead.

Max and Mriya were opening presents for Dana when the alert sounded. They |left the baby
with their neighbors, the Enmersons, and headed for the base, awaiting further instructions from
Admral doval's headquarters. It was like old tines, after all

d oval had been roused fromsleep and was now putting in a rare appearance on the SDF-2
bri dge. Exedore, recently returned fromthe Robotech satellite to continue his study of M cronian
custonms, was by the adniral's side. Surveillance caneras |ocated throughout the industrial sector
had captured the Zentraedis' curious nmovenents. Both G oval and Exedore were in agreenent that the
O ficer's Pod was manned by Khyron.

"They seemto be | ooking for sonething," doval commented. "There has been very little
destruction. Several sentries were killed when the pods nade their first appearance, but nothing
si nce."

The nicroni zed Zentraedi advi ser nodded his head solemly. "Correct, Admiral. If this were
an attack, he would be concentrating on nilitary targets. O whatever suits his fancy, as you say.
It would be ny guess that he is here to obtain the Protoculture be needs for his battlecruiser.”

"We' || concentrate our defense in the industrial sector, then.”

Exedore concurred. He then gl anced about and added in a conspiratorial tone: "May | be
permtted to nake a suggestion, Admiral ?"

Goval's brow furrowed. "OF course, Exedore."

The Zentraedi said: "Let himfind what he's |ooking for."

Frustrated by Gel's failure to zero in on the storage facility, Khyron left his necha
behi nd and went into the streets on foot to reconnoiter. He was arned with a single autocannon and
his own brand of reckless abandon. He held his ground calmy as Veritechs dove in for strafing
runs, picking themfromthe skies with hardly a |ost step

Across the | ake Azonia headed up a diversionary force consisting of powered arnor units
and Quadrono Battalion Invid scout ships. Soneday Earth would see many nore of these in the
skies. ..
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She directed her squadrons against the city proper, successfully drawing off the Veritech
teans that were going in after Khyron, The opposing forces net above the | ake, filling the chilled
air with furious exchanges of heat, harnessed lightning, and swift death. Max was at the center of
the sudden hell storm his blue Veritech reconfigured to Battloid node, juking and dodgi ng vol |l eys
of eneny missiles while his gatling cannon retaliated, spew ng transuranic slugs against the
invaders. Mriya went wing to wing with him dropping one, twd, then three scout ships and
wonderi ng whi ch of the remaining mecha might hold her forner commander, Azonia, now Khyron's
consort!

Ri ck, ever the gentleman, had taken the couch. He was aware that M nnei had stood over him
in the mddle of the night while he pretended to sleep; she had fixed his blankets and sniled at

himin the dark. But he hadn't slept well at all; his neck was cranped, his left armwas tingling,
and some sort of fireworks had roused himmuch earlier than he wanted to rise-always the case on a
day off.

He went to the wi ndow and saw t hi ck col ums of snoke in the clear skies above the | ake.
Quickly he switched on the television, conscious of Mnnei's rustling around in the kitchen. Rick
was already pulling on his clothes when he heard the announcenent fromthe MBS newscaster, Van
Fortespiel, "the Boogi eman”

"This special bulletin just in: The Zentaedi attack force is believed to be concentrated
in the industrial section of the city. Casualty reports are expected in at any mnute now..."

Ri ck was stunned. "Why wasn't | notified?!'" he shouted to the screen, pulling off his V-
neck sweater and reaching for his uniform "Lisa's on command wat ch-she knew where to find ne!"

M nmei waited nervously by the front door. Rick saw her troubled ook and tried to
reassure her.

"Don't worry-this is routine.”

Her eyes were wide with a sudden fear. "If sonething happened to you, | don't know what
I'd do!" She held him "Please don't let ne |ose you nowthat |I've finally found you!"

Ri ck took her face between his hands and ki ssed her l|ightly.

“I'"Il be back soon," was all that he said.

Khyron's years-long fanliarity with the Invid Flower of Life had inbued himw th senses
above and beyond the ordinary, especially when it canme to honming in on the Flower itself, or in
this case its repressed matrix-Protocul ture.

He ripped away the netal chanber's tarpaulin cover and sniled to hinmself, his heart
poundi ng and bl ood rushing through his system "The storage matrix," he murmnured al oud.

The cylinder was easily half his height and perhaps twice his weight, but he lifted it
easily onto his back nevertheless. Returning to his nmecha, he attached servoclanps to the chanber
and wi nched it tight against the underside of the pod.

A savage battle was ragi ng throughout the sector between Battloids and giants, but he put
an end to it now by issuing a recall order to his troops. They regrouped and headed out in
formation to the sout hwest.

Airborne in Skull One, Rick received an update from Max and signaled his team of Veritechs
to follow his |ead.

"Prepare to block their escape route in sector Novenber! W can't let themget away with
that Protocul ture!”

Max broke off to join Skull, leaving the rest of the scout ships to Mriya and her fighter
t eam
"It's getting bad back there," he was telling her. But just then his eyes fixed on the
Veritech's topographic display. Sonething nassive was putting down in sector N.."A Zentraed
escort ship," he yelled.

Rick saw it land, the escort's four polelike |egs spearing through the roofs of buildings
and settling deep into tarnmac roads. A bizarre-Iooking ship, shaped |ike the body of a bl oated
wal rus, with legs that could have been an architect's conpass and an enornous rear thruster |ike
some outsi ze nmegaphone. Khyron's Battl epods and attack mecha were ascending into its open steel -
trap belly, while Battloids and Excaliburs poured ineffectual fire against its arnored hull.

"Attention, Mcronians!" Khyron's voice suddenly blurted out as the ship began to |ift
of f. "Khyron the Destroyer wants to wi sh you a nmerry Christmas, and | send you a special greeting
from Santa Cl aus. My all your foolish hollowdays be as bright as this one!..."

New Macross didn't know what had hit it, only that the entire city seened to go up in
flanes. Later, piecing together what passed for facts-Khyron's cryptic remarks and the
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observations of people in the street-evidence would point to a certain sidewal k Santa, an uncomon
Santa with enpty eyes and skin like polluted clay, a Zentraedi who mi ght had been in radio contact
with "the Destroyer” and set off the myriad bonbs his agents had planted throughout the city...

The Veritechs abandoned their pursuit of the escort ship and returned to Macross to battle
the blaze, diving into the citywide inferno again and again with fire-retardant bonbs.

By the end of the day, the fires were brought under control and the city began to count
its dead. The hospitals were filled to overcrowdi ng, and whatever Christmas spirit renmai ned was
more funereal than festive. Still, by nightfall, nost famlies had been reunited and a strange
post hol ocaust cal m prevailed. So often destroyed, so often reborn, the people of Macross were
hardened survivors, nothing if not adaptable, and well accustoned to death. Church bells sang to
one another fromdistant sectors, carolers took to the streets, and the SDF-2 crew went ahead with
its preplanned surprise, lighting the ship with garlands of light, a sacred tree grown fromthe
navel of the world..

Rick net briefly with Lisa afterward. He was angry in spite of the exhaustion he felt.

"I talked to Vanessa," he said sharply. "She told nme you said | was sick in bed! And you
know that's a lie! | should have been notified at the very first scranble alert!"

"I didn't say you were sick," she answered, averting his gaze for a noment. "Anyway, |
didn't think you'd want to be disturbed..." She waited for his puzzled | ook, then added: "You
shoul d be nore di screet when you have people conming over-or at |east |learn to close your front
door...| cane by last night to say nmerry Christrmas. | know all about Mnnei staying with you."

He let it go at that and returned hone, entering the house like he was returning froma
day at the office, with a cheery "H there!" for Mnnei, who was visibly overjoyed to see him

"Thank goodness!" she gushed, w ping tears away.

"I told you I'd cone back." He snmiled.

She ran off to fix her face. Rick noticed that she had prepared an entire dinner for the
two of themeven a white-frosted cake with a candle and a small Santa.

"I made it for you," she said softly, hugging himfrombehind. "My sweet Rick...l was so
worried."

R ck was speechl ess, feeling her pressed up against himlike that, too good to be true.

"Do you think you could ever give up your conmi ssion with the Defense Force?" she asked
him "Please think about it because | never want to | ose you, Rick-never again..."

She lit the candle after dinner and wi shed hima nmerry Chri st nas.

"May we have a million nore like it," said Rick, the dog fights and fireworks suddenly
forgotten.

M nnei sighed and | eaned forward, closing her eyes. Rick followed her lead until their
lips net...

CHAPTER El GHTEEN

| believe Khyron suspected that Goval's allowing himto | eave Macross with the Protoculture
matrix was a form of peace offering. It was G oval's judgnent for deportation as opposed to

i ncarceration; doval's way of saying: You have what you need to get hone-now | eave! But it
remai ns unfathomable to ne that d oval and Exedore could so mi sread Khyron at this | ate stage.
Home-with the inperative unfilled? Unthinkable. And yet, could the war have ended in any ot her
fashion?...1 have asked nyself over and over again how events night have reshaped thensel ves had
Khyron sinply left.

Rawl i ns, Zentraedi Triunvirate: Dol za, Breetai, Khyron

Vengeance, snarled Khyron

If there had been doubts regardi ng Khyron's | eadership, the raid on New Macross not only
erased thembut instilled within his rank and file a sense of loyalty hitherto unknown, even anong
the Zentraedi. He was "the Destroyer"” now, no |onger the Backstabber who had sacrificed thousands
al ong his own vainglorious canpaign trail. By capturing the Protoculture matrix, he had effected a
rescue; he had provided themwi th the neans to take | eave of the m serable world that had held
them captive these two long years-a way to return honme. Hs troops would have followed himinto
hell itself...And that was precisely where he nmeant to | ead them..

"Al'l energy inputs building to operative levels, sir," an engine roomtech reported to the
observati on bubble comrand center

"Check the reflex furnaces," Gel shouted into the communicator. He sat rigidly at his
duty station, grateful to be alive after the way things had turned out in Macross. Had Khyron
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failed to find the matrix, Gel wouldn't have survived the day.

The Destroyer hinmself was pacing the deck, his hands clasped behind his back, the olive-
drab canpaign cloak swirling as he turned.

"Stable," relayed the engi ne roomtech

"W have full power," Azonia updated. Seated at the duty station adjacent to Gel's, she
too was in full-dress uniform

Khyron cl enched his fists and approached the curved console of the conmand center. His
eyes held a | ook that went beyond anger. "Excellent!" he hissed. "W will |eave imediately to
rejoin the Robotech Masters!™

Grel and Azonia were raising their hands in salute when he suddenly added: "But before
| eave Earth, | want to destroy the SDF-1!"

Hi s subordi nates stared at himin disbelief, their protests ignored. The Earth Forces
weren't foolish enough to pernmit a second sneak attack; they would be lying in wait, the guns of
their newy constructed fortress prinmed and ai med! Surely Khyron recogni zed this, surely he
wouldn't allow freedomto slip fromtheir grasp now

“I will have ny final revenge on these Mcronians," Gel and Azonia heard hi mnutter under
his breath. Then he turned on them and ordered |ift-off. They glanced at each other wordlessly and
initiated the |Iaunch sequence.

The crui ser shuddered; vibrating to a bone-shaking bass runble that was nore feeling than
sound. Protoculture surged through the ship's atrophied systens, enmpowering the massive reflex
furnaces in its holds. Thrusters erupted with nearly vol canic force, inverted against the tangl ed
tenaci ous growmh that was partly of the ship's own creating. The Earth itself sensed the force of
the cruiser's withdrawal, replying in kind with tectonic novenents created and rel ayed from deep
within its core, the | ast gasp of sone opposing telluric intelligence bent on holding fast its
danger ous capti ve.

But ultimately the powers of evil proved superior and the Destroyer's dreadnought tore
| oose, taking great hunks of earth and forest with it as it clinbed toward freedom and headed
north for its rendezvous with vengeance and deat h.

The end of the world, Lisa cried to herself.

Two weeks had passed since Khyron's Christmas norning attack, and Macross had yet to
recover. Initially the residents of that often devastated place had rallied, once again prepared
to pick up the pieces of their lives and rebuild the symbol of their dreans. But then a sort of
del ayed shock set in, sapping even the strongest of the will to prevail. People renained in their
hones, |eaving the streets deserted, the recent danage untouched; sone had even taken up what
anounted to residency in the shelters thensel ves. And yet others fled to other cities or wandered
off into the wastes, a new breed of pioneer, abandoning the one thing that had brought sal vation
and devastation alike-the SDF-1.

Li sa Hayes was on the | ookout bridge of the fortress now, her inner world as overturned as
that one she glinpsed along the curve of the lake. Rick was |lost to her, and his | eave-taki ng had
enptied her, much as the city itself. She contenpl ated the single decision that would free her
sobbing for all that might have been

"Lisa!" Caudia yelled from behind her

She w ped her eyes and turned around.

"Admiral doval sent ne to ook for you," her friend told her. "Wiy aren't you on the
bridge?"

"I needed to be alone," she answered, the cold wind nmussing her hair. "I'mthinking about
resigning."

Cl audi a had sensed this com ng for weeks now but found herself surprised nonethel ess.
"You' ve got to be joking," she said plainly.

"No, |'mserious, Caudia." Lisa's voice cracked. "I just can't take it anynore. The
army...Rick...I"'mgiving up-1'mjust not as tough as everybody seens to think | am"

Claudia sized her up for a nonent, deciding to get tough herself. "Cone off it, Lisa-
you're not fooling anybody but yourself!"

So much for the synpathy, Lisa thought, startled by Claudia' s reaction. Maybe she just
wasn't explaining all this properly-Caudia wasn't seeing it through her eyes.

"You're talking like sone silly, sinpering, weak sister schoolgirl!" Claudia stepped in to
confront her further. "You're a nilitary wonan, born, bred, and trained, and you're too nuch of a
scrapper to give in like this without a fight!"

But Lisa held her ground. "There's no use fighting-it all conmes down to a battle with
mysel f, Claudia. And I'mlosing. If Rick prefers Mnnei, that's just the way it is, and there's
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nothing | can do about it.
"Except get over it and nove on!" Cl audia enphasized. "The military is your life, girl.
You give up and resign your comm ssion, you mght as well throw everything el se away."

Lisa's lips narrowed to a thin line. "I have to get away."
"You nean run away."
Li sa turned her back to Caudia. "Call it what you want. | can't work with Ri ck and then

wat ch himgo honme to her every day. If you can't understand that..."
He shouldn't have the power over you, Caudia wanted to tell her. You shouldn't pernmit him
that power! But her heart understood only too clearly. "I do understand,"” she said quietly.

The | oneliness of command, G oval said to himself for the third time that norning. He
wi shed Exedore hadn't chosen to return to the Robotech factory satellite so soon; he missed him
finding in the gnom sh Zentraedi a keen m nd unencunbered by enptional restraints. And yet far
frombeing pure intellect, cool and renote |like Lang, the nman-and d oval would always refer to him
thus-the nan had a | oyal and unbi ased nature, along with a conpassion rarely encountered anong
Humans or aliens alike. The two had forged a unique friendship, built on shared interest, nutua
trust, and nothing less than awe for the events that had shaped their histories, both racial and
i ndi vi dual

Goval was in his favorite chair, the command seat on the SDF-1 bridge, staring out at
Macross t hrough the wraparound pernagl ass bays. Everyone knew to |l ook for himhere, nore than
anything his place of retirement. And indeed, the issue of retirenent wei ghed heavily on his mnd
he wanted the untaxed freedomto think back through the past two decades and make personal order
out of the chaos he had so often seen there in moments of reflection. He needed to take a hard
| ook at his successes and failures and evaluate his performance record, if for no other reason
than to justify the decisions that had affected so many lives...countless lives.

He recall ed saying once that he was allowed to make nore m stakes than the rest of the
crew, and indeed he had. He only prayed that his |atest decisions wouldn't fall into the sane
cat egory.

When Lisa finally reported to him he stood and wal ked to the forward portion of the
bridge, his hands behind his back.

"I have called you here to brief you on your new assignnent, Captain."

"I'"'m..sorry, sir, but I can't take a new assignnment,"” Lisa told himdirectly.

A oval pivoted through his rehearsed turn, raising his voice a notch. "And why not?!"

Lisa's head was bowed. "Sir, |'ve decided to resign. In nmy state of mind |'mno good to
mysel f or the service."

"And what state of mind would that be?" G oval wanted to know.

"I...]1 need to get away for a while, Adnmiral-for personal reasons."

d oval beanmed. "Well, that's perfect, then, because this assignnent calls for a certain
amount of travel ."
"No, sir." Lisa shook her head. "I'msorry, sir."

Anot her tack, doval said to hinself. "Nonsense. You can't disregard your duty just
because of sone unrequited romance-you're just going to have to get over it because | need you now
nore than ever before."

Lisa was staring at himw de-eyed. "You nean, y-you know?!"

The admiral nade a dism ssive gesture. "Good grief, | have eyes, don't 1?! |'ve probably
known about you and Conmmander Hunter |onger than you have known!"
Li sa brightened somewhat and snmiled. "I'll bet you have, sir...This new assi gnnment, then-

isit in the way of a favor?"

"Nonsense," d oval snorted. "You're the nost capable and experienced officer in the entire
command. The choi ce was an obvi ous one."

"Sir..."

G oval cleared his throat. "As you know, construction of the new fortress has just been
completed. | want you to conmmand it."

Li sa put her hands to her breast. That she was to conmand the SDF-2 had been hinted at but
never actually stated. "What?! My own comand?"

"It's a long-termcomitrent,"” he cautioned her

"I accept-whatever it is.”

"Good," he said, asking her to step over to the forward bay. She did so and began to
foll ow his gaze.

Stratified |ayers of blue sky and crystalline white arced across the eastern horizon
Above this was a darker, nore nmenacing ceiling of swiftly noving stormclouds pierced by brilliant
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rays of winter sunlight. It was a nmjestic norning sight, breathtaking.

"Yes," doval was saying, "our Earth is a beautiful planet. And we nust preserve its
glories. That's why | nust ask you to | eave our world behind for a tinme."

Li sa experienced a fleeting nonent of fear.

"The tine has cone for humankind to grow up and |leave its cradle behind," the admra
explained. "To go forth and claimits place in the universe...Your assignnent is to lead a
di pl omatic nmission to the homeworl d of the Robotech Masters."

"To Tirol, sir?!'" Lisa said in disbelief. "But how?"

"That is the new purpose of the SDF-2. Conmander Breetai and Exedore will acconpany you,
al though it mght be easier to follow Khyron's |ead."

Li sa's brow furrowed.

"We | et himhave that Protoculture matrix for a reason, Captain. I'monly sorry we hadn't
antici pated the expl osions."

"Khyron's ticket home," Lisa nused. "But why Tirol, Adnmiral?"

"Because the Human race coul dn't possibly survive anot her hol ocaust like the |ast one. Qur
def ense system has been vastly inproved, but even that woul d prove usel ess agai nst the
sophi sticated technol ogy of the Masters or worse yet, to hear Exedore tell it, the Invid. It's
essential that we nake peace with the Masters, perhaps for the sake of both our races.”

"Peace," Lisa said, as though hearing the word for the first tine. "And we have to trave
cl ear across the galaxy to secure it."

The downsi de of getting your wish, thought Rick

From the picture wi ndow of his suburban quarters, he watched a formation of Veritechs
streak overhead. He hadn't been airborne in nore than a week, having taken the | eave to spend tine
with his new roommat e/ partner/significant other...and that didn't begin to tell the tale of his
confusion. As pleasant as it was with Mnnei, Rick felt unfulfilled;, without flying, without a
m ssion, wthout sonething to strive for, it was just the two of them playing house. They woul d
sl eep |l ate, cook together, watch the screen, and suddenly there would be nothing to tal k about.
She had stopped witing | ove songs, and he had stopped telling tales.

M nnei entered the roomjust then and seened to pick up on his distance. WAs he tired of
her al ready?

"Ri ck, why not just quit the service? W could nove sonmewhere else if you want. | rmean,
could you be happy if we settled down to a normal |ife?"

“"Normal ?!'" he said, nore harshly than he had to. "Take a | ook outside, Mnnei. There isn't
any nore nornmal!" He shook his head. "I don't think we could even if there was."

"But why not? There's so nuch nore to life than this, and we're nmissing it."

Ri ck held his breath, then exhaled slowy through clenched jaws. "People are dependi ng on
us. They look to people like ne for protection, and to you for inspiration. How can we just walk
away fromthat ?"

She put her hand on his shoulder. "Life is funny, isn't it? Nothing turns out the way you

think it will...Wen we first met, | was totally caught up in ronmantic dreans, and sone of those
actually cane true. But not the dream| had for you and me, Rick."
"What drean®?"

She tried to hold his eyes with hers. "Let's get nmarried.”

Rick reacted as if he'd been punched. Wasn't she listening to anything he said?...But even
as he thought this, he knew that it was nore black and white than he was naking it out to be:
Sormehow t he war and their separate careers weren't the real issues at all. It was sonething
el se. ..

VWen the doorbell rang, both of them junped up to answer it, thankful for the intrusion
Li sa was standing there denurely, her uniformas bright as the patches of snow on the front |awn.

"I canme to say...good-bye, Rick. |I've received new orders, and |I'|l|l be going back into
space soon." She pushed on through Rick's surprised reaction, fighting to nmaintain her even tone
"I't's true. | can't believe it, but Admral d oval has given me command of the SDF-2." She grew

al nost cheerful now. "It's like a dreamcone true. Aren't you happy for ne, Rick?"

"When are you | eaving?" he asked her anxiously.

"Transfer of the reflex engines fromSDF1 will begin tonorrow. But we're bound for deep
space soon afterward. To Tirol, the homeworld of the Robotech Masters. It's going to be a
di pl omati ¢ nission-a nission of peace.”

That coul d take years! Rick thought.

"So | just wanted to say good-bye and...see you in a few years." Lisa sniled at M nnei.
"It's been a pleasure, Mnnei. Your nusic has been a great inspiration to all of us."
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M nmei thanked her, warily at first but more sincerely when Lisa w shed Rick and her
happi ness in the future.

"I just have one nore thing to say," Lisa stanmered, her voice failing her all of a
sudden. "I love you, Rick! | always have! And | always will!"

Ri ck was speechless. Mnnei had latched on to his armwith a tourniquetlike grip. Lisa was
apol ogi zi ng, hol di ng back tears.

"l may never see himagain," she was explaining herself to Mnnei. "And | had to tel
him .. Take care of himfor ne."

She saluted Rick, turned, and began to run

Ri ck stood in the doorway a nonent, then shook hinself out of his stupor and called for
her to wait. He took off down the walk, but Mnnei was there in front of him her arnms stretched
out to stop him

"You can't go!" she said in a frightened rush. "Wat about nme?! You' ve already done nore
than your share! How could you even think of going back into space again?!"

"Because...they need ne," Rick |ied.

And all at once the sky fell...

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

Ent ropy-your belief that systens, biophysical and otherw se, are predestined to nove froma state
of order to disorder-is the one concept that continues to fascinate ne; and | do believe that it
has i ndeed shaped your thinking as a race as powerfully as Protocul ture has shaped mine. This

di ssol ution, this wi nding down...how typical of your thinkers to conjure up such a poetic ending
Exedore, as quoted in Dr. Laslo Zand, On Earth as It Is in Hell: Recollections of the Robotech War

Good- bye, bl ue sky, good-bye...
Twentieth-century song lyric

A hail of missiles fell on unprepared Macross, turning the sky a radiant yell ow and | eveling the
heart of the city. Rick and Mnnei were thrown to the ground by the concussion of a thousand
blasts that filled the air with suffocating heat and fiery debris.

When Rick saw that M nnei was unhurt, he began a frantic search along what was left of the
street in the direction Lisa had run. The sky was an orange fireball now, nuch of the city a
menory. High-rise towers had crunbled |ike sand castles; houses inploded. Park Street and Macross
Boul evard were buckl ed and heaved |ike rollercoaster courses.

Ri ck heard the high-pitched whine of secondary assaults above the how ing of an alien
wi nd; then that deadly thunder returned as expl osions continued to punish the city and the
surrounding hills.

He found Lisa lying in the street, mraculously alive though the buildings on the bl ock
had been utterly destroyed.

"What happened?" she yell ed above the firestorm

"We're under attack!" he returned, helping her to her feet. "The Zentraedi! One ship!"

Khyron! she said to herself. "W've got to get back to the SDF-2!"

Li sa took a step forward and woul d have col | apsed, but Rick held her, his hands under her
arms. "You're too weak," he spoke into her ear. "Let ne take care of you...l love you!"

She turned in his arnms and took his face between her scorched hands. "Am | dreamnmi ng this?"
she said weakly.

M nmei was suddenly al ongside them urging themto get to the shelters and pleading with
Rick to stay with her

Projectiles shrieked |ike banshees in that chrone sky.

"Get yourself to safety!” Lisa told her. "Rick and | have our duty to perform™

M nmei took a faltering step forward, confused.

“I'f youreally love him" Lisa continued, "let go of him He's a pilot-that's his life!"

"Life?" Mnnei screanmed, hysterical, her arns flailing about. "You call this a life?! Wr!
Devastation! Battle after battle until everything is destroyed!"

Ri ck took her by the arnms and tried to calmher, urging her to |l eave. "W're trying to put
an end to all this. W hate it as nmuch as you do, but the future of our race has to be preserved!"
M ssi | es expl oded nearby, raining vengeful |ightning on them and erasi ng words and
t houghts. The three of them huddl ed together, showered by cinders and unheavenly tongues of

airborne fire
M nmei | ooked at Lisa and Rick, angry now. "There is no future!"
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Rick turned to | eave, and she grabbed hold of him begging himto remain by her side. If
he | oved her, he would stay with her.

But he shook hinself free.

"Soneday you'll understand!" he shout ed.

“I'"I'l never understand!" she screanmed to his back

Lisa entered the bridge of the SDF-2 at a run, making straight for her station. Vanessa
was al ready at her console, the threat screen in front of her flashing with display information

"Gve ne a status report!" Lisa ordered.

"A single battlecruiser-ten degrees southwest. Present position twenty-seven niles but
closing very fast."

"Right," said Lisa, and reached for the air comnet switch..

The projecbeamfield on the bridge of Khyron's crui ser showed the Mcronians' new battle
fortress, sitting in its circular puddl e back to back with its crippled cousin, the SDF-1-Zor's
shi p, cause of so nuch undoi ng.

The Destroyer stood proudly in the observation bubble conmand center, his facial features
distorted by intense hatred.

"The di nensional fortress now coming into range, sir," Gel reported fromhis station

“Main gun at full power and standing by," said Azonia.

"My revenge was well worth waiting for! Admiral Goval is going to wish he'd never heard
of mel"

Azoni a straightened in her seat. "Awaiting your orders, mlord."

"Take out the new ship first,” he commanded. "Then we'll finish themoff. Zor's ship will
soon be little nore than a footnote in Zentraedi history!"

"Eneny ship still closing!" Sanmie told Lisa fromher station below the bal cony area of
the SDF-2 bridge
Ki m suddenly swung from her console screen. "lI'mgetting high-level radiation readings!"

"Vanessa?" Lisa said, asking for confirmation.
"They're firing on us, Captain!"”

d yphs of unharnessed |ightning began to take shape along the blunt bow of Khyron's
| evi at hanli ke cruiser, |eaping pole to pole across what could al nost have been a full-1ipped
mout h, crowned and underscored with twi n-nuzzl ed spi ked cannons like tusks on its arnored hull.
The energy danced and stretched, animted by the Protoculture charges enlivening the dreadnought's
weapons systens.

Local i zed stornms were unl eashed as the ship tore through the winter clouds above Macross,
orange thrusters aft propelling it swiftly toward the | ake and the i mopbile fortresses.

The bolts crackled and hissed in the thin air as the bow began to open, revealing a
networ k of blazing vertical shafts of power, fangs and incisors filed to gl eam ng points in the
mout h of the beast. Utinmately, from somewhere deep within its black heart a cone of blinding
light burst forth, spewing fromthe cruiser and fanning out to enconpass the Earth itself, then
narrowi ng and col |l apsing upon itself as it found its focus. It surged forward across the rooftops
of the city, buildings collapsing in its wake, and struck the heart of the fortress, rending the
fabric of spacetine on inpact and opening gaps into antiworlds.

Col ors reversed thensel ves; what had been |ight was now darkness, and what had been
bl ackness glowed with an infernal radiance. The heavens rolled and gyrated as though the very
stars had been thrown into chaos by the force of the expl osion

"SDF-2 has taken a direct hit!" a hurried and frightened nal e voice inforned R ck over the
tac net. "W've |ost conmunications!"

Ri ck | ooked over his shoul der, dropping the Veritech's left wing as he turned. Bel ow him
Lake d oval was a caldron of fire and snoke, | ess a reservoir of water than a volcanic cone. The
new fortress was in ruins, holed through and through by the annihilation ray.

"They're listing!" the voice updated. "They're sinking, Captain!"

"Conme in, SDF-2," Rick shouted into his helnet m ke. "Lisa, do you read nme?! Captain
Hayes?!" H's commp screen was a grid of black and white static, then a vertical colum of blue and
white bands. "Answer me!" he shouted once again.

Approachi ng Skull Team from twelve o' cl ock cane an angry flock of Zentraedi mecha, pursuit
ships, tri-thrusters, and Battl epods.

Ri ck | ocked onto his targets and pulled honme the Hotas.
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"You'll pay for this!" he snarled through bared teeth.

The rain was harsh but bl essedly cool against her raw skin. Wiy hadn't she thought to
i ncl ude sunscreen in the beach basket? And was Rick as burned as she?...The wailing of tortured
seabirds was taking her rapidly to the surface of the world, the roughhouse voi ces of beachgoers
at play...

Li sa opened her eyes to a close-up view of her consol e keyboard and touch pads, water
cascadi ng between the tabs and puddling on the floor. Her hands were under her face, and the
screen in front of her was blank and silent. She raised her head, pushed wet hair from her face,
then struggled to her feet to ascertain the extent of the damage to the bridge.

On the floor below the flyout bal cony, Sanmmie and Kimlay sprawl ed near their duty
stations, seeningly dazed but uninjured. Klaxons were sounding throughout the ship, and the
overhead fire control system had drenched everyone and everything in the hold. Lisa turned to
check on Vanessa before opening the comink to request assistance.

"Fire control teans needed on |levels four through twenty," she managed.

Back at her station, Kimput in a call for nedics.

"Al'l section commanders file status reports as soon as possible," Lisa heard Vanessa say.

"Tell "emwe need nore help on the flight deck!" a paranmedi ¢ shouted fromthe floor

Kimwas working frantically at her controls. "Conputer's dead!" she told Lisa. "No nanua
override. W have no control whatsoever!"

"Losi ng power, Captain," Vanessa said behind her. "Recommend we abandon ship!"

Lisa's nmouth dropped open as she felt the inpact of those words and understood what it
meant to | ose a ship.

She swept her eyes across the bridge: The fortress had taken a direct hit sone floors
bel ow the control center, but secondary missiles had razed the bridge as well. There were huge
hol es in the bul kheads behind her, acrid snoke was coiling fromthe ventilation systens, and for
the first time Lisa was aware that the ship was listing hard to starboard.

Thi nk! she screamed to herself, as if to chase the denons of defeat from her m nd. What
woul d Admiral doval do in a situation like this?

She pictured himsitting in the command chair on the SDF-1 bridge, his white cap pulled
Il ow on his brow, the tobacco-stained fingers of his right hand gently tugging at the ends of his
thi ck nustache... She could al nrost hear him

"Lisa, you know that you'll always be able to find ne right here.

And suddenly she understood why he had told her this; she understood why he had been
absent so often these past nonths while the SDF-2 was nearing conpletion, why he had given her
comand of the fortress..

"Of course!" she yelled. She beckoned her bridge crewto follow her and hurried fromthe
control room

A wi nding service corridor still connected the two fortresses, a dark and spooky pl ace
now, but the four of thembarely took notice of its sinister elenents as they ran toward the
not her ship, Lisa in the |lead. Barely breaking stride, she hit the control switch for the bridge
hatch, and they rushed in, surprised to find the overhead |ights on and the display boards lit.
They were equally surprised to find daudia standing at her forward station, already initiating
the lift-off sequence

"Wl cone aboard, |adies,"
| ong?"'

"Don't just stand there,
Battl e stations everyone!"

she said calmy and with a hint of hunor. "Wat took you so

A oval barked fromthe command chair. "W have a job to do.

Lisa smled to herself while she and the others hastened to their consol es and screens. So

it was true: doval had half expected an attack of some sort. He had sworn to Khyron (and the
entire crew, for that matter) that the SDF-1 was nonoperational, when in fact it was not only
spaceworthy but arned to the teeth. Robotech crews had to have carried out the top-secret
reconstruction nonths ago, purposely |eaving the battered exterior of the fortress untouched.

"What about the main gun, sir?" she asked d oval

"Enough power for one firing. We'll have to make sure it's effective.”

"Conput er countdown is already programed, sir," Caudia reported.

G oval called for nmaxi mum power on all thrusters.

"Antigrav power |levels at optimmcapacity,"” Sanmm e updated.

"All systems go,"” said Kim "Ready for immediate lift-off on commander's mark!"

Cl audi a tapped commands i nto her overhead control board.

"Drive systemis operational, and the chrononmeter is running. Four seconds to ignition.
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Three! Two! One!..."
"Take her up!" shouted doval, alnost rising fromhis chair..

M nmei, her aunt and uncle, Mayor Tommy Luan, and thousands of others were pressed
together in Macross's main shelter, an enornous aboveground structure of steel and reinforced
concrete that also housed the city's comunications system and data storage networks. M nnei had
been entertai ning everyone with songs and stories. They were all naintaining, despite the despair
they felt when word of the destruction of the SDF-2 had reached them Recent arrivals to the
shel ter described how that Zentraedi dragon had belched a flow of irresistible force and how the
new fortress had slipped |like a corpse beneath the frothing surface of Lake doval. The crowds in
the shelter had keened and offered up their prayers.

But now incredi ble news had arrived: The SDF-1 was lifting out of the |ake! And people all
over the city were beginning to | eave their shelters, heedl ess of the burning buildings and
ravaged | and, the death wind that blew |like a gust fromhell through the deserted streets. Their
guardi an was resurrected, and this was all that nattered. Even annihilation itself held no sway.

M nnei, too, left the shelter intinme to see the fortress liftoff, parting the water as it
rose fromthe | ake, still a gleam ng techno-knight despite its sorry appearance. The supercarriers
that were its arms were held out in that characteristic gesture of supplication, and already the
mai n guns were elevating into position above the knight's visored hel net..

Khyron's crui ser was continuing its deadly descent, disgorging blast after blast of white
light fromits unholy gullet. Streaks of blue lightning shot from pinpoint gun turrets, while
power - ar nored Zentraedi troops steadfast along the warship's rusted hull |oosed cannon fire
agai nst the Earth Forces necha.

Ri ck skinmed Skull One along the cruiser's organicl ooking surface, offing nmssiles as he
broke and clinbed across its bow. Wen the recipients of those Stilletos and Hamrer heads expl oded
beneath him he threw the fighter into another dive, reconfiguring to Guardi an node as he dropped.
The skies were alive with tracer rounds, hell flowers, and annihilation disks. Veritechs and
Zentraedi pursuit ships were locked in crazed dogfights amd it all, adding their own slugs and
rounds to the chaos, their own deaths to the escal ati ng body count.

In Battloid node now, |egs splayed on the sickly-colored hull and the autocannon at the
ready, Rick's necha enptied his rage at barbed turrets and solitary troops alike. Explosions
encircled him filling the air with whitehot shrapnel. But the great ship held to its course,
hurtling toward the | ake undeterred.

Al at once there was a voice on the com net.

"Rick! Rick Hunter-is that you?!"

"Lisal" Rick cried. "I must be hearing things!"

“You're not," she told him "I'm aboard the SDF-1, and we're preparing to fire the main
guns. So | strongly suggest you get yourself out of there!"

He was al ready reaching for his node selector stick. "You don't have to tell ne twice!" he
excl ai med, running his necha along the deck and lifting off.

Rick raised Max and Mriya on the tac net. Wng to wing the three fighters peel ed away
fromthe targeted cruiser..

“Main gun is in ready position,’
five-zero."

Lisa ran calculations at the adjacent station, reporting the results. "The admral was
right-that's only enough energy for one shot, so nake it a good one!"

Vanessa gave the word: The cruiser was centered in the conputer reticle.

"Now, fire!" yelled doval..

Cl audi a announced. "Energy reading at present...niner-

The two columar towers of the main gun were set in position side by side, a continuous
cat's cradle of scintillescent energy uniting themrunning fore to aft. As doval issued the
command to fire, the power web seened to solidify itself for an instant; then the tw nbooned gun
bl owt or ched.

A near heni sphere of incandescence erupted fromthe fortress, dematerializing the winter
clouds and igniting the sky like a second sun. The collective force of an infinity of hyperexcited
subatomc particles tore through Khyron's approaching cruiser like a radiant stake driven into its
icy heart.

But the cruiser's forward notion was not yet arrested. Flayed of arnor and superstructure
and trailing a dense pillar of swirling black snoke, it continued to fall..
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Khyron tasted blood in his nouth. In the dimillumnnation in the observation bubble
provided by the cruiser's auxiliary power system he traced the blood' s course to a deep gash over
his left eye. The eye itself was closed, swollen and henorrhaging in its fractured socket. Azonia
was in the comand chair beside him unscathed though the rest of the bridge was in ruin.

"Al'l right," he said, as though taken in by a minor trick, "they' ve had their fun, and now
it's our turn! I'Il show them™

Behind him both Gel and Gerao had net their deaths. Wapons systens and comuni cations
were out; |ikewi se the conputers and projecheam screens. But the ship's navigationals were alive-
the ship itself could be used as a final weapon

"Now what ?" Azoni a asked eagerly.

Khyron took the second chair. "They can't erect a defense barrier w thout any power,
correct?!"

"Right! They're hel pl ess! Get them "

He turned to her and sniled. "W both will," he rasped. "But it requires a sacrifice...are
you willing to face it with ne, Azonia?"
She reached out for his hand. "It will be glorious."

"Yes...glorious. Locking on gui dance systems, now.

Its power systens depleted, the SDF-1 had dropped back in the | ake, hel pless.

Vanessa gl anced up at the schematics on the threat board. The eneny hadn't altered its
course. "It looks like he plans to ramus, sir!"

G oval turned to Sanmie: "Do we have any power left?!"

"Not enough to activate the main gun again, sir."

"Ki n?" said d oval

"Sanme story here...l have no helmcontrol!"

Claudia turned fromher station: "Reserves and backups are out."

G oval stood up. "Ready the ejection nodules," he started to say. But Samm e was shaki ng
her head, tears rolling down her freckled face.

"Only nodule Cis operational. The rest are..."

Lisa felt her heart begin to race. Everyone | ooked at each other, saying nore with their
eyes than woul d have been possible through words al one. Sanmi e and Ki mwere crying, holding each
other. Vanessa was tightlipped, stoic, alnpbst angry.

Li sa saw O audia and the adm ral exchange gl ances, then suddenly felt her friend's
graceful hand on her shoul der.

"Lisa..."

Li sa stepped aside and clutched at herself, feeling a wave of hysteria nount inside her
"No!" she screaned.

"Lisa, yes!" someone said-it could have been Sanmie, or Kim or Vanessa.

Claudia and d oval took a step toward her

She began to shake her head wildly...

Max and Mriya, Rick and what remai ned of the Skull Team had put several mles between
t hensel ves and Khyron's warship. Circling out over the |ake, they regrouped and headed hone, the
SDF-1 at twelve o' clock, nowresettled in the choppy waters.

Ri ck had w tnessed the counterstrike |evel ed agai nst Khyron's vessel and had naturally
anticipated its conplete destruction. But the cruiser had survived and was | ocked on a collision
course with the dimensional fortress

The Veritechs began to pour everything they had toward it: mssiles, arnor-piercing
depl eted transurani c rounds, heat-seekers, and the rest. Phal anx guns of the SDF-1's close-in
weapons systemwere simlarly engaged, challenging the gods with their volleys of thunder and
blinding Iight.

All at once Rick knewin his gut that all the firepower in the world wasn't going to slow
that skeletal ship's suicide descent..

The cruiser was a fiery javelin in a ballistic fall, called by the Earth's own inherent
powers to deadly rendezvous with its techno-savior

On the bridge of the Zentraedi ship, Khyron and Azonia stood hand in hand facing that
divine wind in a way only warriors could, victorious in their final noments as nuch for destroying
the object of their years-long pursuit as for the strength of their extraordinary bond, their
marriage in death.
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Goval, in his place, hugged his crewto him stretching his |long arns around them all,
courageous and loving father, while the Destoyer's warship eclipsed the sky.

The mle-long cruiser ramred into the main guns of the fortress, splintering the twin
boons as it continued its dive. Metal shrieked against nmetal, shafts, connectors, and joints
shappi ng and roaring in protest.

The bow of the leviathan ship forced the boons apart and i npacted agai nst the nain body of
the SDF-1, shearing off the head and going on to crash and expl ode once, tw ce, and again. The
fortress took the full power of these against its back and itself exploded, blow ng the
supercarriers fromtheir nountings and ripping away the battle-scarred arnor that had seen so nuch
vi ol ence.

The | ake boil ed, rel easing nassive clouds of steaminto the cold air, and lightning storns
appear ed spontaneously in the skies overhead.

A fireball rose and nushrooned there, announcing the event to the rest of the world..

Wien the snoke cleared, three ruins stood in the nuch shall ower |ake: the burned-out hul
of Khyron's cruiser, the remains of the ill-fated SDF-2, and the bl ackened, headl ess torso of the
original dinensional fortress-nmonunments to madness.

Most of the city along the | akeshore had been obliterated.

Veritech teans swept the littered waters and frontage |ands for survivors but found none

Ri ck made a pass over the | evel ed suburbs where his quarters had once stood-where Lisa and
Cl audi a, Samm e, Vanessa, and Kimhad lived; then he flew over the heart of downtown, where
survivors were already |eaving the shelters.

But there would be no rebuilding this tinme-not here at any rate. R ck guessed that the
area woul d remain hot for decades to come. Evacuation and relocation of the thousands who had
lived through the day woul d have to conmence inmediately. No sinple task given the extent of the
destruction, but there were nearby cities that would I end a hand, and the Earth would prevail, rid
of its enemes at |ast.

He tried not to think about G oval and the others; this was what waited for all of them at
the end of the rai nbow.

He piloted his fighter past the |ake hulks, circled, and put down in Guardian node at an
intact |anding zone not far fromthe shore. People were beginning to gather, nmany in shock, others
staring at the fortress in stunned silence. He raised the cockpit canopy and clinmbed out, only to
hear a ghost call himby nane.

Li sa was wal king toward his ship.

Ri ck approached her cautiously, nore than willing to settle for hallucination but worried
that real emotion might frighten it off. But the quaking shoul ders he touched with his equally
anxi ous hands were flesh and bl ood, and the feel of her brought himclose to fainting.

"At the last nonent,"” Lisa was saying, "Admiral doval and...C audia forced me into the
ejection nodule." She regarded the fortress for a nonent, silent while tears flowed freely down
her cheeks. "They wanted me to live..." She turned Rick and studied himintensely. "They said that
| was the only one who still had sonething to live for!"

Ri ck held her while she cried, her body convulsing in his arns.

"I thought 1'd lost you," he whispered. "Just when | realized how much you nmean to ne." He
tightened his enbrace. "You do have sonething to live for-we both do now. "

Nei t her of them heard M nnmei approach. Reflexively, they separated when she spoke; but
Rick, in a rush, began to stammer an expl anation

M nmei spared himthat.

"You're in love with Lisa," she said quietly. "I knew that."

"I would have told you sooner, but...l don't think I knew until today." Rick reached for
Lisa's hand. "Forgive ne, Mnnei."

Now M nnei faltered. "Well, uh, only if you can forgive ne, Rick. For trying to nake you
into sonething you're not. And, uh, for pretending to be sonmething |'mnot." Rick and Lisa | ooked
confused, so she continued. "You see, | wasn't really that eager to get married. | realized that

my music means as nuch to me as the service does to you."

Li sa seened to stiffen, somehow able to locate just a hint of anger through her heavy
sadness. "Ch, really?" she said flatly.

"My life is nmusic,” Mnnei said innocently.

Lisa smled to herself and gave Rick's hand a squeeze. Mnnei couldn't bear to adnit that
she had | ost Rick; and why bother to think that when it was so nuch easier to rearrange the facts?
Looki ng around, Lisa wondered if she could do the sane: just pretend all this hadn't happened, see
bl ue skies instead of stornms ahead.
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"Good luck on your mission, Lisa," Mnnei said straight-faced.

As though all this hadn't happened!

"I know you'll be a bigger star than ever by the tine we return,” Lisa told her, willing
to give Mnnei's blinder gane a try.

Rick, too, wore a slightly puzzled |ook. But this began to fade when M nnei turned to him
wi shing himwell and kissing himlightly on the cheek.

"Don't forget me, Rick-you have to pronise ne you won't!"

“"I"1l never forget you," he said, meaning it.

She spun on her heel in an al nost weightless turn and wal ked away, stopping once to wave
to himbefore rejoining the crowds of survivors, already wel com ng her with open arns.

Snow was beginning to fall. Lisa put her armthrough R ck's el bow and snuggl ed up agai nst
hi m

"What about our nission, Rick? |Is there a chance-even wi thout the SDF-1?"

Ri ck nodded slowy. He had already given it some thought.

"There's still the factory satellite and Breetai's ship. Wth his help, and Lang' s and
Exedore's, we'll nmake good Admiral doval's assignnent. We'll reach the Robotech Masters

honewor| d before it's too late. This tinme peace cones first."

Mesmeri zed, Lisa watched the snow begin to bl anket the devastated city, the ruined
war shi ps that were to be its massive grave markers.

Per haps Max and Mriya would sign on, she said to herself. Even Mnnei! Wat did she care
now? It was going to be a diplomatic mssion, a proper neeting of two cultures bound to each other
by a nysterious past and separated by nearly the breadth of a gal axy.

She | ooked over at Rick and nanaged a snile, which he returned though tears filled his
eyes.

And if their plan failed for sone reason, if it wasn't possible for Breetai's ship to
undertake the journey...then other solutions would present thenmselves. Earth would rebuild itself

and prevail. Perhaps, she specul ated, the Robotech Masters woul d come here instead..
And as it turned out, new solutions would present thenselves. Earth would rebuild and
prevail. And as for the Robotech Masters...cone they woul d!
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